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With a ribbon cutting event set for Wednesday, 
Oct. 28, the Wellen Park Welcome Center will 
serve as the first stop for future home buyers 
to learn about the neighborhoods, builders and 
amenities within the master-planned community.

Throughout the center, numerous touch 
screens present up-to-the-minute information 
on the features of Wellen Park’s many 
neighborhoods, including model home plans 
and available move-in ready/quick move-in 
homes.

Becky DeGeorge leads the center’s team of 
community ambassadors. Experts on “all things 
Wellen Park,” the ambassadors are on hand to 
familiarize prospective buyers and real estate 
agents with all the ins and outs of the community. 

“We ask what they need,” Ms. DeGeorge says. 
“What do they want in a community? Do they 
play golf? Do they want a large home? A villa?

“We streamline the home-buying process 
by helping buyers and their real estate agents 
identify the neighborhoods they want to explore 
and tour in greater detail.” For families that 
are considering a move to Wellen Park, the 

Wellen Park 
Welcome Center 

comes to life 

BY PATRICIA HORWELL

Wellen Park Journal Correspondent
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AND 
EVERYTHING 

FOR YOU.

THERE’S 
SOMETHING 

FOR 
EVERYONE

The  Welcome Center’s reception area features 
a vintage Ape truck that serves as the greeting 
and registration  area for visitors. 
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IslandWalk’s community garden
is reaping bushels of fun

BY ROBIN F. DEMATTIA

Wellen Park Journal Correspondent

There are a lot of green thumbs in 
IslandWalk at West Villages.

When 74 planting beds at the new 
community garden became available 
in June, they were sold out within 
hours.

“Before DiVosta Homes built the 
amenities, they did a survey and 
people loved the idea of a commu-
nity garden,” Lifestyle Director Mark 
Craycraft says. “Our sign-up lottery 
went quickly. We have a waiting list 
of about 20 people.”

Each 4x8-foot plot contains two 
irrigated 4x4-foot beds. Each resident 
can rent one plot ($10 for six months, 
$25 for 12 months).

By late summer this year, some 
residents were already eating the fruits of their 
labors.

“My squash has been amazing,” says Cindy 
Hurwitz, who had harvested at least three 
dozen by early September. She has also done 
well with cucumber, red pepper and zucchini.

Ms. Hurwitz had an extensive garden when 
she lived in Rochester, N.Y., but found success 
hard to come by with container gardening on 
her lanai in IslandWalk. She was one of the 
first to log on and register for a community 
garden plot when the link went live.

In just a few months, she’s learned a lot 
about the challenges of gardening in Florida. 

“The heat and the sun are so strong,” she 
says, adding she soon realized she needed to 
filter the sunshine. She had bought some start-

er plants at local home improvement stores 
and noticed that they had screening over their 
plants. She purchased a similar material and 
strung it from four poles over her garden plot.

“It filters beautifully,” she says. Her fellow 
community gardeners took note, and “now 
everybody has screening.” 

She also learned that the soil needs potas-
sium and calcium supplements and that she 
sometimes needs to water twice a day.

Ms. Hurwitz is happy to share what she’s 
learned with her neighbors.

“I’m at the garden a lot in the evening and 
talk to a lot of people who ask for suggestions 
because I have a very successful garden,” she 
says, adding many of the people she meets are 
first-time gardeners.

Barbara Bryden is not one who 
needed lessons. A master garden-
er, Ms. Bryden was very happy to 
have a plot to grow vegetables and 
also interact with her neighbors. 
“People who are gardeners are 
generally lovely people,” she notes.

Like Ms. Hurwitz, she also 
unearthed the differences between 
gardening here and when she lived 
in New York and Maryland.

“The conditions are much 
harsher here,” she says. “There is 
very strong sun and lots of insects. 
The soil has to be amended with 
calcium and fertilizers to make 
sure it’s nice and thick and rich.”

Ms. Bryden researched what 
grows well in Florida and initially 
decided to plant okra, peppers 
and cucumbers. She added lettuce 

and radishes, says her eggplant was “fabulous” 
with about 20 on it, and plans to try tomatoes 
in the cooler weather. 

IslandWalk provides carts for gardeners to 
carry their supplies, but people must bring 
their own soil and gardening tools. 

The gardeners hold monthly meetings and 
often arrange for a speaker. They are planning 
a home and garden show in March that will 
have about 35 vendors and programs about 
conservation and the importance of bees.

Mr. Craycraft applauds DiVosta for building 
such a popular amenity. 

“I’m glad to be part of an organization that 
takes the residents’ comments seriously,” he 
says. “You take a survey and bring it to life. 
That’s pretty strong.”  

F U N - L O V I N G  L I F E S T Y L E S

COURTESY PHOTO

Squash grown by Cindy Hurwitz in the thriving community garden at 
IslandWalk, where all 74 planting beds are being lovingly tended. 



www.baconsfurniture.com

17701 Murdock Circle, Port Charlotte
941-625-4493

17701 Murdock Circle, Port Charlotte
941-235-8400

WE ARE OPEN
MONDAY - SATURDAY 

10:00 AM - 6:00 PM

We are practicing the following safety rules:

• Proper Distancing
• Hand Sanitizing
• Gloves
• Masks
• Routine Cleaning & Disinfecting
• Protective Barriers at Check-out Areas

www.ashleyfurniture.com

We’ve Got It All
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A R T  &  S O U L

Taking “a lyrical approach” to line and balance
BY CHARMAINE ENGELSMAN-ROBINS

Wellen Park Journal Correspondent

Laura Ann Pommier has, since the ripe old 
age of 4 years, been blessed to know exactly 
what her life path was to be: art. 

While growing up in the Midwest (mostly 
Louisville), she would observe her father as 
he sketched just for fun, copying characters 
from comic strips, and then she would copy 
her dad’s work. Once in grade school, she was 
fortunate enough to have very open, observant 
teachers who (just like her parents) immedi-
ately recognized her talent and enthusiasm and 
encouraged her right from the start.

Grade school, middle school, high school 
… all through the years, art was a constant 
and important part of her life. When it came 
time to choose a college and a major, Ms. 
Pommier knew she would major in fine art, at 
Murray State University in Murray, Ky.

“It’s still considered one of the best,” she 
notes proudly. And that’s no idle boast; this 
is the 30th consecutive year that U.S. News 
& World Report has recognized Murray for 
quality, value and student success, among 
other attributes.

Following graduation, Ms. Pommier con-
tinued creating fine art for her own sat-
isfaction and taught workshops. She also 
embarked on what was to become a 23-year 
career creating art for newspaper advertising.

In her late 30s she decided to go back to 
school, this time to Indiana State University 
in Terre Haute, where she earned a master’s 
degree in art. 

With her three daughters doing well living 
their own young adult lives, Ms. Pommier 
felt that this was the time to put fine art at 
the forefront of her life. She started thinking 

about all the art centers she’d found in South-
west Florida while visiting her parents here 
time after time, and thought, “Why wait until 
retirement to move to Florida?” 

Her enthusiasm and excitement put her 
plan in action quickly — so quickly that she 
didn’t realize heading for the Sunshine State 

would have her driving straight into Hur-
ricane Irma. Luckily, she was able to stop 
and weather the storm with her daughter in 
Orlando before continuing to Port Charlotte. 
Within a month she had settled into a condo, 
found a part-time job and started entering 
area art shows. 

Then one day she was happily scavenging 
for materials and supplies at the North Port 
Area Art Center yard sale and discovered 
the fellow artists she was chatting with there 
weren’t just being neighborly; they wanted 
her to start teaching at the center.

Ms. Pommier quickly accepted and jumped 
in with both feet. She’s still teaching there 
today, though with the current pandemic 
restrictions she’s teaching via Zoom for the 
time being. And she says that’s not entirely a 
bad thing; utilizing Zoom also allows her to 
teach students in Indiana and Punta Gorda. 
It might not be quite as satisfying as the up 
close and personal camaraderie fellow artists 
so enjoy when taking class together in one 
studio, but it’s certainly better than being 
completely cut off from the art scene and 
like-thinkers. Students of all levels can begin 
— or keep — learning, primarily in oils in 
such traditional areas as landscape, portrait 
and still life. 

Much as she enjoys and excels at those 
subjects, when she’s creating all by and for 
herself, Ms. Pommier tends to express herself 
in what she terms “my own unique style.” Her 
website describes it this way: “Realistic paint-
ings and drawings. Full color palette, unique 
perspectives, and lyrical approach to line and 
balance.” 

If you’d like to see and learn more about 
Ms.  Pommier’s classes and style, you can 
check it out on her site at www.laurapommi-
er.com and see it in person at the Wellen Park 
Welcome Center during the first quarter of 
2021 when she will be the artist-in-residence.

How often do you get the opportunity to 
share the passion of a dream that has moti-
vated someone since they were 4 years old? 
Enjoy! 

CHRIS TILLEY / WELLEN PARK JOURNAL

Laura Ann Pommier teaches classes via Zoom for the  North Port Area Art Center.

23114 CopperLeaf Drive  |  Venice, FL 34293 
I-75 to Exit 193 (Jacaranda Blvd). Go south approximately 4.5 
miles. Turn left on US-41 South. Community is on the right.

SarasotaNational.com

6-Plex, 4-Plex, Villa, Patio, Executive and 
Estate Homes from the low $200s

Zero-Entry Resort Pool | Spa | Golf Course | Pro Shop
Fitness Center | Pickleball | Coffee Lounge

Event Lawn | Dog Park |  Tennis Courts | Bocce Ball
 Indoor/Outdoor Dining | Card Rooms

STARTING AT 
$319,999

STARTING AT 
$385,999

Patio Homes

Executive  Homes
GOLF INCLUDED

I-75 to Exit 193 (Jacaranda Blvd), go south. Take the 2nd exit at 
the traffic circle to stay on Jacaranda Blvd. After 3.5 miles, turn 

left on US-41/Tamiami Trail. Community will be on the left.

20061 Galleria Blvd  |  Venice, FL 34293

LennarGranParadiso.com
Grand Clubhouse and Community Center

Resort-Style Pool  | Tennis | Pickleball | Playground
Fitness Center | Billiards | Sauna | Steam Room 

Library | Fitness Trails and more

Townhome, Villa and Coach Homes 
from the low $200s

STARTING AT 
$216,999

STARTING AT 
$264,999

Townhomes

Coach Homes
FINAL PHASE 

877-45-LENNAR  |  LennarSWFL.com

Plans to build out this neighborhood as proposed are subject to change without notice. Please see your New Home Consultant and/or home purchase agreement for actual features designated as an Everything’s Included feature. Features, amenities, floor plans, elevations, and designs vary and are subject to changes or substitution without notice. Items shown are artist’s renderings and 
may contain options that are not standard on all models or not included in the purchase price. Availability may vary. Sq. ft./acreage/dimensions is estimated; actual sq. ft./acreage/dimensions will differ. Garage/bay sizes may vary from home to home and may not accommodate all vehicles. Models/lifestyle photos do not reflect racial or ethnic preference. Maps are not to scale and are for 
relative location purposes only. Lennar does not guarantee the availability of homes within the price ranges above. Price subject to change without notice. Site plans, community maps and/or aerial photos are conceptual in nature and are merely an artist’s rendition.  They are solely for illustrative purposes, should never be relied upon, and are subject to change. This is not an offer in states 
where prior registration is required. Void where prohibited by law. Copyright © 2020 Lennar Corporation, Lennar, the Lennar logo, WCI, the WCI logo, Everything’s Included and the Everything’s Included logo are U.S. registered service marks or service marks of Lennar Corporation and/or its subsidiaries. LENNAR HOMES LLC CBC038894 and CGC1523282. LENNAR REALTY INC (CQ1013633) 10/20.

