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Hobbyist pilot captures colorful 
Caladiums in Lake Placid area 

 
This is an aerial view of Don Bates (left) and Jeff Hardison on a road on the 
perimeter of a field of Caladiums. 
 
Story, Photos and Videos 
By Jeff M. Hardison © July 30, 2017 at 9:17 p.m.  All Rights Reserved 
     LAKE PLACID – A 484-mile roundtrip that took eight hours of driving and three 
nights of motel room time resulted in a mission accomplished this past weekend. 
     The investment of resources resulted in success by a hobbyist pilot who met one of 
the key Caladium growers in the area of Lake Placid. 
 
 

Sharon and Jeff Hardison 
     Joining pilot Jeff Hardison was his wife 
Sharon Hardison, as they also accomplished a 
personal goal to revisit one of the areas in 
Florida where they lived before with their son 
Dan Hannigan – who celebrated his 39th 
birthday in North Port (Sarasota County) on July 
30. 
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Don Bates pilots his pickup truck as it lands at the launch site for the drone 
adventure of the day. 
 
     Jeff Hardison was a reporter at The News-Sun (Sebring) from March 8, 1990 to Dec. 
8, 1991. He earned third place in the 1990 Florida Press Association Better Newspaper 
Contest in the Environmental or Conservation category. He competed with reporters 
employed at Florida weeklies with more than 12,000 circulation. He wrote about an 
insect that eats hydrilla. The insect was introduced into Lake Arbuckle for research on 
aquatic plant (weed) control by the University of Florida. This was one of seven 
statewide award he earned over his decades in the weekly and daily newspaper business. 
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Caladiums are seen in the field on Thursday (July 27). 
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     The 27th Annual Caladium Festival, sponsored by the Greater Lake Placid (Highlands 
County) Area Chamber of Commerce on July 28, 29 and 30 included more than 100 arts 
and crafts vendors. 
     There were Caladium bulbs and plants for sale; bus tours to the fields; food, drinks, 
and there was lots of free entertainment and parking. There was also a big car and 
motorcycle show. 
 
 

Caladium Fields 

 
https://youtu.be/9Th20GlTzlI 
In this narrated video, Caladium fields are viewed in Highlands County. 
These are fields of Bates Sons & Daughters Caladiums. 
 
 
     Before the start of the three-day festival to celebrate Caladiums and the growers who 
produce them, Jeff M. Hardison, a hobbyist unmanned aerial system (drone) operator 
(pilot) sought and achieved a goal. 
     Don Bates of Bates Sons & Daughters Caladiums granted a request for an escorted 
flyover of some Caladium fields the day before the festival started. That flyover was on 
Thursday (July 27). 
     The 80-year-old Bates said he can see the drone videos as being helpful in finding 
areas of the fields that may not be growing as well as other areas. 

https://youtu.be/9Th20GlTzlI
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     Bates is the son of Emmett James Bates (1915 - 2001) and Mildred Bates (1915-
2009), who are among the pioneer Caladium farmers of Lake Placid. 
     Don Bates has been a planter for 35 years, having been in the United States Army and 
in other business before going into this venture. 
     His family has been in the Caladium-growing business since at least 1948. 
     Hobbyist pilot Hardison said he was thrilled to have accomplished his mission. 
     “Back when I was a reporter at The News Sun of Sebring and Avon Park,” Hardison 
said, “Sharon, Danny (our son) and I lived in the City of Lake Placid after moving from a 
residence we lived in next to Henderson’s Fish Camp adjacent to Lake Ishtapoga. 
     “We were familiar with the Caladium fields back then, and I saw a postcard with a 
view of the fields from the air,” he continued. “That is the print I wanted, and I enjoyed 
the chance to make a video too.” 
     The hobbyist pilot said his wife suggested the venture, and he agreed. 
 

Sunrise Lake Clay 

 
https://youtu.be/L9O0gwxan8I 
In this video, the first two and a half minutes is of sunrise on Lake Clay, and 
then there is some video from the air near a public boat ramp. 
 

 
The sun rises over Lake Clay on Friday morning (July 28). 
 

https://youtu.be/L9O0gwxan8I
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     Once in the area, the couple found a boat ramp at Lake Clay. He launched the drone, 
flew over the lake a little and then landed it. 
     As for the Caladium Festival on Friday (July 28), Mr. and Mrs. Hardison took an air-
conditioned bus tour, launching then from the Lake Placid Woman’s Club. 
     Terri Bates, one of the daughters who is part of Bates Sons & Daughters Caladiums 
was the tour guide. 
     The other major caladium grower highlighted during the festival is Happiness Farms 
Caladiums. That group of growers was selling bulbs. 
 

 
Clouds form over Lake Clay. 
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THE BUS TOUR 

     Terri Bates, one of the daughters of Bates Sons & Daughters Caladiums was the tour 
guide for the first of several bus tours during the festival. 
     Riders enjoyed a short video about Caladiums before the tour started. The vibrant 
colors and unmistakable heart-shaped leaves of these plants are part of what makes 
them so popular. 
     Lake Placid is the Caladium Capital of the World. Of all of the caladiums sold across 
the planet’s surface, 90 percent of them come from this small city in Highlands County. 
 

 
Terri Bates tells people about Caladiums. 
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Caladiums in a vase (left) decorate an outdoor table where people would 
wait for the indoor video presentation. Buses left every 15 minutes for hour 
after hour as people enjoyed the tours. The Lake Placid Woman's Club was 
among the many, many interests that helped the Lake Placid Chamber of 
Commerce host another very successful festival. 
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This is a view of the Caladium fields through a moving bus window. Terri 
Bates said everyone can come out next to the road and take pictures of the 
fields of Caladiums if they want. 
 

