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As students prepare to return to 
school next month, Duval County 
School Board member Melody 
Bolduc is tackling two critical is-
sues affecting Mandarin families: 
ensuring equitable funding for lo-
cal schools and improving pedes-
trian safety around campuses.

Bolduc, who represents District 7, 
has been working to change how 
the district distributes federal Title 
I funds, arguing that Mandarin 
schools are being shortchanged de-
spite having students who qualify 
for assistance.
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Bolduc fights 
for fair school 
funding

Celebrating
20 years!

Team Duval celebrates historic A ratingTeam Duval celebrates historic A rating
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Principal Sara Bravo has spent 26 
years in Duval County Schools, and 
she's never been more proud of what 
the district has accomplished. For the 
first time in its history, Duval County 
has earned an A rating, and Mandarin 
High School played a significant role in 
that achievement.

"To get an A rating as a district, it's 
such pride because Duval County has 
so many wonderful things going on in 
every school," said Bravo, who is enter-
ing her 14th year as a principal and 
her third year leading Mandarin High. 
"Like every single corner of the district 
has amazing teachers and amazing pro-
grams and amazing communities."

The achievement feels particularly 
meaningful to Bravo because of her 
diverse experience across the district. 
Before arriving at Mandarin, she served 

as principal at Inglewood Middle 
School for five years, a Title I school 
with more than 500 ESOL students 
that earned a B rating for the first time 
in years.

"I was in those halls. I was part of that 
world. And I know how hard they 
work to get there," she said. "So it's 
exciting to see all of the work come to 
fruition around me."

But Bravo is quick to point out that 
this success didn't happen overnight. 
When she arrived at Mandarin three 
years ago, the school had a B rating, 
and she was tasked with getting it back 
to an A.

"It wasn't an immediate change a few 
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Are you suffering from 
Parkinson’s Disease or 
Essential Tremor? 

See inside for information on 
our FREE, IN-PERSON events!
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Sara Bravo

By Batson-Cook Construction

When we first arrived at Mandarin High 
School in May 2024, we came with a 
clear mission: to renovate and expand a 
campus that had served its community 
for over three decades. What we didn't 
expect was how deeply we'd become 
part of that community ourselves.

Mandarin High, which opened in 1990, 
is the third-largest high school in Duval 
County, serving more than 2,300 stu-
dents. As part of Duval County Public 
Schools' (DCPS) Bold Plan—funded 
by the half-penny sales tax approved by 
voters in 2020—the school was slated 
for a major transformation. The project 
was ambitious, and the timeline was 
tight.

The scope of work was extensive: A new 
22,000 square feet expansion along 
with addressing deferred maintenance 
items spread throughout the campus. 
As part of the Deferred Maintenance 
initiative, we renovated restrooms to 
meet Americans with Disabilities Act 
standards, upgraded dressing rooms in 

the auditorium, replaced aging heating, 
ventilation and air conditioning systems 
in classrooms, modernized electrical 
infrastructure, addressed drainage is-

sues at the softball field, and installed 
a new Bi-Directional Amplifier/radio 
signal system to bring the campus up to 

Building community at Mandarin High

Photos courtesy Batson-Cook Construction

 Aerial photo of the new addition to Mandarin High School

Building   cont. on pg. 6
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(904) 804-5535
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HELPING THOSE WITH 
PARKINSONS LIVE 

A FULLER LIFE!

Marinela M. Nemetz, D.D.S.
Board Certified Pediatric Dentist

Robert J. Nemetz, D.D.S., M.S.
Adult Dentistry | Periodontics | Prosthodontics

www.nemetzdental.com

Mandarin South Business Center 12421 San Jose Blvd. 
Suite 310/320 • Jacksonville, FL 32223
Pediatric Dentistry: (904) 292-2210 
Adult Dentistry:          (904) 886-4867

We offer

Pediatric Dentistry
Family Dentistry
Periodontics/ Prosthodontics

Your New Smile Awaits!

We Welcome New Patients

Our team at Nemetz Dental Associates 
is ready to help you with all of your
dental needs and we look forward to 

providing you with personalized
service and unparalleled treatment.

25 State Road 13
Jacksonville, FLWestminsterWoodsFL.org

Call (904) 861-6425 today to learn 
how you can save thousands!

Make the safe bet with an active, engaging, 
maintenance-free lifestyle at Westminster Woods 
on Julington Creek. Enhance your lifestyle with:

• Housekeeping
• 24-hour security
• Delicious, chef-prepared dining options
• Fishing and boat docks
• Heated, outdoor swimming pool
• A wide range of important aging services
• And more!

Don’t leave
your future

to chance
Secure a plan for life

things, be strategic, do the chess game, 
play the math, and get the A," she 
explained. "It was more of a, what do 
we need to put in place for sustainable 
growth?"

That sustainable approach is paying 
dividends. Mandarin High is now the 
highest-performing total point school 
among all non-magnet high schools 
in the district, and the school boasts a 
93% acceleration rate, meaning 93% 
of graduating seniors earn one or more 
college credits or industry certifica-
tions.

This year brings additional excitement 
with the opening of Mandarin's new 
wing, which houses the culinary and 
medical academies. The ribbon-cutting 
ceremony is scheduled for Aug. 28 at 
11 a.m., with Superintendent Christo-
pher Bernier attending.

"Being able to sort of open the doors 
with a new facility is really exciting," 
Bravo said, noting the relief of finally 
moving beyond portable classrooms to 
provide students with "beautiful, safe, 
comfortable spaces."

The new facilities support Bravo's vi-

sion for high school: giving students 
options to explore their interests and 
potential career paths. From medical 
academies to culinary programs, from 
dual enrollment classes to Advanced 
Placement courses, Mandarin offers 
pathways for every type of learner.

"For them to have options, for them to 
say, I could do a medical career. I could 
be interested in culinary. I could learn 
entrepreneurial business work," she 
said. "That's what high school is about. 
Giving them options."

Despite the success, Bravo refuses to 
become complacent. This year's theme 
is "In Pursuit of Progress," reflecting 
her belief that there's always room to 
grow.

"The worst mistake in my opinion that 
a leader can make is to become com-
placent and comfortable," she said. 
"There's always room to grow. There's 
always ways to reinvent and do new 
and exciting things."

As students return to campus, they'll 
find a principal who celebrates achieve-
ments while constantly pushing for 
more — a philosophy that helped earn 
Duval County its historic A rating and 
promises to keep Mandarin High mov-
ing forward.

Team   cont. from pg. 1
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FFBBFF Meet  Bellatrix Nairobi!

Best Furry FriendBest Furry Friend
of the monthof the month

MYSTERY PHOTO

Last month’s Mystery Photo was Greenland Pines Elementary School.

Can you guess where this is? 
Submit your answer to:   mail@FloridaNewsLine.com.