Welcome Home Center Hours: Monday-Saturday 9am-6pm | Sunday 10am-6pm

TTwo Amazing Lifestyle-Rich Communities!  
SCHEDULE YOUR TOUR TODAY AT 877-45-LENNAR OR LENNARSWFL.COM



WHAT’S IN YOUR 
GARAGE?
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W A N D E R  W I T H  W E L L E N

Making the most of your visit to Mote
BY CHARMAINE ENGELSMAN-ROBINS

Wellen Park Journal Correspondent

How long has it been since you’ve had a 
great outing that was so wonderful it trans-
ported you to a happy place and took your 
mind off everything else? With few adjust-
ments to visitor guidelines, Mote Marine 
Research Lab and Aquarium in Sarasota 
remains open to offer such an escape.

With so many venues closed or operat-
ing with reduced hours and visitor capacity 
because of the pandemic, Mote’s marine ani-
mals and staff are proud to keep welcoming 
everyone 365 days of the year, even on holi-
days. The hours are still 9:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
every day.

If you’ve never been there, you’re in for a 
treat.

Mote Marine Research Lab and Aquarium 
is a completely different animal than the 
usual theme parks and roadside attractions in 
Florida. No “tourist trap” this, the aquarium 
is an addition/extension to a long-standing 
and well-respected nonprofit sea life research/
rescue/and rehabilitation program. Grow-
ing in exciting scientific stages since the 
1950s, to the betterment of our sea life and 
marine environment, Mote has continuously 
extended its reach to the area’s residents and 
tourists alike.

We asked Mote’s Stephannie Kettle for 
some inside info as to what she considers 
must-see features for visitors to the aquari-
um. Without hesitation she gave us an enthu-
siastic response.
■ You must meet the Mote rescue mana-

tees, Hugh and Buffet. Because these two 
gentle giants cannot be safely released back 
into the wild, they live a life of luxury, safety, 

comfort and care at the aquarium, and delight 
everyone who sees them. Their huge girth 
coupled with the prehistoric demeanor and 
the extremely placid personality truly make 
the manatee a one-of-a-kind creature.
■ The Shark Zone is a 135,000-gallon 

shark tank that affords visitors a rare oppor-
tunity to safely see sharks up close, along with 
such other gasp-inducing creatures as snook, 
tarpon and goliath grouper. If you want to 
know the real shark story that “Jaws” never 
touched on, this is the place to ask questions 
and learn.
■ Need a giggle or a smile? Head for the 

Otters Waters exhibit and meet Mote’s three 
North American otter rescues, Huck, Pippi 

and Jane, appropriately named after three 
human orphans of literature. The cutest little 
cut-up clowns of any environment, these guys 
are so full of joy and energy they’re sure to 
bring a smile. Delightful little showoffs, they 
seem to be energized and encouraged when 
an audience is present.
■ When you’re swimming in the gulf or 

ocean, do you ever slide your feet over the 
smooth, cool sand under the water and won-
der to yourself, “What’s down there?”  If so, 
you’re bound to enjoy Contact Cove. Here 
you can reach out to live starfish, sea cucum-
bers, sea urchins, horseshoe crabs and other 
fascinating creatures. You might not enjoy 
finding them unexpectedly underfoot when 

you’re swimming, but take away the element 
of surprise and you’ll see they’re really quite 
docile and beautiful.

And there’s more.
You’ll also find casual outdoor dining avail-

able on site at the Deep Sea Diner, and there’s a 
gift shop with a variety of clothing items (adult 
and children) and souvenirs to remind you of 
the animals you’ve seen during your visit.

Of course, with the current restrictions on 
public venues, visitors to Mote are reminded:
■ No walk-in admissions. To practice safe 

crowd control, visits must now be arranged 
prior to arrival by buying tickets and reserv-
ing your day and time on the website at www.
mote.org or by phone. This enables Mote to 
allocate only a certain number of admissions 
per hour, ensuring plenty of room to practice 
safe distancing with a good view all there is 
to see.
■ All visitors over 5 years of age must wear 

a mask. 
These simple rules should allow a great 

visit for everyone, in the safest possible atmo-
sphere, so make your plans now and prepare 
to enjoy a day with the marine life you seldom 
see. 

MARKUS / COURTESY PHOTO

Bonnethead sharks at the Mote Marine Research Lab and Aquarium in Sarasota.

MOTE MARINE RESEARCH LAB 
AND AQUARIUM
»  Where: 1600 Ken Thompson 

Parkway, Sarasota

»  Hours: 9:30 a.m. to 5 p.m., 365 
days a year

»  Info: 941-388-4441, www.mote.org 
or Mote Marine on Facebook

PRESERVE AT WELLEN PARK
Venice, Florida

The Preserve at Wellen Park is nearly Sold Out!
Don’t miss the opportunity 
to own a new home in this 
highly-desired community.

Located in the West Villages 
district of Wellen Park, homes in 
Preserve are selling fast, making 
now the time to consider one of 
six beautiful home designs in this 
residential oasis.

Schedule a tour today to find out 
why so many people have made 
the choice to call Preserve at 
Wellen Park home.

D.R. Horton is an Equal Housing Opportunity Builder. *Home and community information, including pricing, included features, terms, availability and amenities are subject to change and prior sale at any time 
without notice or obligation. Pictures, photographs, features, colors and sizes are approximate for illustration purposes only and will vary from the homes as built. Florida Registered Building Contractor License 
# CBC1258802

PRESERVE AT WELLEN PARK
Single-Family Homes from the mid-$ 00s*

Joe Correll III - JJCorrell3@drhorton.com   •   Trevor Miller - TMMiller1@drhorton.com

239.  |  drhorton.com/swfla



Why is it 
Important 
You Choose a
Board Certified 
Surgeon?

INTEGRITY, COMPASSION, RESPECT, ACCOUNTABILITY AND EXCELLENCE

Dr. Galliano or Dr. Finley please call us...941-625-3411 
Please visit our website www.gallianosurgery.com

18308 Murdock Circle, Suite 108-109, Port Charlotte  |  17899 Tamiami Trail, North Port 
For more information or to schedule a consultation appointment with

GALLIANO SURGICAL GROUP
Call to schedule your appointment today!

Why is it important you choose 
a Board Certified Surgeon?

A surgeon certified in general surgery by the American Board of 
Surgery has training, knowledge and experience related to the di-
agnosis and comprehensive management of surgical conditions 
In fact Dr. Galliano is an accredited Center of Excellence Master 
in Colorectal Surgery meaning he has met nationally recognized 
standards. Dr. Galliano is the most experienced Colon and Rectal 
Surgeon with DaVinci Robotic Surgery in Lee, Charlotte, Sara-
sota and DeSoto Counties. He has performed over 1000 DaVinci 
Robotic procedures.

General Surgery
Board Certified by the American Board of Surgery

Colon and Rectal Surgery
Board Certified by the American Board of Colon and Rectal Surgery (ABCRS)

Surgical Critical Care
Board Certified by the American Board of General Surgery

Dr. Domingo E. Galliano Jr.
MD, FACS, FASCRS

2010-2020
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Welcome to the inaugural Wellen Park Pet Parade, where we share pictures sent in by the proudest pet 
owners in our pet-loving community. It’s just a coincidence that our first-ever photographic procession is all-

canine (and that two of them are named Ali!); rest assured that whether your best animal buddy is a cat, a bird, 
a rabbit or even a reptile, we want to see it and share it in the Wellen Park Journal and on our social channels.

Submit your pet pics via email to info@wellenpark.com or via Facebook messenger @wellenparkfl. 
We’ll do our best to include them in the next Wellen Park Pet Parade and on our social channels.

PET PARADE
A CELEBRATION OF WELLEN PARK’S 

ADORED AND ADORABLE ANIMAL COMPANIONS

JACKSON
Jackson is an English bulldog who has an 

insatiable appetite for treats of both human and 
doggy kind. He makes sure there’s never a dull 
moment (or a crumb left behind) at the home of 

Mary and Ken Spaeth in The Preserve.

OZZIE
Awesome Ozzie is a golden doodle who 

rules the roost that he happily shares with 
Gene Isbell at IslandWalk.

ALI
Big Ali is a soulful hound mix who makes himself 
at home in Gran Paradiso with Megan, Hannah, 

Gavin and Caleb Reese.

ALI
Little Ali is a well-mannered maltipoo who loves 
to give and receive cuddles with Gran Paradiso 

residents David Anthony and Tracy Pierce.



WHERE EVERY DAY FEELS 
LIKE A VACATION

From limitless amenities and a full-time Activities Director to miles of bridges, boardwalks From limitless amenities and a full-time Activities Director to miles of bridges, boardwalks 
and walkways, opportunities for exploring nature, staying active, connecting with others or and walkways, opportunities for exploring nature, staying active, connecting with others or 

just relaxing, are endless. Whatever you can image, you are sure to find it here.just relaxing, are endless. Whatever you can image, you are sure to find it here.

Prices shown are estimated base prices, do not include lot premiums or options and are subject to change without notice. Photos are for illustrative purposes only, are not intended to be an actual representation of a specific home being 
offered and depicts a model containing features or designs that may not be available on all homes or that may be available for an additional cost. Community Association fees required. Additional terms, conditions and restrictions 
apply. Square footage listed is approximate. This material shall not constitute a valid offer in any state where prior registration is required or if void by law. Please see a sales consultant for details. DiVosta® are registered trademarks of 
PulteGroup, Inc. and/or its affiliates. ©2020 PulteGroup, Inc. and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved. CBC057850. 8/20/2020

WORLD-CLASS AMENITIES
• Full Monthly Calendar
 of Events

• 3 Clubhouses

• Modern Fitness Rooms

• 2 Resort-Style Pools

• Lap Pool & Spa

• 12 Pickleball Courts

• 8 Tennis Courts

• 6 Bocce Ball Courts

• Half Basketball Court

• Event Lawn & 
 Fire Pit Lounge Area

• Outdoor Gathering Areas

• Activity & Game Rooms

• Playground

• Dog Park

• Community Garden

13639 Salinas Street, Venice, FL 34293

(941) 220-0548  |  DiVosta.com/IslandWalk

IslandWalk

VILLAS 
2 Villa Designs from the Mid to Upper $200s
2-3 Beds | 2 Baths | 2-Car Garages

SINGLE FAMILY
11 Home Designs from the Upper $200s to $600s
2-5 Beds | 2-4.5 Baths | 2- and 3-Car Garages
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IS YOUR DOG YOUR CO-PILOT? Realize that dogs will push themselves 
until they drop just to please their person, and don’t let that happen. 
Also consider that your canine companion is getting the same exercise 
as you are, but doing it in bare feet and a fur coat. Look for cooler 
surfaces (even grass can get very hot), shady lanes, little or no traffic, 
frequent breaks and hydration for you both. In very hot temps, leave 
Fido at home in the A/C.

