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Artistic love washes over island 
Historian of the Year graces Cedar Key 

 
2022 Cedar Key Historical Society Historian of the Year Carolyn Cohens stands 
with some of her art in the Cedar Key Community Center on Friday night (Feb. 
11). 
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     CEDAR KEY – A renowned fine artist and author showed the grace and style for which she 
is known Friday evening (Feb. 11) on the island of Cedar Key. 
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requested. 
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People socialize before the event. 
 

 
Cedar Key Historical Society Executive Director Anna White Hodges welcomes 
people to the event sponsored by the Society. 
 



HardisonInk.com 

 
 Cedar Key Historical Society President George Sresovich lets everyone know that 
Anna White Hodges will be the person introducing Carolyn Cohens. 
 

 
Carolyn Cohens opens her presentation by welcoming everyone to Cedar Key, 
where she first went as a child with her mother to get oysters. 
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Carolyn Cohens starts toward the painting of a boat with people in it. That 
painting is from an old black and white photograph she used as the model for it. 
 

 
Soundry Harris tells about her mother Martha Harris, and how she was honored 
to have Carolyn Cohens speak about her mother during a previous Black History 
Month program Cohens provided, as well as to make a painting of her mother 
from a copy of an old photograph. That painting is in the right lower part of the 
picture above. 
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Bob Williams holds up Carolyn Cohens’ painting of a black Jesus. Williams 
helped people see paintings as Cohens spoke about them because some of the 
works were not visible to some individuals at different parts of the room. 
 

 
Bob Williams holds up Carolyn Cohens’ painting of some of the activity from the 
Rosewood massacre. This was one of two of her paintings from that fateful event. 
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Bob Williams holds up Carolyn Cohens’ painting based on some Egyptian art she 
saw when she was in Europe. 
 

 
Cedar Key Historical Society Secretary Charlene 'Watson' Calvillo tells people 
why she is so fond of Carolyn Cohens, renowned artist, author and historian. 
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Katrina Cohens tells everyone about her love for her mother, and that she sees 
Carolyn Cohens as a superhero. 
 
 
Reggie Scott, 
Carolyn 
Cohens' 
brother, 
shares his 
feelings for 
his sister. 
Scott goes to 
the barber 
each seven 
days to look 
sharp. He is 
a general 
contractor 
in Orlando. 
For the 
event on 
Friday 
evening, however, all construction matters were put on hold as of 2 p.m. so that 
he could return to Levy County and watch his artistic sister give her presentation 
in Cedar Key. The picture to the right in this photo is an angel holding a golden 
feather. Cohens tells people why the angel is holding that feather. 
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Carolyn Cohens listens as her lifelong friend Karen Usher White shares with 
listeners that she is pleased to see Cohens always sharing love with people in all 
that she does. 
 
     Carolyn Cohens of Chiefland gave a command performance in the Cedar Key Community 
Center as they keynote speaker hosted by the Cedar Key Historical Society Museum. While she 
is not a performing artist, per se, Cohens continued an annual event, which she has carried 
forward in Levy County for more than a decade now. 
     Her annual Black History Month presentations at the Levy County Courthouse became 
curtailed last year and this year, however, as the global COVID-19 pandemic (and the mutated 
versions of the virus) continue to cause public health concern to the degree to curtail some big 
indoor gatherings, still. 
     Beyond the local history of Cohens’ annual introduction of Levy County black history 
traditionally held in the Courthouse and always sponsored and supported by Levy County Clerk 
Danny Shipp, this year’s evolution of that uplifting treat leapt through the space-time 
continuum to give an art and history-loving audience more of a focus on the artist’s 
experiences, and may be seen as dessert to the previous buffet of many, many annual black 
history presentations by Cohens.  
     Cedar Key Historical Society President George Sresovich and Executive Director Anna White 
Hodges opened the event. 
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“And the love that she projects into the community, that love that she projects, if 
it was a wave and we could all ride on it, then we would all just end up floating 
together on calm seas.”  
     -- Historical Society Executive Director Anna Hodges regarding artist, author 
and historian Carolyn Cohens

