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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING

“Here, Monroe tells perhaps his most compelling tale of all—about the only Highwaywom-
an, Mary Ann Carroll.”—JEFF KLINKENBERG, author of Alligators in B-Flat

“A tale of triumph, of personal survival, of discipline, and fi nally, of faith.”—LINDA 
HUDSON, mayor, Fort Pierce, Florida

“An inspiring story of how one African-American woman artist not only survived a man’s 
world but also did it during the long storm of a racist climate.”—GINGER SMITH 
BALDWIN, senior legislative assistant, Florida Senate

“A great read of an inspiring story about a woman of faith, character and drive. Monroe cap-
tures the essence of the Highwaymen’s art, Mary Ann Carroll’s life, and the entrepreneurial 
spirit that helped Carroll succeed in a racially charged environment.”—TOM WAGOR, 
president, Marco Island Historical Society 

“So many lives of artists are made possible, or at least made easier, by the support of some-
one else making the dinner and tending to the children while the singular experience of Mary 
Ann Carroll, Highwaywoman, related in this book reveals an artist overcoming the institu-
tional challenges of race and gender while tending to the daily chores.”—JEAN ELLEN 
WILSON, author of Legendary Locals of Fort Pierce
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GARY MONROE

GARY MONROE is professor of fi ne arts and photography at Daytona State College. 
Grants from the Fulbright Foundation, National Endowment for the Arts, Florida Department 
of State, and Florida Humanities Council, among others, have supported his photography 
and writing. He is the author of The Highwaymen: Florida’s African-American Landscape 
Painters, Extraordinary Interpretations: Florida’s Self-Taught Artists, The Highwaymen 
Murals: Al Black’s Concrete Dreams, and other books and articles on contemporary folk art. 
Mr. Monroe successfully nominated The Highwaymen to the Department of State’s Florida 
Artists Hall of Fame in 2004.



Q & A with

author of

Tell us about your � rst introduction to the artwork of the Highwaymen.  

In 1997 I was writing a book about self-taught and generally idiosyncratic 
artists in Florida and was going to include the Highwaymen in it. But Mere-
dith Morris-Babb said that there was “buzz” about the little known Highway-
men and suggested I write a book just about them. I did so a bit reluctantly, 
thinking I’d wind up driving from Key West to Pensacola and back buying 
the books o�  reminder racks at $1.99 each. Was I ever wrong.

What are a few of the key challenges that Mary Ann Carroll would have faced that the 
other Highwaymen did not? 

Being a woman and a single mother of seven children, and she had her own 
demons to battle.

Are there any modern-day artists who you consider to be similar to the Highwaymen? 

I asked myself that a lot of times as I researched, but came up relatively 
empty-handed. Maybe the Gee’s Bend quilters, but that’s not quite the same. 
� ere are schools of art, but again no cigar. � e Highwaymen seem to be a 
unique phenomenon, which was de� ned, perhaps, by the Civil Rights Move-
ment and the space race, while being distinguished by their gestural painterly 
style and uninhibited use of color as applied to the Florida landscape. 

GARY MONROE

Mary Ann Carroll

First Lady of the Highwaymen



What are you working on next? 

I’m re-reading a manuscript I wrote about the obscure but ever-important 
Florida photographer E.G. Barnhill.

What do you hope readers will enjoy the most about your book? 

Of course the appreciation of Mary Ann’s art, as well as the Highwaymen’s 
aesthetic, is primary. But her backstory, both personal and environmental—
the Civil Rights Movement and its slow-to-change a� ere� ects of integra-
tion—add remarkably to appreciating the accomplishments of the Highway-
men and, particularly, Mary Ann. She’s a survivor.
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Preface

Mary Ann Carroll is a difficult interview, and because of this she seems almost two-dimensional at times. 
I cannot say she is enigmatic; rather, I suspect, she is careful not to reveal too much. Two ingrained fac-
tors may contribute to this: she’s a seasoned salesperson, and she is cautious among white people. In fact, 
these attributes are second nature to her now and were likely honed while she sold her paintings during 
the civil rights era, in the thick of racial discord, to a white clientele.

