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Lake Apopka: 
Then and Now 

The Lake Apopka Farmworker Memorial Quilt is a tribute to the lives of the farmworkers who 

worked on the muck farms on Lake Apopka in Central Florida, harvesting and packing the vegetables 

that fed Americans for decades.  Community members from Apopka and from the farmworker 

community of Indiantown created the memorial quilt as a way to remember their deceased loved ones 

and to raise awareness about the problems of pesticide exposure of farmworkers and the long-term 

consequences to their health. 
 

Before the farms were created on the north shore of Lake Apopka, the waters were famous for their 

crystal-clear waters and bass fishing. Lake Apopka is now Florida’s most polluted large lake.  
Alligator studies on the lake have received international attention because of evidence of endocrine-

disrupting pesticides. These were used during the farming era and caused low reproduction rates and 

anatomical and hormonal abnormalities in the alligators.  In 1998-99, the former farm lands on Lake 

Apopka were the site of one of the largest bird mortalities of any inland site in U.S. history.  The 

cause of the bird deaths was later identified as the pesticide Toxaphene, currently a banned chemical. 

Farmworkers were exposed to this and other pesticides when they worked in the fields, ate crops, 

and consumed fish grown in Lake Apopka.  Extensive studies have been conducted 

  on the wildlife in the area, but, to date, no scientific studies have been attempted to 

determine the health impacts to the Lake Apopka farmworkers.  

Interested in Donating? 
 Support the life and travel of the Memorial Quilts by making a small  

     contribution. Donations will assist the Farmworker Association in telling 

the story of Lake Apopka and its farmworkers. 
 

$25 supports the cost of 1 Quilt Square 

$50 supports the cost of an Educational Event 

$400 will underwrite the cost of the Quilt Stands 

$2500 will underwrite the cost of producing the Quilt Documentary 
 

Make all checks payable to the Farmworker Association of Florida and include 

 “Quilt Project” in the memo line. For more information, please check out the Quilt 

  Blog at ApopkaQuiltProject.blogspot.com.  

 

Farmworker Association of Florida 

1264 Apopka Blvd. 

Apopka, FL 32703 

407-886-5151 

Quilt 
Stories 



The Red Quilt 

The symbols in the center square of both quilts speak to the severity of injustices that occurred on 

Lake Apopka - the blue silhouette in the square’s center. Crop dusters, like those sewn in the top 
right corner, blanketed the fields with harmful pesticides, often while farmworkers and their 

children were still present.  

Henry Lee Jackson was a seasonal 

worker across the U.S., spending the 

Fall, Winter, and Spring in Apopka. He 

eventually passed away from heart 

failure.  

Jackie Turner began working on the farms 

in the 60s as a child with both of her 

parents. She logged more than 20 years on 

the muck before raising her own family of 

4 girls. 

Alan Dowling, brother of Johnnie Mae 

Dowling, picked watermelon and corn 

on Lake Apopka.  He eventually passed 

away from cancer.  

Amanda Swift dedicated this square to her 

aunt, Esther Banks, who was raised on a 

Georgia farm but spent the majority of her 

life working on the muck. She died from 

severe gout.  

Alice Mae Schofield ran a crew on the 

muck farms and loved to barbeque 

with family.  

James Lee, father to Linda Lee of Apopka, 

loved fishing, hunting, and became an avid 

gardener after working on the muck farms 

for more than 30 years. He was survived 

by his 8 children.  

Farmworkers were consistently exposed 

to pesticides: the images in this square - 

leafy greens, clothes, and a tractor - tell 

the story of chronic pesticide exposure 

that farmworkers experienced.  

Earma Peterson created this square in 

memory of her mother and aunt. It depicts 

a store often frequented before work and 

a truck that transported more than 60 

farmworkers for work.  

This square honors the mothers on the 

muck who dedicated themselves to 

raising their children while literally, at 

the same time, working to pick and 

process foods that fed America.  

Douglas Harris worked on the muck most 

of his life picking cabbages. Magaline 

Duncan, his older sister, remembers that he 

was a proud father of 3 girls and always 

worked hard.  

Johnny Jones worked on the muck as 

well as farms in the South. His sister, 

Magaline Duncan, remembers how 

much he loved to fish and joke around 

with his family and friends.  

Pedro Baez pays tribute to all the 

farmworkers who dedicated their lives to 

working the land and feeding America. The 

farmworker in this square is enjoying 

moments of shade after hot hours in the 

sun.  

Farmworkers worked rain or shine in 

steep fields of mud. The farmworker in 

this square is wearing heavy rain gear to 

prevent sickness (which could mean time 

off work without pay).  

