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NEED A RUNNING PARTNER?
Fritz the pointer knows 
a lot about triathlons
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Local bookstore serves 

community in several ways
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Capt. Rue Denton drives his boat through a canal.
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Cruise the  
Chain of Lakes  

with rue Denton 
STORY BY MARILYN MEYER   
PHOTOS BY ERNST PETERS

A s summer storms and the threat of lightning begin fading 
into gentler fall weather, Rue Denton is ready to resume 
a full schedule of pontoon boat tours on Winter Haven’s 
Chain of Lakes.

Over the summer months the weather can cause departure-
schedule havoc for the one-hour to five-hour tours. But as winter 
sets in and snowbirds mingle with the local customers, business 
steadies.

Denton and his wife, Boston-native Charlene Denton, started 
The Living Waters Boat Cruises a year and a half ago. He pilots the 
pontoon boat, usually his eight-passenger 2017 Sweetwater, and 
she handles the reservations and marketing.

Denton, 49, says he offers a homegrown tour of the lakes, which 
he customizes to the customers’ interests.

A Winter Haven native, his family purchased a home on Lake 
Lulu’s Sandy Cove when he was 9 years old. He grew up fishing, 
hunting and exploring the canal-connected Winter Haven Chain 
of Lakes and the Kissimmee Chain of Lakes, where his grandfather, 
the late Leon Denton, owned the iconic Camp Mack for some 40 
years.

He learned to identify common and exotic plants as part of his 
high school job working as a botanical guide at the then-flourish-
ing Cypress Gardens on Lake Eloise. Since 2009, Cypress Gardens 
has been converted into Legoland, however, Denton points to 
landmarks and gardens that the new owners have maintained.

“One of the things I like about Rue and Charlene Denton is they 
are very accommodating,” says Barbara Comer of Lake Ashton, 
who has been on several Living Waters cruises. “They will take you 
wherever you want to go” on the southern Chain of Lakes.

“If you want to see the birds, he will take you to where he has 
been seeing birds. And, he knows his birds pretty well,” says 
Comer, an experienced birder who has organized three cruises for 
Lake Ashton Nature Club members.
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“If you want to know about the expensive 
homes, he can show you them. And if you want 
to know about the history of the area, he can 
take you in closer to the old Cypress Gardens 
area, and he can tell you about the movie stars 
and famous people who visited the area,” 
Comer says.

“He is doing this because he loves doing it,” 
Comer says “And one of the nice things about it 
is they don’t overcharge.”

The standard one-hour tour costs $22 for 
adult Florida residents, or $36 for two hours. 
The couple offers a number of different cruises 
including sunset cruises and cruises that scope 
out Legoland's fireworks or ski show.

Denton rolls off historical tidbits as he points 
out sites during a recent cruise:

• The Haven condos on Lake Howard were 
built in the 1920s as the elegant Haven Hotel, 
which in its heyday hosted celebrities such as 
Frank Sinatra’s famous Rat Pack, the Ken-
nedy clan of Boston, and ''Tonight Show'' host 
Johnny Carson.

• Cypress Gardens was the first tourist 
attraction in Florida, founded in 1938 by Dick 
Pope Sr. and his wife, Gladys. Its ski shows and 
lush gardens became world renown and became 
backdrops for  Hollywood movies and television 
shows during the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s.

• Cypress Gardens’ famous Florida-shaped 
pool on the edge of Lake Eloise was built for the 
1953 movie "Easy to Love," starring synchro-
nized swimmer/Olympian Esther Williams. 
After filming ended, Pope convinced the studio 
not to fill in the pool, which he then used 

to market Cypress Gardens through now-iconic 
photos and post cards.

• Professional baseball teams the Boston Red 
Sox and Cleveland Indians used to play at what 
is now the Chain of Lakes Sports Complex.

“There are 554 lakes in Polk County, 50 in 
Winter Haven and 24 of those Winter Haven 
lakes are connected,” Denton says. “That’s 
what makes up the famous Chain of Lakes.”

In the early 1900s, canals were dug to con-
nect the lakes so that citrus and other crops 
could be moved from the groves to packing 
plants and rail lines, two of which crossed 
through Winter Haven, Denton says.

The Living Waters Boat Cruises stays in the 
16-interconnected lakes in the southern por-
tion of the Chain of Lakes: Summit, Howard, 
Cannon, Shipp, Lulu, Eloise, Little Eloise, Idyl-
wilde, Spring, Mirror, Roy, Jessie, Hartridge, 
Winterset, Little Winterset and May.

