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A CENTURY OF SERVICE
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Two men born in 1926, who came of 
age in World War II and later made 
their homes in St. Johns County, 
reached a milestone this year that few 
veterans of their generation live to see: 
their 100th birthdays.

On May 5, the St. Johns County Board 
of County Commissioners honored 
William “Bill” West and George Cec-
canese with certificates of recognition 
at the start of its regular meeting. The 
morning began with a ceremonial St. 
Johns County Sheriff’s Office escort, 
organized by retired U.S. Air Force Lt. 
Col. Bill Dudley of the St. Johns Coun-

ty Veterans Council, and a reception in 
the County Administration Building 
rotunda that included local high school 
cadets.

Commissioner Clay Murphy presented 
the certificates on behalf of the board. 

 WWII veterans cont. on pg. 2

By Necoia Shavers 
Military Outreach Coordinator, First Coast YMCA

The military community is at the heart 
of Jacksonville. The city is home to a 
strong active-duty and veteran popula-
tion and thousands of military families. 
The First Coast YMCA offers programs 
and resources to support those who 

serve and the families who serve along-
side them.

November is National Military Family 
Month, and as an affiliate of the Armed 
Services YMCA, the First Coast YMCA 
celebrates the strength and sacrifice 
of military families. For the month of 
November, the First Coast YMCA offers 

military and first responder families the 
month free when they sign up and join 
a local branch. That support continues 
year-round through programs built for 
service members, veterans and their 
families.

First Coast YMCA serves those who serve

YMCA cont. on pg. 2

County honors 100-year-old WWII veterans
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Photo courtesy St. Johns County

World War II veterans George Ceccanese, left, and Bill West, both 100, were honored May 5 by the St. Johns County Board of County Commissioners.

Starting Friday, November 27th
Monday-Thursday open 11am-8pm

Friday-Sunday open 10am-9pm
We have hundreds of trees of all sizes, wreaths, and poinsettias too!

By NewsLine staff 
mail@floridanewsline.com

On November 11, Americans ob-
serve Veterans Day, a federal holiday 
dedicated to honoring all military 
veterans for their service and patrio-
tism. Unlike Memorial Day, which 
specifically honors those who died 
in military service, Veterans Day 
celebrates all who have served in the 
U.S. Armed Forces, living or dead.

The holiday has deep historical 
roots. Originally known as Armi-
stice Day, it commemorated the end 
of World War I, which concluded 
at the 11th hour of the 11th day of 
the 11th month in 1918. Congress 
officially renamed it Veterans Day in 
1954 to honor American veterans of 
all wars.

Veterans Day is always observed on 
November 11, regardless of what 
day of the week it falls on. This date 
was chosen to preserve the historical 
significance of the original armistice.

The purpose of Veterans Day is to 
show gratitude for the willingness 
of veterans to serve and sacrifice for 
our country. It's a time for commu-
nities to come together and thank 
those who have worn the uniform in 
defense of our nation.

One interesting note: The official 
spelling is "Veterans Day" without 
an apostrophe. This is intentional, as 
the day honors all veterans collec-
tively rather than being a day that 
"belongs" to veterans.

As November 11 approaches, take 
a moment to thank a veteran for 
their service. Their dedication and 
sacrifice have helped preserve the 
freedoms we enjoy today.

November 11: 
A nation says 
thank you
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Both veterans received them along-
side their families and others who 
have served or are serving in the U.S. 
military.

From New Jersey  
to the Philippines

West was born in Beverly, New Jer-
sey, and enlisted in the Army at 18. 
He served in the Pacific Theater with 
the 780th Amphibious Tank Battal-
ion, including operations in Manila 
Bay under enemy fire, and later as a 
military police officer at Camp John 
Hay in the Philippines, where his 
duties included road patrols, guard-
ing prisoners and interrogations.

He was awarded the Distinguished 
Service Cross, the Army’s second-
highest award for valor, along with 
the Asiatic-Pacific Campaign Medal, 
the Good Conduct Medal, the 
Philippine Liberation Ribbon and 
the World War II Victory Medal. His 
sons later served in the Marine Corps 
during the Vietnam War.

The board’s certificate recognizes 

West for “his distinguished and 
heroic service during World War II,” 
noting that he “demonstrated excep-
tional valor under fire and endured 
the harshest condition of the Pacific 
theater with quiet dignity.”

A cadet, a career and a ‘Good 
Samaritan’

Ceccanese was born in Fort Wayne, 
Indiana. He joined the Army Air 
Corps as an aviation cadet in 1944 
and was discharged in 1945, then 

served 14 years in the Navy Reserve 
as a commissioned officer. His broth-
ers also served in World War II.

After the war, he studied at Purdue 
University, built a career with Gen-
eral Electric, earned an MBA from 
Xavier University and later taught 
economics in China. He retired to 
St. Augustine in 1988 and went on 
to serve as executive director and 
president of Habitat for Humanity in 
St. Johns County, where he oversaw 
the construction of 24 homes. He 
has received the Catholic Charities 
Good Samaritan award.

The board’s certificate honors Cecca-
nese “for his 100 years of remarkable 
contribution and his enduring spirit 
as a true ‘Good Samaritan.’”

Few people reach 100. Fewer still 
get there after serving their country 
in World War II. For residents who 
want to say thank you this Nov. 11, 
local Veterans Day events are listed 
on this page. 

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
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Fitness and community for ser-
vice members

Operation Strong & Ready is an 
eight-week wellness program at select 
branches for veterans that offers 
support for both their physical and 
mental health. Participants meet 
twice a week for one-hour sessions 
led by personal trainers. The train-
ing is an opportunity to prepare for 
branch-specific fitness tests or simply 
find a fitness group of like-minded 
individuals.

The First Coast YMCA also part-
ners with the Sierra Club’s Military 

Outdoors program to get service 
members and veterans outside. 

YMCA cont. from pg. 1

Photo courtesy St. Johns County

George Ceccanese, seated left, and Bill West, seated right, are joined by family, county leaders, veterans and 
service members after receiving certificates of recognition May 5 from the St. Johns County Board of County 

Commissioners.

Oticon REVEAL™ helps your 
brain decipher intricate details of 
relevant sounds for better speech 
understanding with less effort 
and the ability to remember more.

