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Photos courtesy St. Johns County Clerk of the Circuit Court and Comptroller
Couples exchange vows during the St. Johns County
Clerk's Office annual Valentine's Day group wedding

ceremony in 2025 at The Carriage House in St.
Augustine.

Valentine Vows

NewsLine staff

The St. Johns County Clerk of the
Circuit Court and County Comp-
troller's Office will host its annual
Valentine's Day group wedding and
vow renewal ceremony Feb. 13 at 1
p.m. at The Carriage House in St.
Augustine.

"Officiating marriages is one of
our Office's most joyous duties,"
said Clerk Brandon J. Patty in a
release. "We are excited to celebrate
marriages and love with this year's
Valentine's Day group wedding
and vow renewal at The Carriage
House."

The ceremony is limited to the first
50 couples who register online at
https://stjohnsclerk.com/wedding
by Monday, Feb. 9.

The ceremony costs $30. Couples
getting married are also required
to purchase a marriage license
and adhere to any waiting period.

Valentine Vows cont. on pg. 6
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Photos courtesy Anwita lyengar

From left, the Florida FBLA District 27 officer team includes Shawn Saint-Vilus, district vice president from Ridgeview High School; Joshua Read, district president and chapter vice
president from Creekside High School; Joshua Chun, district treasurer from Ridgeview High School; Maya Kawada, district secretary from Ponte Vedra High School; Julia Provenzano,
district historian and chapter president from Creekside High School; Anwita lyengar, district president-elect and chapter secretary from Creekside High School; and Sahara Jansson,
district reporter and chapter junior officer from Creekside High School.

Creekside High
School FBLA leads
community service
Initiatives

By Tracy McCormick-Dishman

editor@floridanewsline.com

With 310 active members, Creekside
High School's Future Business Lead-
ers of America chapter has become the
school's largest co-curricular club and
one of its most active in community
service.

The organization balances developing
business leadership skills with commu-
nity involvement, according to Anwita
Iyengar, 16, the chapter's secretary and
district president-elect.

"Our club and the organization really
prioritize being involved in the com-
munity and just making sure all students
have the most opportunities that they
can," Iyengar said.

The chapter currently runs three com-
munity service programs. Starting in
mid-January, members will collect
canned goods for two weeks to donate

to Feeding Northeast Florida in Jack-
sonville through their Feeding Florida
campus drive.

"Because our club is so huge, we are an-
ticipating a lot of participation," Iyengar
said.

The chapter also partners with the
Alzheimer's Association at the national
level. Members collect aluminum cans to
take to a nearby recycling center, which

Photos courtesy Anwita lyengar
From left, Saniya Aleem, chapter junior officer at Creekside High School; Sahara Jansson, district reporter and chapter

junior officer at Creekside High School; and Maya Kawada, district secretary at Ponte Vedra High School, participate
in a holiday card-making event.from Creekside High School; and Sahara Jansson, district reporter and chapter junior
officer from Creekside High School.

pays the club for the donations. Those
funds are then donated to the Alzheim-
er's Association.

"We're actually able to give back to the
association we're working with, while
also helping out our community and
taking priority in recycling and just be-
ing there for the environment," Iyengar
said.

Future Leaders cont. on pg. 2
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INK! announces 2026 Teacher of the Year finalists luncheon

NewsLine staff

The St. Johns County Education Founda-
tion, better known as Investing in Kids,
recognizes the dedicated teaching com-
munity each year with two prestigious
awards: Teacher of the Year and Rookie
Teacher of the Year, according to a recent
release.

On Dec. 16, representatives of INK!
surprised the five Teacher of the Year
finalists in the classroom, sharing the ex-
citing news and including students in the
celebration, the release said. This year's
finalists for Teacher of the Year, selected
from a pool of 50 nominees, are Pauline
Harris, Kylie Benetsky, Denise Shedlock,
Sabina Atic and Katelin Bonner, accord-
ing to the release.

The St. Johns County District Teacher of
the Year and Rookie Teacher of the Year
were to be announced Thursday, Jan. 15,
during a ceremony at the World Golf Vil-
lage Renaissance St. Augustine Resort, the
release said.

"Because teachers are nominated by their
peers, this recognition speaks volumes

Photos courtesy St. Johns County School
District

Pauline Harris

about each nominee's impact both inside
and beyond the classroom," said the
release.

Themed "Our Teachers Light a Spark,"
the awards ceremony also recognizes the
nearly 100 educators who were named
Teacher or Rookie Teacher of the Year

at their schools throughout St. Johns
County, the release said. The Teacher of
the Year represents St. Johns County at
the annual State of Florida Teacher of the
Year event. They also participate in a year-
long professional development and leader-
ship program with a cohort of Teachers of
the Year from around the state, continued
the release.

Photos courtesy St. Johns County School

Kylie Benetsky

Photos courtesy St. Johns County School
District

Denise Shedlock

District

This year's finalists for Teacher of the Year
are Pauline Harris, a sixth-grade math
teacher at Valley Ridge Academy with

14 years of teaching experience; Kylie
Benetsky, a sixth-, seventh- and eighth-
grade instructional coach at Switzerland
Point Middle School with seven years of
teaching experience; Denise Shedlock,

a ninth-, 10th-, 11th- and 12th-grade
science teacher at Creekside High School
with 13 years of teaching experience; Sa-
bina Atic, a 10th-, 11th- and 12th-grade
biomedical science teacher at Beachside
High School with seven years of teach-
ing experience; and Katelin Bonner, a
10th-grade English II teacher at Pedro

Photos courtesy St. Johns County School
District

Sabina Atic

Photos courtesy St. Johns County School
District

Katelin Bonner

Menendez High School with 16 years of
teaching experience, the release said.

The St. Johns County Education Founda-
tion promotes success for all St. Johns
County public school students and teach-
ers by providing innovative programs,
teacher support, classroom resources and
scholarships to benefit more than 52,000
students and approximately 3,200 teach-
ers, according to the release.

Editor's note: The winners were an-
nounced after this publication went to
press. Visit FloridaNewsLine.com for
results.

Future Leaders cont.from pg. 1

On a more ongoing basis, chapter of-
ficers host financial literacy workshops at
the Bartram Trail Library covering topics
including budgeting, investing and taxes,
specifically geared toward young adults.

"That's a really, really big skill that every-
one we believe should go into adulthood
with, not just our members," Iyengar
said.

In December, the chapter held a holiday
card-making campaign where members
brought in cards over a two-and-a-half-
week period. District officers, including
several from Creekside, delivered the
cards to local hospitals.

The chapter has also hosted an annual
hot wings contest partnered with Hurri-
cane Grilling Wings, where teachers raise
funds and compete in the contest.

The club's competitive success matches
its community involvement. This year,
182 Creekside students qualified to com-
pete at the state competition in Orlando,
where more than 6,000 members from
across Florida participated in different
competitive events. Five chapter mem-
bers placed at the national competition.