Wellen Park is a beautiful, bike-friendly community, so you needn’t go far to enjoy pedaling for exercise, fresh air Wellen Park is a beautiful, bike-friendly community, so you needn’t go far to enjoy pedaling for exercise, fresh air 
and pleasure. Should you ever want a change of scene or pace, however, there are lots of great places nearby to and pleasure. Should you ever want a change of scene or pace, however, there are lots of great places nearby to 
try. One of the most ambitious is the try. One of the most ambitious is the Legacy Trail (www.friendsofthelegacytrail.com), a former railroad corridor. (www.friendsofthelegacytrail.com), a former railroad corridor. 

There’s also the city of There’s also the city of North Port’s Paved Trail Network. If you’re into mountain biking, the trail along the  If you’re into mountain biking, the trail along the 
Myakkahatchee Creek is, according to the www.cityofnorthport.com, “one of Southwest Florida’s most intense.”Myakkahatchee Creek is, according to the www.cityofnorthport.com, “one of Southwest Florida’s most intense.”

You might also like theYou might also like the Punta Gorda Linear Park or the or the John Yarbrough Linear Park Trail. . 

For specifics such as photos and maps and an overview of more than 12 trails covering 90-plus miles, go to For specifics such as photos and maps and an overview of more than 12 trails covering 90-plus miles, go to 
www.traillink.com.

Happy trails!

BEFORE YOU HEAD OUT: 

Make yourself easy to find if 
need be. Leave a note stating 
when you departed, where 
you’re going and when you 
expect to return. If you’re 
heading to less populated 
areas, wear colors that make 
you easy to see, and do NOT 
ride in those areas during 
hunting season.

KIDS ON BOARD? This 
calls for more than good 
listening skills; you need 
to keep a close eye 
on kids. Just because 
they’re young and healthy 
doesn’t mean they are 
physically fit; a LOT of 
kids aren’t today. Also, 
in their excitement they 
might not stay as alert to 
sticks on the path, traffic, 
wildlife, etc. You go first, 
pointing out and loudly 
announcing any hazards 
you encounter.

Biking in Florida presents unique rewards and challenges. Before you don your helmet, 
think about the needs that might present for yourself and your riding companions. 

— Compiled by Charmain Engelsman-Robins
Wellen Park Journal Correspondent

PACE YOURSELF & COMPANIONS: When riding with 
others, be sure to plan the distance and pace of the ride 
for the comfort of all. Is someone along for the first time? 
Start out slow, be open to questions and concerns, respect 
any hesitancy or fears to ride in certain areas or conditions, 
and don’t set a pace that makes others push themselves. 
This is not a race; it’s supposed to be relaxing and fun.

IN CASE YOU NEED TO ALERT SOMEONE: Bring 
your fully charged cell phone and secure it in a 
place where it can’t fall out along the way. You might 
also want to bring a whistle and a small flashlight.

BE PREPARED FOR YOUR 
BICYCLING ADVENTURES

U P W E L L



SPECIAL SAVINGS* ARE AVAILABLE 
NOW FOR A LIMITED TIME.

Visit MattamyHomes.com or see a Mattamy New Home Counselor for further details and 
important legal disclaimers. This is not an offer in states where registration is required. Void 
where prohibited by law. Prices, offers, specifications, terms, conditions, home site and plan 
availability are subject to change or revocation without prior notice or obligation. *Offers are 
limited to individuals that purchase their home directly from Mattamy Homes. Incentives varies 
by home, homesite and community. Offers, incentives and seller contributions are subject to 
certain terms, conditions and restric-tions, which may include use of designated lenders and 
closing agents. Certain incentives could affect the loan amount. Offer is subject to borrower 
meeting approval guidelines. © 2020 Mattamy Homes. E. & O.E. Builder’s #CGC1524054 , 
CBC1261948, CGC1513363. MATTPA237

SALES
CENTER

W
ES

T V
IL

LA
GE

S 
PK

W
Y

N RIVER RD

RO
CK

LE
Y 

BL
VD

CENTER RD

S. TAMIAMI TRAIL/41

Marketplace
Shopping Center

•

•

•

•

•

Five Decorated Models and Sales Center:
 11720 Renaissance Boulevard, Venice, FL 34293 

(Entrance on south Tamiami Trail, just east of West 

Villages Parkway)

To learn more or schedule your VIP tour, please call 941-225-8515 or 
visit mattamyhomes.com/sarasota

PAIRED VILLAS FROM THE MID $200S 
SINGLE-FAMILY HOMES FROM THE UPPER $200S

ENHANCE YOUR LIFESTYLE

Renaissance at Wellen Park features:
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W E L L E N  R O U N D - U P

Atlanta Braves Farmers Market

C
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The market is open from 8 a.m. to noon every 
Wednesday through March at the Atlanta Braves 
CoolToday Park. 

PEST•TERMITE•RODENT•LAWN•INSULATION

We’ll take care of your pests...
West Villages Residents...

So you can get back to you!

800•GO•TRULY

Call Now! Receive a FREE inspection and save $50 
off your new Pest Control or Lawn ervice agreement.

*Applicable to new annual service agreement & does not apply to Value Packages.

CCCCCCCCCCCallllllllllllllllllllllll NNNNNNNNNNNNow!!!!!!!! RRReceiive a FFFFFFFRRRRRRRRREEEEEEEEEEEEE iiiiinnnsspecttiion andddd save $$$$55550000 
off your new Pest Control or Lawn

p
ervice agreement.

Pest ControlPest ControlororLawn CareLawn Care



Our Journey.
Your treatment.

During these challenging times, we remain open and dedicated to safely serving our cancer patients. 

You don’t plan for a cancer diagnosis. You begin to worry about your family, 

friends, work and health. Florida Cancer Specialists will be by your side — 

throughout the journey. Our doctors and nurses provide personalized, 

targeted treatment and clinical expertise so you can have peace of mind. 

And with world-class care that’s close to home, we’re always here to help. 

During Breast Cancer Awareness Month, and beyond, we’ll give you the 

strength to move forward — every step of the way. 

Alexander Glick, MD
Christopher Lobo, MD
Ivor Percent, MD
Arsh Singh, MD
Vance M. Wright-Browne, MD

Caring for patients at our Port Charlotte location.

*All required paperwork must be provided at time of referral.

NEWLY DIAGNOSED CANCER PATIENTS

SEEN WITHIN

HOURS*

ACCESS TO

NATIONAL 
CLINICAL TRIALS

FLCancer.com 
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The BEST place to go for 
beautiful American made
custom window treatments.

2016-2020

2842 Tamiami Trail, Port Charlotte 
941-627-5444  absoluteblinds.com

Specializing 
In Hardwood
Plantation 
Shutters.

FREE IN HOME 
ESTIMATES!

Celebrating

20
IN BUSINESS

YEARS!

Absolute Blinds Etc. Inc

We offer remote control options

ambassadors also have information about area 
schools and activities for children.  

In addition to being the first stop for anyone 
in the market for a new home, the welcome 
center can accommodate events for real estate 
agents and builders and has cool touches that 
make it a great place for future and current 
residents to hang out. There’s even an adjoining 
café, Barrel & Bean, where prospective residents 
can strike up conversations with people who 
already call Wellen Park home.

The new center is at the heart of Downtown 
Wellen, where the centerpiece 80-acre lake 
is surrounded by a 2.8-mile walking path. 
Waterfront dining, boutique shops, apartments, 
a hotel and an assisted living facility are all part 
of the plan, as are a food truck park, splash 
pad and children’s playground. Construction is 
underway and opening is on target for the first 
quarter of 2021.

“We’re extremely excited,” Christine Masney, 
vice president of marketing at Wellen Park, says 
about the new welcome center. “Everyone who 
comes in will enjoy a hospitality-type welcome 
and can learn about the region and the history 
of our community, while exploring some really 
fun elements that tell the Wellen Park story.” 

As the welcome center supervisor and a 
licensed real estate agent, Ms. DeGeorge knows 
how to make the process of home buying a little 
less daunting. “It’s a hot market right now,” 
she says. “Inventory is low. The ability of real 
estate professionals to really understand what 
their customers need is critical. We’re here 
to help agents figure out what Wellen Park 
neighborhood is the right fit for their client.”

Her background has more than prepared her 
for the job. She has more than 20 years working 
in the corporate world developing training 
programs to optimize the customer experience 

WELCOME
From page 1

CHRIS TILLEY / WELLEN PARK JOURNAL

A 24-foot-by-10-foot moss wall showcases Wellen Park’s various neighborhoods and the coastal plain topography of Southwest Florida. 
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for companies including Wachovia Bank and 
J.D. Power and Associates. A resident of the 
Sarasota National golf course neighborhood 
in Wellen Park, she most recently worked with 
Coldwell Banker.

“I live in paradise,” she says. “I am thrilled 
to leverage my background and expertise to 
deliver excellent customer service and assist 
home buyers in finding their forever home in 
the Wellen Park neighborhood that best fits 
their lifestyle.” 

Another aspect of the ambassador role is to 
educate visitors on Wellen Park’s neighboring 
communities of Sarasota, Venice, Port Charlotte 
and Tampa. Ambassadors are happy to share 
information about attractions including Mote 
Marine, CoolToday Park (Spring Training 
home of the Atlanta Braves) Selby Gardens and 
the Ringling Museum, to name a few.

Wellen Park has also partnered with the 
North Port Area Art Guild to showcase local 
artists’ work at the welcome center (see related 
stories on pages 4 and 16). 

The Wellen Park Welcome Center is open 
from 10 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. Monday-Saturday 
and noon to 5 p.m. Sunday. Home buyers 
can stop by to speak with an ambassador or 
schedule an appointment by calling 941-960-
9805. Visitors can feel comfortable about social 
distancing as there are several meeting areas in 
the 5,000-square-foot facility where everyone 
continues to mask up. 

“The ability of real 
estate professionals to 
really understand what 
their customers need 

is critical.”  

— Becky DeGeorge,  
Supervisor of the Wellen 
Park Welcome Center

CHRIS TILLEY / WELLEN PARK JOURNAL

Left: Connected to the Welcome Center, 
Barrel & Bean is a coffee shop, wine bar 
and craft beer tasting room with an invit-
ing atmosphere for home buyers, residents 
and guests to mix and mingle as they learn 
more about Wellen Park.

WELLEN PARK  / COURTESY PHOTO

Above: An innovative display depicts Wellen 
Park’s commitment to wellness and the con-
tinuous expansion of its pathways and trails. 

Our numbers speak 
louder than words.
10% down on
construction
mortgages.*
Connect with a LMCU loan officer today,
call (239) 829-6192 
or visit LMCU.org/Mortgage.

