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On Saturday, November 10th, Plant City Photo 
Archives held its Open House and Reception for 
the opening of the “Salute to Veterans” Exhibit at 
its Exhibit Gallery at 119 North Collins Street in 
historic downtown Plant City.  The popular exhibit 
will remain up until Saturday, February 2, 2008.  
Lets take a look at how this came about.

The decision to honor our veterans came in the 
year 2005, when the Photo Archives’ Advisory 
Council approved a tribute to WWII veterans as 
the theme of their annual gala.  They put out a 

request for photographs of area veterans and were 
overwhelmed with the response.

Mrs. Betty Barker Watkins, Plant City High 
School Class of 1946, personally wrote, 
telephoned, and orally contacted hundreds of 
friends and acquaintances.  The photos rolled in – 
over 500 in all.

Our objective became making these photos and 
stories available to the general public via an 
annual “Salute to Veterans” photo exhibit and to 
hold an Open House on or about Veterans Day to 
honor those who have served their country, their 
families, and the community.

During the year we continue to collect photos of 
veterans – from any time period. We also obtain 
information about the vet and the photo, and return 
the originals to the owner along with a restored 
image. 

Mrs. Betty Barker Watkins passed away in July 
of 2007, but the many 
hundreds of photos she 
collected for us are a tribute 
to her patriotism and to her 
love of the mission of the 

Photo Archives, that of preserving the history and 
heritage of the community. Our total collection 
now exceeds 40,000 images.

On the day of the Open House we put 
out a red runner, some flags, and other 
decorations, and offer juice, coffee and 
donuts from 9AM to 11AM, along 
with live piano music.  The Open 
House runs until 4PM.  We do not 
have a “structured” program, but rather 
allow the guests to view the photos 
as they move through the gallery.  We 
have volunteers who are armed with 
directories and information available 

in the gallery to assist any guest who may have a 
question.  We also have a photographer who takes 
photos for our own posterity but also of guests 
who want their photos taken with their relatives 
whose photos are in the exhibit.

We have been very pleased by the responses we 
have gotten to the exhibit.  
Many guests have written and 
thanked us, and newspaper 
stories have praised this effort.  
The Photo Archives was 
awarded a Special Business 
of the Year Award by the 
Greater Plant City Chamber of 
Commerce for its contribution 
to the community, and we have 
assisted The Tampa Tribune, 

The St. Petersburg Times, and The Courier, as 
well as WUSF radio and TV, and WTVT-13 with 
various stories or productions.

We believe the “Salute to Veterans” exhibit 
has been a valued learning experience for the 
community and has brought the realism and 
significance of our war veterans, and of all 
our veterans, home to the community in an 
individualistic way.  We see gallery guests just 
stand and gaze at these photos in awe; they can 
feel the sincerity of these men and women who 
have left their homes and families to serve their 
country, to defend our freedom, and to protect 
our liberties.  One often heard comment from 
attendees is “Overwhelming!”
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