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At age 64 longtime Gainesville resident Sarah Hamilton Matheson started a Christmas tradition that
continued for three decades. Between 1963 and 1995 Mrs. Matheson, the widow of former Gainesville
mayor Chris Matheson, sent out annual Christmas letters that reflected upon life in Gainesville and
around the world. Sarah Matheson’s Christmas newsletters open a window into Gainesville’s past that
also sheds light on the changing times of the late twentieth century.
In the early 1960s Sarah Matheson taught for two years in Korea, at the height of the Cold War. When she
returned to Gainesville she spoke about her missionary work in Korea to audiences around the state.
“This fall, my talks have centered more on Southern Asia,” she mentioned in her 1963 newsletter, “since
that is our area of study and I had visited India, Kashmir, Pakistan, etc. on my trip around the world.”
Souvenirs Matheson collected on her travels are displayed inside the 1867 Matheson house, one of the
three oldest homes in the Gainesville area.
In addition to souvenirs, Matheson collected international students. Although she and Chris Matheson never had
children, after her husband’s death Sarah opened her
house to young people from around the world. “I enjoy
living in Gainesville at the Matheson home, where I have
two fine students who keep me company,” she wrote in
1964. “At Thanksgiving I had three Koreans and one each
from India and Taiwan for meals and visits in the home.”
A sophisticated world traveler, Matheson found living in
Gainesville to be “very delightful,” she wrote in her inaugural Christmas newsletter. Gainesville looked quite
different in 1963. For starters, the University of Florida
was much smaller. “The people are so friendly and the
great University of Florida with over 14,000 students
furnishes many cultural advantages,” she wrote to her
many friends and family members.
Sarah Matheson interacted with community members
and the university on a regular basis in her roles as a
public speaker and church visitor for First Presbyterian
Sarah Matheson at age 90,
Church, where she assisted Dr. Ulysses S. “Preacher”
Image courtesy of the Matheson History
Gordon by visiting the ill, elderly and potential new
Museum collection
members. “I average at least 140 visits a month and wish
it could be more,” she wrote. In her 1968 Christmas newsletter Matheson reported increasing her visits to
an average of 250 per month. This was even more remarkable considering that just the year before she
broke her hip after being struck by a car while she was walking by the post office. Always the optimist, she
wrote that the accident gave her a much-needed rest.
In her 1969 Christmas newsletter Sarah Matheson reflected upon the many changes that had occurred
over the past decade, which she said some called the “Sick Sixties.” Matheson placed a more positive spin
on the Age of Aquarius. “It has been filled with excitement of new scientific discoveries—heart transplants, space exploration, with two successful walks on the moon and safe returns, the shock of assassinations, clash of war, revolts, marches, hippies, drugs, population explosion,” she wrote, “but also progress
in many areas and signs of new workings of the Holy Spirit in our world.”
Continued on page 2.
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Also in 1969 Preacher Gordon retired after serving as minister of First Presbyterian Church for 40
years. Matheson discussed some of the changes that took place in the church after Leslie Tucker
assumed the position of minister. “Just recently I was elected the first woman elder in First Church,”
she wrote. “This will carry new responsibilities, but it will be a privilege to serve in the same church
where my husband and his father both served as elders.”
The following year Matheson remarked upon how rare it was for a woman to hold this position within church leadership when she attended a Presbyterian general assembly meeting in Memphis, Tennessee. “I was the only woman elder from Suwannee Presbytery or the Synod of Florida,” she stated.
“In fact there were only nine women elders present among over four hundred men. This was a high
privilege which I shall always cherish.”
In 1969 the City of Gainesville celebrated its centennial. As part of the festivities Sarah Matheson
gave a talk on the history of Gainesville and Florida titled “Fact and Fiction in Florida.” Part of her
discussion focused on the contributions her husband’s grandfather, Judge Augustus Steele, made to
Florida’s development. In 1834 Steele played a key role in establishing Hillsborough County, which
once stretched from south of present-day Ocala to the northern tip of Lake Okeechobee.

1967 Christmas Letter
Courtesy of the Matheson History
Museum Collection

Sarah Matheson’s 1973 Christmas newsletter begins with a personal reflection on the Watergate
crisis. According to Matheson, 1973 was “a year filled with joy—yes, but also with pain and distress
over the loss of honesty and integrity in our nation. Let us hope that through the ‘Water Gate Episode’ and the ‘Energy Crisis’ some needed lessons may be found.”

