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Story maps project lets you 
see History in Your Hands

TOUR 
THE PAST

“Reading maps was always an adventure,” says Marcus Curtis, Geo-

graphic Information Systems (GIS) specialist with Tallahassee-Leon

County. “When my family would go on vacation, I would look at the

atlas and was intrigued to know how to go somewhere and get

back.” h While summer vacations are decidedly more homebound

this season given travel restrictions and distancing measures, Curtis’

most recent county project hopes to provide more historical diver-

sions. Curtis and his colleagues, including GIS professional Scott

Weisman, have designed a new series of 19 maps that span over 400

years of local history.

Amanda Sieradzki | Council on Culture & Arts

See MAPS, Page 6C

Smokey Hollow Barbershop and the Walker Library are part
of the History in Your Hands story maps. 

PHOTOS BY STATE ARCHIVES OF FLORIDA AND HISTORY IN YOUR HANDS.

PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY DORRIAN PULSINELLI/USA TODAY NETWORK, 

AND GETTY IMAGES
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Art teacher Angela Merchan
planned to start a clay unit after her
students returned from Spring Break.
Not to be dissuaded by the pandemic,
she redesigned her lessons to fit a digi-
tal instruction format and made it a
family affair. Pineview Elementary
School students and their parents were
encouraged to work together to create
sculptures from clay they made them-
selves. 

Ever resourceful and adaptable,
Merchan considered what her students
would have access to while quarantin-

ed. Taking inspiration from teacher and
media maven Cassie Stephens, a veri-
table goddess to most elementary visu-
al art teachers, Merchan challenged her
students to create salt dough. 

Salt dough is a combination of water,
salt and flour which results in a soft
“clay” that is non-toxic and will harden
in the air without the need for a kiln. By
measuring out specific quantities of
these common ingredients, Pineview
students were able to practice math
and science skills while creating a me-
dium for artistic expression.

Though the students had a great
time making clay and sculpting fish,
birds, and fruit, the parents seem to

have enjoyed it just as much. Pineview
parent Brandee Blake was an art major
in college. Her daughter, Camille Blake
is a kindergartener at the school. To-
gether, they took to the lesson with
gusto. 

Blake said “Camille had so much fun.
She spent two hours in the kitchen,
singing and bouncing around, just hav-
ing a good time. I think this is helping
release stress for the both of us and it is
an activity we can do together. It is
work, but fun work.” 

To compose their creations, stu-
dents applied their knowledge of art 

Salt dough shapes the way for making art at home

Pineview kindergartener Camille Blake
with her fish sculpture created from
homemade clay. SPECIAL TO THE DEMOCRAT

Amanda Karioth Thompson
Council on Culture & Arts

See ART, Page 2C
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The Leon County “History in Your
Hands” mapping resource pieces to-
gether hundreds of archival photos
and source document links so that
residents can explore historical neigh-
borhood maps, learn about names and
faces of the past, as well as view way
markers on self-guided history tours.

The county is encouraging visitors
to use the hashtags #Historyinyour-
Hands and #TLCGIS when posting or
visiting listed sites. 

The project stemmed from a re-
quest from the public to create more
accessible historical resources.
Though the website went live back in
mid-March, COVID-19 impacted its
initial event launches at libraries and
museums. However, Weisman says
the site’s “story maps” have the ability
to transport citizens through space
and time without ever leaving their
homes as long as there is a stable in-
ternet connection.

When first navigating to the web-
site, visitors are greeted with a grid of
story maps named for historical dis-
tricts like Los Robles and Myers Park. 

“The beauty of the story map is that
it gives you the opportunity to really
paint a picture,” says Curtis. “You have
a spatial, mapping component where
all of these historical sites are listed.
With that data, we were able to create
a tool that’s not just a static brochure.” 

“Story maps are designed to be able
to use different mediums, text, pho-
tos, videos,” adds Weisman, who says
the multimedia approach has been a
joy to work on over the past two years.

Weisman has worked for Leon
County’s GIS division for several years
and teaches in the Department of Ge-
ography at Florida State University.
GIS projects typically vary day by day,
from mapping nature trails to septic
tanks, all while looking for trends that
are useful in the contexts of support-
ing city, county and property plan-
ning.

He says working on the “History in
Your Hands” team is a new journey ev-
ery day as everyone’s varied back-
grounds in geography, archaeology,
history, planning, and architecture co-
alesce into different map themes and
applications for the website. For Cur-
tis, who served as a team lead and pri-
mary researcher, that meant pulling
from his past work history in land sur-
veying, architectural drafting and ur-
ban planning.

“My interest in history has always
been there,” says Curtis. “All we have
to do is look back and you can find a
treasure trove of stories.” 

Curtis spent hours mining data
from resources like Florida Memory, a
program of the State Library and Ar-
chives. The first story, “Canopy Roads
& Country Lanes” was originally pro-
duced for a different publication and
purpose. Curtis used that preliminary
layout to inspire his next map which
began as a street naming project, but
quickly evolved into “Names, Faces,
and Places.” 

Once he began researching names,
Curtis quickly connected Tallahas-
see’s family tree spanning for genera-
tions. For Curtis, it became about
mapping relationships and sharing
significant historical narratives.

One particular way marker led him
to Antonio Proctor’s story who was en-

listed in the black militia located in St.
Augustine and fought during the war
of 1812. His son, George, was an archi-
tect who built many historical homes
and structures in Tallahassee, and his
grandson John E. Proctor served in the
Florida House of Representatives.

Another legacy was found in the
story of Leon County educator Lewis
Washington Taylor for which the Tay-
lor House and Museum of Historic
Frenchtown is named. His grand-
daughter, Aquilina Howell, was born
in the upstairs bedroom of that house
and went on to become the first black
woman to serve as assistant superin-
tendent of Leon County Schools.

“People in this area, they cross
paths, they did business together and
they also had colleagues and families,”
remarks Curtis. “This links those indi-
viduals together to paint the tapestry
of this area and their relationships. I
found the diversity of this community
to be amazing in how everyone was
connected.“ 

The project continues to grow and
evolve as more history is uncovered.
In one aerial photograph that is part of
a “Then and Now” themed map, Weis-
man says previously unknown World
War II barracks housing imprisoned
Nazi soldiers were discovered, as well
as the remains of a nearby airfield run-
way behind a strip shopping center. 

“The history transcends borders
and municipalities and appeals to a
broader public,” says Weisman. “I see
it as a tool for people who are visiting
or students who are here for school.
It’s also great for people who were
born and raised here to learn about
past generations.” 

Currently, there are 55 historical
way markers and nearly 3,000 histori-
cal structures listed on the site. Both
Curtis and Weisman agree that these
maps will be an invaluable resource to
showcase the city’s remarkable histo-
ry, especially given Tallahassee’s up-
coming bicentennial events in 2024. 

“This community has so many
gems that have been lost or forgotten
about,” says Curtis. “As the interest in
the Tallahassee and Leon County
community has continued to build, I
think it’s important to identify those
histories.” 

To explore the Leon County “Histo-
ry in Your Hands” mapping resource,
please visit https://tlcgis.org/history.

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture &
Arts. COCA is the capital area’s um-
brella agency for arts and culture
(www.tallahasseearts.org). This arti-
cle is part of COCA’s Creativity Persists
collection which highlights how our
community uses the arts to stay con-
nected and inspired during the CO-
VID-19 pandemic.
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