Iyengar won first place in the Inter-
national Business Competition at the
district level in December. The event
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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.

* NemelzDental As

Photos courtesy Anwita lyengar

Creekside High School FBLA members attend the Florida FBLA State Leadership Conference in March 2025.

required taking a test on international
business subjects, then advancing to a
performance round where competitors
analyze a case study and have 20 minutes
to prepare a presentation for judges.

Last year, she placed fifth at state in the
Local Chapter Annual Business Report
event alongside chapter president Julia
Provenzano and former chapter secretary
Charlotte Romano. The report is a 16- to
17-page document outlining all chapter
events and impacts throughout the year.

"It's really just a testament to the
hard work that our chapter has put in
throughout the year," Iyengar said.

FBLA offers 72 different competitive
events ranging from spreadsheet applica-
tions to graphic design to parliamentary
procedures and public administration.

"It's really about skills that would in
theory help you in a business career, but
also are really applicable to any other
position moving forward," Iyengar said.

Thirteen chapter members form the of-
ficer team, planning and executing the

program of work for the year — 42 ob-
jectives including events and end goals.
Four Creekside students currently serve
as district officers out of seven available
positions.

Last year, St. Johns County Commis-
sioner Christian Whitehurst signed a
proclamation recognizing FBLA Week,
which takes place the second week of
February.

"With that designation, we've kind of
been really motivated to stay involved at
the local level with businesses," Iyen-
gar said. "So this year we started the
sponsorship program. We're collaborat-
ing with local nonprofits like Junior
Achievement to put together several of
our events, and through those connec-
tions we've been able to do guest speaker
opportunities that, at the end of the

day, really shows the students what the
organization's about — it's like building
connections within your community all
while they're just trying to be a better
leader.”

Iyengar plans to study political science
and hopes to attend Georgetown Uni-
versity's Walsh School of Foreign Service
after graduation, with aspirations of
entering the foreign service.
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Your New Smile Awaits!

Mandarin South Business Center 12421 San Jose Blvd.
Suite 310/320 ¢ Jacksonville, FL 32223

Q Pediatric Dentistry: (904) 292-2210

Q Adult Dentistry:

(904) 886-4867

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

Robert J. Nemetz, D.D.S., M.S.

Adult Dentistry | Periodontics | Prosthodontics

We offer

ta’m'r Pediatric Dentistry

ﬁ‘ Family Dentistry

' Periodontics/ Prosthodontics
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Breed:
Domestic Shorthair
Favorite Activity:
Food Quality Inspection.
Favorite Food:
Steak and spinach
Favorite Friends:
Her sister, Bella
How did your BFF get their name:

She's very bright and honorable as her name
suggests.

Best Furry Friend

of the month

Meet Noral

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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Mandarin NewsLine ® The CreekLine ® Ponte Vledra NewsLine ® Nassau NewsLine

4 Community Calendar

5 Gardening

7 Business Monthly

8 Fishing Report

10 Classifieds

12 Travel with Debi Lander

Local Advertising
for Local Businesses

Marketing Consultation

The CreeklLine

(904) 886-4919
www.floridanewsline.com

When it comes

to marketing your
business to local
customers, nobody does
it better than your
community newspaper!

Get started with a Free
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To submit items for the Community
Calendar, email editor@floridanewsline.
com,

Feb.3

Northwest St Johns County United
for Progress Club

The Northwest St Johns County United
for Progress Club will meet Tuesday,
Feb. 3. The social is at 6:30 p.m. with a

meeting at 7 p.m. Special guest speaker

is Steven Pesek who will speak on the
role and importance of the Federal
Reserve on the American Economy.
For further information please email
nwsjcp@gmail.com.

Feb.5
Growing Roses in NE Florida
The St. Johns County Extension Office

will host a program titled "Growing Ros-

es in NE Florida" on Thursday, Feb. 5, at
10 a.m. Pre-registration is required. Visit

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/growing-

roses-in-florida-tickets-1962696514108
to register.

Feb.10

Newcomers Club February
Luncheon

The Bartram Trail Newcomers Club will
hold its February luncheon Tuesday,
Feb. 10, at St. Johns Golf and Country
Club in St. Augustine. The meal will be
an Italian buffet. The luncheon starts at
T1a.m. and costs $32 if paying by cash
or check. For information, visit www.
facebook.com/BTNC.1.

Feb. 12

Federated Republican Women

ComnuuutyCalendar

/c?

Feb. 14

Singles United “Palentine” Event
Singles United will host a special
Palentine Event Saturday, Feb. 14, at The
Palencia Club. Designed specifically

for Christian singles, the evening
includes live music by Sidewalk 65,
appetizers and a cash bar. Tickets can
be purchased by registering online at
www.singlesunited.org.

St. Johns Federated Republican
Women will meet Thursday, Feb. 12,
at 6:30 p.m. at Loopers Lounge at the
Caddy Shack restaurant, 455 S. Legacy
Trail, St. Augustine. The speaker is St.
Johns County Sheriff Rob Hardwick.
Social begins at 6:30 p.m. with the
meeting at 7 p.m. All Republicans
(women and men) are welcome.
Visit https://www.facebook.com/
groups/1179931829098283 for more

information. Feb. 26

Veterans County of St. Johns County
Feb.13 The Veterans Council of St. Johns County
Valentine’s Day Group Weddingand  meets on the last Thursday of the
Vow Renewal

month, Feb. 26, at 7 p.m. in the Muscovy
Room of the County Health & Human
Services Building, 200 San Sebastian
View. Speakers include Dr. Michael
Butler, professor at Flagler College,

and Vietnam Historian Brian Stewart,
president of Mission 11th Hour. All are

The St. Johns County Clerk of the

Circuit Court and County Comptroller's
Office will host its annual Valentine's
Day group wedding and vow renewal
ceremony Friday, Feb. 13, at 1 p.m. at The
Carriage House, 259 San Marco Ave,, St.

Augustine. To participate, couples must  jnvited to attend.
register online at https://stjohnsclerk.
com/wedding by Monday, Feb. 9. Space ~ Feb. 26

St. Johns County Fight Night

The second annual St. Johns County
Fight Night will be held at the St.
Augustine Amphitheatre. The St. Johns
Sheriff's Office and St. Johns County
Fire Rescue will compete in the ring
for charity. This year's event benefits
Diamond of Dreams and Special

is limited to the first 50 couples. The
cost is $30. Couples getting married
must purchase a marriage license and
adhere to waiting periods. For more
information, call 904-819-3600 or visit
https://stjohnsclerk.com/marriage-
licenses-ceremonies.

Feb. 14 Olympics Florida.
Bartram Trail Genealogy Club

The Bartram Trail Genealogy Club will Ongoing Activities
meet the second Saturday of February,

Feb. 14, from 2 p.m. to 4 p.m. at the Open Game Play

Bartram Trail Library. The meeting topic
will be "DNA Matches from Ancestry to
Family Tree Maker and other programs.”