“I was the only woman elder from Suwannee Presbytery or the Synod of Florida,”
she stated. “In fact there were only nine women elders present among over four
hundred men. This was a high privilege which I shall always cherish.”
MEMBERSHIP
UPDATE
The Matheson could not do what
it does without the financial
support of our members. As a
result of your generous donations we are able to continue to
offer free admission to the museum and support programs.
In order to streamline the renewal process and help you to be
aware of when your dues are due
we will be adding the date of
your renewal to the address label
of your newsletter. Please see
example below:

John Doe
12/31/15
123 Palm Lane
Gainesville, FL 32605
You can mail in the membership
cut-out on the back of the newsletter or pay online at http://
mkt.com/matheson-historymuseum.
If you have any questions please
contact Joanna Grey Talbot at
info@mathesonmuseum.org or
352-378-2280
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Sarah Matheson’s 1981 Christmas letter contained a brave account of a tragic episode that occurred
that year. “I was attacked by a robber who broke into my house on March 3; stole 36 silver spoons,”
she recounted. She was 80 years old. “Two vertebrae in my back were hurt so that I spent a week in
the Alachua General Hospital. Friends overwhelmed me with kindness—visits, flowers, gifts and
several hundred cards.” As a testament to her indomitable spirit, Matheson recovered quickly and
attended the National Council for International Visitors Conference in Washington, D.C. just two
weeks later. The following year she traveled to mainland China and climbed the Great Wall.
In 1985 there was a major fire at the Matheson house. The damage was so severe that Sarah was
unable to live there for most of the year. “It could have been much worse,” she wrote. “No lives
were lost. My sincere thanks go to the many friends who rushed to help. I was overwhelmed with
kindness. Thanks go also to the firemen who labored in the cold to save what they could.”
During restoration of the house central heat and air conditioning were added for the first time.
After the fire Matheson found a University of Florida student to live in the upstairs apartment. “He
is my friend and protector,” Matheson stated in her 1985 Christmas letter, which she ended with as
much optimism as she was able to muster after a difficult year. “It is my prayer that 1986 will bring
to each of you joy and peace with less terrorism, injustice, and tragedies than the world has experienced in 1985.”
Matheson opened her 1990 Christmas letter with an ominous message: “Happy greetings to each of
you even in the midst of rumors of war and depression.” The Persian Gulf War began the following
month. The recession of 1990-1991 contributed to George H. W. Bush's defeat in the 1992 presidential election.
In 1991 Matheson was happy to report the opening of the Headquarters Library on East University
Avenue, “my next door neighbor just across the Sweetwater Branch.” At the reception there was a
preview of the forthcoming Matheson Historical Center (now the Matheson History Museum),
which opened in 1994. The museum’s board of directors held a special 90th birthday party for
Sarah Matheson with a cake that actually had 90 candles. “It is really great to be 90,” she wrote. “I
have been celebrating all year.”
Matheson closed her 1991 Christmas letter with a brief account of the year’s historic headlines,
including the Persian Gulf War, the breakdown of communism in the Soviet Union and the unification of Germany. “May the New Year bring us peace and good will,” she wrote.
In 1994 Matheson reported that on February 28 James F. Painter, the mayor of Gainesville, read a
proclamation and declared March 12 as Sarah Hamilton Matheson Day. On that same date 150
people gathered at the former American Legion Hall to join Sarah Matheson in observing the
Continued on page 3.

official dedication of the Matheson History Museum. “The mayor and his 8 year old daughter Page
and I cut the ribbons and,” Matheson added, “opening the door, I welcomed both young and old to
enter and begin its use for all to enjoy.”
In 1995, in her longest and
last Christmas newsletter,
Sarah Matheson observed
that
former
Matheson
board president Meg Neiderhofer, who had become
the arborist for the City of
Gainesville, hoped to plant
1,000 trees in the city that
year, starting with a public
tree planting ceremony at
the Matheson. “With a
golden shovel I turned the
dirt for the first shovel full
of dirt to plant the first of
17 beautiful live oak trees
along the path leading from
the Matheson house to the
Sarah Matheson outside her home, ca. 1960-1970
downtown Library BuildImage courtesy of the Matheson History Museum Collection
ing,” she wrote. “Channel
20 TV and the Gainesville Sun gave the gathering full coverage with a silent wish for strength and
endurance as the 17 trees were planted with the hope that future generations will appreciate the
work done here on November 9, 1995 sponsored by the Matheson Historical Center.”
On December 5, 1996 at age 95, Sarah Matheson died peacefully at home. She willed the Matheson
house to the Matheson History Museum, where her legacy lives on.

Thank You!
We are grateful to board members Dr. Donald Caton and Dr. Jon Sensbach for their
recent generous donations. Dr. Caton and
Dr. Sensbach are helping to revive the Alachua Press, with the goal of producing an
updated history of Alachua County and a
series of pamphlets with information on a
variety of local history topics.

