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Lake Reinheimer

Personal History

Harriet Stairs has enjoyed Lake Reinheimer all of her life.  Her family 
moved to the lake in 1938 looking to escape the growth of Tampa.  Harriet was 
born at Lake Reinheimer, grew up along its shores, and then raised her own 
family while living there.  Today, Harriet’s grandchildren are also growing up 
here.  Harriet remarks about her family:

“I have two boys, and now there are six grandchildren!  They 
live right next door, there’s another building on the other side.  
And then my other son lived here for seven years. So, it’s kind 
of a family compound.”

Growing up, Harriet shared in her adventures with her sister.  Harriet 
describes life on the lake:

“We swam, and fi shed and canoed.  While my dad was alive 
we didn’t have any motorized vehicles on the lake at all.  
Now, we’ve got a couple of neighbors who try to ski and have 
motorboats, but they don’t do it that often.  It’s too small, 
too shallow and a lot of trees and things in the lake that are 
hazardous.  When it’s up high, like it is now, you can almost 
ski, but most of the time it’s just too small.  We just enjoy it.  
We spent every day on the water when I was a kid.  Swimming, 
fi shing, we had canoes and row boats… We had swim lessons 
out here for about three or four years, too.”

The earliest pictures Harriet has of the lake date back to 1941.  The 
pictures show the untouched beauty of the lake, but Harriet notes, 

“That’s before we had oak trees on the lake, and it was still 
pretty clear… The pictures really don’t show a lot except that 
there is nobody on the lake except us… no dock, no houses, 
there was nobody out here then”

The pictures of Lake Reinheimer in 1941 are surprisingly similar to the 
lake of today.  “It does look the same in a lot of ways, but the shoreline itself 
is a bit smaller because of some droughts we’ve had, and the weeds have built 
up and you can’t get up under the trees and fi sh anymore like you could when 
I was a kid.”

View of Lake Reinheimer during the 1960s 
(Stairs)

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

The following narrative is based on an interview with Lake Reinheimer 
resident Harriet Stairs on July 20, 2004.  Four generations of Harriet’s 
family have lived at Lake Reinheimer.

Harriet Stairs, as a child, fi shing in Lake 
Reinheimer (Stairs)

Lake Reinheimer during the 1940s (Stairs)

Children playing in the lake during the 
1940s (Stairs)
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Lake Reinheimer is a 14-acre lake located in the Rocky/Brushy Creek 
watershed.  The lake is named after Harriet’s family.  Harriet explains:

“The lake is named for my parents.  They [SWFWMD] came 
out one day and asked what the name of the lake was, and we 
said, ‘Well, it doesn’t have a name.’  And they said, ‘Who’s 
lived here the longest,’ and I said ‘my mother’.  And so they 
named it Reinheimer after her.”

Today, about five homes surround the lake which remains largely 
untouched except for years of cattle ranching on the west side of the lake by 
the Geraci family.  Harriet explains:

“That was all cattle ranch on the west side of the lake.  When 
my folks first lived out here it was all free range, and until 
just recently it was cattle ranch again.”

Now, the cattle ranches are being replaced by development.  A large 
tract of land adjacent to Lake Reinheimer is currently being developed by 
Idlewilde Baptist Church.

History in the area dates back before the United States to its pre-
Columbian inhabitants:

“Yes, there are Indian mounds.  They are off of Simmons and 
Crenshaw; there are three or four of them around Lake Charles 
Circle.  I think there’s still one that hasn’t been flattened 
because of people building houses.  We’ve found pieces of 
arrowheads and pieces of tools before, but we just found this 
one out here.  This is the first whole one we’ve found.”

Despite the continuing development throughout Hillsborough County, 
Lake Reinheimer has remained a haven for many animals native to the area:

“We have common raccoons and possums.  Lots of snakes, 
I’ve never seen a water moccasin in the lake, but lots and lots 
of water snakes.  We have alligators and otters.  Occasionally 
I still see a wildcat.  We don’t see deer anymore, now that 
we’re built in here.  When I was a child we would hear 
panthers.  It’s been a long time since we’ve heard anything 
like that.  They would occasionally come and take a pig.  

History/Information
Shore of Lake Reinheimer in the 1940s 
(Stairs)

Children & ducks enjoying Lake Reinheimer 
in the 1950s (Stairs)

Low lake levels on Lake Reinheimer in 1985 
(Stairs)

Harriet notes that times have changed from when she was a child.  The 
activities on the lake she enjoyed as a youngster are not the same activities her 
grandchildren take part in:

“The grandkids don’t use the lake because their parents are 
afraid of pollution.  These two younger ones might play more 
in the water, but the older ones don’t.  They fish, but that’s not 
near as much as what we did when we were children.”
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Lake Reinheimer has somehow been able to escape a large amount of 
development.  Family homes and apartments surround many other lakes in the 
area, but Lake Reinheimer has maintained a quiet and secluded atmosphere.  
The houses that surround the lake are shrouded by trees and vegetation; 
preserving the privacy of its residents.

Originally the area was largely undeveloped.  Harriet remembers, “We 
were the first ones on this piece.  The Geraci’s moved in two years later and 
started the cattle. But other than that, it was just all woods.”

Recently this has changed:

“There has been a big insurgence of development.  
Commercial building within just a mile of here, but of course 
housing as well.”

However, the lake has very few threats to its well-being.  Harriet feels that 
the quality of the water has improved:

Development

A man enjoying Lake Reinheimer in the 
1940s (Stairs)

Flooding on the Stairs' property in 2004 
(USF)

There was no one out here then.  I mean there would be just 
be a couple of cars go by in a week, and that was usually 
just the mail people.  Now we just have regular wildlife.  We 
haven’t seen a fox in a long time.”

Fishing remains one of the chief benefits of living along Lake Reinheimer.  
Harriet explains:

“There are defiantly benefits to living on a lake.  All my friends 
at work think there are a lot of benefits, too.  I have a half 
dozen people come out and fish all the time…  We have large 
mouth bass, and lots of brown and blue gill, and catfish.  They 
catch just about anything you can catch in freshwater here.”

Most of the vegetation surrounding the lake is fairly natural and native.  
Harriet and her neighbors have been winning the battle against the invasion of 
exotic plants.  Harriet describes the vegetation surrounding the lake:

“I haven’t seen any kind water hyacinths or any other kinds 
of invasive water plants.  We do have water lilies, pickle 
weed and spatterdock, and cattails. The people at the end of 
the lake have cleared some, but most of the lake is still pretty 
natural.  There are cypress trees, bay, holly, oak, maple, and 
landscape plants we planted.  We pull out Brazilian pepper 
and melaleuca; we try to keep them out.”

Since the cattle ranching near the lake has subsided the amount of fecal 
coliform have dropped in the lake.  Water quality has also improved.  Harriet 
explains, “I think it’s really good now, very good.  It’s been clearer in the last 
3 to 4 years than it has been in a long time."
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Harriet hopes that development leaves Lake Reinheimer, and her home, 
behind, “I’d just like to keep development off of it.  I’m used to being out 
here by myself!”

Harriet’s private heaven is something she hopes will be around for many 
years, not just for the environment, but also for her family:

“I kind of hope it stays just the way it is.  I hope it’s here 
when my great-great grandkids are around.”

Written By: Alexis Broadbent-Sykes

The Future

“When the cattle were in the lake, testing showed high fecal 
coliform.  It’s been cleared since, I think… Development has 
been gradual.  Off the lake, there’s a lot of houses being built 
recently, but not on the lake.”

View of Lake Reinheimer in 2004 (USF)