Breed:
 French Bulldog 
Favorite Activity: 

High energy baby always playing with her 
toys and her big sister Catalina. Always 

ready for a car ride.
Favorite Food: 

Peanut butter and bacon cookies. 
Favorite Friend: 

Anyone that is willing to play. 
How did your BFF get her name?  

Canis Major Bellatrix is a bright, blue-
white star located in the constellation 

Orion. Also, Bellatrix is from Harry Potter. 

 Do you have a cute pet? Send us your pet's picture and the answer to the five questions above  
before the 10th of the month. Also tell us you saw the BFF contest in Mandarin NewsLine.  

Your pet could be our BFF of the month and appear in Mandarin NewsLine!  
Email editor@floridanewsline.com to enter your pet.
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When you advertise, you encourage 
repeat business, create traffic, and 

attract new customers!
Don't miss our "month" issue

featuring our "special section"!
Deadline xx/xx/25

Call today
to reserve your space!

(904) 886-4919
www.FloridaNewsLine.com

Creating Smiles & Relationships for a Lifetime!
Our Group of Dental Specialists Provide 
Expert Care from Simple to Complex Cases

• Dr. Obdulia Rondon, DMD
• Dr. Yaney Gonzalez, DMD
• Dr. Annie Vu, DMD
• Dr. Peter Farag, DMD
• Dr. Swati Gupta, DMD
• Dr. Kevin Vera, DDS

At Our Specialty Center:
• Dr. Evan Moody, Oral Surgeon
• Dr. Amber Sun, Pediatric Dentist
• Dr. Bob Deason, Practice Limited Endodontics
• Dr. Annette Lorenzo-Reyes, Orthodontics
• Dr. Eric Olson, Prosthodontics
• Dr. Haider Alramli, Periodontist

 

JRDentalCare.com
12276 San Jose Blvd. • Suite 314 

Jacksonville, FL 32223

904.786.9200

* $59
NEW PATIENT SPECIAL

Includes Comprehensive Exam,
Full Moouth & Panoramic X-Rays

*Cash patients. (D0150, D0220, D1110) No gum disease.

INVISILIGN
Includes Free Blanching Trays &

Whitening Gell with Finished 

Expiration Date: 8/15/2025 Expiration Date: 8/15/2025

Treatment

FREE FREE

FREE

IMPLANT CONSULT ORTHODONTIC
CONSULTATIONwith 3D X-RAY – $500 Value!

Safe and quick implant placement with 3D Cone Your smile and investment 
deserve a second opinion.

Your smile and investment 
deserve a second opinion.

Beam Scan, for implant supported denture, single tooth/bridge.
To determine implant fee starting at $1500.

PORECELAIN
CROWN D2740

4 QUANDRANTS
OF DEEP
CLEANING  D4341

Accepting 

New 

Patients 

of All 

Ages

Call 904.807.8744 
for an appointment  
today or scan 
the QR code

7030 Normandy Blvd. 
Jacksonville, FL 32205

904.786.5850

7855 Argyle Forest Blvd. • Suite 104 
Jacksonville, FL 32223

904.786.9200
JR Dental

$500 OFF

SURGICAL TOOTH 
EXTRACTION

Self Pay Only. Excludes Most Wisdom Teeth.

 $299

Appointments

SECOND OPINION

$800 $800

A. vision  B. sunglasses  C. exam  D. protect

Back to School

Tech Guide

in this issue!
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To submit items for the  
Community Calendar,  
email editor@floridanewsline.com.

Aug. 2 
Walter Jones Historical Park 
buildings
Walter Jones Historical Park buildings, 
including the 1898 St. Joseph's Mis-
sion Schoolhouse for African American 
Children, the 1875 Webb Jones Farm-
house, the 1876 Barn, and the Losco 
Winery, are open the first Saturday of 
each month (this month, Aug. 2) from 
10 a.m. – 2 p.m. The Historic Mandarin 
Store & Post Office, located at 12471 
Mandarin Road, will also be open. 
Museum volunteers will be inside each 
building for guided tours. Admission 
is free; Donations help support the 
museum's programming and opera-
tions. Visit www.mandarinmuseum.
org or call (904) 268-0784 for more 
information.

Aug. 2 
Meet the Maple Leaf Divers
Meet the Maple Leaf Divers at the Man-
darin Museum, 11964 Mandarin Road, 
from 10 a.m. – 12 p.m. on the first Satur-
day of each month (this month, Aug. 2). 
This is an informal, conversational-style 
event; drop in anytime within the two 
hours to chat with Dr. Keith Holland 
and his team and view the museum's 
expanded Maple Leaf exhibit. Admis-
sion to Meet the Maple Leaf Divers and 
Mandarin Museum is free. Donations 
help support the museum's program-
ming and operations. For more informa-
tion, visit www.mandarinmuseum.org or 
call (904) 268-0784.

Aug. 5 
Honeybee Quilters Guild meeting
Honeybee Quilters Guild will meet on 
Tuesday, Aug. 5 at 6:30 p.m. at Mandarin 
Presbyterian Church on the Loretto 
Road Campus in the Kids Space at 2501 
Loretto Road. New members/guests 

welcome. Visit honeybeequilters.org for 
more information.

Aug. 8 
National Pickleball Day
Celebrate National Pickleball Day by 
playing America's fastest-growing sport 
at local courts in Mandarin. Free courts 
are available at Mandarin Park (14780 
Mandarin Rd) with permanent nets, and 
LifePoint Christian Fellowship (14748 
Mandarin Rd) offers two courts with 
non-permanent nets. Mandarin United 
Methodist Church (11270 San Jose Blvd) 
has two indoor courts available for 
a one-time fee, call (904) 268-5549. 
Pickleball combines elements of tennis, 
badminton and ping-pong for players of 
all ages and skill levels.

Today - Aug. 9 
RadiFi Credit Union Back-to-School 
Supply Drive
RadiFi Credit Union is collecting school 
supplies for neighborhood schools dur-
ing its Back-to-School Supply Drive. The 
community can donate supplies at any 
credit union branch through Aug. 9. The 
drive coincides with Florida's sales tax 
holiday in August. For more informa-
tion or branch locations, contact RadiFi 
Credit Union.

Aug. 10 
Mandarin Parkinson's Support 
Group meeting
Mandarin Parkinson's Support Group 
meets at Church of Eleven22, 4911 Losco 
Road, on the second Sunday of each 
month (this month, Aug. 10) from 2 p.m. 
– 4 p.m. Contact group leader Katheryn 
Donaldson at serving4_him@yahoo.
com or (904) 710-1449 for more informa-
tion.