Open Game Play at Council on Aging
(COA) River House, 179 Marine St. in St.
Augustine. Bring your deck of cards

Give your brain what it need
S0 you can hear better

Introducing Oticon INTENT™
a life-changing hearing device with
BrainHearing™ technology.

Oticon INTENT™ helps your brain decipher intricate details

of relevant sounds for better speech understanding
with less effort and the ability to remember more.

Dr. Leslie A. Staverman
__ . Audiologist/Owner

300+ Five Star Reviews

Call 904-262-5550 Today!

www.StavermanHearingCenters.com

STAVERMAN

W HEARING CENTERS

You're invited to try Oticon INTENT™R/SK FREE

Your Community Resource for Better Hearing

ninglin{Stylohns

or board game (there are also games
available at River House) and socialize
over a friendly game of your choosing
on Thursdays from 12:15 to 3:15 p.m.
Call 904-209-3655 (Monday through
Thursday) or email tharris@coasjc.org
for more information.

Trout Creek Senior Center activities
Trout Creek Senior Center offers
activities for seniors on Monday,
Wednesday and Friday mornings at
6795 Collier Rd. in Orangedale. Cards,
crafts and games start each day at

9 a.m,, with trivia, nutrition/exercise,
Bunco and bingo among the additional
activities before lunch at 11:30 a.m.
each day. Contact Program Coordinator
Jessica Curry at 904-209-3658 or
jcurry@stjohnscoa.com for more
information.

Playing HOOKie

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

Widow to Widow support group
Widow to Widow, a support group for
widows by widows, is held at Council
on Aging (COA) River House, 179 Marine
St.in St. Augustine, on Wednesdays
from 11:45 a.m. to 12:45 p.m. Call 904-
209-3655 (Monday through Thursday)
or email tharris@coasjc.org for more

Visit us

online

FloridaNewsLine.com

PARISH BINGO PLENTY OF LIGHTED NO CHILDREN ALLOWED
Bingo Night at St Joseph PARKING AND SECURITY 849.0931(10)(A)
FREE Consulati LOTS OF GAMES, 50/50'S ON THE PREMISES. GREAT
. onsultation & DOOR PRIZES FOOD, DRINKS, & SNACKS.
- Risk-Free 60-Day Free Trial DOORS OPEN AT 6:15PM ceb T ar T Aer
Try it at home, work and play! ; For more information,
’ GAMES START AT 7:00PM contact Vinny Terlizzi at

12276 San Jose Blvd. , Suite #710

Cody Center - Tally Room
4152 Loretto Rd, Jacksonville, FL 32223

904.742.8777
or vaterlizzi@gmail.com
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Trout Creek Academy plans kindergarten recruitment events

NewsLine staff

Trout Creek Academy will host a series of
events for incoming kindergarteners and
their families during February and March.

The "Shell'abrate and Sign" series for the
Class of 2038 includes four events de-
signed to introduce families to the school's
Terrapin Team.

Play will be held Wednesday, Feb. 4, from
3 p.m. to 4 p.m. on the TCA playground.
Families can meet staff, play with other in-
coming kindergarten families and receive
information about TCA.

Grow will be held Wednesday, Feb. 25,
from 3 p.m. to 4 p.m. in the TCA media

center. Families can read with staff mem-
ber Ms. O'Connell and complete a craft.

Learn will be held Wednesday, March 11,
from 3 p.m. to 4 p.m. in the TCA cafete-
ria. Families can explore the campus and
speak with staff while incoming kinder-
garteners complete a readiness screening.

Shell'abrate and Sign will be held Satur-
day, March 28, from 8 a.m. to 10 a.m. in
the TCA cafeteria. Families can complete
registration for the 2026-27 school year.
The first 75 families to enroll will receive a
kindergarten welcome package.

Enrollment for the 2026-27 school year
opens March 1 at heeps://www.stjohns.
k12.fl.us/student/enrollment/.

For many homeown-
ers, pruning can feel
intimidating. The fear
of cutting the wrong
branch or damaging

a beloved plant often
leads to hesitation, but
February is actually
one of the best months
to prune in North-
east Florida. With
plants still in winter
dormancy and spring
growth just around
the corner, thoughtful
pruning now can lead
to healthier plants and
better blooms later in
the season.

In our Ponte Vedra landscapes, many
shrubs and perennials benefit from a
February haircut. Roses, for example,
respond beautifully to pruning this
time of year. Removing old canes
and opening up the center of the
plant improves air circulation and
encourages strong new growth. Other
warm-season plants such as firebush,
beautyberry, lantana and hibiscus can
also be cut back now to remove cold
damage and shape the plant before
new growth begins. You may notice
some branches that appear brown or
brittle after winter cold snaps; these
can be safely removed, as they will
not recover.

That said, not everything in the
garden should be pruned in Febru-
ary. Spring-flowering shrubs such as
azaleas, camellias and gardenias have
already set their buds, and pruning
them now would mean cutting off
this year's blooms. These plants are
best pruned immediately after flower-
ing, giving them time to set new buds
for the next year. When in doubeg, it's
helpful to remember a simple rule: if
it blooms in spring, wait until after it
flowers to prune.

When pruning, it's important to
make clean cuts using sharp, well-
maintained tools. Cutting just above a
leaf node or branch junction helps the

The Good Earth: February's
garden decisions

By Connie Doyle, Master Gardener UF | IFAS

plant heal more ef-
ficiently and reduces
the risk of disease.
Avoid excessive
pruning, as remov-
ing too much at once
can stress the plant.
A good guideline is
to remove no more
than one-third of a
plant's growth during
a single pruning ses-

sion.

Connie Doyle

Pruning is not
about perfection;
it's about improving
plant health and encouraging natural
growth. Even experienced gardeners
make the occasional imperfect cut,
and plants are remarkably forgiving.
By taking advantage of February's
mild temperatures and slower growth
cycle, you're giving your landscape a
strong start before the heat and hu-
midity of spring and summer arrive.

With a little confidence and a pair of
clean pruners, February pruning be-
comes less about fear and more about
opportunity. The thoughtful cuts
you make now will be rewarded with
fuller plants, stronger growth and a
more vibrant garden in the months

ahead.

From my garden to yours, keep grow-
ing.

Connie Doyle writes The Good Earth, a
gardening column inspired by a life-
long passion for plants, nature, and the
peaceful rhythm of the garden. With
more time in retirement, she has been
inspired to take that passion to the next
level — learning, growing, and sharing
with others in our community by way of
earning her Master Gardener Certifica-
tion. Connie can be reached by email to
mail@floridanewsline.com.

Confidence is in Bloom.

Regain strength, mobility and independence through
our outpatient rehab programs. Our expert physical,
occupational and speech therapists provide personalized
care plans to enhance your quality of life.

Ask your doctor for a referral, then call 904.880.4234.