Oticon REVEAL

Oticon REVEAL

Photo courtesy St. Johns County

Bill West, left, and George Ceccanese in their World War II service portraits. 

Free DD-214 recording and veteran ser-
vices: Throughout November, the St. Johns 
County Clerk of Court and Comptroller’s 
Office offers free passport photos, notary 
services and recording of military discharge 
papers (DD-214s) for veterans, active-duty 
service members, reservists and their depen-
dents. Services are available by appointment 
at the Julington Creek Annex, 725 Flora 
Branch Blvd. Schedule at stjohnsclerk.com/
recording or call 904-819-3600.

Swings for Service Charity Golf Tourna-
ment: Thursday, Nov. 5, St. Johns Golf & 
Country Club, 205 St. Johns Golf Drive. 
Check-in begins at 10:30 a.m., with a 
shotgun start at noon. The fourth annual 
tournament benefits Women Veterans 
Ignited and Crew Served Inc. Sponsorships 
and foursomes are available at swingsforser-
vice.com.

St. Johns County Veterans Day Celebra-
tion: Wednesday, Nov. 11, Anastasia Baptist 
Church, 1650 A1A S., St. Augustine. Doors 
and displays from local nonprofit and 
military groups open at 9 a.m., with the 
ceremony at 11 a.m. Hosted by the Veter-
ans Council of St. Johns County and the 
Military Officers Association of America, 
Ancient City Chapter. Free admission and 
parking. 904-829-0381.

Jacksonville Veterans Day Parade: 
Wednesday, Nov. 11, 11:01 a.m., downtown 
Jacksonville. The 1.32-mile route begins 
on Water Street in front of the Jacksonville 
Center for the Performing Arts and ends at 
VyStar Veterans Memorial Arena. The city 
calls it the largest observance of its kind in 
Florida, with more than 2,500 participants. 
Visit events.jacksonville.gov.

The Veterans Roll Up Bowlathon: Wednes-
day, Nov. 11, 11 a.m. to 5 p.m., Batt Family 
Fun Center, 1838 Cassat Ave., Jacksonville. 
Hosted by the Coats Legacy Foundation, 
which works to prevent veteran suicide, the 
event includes bowling, laser tag, arcade 
games, music and resource tables. Free for 
veterans and service members with a reser-
vation; $11 for family and friends. Register 
on Eventbrite.

Free admission in St. Augustine: On Nov. 
11, veterans and active-duty, retired and 
honorably discharged military receive free 
admission to the Castillo de San Marcos 
with ID, as well as to Old Town Trolley 
Tours, the Old Jail, the Oldest Store Mu-
seum and Potter’s Wax Museum.

Honoring veterans 
close to home

Photo courtesy First Coast YMCA

Service members, veterans and supporters pause on a boardwalk during a guided hike with the Sierra Club’s 
Military Outdoors program, a First Coast YMCA partner.

YMCA cont. on pg. 3



The CreekLine November 2026 | Page 3

 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 The CreekLine!  
Email editor@floridanewsline.com to enter your pet.

The CreekLine � Mandarin NewsLine  � First Coast NewsLine � Nassau NewsLine

to 
ou

r
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 450 State Road 13 North  
Suite 106 PMB 101  

St. Johns, FL 32259
(904) 886-4919

www.FloridaNewsLine.com

The CreekLine is a free monthly publication delivered to all 
addresses in Zip Code 32259 and selected routes in 32092. 
Submission of articles and photographs are received by mail or  
email, although email to editor@FloridaNewsLine.com is 
preferred. The writers’ opinions do not necessarily reflect the 
opinion of Florida NewsLine. Advertising Rates are available  
by request. Florida NewsLine is not responsible for 
advertisement content or accuracy of information provided 
by its advertisers Nor does Florida NewsLine endorse any 
of the products or services included in this publication.  
Florida NewsLine reserves the right to refuse advertisement or 
copy from any advertiser. All rights are reserved and no portion 
of this publication October be copied without the express  

written consent of the publisher.  ©2025. 

Publisher 
Mark Pettus 

Publisher@FloridaNewsLine.com

Editor 
Tracy Dishman  

Editor@FloridaNewsLine.com

Bookkeeper 
Emily Whitehead 

Accounting@FloridaNewsLine.com

Social Media 
SocialMedia@FloridaNewsLine.com

Advertising Sales

Haley Cook

 haley.cook@newslinedigital.com

Submissions
Community news and photos are due by the 10th of each month to 
ensure inclusion in the upcoming issue. Thank you for your support of 

trusted community journalism.

FFBBFF Meet Rigatoni!

Best Furry FriendBest Furry Friend
of the monthof the month

Breed:
Domestic Shorthair

Favorite Activity: 
Playing with feathers and 

yarn
Favorite Food: 

Chicken Flavored Churu 
Treats 

Favorite Friends: 
My parents, Paige and Ryan

How did your BFF get their 
name: 

I am named after Rigatoni 
pasta, I go by Toni for short

Participants take a break from daily 
stress through guided hikes, outdoor 
adventures and environmental educa-
tion alongside fellow service members 
and veterans.

The 20th annual Josh Watkins Tennis 
Tournament, taking place Nov. 12-15, 
also brings together athletes, veterans, 
families and community supporters. 
This community event benefits the Ma-
rine Corporal Joshua Watkins Memo-
rial Endowed Scholarship Fund at the 

University of North Florida, support-
ing military veterans pursuing higher 
education.

Support for military kids and 
families

Military kids face challenges many of 
their peers never will, from frequent 
moves to time apart from a deployed 
parent. Thanks to support from the 
Armed Services YMCA, Operation 
Hero is a free program that helps active-
duty military children in first through 
sixth grades work through those 
challenges. Along the way, kids build 

resilience, confidence and friendships 
with peers who understand what they’re 
going through.

The First Coast YMCA also hosts events 
that bring military families together. At 
the annual Military Family Camp Day 
at Camp Immokalee, kids and parents 
spend the day zip-lining, kayaking and 
more. For families who often spend 
long stretches apart, opportunities like 
this allow them to create moments that 
matter together.

Table of Contents
4 Community Calendar

7 Business Monthly

8 The Good Earth

10 Classifieds

11 Travel with Debi Lander

YMCA cont. from pg. 2

YMCA cont. on pg. 5



Page 4 | The CreekLine November 2026

To submit items for the Community Calendar, 
email editor@floridanewsline.com.

