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By LARRY R. HUMES
GUEST WRITER

VENICE — The city 
of  Venice will celebrate 
a milestone tomorrow 
in that it was 90 years 
ago on January 5, 1933 
that the first trainload of  
Kentucky Military School 
(KMI) cadets and their 
instructors arrived and 
began what would become 
a nearly four-decade long 
tradition.

Having the “City on 
the Gulf” serve as the 
military prep school’s 
winter quarters was a 
special treat for both 
students and staff.

And when the “KMI 
Special” rolled into the 
Venice Train Depot on 
that Wednesday evening, 
it provided much-needed 
revenue for the com-
munity on the brink of  
financial ruin.

After the Brotherhood 
of  Locomotive Engineers 
(BLE) pulled out of  the 
Venice construction 
project in 1928, followed 
by the Great Depression a 
year later, the city was left 
a proverbial ghost town.

Its population dropped 
from some 3,000 residents 
in 1928 to just 309 people 
two years later. The city 
turned off the street lights 

on moonlit nights to save 
electricity and one old-
timer said he used to hunt 
rabbits on West Venice 
Avenue.

Most families survived 
by whatever they could 
fish or shoot.

Founded in 1845 in 
Frankfort, Kentucky, 
KMI was the oldest 
military school of  its 
kind in the nation. It 
also was one of  the first 
secondary schools in 
the country to affiliate 
with the Army’s Reserve 
Officer Training Corps 
(ROTC) program.

90 years ago, KMI changed Venice dramatically
Kentucky Military School bought 2 Venice hotels
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The Kentucky Military Institute battalion can be seen on the Venice parade 
ground (circa 1935). The arrival of KMI doubled the city’s population and helped 
the city pull out of the Great Depression.

By BOB MUDGE
SENIOR WRITER

VENICE — The City Council will 
consider proposed revisions to the new 
land-development regulations that are 
under challenge by residents.

If  the revisions are made, that could 
bring the dispute to an end.

A special meeting on them is set for 
Friday at 2 p.m. at City Hall.

The LDR were adopted in July. Shortly 
afterward, five people invoked a charter 
provision under which the Council can be 
compelled to consider revoking an ordi-
nance or, if  it declines, put the question to 
referendum.

Challengers are required to collect 
signatures of  10% of  the city’s registered 
voters, which the group, operating under 
the name Venice Unites, says it has done.

However, it agreed to hold off submitting 
the signed petitions to the city clerk, which 
would suspend the LDR, pending discus-
sions with staff on changes that would 
satisfy its concerns.

The group originally had issues with 
six parts of  the LDR but is now focused on 
four, according to a memo to the Council 
from Planning and Zoning Director Roger 
Clark.

Negotiations resulted in proposed 
modifications that, if  accepted by the 
Council, would lead to the withdrawal of  
the challenge, the memo states.

The proposed changes:
• Retain the LDR provisions regarding 

the North and South Edge districts on 
either side of  West Venice Avenue but 
with a potential for a height exception 
from 35 feet to 75 feet on the north side 
only and a limit on The Pavilion of  
Downtown Venice, 200 N. Nokomis Ave., of  
55 feet.

Staff is OK with this revision as 
it would “minimize the creation of  
nonconformities,” Clark’s memo says.

Building 

heights, more 

topic of special 

meeting
Revisions could end 

citizen challenge

SEE HEIGHTS,  6A

By SUE ERWIN
STAFF WRITER

VENICE — An Englewood 
man who was injured in a 
Venice car crash caused by a 
suspected drunk driver has 
died.

Denver Gillean, 93, was 
returning home after having 
dinner with friends when he 

was involved in 
a multi-vehicle 
accident at 
South Tamiami 
Trail and U.S. 
41 Bypass in 
Venice shortly 
after 6 p.m. 
Wednesday.

Gillean was among five 
people hospitalized as a result 
of  the crash.

The man authorities say 
caused the crash, Israel Lee 
Rogner, 43, of  Punta Gorda, 

is being held without bond at 
the Sarasota County Jail on 
multiple charges including five 
counts of  DUI with damage to 
property or person of  another. 
He is scheduled to return to 
court on Feb. 10.

Gillean succumbed to his 
injuries Friday, after three days 
in the hospital.

“He was a viable, 93-year-old 
man — and he loved the ladies,” 
said his daughter Karen 
Bouma. “He was a great dancer 
and he had many friends at the 

Moose Lodge.”
Gillean was an Army veteran 

who fought in the Korean War. 
He lived in Englewood for more 
than 20 years.