Aug. 12 
Acoustic Jam Session
Acoustic Jam Session (second Tuesday) 
is held at 7 p.m. in the Kids' Building of 
Trinity Mandarin, 2955 Orange Picker 

Road. This jam is open to everyone and 
all levels of ability are welcome. Come 
to play with the group or just sit back 
and enjoy the music. For more informa-
tion, contact Burt Coulliette at (904) 
302-0423.

Aug. 14 
Mandarin American Legion Post 
372 meeting
 Mandarin American Legion Post 372 
general meeting will be held on Aug. 14 
at 7 p.m. at Williams Family YMCA 10415 
San Jose Blvd., on the second floor. 
Visit https://alpost372fl.org/ for more 
information.

Aug. 18 
All Star Quilters Guild meeting
The All Star Quilters Guild will meet at 
9:30 a.m. for socializing prior to the 10 
a.m. meeting on Monday, Aug. 18 at First 
Christian Church, 11924 San Jose Blvd. 
"Show and Tell" is always a feature. 
Guests are welcome. Visit www.allstar-
quilters.org for more information.

Aug. 28 
Mandarin Republican Club meeting
Mandarin Republican Club will meet on 
Thursday, Aug. 28 at St. Mary's Seafood, 
11290 Old St. Augustine Road. Social 
time begins at 6 p.m. and the meeting 
starts at 6:30 p.m. First time visitors are 
welcome.

Shuffleboard
Shuffleboard is played on Tuesdays at 
10:30 a.m. at Tommy Hazouri Park (for-
merly Mandarin Park). The courts are 
at the park entrance next to the tennis 
courts. Try to get there a few minutes 
early for court assignments. Begin-
ners are welcome. Just show up (a few 
minutes before playing time), unless it 
rains.

Parkinson's Exercise Group
Parkinson's Exercise Group meets 
every Thursday from 6 p.m. – 7 p.m. 

at 4911 Losco Road. People of all ages 
and stages of Parkinson's as well as 
spouses and caregivers are welcome 
to attend these free classes. Contact 
group leader Katheryn Donaldson at 
serving4_him@yahoo.com or (904) 710-
1449 for more information.

Toast of Jax Toastmasters
Toast of Jax Toastmasters meets every 
Saturday, except on holiday weekends, 
at 8:30 a.m. at Baha'i Community 
Center, 5034 Greenland Road. Guests 
are welcome. The meetings can also be 
attended online at https://toastofjax.
toastmastersclubs.org/.

MPC MomCo
MPC MomCo meets every other Tues-
day from 9:45 a.m. – 11:45 a.m. on the 
Mandarin Presbyterian Church campus. 
MPC MomCo is a vibrant fellowship 
of moms who support each other in 
motherhood and grow together in faith. 
Register at mandarinpres.com/momco; 
space is limited. Email momco@man-
darinpres.com for more information.

Acoustic Jam Session
Acoustic Jam Session is held on the 
second and fourth Tuesday of each 
month at 7 p.m. in the Kids' Building 
of Trinity Mandarin, located at 2955 
Orange Picker Road. This jam is open 
to everyone and all levels of ability are 
welcome. Come to play with the group 
or just sit back and enjoy the music. For 
more information, contact Burt Coul-
liette at (904) 302-0423.

Playing HOOKie
Playing HOOKie, a group for those who 
enjoy knitting, crocheting and loom-
ing (with all items donated to charity) 
meets every Wednesday from 10 a.m. – 
12 p.m. at Maple Street Biscuit Company, 
1627 Race Track Road in St. Johns. Visit 
the group's Facebook page (Playing 
HOOKie) or email playinghookie2022@
gmail.com for more information.

What’s Happening in MandarinWhat’s Happening in Mandarin
Community CalendarAugustAugust

 GAME DATES: Aug 16, Sept 13, Oct 11

8/31/25
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Q&A with Jacksonville City Council Member 
Michael Boylan, District 6Q A&

Our Adult Day Program offers a safe environment 
for seniors who require extra support and peace 

of mind for caregivers who must tend to their 
personal needs during the week. Learn how we’re 

supporting mind, body and spirit for all.

Email adultday@rivergarden.org or  
call 904.288.7858 to tour.

Explore more services at RiverGarden.org

Connection is in Bloom.

A not-for-profit agency sponsored by the organized Jacksonville Jewish community.

Long-Term Nursing & Memory Care  I  Rehab & Therapy  I  Senior Living  I  Adult Day

Q. What major funding initiatives 
were approved at the recent city coun-
cil meeting?

A. The council approved the appropria-
tion of $9.5 million for construction of 
a new fire station on Old St. Augustine 
Road. These are actually crossover funds 
from savings on some other construc-
tion projects. Response times in our 
area have not been to our liking, and 
the demand has compromised response 
times at the three existing stations serv-
ing District 6. While it will be a year or 
two before we see the completed station, 
this appropriation is the first step in 
improving emergency response times for 
the Mandarin area.

Q. What is the community engage-
ment initiative you're working on?

A. I have $150,000 appropriated for 
creating a Request for Proposals (RFP) 
to hire consultants who will help us 
establish what I would characterize as 
a community engagement group. I'm 

looking to create a freestanding entity 
that helps Mandarin speak with one 
voice, similar to the Riverside-Avondale 
Preservation, Springfield Preservation 
and Restoration, or San Marco Preserva-
tion Society. By the time this edition 
of the Mandarin NewsLine publishes, 
the RFP should be available through 
the city's neighborhoods department, 
and over the next two months we'll be 
reviewing applications to determine how 
to move forward.

Q. What is your role on city council 
committees this year?

A. I will continue to serve on the 
Neighborhoods and Rules commit-
tees. The Neighborhoods Committee is 
particularly important because we are 
traditionally the first committee that ad-
dresses most major bills coming through 
council. A lot of the amendments, 
modifications, and substantive work on 
bills takes place in the Neighborhoods 
Committee rather than on the council 

floor. While I'm not on the Finance 
Committee, I'll be paying particular 
attention during August when there are 
probably eight to 10 Finance Com-
mittee meetings reviewing the mayor's 
proposed budget.

Q. What is the status of the Mandarin 
sidewalk extension project?

A. We're continuing to work with the 
Jacksonville Transportation Authority 
(JTA) on the sidewalk extensions along 
Mandarin Road. We secured a federal 
grant a year and a half ago that brought 
$3 million to extend sidewalks from Big 

Cypress all the way up to Walter Jones 
Park — about two miles total. There's 
been both support and opposition to 
the project. Right now, JTA is doing due 
diligence, and I'm working with them 
to improve and update their website so 
people can track the progress. This is 
part of the Complete Streets Project that 
began in 2015 with recommendations 
to sidewalk the entire Mandarin Road 
peninsula.

Contact Council Member Boylan at 
MBoylan@coj.net or (904) 255-5206.
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code. And we did it all while the school 
remained fully operational.