*For well-qualified borrowers.
 NMLS#442967
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Americans are able to choose health insurance from leading carriers on the federal 
marketplace. You may qualify for premium tax credits (APTC), and depending on your 
household income subsidies to help lower your deductible and cost sharing.  Don’t know 
where to begin? Let us help you get the best coverage at the best price and take
advantage of all the cost savings you are entitled to! We are Certified 
for the Federal Marketplace.

As your health insurance advocate, we are committed 
to protecting your privacy and the information you 
provide to us.

healthinsurancemarketplaceusa.com

Individual & Family Insurance
Shop For Affordable 
Health Insurance From 
The Health Marketplace 
Or Short Term Coverage

Superior Customer Support

Broad Selection
A licensed agency and not a health insurance 
company. We offer plans from multiple
companies in your area.

Best Prices
Health Insurance rates are filed and regulated 
by your state’s Department of Insurance so our 
rates will be the lowest rates filed in your state.

Fast Processing
Health Insurance Marketplace USA can 
assist you with online processing of your 
application for best results!

Our knowledgeable and friendly licensed staff will help 
you make the most of your premium dollars and help 
with claims questions with professional, unbiased service.

naaHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHuuuuuuuuummmmmmmmmmmmaaaaaaaaaaaaaannnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnaanaaaaaaa

REHHEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAALLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLTTTTTTTTTTTTTTHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHCCCCCCCCCCCCCCARRRRREEEEEE
UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUnnnnnnnnnnniiiiiittttttttttttttteeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeddddddddddd

New to Medicare or Shopping? Contact us today 
for a Free Benefits Review! Call us 1-888-865-9086

GET A QUOTE HERE

Located just past River Road at 12450-A.S. Tamiami Trail, North Port, FL 34287

www.northportdds.com                                                           941-423-1777

We believe in improving the 
health and vitality of our patients 

with honesty and integrity.
In practice for over 32 years, Eric-John Claessens, DDS 

is your trusted dentist in North Port. We welcome new patients 
and offer a wide range of dental services including:

Eric-John Claessens, DDS

 
Welcome

OH MY GOSH! What a professional, congenial 
dental group!!! We are 77 & 82 years old and
thanks to Dr. Claessens’s professional services
and dental hygiene (prevention) teaching, we
are still chewing on most of our original teeth!

 Dave & Patty P.

A R O U N D  T O W N

The little art guild that could … and does!
BY CHARMAINE ENGELSMAN-ROBINS

Wellen Park Journal Correspondent

Executive Director Dee Dee Gozion has 
had her hands full with the leaps-and-bounds 
growth happening over at the North Port 
Area Art Guild. And she’s glad of it. 

This friendly little haven for artists and art 
lovers has garnered so much adulation since 
its 1988 inception that participants and mem-
bers from all over Southwest Florida now 
flock to its exceptional exhibitions, classes, 
social events and Artisans Port Gift Shop 
(featuring original artwork from local artists, 
including handmade jewelry and pottery). 

Once an unknown little organization hid-
den away in a location you had to look for to 
find (5950 Sam Shapos Way, North Port … 
Google it), “find it” folks did. And as they did, 
the word spread far beyond the North Port 
base. As the center’s popularity and prestige 
grew, it wasn’t long until larger gatherings 
drew so many people that finding enough 
parking to accommodate everyone could be 
challenging.

The guild’s expansive children’s program is 
especially popular with families, but seniors 
also love devoting some of their free time to 
creating art and/or soaking up the beauty and 
knowledge offered there. Despite the recent 
changes in how we congregate and interact, 
the center has continued to offer something 
for everybody — just not everybody at the 
same time. Class size has been limited and 
social distancing is observed, temperatures 
taken, hand-washing and sanitizing encour-
aged, masks mandatory. With this additional 
effort and consideration, the center’s slogan 
of “Art for Everyone” and its mission/motto 
of “Inspiring and encouraging creative pos-

sibilities for everyone through visual art” 
remain accessible. Here are just some of the 
offerings the center has refined for the times; 
for more, keep checking www.northportart-
center.org:

■ Zoom classes are offered in Basic Oil 
Painting and “Sketch of the Week,” with addi-
tional choices in the works.

■ “Mini-Monets Mommy & Me” class 
taps into the tiny toddlers’ desire to discover 
and explore creativity.

■ Kids ages 6-12 enjoy Free Saturdays at 
the Center, After School Art Program, Home 
School Art Program and Funtastic Art Camp 

with Children’s Gallery Receptions.
■ Ages 12-18 have Summer Teen Camp 

and the North Port High School Gal-
lery Show (which is archived on 
the center’s website).

■ Developmentally dis-
abled adults can enjoy 
classes designed to 
enhance each individu-
al’s creative expression.

■ Adult classes for 
beginners to advanced artists run 
the gamut of mediums and are never in 
short supply: Oils, Acrylics, Watercolor, Pas-

tels, Drawing, Colored Pencil, Scratchboard, 
Graphite, Wheel Pottery, Handbuilt Pottery, 
Fused Glass, Stained Glass, Mosaics, Plein 
Aire and more. scheduling for each depends 
upon the availability of resident and visiting 
instructors.

■ Weekend workshops are also available, 
conducted by award-winning professionals.

■ “Kaleidoscope of the Arts,” the guild’s 
radio show, airs Wednesdays at noon on 

Community Radio WKDW 97.5. Broad-
casts highlight artists and events around 
Southwest Florida and beyond. 

■ “Wine & Unwind” art parties let par-
ticipants create their own art in a party atmo-
sphere with snacks and beverages.

■ Open studio hours allow members to 
gather and use the classrooms on scheduled 
days and times to work on their art projects 
and socialize.

■ “Art Better Together!” team-building 
outings are designed for fun and camaraderie.

If you haven’t discovered your area art 
center yet, this is a great time to do so. It’s a 
warm and friendly, unpretentious organiza-
tion for all of Southwest Florida, staffed and 
enjoyed by people who love all kinds of art 
and people.

And a last-minute update: The Wellen Park 
Welcome Center is presenting the work 
of local artist Nish Nishihira (whose 

story was featured in the August 
issue of the Wellen Park Journal) 

on display for the final quarter 
of 2020; 2021 will ring in 
with art by this issue’s fea-

tured artist, Laura Pommier  
(see story on page 4). Watch for works by 

more local artists to grace the new Welcome 
Center throughout the new year.  

North Port
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Specifications

Base price: $324,990

SF: 2,381

3 Bedrooms

2.5 Bathrooms

Home Type: Single Family

Dominica
The Dominica II is a single-family home that offers 2,381 square feet of thoughtfully designed living space 

including 3 bedrooms, 2.5 baths and a 2-car garage. This open and airy plan features flexible living 

spaces include a flex room and a retreat that you can use to best fit your living needs from a home office, 

to a hobby room, to a card room. The hub of the home is a designer kitchen with an expansive island that 

overlooks the dining area and sunny open Great Room. You will love the covered lanai that is perfect to 

enjoy the sunny, southwest Florida weather.

Sales center:
11720 Renaissance Blvd., Venice
941-208-6375

RENAISSANCE – MATTAMY HOMES

Summerwood
Summerwood is a versatile floor plan that offers 2-5 bedrooms, well-suited for families and empty 

nesters alike. The beautiful one-story home design (with optional upstairs loft) features an open 

kitchen with center island that overlooks a bright gathering room, perfect for entertaining and 

everyday living. The 2-car garage includes an expanded area ideal for a golf cart or extra storage.

Sales center:
13639 Salinas St., Venice
941-220-0548

ISLANDWALK – DIVOSTA
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KITCHEN PREP
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ROOM

18'-2" x 18'-10"

STANDARD COFFER
WITH RAISED CEILING

OPTION

Specifications

Base price: $357,990

SF: 3,070

2-5 Bedrooms

2-3 Bathrooms

Home Type: Single Family
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Columbia
Welcome to the Columbia. Starting at 2,370 square feet, the Columbia’s standard layout includes four 

bedrooms, three full bathrooms, a flex room and an open-concept kitchen/great room. There’s also a 

three-car garage. This plan is uniquely designed to allow for several structural options, including bonus 

room and guest suite with living and garage space, making it ideal for the multi-generational family. 

Personalize your Columbia today. It can become truly what you need.

Sales center: 
19806 Bridgetown Loop, Venice
941-208-6897

Roma
The living is easy with a perfect 1,917 square feet of under-air living space, featuring 3 spacious bedrooms, 2 

full baths, a large 2-car garage and airy and open living room with sliders leading to screened-in lanai.

Sales center: 
23114 Copperleaf Drive, Venice
941-246-0076

Berkly
The Berkly floor plan features 1,879 square feet of living space ideally arranged in two stories. The upstairs 

is where the three bedrooms reside with a convenient split plan with owner’s bath and guest bath. The 

downstairs features an expansive family room and dinette off of the kitchen for multitudes of relaxation 

options. A downstairs half bath keeps guests from having to go upstairs and is the perfect primping spot 

before heading out. A large lanai is ideal for spending a lazy day reading or kicking back with a nice 

cool drink after a long day. The one-car garage keeps your auto safe from the elements rain or shine.

Sales center: 
20061 Galleria Blvd., Venice
941-214-9684

Oasis – M/i HOMes sarasOta NatiONal –  
WCi, a leNNar COMpaNy

GraN paradisO – leNNar

Specifications

Base price: $389,990

SF: 2,370 – 2,973

4-5 Bedrooms

3-5 Bathrooms

Home Type: Single Family  
with Multi-Gen Option

Specifications
Base price: $323,999 

SF: 1,917

2 Bedrooms & Den

2 Bathrooms

Home Type: Single Family

Specifications
Base price: $220,999

SF: 1,879

3 Bedrooms

2.5 Bathrooms

Home Type: Townhome
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PANTRY
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Meadow Brook
The Meadow Brook home design in Grand Palm offers an open layout for the common living areas 

and several options to fit your needs and preferences. Opt for a den with French doors in lieu of the 

leisure room. Add an outdoor kitchen wall or pool bath to the spacious lanai. Put dual sinks in the 

master bath. You can also create a guest suite with private bath in place of one of the secondary 

bedrooms with walk-in closet. The open gourmet kitchen comes with an island, corner walk-in pantry 

and dining nook. A spacious great room has the option of a coffered ceiling for an extra touch of 

elegance. In the master suite, a door from the bedroom to the lanai can be added. The suite also 

includes dual walk-in closets and master bath with large walk-in shower and private water closet.

Sales center: 
21209 Wacissa Drive, Venice
941-241-0667

Roma
The living is easy with a perfect 1,917 square feet of under-air living space, featuring 3 spacious bedrooms, 2 

full baths, a large 2-car garage and airy and open living room with sliders leading to screened-in lanai.