Through November 23 
St. Johns CARES Annual Food 
Drive
St. Johns CARES Inc. continues its 
Annual Food Drive through Monday, 
Nov. 23, to restock local food pantries. 
Drop off nonperishable food at a host 
site or local pantry; a list is available at 
stjohnscares.org under Events/Drives. 
Call Mary Ann Kriniske at 904-217-5281.

Through December 12 
Field of Dreams Baseball 
Registration
St. Johns CARES Inc. continues its Annual 
Food Drive through Monday, Nov. 23, to 
restock local food pantries. Drop off nonper-
ishable food at a host site or local pantry; 
a list is available at stjohnscares.org under 
Events/Drives. Call Mary Ann Kriniske at 
904-217-5281.

November 10 
Bartram Trail Newcomers Club 
Veterans Luncheon
Registration is open for the 2027 season 
of Field of Dreams Baseball, a free 
league for children and young adults 
with special needs at Aberdeen Park, 
1401 Shetland Drive, St. Johns. Register 
at www.FODBaseball.com by Saturday, 

Dec. 12, to guarantee a uniform by open-
ing day, Friday, Jan. 29, 2027.

November 13 
St. Johns County United for 
Progress Club Volunteer 
Appreciation Celebration
The St. Johns County United for Prog-
ress Club will cap off the year with a 
Volunteer Appreciation Celebration 
Friday, Nov. 13, from 6 to 10 p.m. at [loca-
tion]. The evening includes a reception, 
dinner and a cash bar. The cost is $50 
for members and $60 for nonmembers. 
For reservations, email nwsjcp@gmail.
com.

November 14 
Bartram Trail Genealogy Club 
Meeting
The Bartram Trail Genealogy Club meets 
Saturday, Nov. 14, from 2 to 4 p.m. at the 
Bartram Trail Branch Library, 60 Davis 
Pond Blvd., St. Johns. Members will 
show and tell their family heirlooms and 
discuss their archiving process. The 
public is welcome.

November 17 
AARP Driver Safety Course
River Garden hosts an AARP Driver Safety 
course Tuesday, Nov. 17, from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. 
in the Cohen Auditorium, 11401 Old St. Au-
gustine Road, Jacksonville. Participants will 

learn about driving safely as they age and 
earn a course completion certificate, which 
qualifies for discounts with most auto 
insurance companies. The full-day program 
includes snacks, drinks and a compli-
mentary lunch. The cost is $25, or $20 for 
AARP members, payable directly to AARP. 
Advance registration is required at shorturl.
at/PWV7X. Call Kari Bell at 904-288-7855 or 
email kbell@rivergarden.org.

November 19 
William Bartram Scenic & 
Historic Highway Monthly 
Meeting
The William Bartram Scenic & Historic 
Highway holds its monthly meet-
ing Thursday, Nov. 19, at 6:30 p.m. at 
Westminster Woods on Julington Creek, 
25 State Road 13, Conference Room LB. 
[Confirm date.]

ONGOING ACTIVITIES
Mondays, Wednesdays  
and Fridays
Trout Creek Senior Center 
Activities
Trout Creek Senior Center, 6795 Collier 
Road, Orangedale, offers senior activi-
ties starting at 9 a.m. with cards, crafts 
and games, followed by trivia, bunco 
or bingo before lunch at 11:30 a.m. Call 
Jessica Curry at 904-209-3658.

Wednesdays
Playing HOOKie
This charity-focused knitting and 
crochet group meets Wednesdays 
from 10 a.m. to noon at Maple Street 
Biscuit Company, 1627 Race Track Road, 
St. Johns. Email playinghookiecares@
gmail.com.

Widow to Widow Support 
Group
The support group meets Wednesdays 
from 11:45 a.m. to 12:45 p.m. at the COA 
River House, 179 Marine St., St. Augus-
tine. Call 904-209-3655.

Al Anon and Alateen  
Meetings
Free confidential support groups for 
family and friends of those affected by 
someone else’s drinking meet Wednes-
days from 7:30 p.m. to 8:30 p.m. at Swiss 
Cove Christian Church, 1965 State Road 
13, St. Johns. Meetings are held on the 
second floor with an elevator available.

Thursdays
Open Game Play
Join the Council on Aging River House, 179 
Marine St., St. Augustine, for open game 
play Thursdays from 12:15 p.m. to 3:15 p.m. 
Bring your own cards or board games. 
Email tharris@coasjc.org.

What’s Happening in St. JohnsWhat’s Happening in St. Johns
Community CalendarNovemberNovember

THE 
ER 

BUILT 
FOR 

 KIDS.
From the playground to the backyard, 
surprises can happen. That’s why 
Wolfson Children’s ER at Baptist South 
is here 24/7 with pediatric emergency 
specialists. Because kids need care 
just for them.

Visit WolfsonChildrens.com/ER
© Baptist Health 2026

BMCS 45301
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Q: Are you offer-
ing complimentary 
services for veterans 
this November?

A: In honor of 
Veterans Day, we’re 
offering free services 
throughout Novem-
ber to veterans, active-duty military 
members, reservists and their depen-
dents.

These services include passport photos, 
notary services and recording of mili-
tary discharge papers (DD-214s). To 
qualify, simply present a military ID, 
military dependent ID, DD-214 or 
driver license with a veteran designa-
tion.

We’re also offering free wedding 
ceremonies and photos for eligible 
military couples and their dependents 
with a valid marriage license.

Q: Why is it important for veterans 
to record their DD-214?

A: Your DD-214 is an important 
document that verifies your military 
service. Recording your DD-214 
helps preserve your military service 
as part of St. Johns County’s per-
manent historical record, ensuring 
future generations can research, 
recognize and honor the men and 
women who served our country. 
These records remain confidential 
for 62 years after separation from 
military service.

Veterans who record their DD-214 
will also receive a free Salute to Service 
ID card, which provides discounts at 
participating restaurants, attractions 
and businesses throughout St. Johns 
County.

Q: Where can veterans take advan-
tage of these free services?

A: Veterans and their families can visit 
the Public Service Center at 4040 
Lewis Speedway in St. Augustine, 
Monday through Friday during regu-
lar business hours.