——

=
RIVER(GARDEN

SENIOR SERVICES

Explore more services at RiverGarden.org

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

A not-for-profit agency sponsored by the organized Jacksonville Jewish community.
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CHARACTER COUNTS: More than grades

By Sara Seifert

As a mom of two children in the St.
Johns County School District, I love
what CHARACTER COUNTS stands
for and the foundations that it instills
in students in our county. In fact, I
cried when my older son was awarded a
CHARACTER COUNTS! Certificate
in fourth grade. I had never cried when
he made honor roll or got an A on a
test, but I was overcome with emotion
with his receipt of that certificate
because it showed that perhaps he's
retaining some of the values our family
is teaching him and what teachers at
Palencia Elementary School have shown
him along the way as well.

The six pillars of CHARACTER
COUNTS! are: Trustworthiness,
Respect, Responsibility, Fairness, Caring
and Citizenship. Per the program's
website, "We have infused the Six
Pillars of Character into our school
districc. CHARACTER COUNTS! is
not an add-on program but a means

of enhancing the school's ability to
concentrate on traditional, academic
goals. It's a carefully designed, long-
term, community-based strategy

to permanently embed character
development goals in schools and youth
organizations. We have been training
teachers and administrators as to how
CHARACTER COUNTS! can become
a way of life and, in turn, become a part
of our entire community."

This program begins teaching the

Eﬁl' |r1 _]'D'HN"E. cﬂ“"ﬂ'rr
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importance of the six character pillars

to students at an early age so that

they can take that knowledge with

them throughout the rest of their
schooling and beyond. Fundraising is an
important part of the program and so
the steering committee organizes events
throughout the year with one very
exciting one coming up in February.

The 13th annual St. Johns County
School District CHARACTER
COUNTS! 6K/3K Run/Walk will

take place on Saturday, Feb. 7, 2026 at
Palencia Elementary School. Walkers
and runners will cruise through the
beautiful neighborhoods of Kensington
and Las Calinas on either a 6K (3.73
miles) or 3K (1.86 miles) distance.

Race proceeds will support the
program's initiatives throughout St.
Johns County School District. The
run/walk race is open to all ages, and
the top three winners will be awarded
in each of the age categories as well as

Photo courtesy Sara Seifert
Runners and walkers take off at a previous CHARACTER COUNTS! 6K/3K Run/Walk in St. Johns County. The 13th annual race will be held Saturday, Feb. 7 at Palencia Elementary
School.

the overall male and female finishers
with all participants receiving a medal.
A cash donation will be awarded to

the schools with the most registrants

so please consider signing up and
supporting Palencia Elementary School.
To register to race, please visit the below
site and select PES' team or register on
race day: https://runsignup.com/Race/FL/
StAugustine/ CHARACTERCOUNT SinSt-
JohnsCountySixPillars6 K3KRunWal

Valentine Vows cont. from pg. 1

Florida residents who have not had
counseling must observe a waiting
period. Information about license
requirements and fees is available
by calling 904-819-3600 or visiting
https://stjohnsclerk.com/marriage-
licenses-ceremonies.

According to the release, the group
ceremony provides couples with an
affordable way to be married in a

beautiful, historic venue while saving
money for other priorities such as a
family celebration, a future home or a
honeymoon. Professional photography
and bridal bouquets are also available
at economical rates through third-party
vendors.

The ceremony will be ofhiciated by
Judge Howard O. McGillin Jr.

The Carriage House is located at 259
San Marco Ave. in St. Augustine.

Photos courtesy St. Johns County Clerk of the Circuit Court and Comptroller
Wedding cakes are displayed at the St. Johns County Clerk's Office annual Valentine's Day group wedding ceremony in
2025 at The Carriage House in St. Augustine.
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Photos courtesy St. Johns County Clerk of the Circuit Court and Comptroller

Judge Howard 0. McGillin Jr. will officiate the St. Johns County Clerk's Office annual Valentine's Day group wedding
and vow renewal ceremony Feb. 13 at The Carriage House in St. Augustine.
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Deadline to apply for Homestead Exemption quickly approaching

By Eddie Creamer, St. Johns County Property Ap-
praiser

An important deadline for prop-

erty owners is quickly approaching,
and that is the deadline to apply

for homestead exemption and other
personal exemptions, which is March
2, 2026, for the current tax year. This
deadline is typically March 1 of every
year, unless it falls on a weekend,
which happens this year.

The purpose of homestead exemption
is to reduce the property tax burden
for Florida homeowners. Homestead
exemption decreases the taxable value
of a Florida homeowner's perma-
nent residence by at least $50,000

for those who are eligible for the full
benefit. The homestead exemption
total changes from year to year since
it is now adjusted annually for infla-

tion, but it is always at least $50,000.

Homesteaded properties are eligible
for the Save Our Homes Limitation,
which limits a home's assessed value
from increasing no more than 3% per
year. Another benefit of homestead
exemption is the Save Our Homes
Portability Transfer, which allows a
property owner to transfer from one
homesteaded property to another
the accumulated difference between
the just (market) value and assessed
value, up to $500,000. The portabil-
ity transfer must occur within three
tax years.

To be eligible for homestead ex-
emption, the property must be the
homeowner's permanent residence,
the homeowner must have owned the
property as of Jan. 1 of the current
year, and the homeowner must not

be receiving any other residency-
based property benefits in the United
States. A property owner does not
need to reapply every year for home-
stead exemption unless there has been
a change in marital status, property
ownership or title.

Besides homestead exemption, ad-
ditional personal exemptions are
available and include senior, widow/
widower, military, first responder,
veteran, disabled civilian, and more.
For details about each exemption,
visit www.sjcpa.gov/otherexemptions.

Homeowners can apply for
homestead exemption and other
personal exemptions at their
convenience through our secure,
online application by visiting
www.sjcpa.gov/exemptions. Also,
applications can be submitted in
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Eddie Creamer

person by visiting our office at 4030
Lewis Speedway, Suite 203, in St.
Augustine on Monday through Friday
from 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m.

I'm available to answer questions or
provide additional information at Ed-
die@sjcpa.gov or 904-827-5500.

Clerk's Office launches new
public records request portal

NewsLine staff

The St. Johns County Clerk of the
Circuit Court and County Comp-
troller's Office has launched a new
Public Records Request portal de-
signed to make it easier for residents
to submit and track public records
requests online, according to a recent
release.

"Government transparency and ac-
cessibility is a cornerstone of our Of-
fice, and this system streamlines the
submitting and tracking of all public
record requests," said the release.

The new portal provides a central-
ized, user-friendly platform where
individuals can submit public re-
cords requests and monitor their
progress in real time, the release

said. Upon submission, users receive
a unique identifier number along
with a security key, allowing them to
check the status of their request at
any time. Anonymous requesters can
also securely access updates without
creating an account, according to the
release.

Although residents are encouraged to
use the new portal for the best and
most efficient experience, the Clerk's
Office will continue to accept public
records requests submitted in per-
son, in writing or via email to ensure
accessibility for all members of the
community, the release said.

