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BEAUTYBERRY POST 
THE NEWSLETTER OF MACKAY GARDENS AND LAKESIDE PRESERVE 

March / April 2014   

 

Dennis Foley and Diane Dunn participate in a nature hike led by Mackayster volunteer Steve Franklin 

Seeing the Light  by Steve Franklin 

 

 Though the volunteers at Mackay Gardens and Lakeside Preserve dedicate many hours 

to restoring and maintaining the gardens around the historic house as well as the trails and 

habitats of the preserve, some of them also devote time to sharing their passionate love of 

Nature’s wonders with visitors to the property.  They recognize that all of the electronic 

devices, which offer us opportunities to enjoy a wide variety of virtual reality experiences, 

cause many people to lose touch, literally, with some of the real, unique benefits that only 

Nature has to offer.  By guiding people on interpretive walks through the trails of this semi-

tropical preserve, volunteer- hosts help them reconnect with the lively greens and calming 
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rustle of tree leaves accented by the deep blue radiance of a clear sky; the mixed fragrances of 

rainbow-colored wildflowers; the comforting feel of tender soil under ones padding feet; the 

sounds and site of animals, birds, and insects at work and play; the warm caress of a gentle 

breeze brushing one’s cheeks; the blessed moments of silence rarely found in cities; and a 

myriad of other sensations that aren’t easily replicated by electronic tools and toys.  Volunteers 

also use these opportunities to remind visitors that the future well-being of man and other 

species is very dependent on our embracing preservation, conservation, and the leading of 

sustainable lifestyles as practical necessities.  Through the use of educational tools, by relating 

pertinent stories, by sharing thought-provoking poems, and by publishing this newsletter, it is 

our hope to bring those who have lost touch with Nature and its unique healing and restorative 

powers back to its fold one kind soul at a time.                                                                                                                            

                                                                                                                                       

Calendar of Events 
March 2014 

 3/5       Mackay work day -9am-noon 

 3/6 Master Gardener Workshop (Native, Invasive, Exotic-The Plants Around Us)  

10am-noon 

 3/9 Guided Interpretive Nature Walk – 2-3pm 

 3/12     Mackay work day -9am-noon 

 3/18     Monitor and weeding scrub lupine site -8:30-11:30am 

 3/19     Mackay work day -9am-noon 

 3/22 Astronomy Night - 7 -10pm 

 3/26     Mackay work day -9am-noon 

 Tuesdays & Thursdays- Zumba classes 6-7pm, a small fee is required for this class 

April 2014 

 4/2       Mackay work day -9am-noon* 

 4/3 Master Gardener Workshop (Scrub lupine-Rare Plant Conservation) – 10am-

noon 

 4/6 Guided Interpretive Nature Walk – 2-3:30pm 

 4/9       Mackay work day -9am-noon* 

 4/16     Mackay work day -9am-noon* 

 4/23     Mackay work day -9am-noon* 

 4/30     Mackay work day -9am-noon* 

 Tuesdays & Thursdays- Zumba classes 6-7pm, a small fee is required for this class 

*Please note April work days may begin at 8am to take advantage of cooler weather. 

  For more information or to register for the guided walk please contact Parks and Recreation at 

863-291-5272
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Master Gardener Corner  by Cathy Butcher, Polk County Master Gardener 

 

 
    Wooly congea, Congea tomentosa by Cathy Butcher 

 
 inconspicious. They sit in the middle of the colorful bracts. Bracts are modified leaves and may 

remain on the plants long after the actual flowers are gone. Poinsettias and bougainvilleas are 

familiar examples. The Wooly congea bracts begin as pale pink and white and over time deepen 

into several shades of rose. This year the plant began blooming in December and by February 

reached the more intense colors. Please visit soon to enjoy the unique beauty of this plant. 

Other blooms to look for in the grotto are: bright pink Quesnelia testudo bromeliads; Blue sky 

vine, Thunbergia grandiflora; the colorful orange bracts of Chinese hat, Holmskioldia sanguinea; 

and the delightful red flowers of the Powderpuff bush, Calliandra haematocephala. 

 

To learn more about gardening with flowering vines, search online for Dr. Sydney Park Brown’s 

presentation entitled Vertical Gardening Flowering Vines for Florida. It is 110 pages of gorgeous 

photographs and useful information. Or enter this address into your browser -

http://conference.ifas.ufl.edu/gardener10/Presentations/Monday/pm/0415%20S%20Park-

Brown.pdf 

 

 

Because the last two winters have 

been mild in Lake Alfred, we are now 

seeing some fantastic blooms from 

some of the semi-tropical and tropical 

plants at Mackay Gardens.  The grotto 

contains numerous vines growing 

around the perimeter, draping the 

inside walls. One of these vines is the 

tropical Wooly congea, Congea 

tomentosa, native to Myanmar and 

Thailand. It is unusual to see this plant 

growing in central Florida due to frost 

sensitivity. The entire plant has a soft, 

velvety look, including the pale pink 

blooms. Actually, the flowers are tiny 

and  
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First Thursday Workshops   March 6@ 10am 

 

         Beautiful Problems…too much….. 

