
Springs. Most of its grand buildings eventually were torn down, 

burned, or turned into housing, with the main exceptions being 

the library and Hall ofBrotherhood, which were used for events 

such as boxing matches and USO dances. 

Members of the town's next generation, including Robinson, 

had varying levels of knowledge about the Florida Chautauqua 

that had built their town.Yet whether they knew of it firsthand 

through a relative or via scattered reminiscences, they all felt its 

almost palpable presence. 

Dennis Ray grew up on a farm outside ofDeFuniak Springs in 

the 1930s and 1940s, left for several decades, and then returned 

in 1993 to retire. An enthusiastic man with bright blue eyes and 

thinning white hair, Ray credits the doctorate he received in 

economics and industrial management to the lingering effects of 

the Chautauqua Movement. 

Ray's mother attended many Chautauqua sessions as a young 

girl, he says,and she fell in love with learning. She had her children 

read many of the same books she had read during the sessions 

fifteen to twenty years earlier. And although they lived on a farm, 

she was a stickler for certain social graces, such as having the table 

properly set. This passion for knowledge and culture impressed 

young Ray, who became the first member of his family to earn a 

college degree. 

If Ray, his mother, and Robinson were so profoundly affected 

by Chautauqua, so too were many other residents of this attractive 

little town. And that's probably why today, some eighty years later, 

'the town of more than five thousand has a surprising wealth of 

cultural enrichment activities available for its citizens, such as 

reading clubs, a local theater, and public concerts. 

Yet over the years, people moved away from DeFuniak Springs, 

and new residents-who had no connection to, or knowledge of, 

the Florida Chautauqua-moved in. The name became merely 

an unwieldy word to some, peculiar to their new hometown. 

And the once-stately Hall ofBrotherhood, which had its back half 

shorn off in a storm, was just a weather-beaten structure to others. 

But in the mid-1980s, Pickett barreled back into town. 

A forceful, decisive woman, Pickett found the town in decline. 

Determined to breathe new life into It, she formed various civic 

groups, learning about DeFuniak's Chautauqua history along the 

way.And then it hit her-Chautauqua's revival might be the key to 

renewed prosperity for DeFuniak Springs. So in 1996, she organized 

a one-day Chautauqua program, which featured speakers, porcelain­

painting classes, and a religious lecture. Although modest, it received 

rave reviews. 

The Florida Chautauqua was alive once again. 

....-.:....... his past February marked the eleventh Chautauqua 

Assembly under Pickett's lead in DeFuniak Springs.The 

four-day event featured performances by the Orlando 

Opera, the Broadway cabaret act of conductor/vocal 

arranger/pianist David Friedman, political discussions, a tour of 

historic homes, and painting workshops. Lectures included recent 

Social Security reform proposals and an interfaith panel on religion, 

while speakers made presentations on a variety of subjects, from 

African-American artists to basket weaving. And of course, the 

event included the standard porcelain-painting workshop, a class 

offered at the early Florida Chautauquas. 

Local artist Mary Vinson, eighty-two, has led the porcelain­

painting workshop every year. And even though she's had some 

health issues of late, she won't consider stepping down because she's 

a strong believer in Chautauqua's power to change lives. 

Take her own workshop. "Porcelain painting is such a happy 

thing to do and opens up a whole new world to people," she 

says, gesturing to the creamy porcelain pieces, paints, and brushes 

crowding the studio tucked behind her home. "When people 

start painting in my class, they relax for the next three hours, 

and they're so proud when they're finished. You don't realize what 

painting can do for you." 

Although Pickett is already enthusiastically 

planning the twelfth assembly, she admits it's a 

difficult event to conduct financially.The ticket 

prices, kept low to keep the programs affordable, 

cover just a fraction of the costs. But that doesn't 

slow her down. "There's no point in thinking 

small," she chuckles. "I'd love to build it back to 

a nine-week season. That's my dream." 

And she says that dream can come true with 

adequate financial support from the community, 

which would be rewarded when the spirited 

Chautauqua once again transforms DeFuniak 

into the cultural center of Northwest Florida 

and the economic driver for the entire county. 

"I once read the motto," Pickett says," 'Make no 

little plans, for they have not the power to stir 

men's minds.' I live by that motto." 

Editor's note: For more on the Florida Chautauqua 

ABOVE: The Hall of Brotherhood, seen here from across Lake DeFuniak, is the only in DeFuniak Springs, please call (850) 892-7613 or 

original Chautauqua building remaining in DeFuniak Springs. visit www.florida-chautauqua-center.org. 
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