He moved from Grand 
Rapids, Michigan after retiring 
from American Seating, a 
company specializing in the 
production of  chairs and seats 
for public transportation, 
schools and churches, accord-
ing to Bouma.

“He often said he retired 
early to go fishing,” Bouma 

said. “He would 
have turned 94 
on Jan. 27 … He 
always said he 
was going to live 
to be 100.”

Bouma said 
her father was 
conscious and 

talking when he arrived at the 
hospital, according to her sister 
who lives in Tampa, but his 
health rapidly declined.

Local man dies from Venice multi-car crash
Suspect in jail  

on DUI charges

GILLEAN ROGNER

SEE CRASH, 6A

By AUDREY BLACKWELL
GONDOLIER CORRESPONDENT

VENICE — It was during 
the 1970s when Tito Gaona, 
owner of  Gaona’s Flying 
Trapeze School of  Venice, 
met Pelé, the the world’s 
greatest soccer star.

Edson Arantes do 
Nascimento (Pelé) was born 
on Oct. 23, 1940, in Brazil. He 
lost his battle with cancer 
and other maladies at age 82 
on Dec. 29, 2022.

Gaona expressed his 
deepest sympathy for Pelé’s 
passing — they had become 

good friends over the years.
“It was very sad,” Gaona 

said. “I knew he was sick but 
hoped for the best. He was 
famous across the world, you 
know, like Coca-Cola. He was 
the biggest name at the time 
in the 1970s, and he mentored 
many friends.”

Since he first played soccer 
(Brazilian football) at age 
16, Pelé captivated the whole 
sports world. He was a fan 
favorite, having scored many 
goals and won the World Cup 
three times.

Friends with world’s 
greatest soccer star

Venice’s Tito Gaona fondly remembers Pelé

PHOTOS PROVIDED

Pelé, left, met Venice’s Tito Gaona when Gaona was performing for the circus in New York City.

Venice’s Tito Gaona owns a Pelé soccer 
jersey.SEE FRIENDS, 6A

SEE BOUGHT, 6A
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• Requiring a resource 
management plan for the 
development of  unplatted 
parcels of  less than five acres 
and an “independent third-par-
ty professional assessment” for 
platted lots unless a wildlife 
habitat protection assessment 
has already been done.

Staff “would not be averse” 
to the assessment requirement, 
according to the memo, and 

will be revising the language 
regarding resource manage-
ment plans.

• Reducing the maximum 
size of  a single-use commer-
cial facility in a planned-unit 
development from 65,000 square 
feet to 20,000 square feet.

Staff “does not have an issue” 
with a reduction, Clark writes, 
provided the change applies 
only to PUD to avoid creating 
nonconformities.

Venice Unites also proposes 
that proof  of  unified control to 
support changes in a PUD be 

satisfied by written approval 
of  75% of  the property owners. 
Clark acknowledges that the 
LDR are “unrealistic” in requir-
ing 100% but says that 75% may 
not be realistic either.

“If  Council determines an ap-
propriate percentage, staff will 
draft language for a process to 
confirm such percentage,” he 
writes.

• Retain a 10-foot height 
exception with Council approv-
al in the Venice Avenue District 
but measure height to the peak 
of  the roof, with the existing 

20% building height allowance 
for appurtenances.

The change would be a 
return to the way staff had been 
measuring height since 2013, 
according to Clark’s memo, 
while the LDR had reinstated 
the previous standard of  
measuring to the midline of  the 
roof.

Staff will make the revision 
“if  it is Council’s desire,” the 
memo states.

Getting any revisions from 
Council approval Friday to a 
vote on an ordinance amending 

the LDR will take about three 
months, it says, including draft-
ing the actual revisions, getting 
the Planning Commission’s 
recommendation and readings 
at two Council meetings.

The special meeting is in 
Council Chambers at City Hall, 
401 W. Venice Ave., beginning at 
2 p.m. The agenda with backup 
materials is at VeniceGov.com 
at the “meetings” button.

HEIGHTS
FROM PAGE 1A

“He had so many inter-
nal injuries and several 
broken ribs,” she said. 
“His body just couldn’t 
take it.”

Jennifer Lynn Creel, 
Gillean’s caretaker, said 
she was traumatized 
when she heard the news.

“I’m pretty distraught 
over the situation,” Creel 
said. “I had to watch my 
client of  two years die in 
a hospital due to a drunk 
driver. Other than old age, 
he was a happy, healthy 
man.”