Sales center: 
23114 Copperleaf Drive, Venice
941-246-0076

Grand Palm – neal Communitiessarasota national –  
WCi, a lennar ComPany

BoCa royale – neal Communities

Specifications

Base price: $352,990

SF: 2,014

3 Bedrooms

2 Bathrooms

Home Type: Single Family

Specifications

Base price: $330,990

SF: 1,812

3 Bedrooms

2 Bathrooms

Home Type: Single Family

Fresh Spring
The three-bedroom Fresh Spring floor plan by Neal Communities features an open main living area... The 

kitchen includes an island a walk-in pantry and opens to the café dining area and great room, with views 

through glass sliding doors to the covered lanai. This plan gives you to the options of having an outdoor 

kitchen wall on the lanai as well as a door with direct access to the master bedroom. The master suite 

also includes a walk-in closet and a master bath with walk-in shower and private water closet. The home 

features a den in lieu of a bonus leisure room. Other options include coffered ceilings in the great room 

and master bedroom, laundry tub in an expanded laundry room, and dual sinks in the bathrooms.

Sales Center: 
1 Golf View Drive, Englewood
941-214-9760

S.F.

S.F.
S.F.

S.F.

S.F.

2014
649

2987
112
212

TOTAL AREA

LIVING

ENTRY
LANAI
GARAGE
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Specifications

Base price: $526,900

SF: 2,796

3 Bedrooms & Bonus room

3 Bathrooms

Home Type: Single Family

Napoli
The Napoli’s impressive, open grand living area, with expansive views of an oversized outdoor living 

area, includes an island kitchen with lots of storage space and a large casual cafe.. You can choose 

to add the optional fireplace on the lanai to make your outdoor living area perfect for year-round 

enjoyment. The formal dining room, located next to the foyer, is open to the grand living area for 

easy kitchen access. The inviting owners’ suite stretches across one end of the floor plan and features 

a nearly 20 x 13 dressing room and an elegant master bath with garden tub, double vanities, and a 

private water closet. The laundry room and a large pantry abut the private owners’ entrance, which 

conveniently connects directly to the kitchen from the three-car garage.

Sales center:
20107 Passagio Drive, Venice
941-218-2696

GRAN PARADISO – SAM RODGERS

THE PRESERVE – D.R. HORTON

Specifications

Base price: $313,990

SF: 2,034

3 Bedrooms & Den

2 Bathrooms

Home Type: Single Family

The Delray
Upon entering the Delray model in The Preserve at West Villages, two bedrooms and a full bath can be 

found to the side, and a bright, naturally lit kitchen, great room and dining area are straight ahead. 

Every aspect of this home design accentuates the open concept feel, with a large island kitchen 

featured at the heart of the home. The owner’s suite is privately located at the back of the home and 

features two walk-in closets, a double vanity and a walk-in shower. The home’s flex room features a 

closet and can be used as den or a fourth bedroom. Off of the great room is a spacious, covered lanai 

ideal for relaxing or dining al fresco.

Sales center:
11961 Blazing Star Drive, Venice
941-246-0154
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We Buy
the Boats

You Join
the Club

Get Free
Training

Then Hit
the Water!

888.781.7363  |  FreedomBoatClub.com

BOATING
MADE SIMPLE

ENJOY SOUTHWEST FLORIDA’S OUTDOORS
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MASTER PLAN MAP

Copyright © 2020 Wellen Park, LLLP. Maps are not to scale and are 
for relative location purposes only. This map is solely for illustrative 
purposes and should never be relied upon. The past, present, future 
of proposed roads, easements, land uses, conditions, plot maps, 
lot sizes, layouts, zoning, utilities, drainage, land conditions, or 
development of any type whatsoever, whether reflected on the site 
plan or map, or whether outside the boundaries of the site plan or 
map, may not be shown or may be incomplete or inaccurate or may 
or may not change in the future. 

It is not uncommon that any of the foregoing can change without 
notice to you. You should never rely on the accuracy of this map 
in making any decisions relative to purchasing any property.  
Wellen Park, LLLP reserves the right to make changes at any time 
without notice.
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BEST PRACTICES AND REMINDERS 
FOR PARENTS TO HELP ENSURE 

AN A+ SCHOOL YEAR

Students and their teachers aren’t the 
only ones who make a school year a 

success. Families play an important role 
in helping children prepare for school

and stay on top of assignments.

  Develop a structured routine and be consistent. A visual schedule 
might be helpful, and pictures can be included for younger children.

  Set a bedtime to help make sure that your child is getting adequate 
sleep. 

  Make sure your child is provided with nutritious meals and snacks 
(these may be through the school or provided from home).

  Check your child’s backpack nightly for any information or student 
work. Many teachers use a communication folder to send important 
information to and from school.

  If your child is a remote learner, make sure they’re engaged and 
logging in when they are supposed to, limit their distractions, and 
keep camera and audio on. 

  If your child attends school in person, always be prepared with their 
mask and water bottles.

  Check with your child’s teacher to see what method of 
communication they use most. Some teachers have apps that are 
available to download on a phone they use to easily stay in touch with 
families. You can also email your child’s teachers directly through your 
Parent Portal account.

  Update your School Dismissal Manager app as needed to reflect 
how your child will be getting home from school if there are any 
changes. 

  Read with your child each evening. Depending on their age and 
reading level you might want to take turns, reading a page yourself 
and then having your child read a page. Ask your child questions 
about the story such as what they think will happen next, or how they 
feel about a choice a particular character made.

  Promote an open line of communication with your child by actively 
listening to what they have to say. Ask them specific questions about 
their day and talk about their feelings and any challenges they may be 
facing so that you can start to problem-solve together.

  Reach out to school staff with any questions or concerns so that you 
can work together as a team to continue to support your child.

 — Provided by Chelsea Tuggle, school counselor, Taylor Ranch Elementary School

A L L  W E L L E N  G O O D
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W E L L - V E R S E D

Satisfy your tastes for Chinese 
and Japanese cuisine at the Marketplace

BY ROBIN F. DEMATTIA

Wellen Park Journal Correspondent

When you and your dining companion 
can’t decide between Chinese and Japanese 
food, head to West Villages Marketplace 
where China 1 and Fuji Sushi Hibachi Noo-
dles are near each other.

Both restaurants opened earlier this year 
and are owned by Danny Shi, a restaurateur 
with more than 30 years of experience. Mr. 
Shi is the chef at Fuji Sushi Hibachi Noodles; 
his brother Tony Shi is the chef at China 1.

“I loved to cook when I was younger,” Mr. 
Shi says. “I went to culinary school when I 
was 17 and came to the United States at 19, 
as soon as I finished school. I kept working 
in restaurants because people loved my food.”

Mr. Shi worked in Pennsylvania from 
1991-1996 and owned restaurants in Mil-
ford, Conn., from 1996-2001. He has been in 
Florida for almost 20 years and has previously 
worked with the West Villages Marketplace 
developer.

China 1 serves New York-style Chinese 
food, which Mr. Shi says uses more soy than 
California-style cooking. One of the most 
popular dishes is General Tso’s Chicken, which 
is chicken dipped in a thin batter and then 
deep fried and served with General Tso’s sauce, 
which has more than 20 ingredients. Sweet & 
Sour Chicken also sells well. China 1 features 
chicken, pork, beef and seafood dishes.

Guests at Fuji Sushi Hibachi Noodles love 
the Chef Specialty Rolls that Mr. Shi and his 
chefs exclusively design. There are more than 
30 different types of sushi, including the 
Dynamite Roll, which is deep fried assorted 
fish topped with spicy crabmeat, masago and 
spicy eel sauce; as well as the Autumn of Con-
necticut Roll, which is fresh Alaskan king crab 
wrapped with seaweed and rice then topped 
with salmon and avocado and garnished with 
yellowtail tobiko. 

Fuji Sushi Hibachi Noodles is also known 
for its Hibachi Steak served with fried rice, 
noodles and a side of mixed vegetables, all 
cooked on the hibachi grill.

The restaurant serves more than a dozen 
types of sake.

Danny Shi is the chef at Fuji Sushi Hibachi 
Noodles.

Both restaurants offer dine-
in and carry-out. They work 
with Bite Squad, Door Dash 
and Uber Eats for delivery.  

CHRIS TILLEY / WELLEN PARK JOURNAL

Above: Danny Shi is the owner 
and chef at Fuji Sushi Hibachi 
Noodles. Mr. Shi also owns the 
China 1 restaurant. 
Right: Mr. Shi at the hibachi  
grill preparing Hibachi Steak 
served with fried rice, noodles 
and mixed vegetables.

Above: A selection of sushi from Fuji Sushi Hibachi Noodles. Top left and right: Signature dish selections from China 1.

CHINA 1
»  Where: 12189 Mercado Drive, Venice

»  Phone: 941-493-2299

»  Online: chinaonevenice.com

»  Hours: Open daily from 11 a.m. to 9 p.m.

FUJI SUSHI HIBACHI NOODLES
»  Where: 12205 Mercado Drive, Venice

»  Phone: 941-492-6677

»  Online:  fujisushihibachinoodles.com

»  Hours: Currently open 3-9 p.m. daily. Later this 
year, the restaurant will begin serving lunch. 
Check the website for updates.
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Find Your Oasis 
in Venice
Oasis at West Villages

• Gated, maintenance-free neighborhood
featuring oversized homesites

•

•

•
paved driveways and lanais

• Quick move-in homes available

• Serene nature preserve and only a short
walk

• Community pool, clubhouse and pickleball
court

• Just ten minutes away from gulf beaches
and downtown Venice

There’s no place more exciting, or more beautiful, to call home 
than Oasis, in the master-planned community of W .

Contact us at: 
 or SalesSarasota@mihomes.com

or visit mihomes.com
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25370 Zemel Road, Punta Gorda, FL 33955

www.potteryexpress.com
941 505-8400

mm
2015-2020

S I P  ‘N’  S E R V E

Fall is fabulous for roasted veggies and more
We don’t have “leaf season” in Southwest 

Florida, but you can cook up a taste of fall 
with these recipes created by Chef Marie 
LaForge, principal owner of the award-win-
ning Mango Bistro in Englewood and one 
of the founders of the Englewood Farmers 
Market. 

Chef LaForge also operates the Atlanta 
Braves Farmers Market from 8 a.m. to noon 
every Wednesday through March at CoolTo-
day Park right here in Wellen Park. For more 
information, visit bravesfarmersmarket.org 
or call 941-445-9209.

Roasted vegetables
INGREDIENTS     
1 small butternut squash, cubed     
2 red bell peppers, seeded and diced     
1 sweet potato, peeled and cubed     
3 Yukon gold potatoes, cubed     
1 red onion, quartered     
1 TBS chopped fresh thyme    
2 TBS chopped fresh rosemary     
¼ cup olive oil     
2 TBS balsamic vinegar     
Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Preheat oven to 475 degrees.      

In a large bowl, combine the squash, red 
bell peppers, sweet potato, and Yukon gold 
potatoes. 
Separate the red onion quarters into pieces 
and add to the mixture.
In a small bowl, stir together thyme, rose-
mary, olive oil, vinegar, salt and pepper. 
Toss with vegetables until coated. Spread 
evenly on a large roasting pan.
Roast for 35-40 minutes, stirring every 10 
minutes  
or until vegetables are cooked through and 
browned. Serves eight.