 
     The whole set of officers and board members of the xx are President Sresovich, Vice 
President Lisa Custer, Secretary Charlene "Watson" Calvillo, Treasurer Faye Sanders, and 
Board members Carolyn Cohens, Claudette Nelson, and Bob Wooley 
With Executive Director Anna White Hodges. 
     Before introducing Cohens, Director Hodges welcomed everyone. She acknowledged her 
husband, whom she occasionally forgets to mention is Mike Hodges, and he is a previous Board 
member of the Historical Society. Continuing with her set of welcoming remarks, Director 
Hodges recognized Cedar Key Historical Society Secretary Charlene Watson, Board Member 
Claudette Nelson, and she noted for the audience that also in attendance was Cedar Key Vice 
Mayor Sue Colson. 
     Director Hodges said she appreciates everyone’s support for the Historical Society, as she 
noted her mother-in-law Frances Hodges was in the audience. 
     From a historic perspective, it is noteworthy that Frances Hodges served the residents and 
visitors of the City of Cedar Key as the city clerk for 40 years. 
     Cedar Key Historical Society Executive Director Hodges added another note of island 
history during her opening remarks. 
     Leslie Sturmer, a faculty member of the University of Florida’s Institute of Food and 
Agricultural Sciences, was noted as being in the audience. Sturmer, with a bachelor's degree 
from North Carolina State University and a master's from Auburn University, has been 
instrumental in the emergence of the $40-million clam industry in Cedar Key. 
     Back when “Sue Colson was doing oysters with 4-H, you come rolling into town, and look 
what happened,” Hodges said as she spoke to her friend in the audience. That was three 
decades or more in the past, when Sturmer came to town. 
     “We really have flourished from that,” Hodges said to Sturmer. “Thank you. Thank you.” 
     Without further adieu, Hodges gave her own perspective on Cohens, whom she said she has 
known forever. 
     “The day that I met Carolyn,” Hodges said, “I felt like I knew her for my whole life; so, it 
does seem like forever.” 
     Cedar Key Historical Society Museum Executive Director Hodges captured the essence of 
the spirit of the night as she spoke about Cohens for the next five minutes or so. 
     “Her art is right here,” Hodges said. “It speaks for itself -- her books, everything she does. 
     “And the love that she projects into the community,” Hodges continued. “That love that she 
projects, if it was a wave and we could all ride on it, then we would all just end up floating 
together on calm seas.”  
     During her introduction of Cohens, Hodges let everyone know that the acclaimed artist and 
author is named as the 2022 Cedar Key Historical Society Historian of the Year, as well as 
being granted a lifetime membership to the Society. 
     Hodges shared that like Cohens, she grew up in a house south of Chiefland 35-plus years 
ago.  
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     When Hodges visited Cohens’ house, she said she knew that house, and she loves that house. 
     “That’s an authentic Florida house,” Hodges said. “And that’s the kind of house I lived in, 
too. It was perfect.” 
     During Hodge’s visit, she learned that house was built by Cohens’ grandfather, and Cohens 
was born in the very room where she keeps her art. 
     After the introduction, Cohens took the audience on a guided tour of paintings, books and 
what inspired them. In fact, at one point during her presentation, Cohens even read the book 
she illustrated Out of the Past, A Noble Leader, which was written by Julianne Hare. Another 
book illustrated by Cohens and authored by Hare, The Origination of the Black Man, was 
discussed by Cohens as well. 
     As for writing, Hare convinced Cohens to write two historical books – titled Levy County, 
Florida, and Levy County – Images of America. 
     Before sharing her role as a book illustrator and as an author, though, Cohens took the 
audience on a wonderful sojourn through her art. 
     As a child she saw a black Christ with a black child sitting on His lap, Cohens said. That 
painting stayed with her, and she prayed that one day she would paint something even half as 
beautiful. 
     Years went by. She became an adult. One day, her car broke and she took it in to be fixed. 
She asked when it would be ready. The mechanic said, “Two or three weeks, maybe. Check with 
me later. 
     “So I went to the store, bought some canvas and some black and gold paint,” Cohens 
continued. 
     Although she had money at the time, she asked one of her friends to pay for half the cost of 
canvas and paint. Her friend asked her “Why do you want me to help you pay for that?” 
     “Just in case it doesn’t work out, I’ll have you to blame,” Cohens said. 
     Her presentation in Cedar Key was spiced with comedy Friday night. 
     “It worked out,” Cohens said, “and when I sold my first big painting, he said ‘Where’s my 
money?’” 
     With that laughter, she opened her discussion of her art, as it was affected by history and her 
own experiences. 
     The Chiefland native said that in her lifetime she has lived in two foreign countries. Cohens 
loves Levy County, she said, because “There’s nothing like Levy County.” 
     In one painting, Cohens explained that she went to a church in Williston and a woman gave 
praise to Jesus, and the part she could remember the most from that moment which had an 
impact on her served as the inspiration for one of her works. 
     Cohens, the 2022 Historian of the Year, reminded listeners that “Not all history is kind or 
good,” as she prefaced the muse for one of her creations. 
     She explained the painting. 
     “This is a painting that depicts my idea of some of what happened in Rosewood as far as a 
man bringing his family out of the woods,” Cohens said. 
     Later in the presentation, Cohens spoke about another Rosewood-oriented painting. 
     That painting includes a train with pine trees behind it and palm trees below it. There are 
people in the work of art as well. It shows people who were saved from lynch mob as they were 
taken from the area by train. 
     In another a couple of her paintings, the artist explains the concept of universal love for 
children, and that children are red, yellow, black and white, as are known from the lyrics in the 
song Jesus Loves The Little Children. 