 
                         Cat's claw                                                   Rosary pea                                                    Lantana 

                                                                              

Some of them hitchhiked here from other countries and others were invited by us into our yards and 

gardens, but now they have become unruly guests that just won’t behave or leave! A lively discussion is 

happening in our horticultural world using terms such as: native, non-native, exotic, and invasive. Join us 

at the Mackay house the first Thursday in March at 10am to gain a better understanding of what these 

words mean and how your garden choices can affect our environment in both positive and negative 

ways. Cathy Knott, Senior Biologist with Florida Industrial and Phosphate Research Institute, and Polk 

County Master Gardener, will explain the use of these terms and look at some of the native, non-native, 

exotic, and invasive plants found in Polk County. Afterward, we can take a short walk to our Florida-

Friendly Landscape™ demonstration garden to look at 

some native and non-native plant options that will always 

remain well-behaved in your yard. 

 

                                           …or too little?  

April 10@ 10am 
Join us to learn of the challenging efforts to save the 

remaining populations of our endangered Florida scrub 

lupine, a plant found nowhere else on Earth. Juliet Rynear, 

plant specialist with Bok Tower’s Rare Plant Conservation 

Program , will give us the inside story of her journey to 

save this lovely plant from extinction. We have lupines at 

Mackay, let’s go look for blooms!                         

 

 
Scrub lupine, Lupinus aridorum by Cathy Butcher 
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Photos previous page by Cathy Butcher. Upper row from left: Cat’s-claw vine, Macfadyena unguis-cati; Rosary pea, 

Abrus precatorius; Lantana, Lantana camara. Bottom right: Scrub lupine, Lupinus aridorum. 

 

First Thursday Workshops are hosted by Polk County Master Gardeners, Pat Farris and Debra Howell. 

 

 

Recent Happenings 

 
 The First Thursday Workshop held on February 6  was heavily attended by a crowd 

eager to learn about Florida’s endangered gopher tortoises. Art Wade, Senior Environmental 

Scientist with Chastain-Skillman of Lakeland , FWC Authorized Gopher Tortoise Agent,(and 

official Mackayster volunteer), brought a wealth of information to his presentation. Afterward, 

everyone was invited to walk a short distance to see some active tortoise burrows on Mackay 

property. City staff and volunteers are partnering with FWC to restore some of the gopher 

tortoise habitat, within the Preserve, to a degree that will encourage sustainablility of this 

threatened keystone species.  Art recently relocated several tortoises from the townhouse 

development adjacent to the Preserve, to a recipient site east of Lake Wales.  We’re hopeful 

that our efforts to restore habitat on the Mackay property will encourage the remaining 

tortoises to survive and flourish. 

    Some careful observation will show the progress that our corp of Polk County Master 

Gardeners, Ridge Rangers, and community volunteers has achieved over the last few months on 

our Wednesday work days: the front yard is showing a tidy look as some vines and excessive 

Spanish moss are being removed from trees; the grotto received new plantings of donated 

succulents and bromeliads once the overgrown ornamental vines were trimmed, pine straw 

mulch was added and this lovely area is achieving a sense of tropical serenity; several areas of 

large bamboo are being cleared of dead material, this progress is most obvious in the stand of 

majestic giants next to the arbor; city crews have focused efforts on removing sections of 

running bamboo that threaten to overtake the entire property, as well as a beautiful, but 

aggressive, ornamental bromeliad, Bromelia pinquin, that has escaped the garden and moved 

into most of the natural areas; FWC grant funding was awarded to MGLP for the removal of 

cogan grass, a highly invasive plant that has persisted along much of the shoreline,it was 

recently treated with herbicide;  and donations of Florida-friendly plants by generous folks  

have allowed us to enhance and expand some of the plant beds around the house and the 

playground.   
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History   by Steve Franklin 
  

This is the first in a series of articles that will attempt to describe some of the natural and 

cultural events that may have contributed to Mackay Gardens and Lakeside Preserve 

becoming the place that it is today.  We begin with some natural history based on scientific 

studies and theories. 

    According to some scientists, Florida began taking shape beneath the sea about 550 million 

years ago.  Geologists believe that the Florida penisula is actually the emerging portion of a 

tectonic platform referred to as the Florida Plateau.  This plateau acted as a shelf on which the 

remains of large and small sea creatures were deposited.  Over millions of years, these marine- 

life remains hardened, becoming limestone bedrock that eventually grew to be several 

thousand feet deep.  