DEGUSTATION
Roasted vegetables are a good accompani-
ment to grilled meat, fish and fresh pasta. 
You can also get creative and roast other 
seasonal vegetables, such as broccoli, zuc-
chini, eggplant and asparagus.

Fresh mango
and pineapple salsa

INGREDIENTS      
2 fresh mangoes, diced    
¼ cup thinly diced fresh pineapple     
¼ red bell pepper, coarsely chopped    
¼ green bell pepper, coarsely chopped     
1 jalapeno, seeded and minced finely (for 
more heat use a habanero)    
2 TBS extra virgin olive oil     
1 clove garlic, minced finely     
1 red onion, finely diced     
4 TBS chopped fresh cilantro     
2 TSP fresh lime or lemon juice

Mix all ingredients together in a bowl.

DEGUSTATION
Serve salsa at room temperature with fresh 
fish tacos, chips (and a homemade fresh 

lime margarita) or over grilled tuna, salm-
on, chicken or pork.

Fabulous butterscotch
french toast with apple 
cinnamon topping 

FRENCH TOAST 

INGREDIENTS      
8 ½-inch-thick slices French bread 
1 cup half-and-half (milk can be 
substituted for a lighter breakfast) 
3 large eggs 
¼ TSP salt 
4 TBS butter  
In medium-size mixing bowl, whisk 
together the half-and-half, eggs and 
salt. Dip bread into mixture, allow to 
soak for 30 seconds on each side. Over 
medium-low heat, melt 1 TBS butter in 
a 10-inch nonstick saute pan. Place two 
slices of bread at a time into the pan and 
cook until golden brown, 2-3 minutes per 
side. Remove from pan and place on rack 
in preheated oven for 5 minutes. Repeat 
with all eight slices. Serve immediately 

topped with caramelized apples (recipe 
below) and maple syrup. Serves 4-5.

CARMELIZED APPLES
INGREDIENTS     
2 TBS butter 
4 spicy-sweet, crisp apples (Jonagold, 
Crispin, Honeycrisp), peeled and cut into 
½-inch cubes 
3 TBS granulated sugar, divided 
½ TSP ground cinnamon 
¼ TSP lemon zest
Melt butter in a large skillet over medium 
heat. Add the apples and sprinkle with 1 
TBS sugar and sauté, stirring frequently, 
for 6-8 minutes, until just starting to 
turn tender. Sprinkle the apples with the 
remaining sugar, cinnamon and lemon 
zest. Toss the mixture gently and cook over 
medium heat for an additional 2 minutes, 
until the sugar begins to caramelize and 
the apples are crisp-tender. 



A26    FALL 2020 www.WellenParkJournal.com     WELLEN PARK JOURNAL

PET TIPS
HOW TO HAVE A PET-SAFE HOLIDAY SEASON

Stuff yourself, not your pet. It’s best to maintain your pet’s regular diet 
during the holiday season, as many foods we enjoy are dangerous for 
our pets. Avoid feeding the following foods: turkey skin, dressing/pan 
drippings, chocolate, nutmeg, pecans, onions, garlic and bread dough. 
These foods can cause upset stomach, pancreatitis and even toxicities.

Best party practices: 
•• Inform your guests of your pet-feeding rules
• Put away leftovers and take out the trash right away
• Put escape-artists away when guests are entering and existing
• Keep toys and appropriate treats on hand for both distraction 

and rewarding good behavior.

Keep the drinks flowing for the people. Keep the drinks flowing for the people. 
Pets should Pets should never consume alcoholnever consume alcohol.

Whether you are hosting guests or traveling, every pet should 
have identification. Pets should wear a collar and tag and their 

microchips should be registered with updated contact information.

Houseguests can be stressful for pets. Create a 
safe, quiet and comfortable spot for your pet to 
escape the commotion.

The holiday season brings together family, friends and our pets. Keep your pets 
healthy and safe during the holiday season by following these tips from veterinarian 
Andrea Daniels of West Villages Animal Clinic, www.westvillagesvet.com.

Pets are creatures of habits. Keep the routines as 
consistent as possible. Make sure your pet continues to 

get regular exercise, daily attention and affection. 



Dr. Neil Seaver joins five dentists at “The Lodge” 

Panther Hollow Dental Lodge 
Meet the newest member of the practice

What would you like people in the 
community to know about you?

Originally from Akron, Ohio, I then 
moved to Tampa after high school 
and studied biomedical science at 
the University of South Florida. After 
graduating in 2012, I continued my 
doctoral studies at Nova Southeastern 
University in Fort Lauderdale and 
graduated in 2017. Now my fiancé and 
I live in Port Charlotte. I look forward 
to introducing myself to my patients 
and our community.

How do you tap into your  
super power?   

I truly enjoy producing high 
quality dentistry. I continue to strive 

to take advantage of any updates in 
technology. This makes dentistry more 
predictable as a practitioner and more 
comfortable and longer-lasting for the 
patient. 

To what professional associations 
do you belong?

I am a member of the American 
Dental Association and Florida Dental 
Association.

What do enjoy most about being  
a dentist?

I really enjoy all aspects, including 
cosmetic dentistry. I also have enjoyed 
two years of pediatric dentistry. 

How you spend your leisure time? 
Outside of dentistry, my main 

passion is travel. I also enjoy trekking, 
photography and videography. One 
travel destination I especially like is 
South America.

Who are your fellow dentists at 
Panther Hollow?

All of the dentists at our practice 
are great — Drs. Joe Bender, Robert 
Coseo, Melissa Duston, Tim Palmer, 
and Ashley Reynolds. We truly learn 
from each other and challenge one 
another to keep up with the latest 
advances in our profession. 

WHO WE ARE
THE NEWEST DENTIST AT PANTHER 
HOLLOW DENTAL LODGE:  
Neil Seaver, D.M.D.

HOW LONG WITH THE PRACTICE:  
Joined this year

EDUCATION: Bachelor’s degree in 
biomedical science, University of South 
Florida, 2012; D.M.D., Nova Southeastern 
University, 2017

HOMETOWN: Akron, Ohio

COURTESY PHOTOS 
Above Standing Left to Right: Timothy L. Palmer, D.D.S., Joseph C. Bender, D.M.D., Robert G. Coseo, D.D.S.
Above Seated Left to Right: Ashley N. Reynolds, D.M.D., Melissa M. Duston, D.D.S., Right: Neil Seaver, D.M.D.,  
the newest dentist to join Panther Hollow Dental Lodge.

A D V E R T O R I A L

www.PantherHollowDental.com 941.743.743519240 Quesada Avenue, Port Charlotte, Florida

We now have a Cone Beam CT, used for situations when a regular 
dental x-ray is not sufficient, also helpful for placing implants.

We now offer “Trios System for Dental Impressions” Much more comfortable
for the patient and provides an interactive experience for crowns, bridges, etc.

Panther Hollow Dental Lodge is where very caring, considerate and 

state-of-the-art technology and diagnostic equipment for every dental need.

We now have a Cone Beam CT use

ssstttaaattee--ooofff-ttthhheee-aaarrtt tteecchhnolog
Cosmetics | Veneers
Teeth Whitening | Crowns
Dental Implants | Dentures

Partial Dentures Treatment of Occlusal (bite) 
Disorders/TMJ Dysfunction
Dental Hygiene including Cleanings and Periodontal Treatment

The Best 50 Years of Dental Care in Charlotte County!

Starting left to right: Robert G. Coseo, D.D.S., Neil Seaver, D.M.D., 
Joeseph C. Bender, D.M.D., Timothy L Palmer, D.D.S.

Seated left to right: Ashley N Reynolds, D.M.D., Mellisa M. Duston, D.D.S.
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F U N - L O V I N G  L I F E S T Y L E S

Gran Paradiso residents keep busy
with a full activities calendar

BY ROBIN F. DEMATTIA

Wellen Park Journal Correspondent

If you live in Gran Paradiso and want some-
thing interesting to do, you have a wealth of 
options.

“If you’re bored, it’s your own fault,” says 
Louise Elleo, who has lived in Gran Paradiso 
for six years. “There’s so much to do.”

Loraine Welch, the community’s bubbly and 
passionate lifestyle director, loves her dream 
job and plans a wide variety of activities and 
events.

“Loraine does such a fabulous job,” says 
Liz Van Osdol. “She treats you like family and 
goes out of her way to make sure the calendar 
is filled. And if there’s not something on the 
calendar that you would like to see, she will 
make that happen.”

Ms. Van Osdol, a Realtor who has lived in 
Gran Paradiso for three years, even got caught 
up in Ms. Welch’s enthusiasm this past spring. 

“She needed someone to get into the Eas-
ter bunny costume and drive by every home. 
It took four hours, but she wanted to make 
sure the holiday didn’t get passed by without 
something being done. Even though we were 
in lockdown, everyone stood in their driveway. 
I can’t tell you what an awesome experience 
that was.”

Ms. Welch, who has worked at Gran Para-
diso for almost two years, enjoys creating and 
managing events. “I love this field,” she says. 
“I get to brainstorm and use my ideas. Most 
importantly, I listen to the residents and hear 
what they want.”

Ms. Elleo, who was vice president of corpo-

rate events for Cisco Systems, says she would 
have loved to have Ms. Welch on her team 
because of how hard she works and the ideas 
she develops. 

“I really respect Loraine so much. She puts 
a lot of thought and effort into her job — and 
I understand what it takes to do her job,” she 
says. Ms. Elleo worked with Ms. Welch on a 

canine demonstration with the North Port 
Police Department and a Jesus Loves Me Min-
istry clothing drive.

Ms. Elleo takes advantage of Gran Paradiso’s 
amenities. She plays tennis daily, does water 
aerobics and gets together with the Grand 
Lago Ladies group. “We have wonderful neigh-
bors,” she says. “They’re like family.” She and 

her husband, Keith, play golf on the weekends.
Gran Paradiso has a resort-style pool, spa, 

eight lighted tennis courts, pickleball courts, 
miles of scenic walking and biking trails, a 
game room with billiards and card tables, a 
craft room, a library, a state-of-the-art fitness 
center and more on its 1,100 acres.

Ms. Welch plans outdoor activities that take 
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Loraine Welch has been in her “dream job” as lifestyle director at Gran Paradiso for almost two years.

941-484-2337
BrewBurgers.com

GIFT CARD
Give a

This affordable, custom closet organization system 
will simplify your life. We bring the showroom to 

you with a 3D design and sample finishes. 

Your Special
Someone Will Love!

A unique gift your loved one 
will enjoy 365 days a year!

Holiday
SPECIAL

15% OFF
PLUS, we will deliver and pick up a

free-standing clothes rack for you to use 
while we create your dream closet.
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Protect your HOME

    Protect your FAMILY

We are a Family Owned and Operated  
Business and Available 24/7 for Service. 
Free Consultation and Free Estimates!

 
matters most  

 
peace of mind  

941-236-3656
 info@Tropicstormprotection.com

Tropicstormprotection.com
LICENSED & INSURED

 

“Loraine does such a fabulous job. She treats you like family 
and goes out of her way to make sure the calendar is filled.”

