
PROFI LE  SER IES O 3 6 TH E KE YS O  42 BUSIN E SS O 4 6 FOC AL POI NT O  48 BE ST OF 

O 50 DID YOU KNOW O 52 OPE N KE YS O 54 HISTORY

KE YS  TO THE C IT Y  OF  O O O

Kiss 

1PP_Kiss-Opener.indd   34 12/8/09   3:57:58 PM

immee
Long before Mickey Mouse and Shamu brought millions 
of visitors to Central Florida, Kissimmee (“kiss-IM-mee”) 
was a prosperous cattle town and a major inland port 
where ranchers from across the state came to ship their 
herds to Cuba and elsewhere. While tourism has long 
surpassed ranching as the area’s top industry, the cow-
boy culture is alive and well, though the cattle now share 
the wide-open spaces of surrounding Osceola County 
with high-tech businesses and new residential communi-
ties. But it’s the natural wonders that are most appealing 
to visitors: record-breaking bass fi shing in Lake Toho-
pekaliga; nearly 200 miles of hiking trails; zip-lining over 
woodlands and wetlands; world-class bird-watching; 
and airboat adventures across the headwaters of the 
Everglades. Just minutes from the world-famous theme 
parks and only an hour from Atlantic Coast beaches, 
“the heart of Florida” is within a four-hour drive of every
major city in the Sunshine State.
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Large, scaly reptiles aren't the 
only thing to see at Gatorland.
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The cattle business got its start when early set-
tlers found herds of wild cows, descendants of those 
brought by Spanish explorers. And while tourism is a 
fi nancial anchor, Osceola County is still tops in state 

beef production (thus Kissim-
mee’s nickname, “Cow Town”), 
with a strong ranching heritage 
and the largest rodeo east of the 
Mississippi, the Silver Spurs.

Florida was still the wild 
frontier in 1881 when young 
entrepreneur Hamilton Disston 
bought 4 million acres from the 
state for 25 cents an acre. He 

KEYS TO THE CITY OF KISSIMMEE

In the shadows of Disney World, it’s easy to for-
get that towns like Kissimmee once were the 
center of Florida’s commerce, communities 
built around water, the earth, and an honest 
day’s work typically spent 

outdoors. Back in 1752, a Span-
ish map used the Jororo Indian 
word “Cacema” — ultimately 
evolving into Kissimmee — on 
a map for the rich plains of the 
river valley which were home to 
Native Americans and became 
the epicenter of the state’s cattle 
industry by the mid-1800s.

B Y  P A M  B R A N D O N

Much More Than 
“Cow Town” Now

Cafe on Main Street 
in Old Town Kissimmee. 
Below: Cowboys are still 
part of the local scene.

Read this city profi le, along with others, at usairwaysmag.com.
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Kissimmee has come very far indeed since
its early cattle-ranching days.
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A whole diff erent Central Florida vacation is waiting.
Vacation isn’t just time away, it’s time to let go of schedules and commitments. 
There’s no better place to do that than in Kissimmee because the day can 
become anything you imagine. It’s your vacation, your way.

To plan your Kissimmee visit, see VisitKissimmee.com or call 800-526-KISS.
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Planning a trip to the Kissimmee area? Check out fl oridakiss.com.

ed cities in the 1,506-square-mile 
county — are like a step back in 
time. “A taste of Mayberry but with 
a modern twist,” says Tom Lanier, 
proprietor of the popular Lanier’s 
Antique Marketplace on Kissim-
mee’s Broadway Avenue, where visi-
tors can browse 18,000 square feet 
for everything from furniture to 
mounted animal heads. 

Tree-lined streets, brick side-
walks, and hand-painted murals en-
hance the pedestrian-friendly thor-
oughfares in both towns. While 
101-year-old St. Cloud maintains 
its own vibe with contemporary 
boutiques alongside a traditional 
barbershop, Kissimmee is quickly 
transforming with new condos 
along Broadway, popular events 
such as the annual sculpture walk, 
and a renewal of its lakefront.

“It’s been a joy to watch the re-
surgence over the last 10 years,” 
says Cheryl Fish, who grew up in 
Kissimmee and is now the execu-
tive director of Kissimmee Main 
Street. “We’re preserving historic 
buildings, but also experiencing this 
great revitalization that’s bringing 
people back downtown.”

Juxtaposed are Osceola’s two 
newest communities, Celebration 
and Harmony. While both ex-

drained the swampland and dredged 
the waters from Orlando to Lake 
Okeechobee to create a passageway 
to the ocean, and soon the shores of 
Lake Tohopekaliga were a booming 
port, with cargoes of cypress lum-
ber, sugar cane, and cattle.

One of Osceola’s most prosperous 
cattlemen was Lawrence Silas. Born 
in 1891, Silas was the son of a slave 
who came to Florida and worked 
for a rancher who let him take some 
of his pay in livestock. Like father 
like son: Silas carried on the fam-
ily’s cattlemen heritage, and by the 
1940s he owned thousands of acres. 
A road near Kissimmee’s lakefront 
is named in his honor.

Preservation & Planning
Today, most visitors are unaware of 
Kissimmee’s colorful history. But 
dig a little deeper and you fi nd a 
winning combination of progres-
sive thinking and old-fashioned 
values, a place that in 2008 won the 
prestigious All-America City award, 
which honors communities whose 
citizens work together to tackle 
challenges and achieve results. 