High schools, we quickly learned, never 
sleep. From early morning classes to 
late-night games and performances, 
Mandarin was always alive with activity. 
Every task we undertook required care-
ful coordination to avoid disrupting the 
rhythm of school life. It was a balanc-
ing act—one that demanded flexibility, 
patience, and constant communication.

At the heart of the project was the new 
classroom addition. Designed to house 
the school's Medical Academy and Culi-
nary Arts programs, this space is more 
than just a building—it's a launchpad 
for students pursuing careers in health-
care and the culinary arts. With simula-
tion labs, collaborative learning areas, 
and industry-grade equipment, these 
classrooms are built to inspire.

Still, what stands out most from our 14 
months on campus isn't the construc-
tion, it's the people.

Principal Bravo and Assistant Principal 
Durkin were incredibly supportive and 
patient. They worked with us through 
every schedule shift and unexpected hic-
cup, always with the goal of minimizing 
disruption for students and staff. We 
were invited to school events, celebrated 
at milestone ceremonies, and made to 
feel like part of the Mustang family.

As we complete the final phase—remov-
ing 19 portable classrooms that had 
stood for over 20 years and preparing 
athletic practice field in its place—we 
are proud of what we've built. But more 
than that, we are grateful for the rela-
tionships we've formed.

We want to thank the Facilities, Engi-
neering, Design and Construction team 
at DCPS for trusting Batson-Cook 
with this project, and the Office of 
Economic Opportunity for introducing 
us to new small/minority and women 
business contractors. We're also grate-
ful to our design team, trade partners, 
and vendors for their dedication and 
craftsmanship. Most of all, we'd like to 
thank Mims Construction—our partner 
on this project—for their collaboration 
and commitment.

As our General Superintendent Jer-
emiah Perkins often says in project 
meetings, "Every day in construction 
is a challenge where you get to solve 
problems and keep moving forward." At 
Mandarin High, we did just that—and 
in the process, we built something far 
more lasting: we built relationships.

Building   cont. from pg. 1

"The demographic in Florida, in 
Jacksonville, has shifted in a huge way 
where literally every single school in 
the city has a decent-size population 
of students who are low income and 
qualify for Title I funds," Bolduc said. 
"Our Mandarin schools are literally 
paying for the other schools in the 
district to operate, and yet we're not 
getting our fair share."

Currently, only two schools in the 
Mandarin area — Crown Point El-
ementary and Twin Lakes Elementary 
— receive Title I designation, which 
provides federal funding for schools 
with high percentages of low-income 
students. Bolduc wants the district to 
allow funding to "follow the student" 
rather than concentrate resources in 

certain schools.

Under her proposal, schools like 
Mandarin Oaks Elementary, which 
has approximately 230 students who 
qualify for free and reduced lunch, 
would receive about $230,000 annu-
ally — enough to fund two reading 
interventionists and a reading coach.

"Even though they're not low-income, 
they still need that support," Bolduc 
explained, noting that Mandarin Oaks 
serves students who speak 120 differ-
ent languages. "Our slogan, our vision 
statement, is 'every child, every day,' 
and every child means every child."

The funding battle has personal stakes 
for Crown Point Elementary, which 
nearly achieved an A rating last year 
but lost the City Year program that 

used AmeriCorps volunteers to pro-
vide literacy support. Bolduc is now 
working with local businesses to raise 
$350,000 to bring the program back.

"If I could get 350 of what could be 
like 3,000 businesses in the Mandarin 
area to give me $1,000, I can get that 
program," she said.

On the safety front, Bolduc has been 
pushing for pedestrian improvements 
after two local students were struck by 
vehicles in crosswalks between March 
and May. Working with City Council-
man Michael Boylan and traffic engi-
neering officials, she secured promises 
for safety upgrades.

Before school starts, Mandarin Middle 
School will receive an updated pedes-
trian crossing signal with an audible 
countdown timer. The current signal's 
flashing red hand confused students 
about when it was safe to cross.

"It looks like they have five seconds to 
cross the entire street," Bolduc said of 
the current system.

The city also promised to paint a 
crosswalk at Mandarin High School's 
main entrance, where students fre-
quently cross Greenland Road to reach 
the school parking lot.

Bolduc's broader goal is establishing 
school zones and crossing guards at all 
middle and high schools countywide. 
Currently, traffic engineering officials 
told her that teenagers "don't listen 

to anybody anyway," a statement she 
challenged based on her observations 
at school drop-off and pickup.

"What I'm seeing is a lot of adults 
breaking laws, and I've seen kids fol-
lowing rules," she said.

As families prepare for the new school 
year, Bolduc reminds parents that the 
district has ended universal free lunch 
at most schools, returning to income-
based eligibility. However, all students 
will receive free lunch for the first 30 
days while families complete applica-
tions.

"Whether you think you would qual-
ify or not, I'm encouraging everyone 
to fill it out," she said, noting that the 
process is confidential and students 
simply scan their ID cards.

Bolduc encourages community mem-
bers to support her efforts by attend-
ing school board meetings or emailing 
Superintendent Christopher Bernier 
about funding concerns.

"It's time for us to fight for our kids 
and for what we need here in Manda-
rin," she said. "We want our schools 
to be fully funded. We want our 
schools to have the resources."

For parents looking to help, Flori-
da's tax-free shopping period runs 
throughout August for school sup-
plies, and applications for free and 
reduced lunch are available online 
through the district website.

Bolduc cont. from pg. 1
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Now Accepting New Patients

travel • pantry raiders • gardening

fishing • entertainment • puzzlesLifeLife
Get to KnowGet to Know  . . .. . . By Tracy McCormick-Dishman

editor@floridanewsline.com

Get to Know ...
Interested in being featured?  
Email  Tracy Dishman at editor@floridanewsline.com

After decades in corporate America, 
Debbie Holmes knew her retirement 
would be different. The former 
CSX employee felt called to 
do "God's work," as she 
puts it, and found her 
mission through an un-
expected connection 
at Orange Theory Fit-
ness in Mandarin.

It was there she met 
Donna Fenchel, 
founder of Orange 
Theory's Jacksonville 
locations, who shared 
her passion for helping 
women escape human 
trafficking. That meeting 
led Holmes to Villages of 
Hope, a nonprofit organization 
that's about to open 13 small homes 
on Jacksonville's west side to house 
survivors of human trafficking.

"When I retired, I had to do some-
thing that was about giving back and 
helping others," Holmes said. "Don-
na's passion was behind it 100%, and 
I told her when I retire, I would love 
to get involved."

The statistics Holmes shares are sober-
ing. Jacksonville ranks third in Florida 
and 48th nationally for human traf-
ficking cases. Florida ranks third in the 
nation, with more than 10,000 cases 
reported nationwide in 2020. Most 
disturbing, the average age of traffick-
ing victims is between 12 and 14.