— Liz Van Osdol, Gran Paradiso resident

advantage of the beautiful Gran Paradiso set-
ting, such as the fall festival, craft fairs and 
a hugely successful luau complete with hula 
dancers and fire throwers. “Jukebox Bingo” 
played to music rather than numbers is popu-
lar, as is “Cigar & Whiskey Night.”

When the pandemic began, she organized a 
graduation parade, Zumba classes on Zoom, a 
virtual talent contest and a socially distanced 
tailgate party with a band. Drive-in movie 
night at the pool was also a hit.

Making sure to create something for every-
one, she also coordinated the “Flat Stanley  
Project’ where kids colored drawings of the flat 
boy from the children’s book series and took 
photos of him around their Gran Paradiso 
homes and yards. 

A self-professed lover of holidays, Ms. Welch 
is looking forward to “Trunk or Treat” for 
Halloween and continuing with other popu-
lar annual activities. Gran Paradiso residents 
watch for her weekly email with all the event 
updates.

A Detroit native and mom to three children, 
ages 8 to 13 (who she homeschooled for seven 
years), Ms. Welch enjoys roller skating with 
her husband and kids and shopping at Ross, 
Marshalls and TJMaxx.

And she credits her co-workers — Grant 
Gorski, Brittany Bergeron, Karen Lay, Brian 
Hedges and Lee Milstead — for helping ensure 
the success of every Gran Paradiso event. “We 
are the best team,” she says. “At any event, 
there’s always somebody there to help me.”  

CHRIS TILLEY / WELLEN PARK JOURNAL

Ms. Welch talks with a resident about what’s coming up in Gran Paradiso.

Looking for a Fast, Easy, 
Convenient & Safe Way 

to Sell Your Car?

Howard Horowitz, 
Owner

Howard Horowitz

Buys Cars
H   H 

OVER 100 FIVE STAR GOOGLE REVIEWS 

Call or Text 941.270.4400
www.HOHOBUYSCARS.com

We give you a fair 
appraisal of your vehicle 

in 15 minutes or less 
and pay you on the spot.

We Will 
Come to You!

Call us today to 
schedule your 

FREE appraisal!

(941) 497-6331 | 2389 Tamiami Trl. S. | Venice    

 

www.ClassicCreationsJewelers.com 

Selling, Buying & Repairing  
Jewelry for over 30 years.  

You can shop somewhere else… 
but why would you? 
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AAA Venice 
2100 S. Tamiami Trail 

Venice, FL 34293 
941.493.2100

An insurance policy created 
just for Floridians.

Get a package policy that combines both home and  
auto insurance while saving time and money.

20-RM-0298

Full Service Veterinary 
Care for Your Cat!

3135 Bobcat Village Center Road, North Port

941-200-5779

Telemedicine Consults 
Now Available

A R O U N D  T O W N

New Taylor Ranch Elementary principal
has long history with the school

BY ROBIN F. DEMATTIA

Wellen Park Journal Correspondent

Tara Spielman became the principal at Tay-
lor Ranch Elementary School this summer, but 
her affiliation with the school began in 2003 
when her son entered kindergarten there and 
her daughter entered first grade. 

She began volunteering and “got bit by the 
bug of education,” she recalls. “I felt at home, 
welcomed and encouraged at Taylor Ranch.”

Ms. Spielman went on to earn a bachelor’s 
degree in elementary education from the Uni-
versity of South Florida, a master’s degree 
in curriculum and instruction from Walden 
University, and a master’s degree in educa-
tional leadership from American College of 
Education.

She worked in the Sarasota school system 
as a teacher, assistant principal, professional 
development and teacher evaluation special-
ist, and as a facilitator of adult education 
before coming full circle back to Taylor Ranch 
Elementary.

“I have always loved this school tremen-
dously. My whole journey began here. To come 
back here is an incredible blessing, especially 
during this time,” she says. “The only thing on 
my mind and heart is to be a support to our 
children, teachers and families.”

Taylor Ranch Elementary has been an A+ 
school since 2001. This school year, it is serv-
ing 734 pre-K through 5th grade students, with 
about 200 remote learners and 534 in person.

“We want families to access education the 
way they want,” Ms. Spielman says, adding she 
and her team spent the summer preparing not 

only for the varied ways of teaching but for 
implementing safety protocols and ensuring 
socialization activities. 

Technology has been a key, with cameras 
and microphones installed in each classroom 
over the summer.

Eighty percent of the school’s teachers are 
concurrent teachers, with students in their 
classroom and some accessing the classroom 
online. “We had to train for something we 
hadn’t done,” the principal explains. 

Students wear masks throughout the school 
day, except when they are eating lunch, where 
they do not sit next to or across from another 
student. 

“It’s not the same as when they had the 
freedom of communication at lunch,” Ms. 
Spielman says, “but they are still chatting and 
getting social time in.”

Overall, the school year started off extremely 
well, she adds. 

“I was impressed beyond belief at how well 
the students acclimated. I thought for sure 
teachers would tell me a student wouldn’t keep 
their mask on. Even our 21 pre-K students 
wear their little masks. What we thought was 
going to be a huge issue has been a non-issue.”

When she visits classrooms, Ms. Spielman 
says, “the students are engaged and working. I 
don’t see a difference.”

She credits the school’s teachers for “doing 
things they didn’t realize they could do” and 
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Tara Spielman is the new principal at Taylor 
Ranch Elementary School. Her children began 
attending the school in 2003.



for being creative. For example, at recess they 
give students bubbles, chalk and jump ropes 
that they can use safely in their own personal 
space. 

Teachers have also implemented programs 
to help students practice patience and flexibil-
ity. One mindfulness exercise involves taking 
deep breaths and focus-
ing on what students are 
grateful for. There are 
also Sanford Harmony 
Program group lessons 
that emphasizes get-
ting to know others and 
acceptance, as well as the 
Civility Squad character 
program that teaches 
kindness, respect and 
other traits.

Ms. Spielman makes 
sure she “over-commu-
nicates” with parents as 
well through automated 
phone calls, emails and 
Zoom video messages.

Parents also work 
together to support the 
school and each other.

“We loved (retired principal) Dr. (Bill) 
Bolander, but we were excited to get Principal 
Spielman,” says Lieselot Ober, president of the 
Taylor Ranch Elementary School Boosters. “It’s 
always good to get a new vibe and new ideas.” 

Ms. Ober’s kindergarten 
son and third-grade daughter 
are attending school remotely 
this year. 

Parents, including Ms. 
Ober, haven’t been allowed 
in the school since March. 
She says that is difficult but, as the Boosters 
president, “my main goal is to keep our fami-
lies engaged no matter where they are. Every 
student and every parent is an important part 

of our community.”
The Boosters are meeting through Zoom 

and planning online fundraisers and spirit 
nights at local restaurants.

Ms. Spielman encourages parents and fam-
ily members to join the Boosters. “So many 
good things come from that group,” she says.

And even though vol-
unteers cannot come 
on campus, she invites 
people to use Zoom to 
read books to children or 
discuss their jobs as part 
of the career spotlight 
offered to older students. 

Natalie Barton is anoth-
er parent who wishes 
she could be on campus. 
She sent her first child, 
kindergartener Paxton, 
to school this year after 
debating home school-
ing right up until school 
started. She said a phone 
call from Paxton’s teacher, 
Sarah Hill, made all the 
difference. 

“I can’t thank her 
enough. She put all my worries aside and 
was so sweet and caring. She went above and 
beyond to make me feel comfortable.”

Still, her child’s very first day of school 
wasn’t what she had envisioned all these years.

“It broke my heart that I 
couldn’t walk him into class,” 
Ms. Barton says. “You want to 
feel like you’re a part of this 
new chapter and milestone 
with your child.”

She appreciates the photos 
that Ms. Hill texts of Paxton in the classroom 
and says Ms. Spielman has been “amazing. She 
is so active. We’re very lucky to have at our 
school.” 

“I have always loved this 
school tremendously. 

My whole journey began 
here. To come back here 
is an incredible blessing 
...The only thing on my 

mind and heart is to be a 
support to our children, 
teachers and families.”

— Tara Spielman 
Taylor Ranch Elementary 

School principal
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Real Estate Closings
Title Insurance
For Sale By Owner
Wills/Trusts/Probate

941.966.3575
SarasotaClosings.com

Are you represented at closing?
An attorney represents your interests at closing in ways that a title company cannot. 

Call Lauren Kohl today 
to learn how she may assist you. 

Lauren P. Kohl
Attorney at Law

GKW
GIBSON, KOHL & WOLFF, P.L.
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New hospital on target for Fall 2021 opening
BY PATRICIA HORWELL

Wellen Park Journal Correspondent

Wellen Park residents are closer to having 
a state-of-the-art hospital in their backyard. 
Sarasota Memorial Hospital–Venice is more 
than halfway completed. Although the proj-
ect has faced several setbacks because of 
COVID-19 and extreme weather conditions, 
hospital spokesman Kim Savage says con-
struction is currently proceeding “full-steam 
ahead.” 

Despite the ongoing pandemic, hospital 
officials and construction team members 

gathered in mid-April 
for a traditional top-
ping-off ceremony to 
celebrate reaching the 
building’s highest level 
— 82 feet. 

A topping-off cer-
emony can be traced 
to the ancient Scandi-
navian religious rite of 
placing a tree on top 
of a new building to 

appease the tree-dwelling spirits displaced 
in its construction. The practice traveled to 
England and Northern Europe and eventu-
ally took hold in the United States. At SMH–
Venice, the construction team signed the 
highest beam and hoisted it to the rooftop 
along with a tree to symbolize bringing life 
to the building.

“Topping out is a transformational step 
in a building’s construction, and especially 
meaningful for the more than 600 work-
ers who have persevered through months 
of rain, extreme heat and the many chal-
lenges and uncertainties of this pandemic,” 

says Sharon Roush, SMH–Venice president.  
“It’s also an important milestone for SMH 
and the residents of south Sarasota County, 

bringing us ever closer to opening our new 
facility.”

The general contractor is Gilbane Building 

Co. The team worked 390 days and 321,500 
hours since site preparation began in late 
February 2019 to bring the 365,000-square-
foot, five-story hospital to the halfway mark. 
In recent weeks, as work continued, crews 
have been working on exterior walls and 
windows, framing interior rooms and spaces 
and installing electrical, mechanical, medical 

PHOTOS COURTESY OF SARASOTA MEMORIAL HOSPITAL

Above: An artist’s rendering of Sarasota 
Memorial Hospital–Venice.
Left: Construction continues on the hospi-
tal at Laurel and Pinebrook roads, just off 
Interstate-75.

ROUSH

12121 Mercado Drive Venice, FL 34293

PLEASE CALL FOR AN APPOINTMENT

(941) 202-6750

12121 Mercado Drive Venice, FL 34293

Focused on Your Pet’s Best Life
OUR SERVICES

Wellness Exams
Vaccinations
Disease Management 
Emergencies
Laboratory
Pharmacy
X-rays

Surgery
Dentistry + Dental X-rays
Laser Therapy
Ultrasound
Echocardiogram
Prescription Diets
End of Life Care

westvillagesvet.com

West Villages Animal Clinic
NOW OPEN!