With a big emphasis on families 
and maintaining small-town am-
bience, both Kissimmee and St. 
Cloud — the only two incorporat-
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extraordinary

The premier 
development - ready site 

in Central Florida.

www.XenturyCity.com

XENTURY
The Global Resort City
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Makinson Hardware in 
downtown Kissimmee 
opened in 1884.
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KISSIMMEE’S VISION
A Pathway for Economic Development

The City of Kissimmee has embarked on two major redevelopment 
projects designed to accentuate the unique aspects of the 

Historic Downtown District.

Construction is underway on a multi-million dollar renovation to 
Lakefront Park, which will enhance the green space leading up to 

the pristine Lake Toho, which is adjacent to downtown and 
home of the annual BASS/ESPN Outdoors Tournaments.

Additionally, the City’s vision for the Vine Street Corridor is to 
transform this primary thoroughfare from a strip-style commercial 
area into mixed-use and urban scale neighborhoods, promoting 

walkability and alternate forms of transportation.

The pathway for economic development includes: Enterprise 
Zone, Kissimmee Gateway Airport, Medical Campuses, Valencia 
Community College, and other redevelopment opportunities.

 
COME SHARE OUR VISION

 Contact: Belinda Ortiz, economic development director 
407.518.2307 or beortiz@kissimmee.org 

101 N. Church Street, Kissimmee, FL 34741, www.kissimmee.org

emplify 21st-century living, their 
foundations are traditional neigh-
borhoods inspired by Kissimmee 
and St. Cloud.  

Residents have gathered for more 
than 40 years at the Osceola Cen-
ter for the Arts, which features a 
theater, classrooms, and a small art 
gallery. “With so much focus on 
tourism, we’re the hidden gem,” 
says Arin Gullett Thrower, the 
center’s marketing director.

Another local but more promi-
nent gem: Kissimmee’s Osceola 
Heritage Park, a 120-acre enter-
tainment and event complex that 
includes the 10,500-seat Silver 
Spurs Arena, a 60,000-square-foot 
Exhibition Building, and Osceola 
County Stadium (spring-training 
home of the Houston Astros; the 
Atlanta Braves train at Disney’s 
Wide World of Sports Complex).

Local Flavors
For residents and international 
visitors alike, culinary highlights 
include “cracker” cuisine (from 
the early cattlemen who “cracked” 
whips) at places like family-owned 
Fat Boy’s Bar-B-Q in Kissimmee, 
where the livestock branding marks 
of local ranchers decorate the walls, 
and where saucy waitresses serve 
up generous plates of eggs, biscuits, 
and oak-fi red beef barbecue.

Along with other established 
favorites, such as Chimento’s Spa-
ghetti House in St. Cloud (since 
1957), are newcomers such as Lynn 
and Dean Traudt’s Silver Lining 

A neighborhood 
in Celebration
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beckon, from world-class bass fi sh-
ing in Lake Tohopekaliga to fl y-
ing across the water on an airboat. 
Experience an overnight horseback 
adventure at Forever Florida eco-
ranch, or hike and bird-watch at 
spots like Shingle Creek Regional 
Park, St. Cloud’s Peghorn Nature 
Park and Trail, and Disney Wilder-
ness Preserve. Shingle Creek park 
is expanding into a heritage attrac-
tion, showcasing the early life of 
cattlemen and Native Americans.

When visitors look beyond Cen-
tral Florida’s renowned attractions, 
Osceola has its share of thrills — but 
a little more personal and without 
the long lines. You can ride in the 
cockpit of a World War II plane at 
Warbird Adventures; see gators up 
close at Gatorland, a favorite since 
1949; or cheer on dueling knights 
on horseback at Medieval Times 
Dinner & Tournament.

“We are preserving the old, but 
welcoming the new,” says Tom 
Lang, director of the Kissimmee 
Convention & Visitors Bureau. 
“You can listen to the planners as 
they paint a picture of an evolv-
ing Central Florida, or you can 
sit with a rancher and hear about
living with the cattle. It’s all here in 
Osceola County.”

Café. The Traudts are former ex-
ecutives who gave up life in the fast 
lane to open a shabby-chic diner 
on St. Cloud’s New York Avenue 
nearly 10 years ago. “We drove 
through town and said, ‘This is it!’” 
recalls Lynn. “[It was] the small 
town we thought we could never 
fi nd again.”

Osceola’s growing Hispanic com-
munity has expanded the culinary 
scene with places like the no-frills 
Havana’s Cafe. The seafood is what 
everyone talks about, especially the 
paella, studded with lobster, shrimp, 
mussels, clams, and crab.

Diversions Aplenty  
As tourists come by the millions to 
Central Florida, Osceola County at-
tracts its share with world-class golf, 
such as the 36 challenging holes at 
ChampionsGate designed by Greg 
Norman, and Celebration’s rolling 
Mystic Dunes designed by player 
and broadcaster Gary Koch. Other 
golf greats have designed Osceola 
courses, including Jack Nicklaus, 
Tom Watson, and Arnold Palmer. 
Also at ChampionsGate — which is 
anchored by an Omni resort hotel 
— is the world headquarters for the 
David Leadbetter Golf Academy.

Other forms of recreation also 

See what’s happening in Old Town Kissimmee: old-town.com.

exceptional

The premier 
development - ready site 

in Central Florida.

www.XenturyCity.com

XENTURY
The Global Resort City

Bass fi shing on Lake 
Kissimmee with Camp 
Mack’s River Resort
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