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Historic Weeki Wachee Springs
Florida’sLegendaryMermaidCity

Wachee

Weeki
‘_! Springs is actually a 1-
&__-ii /" square-mile city locat-
Yerr

ed in Spring Hill, Fla.,
Weeki Wachee Spn’n@ two hours west of
; Orlando and 45 min-
utes north of Tampa. This mystical enchanted bot-
tomless natural spring has been the blue underwater
home of live world famous mermaids for more than
60 years, dating back to 1947 as one of Florida’s old-
est roadside attractions (even before Disney). During
its heyday in the 1960s, attendance exceeded a mil-
lion visitors per year. Today Weeki Wachee, Florida’s
only spring-fed waterpark, offers 27 acres of water-
related activities including the Buccaneer Bay Water-
park and sandy beach that opened in 1982, In
November 2008, Weeki Wachee was taken over by
the Florida Department of Parks and Recreation and
500 additional acres of natural wildlife area were
added. Current attendance is 250,000 and expected

to grow rapidly.
The History of
Weeki Wachee Springs

Weeki Wachee was named by the Seminole Indi-
ans and means “little spring.” This bottomless spring
is fed each day with more than 117 million surging
gallons of pure 72-degree water. Where the mer-
maids swim, 20 feel below the surface, the current
flows at five miles per hour. One can just imagine
how strong and well trained a mermaid must be to
fight this current as they perform and hold their
breath from two and a half to four minutes.

In 1946, a former U.S. Navy SEALS trainer in
World War II, Newton Perry, visited Weeki Wachee
and thought it would be a good site to start his new
underwater business concept, even though the
spring was filled with old rusted cars and refrigera-
tors. Newt removed the junk, and through experi-
mentation, invented an underwater breathing hose

system that delivered oxygen from an air compres-
sor. He next built an 18-seat theater and submerged
it six feet below the surface so viewers could see the
natural beauty as if they were underwater divers.
With much enthusiasm, Perry then searched for pret-
ty and athletic girls and trained them to swim under-
water with a constant smile, eat and drink while

One of the world

famous mermaids

petforming underwater

S » 5 mile 1o

and fighting the 5 mile pei

hour current effortlessly while

lholding her breath for minutes at a tines
> ‘. -

underwater and do aquatic ballets, using the air
hoses that were hidden in the scenery and props to
breathe from time to time. The girls were also given
etiquette and ballet lessons. His last step was to place
a large “Weeki Wachee” sign out on U.S. 19, and of
course, have his mermaids dressed in one-piece
bathing suits flagging down cars and “luring” them
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into the parking lot. And then, the girls jumped into
the spring, and changed into mermaids underwater

(out of view) in the inverted glass tanks that had nat-

ural air locks to per-
form.

" The first show
took place on Octo-
ber 13, 1947. This
was the same day
that another new
invention, televi-
sion, aired the
famous “Kukla,
Fran and Ollie” pup-
pet show. In a few
short years, Weeki
Wachee  received
worldwide publicity
and became one of the top tourist attractions in
America. Several movies were filmed on site includ-
ing “Mr. Peabody and the Mermaid.”

In 1959, Newt sold the spring to American Broad-

A current mermaid holding the air-breathing hose
that was developed in 1947 by Newt Perry
and is still used today.
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Weeki Wachee Springs Buccaneer Bay Waterpark with
(left to right) Thunderbolt, Pirates Revenge, white sand
beach, Pirates Plunge and guests in the triple tube
(Lazy River) outside the swimming area.
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casting Company (ABC). With the company’s deep
pockets, ABC expanded the small underwater the-
ater to 500 seats and installed more underwater
props and lifts to
create several
underwater produc-
tions with music
and story lines. The
35 mermaids per-
formed scenes from
movies such as
“Peter Pan,” “Snow
White,” “The Wiz-
ard of Oz” and
“Alice in Wonder-
land.” There were
eight shows per day
and all of the seats
were usually filled. The mermaids even played foot-
ball underwater and had underwater picnics. Many
famous people came to see the mermaids including
Elvis (1961), Don Knotts, Ester Williams, Arthur
Godfry and Jane Russell.

The tiny City of Weeki Wachee was officially
incorporated in 1966. In 1982, the Buccaneer Bay
Waterpark opened complete with its white sand
beach, wet attractions, picnic areas and hiking trails.
The “Mermaids of Yesteryear” shows started in 1997
and feature mermaids from seven decades, ranging
all the way back to the 1940s, with the oldest being
age 79. One weekend a month, an average of 10 of
them perform. “Once a mermaid, always a mer-
maid” is the former mermaids’ motto.

Central Weeki Wachee Figures

The Honorable Robyn Anderson is the Mayor of
the tiny city of Weeki Wachee, which has a total pop-
ulation of nine. She is, of course, a former mermaid.
At the time she was elected, she was the youngest
mayor in the history of the United States. Robyn,
nicknamed the “Mermaid Mayor,” quickly became
world famous and has appeared on television shows
including “To Tell the Truth.” She has played a huge
role in bringing the dream of Weeki Wachee back go
life leading the “Save Our Tails” campaign, after the
park fell into a state of neglect in the 1990s under for-
mer ownership.

Tourist Attractions & Parks: Robyn, how did you
get to be a mermaid?

Robyn Anderson: “I was raised in Wayne, N.J.,
and loved sports, playing basketball, soccer and ski-
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