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     The original song has lyrics by Clare Herbert Woolston and the tune is by George Frederick 
Root goes like this: 
Jesus loves the little children 
All the children of the world 
Red and yellow, black and white 
They are precious in His sight 
Jesus loves the little children of the world 
Jesus died for all the children 
All the children of the world 
Red and yellow, black and white 
They are precious in His sight 
Jesus died for all the children of the world 
Jesus loves the little children 
All the children of the world 
Red and yellow, black and white 
They are precious in His sight 
Jesus loves the little children of the world 
Jesus loves the little children of the world. 
     In her artwork with the four children representing all of humanity, Cohens includes the 
American flag, she said, because “We all should be living free.” 
     “When I was in Okinawa or Germany,” Cohens continued, “whenever I saw an American 
flag, I was pretty happy.” 
     She spoke about her many works of art. 
    In one piece, she showed how black and white children were playing together outside in the 
past. 
     “Children played outside,” Cohens said. “When company came, out the door we went. 
Before, we did (go out to play), we did a little eavesdropping…” 
     In another of her works -- a portrait of a Native American man is seen with a turquoise 
necklace around his neck and feathers in his hair. Cohens said with Chiefland being named for 
the tribal leaders who were said to have lived here centuries ago, she felt moved to create that 
art in recognition of her hometown. 
     A painting by Cohens of an angel came into being spurred in part from her mother being 
sick with cancer.  
     After her mother passed away, she took a picture of that painting to make “Thank you” cards 
for people who came to services in remembrance of her mother. 
     “If you do good and you go to Heaven,” Cohens said, “surely you will get a gold feather.” 
     This is why the angel in her painting is holding a gold feather, Cohens said. 
     One of her “Mommy and Baby” paintings caused a person to ask her why she creates 
“Mommy and Baby” paintings. She explained “Well, that’s where you came from (as all people 
come from their mothers).” 
     Looking at her daughter Katrina in the audience, Cohens added, “And Mommies always 
know best.” 
      Working on a painting for the past three years, and just finishing it about two weeks ago, 
Cohens spoke about a painting she made with people in a boat. It came from a very old black 
and white photograph she saw. 
     Lyrics from a country song she heard mentioned “If only we could see it in color,” and this 
moved her to paint that scene in color from the aged black and white photo. 
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     A set of three of her paintings draw from Levy County’s rich history of the turpentine 
industry, which was derived from the sap of pine trees in generations past. The artist had a 
couple of people raise their hands as they were either involved in the collection of pine sap for 
turpentine, or their ancestors were. 
     Coincidently, one of the covers of a book about Levy County history that Cohens authored is 
from a photo borrowed from the late Etter T. Usher Jr., patriarch of the Usher Land & Timber 
Co. 
     Cohens said she is forever grateful to the Usher family for letting her use that old picture for 
the cover of her book. 
     Another photo that Cohens used for inspiration was not available in its original form. The 
single best version was a copy made on a Xerox copy machine. The artist transformed that 
paper copy into portrait. 
     That painting was a representation of Martha Harris, which had been requested by her 
daughter Soundry Harris, who was in the audience Friday evening. She was brought forth by 
Cohens to share her perspective on her mother. 
     At the age of 5 or 6 years old, Soundry Harris, said as she spoke Friday night, she 
remembered in the 1960s during the time of segregation. She lived in Williston. White and 
black students back then went to separate schools. 
     Her class integrated to Williston High School, when she reached that age, after the federal 
government ended segregation. 
     Williston Vocational High School, which later Williston Middle School, was considered for 
closing back when it was no longer for black students only, Harris said. 
     Martha Harris and other members of the community were adamant about keeping Williston 
Vocational High School open, Soundry Harris said.  
     And as time went on, the last class to leave from what became Williston Middle School went 
into the brand new Williston Middle High School, as the Levy County School Board chose to 
merge the two schools at a new site five or six years ago. 
(To see the August 2016 story and photos of the ribbon-cutting ceremony of Williston Middle 
High School, click HERE.) 
     Soundry Harris shared with the audience that her mother Martha Harris also served as a 
chaperone years ago, and that everyone loved her mother. It was the end of the school year, 
some years ago, and everyone wanted to go to Daytona Beach to celebrate. Martha Harris was 
the chaperone, and everyone had a good time, her daughter said. 
     Martha Harris helped students see other areas, because she loved to travel and she wanted 
to show the children there are places beyond Williston and beyond Levy County. This is part of 
the wonderful legacy her mother left. Soundry Harris said she feels her love for travel comes 
from her mother. 
     This painting, Soundry said, was among those Cohens used for Black History Month at the 
Levy County Courthouse in years past as Cohens would talk about Martha Harris’ part in the 
Black History of Levy County. 
     When Cohens spoke about her rendition of Jesus as a black man, she told people about a 
thought she had in that regard. 
     “We’ve got Jesus,” Cohens said as she showed that painting. “I know everybody’s got their 
own opinion of what He looks like. But just think about it. When we go to Heaven, if He’s the 
opposite of you, don’t you want Him to see you’ve been good to everybody.” 
     She spoke about her many other paintings on display that night, including flowers like a 
magnolia and a rose, and animals, including mallards on the waters off of Cedar Key, and a 