Many thanks to Board of Directors members Lawrence Lokken and Mae Clark’s dedication to
the front garden of the Matheson History Museum and their generous donation to have it
overhauled. Mae and Bruce Monserud of Accent Designs have done an amazing job. We can’t
wait to see everything blooming and thriving. Come and see!

VOLUNTEERS
Many thanks to our loyal and
hardworking volunteers!
Ms. Mae Clark—Her generous
donation helped make the overhauling of the Matheson’s front
garden possible and she continues
to tirelessly oversee its upkeep
Dr. Mark V. Barrow—We greatly
appreciate his tireless efforts to
fundraise for the museum and the
restoration of the Melting Pot
building
Dr. Donald Caton—Board of Directors member and collections
volunteer creating a finding aid for
the Coleman Genealogical Materials
Amara McMann— Collections
volunteer creating a finding aid for
the City Board of Beautification
records
Ellen Nelson—Collections volunteer creating a finding aid for the
League of Women Voters collection
Felicia Vega—Marketing volunteer
working to create a promotional
video for the Matheson
Kaitlyn Hof-Mahoney—UF Museum Studies student completing a
collections management internship
Rose Haftka—Wonderful front
desk greeter
Interested in becoming a
volunteer?
Rebecca Fitzsimmons, our Curator
and Archivist, also oversees our
volunteer program. At the Harn
Museum of Art she was Coordinator for Adult and Docent Programs
and we are so excited to have her
expertise at the Matheson! If you
would like to find out more information about our volunteer program please contact Rebecca at
352-378-2280 or
curator@mathesonmuseum.org
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EVENT RENTALS
Did you know the Matheson
History Museum is available for
rentals? Events can be held in
the main exhibit hall or on the
front porch and lawn of the 1867
Matheson House. Examples of
events that can be held at the
Matheson:

Weddings

Wedding Receptions

Bridal/Baby Showers

Holiday Parties

Client Appreciation Events

Fundraisers

Workshops

Corporate Meetings
The cost is a flat-rate hourly fee
which includes the use of tables,
chairs, podium, screen, and
projector.
Fees:
Non-profit—$70 per hour
Regular—$120 per hour
If you have any questions or
want to check availability,
please contact Joanna Grey
Talbot at
info@mathesonmuseum.org or
(352) 378-2280.

UPCOMING EVENTS AND EXHIBITS
Current Exhibit
Long Road to Freedom: The Florida Black Heritage Trail
February 9—March 18, 2016
The Florida Black Heritage Trail travels from Key West to Pensacola, exploring important events and people in African American history across the state. The Matheson History Museum’s original exhibition, “Long Road to Freedom: The Florida
Black Heritage Trail,” spotlights local sites on the Florida Black Heritage Trail, such
as Union Academy and the Cotton Club. The exhibition also examines the hidden
histories of Rosewood and the Newberry Six.
Upcoming Exhibits
Liquid Gold: The Rise and Fall of Florida Citrus
April to June 2016
Place of Long Boats: Alachua County’s Seminole Heritage
July to August 2016
Alligators: Dragons in Paradise
September to November 2016
Upcoming Events

Citrus label courtesy of the State
Archives of Florida

Floridiana Show & Rare Book Sale
Saturday, January 30, 2016
From 10am-4pm
FREE
View a unique selection of Floridiana, historic postcards, antique bottles, jewelry
and other memorabilia. Vendors will also sell rare books from the Marinus Latour
collection and Wolf’s Head Books in St. Augustine. Vendors from Micanopy, McIntosh, High Springs, St. Augustine, Gainesville and other parts of North Florida will
sell rare, hard to find collectibles and antiques.
Rosewood: The Full Story
Thursday, February 11, 2016
6pm
FREE
The Rosewood Atrocity took place during the first week of January 1923 in the African American community of Rosewood in Levy County. Gary Moore, author of the
new book Rosewood: The Full Story, was the original reporter who unearthed the
story of Rosewood in 1982. Moore will discuss his quest to preserve the evidence
showing what really happened at Rosewood. Dr. David Colburn, director of the Bob
Graham Center, will reveal the findings of the 1993 Rosewood investigation, which
he participated in as an official historian. Sherry DuPree, director of the UNESCOTransatlantic Slave Trade Project and director of the Rosewood Heritage Foundation, will share the stories of the survivors and their descendants.
Gallery Talk
Sunday, February 21, 2016
2:30pm
FREE
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Come join Rebecca Fitzsimmons, curator and archivist for the Matheson, as she
leads an immersive tour of the Long Road to Freedom: The Florida Black Heritage
Trail exhibit. The museum will be open from 1-5pm for visitors to view the exhibit.

