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Florida Womenõs Hall of Fame 

 

March 2009 

 

Dear Floridian: 

 

On behalf of the Florida Commission on the Status of Women, we are 
honored to present our 2008/2009 Florida Womenõs Hall of Fame 
brochure. We invite you to share the experience of commemorating 
womenõs history by remembering those women whose lives and 
contributions have positively affected both Florida and the United States. 
The women of the Florida Womenõs Hall of Fame are or were pioneers in 
their fields, accomplishing goals that previously had never been attained by 
a female. 

 

This brochure was created not only to honor these outstanding women, but 
to help raise awareness about the great contribution of women to Florida 
and United States history. 

 

We hope you will find this brochure an informative and useful publication. 

 

Sincerely, 

  

 

 

Claudia Kirk Barto 
Chair, Florida Commission on the Status of Women 
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Kelly S. Sciba, APR, Executive Director 

Michele S. Manning, CPM, Administrative Assistant III 
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Katie Rowe, Intern 
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The Florida Women's Hall of Fame began in 1982 under the aegis of the 
Governorõs Commission on the Status of Women, a body that was appointed by 
Governor Bob Graham. A total of 27 women were selected as members of the 
Hall of Fame in 1982, 1984 and 1986. 
 
In 1992, Governor Lawton Chiles proposed, and the Legislature passed, a bill 
(CSSB 1148) that created a permanent Florida Womenõs Hall of Fame. Chapter 
92-48 of the Laws of Florida now states: òIt is the intent of the Legislature to 
recognize and honor those women who, through their works and lives, have 
made significant improvement of life for women and for all citizens of Florida.ó 
 
In addition to creating clear criteria for additions to the Hall, this legislation 
mandated the inclusion of women who had been honored in the previous decade. 
The project became a responsibility of the Florida Commission on the Status of 
Women, an entity that consists of appointees of the Governor, Cabinet members, 
the Speaker of the House and the President of the Senate. 
 
Because education is one important purpose of the Hall of Fame, CSSB 1148 
provided display space in the Florida Capitol. In 1994, the Commission unveiled 
plaques that offer a brief biography and photograph of each honoree. We hope 
that this information will inspire young women and those who teach girls. Please 
note that the biographies were created at the date of induction. 
 
Since 1992, up to three women have been inducted into the Hall each year. 
Nominations may be made between April 1 and July 15. The Commission 
appreciates public input that assists us in honoring meritorious women and in 
educating the public on the significant and varied accomplishments of women in 
Floridaõs history. 

History of the Florida Womenôs Hall of Fame 
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1982 Florida Womenôs Hall of Fame Inductee 

A pioneer in the development of programs for female athletes, Barbara 
Palmer has been nationally recognized for her efforts to establish equity 
in sports for women. 

Born in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, she earned bachelor's and master's 
degrees at Florida State University in 1970 and 1974. In 1977, Palmer 
became FSU's Director of Women's Intercollegiate Athletics. FSU 
women won five national championships and 226 All-American 
awards under her leadership. 

She was chosen for the Florida Women's Hall of Fame in 1982 because 
of her lobbying work on Title IX, a 1972 federal mandate to ensure 
equitable treatment of girls and women in school athletic programs. 

Barbara Jo Palmer 

1948ñ 
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1982 Florida Womenôs Hall of Fame Inductee 

A leader in the creative arts at Miami-Dade Community College, Paula 
Mae Milton was born in Kentucky. She moved to Florida in 1954, 
graduated from Stetson University in 1961, earned a master's degree 
from the University of Miami in 1963, and a Ph.D. from Florida State 
University in 1967. 

As a poet, dramatist, and film maker, Dr. Milton inspired thousands of 
students at Miami-Dade. Among other activities, she started a Miami 
theater company, co-chaired a television drama series that was 
produced in conjunction with the British Broadcasting Company, and 
co-authored a textbook on drama. 

Dr. Milton chaired the college's Creative Arts Department and was 
active in many organizations when she suddenly died at age 41. 