Services are also available by appoint-
ment at our Julington Creek Annex, 
725 Flora Branch Blvd. in St. Johns, 
and Ponte Vedra Beach Annex, 151 
Sawgrass Corners Dr. in Ponte Vedra 
Beach. Wedding photos are available 
only at the Public Service Center.

Appointments can be scheduled at 
stjohnsclerk.com/recording.

Q: How is your office helping 
veterans get back on the road this 
November?

A: Through our Mission: Back on the 
Road initiative, we’re helping veterans 
with suspended driver licenses due to 
unpaid court fees take steps toward 
getting their driving privileges back.

Throughout November, we’re waiving 
collection fees to help resolve out-
standing balances and get you back on 
the road. Veterans can visit us at the 
courthouse or call (904) 819-3600 to 
learn more.

Q: What is the best way for residents 
to contact your office?

A: If residents have questions about 
any of the services we provide, our 
Customer Care Call Center is avail-
able Monday through Friday from 8 
a.m. to 5 p.m. at (904) 819-3600 and 
by email at clerk@stjohnsclerk.com. 
I can also be reached directly on my 
cell at (904) 599-8688 or by email at 
BPatty@stjohnsclerk.com.

Q&A with St. Johns County Clerk of the 
Circuit Court and County Comptroller 
Brandon J. Patty

Q A&

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

Living Forward 

904.260.1818  I  rivergarden.org

Supporting the Rhythms of Senior Independence
River Garden’s Adult Day Program strikes the perfect chord for 
families that are caring for loved ones with dementia at home. 
Participants can live vibrantly – enjoying engaging social and 
recreational activities in a safe, welcoming environment, while 

giving their families time to work and rest.  

Learn how our Adult Day Program  
can support your family.  

Q: What options do 
I have for voting in 
the Nov. 3 general 
election?

A: The last chance 
to vote in the 2026 
general election is on 
Election Day, Tuesday, 
Nov. 3. Polls will be open from 7 a.m. 
to 7 p.m. On Election Day, voters must 
vote at their assigned precinct. Valid 
and current photo and signature ID is 
required when voting in person.

Q: How do I know what my assigned 
precinct is?

A: Registered St. Johns County vot-
ers can visit our website, www.votesjc.
gov, and use the Find My Polling Place 
tool to find their assigned polling place. 
Many precincts have changed since the 
2024 elections. I recommend verifying 
your polling place before heading out to 
vote so that you go to the correct place 
the first time.

Q: I moved recently. Is it too late to 
update my address?

A: No. You can update your address up 
to or on Election Day by visiting our 
website or calling the Elections Office at 
904-823-2238. I recommend updating 
your address before heading to the polls 
so you go to the correct polling place 
for your new address.

Q: How do I know what is on the 
2026 general election ballot?

A: All registered St. Johns County vot-
ers who did not request a vote-by-mail 
ballot were mailed sample ballots in 
early October. Voters can view their 
sample ballot on our website using the 
My Voter Status or Find My Polling 
Place tools.

Q: I haven’t returned my vote-by-mail 
ballot. When is it due?

A: Vote-by-mail ballots must be re-
turned to the Elections Office by 7 p.m. 
on Election Day, Nov. 3. It is too late to 
mail your vote-by-mail ballot. I recom-
mend returning the ballot in person to 
the Elections Office or going to your 
assigned polling place on Election Day, 
Nov. 3, to vote in person. Completed 
vote-by-mail ballots cannot be returned 
to Election Day polling places.

Q: Where can I view voter turnout 
and election night results?

A: Voter turnout is currently posted 
on the homepage of our website, www.
votesjc.gov. Election night results will 
also be posted on our website when 
polls close at 7 p.m. on Nov. 3. This 
page is updated continuously through 
the night as results become available.

Questions? Call the Elections Office 
at 904-823-2238. My staff and I look 
forward to assisting you!

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

Brandon Patty Vicky Oakes

Each summer, the First Coast YMCA, 
along with military outreach partner 
VyStar Credit Union, hosts its annual 
Military Back-to-School Bash. This 
event gives military children a day 
dedicated to them, giving away free 
backpacks filled with school supplies, 
so no child is left empty-handed. It’s a 
way to ease back-to-school pressure on 
parents and help military families start 
the school year with confidence.

Keeping membership within 
reach

To help keep costs down, the YMCA 
offers military scholarships and 
membership rates based on the status 
and rank of the service member or 
veteran. Members can get full access to 
facilities, programs and services with 
no long-term contracts. Additionally, 
when service members travel anywhere 
in the U.S., they are able to visit other 
YMCA branches at no cost for up to 
28 days.

Donor support allows the First 
Coast YMCA to offer scholarships to 
families who need additional support 
and extends to its military program-

ming as well. The First Coast YMCA 
works toward fundraising goals for its 
Military Wellness programs, which 
help keep programs like Operation 
Strong & Ready and events like the 
Military Back-to-School Bash available 
to service members and veterans.

No matter where your family is on 
its military journey, the First Coast 
YMCA is here to help. To learn more 
about programs at your local branch, 
the resources your family may qualify 
for or to donate to military program-
ming, visit fcymca.org or contact Mili-
tary Outreach Coordinator Necoia 
Shavers at nshavers@fcymca.org.

YMCA cont. from pg. 3

Photo courtesy First Coast YMCA

A First Coast YMCA staff member works with two young 
participants on a poster during an Operation Hero 

session.
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NewsLine staff

St. Johns County Tax Collector 
Jennifer Ravan is reminding prop-
erty owners that 2026 property tax 
bills will soon be on their way, with 
notices expected to be mailed on or 
around Nov. 1.

“Property tax season is an important 
time for our residents, and we want 
to make the payment process as 
simple and convenient as possible,” 
said Ravan. “We encourage property 
owners to review their tax notices 
when they arrive, take advantage of 
the early-payment discount when 
possible, and contact our office if 
they need assistance.”

Although tax notices become due 
Nov. 1, they are payable through 
March 31, 2027, without incurring 
a penalty. Property owners who pay 
their taxes by Nov. 30 get the most 
savings, a 4% discount allowed by 
law under Florida Statute 197.162. 
The discount decreases by 1% each 
month until March 2027, when no 
discount is applied.