"The traffickers actually prey on 

vulnerable people, friending them 
online and building an emotional 
bond which turns into emotional 
abuse," Holmes explained. "They may 
use drugs and alcohol to increase the 
dependency."

What makes Villages of Hope unique 
is its comprehensive approach. The 
organization offers a two-year program 
that begins with rest, allowing women 
to recover from trauma while connect-
ing them with resources to overcome 
substance abuse. The second phase, 
called "restore," includes individual 
and group counseling, equine therapy, 
medical and dental care, and life skills 
classes.

"We're teaching basic stuff that most 
of us know how to do — how to 

cook, how to clean, personal hygiene, 
how to balance a checkbook, how to 
write a resume," Holmes said.

The program partners with Re-
threaded, a local organiza-

tion that employs trafficking 
survivors, giving women work 
experience in a supportive 
environment before transi-
tioning to jobs elsewhere.

Villages of Hope was pat-
terned after Thistle Farms 
in Nashville, Tennessee, 

which has successfully oper-
ated a similar model. The 

Jacksonville village includes 
13 homes of nearly 900 square 

feet each, with two bedrooms per 
home. One house will be for a live-

in manager, two will serve as emer-
gency housing, and the rest will house 
women who seek out the program.

Construction is nearly complete, 
thanks to partnerships with the 
Keeling Group, Northeast Florida 
Builders Association, and a matching 
grant from the Delores Barr Weaver 
Foundation. The foundation provided 
$500,000 after Villages of Hope raised 
$600,000.

"The houses are only 
a couple of weeks out 
from being completed," 
Holmes said. "They're 
beautiful. They look 
fabulous."

Now serving as secretary, 
volunteer coordinator, 
and newsletter helper, 
Holmes is preparing for 
the village to welcome its 
first residents in late Sep-
tember or early October. 

The organization needs donations for 
furniture, appliances, and apartment-
size washers and dryers.

Villages of Hope also conducts "tea 
parties" at churches and community 
organizations to raise awareness and 
recurring donors. The presentation 
uses mismatched teacups and teapots 
to symbolize how tea has historically 
been linked to slavery and exploita-
tion.

Through their "Tea for Two" program, 
a monthly donation of $28 covers one 
night of care for one woman, while 
$56 covers care for two women.

Since starting in 2019, Villages of 
Hope has helped three women com-
plete the full program, with two more 
graduating in November. All are work-
ing and rebuilding their lives.

"It's in our backyard," Holmes said. 
"If you want to help these women, 
here's how you can help them."

To learn more about Villages of Hope or 
to volunteer, visit VillagesOfHope.org, 
call (904) 253-3123, or contact Debbie 
Holmes about furnishing the new homes.

Photos courtesy Debbie Holmes

Debbie Holmes

Debbie Holmes brings hope to human trafficking survivors

Villages of Hope founders Carla Sweeney, left, and Donna Fenchel, right.
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Answers on page 3
Provided by MetroCreativePuzzlesPuzzles

We offer Fictitious Name Advertisement 
Call for more info! (904) 886-4919

Community Marketplace  

Call (904) 886-4919 for 

advertising rates

Driveways
Pavers
Patios

Catering to the needs of
the homeowner since 2002

Walkways
Concrete Removal
Driveway Extension

Call 904.838.1836  and let's talk about what we can do for you!

floridaconcreteworks.com
Free Quote Today!

Commercial or Residential -
no project too small

Snip’s TREE & STUMP SERVICE

Paul Oklevitch
ISA CERTIFIED ARBORIST  

Over 35 Years Exp.
FL-5456A

— Tree Preservation — Plant Health Care — Insect & Disease Treatments

(904) 268-1017 
www.snipstree.com

LICENSED                                           INSURED
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AUTOS/MISC

Donate Your Car to Vet-
erans Today! Help and 
Support our Veterans. 
Fast - FREE pick up. 
100% tax deductible. 
C a l l  8 0 0 - 2 4 5 - 0 3 9 8

MISCELLANEOUS

Old guitars wanted! 
Gibson, Fender, Mar-
t i n ,  E t c .  1 9 3 0 ’s  t o 
1980’s. Top dollar paid. 
C a l l  8 6 6 - 4 3 3 - 8 2 7 7

N e w  A d  C o p y !

Claris FileMaker - Ex-
ist ing FileMaker f i le 
n e e d i n g  u p d a t e s ? 
C er t i f ie d  F i leMaker 
developer,  23 years 
experience, training, 
d e v e l o p m e n t  3 8 6 -
984 -0081  chr is@l i t -
t lef ishbigocean.com

R e a c h  m i l l i o n s  o f 
h o m e s  n a t i o n w i d e 

w i t h  o n e  e a s y,  a f -
fordable  buy in  the 
A D S  N e t w o r k !  F o r 
m o r e  i n f o r m a t i o n 
w w w. c o m - m u n i t y -
publishers .com/cat-
e g o r y / a l l - p r o d u c t s

SunSetter. America’s 
# 1  awn i n g !  In s t a n t 
shade at the touch of a 
button. Transform your 
deck or patio into an 
outdoor oasis. Up to 10-
year limited warranty. 
C a l l  n o w  a n d  s ave 
$ 3 5 0 !  8 5 5 - 9 1 4 -1 1 4 8

We buy  house s  f o r 
cash as is! No repairs 
or fuss. Any condition. 
Easy 3-step process: 
Call, get cash offer, get 
paid. Get your fair cash 
offer today. Liz Buys 
Houses: 844-877-5833

D o  N o t  R un  In  A L

Portable oxygen con-

c e n t r a t o r  m a y  b e 
covered by Medicare! 
R e c l a i m  i n d e p e n -
dence & mobility w/
the compact design 
& long- las t ing bat-
tery. Inogen One free 
info kit! 877-305-1535

Consumer Cellular - 
same reliable, nation-
wide coverage as large 
carriers. No long-term 
c ont rac t  o r  h idden 
fees, free activation. 
All plans unlimited talk 

& text starting at just 
$20/mo. 877-751-0866

Become a published 
au thor.  We want  to 
read your book! Dor-
rance Publishing trust-
ed since 1920.  Con-
sultation, production, 
promotion & distribu-
t ion .  Fre e  au thor`s 
guide 877-729-4998 or 
dorranceinfo.com/ads

Do Not Run In AK, AZ, 
ID, MT, ND, NM, NV, SD

No cleaning gutters 

guaranteed! LeafFil-

ter - most ad-vanced 

g u t t e r  p r o t e c t i o n , 

backed by a no-clog 

guaran-tee & lifetime 

wa r ra n t y.  8 3 3 - 6 1 0 -

19 3 6  sche dule  f re e 

i n s p e c t i o n  &  e s t i -

mate .  G e t  2 0 % o f f ! 

