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TLHLife

The COVID-19 quarantine has turned
musician and interdisciplinary artist
Grant Peeples into an urban farmer. This
month, he would have been playing
shows in Sarasota, Lakeland and Tam-
pa. Instead, he’s tending to chickens in
his backyard and an assortment of
plants and greenery out front. 

“I’ve always had something in the
ground,” says Peeples, who moved back
to his hometown of Tallahassee after
living off the coast of Nicaragua. “Now,
I’ll go outside and plow around my
plants with my hands in the dirt. It’s
been a way to sustain myself through all
of this.” 

Peeples likens his draw to music and
the guitar as being more of a push from

behind than a calling. His career weaves
in and out of music scenes, starting in
Nashville and making his way across
the southeast. He’s played shows across
the country and briefly owned a night
club. Even as music came and went, he

remained an artistically driven hunter-
gatherer of history and society at his
core. 

When the pandemic forced venues to
close and concerts to be cancelled, Pee-
ples used this passion for the past to
shape his new future. In a flash of light,
“Clay Tablets” was created, a virtual
broadcast that bridges culture and poli-
tics using poetry, music, visual art and
interviews. 

“I have always been very cognizant of
and interested in voices from the past in
order to help define what the situations
were at that time,” says Peeples. “You
can read a history book about the Civil
War or you can read ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’
or ‘Gone with the Wind’ or diaries that
were from people who lived through it. 

‘Clay Tablets’ arises out of the quarantine
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

See PEEPLES, Page 2C

If you go virtually
What: Clay Tablets 

When: 8:30 p.m. on Tuesday, May 19 

Cost: Donation of $1 or more to receive
Zoom broadcast link 

Contact: For more information, visit
https://www.grantpeeples.com/clayt-
ablets.html. To send a letter to the Clay
Tablets Mailbag, write to: Grant’s Clay
Tablet’s Mailbag, 1617 Branch St., Talla-
hassee, FL 32303. 

Grant Peeples created “Clay Tablets,” a
virtual broadcast that bridges culture
and politics using poetry, music, visual
art and interviews. DONNA MAVITY

“I think about them every second of every day,” says Sande Milton. “They’re never out of my mind.”

Milton dreams about them. He obsesses about them. He finds some of them “Zen-like,” some of

them “horrifying.” But always, endlessly fascinating. ❚ So, what are “they?” His children? Some

pill he can’t get enough of? Not at all. But in fact, what has mesmerized Sande Milton since child-

hood is a kind of addiction. But an addiction to clues. Clues to words. Clues to words that must be

selected and discarded, torqued and turned, and finally fit into the brilliant deceptions that the

makers of crossword puzzles devise to bedevil their readers.

Retired FSU professor Sande Milton works on a crossword puzzle with his fancy pen. AMELIA MILTON

CLUE: OBSESSED
Crossword creator keeps wit and wits 

about him with puzzles
Marina Brown Special to Tallahassee Democrat | USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

See PUZZLES, Page 2C
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Get the facts, not the frenzy.
voterguide.tallahassee.com

TD-GCI0365190-01

Today is Sunday, May 10, the 131st
day of 2020. There are 235 days left in
the year.

On this date in:
1865: Confederate President Jeffer-

son Davis was captured by Union
forces in Irwinville, Georgia.

1869: A golden spike was driven in
Promontory, Utah, marking the com-
pletion of the first transcontinental
railroad in the United States.

1933: The Nazis staged massive
public book burnings in Germany.

TODAY IN HISTORY

Filmmaker Jim
Abrahams (“The Na-
ked Gun,” “Airplane!”)
is 76. Singer Donovan
is 74. Actor Mike Ha-
gerty (“Friends”) is
66. Sports anchor
Chris Berman is 65.

Singer Bono of U2 is 60. Model Linda
Evangelista is 55. Actor Kenan
Thompson (“Saturday Night Live,”
“Kenan and Kel”) is 42. Singer Jason
Dalyrimple of Soul For Real is 40. 

CELEBRITY BIRTHDAYS

Thompson

Aries (March 21-April 19). If you can
make yourself do a thing, you can in-
spire others to do the same thing. Work
on you first.

Taurus (April 20-May 20). While it’s
true that the bull can be dangerous
when angered, for the most part, it is
gently discerning enough to use that
strength but rarely.

Gemini (May 21-June 21). You live for
things other than money and fun, which
is why you still have a firm footing in life
when those things aren’t in flowing sup-
ply. This perspective will help others.

Cancer (June 22-July 22). Friendli-
ness and respect disarm people. Where-
as confrontation usually escalates the
conflict. Both approaches get to peace
eventually. But at what cost?

Leo (July 23-Aug. 22). Worrying is a
symptom of needing to delineate be-
tween circumstances that are and are
not within your control.