St. Johns County property owners 
have several convenient payment 
options. One of the easiest and most 
economical methods is paying online 
by e-check through the Tax Collec-
tor’s website at www.sjctax.us.

Online e-check payments are subject 
to a 75-cent transaction fee. Credit 
and debit card transactions are 
subject to a 2.3% convenience fee. 
The St. Johns County Tax Collector’s 
Office does not retain any portion of 
these convenience fees.

Payments may also be made by 
check or in person at one of the Tax 
Collector’s four locations.

Office hours are Monday through 
Friday from 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. at 
the main office in St. Augustine, 
4030 Lewis Speedway, and from 
8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. at the fol-
lowing locations: Dupont Center, 
6658 U.S. 1 South; Ponte Vedra, 
151 Sawgrass Corners Dr., Suite 

100; and Julington Creek, 725 Flora 
Branch Blvd.

In addition to the tax notices sent to 
property owners, tax notices are also 
sent to mortgage companies with 
escrow accounts. Property owners 
with escrow accounts should receive 
an “information only” notice detail-
ing their tax status and stating, “This 
is not a bill. Do not pay. Your bill 
has been forwarded to your escrow 
agent.”

The St. Johns County Tax Collec-
tor’s Office collects property taxes 
but does not determine property 
values, exemptions, millage rates or 
other assessments appearing on the 
tax bill.

Questions regarding property assess-
ments, assessed values and home-
stead or other property tax exemp-
tions should be directed to the St. 
Johns County Property Appraiser’s 
Office, which prepares and certifies 
the property tax roll provided to the 
Tax Collector.

Questions regarding millage rates, 
community development district 
assessments or other assessments 
should be directed to the appropriate 
taxing authority.

For any other questions, comments 
or suggestions, contact the Tax Col-
lector’s Office at 904-209-2250 or 
taxcollector@sjctax.us.

Tax rolls are rolling 
out soon

By Eddie Creamer 
St. Johns County Property Appraiser

The 2026 tax roll for St. Johns County 
was certified to the St. Johns County 
Tax Collector for the collection of 
2026 taxes on Oct. 8. This is the first 
final certification of the 2026 tax roll, 
which will be finalized in May once 
all pending Value Adjustment Board 
changes have been made. Here’s a look 
at the 2026 first final certified tax roll 
numbers.

The total market value is $92.9 bil-
lion, which is a nearly 3% increase 
from the previous year and an approx-
imately 195% increase over the past 
10 years. Of that, the total general 
county taxable value is $63 billion, a 
6% increase from the previous year 
and a 186% increase over the past 10 
years.

There are 183,653 total parcels in our 
county, representing a 1.6% increase 
from the previous year and a 34% in-
crease over the past 10 years. Of those 
parcels, 170,043 are real property 
(land and buildings) and 13,610 are 
tangible personal property (moveable 
business equipment and assets).

Residential properties make up 90% 
of the county’s real properties. Of 
those residential properties, our coun-
ty has 98,106 homesteaded parcels, 
an increase of 4% from the previous 
year. Homesteaded properties have a 
general county taxable value of $33.2 
billion and make up 58% of all real 
properties in our county.

Commercial properties make up 7% 

of the county’s real properties with 
a total of 12,827 properties, repre-
senting a 1% increase from last year. 
The general county taxable value of 
commercial properties in our county 
is $7.9 billion, a nearly 13% increase 
from the previous year.

As an overview of the 2026 tax roll, 
we’re seeing market values of proper-
ties slowing and stabilizing, while in 
some areas we’re seeing a decline in 
values. In certain neighborhoods and 
regions of the county, we are still expe-
riencing increases in property market 
values, but the increases are not as 
substantial as in previous years.

Information about the 2026 first final 
tax roll is available on our website at 
www.sjcpa.gov/factsheet. I’m available 
to answer questions or provide addi-
tional information at Eddie@sjcpa.gov 
or 904-827-5500.

2026 certified tax 
roll at a glance

Eddie Creamer
Jennifer Ravan

Visit
us online

FloridaNewsLine.com

Black Friday & Small Business Saturday & Sunday
Offer valid in store 

11/27/26 through 11/29/26 only 

 

20% OFF
E v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  f i t s

Valid in-store at the participating stores listed. Coupon not
valid for Seed/Bird Food, Camera Feeders, Optics, Gift

Cards, DSC Memberships, or Sale Items. Cannot be
combined with other coupons/discounts. Offer expires

11/30/26

 ONE COUPON PER CUSTOMER

IN  A  WBU BAG!

20% OFF
One Regular ly  Pr iced I tem
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4.300%
4.600%
4.800%

Chris Thompson

 

904.380.2290 Ameriprise Financial Services, LLC

818 A1A North, Suite 301

Ponte Vedra Beach, FL 32082

chris.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. 

NotFDICorNCUAInsured | NoFinancialInstitutionGuarantee | MayLoseValue

                                           

Todd Perkins

Private Wealth Advisor

Financial Advisor

Monthly         ST  JOHNS.

By Chris Thompson

The year is already 
rapidly coming to 
a close, making 
it peak season for 
assessing (and, in 
many cases, reas-
sessing) contribu-
tion options related to retirement 
savings accounts. A major factor 
worth considering heading into the 
new year is changes to the SECURE 
2.0 Act’s catch-up contribution 
rule. The changes began on Jan. 1, 
2026, and could have a significant 
impact on individuals 50 years of 
age and older who earned more than 
$150,000* in 2025.

What is a catch-up contribution?

If you’re age 50 or older and have 
any variety of qualifying retirement 
savings accounts — including 401(k)
s, 403(b)s and 457(b)s — you have 
the option of contributing additional 
pretax funds beyond the standard 

contribution limits set by the Inter-
nal Revenue Service. 1 These catch-
up contributions are designed to help 
people nearing retirement give their 
investments an extra boost.

How did the SECURE 2.0 Act af-
fect investors?

Passed in December 2022, the 
SECURE 2.0 Act was created to 
encourage greater use of retirement 
plans that allow Americans to prepare 
for their golden years. The catch-up 
contribution limit for participants 
ages 60 to 63 remained unchanged 
in 2025 at $11,250 and is dubbed a 
“super catch-up” contribution. 2 This 
allows individuals within this age 
group to contribute well above the 
standard catch-up amount and take 
advantage of their peak earning years.

