the Fort Thompson area, which is now no
more than a memory.

Context
The story of LaBelle is a great adventure
hugging the banks of the Caloosahatchee
River. Like the Caloosahatchee River, much
has changed, but the essence remains.
Providing the context helps us understand and
to respect from whence we came and to where
we are going.

Beginnings

By the turn of the century, the Hendry’s sold
their holdings to Edgar Everett Goodno.
While Hendry is given the distinction of
founding LaBelle, it is Goodno who is credited
with the development of LaBelle into an actual
city. The community of LaBelle had become
largely cattle ranching by this time, and was
incorporated into a town in 1911 in order to
keep the livestock off the streets.

Florida Memory Project

LaBelle was first inhabited by the Calusa
Indians and eventually the Seminole Indians.
In the latter part of the 1800’s it became a
community for hunting, fishing and trapping.
First part of Monroe County, then Lee County,
LaBelle was originally platted in the 1890’s by
Captain Francis Asbury Hendry, a well-known
cattleman, political figure and statesman.

On November 1, 1909 Goodno filed the first plat on record
for the city of LaBelle. This first plat was for land north of
Hickpochee Avenue to the Caloosahatchee. While Hendry
was credited with originally platting the town, there is no
official record of it.

It is reported that Hendry named LaBelle for
his two daughters, Laura and Belle. However,
because LaBelle also means “beautiful” in
French, it is thought that Pierre Denaud, a
French-Indian trader who had a trading post
in the area, may have been responsible for the
name. The Hendry cattle ranch was located in

CONTEXT
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Hendry Cattle Ranch, Fort Thompson, ca.1907

Everett Hotel served as both Post Office and Hendry County
Courthouse, ca.1912

Goodno went on to build two first-class hotels:
the Fort Thompson Park Hotel, which had
originally been Hendry’s ranch house, and the
Everett Hotel in LaBelle, which stood on the
site where Barron Library now stands.
These ventures suddenly brought LaBelle to
the attention of hundreds of potential citizens.
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night, the lights
for the city went
out for the night
“because no
self-respecting
citizen should
be up past this
hour anyway.”

Evolution
of the City

Because of the efforts
made by Mr. Goodno, all
at his own expense, the
area was able to grow as
a town and as a
community. Hendry
County was formed in
1923; LaBelle was
incorporated into a city
in 1925.

Florida Memory Project

Goodno was also responsible for adding more
of his own land to LaBelle, and created both
residential and business districts within the
town. He had roads constructed and an ice
plant was built in order to sell ice to local
fishermen. A power plant was built on the
Caloosahatchee River to supply electricity to
Goodno’s ice plant. This plant also supplied
electricity to the City of LaBelle. When the
shift was over for the
power plant operator
When the shift
somewhere between
was over for the
9:30 and 10:00 at night,
power plant
the lights for the city
operator
went out for the night
somewhere
“because no selfrespecting citizen should
between 9:30
be up past this hour
and 10:00 at
anyway.”

Aerial view of Downtown LaBelle, ca. 1959

1960’s. As the City grew and matured, road
improvements allowed for better travel times
between LaBelle and the surrounding cities.
While it was necessary to improve roads in
order for goods and services to be brought into
the area and so people could travel more
efficiently, the ability to go elsewhere for goods
caused Downtown LaBelle to wane, and
businesses began to close. The widening of SR
80 and the commercial intensification along
that route further
contributed to the loss
of businesses in the
downtown area. But
even with this decline,
Downtown LaBelle has
always kept its
character and heart.
Florida Memory Project

Once LaBelle was
established as a City, the
area began to grow.
Businesses began to fill
the downtown area
along Bridge and Main
Classic Grid
Streets, as well as the
When Captain Francis
cross streets. Since
Asbury Hendry created
travel to other cities was
the original plat for the
time consuming and
View of Bridge Street, celebrating the "birth" of Hendry
LaBelle City, as it was
tedious due to the
County, ca. 1923
called during that time,
conditions of early
the design was based
roads, the City relied upon itself to supply the
on the classic American small-town,
citizens’ needs. Downtown LaBelle remained a
characterized by a grid street pattern, a central
thriving commerce area until the end of the
business /civic core, parks and green spaces.

CONTEXT
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The pattern of development facilitated
walking, on-street parking and buildings
oriented to the street. Many newer planned
communities are going back to or reinventing
this classic model in order to establish
character and pedestrian scale.

Waterfront

In the early years of LaBelle, the
Caloosahatchee River was a meandering
waterway, with gently sloping banks and
scenic shores. Early maps of the city show a
very different relationship of the river to the
town than currently exists.