DISCOVER MORE ABOUT VENICE
 Learn first hand from the leaders that shape our community!

“Focus on Venice” is a community immersion program designed for 
new residents, seniors, Chamber members, and non-chamber members 
who desire to have an in-depth knowledge of the Venice community. 
Community leaders are invited to speak on various topics over lunch 
every other week for seven weeks starting Wednesday, January 13th, 
2021. All sessions are held at the Venice Area Chamber of Commerce. 

Cost of this program is $195 and includes lunch.

Registration deadline is Tuesday, January 5, 2021.
Register soon to guarentee your spot! 

For additional information, please contact Barbara Hines by
email at bhines@venicechamber.com or call 941.800.1482.

EDUCATE | ENRICH | EXPERIENCE | ENGAGE

Program Sponsor

VeniceChamber.com |  Promoting Business Growth & Success Since 1925



gas and plumbing systems, according to Ms. 
Savage.

Completion of the hurricane-hardened 
facility is expected in the fall of 2021.

The hospital will have 110 private patient 
rooms, a 28-room emergency care center 
and eight surgical suites at opening. The 
all-private suites include a 10-bed labor and 
delivery/post-partum unit.

The 65-acre SMH–Venice campus is 
designed to be flexible, with the capacity to 
expand to 300 patient rooms, 16 operating 
rooms and a 50-bed emergency room to 
accommodate future growth. 

SMH expects to open the Venice location 
with 600-700 staff members, bringing its 

physician base farther south, which in turn 
will help build the medical staff for a future 
SMH hospital in North Port.

The hospital, at Laurel and Pinebrook 
roads, just off Interstate-75 in Venice, will 
plan celebrations for the community once 
the pandemic subsides. Ongoing updates 
and a video of the topping-off ceremony are 
available at smh.com/venicehospitalupdates.

SMH was named among the nation’s 100 
top hospitals by IBM Watson Health in 2019 
and remains the only hospital in Florida to 
have consistently earned the federal Centers 
for Medicare & Medicaid Services’ highest 
five-star rating since the evaluation system 
launched in 2016.  
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FUSION
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ALLEGRO
BISTRO

OUTDOOR  DINING 
AVAILABLE, 

TAKEOUT & DINE-IN. 
Join us in the lounge for 
dinner & entertainment.

Call for details
941.484.1889

As the World         
         Re-Opens...

Dancing 
Moon Travel 
is here for you
from point of inspiration
until safely home again.

Contact us for a vacation 
experience customized for
your unique preferences
and travel style.

(941) 229-0904   |   Mobile (404) 735-5774
www.DancingMoonTravel.com   |   Pat@DancingMoonTravel.com

Pat Hand, MCC, CGETS

Resorts ~ Custom Travel Itineraries 
Escorted Tours ~ Cruise Vacations 
Luxury Travel ~ Exclusive Experiences

DANCING
MOON TRAVEL

FL ST #42577

PHOTO COURTESY OF SARASOTA MEMORIAL HOSPITAL

The topping-off ceremony celebrated construction reaching the hospital’s highest level. 

Follow us on       @SouthernDesignLiving        
2980 Placida Road
Englewood, FL 34224

Mon. - Fri. 10 - 5, Sat. 10 - 4
SouthernDesignLiving.com

941.473.9803
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Open Monday-Saturday 10am-5pm

206 Miami Ave. West, Venice FL

Located in the heart of downtown Venice, Florida. 
Art Escape Gallery showcases the work of over 
20 local artists with a diverse selection of art. 

We feature works in 2D and 3D in a variety of sizes 
perfect for gifts, displaying in a home or business.

941-303-6992
www.artescapegallery.net

Paintings
Pottery
Jewelry
Photography
Sculpture
Classes
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For Gene Isbell, the road to IslandWalk
was paved with a world of adventure

BY GENE ISBELL

IslandWalk Resident

Editor’s note: In one of his previous lives, 
Mr. Isbell worked as a newspaper reporter, 
managing editor, editor and general manager. 
As such, he is uniquely qualified to write the 
story about his road to IslandWalk.

Lackland Air Force Base, Texas; Clark Air 
Base, Philippines; Kadena Air Base, Okinawa; 
MacDill AFB, Florida; Yokota Air Base, Japan; 
Andrews AFB, Maryland; RAF Chicksands 
Air Base, United Kingdom; Scott AFB, Illinois 
— all destinations lead to IslandWalk.

For Gene Isbell, the U.S. Air Force provided 
opportunity to grow, learn and see the world 
that would not have occurred had he remained 
in the coal fields of southern West Virginia 
where he was raised.

Isbell, 69, moved from Mascoutah in south-
western Illinois to Islandwalk about a year ago. 
With his partner of 29 years, Barb, a retired 
nurse, and goldendoodle Ozzie, the family is 
enjoying every day on the Sun Coast. They 
are content with their choice of Islandwalk, 
a decision made after evaluating numerous 
communities in the Wellen Park area.

“Everyone is friendly and quick with a greet-
ing or wave as we pass on our daily walks,” Mr. 
Isbell says. “We’ve met some great people.”

Just as the Air Force was a melting pot of 
cultures and people, he notes the same about 
IslandWalk.  “It’s interesting to meet people 
and discover where they are from and what 
they did in their lives,” he says.  “It sparks 
great conversations about careers, kids and 

grandkids, pets, sports teams and places folks 
have lived.

“Those interactions remind me we are more 
alike than different as people.”

Mr. Isbell has a diverse background. His 
24-plus years in the Air Force were spent as a 
police officer, with 14 of those as a K-9 officer. 

His responsibilities managing the largest 
operational Air Force working dog program 
(24 dog teams) in the U.S. put him up close 
and personal with presidents and world lead-
ers during an almost eight-year assignment 

at Andrews AFB, Maryland, the home of the 
presidential aircraft, Air Force One.  

“We provided bomb dog support and secu-
rity protection for all movements of the presi-
dent, vice-president, cabinet officials, heads of 
state and distinguished visitors to and from 
our nation’s capital,” he says. “Anything going 
on the aircraft transporting the president and 
others was screened by our explosive detection 
dog teams.”

The job had no margin for error, he adds. “I 
always told my dog handlers a bad day at the 

office for them would result in a worldwide 
headline if anything happened to the presi-
dent or any of the distinguished visitors we 
protected.”

In addition to protection for Presidents 
Carter and Reagan, Mr. Isbell oversaw secu-

rity details for the visit 
of Pope John Paul, the 
Camp David peace 
agreement between 
Egypt and Israel, the 
return of captured muni-
tions from Grenada, the 
sad return of 242 Marines 
killed in the Beirut bomb-
ing and the joyous return 
of the 52 freed American 
hostages from Iran.

“It was a special assign-
ment. I got to see history 
unfolding day by day, “he 
says.

Alas, all good things end. Mr. Isbell retired 
from the Air Force as a Senior Master Sergeant 
(E-8) in 1994 at Scott AFB, Illinois. There, he 
worked on security manpower and equipment 
requirements safeguarding Air Force personnel 
and aircraft deployed during Operation Desert 
Storm, Operation Restore Hope in Somalia 
and other military deployments.

“I gave myself time to decide what I wanted 
to do next,” he says as he entered retirement. “I 
considered civilian policing, but I wasn’t ready 
to strap on a weapon again, so I spent the sum-
mer watching the OJ Simpson trial.

“After about six months, Barb suggested it 
was time to get off the couch. I saw an ad in 
the weekly newspaper in Mascoutah where 
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Barb and Gene Isbell moved to IslandWalk about a year ago with their goldendoodle Ozzie.
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we lived. They were seeking a freelance 
reporter.

“My first story was about a historic 
street being refurbished. I covered the rib-
bon cutting and the speeches by local and 
state officials. I got paid by the column 
inch and made $10.80 for my first article.

“I was on top of the world, ecstatic that 
someone would pay me to be creative 
and write for a general audience. I was 
hooked.”

From there, Mr. Isbell rapidly pro-
gressed, moving to full-time staff reporter, 
managing editor, editor, general manager 
and then to semi-retirement where he 
wrote a lively opinion column called “Izzy 
Writes.”

“Our group consisted of seven weekly 
newspapers.  We covered local and region-
al governmental issues, along with school 
news and sports,” he says. “It was highly 
rewarding and demanding at the same 
time.  The hours were long and the pay was 
low, but I felt we were providing a vital com-
munity service, one that is fading away as more 
and more small-town newspapers go out of 
business. I enjoyed our role in upholding the 
First Amendment and ensuring government 
stayed accountable to the people they serve.”

The flagship paper in the group, the Mas-
coutah Herald, has been in publication since 
1884, and Mr. Isbell was proud to be part of its 
leadership team. During his tenure the paper 
earned more than 70 awards from state and 
regional press associations for news coverage. 
“Not bad stuff for a guy with no formal jour-
nalism school training,” he says.

Mr. Isbell says his approach to journalism 
approximated his work as a police officer.  

“As an officer, you are dispatched to a 
scene and charged with determining who, 
what when, where, why and how,” he explains. 
“Then, you typically write a report that is 
approved by your sergeant.

“Newspaper reporters do a similar thing. 
They go to a scene, ask questions, make obser-

vations and try to figure out what is occurring 
and then document it.  The story they write 
must be approved by their editor before it can 
be published.” 

All in all, Mr. Isbell says, it’s been a good run: 
24 years in the Air Force and 24 years in com-
munity journalism. 

He’s an inveterate newspaper reader, digest-
ing two national papers a day, numerous 
news magazines, the Venice Gondolier and 
the Wellen Park Journal, plus his hometown 
newspaper from West Virginia and the Herald 
from his job in Illinois. 

“I love the look of a well-designed paper 
and the feel of newsprint,” he says. “It gets in 
your system.”

He also stays abreast of the ongoing evolu-
tion in policing practices. “The profession has 
changed tremendously since my day,” he says. 
“It was a privilege and honor to wear a badge.”

The road to IslandWalk certainly gives Mr. 
Isbell time to savor his travels and experiences, 
his love of reading and to enjoy the Sun Coast.

“It’s all good,” he says. “We couldn’t be 
happier.” 
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Gene Isbell at MacDill Air Force base in 1974. He  
was an Air Force K-9 officer for 14 of his 24-plus 
years in the service.
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Find Your Piece of

Let me help you with all your real
estate needs - whether you are buying
or selling; if this is your primary home
or 2nd home, I will take you through

the process from start to finish!

Jackie Robertson
REALTOR®

Full Time
Wellen Park Resident

since 2006

www.jackievenicehomes.com

jackie.robertson@floridamoves.com
941.441.7223
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Our LEAXPERTS have been 
expertly trained to help you find 
the perfect frame for your 
lifestyle.
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fluent

The Forza is crafted by artisans in  
100% Genuine Italian Leather. 

The Titan is a powerhouse of high-tech 
motion with stunning modern looks.