Virgo (Aug. 23-Sept. 22). When
you’re around easygoing people, their
attitude rubs off on you. This is true
even virtually. 

Libra (Sept. 23-Oct. 23). Danger
sometimes feels like an attraction, es-
pecially to those who intimately know
the rush of internal chemistry that
comes from successfully riding on the
razor’s edge of risk.

Scorpio (Oct. 24-Nov. 21). There are
those who can be trusted to spread the
word quickly. Instead of thinking of
them as gossips, consider them your
broadcasters and give them the infor-
mation you want everyone to know.

Sagittarius (Nov. 22-Dec. 21).
Sometimes, the gentle approach is nei-
ther expedient nor effective. A swift,
decisive move will be kind.

Capricorn (Dec. 22-Jan. 19). It’s so
much easier to improve your skills
when you accept that you’re going to
make mistakes, look foolish and fall
down a few times.

Aquarius (Jan. 20-Feb. 18). Working
too hard is an indication of not setting
yourself up well with enough support.

Pisces (Feb. 19-March 20). Policing
the behavior of others can be an end-
less and thankless vigil that doesn’t
help your popularity. Accept them as
they are and feel yourself grow lighter.

ASTROLOGY HOLIDAY MATHIS

You can read letters from soldiers and
hear the songs the soldiers sang from
that time.” 

Each “Clay Tablets” show is de-
signed as a collage using a number of
artistic mediums. The broadcast’s
name is derived from the Mesopota-
mian tablets that were unearthed as
some of the world’s oldest writings
and the first voices in human history. 

While these artifacts give indica-
tions of what people believed, revered
and feared in their time, Peeples hopes
his show will serve a similar purpose
as an archive for art created during the
pandemic. He feels that is the main re-
sponsibility of artists now and consid-
ers the words one of his mentors, writ-
er Jack Saunders, spoke when he said
that his audience “hasn’t been born
yet.” 

“That’s the fire I’m trying to light,”
says Peeples, who laughs as he adds
that he has bitten off more than he can
chew. “I think it’s a much bolder idea
than I am capable of, but I’m trying it
anyhow. I hope by the time I do 10 of
these that they’re more accurate and
consolidated, and I’m hoping other
people will do the same thing.” 

Peeples has always sought out the
best tool for what he’s wanted to com-
municate, whether it was through
writing, singing, speaking or building.
His most known song is called “Sun-
shine State,” which has a satirical edge
that informs much of Peeples’ style.
He considers himself to be a thinking
person’s songwriter, influenced by the
work and words of poet Robinson Jef-
fers, writer Pema Chodron and icon Jo-
seph Campbell. 

Given the current circumstances,
older songs aren’t really “sticking” for
Peeples much right now as he delves
deeper into metaphor and allegory. He
wonders how his newer songs will res-
onate with listeners. 

“Songs have nerves in them, so
when you’re sitting there and singing it
you feel it when the audience touches
that nerve,” says Peeples. “You see it
happening on faces, you hear it in
laughter or when people lean back and
clap in the middle of a song. There’s a
chance that my new songs will not
have that experience and I won’t have
that experience with these new
songs.” 

While he’s witnessed many musi-
cians turn to virtual livestreams, he’s
noticed how many platforms become
metaphorical bars where people come
and go, placing a few dollars in a virtual
tip jar but never committing to stay and
listen. Peeples much prefers creating a
longer-format show, similar to a cine-
matic experience with a clear begin-
ning, middle and end. 

Peeples is grateful to Pete Winters for
the use of his studio where technology
enhances each segment, peppering
them with photos, videos and live inter-
views. He reads questions submitted to
his mailbag and tweets from “God.” Last
month, he interviewed artist Matthew
McCarron, and for his May show he’ll
speak with local songwriter, Steve
Holtz. 

His May show will focus on a death
penalty execution that is occurring the
same day, and he’ll sing his song, “The
Hanging” to frame his thoughts on the
event. While his first two broadcasts
drew in a multitude of his fans, he’s
looking forward to connecting with
nearly 200 people at his upcoming
show. “Clay Tablets” has ignited his an-
thropological spirit, as Peeples con-
tinues to collect and assemble, his mind
stays firmly planted in the present. 

“It’s a new art form for me and it’s a
medium that I’m excited about,” says
Peeples, who reflects on his performing
career. “The truth is, I’m not sure, no
matter what happens, if I’ll ever return
to that former life. Certainly, this year
I’m not leaving my garden.” 

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts.
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella
agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org).

Peeples
Continued from Page 1C

Grant Peeples’ new project, “Clay
Tablets,” uses a number of artistic
mediums. SPECIAL TO THE DEMOCRAT

Milton, is not only a lover of cross-
word puzzles, he is also their “construc-
tor,” a word that carries its own sense of
elitism. And beyond that, into the Nir-
vana of crossword puzzling, Sande Mil-
ton has had not one, but two of his bril-
liantly brutal puzzles accepted by the
New York Times and another by the
Wall Street Journal.