Jonnie Mae Byars dedicated this square to 

her father, John Phillips, who worked in the 

orange groves and muck farms of Apopka.  

Linda Lee dedicated this square to her 

grandfather, Alfred Robinson, who 

began working on the muck in the 1940s. 

He passed away as a result of lung 

cancer in 1963. 

Pedro Pizarro drove a tractor for the Coca

-Cola grove division before dying at the 

age of 45. His clothing, like many 

farmworkers, trapped pesticide residue 

that was then spread to his household.  
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Viola Robinson began working on the 

farms as a teenager and later married a 

fellow farmworker and raised a family 

of 3. She loved to cook. 

Mae Eunis Phillips worked on the muck 

farms hoeing, packing, and cleaning the 

fields, and also managed to complete a 

cosmetology degree while raising 8 

children. She died at the age of 87. 

The family members of Mattie Miller 

Parks  worked for over 10 years on the 

muck farms before passing away from 

cancer. Her brother was survived by 6 

children, her sister by 2 girls.  

Linda Lee dedicated this square to her 

cousin, Fredrick Robinson who fought in 

Vietnam and worked on the muck pulling 

weeds. He passed away after being 

exposed to Agent Orange.  

Mary Ann Robinson created this square 

in memory of her mother, Annie Mae 

C o le ma n .  L ik e  ma n y  f e ma le 

farmworkers, Ms. Coleman wore a dress 

over her pants to provide privacy when 

„relieving herself‟ in the fields. 

Louise Hamilton used this quilt square to 

honor the memory of her sister, Betty 

Wright, who is depicted here fishing. She 

always had a piece of gum in her apron 

pocket.  

Jonas Ray loved to fish in Lake Apopka 

when not working on the muck. His 

sister, Magaline Duncan, remembers him 

as a very outgoing person - he never 

met a stranger.  

Kenneth Smith honors his friend, Jimmy, in 

this piece that features the „Wild Cat Club‟ 
and a depiction of Jimmy with a girlfriend. 

Jimmy hauled corn until dying of a heart 

attack at 59. 

John Raymond Cunningham worked on 

the muck during the 1970s and is 

honored by his father in this square 

which shows the crops he worked with 

during his years on the farm. 

Magaline Duncan‟s brother, Jimmy Lee, 
worked  hard on the muck all of his life 

picking corn. Wearing long-sleeved shirts 

and jeans were imperative to limiting 

pesticide exposure. 

Juanita Gilchrist dedicated this square to 

the memory of her great grandfather, 

M.T. Gonis who worked on the muck 

farms most of his life. 

This square is made in memory of Johnny 

Jones who loved to grill for his family of 19 

children.  

Anna Cuevas, a lifelong farmworker, 

dedicated this square to her daughter 

who died young. Anna worked while 

pregnant with her daughter who was 

then born with tumors. 

Margie-Lee Pitter loved to cook different 

recipes when she was not running crews on 

the muck. The picture shows her working 

in the carrot house.  

Geraldine Moore began working on the 

farms in the 1950s, hoeing and packing 

vegetables for more than 20 years. Her 

sister, Linda Lee, recalls her funny jokes 

and love of playing cards.  

Gertrude Duval worked on the farm more 

than 15 years before earning her teaching 

degree. 
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The Blue Quilt 

Since childcare was not available, children were often shuffled by the carload into the fields to work 

alongside their parents, like the car images display. Also pictured are tractors which, again, sprayed 

pesticides and also moved produce. Both center squares, hand sewn by Apopka farmworkers and 

volunteers, are the focal point of these tributes to past, current, and future farmworkers.  



Areatha Britten dedicated this square to 

her husband, Joseph, who was described 

as “always working,” and loved to 
volunteer at their church when he was 

not in the fields of Lake Apopka.  

Arphia Graves uses the last remaining 

pictures of her family members to tell their 

story of loss. Annie Green and  Richard 

Graves Mims worked on the muck for over 

20 years. 

Daniel Dawson worked on the muck as a 

seasonal worker and is pictured in this 

square stacking boxes of corn. 

This square represents the birds who flew 

over the muck farms and later died as a 

result of their exposure to pesticides in one 

of the largest inland mass bird deaths in 

history. Farmworker health was never 

studied to link their ailments to pesticides. 

Amanda Robinson-Lee, mother to 

principle quilt-maker Linda Lee, loved to 

cook and care for her large family of 8 

kids. She worked on the muck farms for 

25 years.  