Paula Mae Milton 

1939-1980 
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2008/2009 Florida Womenôs Hall of Fame Inductee 

Louise H. Courtelis 

1932 ñ         

Louise H. Courtelis of Micanopy is a successful international businesswoman, noted 
philanthropist and longtime supporter of higher education and veterinary care in 
Florida. Louise Courtelis was born on a dairy farm in Corfu, New York. She 
moved to Florida in the early 1950s to attend the University of Miami, where she 
earned her bachelorõs degree in education and met her future husband, the late 
Alec Courtelis, a successful real estate developer with whom she raised a son and 
daughter. She taught at the Notre Dame Academy for Girls and Coral Gables 
High School before co-founding the Kendall Academy, a preschool and 
elementary school in Miami. In 1970, she and her husband established Town and 
Country Farms in McIntosh, Florida, eventually building it into the leading 
Arabian horse racing facility in the nation.  

Louise Courtelis and her husband convinced lawmakers to establish the Alec P. 
Courtelis Facilities Enhancement Challenge Grant Program, which provides 
matching state dollars for major private donations that support construction and 
renovations in Floridaõs public universities. A former trustee at the University of 
Florida, she helped to raise more than $8 million while serving as chairwoman of 
the Deanõs Advisory Council for the UF College of Veterinary Medicine. 
Formerly chairwoman of the UF Foundation, she has been instrumental in the 
success of larger fundraising campaigns, including a UF capital campaign that 
raised $850 million starting in 1997. Louise Courtelis is the recipient of numerous 
awards, including the Special Service Award from the UF College of Veterinary 
Medicine in 2002. She also received the University of Floridaõs first Distinguished 
Achievement Award in 1993 in honor of her contributions on behalf of veterinary 
medicine. She received the E.T. York Service Award in 1994 from the Board of 
Regents. 
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2008/2009 Florida Womenôs Hall of Fame Inductee 

Senator Gwen Margolis 

1934 ñ         

Senator Gwen Margolis of Miami is a longtime elected official whose historic 
achievements in office have paved the way for many other women. First 
elected to the Florida House of Representatives in 1974, she was re-
elected three times before being elected to the Senate in 1980. In the 
Senate, she chaired committees including Finance, Tax and Claims, and 
Appropriations, where she helped deal with the budget crisis facing 
Florida at the time. In 1990, Senator Margolis was named President of the 
Florida Senate, becoming the first woman in the United States to serve as 
president of any Senate. While President, she spearheaded landmark open 
government and open records legislation. She also helped secure passage 
of legislation touted at the time as the toughest ethics in the country. She 
served eight years on the Miami-Dade County Commission and served six 
of those years as Chairman. She was re-elected in 2002 to the Florida 
Senate, where she served until 2008. She is listed in the Whoõs Who of 
Women in the World and the Whoõs Who of Women, and she has 
received numerous awards including the Florida Chamber of Commerce 
òLegislator of the Yearó, the North Dade Chamber of Commerce and 
Gold Coast Chamber of Commerce òWoman of the Yearó, and the 
òGlass Ceilingó award from the Florida Federation of Business and 
Professional Women. A real estate investor and realtor, she lives in Miami 
and has four adult children and seven grandchildren. 
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1982 Florida Womenôs Hall of Fame Inductee 

Wilhelmina Harvey was the first woman elected to the Monroe County 
Commission and the first woman mayor of Key West. 

She graduated from Florida State College for Women (now FSU) in 
1937 and earned a master's degree in public administration in 1980. An 
educator, businesswoman, and civic leader, she was chosen as one of 
the first four living women in the Women's Hall of Fame because of 
her 50 years of volunteer service in the Keys. 

She served as president of the Florida Federation of Business and 
Professional Women's Clubs in 1952-53, and has received numerous 
honors. 

Wilhelmina Celeste Goehring Harvey 

1912ñ 2005 
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1982 Florida Womenôs Hall of Fame Inductee 

Elaine Gordon was the first woman inducted into the Florida Women's 
Hall of Fame. 

Born in New York, she moved to Florida in 1964. During the 
Constitutional Revision Session in 1968, she was a legislative assistant 
to State Representative George Firestone, who later became Secretary 
of State. In 1972, she was elected to the House of Representatives and 
in 1992, in her 20th year of service, became the Dean of the Florida 
House. 

She was the first woman elected Speaker Pro-Tempore and, among 
many other honors, was the first recipient of the State of Florida 
United Way Humanitarian Award. During her tenure, she sponsored 
legislation creating the Florida Commission on the Status of Women. 
She has been internationally recognized as a leader in the fight for 
human rights. In 1994, Gordon announced her retirement. 

