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Central Florida is a melting pot. No surprise 
there — we see the proof every day in 
schools and offices, stores and supermar-
kets. In all, our area is home to more than 

140 different nationalities, ethnicities, cultures, heri-
tages and backgrounds.

And we’re not shy about celebrating our roots. We 
have Puerto Rican parades, Asian 
festivals, Latin food and wine events, 
Oktoberfests and Scottish highland 
games.

In all, 62 ethnic or cultural events 
are held each year in Central Florida. 

“There really are that many,” says 
Terry Olson, director of Orange 
County Arts & Cultural Affairs Office 
(OCACA). “I know — I went to all  
of them.”

But what if we had one event that included every-
one? Something to celebrate all of the places we come 
from as well as the ways we are building a commu-
nity together?

To have room for a world full of people and cultures, 
the festival would have to be big. And different. And 
inclusive. It would have to be — no one had a word for 
it, so the event planning committee coined its own: 
diversitastic.

The result is FusionFest.
Presented by the Dr. Phillips Center, FusionFest 

is a project of the Downtown Arts 
District (DAD) with support from 
Orange County government and what 
Olson termed “a growing grassroots 
movement.”

Olson is not only the event’s “chief 
instigator” — that’s really his title —
he has also been chief instigator of 
OCACA since it was created in 2001.

The idea for an international festi-
val had been floating around for several years, but 
then-Orange County Mayor Teresa Jacobs, near the 
end of her second term, was the one who pushed to 
make it a reality, says Olson.

DAD “is thrilled to be working with the FusionFest 

FusionFest celebrates the many heritages of Central Florida —  
and our common identity.

Come Together
BY G.K. SHARMAN
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team as fiscal partner,” says Director Barbara Hartley.
“This meets our mission to promote arts activ-

ities and stimulate the economy of downtown. We 
welcome all of the arts and encourage bringing 
cultures together.”

At Mayor Jacobs’ request, Olson took the lead on 
the creation of FusionFest. He, in turn, put together a 
steering committee of about 40 people from various 
backgrounds to brainstorm ways for groups to share 
their heritages.

“We all have heritage,” says Olson, who went to high 
school in Alaska — a place that is not like the Lower 48. 
“Your heritage is whatever you say it is.”

Organizers hope FusionFest is a real reflection 
of the region. Central Florida attracts two million 
international visitors a year, Olson says. Many of the 
area’s new residents come from overseas, and they are 
changing the face of the community.

In 2000, according to Olson, the area was 58 percent 
white and English-speaking and 42 percent diverse. 
Today, those numbers have basically flipped, and the 
region is building a new consensus.

“FusionFest is very much about showing off who we 
are as Central Floridians,” he explains. “It’s about how 
we influence each other as we create our own unique 
and innovative Central Florida identity.”

The multi-ethnic and diverse steering commit-
tee, which soon grew beyond its original 40-person 
membership, began meeting in November 2016 to 

address the question: How do groups share their 
heritage? 

Food, of course. And dancing and parades, but also 
fashion and popular entertainment and interactive 
activities such as learning a few words of a foreign 
language. FusionFest has them all, plus contests for 
chefs, fashionistas and filmmakers and a film pavilion 
that features short documentaries about how people 
came to be Central Floridians.

FusionFest is scheduled for Nov. 24-25 — the week-
end after Thanksgiving. The dates were specifically 
chosen because they’re memorable, Olson says, and 
they’re big entertainment days. An estimated 20,000 
people are expected to attend.

Hartley says she hasn’t seen an event quite like 
FusionFest.

“People can experience everything at one time in 
one location,” she says. “There’s nothing that brings 
everything together at one time like this.”

She and Olson hope the event can introduce local 
residents to their neighbors and help bridge the gaps 
between cultures.

“I have friends from Morocco and Ghana,” Hartley 
says. “Learning about their traditions has been a real 
blessing in my life.”

G.K. Sharman is a freelance writer based in Sanford, 
Florida, and a regular contributor to Orlando Arts 
Magazine.

You can’t have a party without music — which 
is why an event as distinctive as FusionFest 
needs its own theme song.

“I Can Be Me Here,” an anthem to Central Florida’s 
diversity, was penned by musicians Damon and  
Elisabeth Withers-Mendes, with input from their 
daughter Chelsea and songwriter/Broadway orches-
trator Kenny Seymour.

“It was inspired by the various nationalities we have 
here in Central Florida,” says Withers-Mendes, who 
was chosen by Oprah to play Shug Avery, the principal 
character, in the original Broadway cast of The Color 
Purple. Withers-Mendes was nominated for a Grammy 
and a Tony for the role.

“My husband was trying to think of something that 
would be universal,” she says. “We have different 
skin colors and come from different places and eat 
different foods, but we all have one thing in common. 
We all have a heartbeat.”

Seymour heard the heartbeats and put some Afro- 
Cuban beats to it.

The first verse goes like this:

A wise decision.
A voice so glad I listened.
Make our home here, a walk of faith our mission.
The sun brought us here.
With a beat that’s forever sweet rhythm in my ear.
I can be me here.
I can be me here.

The song will be performed both days of the festival 
and is available for download at fusionfest.org.

Shown, from left, are: Musicians Damon and Elizabeth Withers-Mendes 
with Thali Sugisawa, a source of inspiration for “I Can Be Me Here,” and 
Thali’s husband Matt Duarte, the song’s producer.

Sing a Song of Diversity

The FusionFest steering committee 

When: Nov. 24-25, beginning at noon 
both days

Where: Seneff Arts Plaza at the Dr. 
Phillips Center for the Performing Arts, 
Orange Avenue and City Hall Commons, 
downtown Orlando

Cost: FusionFest is free. Parking is avail-
able at the City Commons Parking garage, 
other downtown garages and street lots, 
and on the streets. Food tokens may be 
purchased at the Food & Drink Court. 

More Details: Visit fusionfest.org.

If You Go


	Orlando Arts Magazine NovDec cover 2018
	Orlando Arts Magazine - FusionFest