This square is made in memory of 

Magaline Duncan‟s niece, Emily Burdon, 
who worked on the muck for 5-6 years. 

She is pictured in the square hanging 

clothes for her 4 kids. 

Alberta Jones, mother of Magaline 

Duncan, worked on the muck with her 

children for 15 years. The square shows 

her hanging clothes for her 19 kids. 

Vivian Bimbo worked on the farms while 

also raising 8 children who all did hard 
labor with her and their father. She died 

from kidney failure. 

John H. Dubois worked on the muck for 

22 years. He died 1 year later from cancer, 

leaving 13 kids and his wife. He is pictured 

here with his favorite things: tea, a 

detective novel, and a turtle for turtle 

soup. He did not like his cat.   

Joyce Ann Burdon worked on the muck 

picking corn with her sister, Magaline. 

Magaline Duncan made this square in 

memory of her brother, James William 

Dawson, who worked on the muck most 

of his life. Magaline remembers him as a 

“nutty guy.”  

Michelle Byars, daughter to Johnnie May 

Byars, was studying to become a nurse 

after working on the muck. Unfortunately, 

she died before completing her degree.  

Aaron Harris was hearing impaired but 

that did not prevent him from working 

on the muck. He is pictured here fishing - 

one of the most remembered past-times 

of Apopka men and women. 

Mary Tinsley made this square in honor of 

the moms who worked in fields with their 

children. The square depicts her mother 

pregnant with Mary and her twin sister. 

Mary is now the president of the Lupus 

Foundation.  

Willy V. Robinson Sr., a veteran, taught 

all of his nieces softball when he was not 

working on a tractor for the farms or 

spraying pesticides. He passed away as a 

result of throat cancer at age 84. 

Frederick Robinson, a veteran, of Apopka 

is pictured here packing corn on the muck.  
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Heraldean Turner organized garage 

sales for the community when she did 

not work on the muck. 

Earlene Wallace was known by family as a 

tall-tale teller. She worked on the farms 

for more than 10 years and spent the last 

years of her life working in a nursing home 

in Altamonte.  

Richard Robinson is remembered by 

family as a fast-talking joker who ran a 

crew on the farms. 

Louise Hamilton honors her mother, 

Beatrice Wright, in this square which 

portrays her mother busily picking the crops 

of Lake Apopka. Her mother worked on 

the farms for 30 years to support her family.  

Emma and J.W.  Mallory both passed 

away from cancer after working on the 

muck for 20 years. The car/road image is 

significant for the husband-wife duo who 

travelled north during the off-season for 

migrant work. 

John Johnson, uncle of Earma Paterson, 

took such pride in farming that he worked 

his own garden of peanuts at home after 

long hours on the muck. His wife, Lula, 

loved playing with cats on their porch.  

Willie V. Robinson, Jr. , a veteran, passed 

away from stomach cancer after 

working in both farms and nurseries. 

Jessie Mae Jefferson-Robinson died at 76 

having survived more than 50 years on the 

muck. She is pictured having lunch on a 

discarded DDT container, unaware of its 

harmful residue. Regulations did not exist 

to prevent this casual exposure.   

James Alfred Lee drove vegetables for 

the Apopka muck farms and later 

owned his own fleet of trucks and for 

over 10 years. He was the beloved 

brother of Linda Lee.  

Willie Mae Davis worked in the carrot 

house for more than 10 years. She loved to 

bake foods like these fancy cakes. Ms. 

Davis eventually died of a heart attack. 

Johnnin-May Dowling of Indiantown 

dedicated this square to Aaron Taylor 

who worked on the farms spraying 

pesticide for most of his life. He died of 

cancer at the age of 40.   

This square represents the pesticides which 

were sprayed in the fields, sometimes 

directly on the muck workers as they 

tended to crops. The direct exposure 

caused generational health issues, often 

affecting farmworkers‟ grandchildren. 

“Baby” Ray Lee worked on the muck 
farms during the 1950s as a truck loader 

until leaving to work for an electric 

company. 

Albert Lee and Alfred Parks are honored 

by their mother, Mattie Miller Parks. 

Albert was survived by 7 children and 

Alfred was survived by 2. 

Marshall Smith, Sr. worked on the muck 

for 35 years. After spraying pesticide, 

Marshall became ill and died. The hand 

is marked with red scratches, the result 

of  packing corn.  

One of the project‟s main intentions is to 
raise awareness about the harmful effects 

of pesticide exposure, which is still too often 

unregulated. This square honors all 
farmworkers, many whose names are left 

unmentioned but not forgotten.  
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