Elaine Gordon 

1931-2000 
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2008/2009 Florida Womenôs Hall of Fame Inductee 

Betty Schlesinger Sembler 

1931 ñ         

Betty Schlesinger Sembler of Treasure Island has dedicated more than three decades to 
fighting the war on drugs, starting in 1976 when she and her husband Melvin Sembler 
became founding members of Straight, Inc., a nonprofit drug treatment program that 
served 12,000 young people across the country. She also has helped shape national 
anti-drug policies through her work starting in the mid-80s with the White House 
Conference for a Drug-Free America and as a member of the Governorõs Drug Policy 
Task Force in Florida. Betty Sembler also has served on the board of DARE Florida 
and DARE America, a national organization that provides anti-drug education to 
elementary and middle school students. She was vice chairwoman of DARE 
International and has campaigned against liberal drug policies around the world while 
traveling with her husband, who served as U.S. Ambassador to Australia and to the 
Republic of Italy. She is founder and president of Save Our Society from Drugs and 
the Drug Free America Foundation Inc., whose missions are to promote sound drug 
policy, drug free workplaces, high school and college student awareness programs, 
dissemination of scientific knowledge, establishment of drug free standards for the 
international community through The International Taskforce on Strategic Drug 
Policy and The Drug Prevention Network of the Americas. Betty Sembler has also 
served on the boards of the Florida Holocaust Museum, Florida Governorõs Mansion 
Foundation, the Florida House in Washington, D.C., and the University of Florida 
Brain Addiction Research Advisory Council. In May 2005, Mrs. Sembler was inducted 
as a special agent of the Drug Enforcement Agency and in March 2008, the Drug 
Enforcement Agency Museum Foundation presented her with its Lifetime 
Achievement Award in honor of her lifelong commitment to fighting drug addiction. 
Her efforts also have been recognized by The Houston Drug Free Business Initiative 
and the Girl Scouts of Suncoast Council, which named her a òWoman of Distinctionó 
in 2000. Betty and Mel, her husband of 56 years, are the proud parents of three 
children and 11 grandchildren. 
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2007/2008 Florida Womenôs Hall of Fame Inductee 

Justice Barbara J. Pariente 

1948 ñ         

Justice Barbara J. Pariente of West Palm Beach and Tallahassee is only the 
second woman to serve on Floridaõs Supreme Court and as its Chief 
Justice from 2004-2006. Throughout a legal career begun in 1973, she has 
shown a passionate commitment to improving the lives of women, 
children, and families in Florida, especially those whose disadvantages in 
life have brought them into courts. Since her appointment to the Court in 
1997, she has championed drug courts, Floridaõs nationally praised 
program to rehabilitate people who commit minor crimes because of 
substance abuse, rather than imposing the more expensive and less 
successful alternative of jail. She has been a driving force behind Floridaõs 
Unified Family Courts, a judicial approach to help ensure that each 
familyõs legal problems are managed comprehensively by a single judge or 
team. In her career, Pariente has mentored school-age children, has 
encouraged mentoring programs, and has worked directly to help juvenile 
offenders. In 2003, she turned a personal tragedy ð breast cancer ð into a 
public victory by sharing her successful treatment with Florida and 
national media. During this period, she never missed a court hearing, even 
appearing wigless in cases that were widely broadcast. Pariente graduated 
fifth in her law school class at George Washington University in 1973 and 
immediately began a successful twenty-year legal career, first as a Florida 
federal district court law clerk, then as one of South Floridaõs pioneering 
women trial attorneys. She is married to Judge Fred A. Hazouri of 
Floridaõs Fourth District Court of Appeal and is a mother and 
grandmother.  
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1982 Florida Womenôs Hall of Fame Inductee 

President of the National Council of Jewish Women, Helene Coleman's 
life has been that of a fulltime volunteer. 

She was born in New York and graduated from Hunter College in 
1945. Her volunteer work in guardian ad litem programs in 
Jacksonville became a model for others in the state, and she has 
chaired and served on the boards of social work projects in foster care, 
mental health, juvenile justice, and other community endeavors. 

Coleman has received a number of awards and honors for her 
volunteerism. 

Helene S. Coleman 

1925ñ 


