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Silver Springs

Since prehistoric days, the area around what 
would come to be known as Silver Springs was 
a destination for both Native Americans and 
explorers alike. In the years immediately follow-
ing the Civil War, another class of visitor arrived: 
the tourist. The difference between those and 
the millions who would eventually flock to Silver 
Springs was that the first tourists had to be 
transported by boats since there were no roads 
that led to the scenic spot. In the early twentieth 
century, the barely emerging automobile tour-
ism industry discovered Silver Springs, and the 
garden spot east of Ocala would never see the 
end of it. 

proof



4   V   Remembering Florida Springs

Even though Silver 
Springs had been 
drawing Florida 
tourists by boat 
and railroad since 
the 1800s, it was 
when business-
men William Carl 
Ray (seated) and 
W. C. “Shorty” 
Davidson acquired 
the property in 
1924 that it truly 
began its rise as 
the undisputed 
king of the 
state’s roadside 
attractions.
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These early brochures illustrate the 
way the team of Ray and Davidson 
promoted Silver Springs in the early 
years. The archaic-looking purple 
and green one dates from circa 1928; 
the orange and blue one is from 1934 
and mentions the “silver arrows” that 
served as directional markers along 
the Florida highways.
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6   V   Remembering Florida Springs

It is quite possible that the “See Silver Springs” arrows were 
the inspiration for the even more prolific “See Rock City” 
signs of a few years later. This illustration comes from a 1935 
postcard folder, by which time Silver Springs was already the 
primary Florida tourist destination.
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The exact origin of Silver Springs’ glass bottom boats has been 
the subject of numerous conflicting legends. What is certain 
is that they were the attraction’s primary (if not only) asset 
when Ray and Davidson took over. The boats’ transparent wells 
joined forces with the clarity of the water to give visitors an 
unprecedented view into the undersea world.
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