history of orlando florida

The history of Orlando, Florida, is a tapestry woven with threads of indigenous culture,
early European exploration, and significant economic development that has transformed
this once-small settlement into one of the most visited cities in the United States. From its
origins in the 19th century to its emergence as a global tourism hub, Orlando's history is
rich and diverse, reflecting various influences that have shaped its identity over the years.

Early History and Indigenous Inhabitants

Before European settlers arrived, the area that is now Orlando was inhabited by various
Native American tribes, including the Seminole. These tribes thrived on the land, utilizing
the abundant resources from the surrounding wetlands and forests. The region was known
for its natural beauty, featuring lakes, rivers, and lush vegetation.

European Exploration

In the 16th century, Spanish explorers arrived in Florida, seeking wealth and land.
However, it wasn't until the early 19th century that the Orlando area began to see
significant European settlement. In 1838, during the Second Seminole War, the U.S. Army
established Fort Gatlin, serving as a military outpost to protect settlers and maintain order
in the region. This fort marked one of the first significant European presences in the area.

Establishment of Orlando

The city of Orlando began to take shape in the late 19th century. In 1875, the area was
officially named Orlando, although the origin of the name remains a subject of debate.
Some believe it was named after a character in Shakespeare's play "As You Like It," while
others suggest it was named in honor of a soldier named Orlando Reeves, who died in the
area.

The Growth of a Community

Orlando was officially incorporated as a city in 1885. Its early economy was based on
agriculture, with citrus production leading the way. The fertile land and favorable climate
made it ideal for growing oranges, which quickly became a significant export. The
establishment of railroads in the late 1800s facilitated the transport of goods and people,
further contributing to the city's growth.



The 20th Century: Expansion and Development

As the 20th century progressed, Orlando continued to evolve. The city experienced several
key developments that would shape its future.

World War II and Economic Resurgence

During World War II, Orlando's economy benefitted from the establishment of military
bases, such as the Orlando Army Air Field. The influx of military personnel brought
economic opportunities and infrastructure improvements that would have lasting effects
on the city. After the war, many soldiers chose to settle in Orlando, further contributing to
its population growth and economic development.

The Rise of Tourism

Orlando's transformation into a major tourist destination began in the mid-20th century.
Several factors contributed to this shift:

1. Walt Disney World: The most significant catalyst came in 1965 when Walt Disney
announced plans to build a massive theme park in the area. Opened in 1971, Walt
Disney World Resort would revolutionize the tourism industry in Orlando and put the
city on the global map.

2. Attractions and Entertainment: Following Disney's lead, other attractions began
to emerge, including Universal Studios Florida in 1990 and SeaWorld Orlando in
1973. These developments created a diverse range of entertainment options for
visitors.

3. Infrastructure Development: The tourism boom necessitated significant
improvements in infrastructure. Highways, hotels, and attractions were developed to
accommodate the growing number of visitors.

Economic Diversification

While tourism became the cornerstone of Orlando's economy, the city also diversified into
other sectors, including healthcare, technology, and aerospace. The presence of
educational institutions such as the University of Central Florida contributed to this
diversification by providing a skilled workforce and fostering innovation.



Modern Orlando

Today, Orlando is a vibrant city known for its theme parks, cultural attractions, and
diverse population. The city's rich history is still evident in its neighborhoods,
architecture, and cultural institutions.

Cultural and Historical Preservation

Efforts have been made to preserve Orlando's historical sites and promote its cultural
heritage. Notable landmarks include:

e The Orange County Regional History Center: This museum offers exhibits that
showcase the region's history, from its Native American roots to its development as a
tourist destination.

e Lake Eola Park: A historic park that serves as a gathering place for residents and
visitors, featuring walking paths, a picturesque lake, and outdoor events.

¢ Church Street Station: Once a bustling train station, this area has been
transformed into a cultural and entertainment hub, reflecting Orlando's historical
significance.

Challenges and Growth

While Orlando has experienced significant growth, it has also faced challenges such as
rapid population increases, traffic congestion, and environmental concerns. Local
government and community organizations are actively working to address these issues
while promoting sustainable development and preserving the city's unique character.

Conclusion

The history of Orlando, Florida, is a fascinating journey from its indigenous roots to its
current status as a global tourist destination. The city has evolved through various phases
of development, marked by economic growth, cultural diversification, and a commitment
to preserving its historical heritage. As Orlando continues to grow and change, it remains
a testament to the resilience and spirit of its communities, making it a unique and vibrant
place to live, work, and visit. The rich tapestry of Orlando's history serves as a reminder of
the diverse influences that shape its identity and the ongoing journey of a city that has
captured the hearts of millions.



Frequently Asked Questions

What year was Orlando officially founded?
Orlando was officially founded in 1875.

What historical event significantly contributed to
Orlando’'s population growth in the 20th century?

The establishment of Walt Disney World in 1971 significantly contributed to Orlando's
population growth and economic development.

What was Orlando's original name before it became
known as Orlando?

Orlando was originally known as 'Jernigan' after the area's first settler, Isaac Jernigan.

Which military installation was established in Orlando
during World War II?

The Orlando Army Air Base was established during World War II, playing a crucial role in
training pilots.

How did the citrus industry impact Orlando's early
economy?

The citrus industry was a significant part of Orlando's early economy, with orange groves
dominating the landscape and providing jobs and trade.
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