Mary Ann was the first Highwayperson I met fifteen years ago as I began research on �e Highway-
men: Florida’s African-American Landscape Painters, and we simply hit it off. Back then, black Fort Pierce 
was an unwelcoming and dangerous place, and one devoid of white people. Run-down and blighted, its 
central area, Avenue D, had become a haven for drugs and prostitution; the streets were unsafe at night. 
But despite its very bad reputation then, I never had any difficulties. e only time I kept my eyes on the 
rearview mirror was when I had gone there to visit Highwayman Livingston “Castro” Roberts and was 
surveilled by an unmarked police car. Castro lived in a duplex apartment behind which other artists and 
friends hung out, some working on their cars while he often painted beside them.

Mary Ann recognized my intentions and introduced me to other Highwaymen, some of whom were 
either hard to locate or not interested in meeting me. is was well before they attained celebrity status. 
Few were even painting at this point. Most, in fact, had ceased painting at least a decade before. Mary 
Ann explained that there was little trust toward white people and that some of the artists were receiving 
SSI (Supplemental Security Income), which they didn’t want to jeopardize by talking to a middle-aged, 
pasty-skinned white guy getting out of a nice car with a clipboard in hand (my description, not hers). 
Nevertheless, she was welcoming, agreeing to accompany me around the area.

It took months to meet the artists and break the ice, and I couldn’t have done it without Mary Ann. 
We became friends in the process. I’m likely closer to her than any other Caucasian, and because of this 
I was happy and honored to write this book. I guarantee readers that Mary Ann is a multifaceted indi-
vidual. However, I must confess that I feel I haven’t captured the whole Mary Ann, although she may say 
that I have.
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�e Highwaywoman
I asked God for two things—wisdom and strength—and he gave me both.

  

Today, with the resurgent popularity of the Highwaymen’s art and the attention that they have received, 
Mary Ann Carroll stands alone. “My views were different than other people’s, my dreams were different,” 
she has said. In the world in which she grew up, black women lived in the shadows. Zora Neale Hurston, 
one of the country’s greatest writers, was isolated, working as a substitute teacher in the same Fort Pierce 
where Mary Ann came of age. ere Hurston died, penniless and nearly forgotten, in . Although 
she had a loyal support network of people who had recognized her genius, she was living in the County 
Welfare Home and was laid to rest in an unmarked gravesite that became unkempt and neglected until 
it was identified by author Alice Walker in . Such was the plight of a black woman at this time, in 
this place. Such was the societal atmosphere when Mary Ann was a young woman.

Being black was a strike against you, a stigma; so was being a woman. But Mary Ann Carroll, as she 
assesses her past, says, “I have never seen it as a man’s world or a woman’s world. What I saw was survival.” 
And survival meant struggle, perhaps the defining word of Mary Ann’s life. Survival in a white man’s 
world was challenging, to be sure. Social norms of the time were dismissive of, if not downright hostile 
toward, black ambition and enterprise. But Mary Ann, along with twenty-five other fledgling African 
American artists later dubbed the Highwaymen, would prosper under the pervasiveness of de facto seg-
regation. Ultimately their paintings would cross race and class lines, creating Florida iconography. With 
tenacity and youth on their side, they saw opportunity in the face of Jim Crow laws and their aftermath. 
As Mary Ann puts it, “Why should I go and clean somebody’s house for five dollars a day when I can 
paint and make two paintings in a day and make fifty dollars?” She was the only one of the group to see 
being a maid as an employment option, because all of the other artists were men.

During their early days, long before the Highwaymen were formally recognized, a shared identity 
emerged from their images that expressed something elemental about Florida and the experience of its 
land. Underlying this lasting visual testament to the Sunshine State’s natural beauty is a collective yearn-
ing for the wild landscapes of our imaginations. When �e Highwaymen: Florida’s African American 
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