For information, visit stjohnsclerk.
com/public-records/, noted the
release.

NewsLine staff

The St. Johns County Clerk of the
Circuit Court and County Comptrol-
ler's Office celebrated a year of in-
novation and impactful achievements
in 2025, fulfilling more than 1,000
statutory duties in service to residents,
according to a recent release.

Opver the past year, the office
revamped its website and expanded
recording services across the county;
recorded 2,854 marriage licenses,
19,158 deeds, 13,189 mortgages, 28

11,700 residents in the free Property
Fraud Alert service, which monitors
recording activity tied to Official
Records; supported court operations
for 39,975 cases and processed 4,885
pieces of evidence; answered more
than 91,163 phone calls through the
Customer Care team; responded to
2,864 requests for public records;

plat maps and 81 PUD maps; enrolled

Clerk's Office celebrates year of
innovation, impact and service

processed 2,227 petitions to the Value
Adjustment Board for disputes over
property tax value or exemptions;

and paid 48,237 county invoices and
processed payroll for more than 1,700
county employees, the release said.

One of the most impactful
developments heading into 2026

is the expansion of Youth Services
initiatives, according to the release.
The revamped Teen Court program
provides an interactive educational
opportunity where students serve as
attorneys, jurors, clerks and bailiffs
in real cases involving their peers.
Scholars in Service: The Clerk
Experience provides a new shadowing
opportunity for upper-level high
school students, college students and
recent graduates, the release said.

For information, visit stjohnsclerk.
com, noted the release.
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Dreaming up the
ideal retirement
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Helping you get
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Q: When are the 2026 elections sched-
uled?

A: The 2026 Primary Election will be held
on Aug. 18, 2026, and the 2026 General
Election will take place on Now. 3, 2026.

Q: Have there been any changes to poll-
ing places for the 2026 elections?

A: Yes. In 2025, Elections Office staff con-
ducted a comprehensive review of polling
places and the number of registered voters
each location serves to ensure sites are not
overwhelmed and voters experience mini-
mal inconvenience. During this review,
two areas of the county with significant
population growth were identified where
existing Election Day polling places had
limited capacity. To better serve voters

in these areas, precinct boundaries were

Q&A with St. Johns County Supervisor
of Elections Vicky Oakes

adjusted and new polling locations were

established.
Q: What precincts were affected?

A: Precinct 209, Village Church, was split
in half at Pacetti Road, creating Precinct
214. Voters residing east of Pacetti Road
will remain in Precinct 209, voting at Vil-
lage Church. Voters residing west of Pacetti
Road now fall into Precinct 214 and will
vote at Trailmark Amenity Center.

Some voters were also removed from
Precinct 501 (Creekside Christian Student
Center) and Precinct 502 (The Clubhouse
at Beacon Lake) to create Precinct 512.
Voters residing in the newly created Pre-
cinct 512 will be voting at the Beachwalk
Club.

As a result of these changes, St. Johns
County will now have 55 precincts (an in-
crease of two) and 45 Election Day polling
places (an increase of two). These updates
are intended to reduce wait times, improve
efficiency, and better accommodate con-
tinued population growth. The proposed
changes were presented to the Board of
County Commissioners on Nov. 18, 2025,
and were adopted unanimously.

The polling place list and precinct maps on
our website have been updated to reflect
these changes, and affected voters will
receive updated voter information cards by
mail. For the most current polling place
information, please visit www.votesjc.gov.

Q: What should voters be doing now to
get ready for the 2026 elections?

A: Voters who are new to Florida or St.
Johns County can register to vote online,
in person at the Elections Office, or at any
St. Johns County public library or DMV
office.

All registered voters are strongly
encouraged to visit www.votesjc.gov and
use the "My Voter Status" tool to confirm
their registration information is current.

Voters should also be aware that all vote-
by-mail requests on file expired after the
2024 General Election. Anyone wishing
to vote by mail in the 2026 elections must
submit a new request. Requests can be
made online at www.votesjc.gov or by
calling the Elections Office at 904-823-
2238, Monday through Friday, 8:30 a.m.
to 5 p.m.

Just like that, we are
approaching the peak of

our winter fishing season.
February might still hold some
cold days in store for us, but
over the last couple of years we

have seen enough warmer days
to put the fish in their spring
moods. For most freshwater
fish that means spawning.

Fish spawning is tied to water
temperatures. The magic numbers this
time of year are 67-68 degrees. That
triggers bass, specks and stripers to
begin congregating. Bass will move up
shallow and begin to fan beds around
heavy cover. Specks will move into lily
pads and laydowns. Stripers will gather
on bridges before making treks up our
area creeks to try to find flowing water.

The congregations, if you can find

them, make the fish quite easy to catch.

AV TN

Jimmy Tomazinis

Winter peak and spring spawning

Jimmy Tomazinis
mail@floridanewsline.com

For specks, I like to position
the boat parallel to the shore
and cast jigs towards the
shoreline. This allows you to
cover various depths as you
slowly work the jig back to the
boat. If you are consistently
catching fish at a certain
depth and distance from the
shoreline you can start to
focus on just that depth or switch over
to minnows on floats to cover that

depth more thoroughly.

Bass don’t congregate as tightly as the
specks, but you can find multiple pairs
of males and females in a short stretch
of bank. I like slow trolling shiners
along the edges of the creeks to find
these areas, making a couple of passes if
I get any activity in a particular stretch.
Flipping soft plastics up into the cover
is another viable option. It can be a very
time-consuming endeavor either way.

 Residential by
Commercial

CLEAN WATER FOR YOUR

Affordable Water solutions for
your home with the best customer
service in the industry.

- Water Softners & Filtration Systems

- Service on most makes and models

- Delivery of Salt & Potassium for your
system

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

1 3760 Kori Road *

License #W-32

.affordablewaterjax.com

Funeral « Crematory
Memorial Park

(@ CrRAIG
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Call for a no cost consultation
WWW.CRAIGFUNERALHOME.COM
(904) 824-1672

“I only want cremation.”

CALL FOR PRICING

Flagler Memorial

Cremation Society

(904) 797-4990

Stripers will require a trip out to the
river to one of the bridges. The Shands,
Doctors Lake, Buckman and even

the ones downtown can hold large
numbers of these river stripers. They
are one of the largest fish we can target
this time of year, and they love the
cold. Some of the best times to look
for them are after a cold front when
water temperatures take a sudden drop.
These temperature drops can make
smaller baitfish lethargic and even die,
becoming easy prey for the larger fish.

I like throwing lipless crankbaits or
jigs that simulate a baitfish rising and
falling in the water. Most hits come on

the fall.

Till next time, tight lines.
Tight lines.