Rogner, who also was 
hospitalized from the 
crash, refused sobriety 
tests at the hospital, 
authorities said. His wife 
told deputies he had been 
drinking throughout the 
day.

Rogner had a previous 
DUI charge in Charlotte 
County that was reduced 
to reckless driving.

Since January 2022, he 
was barred from driving 
for personal reasons and 
only possessed a business 
purposes driver’s license.

CRASH
FROM PAGE 1A

Denver Gillean in his 
Army uniform.

PHOTOS PROVIDED

Denver Gillean with his daughter, Karen Bouma

In 2020, he was named Federation 
Internationale de Football Association 
Player of  the Century — a one-time 
honor — alongside Diego Maradona. 
Pelé played for Brazil, Santos and, in the 
mid-1970s, the New York Cosmos, part 
of  the North American Soccer League 
(NASL).

The 1970s saw a lot of  the Ringling 
Circus in New York City. When the 
famous Flying Gaonas (Tito’s trapeze 
artist family) was set to perform in 
Madison Square Garden at the same 
time Pelé was there in 1975, Gaona saw 
his chance for the two to get better 
acquainted.

“I met Pelé when I was with the 
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey 
Circus that was performing in Madison 
Square Garden, New York City,” Gaona 
said. “I met him briefly once before 
that time, and when I learned he was 
coming to the NYC area in 1975 to play 
for the North American Soccer League, 
I contacted him.”

Before the start of  the Cosmos debut 
soccer game at the Meadowlands in New 
Jersey, Gaona invited Pelé and his team 
to come to the circus grounds and visit 
with him and his family.

There was an additional connection: 
Tito and the Gaona family had years 
earlier formed their own family soccer 
team and would play just for fun at 
colleges, universities and clubs.

They didn’t play soccer with the 
Cosmos, of  course, but Tito was proud 

that the Gaonas had an interest in the 
sports star’s passion.

“I suggested we do a promotion with 
the two big names — Ringling Bros. 
and Barnum & Bailey Circus and Pelé 
playing for Cosmos soccer team,” Gaona 
said. “The New York Post ran the piece 
that we put together just for the media.”

Gaona said Pelé was happy to be 
around the circus while the Cosmos 
team trained and waited to begin play-
ing. He said they would see each other 
often for the next two to three years 
whenever both were in the same cities.

Both outfits traveled the country: 
soccer and circus.

“Pelé’s health went downhill quickly,” 
Gaona said. “It was so sad to lose such a 
great figure like him.”

FRIENDS
FROM PAGE 1A

KMI founded a winter 
campus in Eau Gallie, 
Florida in 1906, believing 
the tropical climate 
would stimulate learning 
as well as facilitate more 
rigorous outdoor activ-
ity. The school would 
arrive shortly after the 
Christmas holiday break 
and would return to its 
Kentucky campus, by 
then located in a suburb 
of  Louisville, shortly 
before the Easter recess.

The winter tradition 
continued until 1921 
when a fire destroyed 
many of  the campus 
buildings.

In late spring of  1932, 
Sarasota resident Ray 
Richardson, who had 
graduated from KMI in 
1906 and served as the 
school’s commandant in 
1909-1910, contacted the 
school’s owner, Colonel 
Charles Richmond, and 
informed him of  the two 
vacant hotels in Venice — 
the Hotel Venice and the 
San Marco Hotel — that 
might serve as a suitable 
winter campus.

Richmond arrived in 
Venice on a scouting ex-
pedition later that spring. 
Accompanied by repre-
sentatives of  the BLE 
and the Seaboard Airline 
Railroad, he reportedly 
saw only three cars on 
the streets, one of  which 
was “fixin to leave.”

During the visit, 
Richmond told a local 
reporter that he could 
not have designed the 
two Venice hotels better 
to serve as KMI’s new 
winter campus, complete 
with 25 well-lit class-
rooms on the first floor of  
the San Marco.

The banner headline in 
the June 1, 1932 edition 
of  the Sarasota Herald-
Tribune announced the 
good news to a depressed 
Suncoast, that exciting 
times were on the way.

The paper noted that 
Richmond was, at that 
very moment, in meet-
ings at the BLE’s head-
quarters in Cleveland, 
Ohio to sign a 9-year 
lease on the two vacant 
hotels.