Seniors/military save 

e x t ra  10 %.  R e s t r ic -

t ions apply,  see rep 

for warran-ty & details

Job Finder August:
Housekeeper/Porter - River Garden, located in Mandarin, has a longstanding 
history of excellence in senior care. This is an exceptional opportunity for a 
people-oriented professional seeking a safe and pleasant work environment.  
Duties include maintaining the cleanliness of the facility and collecting/trans-
porting linens and trash.
Starling operates several luxury senior living communities throughout the state 
of Florida. If you’re interested in learning more about joining our team, please visit 
www.StarlingLiving.com/careers!

New orders only. Does not include material costs. Cannot be combined with any other offer. 
Minimum purchase required. Other restrictions may apply. This is an advertisement placedon 
behalf of Erie Construction Mid-West, Inc (“Erie”). Offer terms and conditions may apply and the 
offer may not be available in your area. If you call the number provided, you consent to being 
contacted by telephone, SMS text message, email, pre-recorded messages by Erie or its affiliates 
and service providers using automated technologies notwithstanding if you are on a DO NOT CALL 
list or register. Please review our Privacy Policy and Terms of Use on homeservicescompliance.
com. All rights reserved. License numbers available at eriehome.com/erielicenses/

Erie Roofing Since 1976

Trust the Nation’s #1 Roofi ng Contractor
Award-Winning Roofing and Customer Service

LIMITED TIME OFFER

5050%% OFFOFF
Installation

FREE ESTIMATEFREE ESTIMATE 
SCHEDULE TODSCHEDULE TODAY!AY!

Call 1.833.370.1234

CALL TODAY! 1.833.370.1234

CALL NOW
866.753.9521 Add’l terms apply. Offer subject to change 

and vary by dealer. Expires 9/28/25.

SPECIAL OFFER

Waiving All
Installation
Costs!

Safety. Style.
Stress-Free 
Installation.

The Jacksonville Public Library contin-
ues offering programs year-round at its 
Mandarin locations, including a new 
adult book club.

Ravenous Readers, a new book club for 
adult readers, meets at 6:30 p.m. every 
third Tuesday at Mandarin Library. The 
group explores new genres, reads classics 
and discusses genre fiction. On Aug. 19, 
members will discuss "Ender's Game" 
by Orson Scott Card.

The library's established "As the Page 
Turns" Book Club continues meeting 
at 1 p.m. on the second Thursday of 
each month at Mandarin Library. On 
Aug. 14, the group will discuss "The 
Midnight Library" by Matt Haig. Pre-
registration is recommended as space is 
limited.

Children's programs continue

Little Readers Storytime features stories, 
music and movement for infants and 
toddlers from birth to age 5. Sessions 
run 2-2:30 p.m. Mondays and 10:15-
10:45 a.m. Thursdays at South Manda-
rin Library, and 10:15 a.m. or 11 a.m. 
Fridays at Mandarin Library.

Sensory Friendly Storytime offers 
stories, music and movement for ages 2 
to 5 in a small, welcoming environment 
for children with sensory sensitivities. 

Sessions are held Wednesdays at 11 a.m. 
at Mandarin Library. Registration is 
required and attendance is limited.

Junior Artists and Junior Scientists 
programs alternate weekly for ages 5 
to 8. Children create art or explore sci-
ence, technology, engineering and math 
concepts through hands-on activities. 
Programs start at 3:30 p.m. Wednesdays 
at Mandarin Library and 4 p.m. Tues-
days at South Mandarin Library.

Teen programming

Teen Advisory Board meets at 4:45 
p.m. every other Friday in the Teen 
Room at South Mandarin Library. On 
Aug. 8, teens will learn chess basics. On 
Aug. 22, participants can join an air 
hockey tournament and discuss "Check, 
Please!" by Ngozi Ukazu.

Game Day drop-in sessions are held 
at 5 p.m. Tuesdays at South Mandarin 
Library, featuring board games and card 
games for ages 12 to 17.

Some youth programs will take a break 
or end in August, with new programs 
planned for September and October. 
Check the schedule at jaxlibrary.org/
events.

Submitted by Jeremy Yates, Jacksonville 
Public Library

An archaeologist will 
discuss his search for 
remains of a large 
wooden cross erected 
by Spanish explorer 
Hernando de Soto 
during a lecture at 
the University of 
North Florida.

The Archaeological 
Institute of Amer-
ica—Jacksonville 
Society will meet at 
12 p.m. on Sep. 20, 
2025, in Building 51 
at UNF. Jeffrey M. Mitchem, a board 
member of the Archaeological Conser-
vancy, will present "Searching for the 
Remains of Hernando de Soto's Cross 
at Parkin, Ark."

Parkin is a 17-acre Mississippian vil-
lage site in northeast Arkansas that the 
state purchased and converted into a 
state park. Mitchem served as station 
archaeologist there in 1990.

His research concluded that Parkin is 
the town of Casqui mentioned in all 

four historical ac-
counts of the de Soto 
expedition. These 
accounts describe 
the raising of a large 
wooden cross on a 
platform mound at 
the site.

During excavations, 
Mitchem consulted 
with the Quapaw 
Tribe of Oklahoma, 

who may be descen-
dants of the original 

Parkin residents.

The free lecture is open to the public. 
Refreshments will be served afterward 
in the Anthropology Lab. Saturday 
parking is free, with faculty, staff and 
vendor spaces available to everyone.

For more information, contact Melva 
Price at (904) 241-9411 or aiajaxsoc@
gmail.com.

Submitted by Mike Napper, AIA - 
JAX Society

Mandarin Library launches new book 
club, continues year-round programs

Photo courtesy Mandarin Library

Expert discusses 16th-century discovery

Photo courtesy AIA - JAX Society

Jeffrey M. Mitchem

What would you like to read
in Mandarin NewsLine?

Send your ideas to
editor@floridanewsline.com

Did you know?
Archived issues of Mandarin NewsLine 

may be found online!
Visit www.floridanewsline.com
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Tracy McCormick-Dishman
editor@floridanewsline.com

If you've heard your teenager mention 
ChatGPT in passing, you're not alone. 
Artificial intelligence tools are rapidly 
transforming how students approach 
homework and assignments, creating 
new questions for families in Duval 
County and beyond.

The numbers tell a compelling story. 
One in four 13- to 17-year-olds now 
use ChatGPT for schoolwork, accord-
ing to recent Pew research cited by 
Axios. That figure has doubled since 
2023. Even more interesting, research 
shows that 89% of students admit to 
using AI tools like ChatGPT for home-
work, according to Packback research.