Jimmy Tomazinis is a_Jacksonville area
native who has fished the St. Johns

River his entire life. His passion for fish
led him to study coastal biology at the
University of North Florida. He has
since participated in multiple fishery
studies in Northeast Florida, continues to
implement fish habitat and water quality
improvement projects, fishes as much as
he can, and has a monthly podcast called
North Florida Fishing and Outdoors
where the fishing conversation continues.
Jimmy can be reached by email to mail@
Sfloridanewsline.com.

\\‘-/ \\ /
_\%/_. _\*c_
””/;\ : RN
STARLING STARLING
AT PONTE VEDRA | AT NOCATEE

ASSISTED LIVING ASSISTED LIVING
and MEMORY CARE and MEMORY CARE

904-686-3700 904-834-4199
ALF#12887 ALF#13109

Your carefree oasis of |uxury awaits!

Feel right at home at one of our Starling communities.

Live in unparalleled environments that feature resort-style amenities and
comfortable residences. Select from luxurious independent living,

assisted living or memory care lifestyles.

Whether you're sampling the delectable dining options,
enjoying the full-service salon or pursuing a new hobby, Starling is

all about embracing life with friends, family, and community.

Learn more at www.StarlingLiving.com.

7N -
STARLING

AT SAN JOSE

ASSISTED LIVING
and MEMORY CARE

904-337-6350
ALF#12887

STARLING
AT NOCATEE

INDEPENDENT
LIVING

904-834-4511

WELLNESS - ENGAGEMENT « CULINARY « SERVICE
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CLUES ACROSS

1. Native American group of
N. California

5. Geological times (Brit. sp.)
10. Tool to remove

12. Rods

14. One who renews

16. They precede C

18. Chatter incessantly

19. _ King Cole, musician
20. Insect parts
22. One from Utah
23. The world of the dead
25. Singer Redding
26. NBA legend Nelson
27. Indicates wrongly
28. Unhappy
30. Anger
31. Dark brown
33. Some are in kitchens
35. Made a mistake
37. Damp

CLUES DOWN

1. Witch

2. Utilize

3. Writing utensil

4. Where rockers go to work

5. Subsides

6. Consume

7. Greek mythological figures

8. California mountain town

9. Tin

10. Muse of lyric and love poetry
11. Animates anew

13. Humorous criticisms

15. Cool!

17. Worst

18. Wet dirt
21. Designed to be useful

23. Hebrew unit of liquid capacity
24. High schoolers’ test
27. Computer device

29. Indian territory __and Diu

38. Type of fuel

40. Actor Damon

41. What thespians do

42. One’s mother

44. Disallow

45. Swiss river

48. A banana has one

50. Philippines lake and volcano
are two

52. Relative biological effectiveness
(abbr.)

53. Agave

55. Journalist Tarbell

56. One-time tech giant

57. Indicates upon

58. Intestinal bacteria

63. Loose sheaths around the
spinal cord

65. It goes with nook

66. A fashion

67. Very eager to hear or see

32. A place to sleep

34. Al tool

35. Pass or go by

36. Indicates a purchase

39. A digital tape recording of
sound

40. More (Spanish)

43. Disfigured

44. White (Spanish)

46. Church building

47. Georgia rockers

49. Type of surgery

51. Much __ about nothing

54. Make by braiding

59. Local area network

60. Unit of work or energy

61. Member of indigenous people
of Thailand

62. Liquefied natural gas

64. Distance to top
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Find the words hidden vertically, horizontally, diagonally, and backwanrds.

>
A
9,
I

WORDS

AEROBIC
ARRHYTHMIA
ARTERIES
ATHEROSCLEROSIS
BEATS
BLOOD
CARDIAC
CARDIOVASCULAR
CHOLESTEROL
CIRCULATION
CORONARY
ENDURANCE
EXERCISE
HEALTHY
HEART
HYPERTENSION
INFLAMMATION
MUSCLE
PLAQUE
PULSE
STRESS
STROKE
VALVES
VEINS

THZ=E2<S>>XITUVONHIWNWIrE<<XC
CcC2Z2<<XTrrX2Z2mMoX->-2mmow—-1—-10
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WioRD SgpAwBLE

Rearrange the letters to spell
something pertaining to Valentine’s Day.

ISSKSE

SOSSIY LIeMSUY

T

Early brides carried bouquets
made of herbs, designed to help
ward off evil spirits on

their special days.

-
L4

GUESS WHO »

| am an actor born in lowa on February 7,
1978. | have a twin brother with cerebral
palsy, and as a child | wanted to give him
my heart in a transplant. As a young actor,
| gained recognition for my role on a TV
show set in the 1970s. It led to many
leading roles and a pranks show.

12yd1n) Uolysy IaMsuy
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Autos/Misc

Donate Your Car
to Veterans Today!
Help and Support
our Veterans. Fast —
FREE pick up. 100%
tax deductible.

Call 800-245-0398
Miscellaneous

TOP DOLLAR PAID for
old vintage guitars!
Gibson, Fender, Martin,
Grecsch, Rickenbacker,
Epiphone, Etc.
1930's to 1980's.
Call 866-433-8277

Reach millions of
homes nationwide with
one easy, affordable buy
inthe ADS Network! For
more information www.
communitypublishers.
com/category/

all-products

Peace of mind &
early detection —
Now more than ever,
it's important to get
screened for Stroke
& Cardiovascular
Disease risk. Life Line
Screening is simple &
painless. 833-970-4172

We buy houses for 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

Portable oxygen
concentrator may be
covered by Medicare!
Reclaim independence
& mobility w/the
compact design &
long-lasting battery.
Inogen One free info
kit! 877-305-1535

Consumer Cellular
— same reliable,
nationwide coverage
as large carriers. No
long-term contract
or hidden fees, free
activation. All plans
unlimited talk & text
starting at just $20/

mo. 877-751-0866

Become a published
author. We want
to read your book!
Dorrance Publishing
trusted since 1920.
Consultation,
production, promotion
& distribution. Free
author' s guide
877-729-4998 or

dorranceinfo.com/ads

Job Finder February:

Starling is the owner and operator of several luxury senior living
communities throughout the state of Florida. We're always looking
for talented and motivated folks to join our team. To see our current
open career opportunities, visit www.StarlingLiving.com/careers.

No more cleaning
gutters. Guaranteed!
LeafFilter backed by
no-clog guarantee
& lifetime warranty.
Call 1-833-610-1936
to schedule FREE
inspection/estimate.
Get 15% off your entire
Military &
Seniors get additional
10% off. Limited time.
Restrictions apply,

order.

see rep for details.

