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Lake Helen

Personal History

Both born and raised on central Indiana farmland, Jim and Mary Jo Miller
have spent their lives working in the automotive industry. They moved to
Florida in 1959 and have always been self-employed, owning several gas
stations, repair shops, and garages over the years. In 1982, they sold their last
business and semi-retired to travel and become more politically active. That
lasted about five years, and in 1987, Jim went back to work.

It has been roughly 30 years since the Millers purchased their five-acre piece
of property on Lake Helen. Jim says the property is like a “mini-ranch” and
reminds him of the places he and Mary Jo were raised. When they first bought
it, it was “really out in the country,” although much of that has changed since
those early days. Jim shares:

“She’s an old farm girl, I’m an old farm boy. Out in the country is where
we enjoy it.”

They moved to Lake Helen when both children were young and now
boast a four-generation family that still spends a great deal of time on its shores.
Jim and Mary Jo have two children – a son and a daughter. Their son, Jim Jr.,
currently lives with them in the family home on Lake Helen and their daughter
lives close by on Lake LeClare. At the time of the interview, Jim’s grandson
and his girlfriend were present with their new baby, who also spends a lot of
time with Jim and Mary Jo on Lake Helen. Jim says there is a family-feel about
all the residents living on Lake Helen.  Amongst them are many ties. Jim
explains:

“The majority of the residents here on the water have been here for several
years…we’re friends with the new neighbors…the A-frame house has been
there for years and we know those people…the dock across the street is the
son of, I believe the third house over there. We’ve known those people for
almost 30 years.  When you get around the corner, the Gills that live over
there…I’ve known Norm for several years, but they’ve just moved out. The
daughter of the second dock over, she has been here since the day she was
born. Her mom and dad still live over there. We get together, we drink beer
on Sunday afternoon and mow the lawn, you know this sort of thing.”

Jim Miller on dock during interview (USF)

Oral history narrative from a joint program with Hillsborough County and the Florida
Center for Community Design and Research

The following narrative was developed from an interview with Jim Miller on
his lakeside dock during the evening of August 8, 2001. It tells the story of his
family’s experience on Lake Helen and current issues that threaten the lake’s
existence. The Miller’s share a history spanning four-generations and 31 years.

            Jim and Mary Jo Miller (Miller)

      Miller family with a neighbor (Miller)
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Lake Helen is a 16-acre lake located in the northeastern quadrant of
Hillsborough County, near Citrus Park. According to Jim, Lake Helen is
actually one of three connected lakes, Helen being the largest. He says that the
area surrounding Lake Helen was originally called Triple Lake Estates, but it
no longer goes by that name. Originally, the lakes were called Ann, Barbara,
and Helen, perhaps after the original owner’s three daughters. Lake Helen was
the only one to keep its initial title, the other two now go by different names.

The average depth of the Lake Helen is reported to be about 9 feet;
however, at the time of the interview, the lake was much lower than that. Both
the quality and the quantity of the water have decreased over the years. Jim
says:

“When the lake was clear with a sandy bottom, we swam all of the time…
Fishing was great…. When we first came out here, you could run down here
to the end of the dock and see all the fish swimming around.”

Jim has his theories about why the lake’s water is low and no longer clear.
In terms of clarity, a circular canal was built several years ago, creating an
island on which developers built homes. According to Jim, it was done illegally
and as a result of the construction, the island’s undergrowth washed into the
lake. It was at that point that Jim began to notice grass growing on the bottom,
which is why the water is no longer clear and the white sandy bottom is no
longer visible.

In terms of the extreme low water levels experienced by Lake Helen, Jim
blames pumping from near by wells. Across from Van Dyke Road there is a
major 24-inch well that Jim believes is draining Lake Helen. Jim backs his
belief with a comparative method that excludes the possibility of the recent
drought as the culprit. Jim says that lakes without major wells nearby have not
gotten nearly as low as Lake Helen has.

Despite water level issues, Jim says that he still sees wildlife in the area. On
their “mini-ranch” the Millers see opossums, raccoons, the occasional big red-
headed woodpecker, and in the early days, gray foxes. Also prevalent in the
past, but no longer around is an eagle. When asked about life in the water, Jim
explains:

The only thing different within the lake itself is the fish. They’re
disappearing.  And here again, it’s because of the water, the low water and
the water quality…they die off.”

One of the few consistent forms of wildlife on Jim’s land has been the
trees. On Jim’s property one can see cypress, magnolias, and maples.

History/Information

               Jim Miller’s backyard (USF)

      Family wedding on Lake Helen (USF)
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Much has changed since Jim and Mary Jo first moved to Lake Helen. Back
then, the road leading into the area (Van Dyke Road) was just sand, and Jim
says if it rained you might have gotten your Model T Ford stuck. Now Van
Dyke is a paved and busy two-lane road.  According to him, the area has
changed tremendously:

“When we first moved out here, there was not even a stop light at Dale
Mabry and Van Dyke. You could drive from Dale Mabry to Gunn
Highway on Van Dyke Road anytime between 6 o’ clock at night and 6 o’
clock in the next morning and never see a car. There was nobody out
there!”

The area surrounding the lake has also changed immensely. When asked
about development on Lake Helen’s shores, Jim reports:

“Things change, grow up. Let’s see, that was a little cabin. There was a
mobile home there. There was a mobile home next to that cabin where the
two-story house is now. That house wasn’t there, that house wasn’t there,
that house wasn’t there.”

Land surrounding the lake was traditionally used for agricultural purposes.
According to Jim, one person owned and cared for several thousand acres at
one point in the past and the name of it was Dundee Ranch. However, since
then parcels of the once great ranch were sold to developers. A great many
things have changed since those days as both residential and commercial
development has transformed the area. Today, homes organized as
developments stand where oranges trees once made up groves. About this
growth, Jim says:

“It’s a detriment to the people that were originally here for a specific
purpose. I came here because I’m an old country boy and I didn’t want to
live in town. So, I bought a place out in the country. Well, now the
government has brought the people out to me and they haven’t
compensated us for it.”

Development

      View of Miller’s home from lake (USF)
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For Jim Miller, the issue of greatest concern for the future of Lake Helen is
that of pumping. As Jim says, “they’re pumping more and more and more”. In
the past five to six years, some of the wells on Lake Helen’s shoreline have had
to be replaced after caving in. Jim says this, too, is because of the increase in
pumping. Ironically, government funding paid the cost of fixing Jim’s well,
leading Jim to believe some officials may have been aware of the potential
problem. Jim’s response is:

“There are problems that we have and hey, we’re a little upset and
disappointed about it. But as 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5 people get involved, there is
very little that can be done.”

With continued development and the increased need for water, there is a
possibility that Lake Helen may one day dry up. This is disconcerting to Jim as
he hopes his property and the lake on it borders can be passed down through
the family for future generations to enjoy.
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The Future

               Jim’s great-grandaughter (USF)