His decision to bring 
KMI to Venice, he said, 

was influenced by the 
availability of  local fresh 
vegetables and modern 
rooms as well as the 
beautiful nearby beach, 
a 9-hole golf  course, 
open landscape suitable 
for a parade ground 
and, of  course, perfect 
chamber-of-commerce 
weather.

In announcing the 
news, the paper said: 
“KMI at Venice is the 
beginning of  a new era 
of  prosperity.” Bud 
Wimmers, who was left 
behind as the appointed 
receiver for the BLE’s 
holdings in Venice, said 
the announcement was 
“like a shot of  adrenaline 
to a fellow with a heart 
condition.”

For three months 
before KMI’s arrival, 
work began to prepare 
the hotels, which had 
been closed for years. 
Furniture was “bor-
rowed” from nearby 
vacated homes. Rosa Lee 
Smith was one of  about 
six African-American 
workers who were paid 
$11 per week to clean the 
rooms.

The cleaning crew was 
under the direction of  
Carmen Cousins, the wife 
of  building contractor 
and future mayor, Mitt 
Cousins, who also was 
hired by KMI to maintain 
the winter campus.

The Cousins were the 
parents of  the late Julia 
Cousins-Laning and 
her older brother, Jim 
Cousins, who became a 
cadet in 1935.

The first KMI Special, 
consisting of  “five 

sleepers and a baggage 
car,” left Kentucky with 
about 175 boys, averaging 
16 years of  age, as well 
as some of  the 25 faculty 
members and admin-
istrators and 25 staff 
members.

The train arrived at 
the Venice Train Deport 
at 5 p.m. on Jan. 5th, and 
was met by an estimated 
1,500 people who turned 
out to greet the city’s 
newest residents.

The paper reported it 
was the largest turnout 
of  its kind in many years 
and possibly the largest 
ever in the history of  
Sarasota County.

When that first train 
arrived 90 years ago, 
it effectively doubled 
the city’s population. 
Once all had departed 
the train, the cadets fell 
into formation on the 
station platform and then 
marched through town to 
the San Marco Building.

The paper reported 
that “the crowd of  people 
who walked along with 
the cadets and the long 
line of  automobiles 
that followed had the 
resemblance of  a military 
parade.”

The school wasted no 
time settling in. Classes 
were held the next day. 
Cadets who completed 
four years of  study at 
KMI were granted the 
provisional rank of  infan-
try captain in the U.S. 
Army upon graduation, 
while 3-year students 
were able to qualify as 
lieutenants.

The first formal dress 
parade of  the season was 

held on the afternoon of  
Sunday, Jan. 15th. The 
formation was held on 
Tampa Avenue in front 
of  the San Marco since 
preparation of  the parade 
field (today’s Centennial 
Park) had not yet been 
completed.

The battalion was 
reviewed by members 
of  the faculty and was 
under the leadership of  
Cadet Major Cramer.

It’s little wonder that, 
along with the benefit of  
winters spent in Florida, 
the school’s enrollment 
increased to 275 cadets in 
just four years.

With KMI’s future 
intact, Richmond pur-
chased the two hotels 
in 1939, along with the 
former Orange Blossom 
Garage, which would 
serve as KMI’s gymna-
sium and armory. That 
building today houses the 
Venice Theatre.

KMI’s tuition in 1933 
amounted to $950 per 
year, which included the 
cost of  meals and train 
travel to Venice.

The relationship 
between KMI and the 
city of  Venice continued 
to strengthen during the 
next 37 years. Cracks 
began to appear in the 
spring of  1970, however, 
when the March 26th 
edition of  the Venice 
Gondolier confirmed the 
rumor that KMI might 
not be returning to its 
winter home.

Although no formal 
announcement was 
forthcoming, the school’s 
director of  athletics sent 
letters a month later to 
all area high schools, in-
forming them not to put 
KMI on their schedules 
for the following year.

KMI formally closed 
in the spring of  1971, a 
victim of  the increasing 
anti-war sentiment 
against the Vietnam 
War. During its 126-year 
history, more than 
12,000 young men passed 
through its hallowed 
gates.

And for those cadets, 
they cherished the 
memories of  their time 
spent in Venice.

Larry Humes writes 
about local history 
and can be reached at: 
1926venice@gmail.com.
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Venice’s Tito Gaona, in front, poses with Pelé and friends in this photo from the 
1970s.

PHOTOS PROVIDED

Pelé’s autograph is still visible on this 
soccer ball owned by Venice’s Tito 
Gaona.
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Kentucky Military Institute students pose for a 
photo on the Venice campus.