     As far back as 65 million years ago the Appalachian Mountains were taller than the Rocky 

Mountains are today.  As they eroded, sediments such as clay, silt, sand, and gravel were 

washed down rivers and streams until being released into the ocean where currents carried 

them toward the Florida Plateau.   

    Between 35 and 25 million years ago, after sea levels dropped due to massive ice sheets 

accumulating over Antarctica, the Florida penisula emerged from the sea.  It was arid and 

approximately twice as wide as it is today. 

    More years passed and rain water seeped into the thick layers of limestone and dolomite 

below the surface forcing salt water out and creating our Floridan aquifer, which is what gives 

Florida ecosystems much of their character due to the springs, rivers, and lakes that it spawned. 

The coastal plain, which varied in location through interglacial and glacial periods, as sea levels 

rose and fell, became layered with the sediments from the mountains in Georgia, and Alabama.  

This is why some of our sand hills contain clay-colored soil.   

     It’s estimated that between 25 and 23 million years ago parts of Florida appeared and 

disappeared as the levels of the seas fluctuated with climate changes.  Areas, like the property 

where Mackay Gardens and Lakeside Preserve is located, are today refered to as the ancient 

islands of Florida because these ridges often remained above sea level.  Due to these periods of 

isolation from the main continent, unique groups of plants and animals evolved here.  The 

scrub lupine, in the experimental plot east of the picnic area, is an example of such a plant. 

    The last ice age, which ended between 20 and 10 thousand years ago, left Florida about the 

shape and size that we see today.  Writer Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings may have summed up this 

whole process best in the last line of her novel, Cross Creek, when she wrote, “Cross Creek 

belongs to the wind and the rain, to the sun and the seasons, to the cosmic secrecy of seed, and 

beyond all, to time.”   
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Many Thanks! 

 
Jeff Tillman, the City of Lake Alfred Parks Department Manager, and Cathy Butcher, 

Volunteer Coordinator at Mackay, would like to extend their thanks to all of the donors and 

volunteers who help to make this Preserve more beautiful and people-friendly with every 

passing week.  We couldn’t do it without your support. 

 

By the Way 

 
 If some of you avid bicyclists haven’t ridden the Winter Haven Trail from downtown 

Winter Haven to Mackay Gardens and Lakeside Preserve yet, you’ve missed the pleasure of 

resting or picnicing at a very nice destination.  Soon, the bicycle overpass at Ave. T will be 

completed, and then the bike trail will offer a safe, enjoyable, and comfortable way to connect 

the two cities.  When the trail reaches 17/92 follow the sidewalk along the highway past the 

Lake Rochelle boat ramp to Mackay Blvd.  Turn right on the bicycle trail beside Mackay Blvd. 

and it will take you to the entrance gates to the house, gardens, and preserve.  After you’re 

there, park your bike, enjoy a snack and go for a stroll on more than two miles of shady, 

lakeside trails before returning to downtown Winter Haven.  The distance is very family-

friendly, and a picnic shelter, playground, restrooms and water fountains are all available at 

Mackay from dawn to dusk seven days a week.  Come visit us soon!     

       

 

 
 

We have lots of ideas for upcoming newsletters, but we’d like to hear from you as well.    

Please send remarks and suggestions to: cassiebelle@verizon.net. Include Beautyberry Post 

in your subject line. Check this newsletter, or the City of Lake Alfred’s website, for more 

mailto:cassiebelle@verizon.net
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information on upcoming events or to view a colorful video presentation on Mackay Gardens 

and Lakeside Preserve.   Our video can also be found on YouTube. Volunteer work days are 

Wednesdays from 9am until noon. Volunteers are needed for: maintenance in the gardens 

and preserve; to assist with educational seminars and nature hikes; create environmental or 

historic displays; help build outdoor projects; and develop fund-raising ideas. If you have 

questions about volunteering please contact the above email or contact Parks and Recreation 

of Lake Alfred at Jtillman@MyLakeAlfred.com or Phone: 863-291-5272. Mackay Gardens and 

Lakeside Preserve is located in the City of Lake Alfred, Florida at 900 Mackay Blvd., 33850. 

 

 

 
 

                                                           The Thoreau Bird 
By Steve Franklin 

 

For some a mockingbird’s morning music 

Is a sweet salute to its fellow birds, 

A salient soliloquy that’s quick 

To evoke thoughts of kind and gentle words. 

So they stop to admire its depth and range, 

                                              The subtle changes to this singer’s guise, 

Never thinking its behavior strange 

Or its message more serious and wise. 

But I have listened very carefully, 

And I think it’s not the birds that he mocks, 

But those who strive for more incessantly 

While ignoring the grave ticking of clocks. 

 