Instead of fighting this trend, Duval 
County Public Schools has decided to 
embrace it thoughtfully and strategi-
cally. In March 2025, district officials 

announced that "Team 
Duval Teachers looking to 
save time generating test 
questions and passages 
for students have found 
support through software 
powered by AI." The district 
plans to launch its own "AI 
Institute," designed to help 
teachers grow their under-
standing through hands-on experience.

Holly Lanham, DCPS Director of 
Technology Innovation, told a local 
news station in March 2025 that the 
district sees opportunity rather than 
threat. "I do believe that this is some-
thing our district is going to lean into 
instead of trying to push away from," 
Lanham said. "Why not help (our 
teachers) learn ways to use it ethically 
and safely?"

The district's approach 
appears to be working. 
Over 45,000 items have 
been generated by their 
AI program PowerBuddy, 
which saves time and of-
fers customization such as 
language and reading level 
options. "It just makes 
teachers' lives easier," said 

Katy Stouffer, DCPS Director of Data 
and Assessment, in a March 2025 inter-
view with the district's news service.

Yet the challenge extends beyond the 
classroom. Nationally, over one in four 
teachers have caught students cheat-
ing by using ChatGPT, according to 
National Education Association data. 
In the 2023-24 school year, 63% of 
teachers reported students for using AI 
on schoolwork.

Education leaders express broader 
concerns, too. According to Axios, 66% 
of education leaders think generative AI 
will cut into students' attention spans, 
raising questions about long-term learn-
ing impacts.

Still, perspectives on AI in education 
aren't uniformly negative. "Far from be-
ing just a dream machine for cheaters, 
many teachers now believe, ChatGPT 
could actually help make education 
better," according to MIT Technology 
Review analysis.

Duval County is taking this balanced 
approach to heart. According to March 
2025 reports, Sandalwood High School 
Web Design Instructor Brannon Lutz is 
teaching an artificial intelligence foun-
dation course called "AI in the World" 
where students can earn an Information 
Technology Specialist (ITS) in Artificial 
Intelligence certification.

AI in the classroom: What parents need to know

New school year, new screen time challenges for parents
Tracy McCormick-Dishman
editor@floridanewsline.com

As parents finish back-to-school shop-
ping and check tablets and laptops off 

their supply lists, many are discovering 
that traditional screen time rules don't 
work when devices become essential 
homework tools. If you've ever found 

yourself trying to determine whether 
your child is doing homework or 
watching videos on that required school 
tablet, you're facing one of today's most 

common parenting dilemmas.

The numbers paint a clear picture of 
how significant this issue has become. 
During July 2021 through December 
2023, 50.4% of teenagers ages 12-17 
had four hours or more of daily screen 
time, according to the CDC National 
Health Interview Survey. Research 
shows that children aged eight to 18 
now spend an average of 7.5 hours per 
day in front of screens, according to 
Kids Mental Health.

The challenge for parents has changed. 
It's no longer just about limiting screen 
time. When tablets and computers 
become required tools for homework, 
traditional screen time rules become 
nearly impossible to enforce.

Duval County Public Schools recogniz-
es the balance families must strike. The 
district's Technology Services depart-
ment states its mission is "to improve 

New school cont. on pg. 11



MandarinNewsLine August 2025 | Page 11

3760 Kori Road  • 
License #W-32

Residential
 Commercial

your home with the best customer 
service in the industry.

Call today 904-262-0197 for your 
Complimentary Water Test & Analysis.

•  Water Softners & Filtration Systems
•  Service on most makes and models
•  Delivery of Salt & Potassium for your    
    system

Family Owned and Operated since 1989

CLEAN WATER FOR YOUR HOME

Chris Thompson

904.380.2290 

chris

Ameriprise Financial Services, LLC
818 A1A North, Suite 301
Ponte Vedra Beach, FL 32082

.thompson@ampf.com
ameripriseadvisors.com/chris.thompson
St Johns County resident since 1993

Personalized financial 
advice to help achieve 
your goals

CFP ®, CMFA ®, CRPC ®

Certified Financial Planner Board of Standards Inc. owns the certification marks 
CFP®, CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER™ and CFP (with plaque design) in the U.S. 
Ameriprise Financial Services, LLC. Member FINRA and SIPC.© 2022
Ameriprise Financial, Inc. All rights reserved. 

Not FDIC or NCUA Insured | No Financial Institution Guarantee | May Lose Value
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GardeningGardening By Master Gardener Volunteer Lesley Arrandale
mail@floridanewsline.com

Resilience in extreme 
conditions

By Master Gardener Volunteer Lesley Arrandale
mail@floridanewsline.com

Living in the South, we're subject to 
extreme heat, periods of drought, and 
torrential rains, as well as the potential 
for devastating storms. Our wild areas 
are naturally resilient to these condi-
tions, having evolved over thousands 
of years, but not so our yards and 
gardens.

My yard is an average-size lot dating 
from the 1940s and '50s. Like neigh-
borhoods of similar age, over the past 
20 to 30 years, water and laurel oaks 
have succumbed to old age. Storms 
have damaged mature hickories and 
live oaks, causing them to be taken 
down. Consequently, many yards on 
the once-shady street are now more 
exposed, with more lawns and less 
shrubbery.

We can take steps to achieve a resil-
ient landscape. A reasonable starting 
point is choosing plants according to 
the mantra "Right plant, right place," 
ensuring that light, soil, and drainage 
are near ideal for your chosen plants. 
Native plants historically found in our 
area are good bets. For my sandy, well-
draining situation, if I grow moisture-
loving perennials, I group them in 
a limited area and use a soaker hose 
during droughts—the least wasteful 
way to use precious potable water.

When choosing plants, I look for 
pollinator-friendly options. Pollina-
tors—those varied insects that play 
a vital role in pollinating 30-40% of 
our foods—are essential. This chart 
lists good native pollinator plants for 
Florida: https://xerces.org/publica-
tions/plant-lists/native-plants-for-pol-
linators-and-beneficial-insects-florida. 
The Florida Native Plant Society 
website shows if a plant is native to 
Duval County.

When buying pollinator-friendly 
plants, not all nurseries sell suitable 
plants, even if labels claim they attract 
bees or butterflies. I recently returned 
a beautiful rose after learning it may 
have been treated with neonicotinoid 
systemic pesticides—deadly to pollina-
tors if pollen and nectar are tainted.

This creates a dilemma: how to choose 
pollinator plants safe for visiting in-
sects. Independent nurseries are likely 
the best sources, as staff are more 
likely to know how plants are grown.

While research continues on certified 
pesticide-free plants, I'll grow plants 
from untreated seeds and take cuttings 
from others. If I have enough, I'll 
share and hope to get some in return. 
Although we can't all grow enough 
plants to fill a yard, every little helps.

student success, eliminate achievement 
gaps, and produce technically compe-
tent graduates able to compete in a glob-
al workforce" while "providing teachers 
and students access to the digital tools 
they need for instruction."

