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TLHLIFE

The 175-year-old tree, the
Lichgate Oak, stands like a sculp-
ture in an English garden in the mid-
dle of Tallahassee. And that’s just one of the
peaceful delights.

“When you leave a beautiful place, you carry it
with you wherever you go,” wrote author Alexan-
dra Stoddard.

Well, that is fine and good. But then again,
why leave? At least that was the philosophy of a
now almost-forgotten Florida State University
professor, who, though she resided here in Talla-
hassee, in many ways lived a life set in a kind of
fairy tale — one she herself constructed. 

Picture a Tudor garden. It is filled with wild

flowers that wave their
brilliant blooms at bees.

Just beyond is a cottage, its
steeply sloped, mossy roof

appears to be thatch.
Punctuating the wide-planked

clapboards, cross-paned windows
glitter in the sun and reflect in the distance

the sight that first drew English Professor Laura
Jepsen to purchase this place in the mid-1950s.
What she saw then and what remains today is an
amazing living sculpture in the middle of a for-
mer cow pasture on three acres on High Road.

There she found a live oak so stunning, so ar-
chetypical, that it would receive the name, “the
Lichgate Oak.” Even then, close to “civilization’s”
noise and development, the tree remained so
much like a living sonnet that Jepsen wrote: “…
with the grace of a southern belle in a billowing

skirt, this moss-draped live oak swept the
ground in every direction. It was a tree to inspire
poets.” 

Laura Jepsen aimed to ‘conquer time’

In her book, “Lichgate on High Road,” Jepsen
recounts building her cottage near the tree. It
was not simply a construction project, rather,
“To conquer time, to preserve the essence of the
past, to escape into reality, these were my triple
desires when I started to build Lichgate.”

In the years between 1956 and 1996, Jepsen
would retreat to her idyllic, pastoral cottage ev-
ery day, sleeping without air-conditioning in an
upstairs loft, making meals in a tiny self-de-
signed kitchen. In winter she sat before a 
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Step into 
another time 

at otherworldly
LichgateMarina Brown
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ABOVE: Sonja De La Cruz and her mother Nita
Davis are the directors of Lichgate on High
Road.

LEFT: Lichgate Cottage TORI LYNN

SCHNEIDER/TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

See LICHGATE, Page 2C

When graphic designer Melissa Franklin lived in
Portland, Oregon, she rode her bike regularly. She be-
gan to paint designs on clothing from second-hand

stores.
Every month she’d sell her work dur-

ing a neighborhood art fair, continually
entertained by Portland’s quirky inhab-
itants which included watching people
play in makeshift mud pits and pie-
joust one another from the top of dou-
ble-decker bikes. 

Since moving to Tallahassee, Frank-
lin has freelanced in graphic design for nonprofits and
taken every opportunity to encourage and support the
arts.

She curated monthly art shows at the Fermentation
Lounge and served as the creative director for Grass-
lands Brewing Company.

Cycle the Arts project points 
pedal power toward public art

Ride now through Nov. 30 to be part of the
LoveToRide Florida Challenge. TALLAHASSEE

Amanda Sieradzki Council on Culture & Arts

Franklin 

If you go
What: Cycle The Arts 

When: Ride now through Nov. 30 to be part of the
LoveToRide Florida Challenge 

Where: Mural map available on website 

Cost: Free 

Contact: For more information, visit
https://www.arpc.org/ride-on

See ART, Page 2C
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Biking routes incorporate art 

Now, as communications coordina-
tor for the Apalachee Regional Planning
Council (ARPC) she’s integrating the
arts into Mobility Week with “Cycle the
Arts.” ARPC has created specially de-
signed local biking routes that take an
hour at a comfortable pace for beginners
and families to complete.

They’ve worked with COCA to identi-
fy public art located along those bike
routes, relying on COCA’s Outdoor Pub-
lic Art Directory and map, a database
which highlights Tallahassee’s over 300
outdoor works of art, including local
sculptures, murals, windows, monu-
ments, and memorials. 