Cotton to the Cade: A Walking Tour
Saturday, February 27, 2016
1pm-4pm
FREE

Confederate Statue Update

The Matheson is thrilled to partner with the Cade Museum for Creativity +
Invention, Cotton Club Museum & Cultural Center, Harn Museum of Art,
GRU, Gainesville Community Redevelopment Agency, Sequential Artists
Workshop, Akira Wood, and Tech Toybox in a celebration of science, history, and art. Exhibits and activities will be at each location. Visitors are encouraged to park and walk between the different locations along SE Depot
Avenue and S Main Street.
The Matheson will be stationed in the Historic Rail Depot, where the winning
entries of the Cotton to the Cade poster contest will be on display. See our
website for more on the contest. www.mathesonmuseum.org
Locations:
Cotton Club Museum & Cultural Center—837 SE 7th Avenue
Poole Building—710 Se 2nd Avenue
Depot Building - 203 SE Depot Avenue
Baird Building—619 S Main Street
Tech Toybox (Make.Work) - 722 S Main Street
Cade Museum for Creativity + Invention—904 S Main Street

In November the Alachua County Board of County Commissioners asked the Matheson's
board of directors to reconsider
the County's offer to donate the
Confederate statue to the museum. In response the Matheson's
board of directors has formed a
statue committee to discuss the
topic further. The Matheson
would like to hear your feedback
on this sensitive issue. Please
email
your
suggestions
to communityrelations@mathes
onmuseum.org and your feedback will be forwarded to the
board.

The Newberry Six: 100 Years Later
Thursday, March 10, 2016
6pm
FREE
Dr. Patricia Hilliard-Nunn, who teaches African American Studies at the University of Florida, will shed light on the
Newberry Six lynchings. On August 19, 1916, four African American men and two African American women were reportedly lynched or shot to death because of an alleged hog-stealing ring. In 2002 Dr. Hilliard-Nunn held a memorial
to honor the victims at the site of the lynchings, which is now known as the Hammocks or Lynch Hammock. There is
still no historical marker at the site. Dr. Hilliard-Nunn will discuss the hidden history of the Newberry Six.
Rivers and Springs: Women Who Saved Florida’s Wild Spaces
Wednesday, March 23, 2016
4pm
Headquarters Library Branch, Storywoods Room
FREE
Rebecca Fitzsimmons, curator and archivist for the Matheson, will be celebrating
Women’s History Month with a kids’ program (ages 5-11 years) about Florida’s
women environmentalists. The children will learn how to create nature-related
origami.

Come visit our newly
refurbished gift shop!
We have a variety of books by local authors and
books on a variety of topics in Florida history, in
addition to toys, coloring books, historic Florida
postcards, vintage tins and medicine bottles,
and framed artwork. Members receive a
20% discount!
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MATHESON HAPPENINGS

Jeff Klinkenberg, author and reporter for the
Tampa Bay Times, gives a presentation on the
multi-faceted story of alligators in Florida culture
on November 13th.

Participants on the Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings
History Bus Tour at her farm in Cross Creek listening to park manager, Valerie Rivers.

Dr. Ashley Robertson, curator and director of the
Mary McLeod Bethune Foundation-National Historic Landmark, gives a presentation on the life and
legacy of Mary McLeod Bethune on October 3st.

Frank Towers, a 99-year-old World War II veteran,
telling about being stationed at Camp Blanding
during the war. The Matheson was honored to
partner with the UF Samuel Proctor Oral History
Program for a Veterans’ Day event.

Paynes Prairie History Bus Tour participants and Lars Andersen, author and full-time river guide, walking past an alligator “friend” on the La Chua Trail.

FOLLOW US!
History Mystery
photo series
www.facebook.com/
mathesonmuseum
Florida Revealed blog
http://
floridarevealed.
tumblr.com

Tooling Around the
Matheson History
Museum blog
http://mathesontools.
weebly.com

Support the Matheson and be a part of history!
New Membership

Renewal

Student—$15
Individual—$30
Senior Individual—$25

Benefactor—$250
Sponsor—$500
Patron—$1000

Family—$40
Contributor—$100

Investor—$2,500
Circle of Friends—$500 annual
pledge

Name:________________________________________________________
Address:______________________________________________________
City/State/Zip:__________________________________________________
Home Phone:____________________ Work Phone:_____________________
Email:________________________________________________________

@MathesonMuseum

mathesonmuseum

Matheson History Museum
513 E. University Avenue
Gainesville, FL 32601

Please make checks payable to Matheson History Museum. Cut out this form and mail it
with your check to 513 E. University Avenue, Gainesville, FL 32601 OR pay online at
http://mkt.com/matheson-history-museum. For more information please call 352-3782280 or email info@mathesonmuseum.org.
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