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RUEDIGER STUDENTS LIGHT UP
STUDIES WITH HIGHWAY SIGNS
AMANDA KARIOTH THOMPSON
COUNCIL ON CULTURE & ARTS

L

ast month, Tallahassee
celebrated the 100th
anniversary of the local

convention that helped initiate
the Old Spanish Trail. This road
system was a reaction to the
automobile boom of the early
1900s and it capitalized on
travelers seeking adventure. The
highway would eventually stretch
from St. Augustine to San Diego
and would create the east-west
thoroughfare known in our area
as Highway 90.

As the tourism industry grew, businesses competed for customers with
eye-catching, roadside signage. The
brighter and more theatrical, the better. With the popularity of incandescent
lights, signs began to flicker on all
across the country and when the Old
Spanish Trail officially opened in 1929,
neon signage was just beginning to
become a fixture of advertising in
America.
“I love old signs,” said Katharyn
Jones, art teacher at Ruediger Elementary School. In an effort to commemorate the Old Spanish Trail in her
art class, Jones began researching
signage and she developed a brilliant
lesson for her third- and fourth-grade
students. First, she provided the historic context for the lesson. She dug
through archives and old photographs
to show her students what Highway 90
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TOP: Ruediger students created neon colored letters for the project on road signs.
ABOVE: Katharyn Jones helps Brenton Rucker thread a string through his letter.

would have looked like several generations ago.
“We focused on the Florida portion
of the highway from Jacksonville to
Pensacola Beach. We looked at all kinds
of signs and a lot of them were neon or
marquee so that’s what we focused on.”
The classes all watched videos that
illustrated how neon signs are made.
“We watched how they bend the glass
tubes and what gases are put into them
to make what colors.” Narrowing the
scope, Jones then began concentrating
on the local and contemporary connections.
Jones isolated letters from signs that
can currently be found along Highway

90. “I picked a mix of local businesses
and chains. Publix is corporate but we
feel connected to it, that’s our grocery
store.”
Jones challenged students to guess
where each letter had originated from.
“Taco Speak, Chubby’s Chicken, Guthrie’s, Waffle House. When they see
letters from signs that they recognize,
they freak out. Some were harder than
others like Bethel, Four Points by Sheraton, Mr. Roboto, U-Haul, and Walgreens. By the end, they’re so charged
up, they’re practically screaming the
letters.”
See Neon signs, Page 4C
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Jones was able to sustain this level of enthusiasm for the project by utilizing tools and materials
purchased with an Arts Education Grant from the
Council on Culture & Arts. The students selected a
letter and recreated it in clay. Once fired in the
kiln, the letters were finished by hand with neon
and glow-in-the-dark acrylic paints.
Signs are inherently visual but are generally not
considered art even though there is a considerable
amount of design incorporated into the typography,
graphics and construction. The artists and craftspeople who created the signs of yesteryear were
highly skilled and theirs is a dying breed.
“Signage today looks a little cold because a lot of
it is so flat and printed up in a way that’s not as
hands-on as it might have been in the past. We took
modern letters that were probably digitally created and we gave them the old school treatment.
Students have more of a connection now. Even
though it’s the Publix ‘P,’ it’s been rebranded by the
student and it has become their own letter now. It’s
not just representing that brand, it’s representing
them,” explained Jones.
Nearly 200 students created a letter in Jones’
art class and they all made personal choices ranging from which letter they wanted to work with to
the way they constructed and decorated it. Fourthgrader Tanner Kail and her classmates reflected
on their experience and what they learned. “You
have to work fast so the clay doesn’t get dry,” Tanner explained. “It will harden and you won’t be able
to work with it.”
Raymond Zheng chose the letter “Z from AutoZone” and he shared that his favorite part of the
project was selecting colors and painting. Brenton
Rucker agreed and added “I chose green because
it’s my favorite color. I also threw in some red.”
Sophia Cuevas “used a bunch of colors because
why would you paint with just one?” Briauna Douglas has plans for her letter “B” once she gets it
home. “I’m going to ask if I can hang it over my
door.”
This sense of ownership and pride is the best
possible outcome for Jones who said “one of the
things I was really targeting is tapping into the
students’ sense of community.
Highway 90 is their road and these are their
signs. They’re for them and, yes, they’re advertising but someone got paid to make that art that
people see every day. It’s part of our experience in
Tallahassee. It’s important to acknowledge that
history, acknowledge its usefulness, and pay homage to it.”
Amanda Karioth Thompson is the Assistant
Director for the Council on Culture & Arts. COCA is
the capital area’s umbrella agency for arts and
culture (www.tallahasseearts.org).
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Ruediger fourth-graders retrieve their letters for finishing.
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Katharyn Jones gives the students a review of the Neons
Along 90 art lesson.