What is the new catch-up contribu-
tion rule?

Beginning in the new year, indi-
viduals with employer-sponsored 

401(k), 403(b) and 457(b) govern-
ment retirement plans who are 50 
years of age or older and who earned 
more than $150,000* in FICA wages 
the previous taxable year must put 
their catch-up contributions into a 
designated Roth account after taxes. 
3 Simply put, this means any catch-
up or super catch-up contributions 
for these high-income earners will 
be subject to tax deductions. This 
change does not impact a partici-
pant’s standard contributions to their 
employer-sponsored retirement sav-
ings, which will continue to be able 
to be contributed pretax and will not 
impact individuals who made less 
than $150,000 in FICA wages the 
prior year.

How can I prepare for this change?

For individuals nearing retirement, 
it’s important to regularly reassess 
your contributions and make sure 
they’re aligned with upcoming regu-
latory changes, shifts in late-career 
professional plans and your personal 

income needs and financial goals. A 
financial advisor can help navigate 
these decisions and diversify invest-
ments to set you up for success in 
retirement.

* In Federal Insurance Contributions 
Act (FICA) wages and adjusted for 
inflation

Chris Thompson, CFP ®, CMFA ®, 
CRPC ® is a Private Wealth Advisor 
and managing director with Upper 
Deck Wealth Management a private 
wealth advisory practice of Ameriprise 
Financial Services, LLC.in Ponte Vedra 
Beach, FL. He specializes in fee-based 
financial planning and asset manage-
ment strategies and has been in practice 
for 33 years . To contact him, visit 
www.ameripriseadvisors.com/team/
upper-deck-wealth-management, 818 
A1A N, Suite 301 Ponte Vedra Beach 
FL, (904) 380-2322.

2026 change to retirement catch-up contribution rule

NewsLine staff

First Coast Crime Stoppers is remind-
ing Northeast Florida residents that 
they can share information about 
criminal activity without revealing 
who they are.

The nonprofit, which serves the First 
Coast from Jacksonville to rural Baker 
County, accepts anonymous tips 
by phone at 866-845-TIPS (8477), 
online at fccrimestoppers.com and 
through the free P3 Tips mobile 
app, available for Apple and Android 
devices.

“Our goal is to make it easier for resi-
dents to understand their options for 
reporting information about criminal 
activity and to reinforce that every-
one has a role to play in keeping our 
community safe,” said Chase Robin-
son, executive director of First Coast 
Crime Stoppers.

Tips that lead to an arrest may qualify 
for a cash reward of up to $3,000, up 
to $5,000 for homicide cases and up 
to $7,500 for human trafficking cases. 
To be eligible, tips must be submitted 
through the official tip line, website 

or app. Tips shared on social media or 
directly with law enforcement do not 
qualify.

The organization says it does not col-
lect or track the identities of tipsters. 
Instead, each tipster receives a tip 
number to use when checking on the 
status of a tip or a reward.

According to First Coast Crime Stop-
pers, tips to the program have led to 
4,693 arrests since 2002. In 2025, the 
organization received 2,984 tips that 
led to 188 arrests.

For more information, visit fc-
crimestoppers.com.

First Coast Crime Stoppers offers anonymous 
ways to report crime

Chris Thompson
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The value of a Bolles education is seen over time in who students become as they grow in confidence, 
perspective and purpose. Given unusual breadth and expert guidance, they have the opportunity 

to pursue what matters most to them.

What’s more, living and learning with students from around the world broadens that experience, 
and a distinguished alumni community connects them for more possibilities in the future. 

Pre-K through Grade 12  
Day & Boarding School

Bolles.org
(904) 256-5030

Value Realized 
in Who They Become

By Michele Oliver

Newcomers of North St. Johns invites 
members and their guests to join the 
fun at its November luncheon on 
Tuesday, Nov. 17, at Blue Bamboo, 
10110 San Jose Blvd. in Jacksonville. 
The event features a delicious lunch 
and fun trivia games with great prizes. 
As part of the luncheon, a food drive 
will also be held to benefit the Shep-
herd of the Woods Lutheran Church 
food pantry.

Doors open at 11 a.m. Cost for the 
luncheon and program is $35 for 
members and $40 for guests. All reser-
vations must be received by Nov. 11. 
For more information, visit newcom-
ersofnorthstjohns.org.

The luncheon includes family-style 
Dragon Whiskers appetizers and a 
choice of entree: beef and broccoli 
bowl, chicken lo mein bowl, Sichuan 
shrimp bowl or veggie bowl, all served 
with white rice and a vegetable spring 
roll. Dessert is a delicious mandarin 
orange cake. Beverage choices include 
water and tea. A cash bar is also avail-
able.

Back by popular demand, the after-
noon entertainment features host John 
Harrell with Fast Jax Trivia, which 
the club calls the best trivia show in 
Jacksonville.

“This promises to be another friendly 
and enthusiastic experience for our 
members, one you won’t want to 
miss,” says Co-President Charlene 
Lim. “Brush up on your trivia! We 
look forward to seeing everyone 
there.”

Co-President Marta Maso adds, “And, 
please remember to bring a donation 
for the food pantry. We’ll be collecting 
canned goods as well as items such as 

Newcomers luncheon offers 
trivia, prizes, food drive 

Have you ever watched 
a butterfly visit your 
flowers or listened to 
birds singing in your 
backyard and won-
dered what you could 
do to welcome more 
wildlife into your gar-
den? One wonderful 
place to start is with 
native plants.

Native plants are 
species that occur 
naturally in a par-
ticular region. Over time, they have 

developed relationships 
with the insects, birds 
and other wildlife that 
share their environment. 
By including them in our 
landscapes, we can create 
gardens that are not only 
attractive but also con-
tribute to the health of 
our local ecosystem.

Why do native plants 
matter? Think of your 
garden as more than a 
collection of flowers and 

shrubs. It can be a source of food and 
shelter for wildlife. Native flowering 
plants offer nectar and pollen to bees 
and butterflies, while certain native 
plants serve as essential host plants for 
caterpillars. Native shrubs and trees 
can provide berries, seeds and shelter 
for birds. A beautiful garden can do so 
much more than please the eye!