Some of the old-fashioned sounding names 
date back to the 1840s, Denton says, to Gen. 
John Wescott, who as the first surveyor in 
the area chose names of family and friends for 
many of the lakes.

Denton is quick to share information about 
other businesses on the lakes: where to rent 
kayaks, Paddleboard Winter Haven; where 
to rent a fishing boat for the day, the family-
owned Marine Supply; where to find overnight 
accommodations with lakeside views, Lake 
Roy Beach Motel and Banyan Beach Motel; and 
where to dine with great lakeside views and 
access for boaters, Idle Zone, Old Man Frank’s, 
Tanner Lakeside and Harborside.

A 40-something-year-old rope swing marks a  popular swimming place on Lake Eloise.

An osprey perches in a Cypress tree. 
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A water lily grows in Lake Mirror.

Capt. Rue Denton points out some interesting 
sites while driving his pontoon boat. The Living 

Water Boat Cruises offers a variety of tour 
options on the Chain of Lakes in Winter Haven. 
Capt. Denton and his wife, Charlene, provide a 

combination wildlife, historical and scenic tour.



ABOVE: A canal leads 
into Lake Cannon.

RIGHT: Boat docks on 
the Chain of Lakes.
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Caribbean Bay 
restaurant is a favorite 

boating stop on the 
canal between Lake 

May and Lake Howard.

I  G E T  T O  M E E T 
P E O P L E  F R O M  A L L 
O V E R  T H E  W O R L D .

W E  H A V E  H A D 
P A S S E N G E R S  F R O M 

2  ½  M O N T H S  O L D  T O 
9 9  Y E A R S  O N  T H I S 

B O A T .  I  L O V E  W H A T 
I  D O .

CAPT. RUE DENTON 
CO-OWNER, THE LIVING WATER BOAT CRUISES
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The key to The Living Waters is flex-
ibility, Denton says. Although there is 
a regular cruise schedule, starting with 
a sunrise tour and ending with a sunset 
tour, the lakes visited can vary and the 
departure and return sites can change 
depending on the customers’ needs.

“We run six days a week. I give 
Sunday to God,” Denton says.

One-hour tours typically visit four 
lakes and two-hour tours visit seven to 
nine lakes. Three-hour tours include 
a stop for a meal at Haborside restau-
rant. And a five-hour tour includes four 
hours to visit all 16 lakes on the south-
ern portion of the Chain of Lakes with a 
one-hour lunch break at Harborside.

Tours can be scheduled to coincide 
with Legoland’s twice-a-day Pirate’s 
Cove Ski Adventure — the pontoon 
boat pulls up alongside the outskirts of 
the show, Denton says.

The Living Waters can accommo-
date groups of up to 20 by bringing in a 
second pontoon boat, a 13-passenger, 
and another experienced boat pilot, 
Denton says.

Typically, cruises leave from and 
return to the public boat ramp at Lake 
Summit, or from William G. Roe Park 
on Lake Shipp — which has restrooms 
and easier access for the 55-plus crowd 

or those with disabilities — or from 
Harborside restaurant.

“We partner with Harborside but we 
can meet guests at other restaurants or 
bars that have docks,” Denton says.

Harborside owner David Spino-
gatti says his restaurant's informal 
arrangement with the Dentons has 
worked well. Guests contact The Living 
Waters Boat Cruises, and Charlene 
Denton makes all the arrangements 
with his restaurant. Diners order off the 
menu and are responsible for their own 
bills.

“All the guests have to do is show up. 
It is a nice way to end your tour, having 
dinner, especially at sunset,” Spino-
gatti says.

“Rue Denton is offering a one-of-a-
kind service,” Spinogatti says. “He is 
the only one doing guided tours on the 
Chain of Lakes. It is good for the city 
and good for the area.”

Denton says tourists visiting Lego-
land often find the family boat-cruising 
business when they Google what else 
to do in Winter Haven and finds the 
website Charlene maintains.

“I get to meet people from all over 
the world,” Denton says. “We have had 
passengers from 2 ½ months old to 99 
years on this boat. I love what I do.”

Capt. Rue Denton rides through a canal between Lake Howard and Lake Cannon.

Cypress trees line the shore of Lake Eloise.
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The view from a canal entrance to Lake Eloise.

Palm trees are reflected in Lake Summit.




