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Introduction

The Manuscript

While conducting a summer inventory in the Archives and
Special Collections at Rollins College in Winter Park, Florida,
Wenxian Zhang, the college’s archivist, discovered a rare
manuscript, apparently written in 1855, in the school’s Florida
Collection. It consists of an unpublished novel about a young
man’s winter visit to Florida given to the college in 1955 by
Frederic W. Dau.

Although Mr. Dau was a highly respected editor and book
collector, there is far less information about the author. A note on
the back of the manuscript’s front cover identifies the author as
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Cyrus Parkhurst Condit, and this novel appears to be his first and
only literary work. All that we know about him are the simple
biographical details of his short life Born on February 5, 1830, he
was the third child ( of eight) of Wickliffe Sayre Condit (1795 —
1872) and Esther Parkhurst (1801 —1890) and lived in Newark,
New Jersey. On May 23, 1855, he married Sarah J. Champlin,
who was born on April 14, 1834 in New York City and died on
August 26, 1889 in East Orange, N. J. Together they had two
children. Agnes Louise Condit, who was born on May 28, 1856
in Newark, N.J. and died in Newton, N. J. ; and Sarah Adeline
Condit, who was born on September 8, 1858 in Newark, N. J.
and died in South Orange, N.J. Cyrus Condit passed away at age
30 on January 6, 1861.

Written on one side of 162 folio leaves (12 5/8 by 8
inches) , the manuscript is folded in quires and sewn and bound in
stiff tan wrappers. The sewing has come loose, as have the
wrappers, but everything is present, including a portion of the
spine. The manuscript is enclosed in a brown cloth slipcase. The
wrappers and first and last few pages are damp-stained, obscuring
only two or three words of the “ Table of Contents”. The novel
tells the story of George Morton, a seventeen year old New
Yorker who travels one December to Florida for his health. While
most of the narrative focuses on Welaka, a small town 55 miles
south of Jacksonville, and the adjacent Lake George region, it
also includes visits to other areas in Florida like St. Augustine,
Enterprise, Mellonville ( now Sanford) and Silver Glen Springs,
as well as hunting, fishing and camping trips along the state’s
rivers and lakes.

The manuscript’s importance stems both from its date, which
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makes it one of the state’s first novels, and from its detailed
portrait of ordinary life along the St. Johns River in the early
1850s. In describing how the handful of Welaka residents and the
farmers who surrounded them worked and socialized, married and
worshipped, hunted and fished, Condit has made a rich
contribution to our understanding of Florida before the American
Civili War. The story’s incidents and descriptions are so
circumstantial in detail that they appear clearly based on first-hand
experience or taken from familiar local anecdote. It is the book’s
record of those distinctively Floridian customs, the large and small
events of day-by-day life, that makes it so valuable.

Like most early drafts, the original manuscript of A Winter in
the Sunshine has a fairly casual attitude towards writing, with a
good deal of repetition, a cavalier view of punctuation and
grammar, and a number of inconsistencies. Our primary concern
has been to preserve the original’s substance, style and tone,
while correcting the most obvious and distracting problems.
Although we have generally broken up run-on sentences, for
example, we have at the same time kept the occasional shifts of
narrative , as when the author uses either the first or second person
to speak directly to his reader. When the syntax became too
repetitive or redundant, we added conjunctions, transitional
phrases or combined sentences. In addition to standardizing most
of the punctuation and grammar, much of our editing involved
eliminating repetition.

To offer a clear sense of the manuscript’s punctuation and
syntax, we have preserved George’s letters to his mother in
Chapters II and IV and the excerpt from his diary in Chapter VIII
exactly as they appear in the original. In addition to showing the
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author’s loose approach to everything from commas to repetition,
those passages capture the voice (and grammar) of a high spirited
teenager. We have also left in some of George’s — or the
author’s — occasionally telegraphic passages. Our only significant
changes in these sections occur in the diary when the author
occasionally forgets that those passages are George’s first-person
accounts and, while reporting dialogue, writes “asked George”
rather than “I asked”.

Condit’s punctuation tends to be rhetorical rather than
traditional. His commas, semicolons and hyphens usually indicate
pauses for effect rather than follow any standard usage of mid-
nineteenth century American English. We thought it especially
important to preserve, as fully as possible, the author’s language ,
which often has the rhythm and indirect sensitivity of Victorian
American prose — “ As the dogs swept past him with their tongues
lolling out, George was aware of a singular feeling of faintness
coming over him and sank down on the grass” — as well as a
tendency towards the formality of his age.

Many of the characters use of language helps to shape the
book’s tone. Uncle James, for example, is very formal and
pedantic, while Mr. Hunter’s vigorous, direct speech communicates
a sense of immediacy and a frank admiration for achievement.
George’s two friends can also be distinguished by their syntax.
David regularly offers rational explanations for odd occurrences in
carefully balanced, occasicnally complex sentences, while the
relatively taciturn Mr. Hastings only speaks to ask fairly simple
questions. On the other hand, the unreliable guide Hirly gives the
author a chance to try comic Southern dialogue, as when he tells
the boys he “had seed lots of bar”.
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The Literary Context

By the mid-nineteenth century America’s literary establishment,
located largely in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, was
struggling between the country’s past and its future as it attempted to
define the national character. The Alamo and Gold Rush had already
begun shifting the nation’s expansionist imagination westward; in
1855 the first railroad train would cross the Mississippi. Soon after the
Civil War (1861 —1865), the American West would emerge as the
psychic universe in which writers could construct and explore
American myths. [ The West came to symbolize the unlimited
potential of the United States and to provide an elemental landscape
in which men could achieve and test their manhood, define the
fundamental tenets of good and evil, and demonstrate the epic story
of the inevitable expansion of Western civilization and its values, or
at least the American version of those values. ]

[ But for the first half of the nineteenth century, Florida served
much the same purpose for a different set of myths and legends, those
focusing on exploration, contact, setflement, and transformation. ]
(The southernmost frontier of North America offered a young
nation attempting to secure its place among the European powers a
darkly mysterious, exotic history of its own, with almost 300
years of adventure, intrigue, and romance. ) Florida’s earliest
novelists found a rich source of materials in La Florida’s eclectic
human stew and bloody adventurous past. From lurid tales of
piracy and heroic accounts of exploration to the epic struggle of
European colonizers and vast Indian wars, North America’s
southernmost edge presented to America’s first post-colonial