Replace your roof w/the
best looking & longest
lasting material steel
from Erie Metal Roofs! 3
styles/multiple colors
available. Guaranteed
to last a lifetime!
Limited time offer
up to 50% off install
+ additional 10% off
install military, health
& 1st responders.
833-370-12314

Inflation at 40-year
highs. Interest rates
are up. Credit cards,

medical bills, car loans.
Have $10k+ in debt? Call
National Debt Relief to
find out how to pay
off your debt for much
less than you owe! Free
quote: 844-955-4930

Don't let the stairs limit
your mobility! Discover
the solution for anyone
who struggles on the
stairs, concerned about
a fall or wants to regain
access to their entire
home. AmeriGlide
833-399-3595

Home break-ins take
less than 60 seconds.
Don't wait! Protect your
family, home, assets
now for as little as
70¢/day! 833-890-1262

Jacuzzi Bath Remodel
can install a new,
custom bath or shower
in as little as 1-day.
Limited time, waving
all installation costs!
Additional terms apply.
Subject to change &

vary by dealer. Ends
soon. 844-501-3208

Pest control: Protect
your home from pests
safely. Roaches, Bed
Bugs, Rodent, Termite,
Spiders & more. Locally
owned & affordable. For
service or inspection
today! 833-860-0657
Have zip code ready!

MobileHelp America's
premier mobile medical
alert system. Home
or away. For safety
& peace of mind. No
long term contracts,
free brochure!
888-489-3936

Aging roof? New
homeowner? Storm
damage? You
need a local expert
provider that proudly
stands behind their
Fast,
estimate. Financing
available. 833-640-

4753 Have zip code

work. free

ready when calling!

Water damage cleanup
& restoration: A small
amount of water can
lead to major damage
in your home. Qur
trusted professionals

do repairs to protect
your family & home
value! 833-887-0117.

Have zip code ready!

Professional lawn
service: Fertilization,
weed control, seeding,
aeration & mosquito
control. Free quote. Ask
about first application
special! 833-860-0811

DIRECTV Stream —
Carries the most local
MLB games! Choice Pkg
$89.99/mo for 12 mos
Stream on 20 devic-
es. HBO Max included
for 3 mos w/Choice
Package or higher. No
contractor hidden fees!
Restrictions apply.
IVS 866-859-0405

Dental insurance from
Physicians Mutual
Insurance Company.
400+ procedures. Real
dental insurance — not
a discount plan. Free
info kit! 855-526-1060
www.dental50plus.

com/ads #6258

St. Johns CARES Giving Tree Initiative a success

NewsLine staff

Due to the generosity of the St. Johns
County community and the support of
the host sites and volunteers, the 19th
Annual St. Johns CARES Giving Tree
Initiative for 2025 was a success, accord-
ing to a recent release. Wish tags were
displayed at 39 host sites that included

ol The 1

library and bank branches, day care and

‘ankless Bros

TANKLESS WATER

HEATER FLUSHES

904-792-3487
TANKLESSBROS.COM

fitness centers, neighborhoods and other
businesses, the release said.

Over the years the generosity of the
community during the Giving Tree
Drive has been appreciated by the
receiving organizations and has made
a significant impact on their clients,

& EXTERIOR CLEANING

& EXTERIOR PAINTING & RESTORATION

4 HOT WASH & SOFT WASH

i, ). e "_F"_.D_i'n'.r'

CALL US TODAY:

according to the release. More than

$72,000 of items and gift cards were

distributed to nonprofit organization
partners serving the elderly, veterans,

homeless, abused, children and animals

in St. Johns County, the release said.

The donations helped provide partners'

clients with wonderful holidays and for
many, extras to help with needs in 2026,

4 ROOF CLEANING
4 POOL ENCLOSURES
4 DOCKS & WALKWAY

904-622-3000

www.powwashjax.com

Community Marketplace

the release said.

St. Johns CARES' mission is Uniting
the Community Through Helping

Others in Need, noted the release.

For information, call 904-507-7740 or

visit www.stjohnscares.org.

Snip’s TREE & STUMP SERVICE
[ Paul Oklevitch [=

ISA CERTIFIED ARBORIST &J’
Over 35 Years Exp.
FL-5456A

o Tree Preservation e Plant Health Care o Insect & Disease Treatments

ucensep (704) 268-1017

www.snipstree.com

1
|
|

ISR

INSURED

Call (904) 886-4919 for advertising rates



Bartram Trail Newcomers Club pla

Photo courtesy Bartram Trail Newcomers Club

Members of the Bartram Trail Newcomers Club celebrate the season during their December holiday luncheon held at

By Dawn Garrity

The February luncheon for Bartram
Trail Newcomers Club will be held on
Tuesday, Feb. 10, at St. Johns Golf and
Country Club in St. Augustine. The
meal will be an Italian buffet including
chicken, pasta with different toppings,
bread and butter and dessert. Luncheon
starts at 11 a.m. and will include both
entertainment and the meal at a cost of

the historic San Jose Country Club.

$32 if paying by cash or check.

The December holiday luncheon was
held at San Jose Country Club. The St.

Johns Quintet bellringers featured an

outstanding program that was enjoyed
by everyone in attendance. The January
luncheon was held at St. Johns Golf and
Country Club on Jan. 13 and featured
a plated lunch. Bingo was played and
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ns February luncheon
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Photo courtesy Bartram Trail Newcomers Club

The St. Johns Quintet bellringers perform for the Bartram Trail Newcomers

prizes were awarded.

BTNC is an organization that provides
an opportunity for women to learn
about the community and find fellow-
ship through monthly meetings and
social and special interest activities.
Membership is open to everyone.

In addition to monthly meetings,

Club during the December luncheon.

BTNC has a wide variety of special
interest groups including Bridge,
Continental Rummy, Pennies Canasta,
Mexican Chicken Train, Bunco, Mah
Jong, Golf, Book Club, Nature Walk,
Lunch Divas Girls Night Out and Spe-

cial Events.

For information, visit www.facebook.

com/BTNC.1.

Newcomers luncheon features Mardi Gras theme

By Michele Oliver

Newcomers of North St. Johns invites
members to join the fun at our February
luncheon on Tuesday, Feb. 17, 2026 at
Cooper's Hawk Winery & Restaurant,
4850 Big Island Drive, Jacksonville,
Florida. The event features a delicious

lunch and Mardi Gras inspired theme
and talented musicians from Bold City
Music.

Doors will open at 10:30 a.m. Cost for
the luncheon and program is $38 for
members and $45 for guests. The event

Make 2026 the year you feel supported, connected,
and at home. Tour HarborChase today and unwrap
a special housewarming gift when you move in.

Because every new beginning
deserves to be celebrated!

*x HarborChase

&/eérd&g Sencor LW‘"C?/
Mandarin | (904) 584-9817

A\
% “

EXPERIENCE
HARBORCHASE

is being partially monetarily subsidized
by the Club for NNSJ members as a
special benefit.

All reservations must be received by Feb.

9, 2026. For further information about
the luncheon and membership, please
go to the NNS]J website at https://new-
comersofnorthstjohns.org.

