From Frontier Clearing to Civic Foundation: The McMullen Family and the Making of Largo

Long before Largo was a grid of paved roads and subdivisions, it was a landscape of pine
flatwoods, palmetto scrub, and a wide freshwater lake known simply as “Big Lake.” The air carmied the
threat of storms, bears roamed the woods, and survival depended more on endurance than ambition. Into
this environment stepped the McMullen family, whose arrival in the mid-nineteenth century marked the
beginning of one of the most enduring legacies in Largo’s history. Their story is not merely one of
settlement; it is a narrative of adaptation, institution-building, and generational transformation. Through

agriculture, public service, and civic investment, the McMullens helped shape both the physical landscape

and political identity of Largo.

When Daniel McMullen secured 160 acres near present-day Rosery Road in 1852, he seemed to
essentially be moving into isolation’. Florida had only recently stabilized politically after the Second
Seminole War, and few settlers ventured to the remote Pinellas Peninsula®. Daily life required
self-sufficiency: tending crops, raising livestock, and defending property from both wildlife and the
unpredictability of Florida’s climate. Hurricanes could erase months of labor in a single aftemoon. In
1848, the devastating “Gale of 1848 reshaped portions of the peninsula and destroyed fishing camps at

Pinellas Point: it became apparent to settlers that permanence required resilience.

Daniel followed his older brother, James Parramore McMullen, who had earlier come south
seeking recovery from tuberculosis. What James found was more than restored health; he found
opportunity in a sparsely populated frontier. Together, the brothers grazed cattle across open range
between present-day Largo and Clearwater. At a time when there were few formal roads, herds moved
through hand-hewn trails carved through pine and palmetto®. Livestock and crops went far beyond

economic ventures; they were mechanisms of survival in a region where neighbors might be miles apart.

The Civil War interrupted this fragile stability. Daniel retumed to Georgia before enlisting in the
Confederate “Cow Cavalry” in 1863, units responsible for driving cattle to supply Southem forces. While
political motivations were complex, participation often reflected a desire to protect land and livelihood.

After the war’s conclusion in 1865, Daniel retumed to a landscape marked by damage and uncertainty.

Yet, he rebuilt.
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In 1868, the family completed construction of what became known as the Daniel McMullen
House, a Florida Cracker—s{yle home constructed of native pine with a breezeway “dogtrot” design that
allowed ventilation in the subtropical heat*. Elevated floors, a large porch, and simple materials reflected
practicality in mind over omament. The home stood as a declaration: the McMullens intended to stay. It
would remain continuously occupied for the next 124 years, becoming one of the oldest continuously

inhabited dwellings in Pinellas County before its relocation to Heritage Village.

During the 1870s, Daniel demonstrated a keen awareness of economic shifts. He transitioned
from cotton to citrus cultivation, anticipating the growing northern demand for Florida oranges and
grapefruit. The expansion of railroad networks in the late nineteenth century made citrus increasingly
profitable. By 1890, family narratives suggest Daniel owned nearly 1,500 head of cattle, positioning him
among the region’s largest ranchers’. What began as sustenance farming turned into scaled agribusiness

on a developing frontier

The McMullens also shaped Largo’s identity in ways both symbolic and literal. According to
accounts later shared by Robert Lee “Doctor Bob” McMullen, a surveyor renamed “Big Lake” as Lake
Largo in the 1880s, choosing the Spanish word largo to emphasize its breadth®. When residents later
debated what to name the railroad station forming west of the lake, Rufus McMullen suggested adopting
the same name. Thus, the settlement became Largo: A family helped anchor the town not only

economically but linguistically.

Ironically, the lake that gave the town its name would not survive intact. In the early twentieth
century, local farmers—including members of the McMullen family—drained Lake Largo to create
nutnent-rich muckland ideal for cultivation. At the time, the project symbolized progress. Yet later
generations expressed regret over the loss of what had once been described as the best fishing lake in the
county. It is this tension between development and preservation that reflects a recurring theme in Florida’s

history, as transformation often holds both gain and loss.

As Largo evolved from agricultural outpost to organized municipality, the McMullens
transitioned into civic leadership. Eli Bartow “Uncle Eli” McMullen became the first tax collector of
Pinellas County in 1912, serving for seventeen years’. His role signified the shift from frontier informality

to structured governance. Meanwhile, Donald Campbell McMullen pursued law and public office in
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Tampa, serving in the Florida Senate during the 1909 and 1911 sessions and participating in debates
surrounding prohibition and the formation of Pinellas County. Though based across the bay, his roots

remained in Largo, where he was ultimately buried in 1947.

The family’s influence extended to the national stage with Chester Bartow McMullen, grandson
of Eli. A graduate of the University of Florida’s law school, Chester served as U.S. Representative for
Florida’s First Congressional District from 1951 to 19538, His advocacy for veterans and elderly citizens
reflected a generational expansion of service. What began as cattle drives through pine scrublands

culminated in representation within the halls of Congress.

Yet the McMullen legacy is not defined solely by officeholding. Robert Lee “Doctor Bob™
McMullen embodied innovation at the local level. A trained dentist, he simultaneously experimented with
more than one hundred varieties of citrus, promoted the Pinellas County Fair, and championed
agrcultural advancement®. His enthusiasm suggests that pioneer spirit did not fade with modemization,

but instead, adapted.

From frontier homestead to civic institution, the McMullen family’s history mirrors Largo’s own
transformation. They endured storms, war, and i1solation; they cultivated cattle and citrus; they named
lakes, drained them, built banks, served in office, and raised generations who remained connected to the
land for decades. By the time Daniel McMullen died in 1908, he was surrounded by sixty-five
descendants. His passing marked the end of an era, yet the institutions and identity he helped shape

endured.

The McMullen story reveals that local history is rarely in a singular, transformative moment; it
unfolds through sustained effort across generations. The pine forests have thinned, Lake Largo is gone,
and cattle no longer roam open range. Yet the imprint of one family remains embedded in Largo’s roads,
records, and memory. In tracing their journey from wilderess cleanng to civic leadership, one sees not

only the evolution of a family, but the making of a town.
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