The good news is you don’t need to 
replace your entire landscape to make 
a difference. Start small. Add a na-
tive plant or two to an existing bed, 
introduce a native shrub or try a few 
native wildflowers in a sunny corner. 
Over time, those small choices can 
create a garden that not only looks 
beautiful but also supports the wildlife 

GardeningGardening
By Connie Doyle, Master Gardener UF/IFAS

The Good Earth: Give your garden a 
greater purpose and go native

Connie Doyle

American beauty berry.

Photo courtesy Newcomers of North St. Johns

A member shows off a Halloween-themed centerpiece 
at the Newcomers of North St. Johns September 

luncheon.

Newcomers cont. on pg. 10 The Good Earth cont. on pg. 10
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Answers on page 3
Provided by MetroCreativePuzzlesPuzzles

27th Holiday Sampler and Porch Sale
December 4th, 5th and 6th

 10am to 5pm Refreshments
Will Be
Served!

Follow us on Facebook 
and Instagram

“I only  want cremation.”

CALL FOR PRICING

Flagler Memorial
Cremation Society

(904) 797-4990www.CraigFuneralHome.com 
(904) 824-1672

Call for a no cost consultation

Funeral • Crematory
 Memorial Park
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Autos/Misc
Donate Your Car to Veterans 
Today! Help and Support 
our Veterans. Fast - FREE 
pick up. 100% tax deduct-
ible .  Cal l  800-245-0398

Miscellaneous
TOP DOLLAR PAID for old vin-
tage guitars! Gibson, Fender, 
Martin, Grecsch, Ricken-
backer, Epiphone, Etc. 1930’s 
to 1980’s. Call 866-433-8277

Reach millions of homes 
nationwide with one easy, af-
fordable buy in the ADS Net-
work! For more information 
www.communitypublishers.
com/category/all-products

Peace of mind & early de-
tection - Now more than 
ever, it ’s important to get 
screened for Stroke & Car-
diovascular Disease risk . 
Life Line Screening is simple 
& painless. 833-970-4172

Need cash quickly? We buy 
houses in any condition. 
Get a fair cash offer with-
in 24 hours! Call today. Liz 
Buys Houses: 833-359-4707

End your tax worries today. 
Let us make your tax problem 
our priority. Scared, stuck 
with high tax amounts? 
Our A+ tax professionals 

can help. Free consultation. 
Priority Tax 855-959-2267

Consumer Cellular - same 
reliable, nationwide cover-
age 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

No more cleaning gutters. 
Guarante e d!  L eaf F i l te r 
backed by no-clog guar-
antee & lifetime warran-
ty. Call 1-833-610-1936 to 
schedule FREE inspection/
estimate. Get 15% off your 
entire order. Military & Se-
niors get additional 10% off. 
Limited time. Restrictions 
apply, see rep for details.

Inflation at 40-year highs. 
Interest rates are up. Credit 
cards, medical bills, car loans. 
Have $10k+ in debt? Call Na-
tional Debt Relief to find out 
how to pay off your debt for 
much less than you owe! 
Free quote: 844-955-4930

SunSetter. America's Number 
One Awning! Instant shade at 
the touch of a button. Trans-
form your deck or patio into 
an outdoor oasis. Up to 10-
year limited warranty. Save 
$350 today! 855-914-1148

Home break-ins take less 

than 60 seconds .  Don' t 
wait! Protect your family, 
home, assets now for as little 
as 70¢/day! 877-907-0316

Jacuzzi Bath Remodel can 
install a new, custom bath 
or shower in as little as 
1-day. Limited time, waving 
all installation costs! Ad-
ditional terms apply. Subject 
to change & vary by dealer. 
Ends soon. 844-501-3208

Pest control: Protect your 
home from pests safely. 
Roaches, Bed Bugs, Ro-
dent , Termite, Spiders & 
more.  Locally owned & 
affordable. For service or 
inspection today! 877-916-
2103 Have zip code ready!

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

Aging roof ? New home-
owner? Storm damage? You 

need a local expert pro-
vider that proudly stands 
behind their work.  Fast, free 
estimate. Financing avail-
able. 877-461-0698 Have zip 
code ready when calling!

Water damage cleanup & 
restoration: A small amount 
of water can lead to ma-
jor damage in your home. 
Our trusted professionals 
do repairs to protect your 
family & home value! 877-318-
6832. Have zip code ready!

Professional lawn service: 
Fertilization, weed control, 
seeding, aeration & mos-
quito control. Free quote. 
Ask about f irst applica-
tion special! 877-484-8583

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 contract or 
hidden fees! Restrictions 

apply. IVS 866-859-0405

Dental insurance from Phy-
sicians Mutual Insurance 
Company. 400+ procedures. 

Real dental insurance - not 
a discount plan. Free info 
kit! 855-526-1060 www.den-
tal50plus.com/ads #6258

Job Finder November:
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. 

Transform 
Your Bathroom 

and Change 
Your Life.

*Free toilet with purchase and installation of a walk-in tub or walk-in shower only. Offer available while supplies last. 
No cash value. Must present offer at time of purchase. Cannot be combined with any other offer. Market restrictions 

may apply. Offer available in select markets only.  CSLB 1082165  NSCB 0082999  0083445  13VH11096000

FREE TOILET + $2,000 OFF*

For your FREE information kit and
our Senior Discounts, Call Today Toll-Free

1-855-417-1306

Call 866-643-0438 to schedule
 your free quote today! *Terms & conditions apply 

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

Community Marketplace 
Call (904) 886-4919 for advertising rates

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

boxes of rice, instant potatoes and 
the like. Only restriction is no glass 
items can be accepted. Thanks in 
advance for your generosity!”

As always, raffles for gift baskets 
and a fun 50/50 drawing spice up 
the luncheons. And perhaps you 
will win one of the beautiful center-
pieces!

Newcomers of North St. Johns offers 
a variety of activities for St. Johns 
County residents to get acquainted 
and have fun, including smaller 
lunch groups, a walking club, wine 
socials, golf, mahjong, day trips and 
cultural events.

that makes Florida such a special place 
to live.

Here in Northeast Florida, there are 
many possibilities. Coral honeysuckle 
is a lovely native vine with flowers that 
attract hummingbirds and other pol-
linators. American beauty berry offers 
clusters of vivid purple berries that 
provide food for birds. Native milk-
weed can support monarch caterpillars.

