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I’m Harriet Burns Stieff and I was born in 1922. My father’s name was Owen Burns. !
Dad came down to Sarasota in 1910. Dad was one of the early developers in Sarasota and he 
bought out the Florida Mortgage & Investment Company after he came to Sarasota. He came to 
Sarasota the same year that Bertha Palmer came. And perhaps as I’m told as a result of Mrs. 
Palmer because when she got back to Chicago she raved about the beautiful Sarasota Bay. She 
said that it was prettier than the bay of Naples and that the fishing was superb. Well, that’s what 
my father latched on to and decided that he would have to come and check it out. And he came 
down and he saw the tremendous possibilities of this small fishing town at the time. And as I 
said, he bought out the Mortgage & Investment Company, which was the name of the Scottish 
company in London. Mr. John Gillespie was chairman of the board and they were trying to 
develop a colony here in Sarasota. They advertised Sarasota as a tremendous city where you 
could buy a house in town and have some acreage out from town for farming and growing all 
these wonderful things in Florida. !
Dad, I’m told, built the first seawall along the waterfront. And he had gone to the City Council at 
that time and stated that Sarasota would never amount to ill-beans till they cleaned up the 
waterfront and put a seawall in. They gave him a contract and he built the seawall out around 
Golden Gate Point which was later called Sunset Park.  !
In Dad’s developing, I guess he really was a city planner but he didn’t know it. He thought that 
the larger houses and the nicer houses would be built along the waterfront, particularly Sunset 
Park.  !
But his big activity of building was when he and Ringling formed the Ringling Isles Estate.   
When he paired up with Ringling, he built the first causeway. Ringling financed it and Dad built 
the bridge over to the Ringling Isles. Dad built several, now a days they call them spec houses, 
over at the Ringling Isles to show people what a lovely place it would be to live.   !
He decided that there should be some more modest houses built and he developed those in what 
was called Washington Park, which is on Oak Street near 301. He built predominately in the 
pseudo-Mediterranean style. !
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The real developments of Sarasota, of course, couldn’t start until they had a bridge over the 
Manatee River. Before that, they had a two-car steam engined train that went from Sarasota up to 
the Manatee River. It was called “Slow & Wobbly.” It was run by steam so every once and a 
while they had to stop the train and go out and chop down some wood to throw in the furnace. 
They didn’t have room to turn the train around so they just reversed the back of the seat to the 
front and back depending on which direction they were going.  !
Once they got the bridge built, the trains started to come to Sarasota. And that was a tremendous 
advantage to Sarasota because it meant that they could import ice. This was important since 
fishing was one of the major products of Sarasota, along with the citrus. They could bring the ice 
right down to a dock and the fisherman could just bring there fish right there, ice it down, and the 
trains could take it north.
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