 
Birds follow a trail left by a tractor taking the tops off of plants as 
bugs become more exposed. This is a scene take through the window of a 
moving bus. 
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Terri Bates answers a question asked by a bus rider. 
 
 
     The soil of the area is peat-like and makes production ideal, although Caladiums will 
grow in almost any soil condition. They require water, sunlight and nutrients, though. 
Some Caladiums grow better in full sunlight and others can grow in relatively shady 
areas. 
     Although Europeans are credited with the first hybridization of Caladiums, the 
Floridians in the 1920s who brought the decorative plants to the Lake Placid area were 
"Captain" T.W. Webb and Jim Mitchell. 
     Terri Bates’ grandparents Emmett and Mildred Bates, as well as Paul Phypers Sr., 
Boots Holmes and Zena Hendry are listed by the Greater Lake Placid Area Chamber of 
Commerce as being modern pioneers of this strong part of the agricultural interests in 
the region. 
     During a short pre-festival tour, Don Bates mentioned that some number of 
neighboring acreage that was previously used for Caladiums has been purchased to grow 
winter crops. 
     The range of types of Caladiums is wide, as are the colors in their leaves. 
     Red varieties, white varieties and pink varieties are plentiful. 
     Commercial growers in Lake Placid usually start planting in April and complete the 
process by mid-May. Nematodes are removed from the bulbs by running them through 
hot water. 
     Bulbs are cut into pieces. Not every piece has an eye to create a Caladium, but the 
buyers are sold several pieces in each bag to assure plenty of plants. 
     The bulbs are covered with pecan-dust to prevent them from sticking together during 
the planting process. In commercial growing operations, the bulbs are irrigated by mole-
holes, which are underground ditches next to the rows of Caladiums, or there is above-
ground sprinkling. 
     Planting occurs by a tractor cutting furrows and another machine following behind, 
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dropping a measured number of bulbs. The method used today uses the least workers 
and other resources to produce the most plants. 
     The video shown at the Lake Placid Woman’s Club building also described how bulbs 
are harvested, sorted, sold and shipped. 
     After the video, Ms. Bates gave a very entertaining story about Caladiums, other 
growers, some of her family members, legends from the area and a description of what 
the bus was going by as the tour continued. 
     She also answered any questions by bus passengers who were interested in aspects of 
planting their bulbs. 
     The leaves of Caladiums can be snipped and put in a vase like flowers, and they will 
last a few weeks indoors. 
     No words can capture the fun and information of the bus tour. Each tour is different, 
because there are other tour guides. And one tour guide may share any number of 
stories about the farming process, the history of the many lakes in Highlands County, 
and more.  
 

 
(from left) Hank Crutchfield, Jim Sniveley (who owns property in the 
Trenton area), Leanna Himrod and Highlands County Citrus Growers 
Executive Director Raymond D. Royce pass out Tropicana orange juice for 
free to people at the festival. The range of artists, craftsman and other 
vendors was extraordinary at the festival. 
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Some of the many people enjoying the festival on Friday are seen here. 
 

 
Shoppers think about which bulbs and which plants to buy. 
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A pineapple grows in downtown Lake Placid. 
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Kettle corn was among the many types of snack food available. 
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A bag with four different kinds of Caladiums awaits transport back to Levy 
County from Highlands County. 
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THE MURALS OF LAKE PLACID 

     There are 46 murals in the City of Lake Placid. 
     This incredible set of art on walls is among the attractions to the area. There is a 
mural art gallery in the Lake Placid Chamber of Commerce’s Welcome Center at 18 N. 
Oak Ave., in Lake Placid. 
     For tours and information about the murals, call 863-465-2394 or send an email to 
harrietporter075@gmail.com. 
     The Chamber also has a 56-page booklet with details about each mural, including the 
location, the artists and relevant history. 
     Following are some parts of the murals. This is really less than one-tenth of what can 
be enjoyed in person through a tour of the city’s murals. 
 

Cracker Trail Cattle Drive 

 
This mural is seen here in a relatively blurry shot, because it was taken 
through a bus window as the vehicle passed. The mural is located on the 
wall of Winn-Dixie on U.S. Highway 27 and Highlands County Road 621 
East. This mural includes sound effects of cowboys “yip” and cows “moo.” 
Looking at the mural gives some viewers the sensation that the cows are 
looking at them. The artist is Keith Goodson. See how the fencing goes from 
being part of the mural to the real walkway into the building. 
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Lake Placid Drug Store 

 
The location of this mural is at 224 E. Interlake Blvd. in downtown Lake 
Placid. This mural has ties to the Turpentine and Clown murals. The artist 
is John Gutcher. 
 
 

The Lost Bear Cub 

 
This mural is located at Tony’s Barber Shop on East Interlake Boulevard. 
Hunters have killed many bears in the area over the decades. The artist is 
Terry Smith. Notice how the real landscaping blends with the mural 
seamlessly. 
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Turpentine Industry 

 
The location of this mural is at 206 E. Interlake Blvd. and South Oak 
Avenue. It reflects some of the history of this industry in the area. The artist 
is John Gutcher. 
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Sandhill Cranes – Dawn Patrol 

 
This mural reflects an early morning with Florida sandhill cranes. The 
artist is Thomas Brooks. Can you tell which plants are real and which are 
part of the mural? 
 
 

Our Citrus Heritage 
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In the corner of North Main Avenue and East Park Street, this first part of 
the extensive mural shows early Spanish explorers who brought citrus to 
Florida. The artist is Keith Goodson. 
 
 

Birding 

 
This is located at Lake Placid Christian School, 106 E. Interlake Blvd. The 
two artists who completed it are Tomas Brooks and Terry Smith. Notice the 
reflection of the mural in the man-made pond. 

 