Luncheon includes an entrée choice

of Dana's Parmesan-Crusted Chicken
topped with Tomato Basil Relish and
served Lemon Buttered Mashed Pota-
toes and Garlic Green Beans; Soy Gin-
ger Atlantic Salmon served with Wasabi
Mashed Potatoes and Asian Slaw; or
Chef's Choice Vegetarian Entrée. All
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I]g_llar Clothing & Jewelry Sale

_'__"" Friday, March 6 - 9am - 2pm
3s ) 8 =="= Saturday, March 7 - 9am - 2pm

- ! ! 2892 Loretto Rd, Jacksonville FL 32223

entrées come with a Classic Mixed Salad
with assorted dressings and accompa-
nied by Warm Rolls and Butter. Des-
sert is a Salted Caramel Creme Brulee.
Beverage choices include Water, Tea and

Coffee. A cash bar is also available.

As always, raffles for gift baskets and a

fun 50/50 drawing spice up our NNSJ
luncheons. And, perhaps you will win

one of our beautiful centerpieces!

NNSJ offers a variety of activities for St.
Johns County residents to get acquaint-
ed and have fun including smaller lunch
groups, wine socials, a walking club,
golf, Mah Jongg, card groups, day trips
and cultural events.

Photo cour‘ley Michele Oliver
Newcomers of North St. Johns members attend a previous event. The club will host its February luncheon Tuesday, Feb.
17, at Cooper's Hawk Winery & Restaurant in Jacksonville.
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Viterbo: Where the Papal Conclave
was born

By Debi Lander
mail@floridanewsline.com

I recently took an hour-
and-a-half train trip

north from Rome to the
medieval city of Viterbo.
This predominantly stone-
built region once stood

at the very center of the
Catholic world. Viterbo is
not just another beautiful
hill cown. Known as The
City of Popes, it is the
place where the modern
papal conclave was forged, born from
frustration, faith, and a roof quite
literally torn away.

Last year, when the world once again
watched white smoke curl into the
Roman sky with the election of Pope
Leo, Viterbo's story felt newly alive. The
ancient process that guided the Church
through that transition began here more
than seven centuries ago.

A city of popes and power

During the 13th century, Rome was
often unstable, unhealthy, and racked by
political conflict and violence. Viterbo,
loyal to the papacy and protected by
strong medieval walls, became a favored
refuge for popes. Several lived and
governed here, transforming the city
into a temporary seat of Christendom.

The Palazzo dei Papi, with its
commanding loggia and austere Gothic
lines, still dominates Viterbo's skyline.
Standing in its shadow, I could easily

imagine the urgency and
tension that once filled its
chambers, for this is where
one of the most significant
events in Church history

unfolded.

The election that
changed everything

Viterbo's pivotal role
began in 1261, when Pope
Alexander IV died within
the city walls. The cardinals gathered
there to elect his successor, establishing
Viterbo as a trusted stage for papal
decision-making.

Debi Lander

But it was after the death of Pope Clem-
ent IV in 1268 that Viterbo would truly
change history.

The cardinals met again in the palace,
but months turned into years. Yes,
nearly three years passed, 1,003 days
exactly, the longest papal election

in history. The people of Viterbo,
exhausted by the stalemate and fearing
divine displeasure, finally took action.
In those days it was customary for the
city to host the cardinals, but after such
a long time, supplies were running low.
The citizens locked the cardinals inside
the palace, restricted their meals, and
eventually removed the roof, exposing
them to sun, rain, and winter winds.
(They slept in tents and the room still
bears the post holes.)

In 1271, the cardinals finally elected
Teobaldo Visconti, who became Pope
Gregory X. Deeply affected by the
ordeal, Gregory later issued formal rules
for future elections: the cardinals would
henceforth meet cum clave, in strict
seclusion until a pope was chosen.

The conclave was born.
From medieval crisis to modern ritual

When the cardinals assembled last year
to elect Pope Leo, they followed proce-
dures that trace directly back to Gregory
X's decree, procedures shaped by that
long winter in Viterbo.

The locked doors of the Sistine Chapel, the
oath of secrecy, the daily ballots, the white
smoke rising above St. Peter's, all of it car-
ries the imprint of this small hill town.

Walking through living history

Today, visitors to Viterbo step into a
remarkably preserved medieval world.
The stark interior of San Lorenzo Cathe-

dral stands beside the Papal Palace. The

You are invited!

Photo by Debi Lander
The Papal Loggia at the Palazzo dei Papi in Viterbo, where cardinals were locked inside during the longest papal election
in history, lasting 1,003 days from 1268 to 1271.

former conclave hall houses relics and
a rare parchment bearing the original
balloting tags of the cardinals. The old
quarter unfolds in narrow stone lanes

and arches that seem little changed since
the Middle Ages.

Viterbo is not a museum city. It breathes.
It lives. And its stones remember.

Viterbo taught the Church that even sa-
cred decisions require structure and that
faith sometimes needs the firm nudge.
The rules born there continue to guide
the world's largest Christian institution,
including the election of Pope Leo in
our own time.

Debi Lander is an award-winning travel
writer and photographer who blends her
passion for history, culture, food, and
personal discovery into captivating stories.
Through her website Bylandersea.com and
her long-running travel column for Florida
Newsline, she explores destinations from
small U.S. towns to iconic global land-
marks. She hopes her storytelling and prac-

tical insights inspire readers to experience

How are the recent & future events in the markets impacting your finances?

Ameriprise Financial Services, LLC
invites you to a series of special luncheons:

2026 Markets & Economic Updates

Please join Chris Thompson, CFP®, CRPC™, CMFA®, Private Wealth Advisor and
Managing Director and Todd Perkins, Financial Advisor and Vice President with

Upper Deck Wealth Management

A private wealth advisory practice of Ameriprise Financial Services, LLC

During these complimentary lunch seminars from 12-1:30pm, we will discuss the

following reports from our 2026 Investment Research Group:

Investment Outlook and Themes for this year

Economic Outlook from Ameriprise Chief Economist Russell Price
2026 Annual Equity Market Outlook
2026 Annual Fixed Income Outlook

Financial

Wednesday, January 28
Pusser's Bar & Grille
816 ATA N, Ponte Vedra Beach

Wednesday, February 18
Julington Creek Fish House
112 Bartram Oaks Walk #102, St Johns

Ameriprise @

Wednesday, February 4
Marsh Creek Country Club
169 Marshside Dr, St. Augustine

Space is limited! Please make a reservation by email to: Sarah.blackley@ampf.com

Wednesday, February 25
Pusser's Bar & Grille
816 Hwy A1A N, Ponte Vedra Beach

These are informational seminars. There is no cost or obligation.

Investment products are not insured by the FDIC, NCUA or any federal agency, are not deposits or obligations of, or guaranteed by any
financial institution, and involve investment risks including possible loss of principal and fluctuation in value.

Securities offered by Ameriprise Financial Services, LLC. Member FINRA and SIPC.
© 2026 Ameriprise Financial, Inc. All rights reserved.

Wednesday, February 11
Murray Bros Caddyshack
455 Legacy Trail, World Golf Village

Wednesday, March 4
The Reef Restaurant
4100 Coastal Hwy, St. Augustine

8661052ACMR1225




