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2025 Heritage Festival 

 April 12 & 13  
A Celebration of History at the Pearce Homestead 

The five counties that were formed in 1921 by an act of the Florida Legislature have been 
invited to present exhibits in the school house.   We will have a chance to meet and learn 
more about our neighboring counties—Glades, DeSoto, Charlotte and Hardee—as well as 
our own Highlands County.    Also new this year, visitors to the school house will be greeted 
by a “school marm”  on the porch and asked to sign in if they ever attended a one room 
school house.   Names are being gathered for a possible reunion in the near future. 

A panel discussion by Pearce Family descendants will be on the schedule.   Musical enter-
tainment will feature Barney & Nancy, Ray Cerbone and Double Trouble X2.    The Cracker 
Trail Riders will be onsite along with food trucks and craft vendors.   House tours and kids 
activities round out the days. 

  Cowboy Church by The Lee Allcorn Band on Sunday at 11 am  

and the band will play in concert at 3 pm to close out the Festival 
Boat Rides along the Kissimmee River 

will be offered on Saturday and Sunday         
beginning at 11 am each day.   

             The cost is   $20 per person         



This mural image from Florida Archives is John Pearce's 
log house and out buildings on the west bank of the Kis-
simmee River.    

During the Third Seminole War, John M. Pearce served in 
several volunteer companies, including that of Capt. Wil-
liam B. Hooker.    At one time, he was a scout surveying 
Indian activities in the Kissimmee Valley area.     During 
the Civil War, he enlisted in 1863 and served as an order-
ly sergeant. He left the command at the disbanding of 
the Confederacy .  On September 23, 1907, Martha A. 
Pearce applied for a widow’s pension as the widow of J. 
M. Pearce, who served in the military in the Home 
Guard. She gave her address as Bassenger, Fla. She stat-
ed she had resided continuously in Florida since 1852. An 
"X" was signed in lieu of signature. Her claim 6291 was 

approved February 8, 1907, with pay from November 11, 1907 at the rate of $120 per annum.  (Research by John Dean, S.A.R.)  

           

PEARCE FAMILY HISTORY 

John Mizell Pearce, founder of the present-day Pearce Homestead, settled with his parents in the Peace Riv-
er Valley around 1846.   In 1858, he married Martha Lanier, a direct relation of Sidney Lanier, the famous 
Southern poet and musician.   John left his cattle business to serve in the Confederate Army in 1863, return-
ing to Fort Meade at the conclusion of the Civil War.   At the death of his father Levi in 1874, he moved his 
family to the location of the present Pearce Homestead site.    

John was deeded 157 acres through the Internal Improvement Fund of the State of Florida in 1880.   This 
land included the abandoned Fort Basinger General Zachary Taylor had built between 1837 and 1838 as his 
headquarters.   At the end of the War in 1842, the Fort was closed to be reopened during the Third Seminole 
War as a supply depot and transfer point, closing for the final time at the end of the War. 

As John increased his acreage, he expanded his cattle herd to what was to become the Pearce Cattle Empire.   
In addition to running the cattle business, John Pearce operated a ferry, the Mary Belle, across the Kis-
simmee River.   He also serve as Deputy Sheriff for the eastern part of DeSoto, and for many years, was the 
only law enforcement officer in the lower Kissimmee Valley. John and Martha’s nine children were familiar 
with the family’s cattle business and several settled on the Ft. Basinger property. 

In 1894,  William Sidney (Sid) Pearce married Marvia Virginia Hollingsworth of Arcadia.   They had four 
children; Leonard Clifford, Ruth, Pearl and Edna Mae.   When Sid’s father died in 1897, leaving his estate 
to his family, his wife Martha and son Sid assumed responsibility of the business.   Martha built the frame 
house that remains today as the Pearce Homestead. 

At his mother’s death in 1911, Sid purchased the main house and surrounding land from the estate and man-
aged the business.  Sid followed in his father’s footsteps in law enforcement and the ferry business.   He do-
nated the land and building for the Fort Basinger School in 1910.   He also built the first bridge across the 
Kissimmee River in 1916.    Sid was very active in civic affairs but cattle ranching was the primary family 
focus.   The ranch’s brand, P-4, represented the fact that Sid was the fourth of his parent’s children.   Sid’s 
wife Marvia died in 1932 and Clifford, the eldest son, worked with his father in the business until 1934, 
when he was killed in a car accident.   Clifford was survived by his wife, Clara, and four children. 



 

 In Memoriam 

  James A Pollard  
January 21, 1945 — December 2, 2024 

Jim’s dedication to preserving the rich 
history of Highlands County for future generations will be fondly 
remembered .   He was a charter member of the Heritage Associa-
tion and served as its first president. 

Jim was instrumental in organizing the 100th Anniversary celebra-
tions for Highlands County including the 2021 Heritage Festival 
which prompted the collaboration of our three Historical Societies 
that continues today 

               
 

           FRIENDS of the PEARCE HOMESTEAD   
are devoted to the preservation of the property as an historic treasure and ex-
ample of pride in the legacy of the Florida Heartland.   FRIENDS annual dues 
and patronage support the presentation of the Heritage Festival.   As the 
FRIENDS group grows, it will be possible to host more events. The Homestead is 
the ideal setting for picnics, history based workshops for adults and young peo-
ple, family reunions and holiday parties.    The FRIENDS group is an extension of 
the Heritage Association board of directors.   We need your participation as a 
member and volunteer to provide more opportunities to appreciate Highlands 
County history at the Pearce Homestead.  

Cindy Morrison 
passed away in the fall of 2024 
after a long illness and  pro-
longed hospital stays.   She was a 
unique individual and  possessed 
a wealth of knowledge that she 
generously shared.  Her presenta-
tions of burial customs and pio-
neer skills such as butter churn-
ing were very informative.     
Cindy is greatly missed. 



The 2025 Heritage Festival brochure is being prepared now.   The list of 
Friends and Patrons will be listed as significant supporters of the Association and 
the Festival.   If your name appears below then your membership is current, in 
which case, you can pass the membership form along to a friend or neighbor who 
may wish to join.    If you have paid and do not see your name, please call. 

Thanks for your support.   We could not do what we do without you. 
joiN OR RENEW to add your name to a list 

      CURRENT FRIENDS             CURRENT PATRONS  
Bob Belschner   Lonnie Clark     Ruth Bergman    Kevin Depuy 
Frank Cartisano     Dale Gillis           Marian Elmore    Roberta Lake  
Michael Flood     Linda Kolarik         Wendy & Maria Hagg 
   Dopathana Meckstroth                 Lake Placid Historical Society 
Mike Peters    Kim Piesik       Dr. Eric Palosky      
Gordon Rose Terri Rose   Frank & Judene Maxwell 
   Merrie-Ann Santore       Tom & Terry Mendel   

Denise Serrano   Dan C. Smith   Okeechobee Historical Society 
           Patriots Chapter D.A.R. 
    (The membership year begins in May and runs through April each year)  

  Detach & Mail with your donation (payable to Heritage Association) to;: 

Heritage Association  P.O. Box 1531, Sebring, FL, 33871 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Friend _____ $25        Patron _____$100     email________________________________ 

 

Name:________________________________________Phone_____________ 

  

Address__________________________________________ 

 

City _________________________________State________Zip____________ 


