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A sunny morning, a gentle breeze, a mockingbird chirping, twittering and warbling its indecisive melody, and the sound of hedge shears
snipping bushes into shape.

It’s a Stage Stand Cemetery workday for the Homosassa River Garden Club, and members up for the task are weeding, trimming and
generally tidying the historic Homosassa graveyard.

Since the fall of 2005, the club’s goal has been to make this county cemetery a final resting place that those with loved ones buried there
can be proud of.

Ruth Hawn, one of the club’s project committee leaders, said back then, the graveyard was still littered with debris from the heavy
storms of 2004.

“For awhile, it was a real eyesore in there,” Hawn said.

Lou Ann Barrett, the club’s vice president-elect, said at first, the cleanup project seemed overwhelming because of the condition of the
cemetery.

First, the club applied for a $500 grant from Principal Financial Group, using the money to buy a magnolia tree to plant for Arbor Day in
the front entrance.

On Earth Day, April 7, 2006, club members enlisted help from their husbands, Boy Scouts and friends to tackle the cleanup, trimming
trees and shrubs, raking and collecting trash.

Club members also planted 45 rosebushes along the fence bordering U.S. 19. Until the county installed a well for irrigation, nine club
members adopted five rosebushes each, hauling water from home three times a week to keep them green.

Some local businesses, including Evans Nursery, Helen’s Nursery and Home Depot, donated landscaping essentials such as trees,
plants and mulch. Wilder Funeral Home and Strickland Funeral Home donate flags for Memorial Day.

“We’re always looking for donations,” Hawn said. “We’re a very small club and we don’t have a lot of big fundraisers.”

But to support the cemetery project, club members did raise money by selling “trash and treasures,” baked goods and plants.

Dick Wilder, manager of Wilder Funeral Home, said since the club has started making improvements to Stage Stand, those who have
loved ones buried there are taking better care of the graves.

“The entire project of the garden club has really enhanced the condition of the cemetery,” Wilder said.

Matthew Head, whose father, Douglas, was buried there several months ago, said the garden club members’ efforts have improved the
way the cemetery looks and its overall atmosphere.

“It’s great,” he said.

A fourth-generation Citrus County native, he said he also has many other relatives buried at Stage Stand.

Part of history

Katherine Turner Thompson, museum manager of the Old Courthouse Heritage Museum, said the earliest graves at Stage Stand
Cemetery were marked by rocks, trees or shells, so it is no longer possible to identify all graves or everyone buried there. However, the
Old Courthouse archives contain a transcribed list of all the headstones at Stage Stand.

The life of each person buried in that cemetery, whether or not a headstone marks it, has a story.

According to “Citrus County Historical Notes” by Mary Isabel MacRae, published for The Homosassa Public Library’s Bicentennial
Project in 1976, Stage Stand Cemetery got its name because of its proximity to a postal facility established in the 1830s, when mail
carriers followed a trail along what is now U.S. 19 from Fort Brooke, which is now Tampa. Other routes also converged at the Stage
Stand.

At first, mail carriers rode horseback; later, they traveled by buggy or coach.

The first plantation family living on the Homosassa River to use the Stage Stand was the Harrell family. The mail stop was almost at their
eastern fence line.

One morning when no one from the Harrell family arrived to meet the carrier, a group of men went to investigate. At the Harrell home,
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they found the family, including the parents and three children, murdered and scalped.

The attack by American Indians was in retaliation for the federal government’s policy of forcing them to move from their homeland to the
west.

The only Harrell family survivor was a 16-year-old son who had been out duck hunting during the attack.

The family members killed were buried on a knoll just south of the Stage Stand, the first to be buried in what became Stage Stand
Cemetery.

Perhaps the most famous person buried there is baseball legend Dazzy Vance, who had a home in Homosassa.

Growing partnership

Maintaining the cemetery has been a true partnership between the county and the club.

Hawn said the county installed a well to irrigate the front lawn, and replaced a hand pump in the graveyard after vandals destroyed it.

The county also installed lights to illuminate the flagpole, and continues to contribute to the cemetery’s maintenance by mowing it.

“The county has been really wonderful about helping,” Barrett said.

Brad Thorpe, the county’s director of community services, said the cemetery was “plain vanilla” until the garden club adopted it.

Thorpe said the county has plans to put a historical marker at Stage Stand, as well as at the other historic cemeteries.

He said county officials “would be more than happy” if other groups wanted to volunteer to help maintain other county-owned
cemeteries. There are five in all. They include: Stage Pond Cemetery, Pine Hill Cemetery, Hernando Cemetery and Holder Cemetery.
For information about adopting a county cemetery, call 527-7658.

Not done yet

Other improvements to the cemetery include 12 bottle brush trees now lining the drive at the entrance, landscaping around the flag pole,
and three bluebird houses.

Now that the front of the cemetery passes muster with club members, they are turning their attention inside the cemetery for “Phase 2,”
adding two benches and repairing three that were there, as well as planting azaleas, an oak leaf hydrangea and some camellias.

The goal is to have something blooming throughout the cemetery all year long. But the landscaping in the graveyard will be limited,
Hawn explained, because the only source of water is the hand pump.

Instead, club members are gently tidying around individual graves, as long as family members permit it.

“This is our permanent project now,” Hawn said. “We’ll never change it again because it’s so worthwhile.”

But there is one bush that these gardeners won’t go near — the one where the snake lives.

“We’re girls,” Hawn said. “We’re afraid of snakes.”
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