Caloosahatchee River at LaBelle, ca. 1923

Early efforts to control the Caloosahatchee
include the construction of locks. Most of
these locks were dynamited in the aftermath of
the 1928 Hurricane to help drain flood waters.

CONTEXT

The "Thomas A. Edison" carried passengers between Fort Myers and
LaBelle

Florida Memory Project

Throughout the early 1900’s, many people
relied on the River as a source of income,
mainly through fishing and moving goods.
The Caloosahatchee River was also a
significant means of travel. It allowed
passengers and products to move across the
state from coast to coast. It was especially
noted for bringing visitors from Fort Myers to
the central part of the state. Many people
traveled by steamboat to view the scenic
beauty along the river between Fort Myers and
LaBelle, and to spend a few days in one of
LaBelle’s first-class hotels. However, because
of the tight bends in the Caloosahatchee’s
channel, river travel was challenging,
especially for large vessels. At times of
extremely low water or at times of flood, there
were sections of the river that were completely
impassible.

Florida Memory Project

During periods of increased rain, the
Caloosahatchee was prone to flooding due to
the water’s inability to move along its crooked
channel fast enough to accommodate the
increased volume of water. Some of the most
significant floods occurred in 1873, 1878,
1908, 1910, 1912, 1922, 1924, 1929, 1930, and
1936.

Bridge St. during the 1922 flood
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In 1936, to aid in moving people and
products more efficiently across the
state, and to offer relief from the
constant flooding and the resulting
hardship caused by it, the Federal
Government ordered more substantial
flood control measures be applied to
the Caloosahatchee River.
The River was dredged, channelized,
and deepened to control water levels
and locks were reintroduced. The
initial channelization of the River was
completed in 1938. In the 1960’s the
River was widened and deepened to
further regulate and control the River.

View from Barron Park Looking East

The song of the river ends not
at her banks, but in the hearts
of those who have loved her.
- Buffalo- Joe

Glatting Jackson

The Caloosahatchee remains an attractive and
alluring waterway, but the beauty of the gentle
meandering river is no more. However, the
classic splendor of this river has been captured
by the many remnant oxbows, including one
located directly adjacent to the downtown.

Original plat showing historic Caloosahatchee River course overlaid on a current aerial showing channelized river.

CONTEXT
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Widening of SR 80 and
Commercial Intensification

Prior to the widening of SR 80, the character
of LaBelle along this corridor included older
buildings and large oaks. While the widening
of SR 80 improved travel times to and from
LaBelle,
many of
the trees
and
structures
that gave
LaBelle its
charm
were lost in
the
process.
With the
View of SR 80 Today
widening of
SR 80 came new commercial businesses that
were willing to locate in LaBelle because of the
increased road frontage and traffic along this
route.
Once commercial chains began to locate
themselves in the area, development along SR
80 began to increase. Fast food restaurants,
banks and other development began to spread
along this corridor, eager to serve the traffic on
this highway. As new development sought
these road-frontage areas, competition from
the newer
businesses
put a strain
on the
smaller
existing
businesses
located
downtown.
Some
businesses
Example of Existing Building on Bridge Street
in the
downtown
area were forced to close while others opted to
move to the newer, more visible developments
along SR 80.

CONTEXT

Annexations

Over the past several years, the City of LaBelle
has grown substantially, primarily to the
south. Most significant has been the addition
of the Paul Property totaling +/- 4,700 acres.

ANNEXED
PROPERTY

City Annexed Property

Plans for this area include a maximum of
15,000 homes along with stores, a public park
and a trade school campus.

Downtown LaBelle
Walking District

In 2004, the City of LaBelle established the
Downtown LaBelle Walking District Future
Land Use designation which is now part of the
City’s Comprehensive Plan. The Downtown
LaBelle Walking District includes those
properties located north of SR 80 from Main
Street east to Riverview Street. The purpose of
this District is to identify the downtown area
as a unique area of the City that requires
special treatment and recognition.
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The adoption of this Future Land
Use designation was truly a first
step to achieving the goal of
identifying the downtown as an
area requiring special treatment
and preservation of character.

Existing Downtown LaBelle Walking District Future Land Use Area

With physical and economic decline occurring
in this area, civic leaders saw the need to
preserve, enhance and rebuild the downtown
area to the thriving business center it had once
been.
The goal of this District is to preserve the
historic nature of the downtown area and to
encourage the integration of a mix of uses,
including office, commercial and residential,
that will incentivize the redevelopment of the
area by encouraging higher density in a
pedestrian friendly context.

CONTEXT
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