“Our community is full of organiza-
tions trying to better the whole and I’ve
always been a big believer that the more
that you collaborate, the more you can
show how everything connects,” says
Franklin. “Tallahassee is abundant in
public art and COCA has done such an
amazing job cataloging all of it, so we
thought it would be the perfect opportu-
nity to work together on this initiative.”

Franklin has always felt inclined to
create. She earned her degree in studio
arts with a concentration in graphic de-
sign from Florida Atlantic University.
Franklin appreciated receiving an ex-
tensive education in art history as well
as the opportunity to experiment in all
different medias before choosing to fo-
cus on graphic design. 

At the time, she dreamed of creating
concert posters and CD covers. Her first
job out of college was with the south
Florida tabloids like “Weekly World
News” and “The National Enquirer.” She

ended up designing for “Sun Weekly,”
which features Nostradamus prophe-
cies. 

“There’s a ‘Weekly World News’ out

there with me in my pajamas on the cov-
er being abducted by aliens while I’m
sleeping,” laughs Franklin. “It was a
great opportunity that was varied and
fascinating. From there, I really was
hoping to find something where I was
helping people.” 

Designing posters and websites

Franklin was approached by the
ARPC two years ago prior to their first
“850 Industrial Hemp Summit.” She
helped design the website, logo and sig-
nage and was hired on afterwards full-
time.

In her role, Franklin designs for the
council’s economic development, trans-
portation, housing, GIS, environmental
and resiliency planning programs. The
nine counties under ARPC’s umbrella
pay dues that are used to assist with
grants, outreach and project implemen-
tation. 

The “FRANKLIN-98” project became
her first focus as communications coor-
dinator. The project focuses on the liv-
ing shoreline between East Point and
Carrabelle to help reduce land erosion
on Highway 98. The project is testing
out artificial reefs to attract oysters and
add to the ecosystem and marsh grass-
es.

“Within that project so much art and
design is being used,” explains Franklin.
“In some of the materials we’re testing,
a woman in the northeast used these
same materials to create sculptures
along the shoreline and attract all these
oyster shells hatching.” 

Researching the problem

Franklin’s creative process varies
based on the design project, but she al-
ways begins with researching the prob-
lem that needs to be solved or the mes-

sage that needs communicating. Once
she identifies and better understands a
project’s intended audience, she sits
with a blank pad of paper, pencil, and
thesaurus. 

Then, Franklin starts paging through
her thesaurus and writing down word
associations. Once she has a couple of
ideas, she’ll look through old art books
for images. Franklin will then create and
offer three concepts to get input from
her team before moving forward with
feedback. 

“For the living shoreline project, I sat
and wrote down any and every word
that came to mind when I think of grass,
erosion, resiliency,” says Franklin. “I
keep going from there and whittling
away to the words that not only speak
directly to the message, but then can be
conveyed visually.” 

Her most impactful projects have
been working on the “850 Industrial
Hemp Summit” which would harness
the plant’s power to feed, house, clothe
and heal. Additionally, she’s enjoyed
designing for the “Revive Revolving
Loan Fund” which provides support for
minority and women-owned business-
es in Leon County. 

With the “Cycle The Arts” program,
Franklin hopes the community will get
excited about the art and resources that
are only a few pedal pumps away. Her
favorite murals include the new “Project
Daring” mural on Calhoun St. and the
many murals sprinkled throughout
Railroad Square. 

“Public art is people power and en-
couraging the community to tour public
art by bicycle offers a new perspective
on not only the accessibility of public
art, but also the equity of it,” says Frank-
lin. “Not only is it created by each of us,
it’s appreciated by each of us, and it’s
owned by all of us.” 

The “FRANKLIN-98” project became
Melissa Franklin’s first focus as
communications coordinator. The
project focuses on the living shoreline
between East Point and Carrabelle to
help reduce land erosion on Highway
98.
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fireplace made with stone from the quar-
ry from which the Capitol’s steps were
carved, treading 250-year-old wooden
floors salvaged from a cabin in Vermont,
while she listened to music on her wind-
up Victrola.