Fortunately, research suggests not 
all screen time carries equal impact. 
Educational screen time provides the 
most benefit, showing positive effects on 
children's persistence and educational 
outcomes while having no significant 
impact on health, according to EdTech 
Magazine research.

The key lies in helping families distin-
guish between productive educational 
screen time and passive entertainment. 
Experts recommend creating designated 

"digital homework zones" separate from 
"digital free zones" within homes, allow-
ing families to maintain structure while 
accommodating necessary technology 
use.

What's particularly interesting is that 
children themselves recognize potential 
problems with excessive screen exposure. 
According to Internet Matters research, 
nearly 30% of children spend three to 
four hours on devices every day, and 
children cited "spending too much time 
online" as the issue they experienced 
most.

Every family’s situation is different. The 
Pew Research Center found that nearly 
one-in-five parents of a child younger 
than 12 say their child has their own 
smartphone. The research also revealed 
disparities in device access: parents 

with a high school education or less are 
twice as likely as parents who are college 
graduates to say their child has their 
own smartphone (21% vs. 11%).

Rather than fighting technology alto-
gether, educational experts suggest the 
solution involves teaching digital literacy 
skills and helping children develop 
healthy relationships with their devices. 
As schools continue integrating technol-

ogy into curricula, families are figuring 
out how to balance required school 
screen time with healthy limits at home.

The key is finding balance between the 
technology kids need for school and the 
limits that keep them healthy. Many 
families are realizing it's less about how 
much screen time and more about what 
kind of screen time their kids are get-
ting.

New school cont. from pg. 10

Submitted photo

This showy southern native is characterized by the loose, widely spaced nature of the flowering spike. It is found in the 
hot sands of the South.
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Meet Sasha Vaziri, MD, a fellowship-trained, board-certified  

neurosurgeon specializing in minimally invasive, complex and 

reconstructive spine surgery. 

His specialties include: 

• Minimally invasive spine surgery 

• Degenerative spine disorders

• Adult spinal deformity

• Neck and back pain

• Sciatica

14540 Old St. Augustine Road
Medical Office Building 2, Suite 2207

Jacksonville, FL 32258

© Baptist Health 2025Lyerly Neurosurgeon Physicians are employed by Lyerly Baptist, Inc. Physicians providing care at Baptist hospitals are not employees or agents of the hospitals.

Transforming spine health 
with expert care. 

Dr. Vaziri is committed to serving the community he calls home. 

Outside the clinic, he enjoys spending time with his family and fishing 

the coastal flats. His passion for medicine is rooted in a deep desire to 

help people regain their quality of life so they can get back to doing 

the things they enjoy with the people they love most.

To request an appointment  
with Dr. Vaziri, call  

904.388.6518  
or scan the QR code.

Welcome Sasha Vaziri, MD

By Debi Lander
mail@floridanewsline.com

A rainy day in Granada: Power and 
poetry at the AlhambraTravelTravel

On a recent trip to Spain, I reserved one 
day to explore Granada, a city steeped 
in history and home to one of Spain’s 
most treasured landmarks: the Alhambra. 
From Seville, I boarded a group tour 
bus before dawn for the three-hour ride, 
groggy but excited.

Our first stop was the Albaicín, Granada’s 
oldest neighborhood—a former Moorish 
quarter of whitewashed houses, flower-
filled balconies and steep cobblestone 
alleys. Unfortunately, it was pouring rain, 
but we still wandered through the laby-
rinthine streets. From a hilltop overlook, 
I gazed across the city and saw it at last: 
the Alhambra, sprawled across the ridge 
and silhouetted by the misty Sierra Ne-
vada mountains. Even through the rain, 
the sight was stunning.

After lunch, we entered the Alhambra 
complex. My designated guide chose to 

begin in the Generalife, the vast gardens 
once used by Nasrid rulers as a summer 
retreat. The weather made it challenging: 
I found myself wiping my camera lens, 
dodging umbrellas, and trying to keep up 
with the fast-moving group. But despite 
the damp and distraction, the gardens 
worked their charm. Trimmed hedges, 
blooming flowers, and glimmering water 
channels created a peaceful oasis—even 
in the rain. The sound of running water, 
a hallmark of Islamic Garden design, 
added to the sense of tranquility.

Next, we entered the Nasrid Palaces, the 
architectural heart of the Alhambra. At 
the entrance, we were required to show 
our passports—a reminder of the site’s 
strict preservation. Here, our guide began 
unfolding the Alhambra’s remarkable 
story.

What began as a small fortress in the 
ninth century rose to great-
ness in the 13th and 14th 
centuries under the Nasrid 
dynasty, the last Muslim 
rulers of Spain. The com-
plex became a self-contained 
royal city: palaces, mosques, 
military quarters, and gardens 
spread across the hilltop.

The Nasrid Palaces, built in 
the 1300s, are masterpieces of 
Islamic architecture—expres-
sions of paradise on Earth. 

Inside, intricate stucco designs ripple like 
lace across the walls, archways frame the 
changing light, and water flows in sinu-
ous patterns.

In 1492, the Catholic Monarchs, 
Ferdinand and Isabella, completed the 
Reconquista by capturing Granada. The 
Alhambra became their royal court—
most famously the site where Christopher 
Columbus received approval for his voy-
age to the New World.

Centuries of change followed. Emperor 
Charles V demolished part of the Nasrid 
complex to build his Renaissance-style 
palace in the 1500s—a bold but jarring 
contrast to the Moorish delicacy. By the 
18th century, the site had fallen into 
disrepair and was even used as military 
barracks. But in the 1830s, Romantic 
artists and writers, including Washington 
Irving, revived interest in the Alhambra, 
sparking preservation efforts that con-
tinue to this day.

In the Palace of the Lions, I paused to 
admire the famed Fountain of the Lions 
— 12 carved figures supporting a marble 
basin that once symbolized the cosmos. 
Light filtered through filigreed archways, 
casting patterns that danced across the 
floor. The Alhambra’s magic lies not in 
gold or grandeur, but in light, geometry 
and water, a quiet kind of majesty.

We ended at the Alcazaba, the fortress 
section of the complex. Though we didn’t 
have time to climb the tower, the view 
from the ramparts was enough. Below, 
Granada unfurled — a sea of terra-
cotta rooftops, the golden dome of the 
cathedral, and the winding lanes of the 
Albaicín I’d walked that morning.

Gazing down, I was struck by a realiza-
tion: the Alhambra is more than a histori-
cal site. It’s a living conversation between 
architecture and landscape, power and 
poetry, past and present.
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Fountain of Lions are 12 carved figures supporting a marble basin that once symbolized the cosmos.

The Alhambra includes a complex of buildings and gardens.