So how did a 73-year-old Educational
Policy geek, a retired professor at the
College of Education at Florida State
University, find himself in the pantheon
of creators who have been published in
the Times?

“I got interested in crosswords from
the New York Post through my father
when I was about 10. I would look up the
unsolved words the next day. ANOAS,
ERS…. I didn’t know what a single one
meant.” At that time, for a word to be le-
gal it could appear in some obscure
places — Gray’s Anatomy, Encyclopedia
Britannica — places a kid didn’t have
ready access to before the internet. Still,
there was something about those puz-
zles, their mystery, something to be
solved.

Milton got better and better as the
years went by. He threw away his pencil
and began doing the crosswords in pen
— a gutsy move of confidence. By then
he was at Cornell, where he obtained all
three of his degrees — in French Litera-
ture, Sociology, and Education. 

He says he was never really good at
speaking French, but that his was a “pa-
per” interest in the language. He won-
ders aloud at the cerebral wiring of puz-
zle-solving whizzes — if like certain
mathematicians, the patterns and or-
ganization in the puzzle’s solution are
what fascinate him. “Sometimes I won-
der if I’m on the autism scale some-
where… in that I can have total focus on
a puzzle solution or construction.”

But constructing a crossword puzzle
isn’t only about organization and ele-
gant patterning. Much of it has to do
with a sweeping, catholic knowledge of
— nearly everything, and often it has to
do with wit.

In themed puzzles, which are fea-
tured in the New York Times on certain
days of the week, all of the clues and an-
swers will pertain to a certain body of
information, therefore, the constructor
has to have an in-depth appreciation of
obscure facts pertaining to the theme.
But it helps to have a quirky sense of hu-
mor too. Milton points to two of his own
clues and their answers from his
themed puzzle, Ancient Emporia:

Clue: A ladies’ footwear store owned
by a Trojan war hero.

Answer: Achilles’ Heels.
Clue: A fitness store run by Pontius

Pilate.
Answer: Pontius Pilates
Yes, he admits they sound a little like

the “Da-dum" moment in a Borscht Belt
comedy set. But Milton loves the puz-
zles that can be tough, witty and charm-
ing all at the same time.

And like many puzzlers, Milton is
good at name-dropping. There are ce-

lebrity constructors whose brilliance is
epic and who have hordes of adoring
fans. Milton speaks of USA Today puz-
zle editor, 23-year-old Erick Agard.

“His puzzles are breath-taking,” Mil-
ton said. Damon Gulczynski is credited
with a beautiful, though baffling word,
“colporteur,” which though it means,
“peddler of religious literature,” struck
Milton funny as a sadistic joke played
by Cole Porter’s parents. Sam Ezersky
and Robyn Weintraub are also favor-
ites.

Another of his puzzle heroes is his
personal mentor, Jeff Chen. Chen,
whom Milton calls a “tough critic” in his
reviews of the professor’s possible New
York Times submissions, has helped
the Tallahassee master with learning to
organize the grids (the lay-out of black
and white squares) and the compila-
tion of a word list at Chen’s site: XWord
Info.

Milton says that first he selects the
themed words he will use — they can’t
have fewer than three letters and
mustn’t be too long. The black squares
are created as he goes along according
to certain rules, though sometimes
templates are used. “When you’re try-
ing to solve a tough puzzle, at least you
know there’s a solution,” Milton said.
“But when a constructor reaches the
last corner, there may not be a solution
at all. How do you know when to quit
and rip out what you’ve built?”

Still the “responsibility” of making a
challenging puzzle for the millions of
solvers who breathlessly wait for its ap-
pearance in the back pages of the paper
is something Milton takes seriously
and keeps him at it. And then there are
the side benefits of puzzling.

Many studies note that vocabulary
is improved; concentration is en-
hanced; verbal skills bettered; memory
is improved and some say that demen-
tia kept at bay. All good reasons to put
ones’ mind to the test. And anyway,
even as one is tearing his hair out in the
solution of a particularly brutal puzzle,
Milton knows it helps to laugh. Exam-
ple is a puzzle whose theme was: an ab-
sence of the letter “i.”

Clue: Fish who grew up in a cave?
Answer: “Eyeless.”
Yes, Da-Dum! Mel Brooks, Milton

Berle, and many, many dads would
have gotten that one right away!

Marina Brown can be reached at:
mcdb100@comcast.net. She is the au-
thor of The Orphan of Pitigliano and
other novels.
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Tallahassee’s Sande Milton, a New
York Times Crossword constructor
TORI LYNN SCHNEIDER/TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT


