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Boiled peanut stands can be found all
over Big Bend backroads, such as one
operated by John Robinson near the
intersection of U.S. highways 319 and
98, south of Crawfordville. GERALD

ENSLEY/DEMOCRAT
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Deep in the bogs and marshes of Eng-
lish folklore — and possibly in the
swamps of the humid Florida Panhan-
dle — a traveler might encounter blue
flashes of ghostly lights, or will-‘o-the-
wisps. While scientists today chalk up
the natural phenomena to the break-
down of organic matter releasing a
cocktail of brightly colored gases, sto-
ries about will-‘o-the-wisps captured
artist Lauren Walker’s imagination.

The myth serves as the story behind
naming her wood resin art business,
“WillioWisps.” 

“Travelers used to think they were
souls of little kids trying to play with
them or lure them in,” says Walker. “You
shouldn’t go near one because you’ll
sink into the swamp. When winter came
and the swamps froze over, people
would see a hand or a foot sticking up
from the mud and would say the will-o’-
the-wisp got that person.” 

While Walker is fascinated by the
mystery surrounding these flashing
fairy lights, she wields her own kind of
magic wand in the studios at Railroad
Square’s Able Artists Gallery. Walker’s
signature style uses fractal burning,
also known as Lichtenberg.

The process creates images on wood
using high-voltage electricity and a con-
ductive solution. Donning safety gear,
she burns her wood and bone pieces in
the safety of her garage at home before
taking them to the gallery to put on the
finishing touches. 

A place at Able Artists Gallery

The Able Artists Gallery opened in
May, and is the brainchild of Walker and
her mother, Karen. Both mother and
daughter started dreaming up a gallery
that would showcase work by artists
with disabilities. Walker, who has As-
perger’s, was determined to find a space

that would be an open door to anyone 

Electricity sparks creativity for artist Lauren Walker

The Able Artists Gallery opened in
May, and is the brainchild of Lauren
Walker and her mother, Karen. Both
mother and daughter started
dreaming up a gallery that would
showcase work by artists with
disabilities. LAUREN WALKER

Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

If you go
What: Able Artists Gallery August
Featured Artist: Lauren Walker of
WillioWisps 

When: Monday-Thursday by
appointment, Friday-Sunday 1-5pm 

Where: Able Artists Gallery, 663
Industrial Drive 

Cost: Free 

Contact: For more information, call
850-404-2459 or visit ableartists.org
For more of Lauren Walker’s work, visit
etsy.com/shop/WillioWisps. 

See WALKER, Page 2C

During travels abroad, my brother-
in-law befriended a group of outgoing
folks from Manchester, England. One
week, they visited North Florida. When
my wife and I were invited to dinner
with the Mancs, we gladly accepted.
How many times do you get to talk to
real Mancs about such Manchester mu-
sic giants as Joy Division, The Fall and
The Smiths?

We drove to Nicholson’s Farmhouse
Restaurant, which was a cluster of his-
toric houses near the rural town of Ha-
vana (pronounced Hey Vanna, and not
in Cuba) popular in the late ‘90s. The
owners were devout Mormons, so no li-
quor, wine or beer were served with the
grilled meats. However, the Mormons
had no problem with us heathens bring-
ing in as much vino and hooch as we
could carry. So, we did.

Nicholson’s had another hidden gem.
Instead of serving bread or crackers as
free appetizers, each table came ap-
pointed with bowls of boiled peanuts.
Little lagniappes of Southern splendor.
There were even extra, empty bowls for
the discarded shells. I and the other na-
tive Southerners in the dinner party dug
into the salty offerings with gusto.

The Mancs looked around, cautious-
ly at first, and then figured, you know,
when in Rome and all that. Don’t behave

as rude guests. They helped themselves
to the boiled peanuts.

When the squishy legumes met the
mouths of the Mancs, they looked as if
someone had popped steamy possum
poop onto their tongues. 

Remember the face of Tom Hanks

tasting his first beluga caviar in the film
“Big,” before he spat the vile fish eggs
out on the carpet? There is a reason
boiled peanuts are ironically nicknamed
Southern Caviar. The Mancs thought we
Southern Americans had played an
elaborate practical joke on them. 

A lot of history

I’ll admit, boiled peanuts are an ac-
quired taste, but the waterlogged treat is
as distinctly Southern as grits and

Eddie Burris, known around Panacea as the Waving Peanut Man, puts together a bag of his Cajun boiled peanuts on the roadside of the area’s coastal highway on
Saturday, May 23, 2015. JOE RONDONE/DEMOCRAT

CAVIAR
OF THE

SOUTH

History, politics and plenty 
of salt flavor boiled peanuts

Boiled peanuts, a Southern delicacy. MICHAEL SCHWARZ, TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT FILES

Mark Hinson

Guest Columnist

See BOILED PEANUTS, Page 3C
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shutters, shades
& blinds
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IT ’S TIME TO ELEVATE YOUR HOME.

AUGUST 31ST!
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Fast Delivery
Professional Installation

Now’s the right time to control summer heat,
increase privacy—and increase your home’s
value. Louver Shop is America’s #1 choice for
shutters, shades and blinds.^ With an endless
variety of designs and colors, handcrafted in
America. Plus we bring the showroom to you
for convenient shopping. It’s the easiest way
to elevate your home.

“Louver Shop did not disappoint! I love my shutters and would recommend them
to everyone. Exceptional service.”

- Hayley L, Maryland

www.QualityLouver.com
850.518.6170

Offer expires 8/31/21.

who needed a place to express them-
selves. 

“Everyone is able in some way,” says
Walker. “People think if you’re disabled
you can’t do anything. If you’re able to
do art, you’re able. Able artists. Every-
thing in the world is based off of per-
ception, so if we’re going off of art, and
you can do art, you’re able.” 

Growing up, Walker always loved
making art out of random objects she’d
find around the house. She took left-
over popsicle sticks, tissue paper and
string and fashioned a boat out of it. At
school, the art room and its endless
supplies and possibilities was her ref-
uge from a bad day or school bullies. 

Nowadays when Walker is on the
hunt for new materials, she turns to
secondhand stores to find everything
from birdhouses to Lazy Susans. When
she can’t find what she needs, she con-
structs pieces out of leftover wood be-
fore burning it. Walker doesn’t consider
her artwork to have a specific style but
allows her mood to dictate the colorful
paints she uses in the final steps. 

Random nature of electricity

“You can’t really control electricity,
so it’s very random,” says Walker. The
one thing I can control is the color. If I’m
feeling bad, I’ll use cheery, warm colors.
If I’m having an easy-going day, I’ll use
cool colors.” 

Walker loves to give her pieces a
glow-in-the-dark finish, and will add
resins, paints and glitters into the
cracks of the burns to make them glow
like otherworldly firelight. She finishes
the functional wood dinnerware pieces
by curing them with a polymer resin
and testing them out in her own kitch-
en. 

Walker will start a piece over from
scratch if any bubbling or melting oc-
curs, sanding everything back down to
a blank slate. Aside from functional art,
Walker’s home décor oriented “Mam-
mal Series” includes fractal burning
skulls of deer and rams. When she gets
into the zone, she can work for nearly
twenty hours straight. 

“I want it to be perfect,” says Walker.
“If you make one line of burn and it goes
cold, the electricity can’t follow that
line of burn again and it has to take an-
other path. Sometimes I don’t want to
do that, I want to have it have a certain
burn, so I do what I have to do.” 

Fireworks, TikTok and ADA
celebration

Nature continues to be Walker’s
greatest inspiration. When she was
younger, she was able to collect glass
made by pink lightning, the hottest
lightning on earth. She hopes to find
more naturally made glass out in the
wild one day, and continually thinks
out of the box on what new, unusual
surface she can electrify next. 

For Walker, burning looks like a cross
between fireworks, sparklers and the
slow flashes of lightning that precede a
summer storm. She created a YouTube
and TikTok channel that shows her

process. Walker says it was also made
at the request of people who find
watching the burns as relaxing as she
does. 

On July 26, Able Artists Gallery
kicked off a two-week celebration for
the 31st anniversary of the Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) being
signed into law. The gallery handed out
scratch-off cards to visitors that asked
them to identify common disability
myths, with prizes for the winners.

Walker likes the significance of cele-
brating a second independence day in
the month of July as the ADA gives in-
dependence to the disabled communi-
ty. Walker says that for anyone who
doubts her own abilities, she welcomes
them to simply look at her art. 

“Art is my soul being created and
formed for the world around me,” says
Walker. “It’s your own fingerprint on
the world.” 

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.tal-
lahasseearts.org). 

Walker
Continued from Page 1C

Lauren Walker
loves to give her
pieces a
glow-in-the-dark
finish, and will add
resins, paints and
glitters into the
cracks of the burns
to make them glow
like otherworldly
firelight LAUREN

WALKER

When Lauren Walker is on the hunt for
new materials, she turns to
secondhand stores to find everything
from birdhouses to Lazy Susans.
LAUREN WALKER

“You can’t really control electricity,
so it’s very random ... the one thing I
can control is the color. If I’m feeling
bad, I’ll use cheery, warm colors. If
I’m having an easy-going day, I’ll use
cool colors.”

Lauren Walker
Artist

Here’s a startling fact: the share of
American households contributing to
charity has dropped to the lowest level in
almost 20 years. This finding comes
from a report released this month by the
Indiana University Lilly Family School of
Philanthropy titled, “The Giving Envi-
ronment: Understanding pre-pandemic
trends in charitable giving.” 

This study, based on a sample of
9,000 U.S. households, reveals 66% of
U.S. households donated to a charitable
organization in 2000. In 2018, that num-
ber dropped to 49.6%. 

At the same time, the National Center
for Charitable Statistics confirms the
number of U.S. charities has grown to 1.5
million which means there are more
charities asking and fewer people giving
every year. 

Where have donors gone?

In analyzing the Lilly Family report,
Roger Craver, co-editor of The Agitator,
published a blog entitled ‘The Vanishing
American Donor’. He confirms the de-
cline in the number of American donors
has been occurring every year for the 15
years he’s been publishing The Agitator
and sites four reasons: 

1. Declining levels of trust in the insti-
tutions including nonprofits; 

2. Financial pressures in all but upper
income families; 

3. Failure of charities to effectively
communicate their message; and 

4. Rising competition. 
Roger stresses the importance of pay-

ing serious, meaning “fresh and deliber-
ate” attention to “make the most of do-
nors you already have and the precious
few new donors you acquire.”

Mary Cahalane, Founder of Hands-
On Fundraising, makes the case in her
blog that micro-donations, gifts of $10 or
less, may be the future of nonprofit fund-
raising. Receiving small donations from
a large number of people can help non-
profits reach their fundraising goals. Ma-
ry says, “many donors don’t think twice
before donating a smaller amount of
money. That’s why it’s easier and more
effective to make an appeal.” This type of
fundraising still requires a strong reason
to give and technology investments so
people can donate through their digital
devices. 

To address the decline in the number
of donors and build long-term fundrais-
ing success, Roger Craver recommends
focusing on four key areas: 

1. Donor retention 
2. Mid-value programs 
3. Monthly giving 
4. Bequest giving

Donor Retention 

It’s not enough to send a form thank
you letter or online receipt. I’ve seen sev-
eral nonprofits adopting “Thankful
Thursday” to recognize donors every

week and hosting a one or two day
“thank-a-thon”. August may be the ideal
time for board, staff and volunteers to
make thank you calls and send written or
electronic updates to donors to share
how their gifts have been used to change
lives and meet urgent community needs.
These stewardship efforts are more than
icing on the cake; they are integral to the
overall fundraising effort and should in-
clude recognition at all giving levels. 

Mid-value Programs

Don’t forget to develop programs that
solicit and recognize gifts between $25
and $250. Nonprofits who make thank
you calls to donors who give $500 and
above may be inadvertently ignoring
some of their most loyal donors who give
$25, $50, and $100. These are the folks
who know, like and trust your organiza-
tion and often give without being asked.
Their support is critical to achieving the
mission which means they should be
thoughtfully asked and appreciated with
more than a typical, generic thank you
letter. 

Monthly Giving

If you haven’t already, consider start-
ing or growing a monthly giving program
in which donors are asked to give $5, $10
or $25 a month in lieu of a one-time con-
tribution. This requires more than a “give
monthly” button on your website. Take
time to build a real program with a
theme, custom strategies, and unique
recognition. “Become a sustainer”

should be a steady refrain as you build
renewable giving programs. 

Bequest giving

Legacy giving is one of the most per-
sonal ways of making a charitable gift
and an appropriate fundraising strategy
for nonprofits with a proven track record
of serving the community. Start asking
people to remember your organization in
their will or estate plan. When they do,
and let you know about it, include them
as part of a heritage or legacy society to
acknowledge the thoughtfulness and
generosity. Don’t wait to invest in a writ-
ten plan to launch and sustain a legacy
giving program. The sooner you start,
the sooner you will receive these mean-
ingful, and often significant, gifts. 

It may seem counter intuitive but new
research is showing the future of fund-
raising success is in small gifts of $10 or
less. I encourage nonprofits to use exist-
ing resources or apply for a capacity
building grant to (a) invest in the tech-
nology necessary to support a monthly
giving program; (b) analyze your data-
base to determine the viability of launch-
ing a bequest program; and/or (c) edu-
cate fundraising staff and board mem-
bers about the importance of donor re-
tention, multi-level giving, and investing
in long-term fundraising strategies. 

Notes on Nonprofits is produced by Al-
yce Lee Stansbury, CFRE, President of
Stansbury Consulting. Join Alyce Lee for
Notes on Nonprofits Live on Facebook at
Noon on August 10 and write to her at no-
tesonnonprofits@gmail.com. 

Giving has slowed in American households
Notes on Nonprofits
Alyce Lee Stansbury

Guest columnist