Page
dren, Lucy Robinson (3); Liam (10),
Carissa (6) and Eleni (3) Tolia; her
brother Greg (Denise) Smith; her sister-in-law, Barbie (Doug) Cooksey
and a number of other relatives.
Younger than her 73 years, Pat was born July 7, 1943,
(shhhh don’t tell anyone) in Lansford, PA, to Col.
Morgan H. and Rosemary Smith. Pat spent her formative years in Sumter, SC. She graduated from York
High School in Langley, VA, and attended St. Francis
Xavier Hospital School of Nursing in Charleston, SC,
where she received her degree in nursing.
In 1975, Pat married the love of her life Captain
Charles G. Robinson and they settled their roots under the shade of the old Magnolia trees of Tallahassee, FL. She worked as a nurse for more than 50 years,
infecting her patients with laughter, smiles, and her
sweet southern charm.
In addition to raising their two children, Pat also
taught Sunday School at Good Shepherd Catholic Church, was a member of Springtime Tallahassee,
and mentored young nurses entering the ﬁeld. Giving
to others was a driving force in her life. She treasured
being a wife and mother, nursing, cooking, entertaining, and Florida State football. She was charming, entertaining, generous and kind. Her smile lit up a room
and her laugh was absolutely contagious. Truly, to
know Pat is to love her.
There will be a celebration of Pat’s life at The Women’s Club of Tallahassee on Thursday, June 8, 2017,
from 5:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. To join in the celebration
of Pat’s love of southern food and cooking, the family would like to invite anyone so inclined, to bring
their favorite southern inspired appetizer or dish. In
lieu of ﬂowers, memorial donations can be sent in her
name to Catholic Social Services or Children’s Home
Society.
Kelly Barber of Bevis Funeral Home in Tallahassee
(www.bevisfh.com or 850/385-2193) is assisting the
Robinson family with their arrangements.

Harry Dowden
Harry Dowden, age 85,
entered into rest June 6,
2017 in Tallahassee. He
was the
son of late
William
Tr y o n
D owd e n ,
Sr.
and
Exie Ros a l e e
L e a c h
Dowden. Harry was the
owner and operator of D
& D Rentals and was a
member of First Baptist Church. Survivors
include his wife Gloria Council Dowden;
daughter Elyse Brodeur (Gary); sons Richard Dowden (Beth),
James McGrath (Catherine);
grandchildren
Lori B. Osborn ( Jeﬀ ),
Donovan Brodeur, Audrey McGrath; great
granddaughters
Hailey, Holly and Heidi Osborn; brothers W. Tyrone
Dowden ( Mary Elizabeth), Terry Dowden, Sr.
(Lorraine); many loving
nieces and nephews and
many friends. The family will receive friends
from 1:00 until 2:00 Friday, June 9, 2017 at First
Baptist Church Tallahassee. Funeral services
will follow at 2:00 p.m.
at First Baptist Church.
In lieu of ﬂowers memorial contributions may be
made to Big Bend Hospice or Fellowship of
Christian Athletes. Susie Mozolic of Bevis Funeral Home is assisting
the family with their arrangements. (www.bevisfh.com 850-385-2193)

OBITUARY
POLICY
The Tallahassee
Democrat does not
charge for a standard
death notice. An
extended obituary is
available for a
charge. The Tallahassee
Democrat reserves the
right to republish all
obituaries. Obituaries
and photographs
submitted to the
Tallahassee Democrat
may be published,
distributed, re-purposed
and otherwise used in
print, electronic and
other media platforms.
Deadline for publication
for the following day is
2:30 p.m.
After that time no new
submissions, changes
or cancellations may be
made.
LOBBY HOURS:
Monday - Friday 8:30am - 5:00pm
CALL CENTER HOURS:
Monday - Sunday 8:30am - 6:00pm

Email obituaries to
obitstd@tallahassee.com.
For more information on
placing an obituary,
please contact the obituary
team at 888-516-0060.
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