You can also help wildlife by rethink-
ing what a perfect garden looks like. A 
few chewed leaves may mean caterpil-
lars are feeding, and seed heads left 
standing can provide food for birds. 
Avoid unnecessary pesticide use, and 

allow nature to do some of the work.

Before purchasing a plant, however, 
remember one of the most impor-
tant principles of Florida-Friendly 
Landscaping: right plant, right place. 
Consider the amount of sunlight, soil 
conditions, drainage and available 
space. A plant native to Florida may 
still struggle if it isn’t suited to your 
particular yard. Some species prefer 
dry, sunny locations while others thrive 
in moist soil or partial shade. Choose 
carefully, and you’ll have a better 
chance of growing a healthy, low-
maintenance garden.

As you plan your garden this fall, con-
sider making room for plants that give 
something back. Native plants can add 

beauty, support local wildlife and help 
connect our home landscapes to the 
natural world around us.

Wishing you a happy Thanksgiving 
with family and friends.

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.

Newcomers cont. from pg. 8 The Good Earth cont. from pg. 8
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Because Feeling  
at Home Matters

Choosing senior living is never just about daily support. 
It’s about finding a place where your loved one feels 

known, connected and genuinely cared for—while your 
family gains greater peace of mind. At HarborChase, 
thoughtful attention and meaningful relationships  

help every day feel more like home.

This is HarborChase of Mandarin. Welcome home.

EXPLORE LUXURY SENIOR LIVING IN MANDARIN

EXPERIENCE
HARBORCHASE

Mandarin  |  (904) 584-9817

Your Carefree Oasis of Luxury
Did you know that Starling operates four luxury senior

living communities in the Jacksonville area? Our

communities offer maintenance-free living with exquisite

amenities, including gourmet dining, a state-of-the-art

fitness center, and a serene heated pool. With meals and

transportation included in your rent, you can focus on

living your best life while we handle the rest. Call us today

to learn more and set up your personalized 1-on-1 tour!

ALF#12734

Returning to Notre-Dame 
Cathedral in Paris this 
October, I found myself 
thinking about something 
travelers seldom put on an 
itinerary: gratitude. I had 
come to revisit a familiar 
landmark and photograph 
its restored beauty. But 
standing inside, I under-
stood that simply being able 
to enter was something to 
appreciate. I’d been back to Paris in 
2022, but then the doors were closed.

On April 15, 2019, fire swept through 
the cathedral’s roof. The spire collapsed, 
and television images carried the disas-
ter around the world. Even people who 
had never visited Paris recognized the 
enormity of the loss. A building that 
seemed permanent suddenly looked 
vulnerable.

Now, after years of painstaking work, 
visitors can once again walk beneath its 
soaring vaults. Notre-Dame reopened in 
December 2024, reclaiming its place as 
both a working church and one of the 
world’s great cultural treasures. Return-
ing nearly two years later, I considered 
what had been saved.

The interior’s brightness is striking, 
almost too clean to my eyes. Historian 
Jean-Michel Leniaud suggests four 
decades of grime and condensation 
could restore the familiar gray. For now, 
cleaned stone reveals details that once 
receded into shadow. Looking upward, 
I admired the height and graceful lines, 
then turned my attention to smaller 
things: sculpture, sacred objects and the 
altar. Some 2,000 statues and decora-
tive features were restored or re-created. 
Photographs told only part of the story.

I paused before the Virgin and Child, 
known as Our Lady of Paris. The sacred 
statue survived the fire intact, and its 
presence offered a connection between 
the cathedral I remembered and the one 
before me. Here was something familiar 
within a renewed setting, a reminder 
that restoration involves preserving 
meaning as well as repairing damage.

Throughout my visit, I thought about 
the 2,000 workers responsible for mak-
ing this return possible. Firefighters 
saved the main structure while others 
helped rescue precious objects. Later 
came architects, carpenters, stonema-
sons, conservators and other specialists. 
Donors contributed, and craftspeople 
brought knowledge that no amount of 
money alone could replace.

The rebuilt roof framework, using 

about 2,400 oak trees, 
is especially remarkable. 
Carpenters used tradition-
al tools and techniques 
to reproduce the historic 
structure, joining present-
day effort with skills 
passed down through 
generations. Much of that 
work remains above visi-
tors’ heads, out of sight, 
yet essential to everything 

below.

High around the towers, the cathedral’s 
fantastical stone creatures still keep 
watch over Paris. Often called gargoyles, 
the decorative figures are more prop-
erly known as chimeras; true gargoyles 
drain rainwater. I climbed the towers on 
previous visits, and these creatures fea-
ture in some of my fondest memories. 
This time, I wasn’t able to climb, but 

took comfort in knowing those familiar 
guardians remain.

For Paris, Notre-Dame’s restoration car-
ries significance far beyond tourism. On 
the Île de la Cité, surrounded by the 
Seine, the cathedral belongs to the city’s 
daily landscape and more than 800 
years of history. Its familiar silhouette 
helps define Paris.

For visitors, it offers something no 
screen can convey: the building’s scale, 
the light within it and its serene spiri-
tuality. You need not be Catholic, or 
even religious, to appreciate the human 
achievement surrounding you. Each 
person brings a different reason for 
entering.

As Thanksgiving approaches, I am 
grateful to the people I will never meet 
whose work brought me back through 
those doors. Because of them, another 
traveler will enter for the first time 
and look up in amazement. I left with 
photographs and the privilege of a 
second look. This November, that is the 
gift I will remember when I count my 
blessings.

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 
landmarks. She hopes her  storytelling and 
practical insights inspire readers to experi-
ence the world with curiosity, apprecia-
tion, and a sense of adventure. Debi can 
be reached by email to mail@floridanews-
line.com. 

By Debi Lander
mail@floridanewsline.com

Travel: Thankful for a second look 
at Notre-DameTravelTravel

Debi Lander

Photo by Debi Lander

The restored western facade of Notre-Dame 
Cathedral catches the light at sunrise.

Photo by Debi Lander

The writer’s favorite chimera, photographed during a 2016 climb of 
Notre-Dame’s towers, gazes over the Seine toward the Eiffel Tower. 
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