https://hardisoninkarchive.files.wordpress.com/2016/08/8-28-16-hardisonink-com-wmhs-story-unwraps.pdf
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hummingbird. The hummingbird painting brought a collective “Awww” from audience when 
they saw it. 
     Some of the stories from paintings by Cohens evoked laughter. Some of the older members 
in the audience probably remembered that textbooks in Florida schools formerly had a list of 
students’ names near the front, as public school students had used books, which students 
would return to teachers at the end of the school year, only to have them redistributed to the 
next year’s classes. 
     When she authored her first book and her name was on the cover, Cohens said, “Hello!” Her 
name, then, was the first listed on that book. 
     The final painting she showed was created from Egyptian artifacts she saw in Europe. 
Cohens said her painting included the Fig Tree of Life, the Sun God Ra and the Serpent, which 
is Chaos. Cohens said in her painting, the Sun God is cutting off the head of Chaos. 
     So, seeing this, she said, it is clear that “The Egyptians had problems as well.” 
     That painting was the end of her presentation. It was followed by people asking questions 
and giving comments. 
     During the commentary part of the get-together, a number of people spoke about their love 
for Cohens. 
     Her daughter Katrina Cohens, her brother Reggie Scott and her nephew Juan Harvey all 
shared with the audience that Carolyn Cohens’ heart of love and kindness is something they 
have known all of their lives. 
     Scott is a general contractor in Orlando. He made it a point on Friday, however, to be certain 
to attend this event. 
     Her brother told about a sketch he saw his sister complete decades ago when she was in 
school in Williston. It wasn’t until she was well into adulthood, though, that she picked up her 
brush and used her natural artistic talent. 
     Now, Scott said, his sister is doing what God intends for her to do. 
     Karen Usher White said she owns the three paintings related to the turpentine industry of 
old from Levy County. They are in her bedroom at the camp at the Usher farm. 
     “I’ve known Carolyn all my life,” White said. “I knew her mother. I knew her grandmother. 
And my daddy (the late Etter T. Usher Jr. {Dec. 13, 1926-Aug. 7, 2015}), said when her 
(Carolyn’s) mother would walk down the street, as a young woman, heads would turn. 
     “You are such a beautiful, elegant woman,” White said to Cohens. “And you remind me of 
your grandmother. And I just love that you have such a strong message of love in everything 
that you do.” 
     Cohens took listeners back to the beginning near the absolute end of the evening event. She 
said her very first art show was in Williston, and it was at an occasion that was put together by 
Gussie Boatright, who was among the many people in the audience that night. 
     The Friday evening event in Cedar Key ended with a prayer. 
     And just as English cleric John Donne (Jan. 22, 1572 - March 31, 1631) noted in part of 
his MEDITATION XVII  that “No man is an island entire of itself;” Cohens impact on the whole 
of the community, as everyone who knows her would attest, has proved to be a positive 
influence toward a more perfect union among all people -- showing love and grace to one 
another, as well as to share in the enjoyment of the fine arts, literature and history. On Friday 
evening, from that island, Cohens reached out with a message of love touching all of the people 
who heard it. 

 