She would add a labyrinth for con-
templation, and an actual “lichgate,” an
ancient symbol for the transition be-
tween the graveyard and the churchyard,
as if walking through it each day allowed
her to transport herself back to the time
in which she was perhaps meant to
dwell.

Laura Jepsen, however, did more than
dream. She was actively involved in ar-
tistic pursuits, philanthropy, and preser-
vation projects. After 40 years at FSU,
she won a gender discrimination suit
against the university for its unequal pay
and promotion policy.

She wrote extensively, in particular,
publishing a book about Lichgate and
her relationship to it. Jepsen never mar-
ried, and may have even spurned a tenta-
tive relationship with the author, Wil-
liam Falkner. Yet, anyone who has
walked the grounds of the property, or
felt comforted by the embrace of its cot-
tage would be persuaded that Laura Jep-
sen was both a woman who knew what
she wanted, as well as a deeply commit-
ted romantic.

Lichgate almost lost

Jepsen died on Christmas Eve 1995,
after having carefully arranged for what
she believed to be the preservation of her
beloved Lichgate. She had bequeathed it
to the Nature Conservancy and given
them $100,000 for its maintenance. The
furniture, her papers, and the copyright
to her book were included. It is here that
things began to go very wrong.

Nita Davis is a board member of the
Laura Jepsen Institute for Preservation.
She is related to Clifton Lewis, the wom-
an who in 1996 would spearhead what
became a hard-won fight to keep the Na-
ture Conservancy from quickly selling
off Jepsen’s bequest because, as one of
their officials caustically said, “We’re in
the business of conservation, not preser-
vation. I wish the whole thing would just
go away.”

And in fact, the Nature Conservancy
seems to have been in negotiations to sell
the property to the hungry developers
who were now surrounding its three
acres. Though the developers wouldn’t
get the land, the Nature Conservancy
would keep the $100,000.

Also, during the time of trouble fol-
lowing Jepsen’s death, the house was
vandalized. The furniture was stolen; all
the windows were broken; and many of
her papers burnt. Years later, an antique
clock was found in an office at Godby
High School.

Rescue and restoration

Clifton Lewis, whose family had built
Frank Lloyd Wright’s Spring House in
Tallahassee, along with the other preser-

vationists who had formed the Jepsen
Institute, managed to obtain a loan and a
mortgage and a year later, acquire the
property — the labyrinth, the cottage,
and the massive oak.

They also bought back the furniture
which had turned up in an out of the way
antique store.

And with those acquisitions, the In-
stitute has willingly, over the last 25
years, shouldered the mowing, weeding,
cleaning, and repair of whatever needed
fixing.

“We have probably six regular volun-
teers,” says Nita Davis, who is 74. “And
we welcome Scouts, fraternities and so-
rorities, anyone who would love to help
us maintain this magical place…which is
now on the U.S. National Registry.” 

And indeed, with its proximity to the
FSU campus, on any given day, students
can be found in solitary silhouette be-
neath the arms of the massive tree. Some
lie down and stare up into its branches.
Others read, perhaps Shakespeare—
Jepsen would have liked that.

Still other people come to get married.
Nita Davis explains that the charge is
minimal to use the grounds for such
events—but is needed to pay the basic
bills. “We keep the grounds open from
dawn until dusk,” says Davis. “No charge
to come in. “The shadows on the tree
change with each hour, and the ambi-
ence shifts. Any time of day is beautiful.”

Another beautiful thing — the mort-
gage has been paid — two years ago, says
Davis. Now it’s just a matter of people

knowing Lichgate is still there, and may-
be even lending a hand at keeping it.
Laura Jepsen has her fingers crossed.

The famous Live Oak tree at Lichgate on High Road seen Monday, Oct. 25, 2021. TORI LYNN SCHNEIDER/TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

A portrait of former FSU English professor Laura Jepsen hangs on the wall inside
the cottage she built at Lichgate on High Road. TORI LYNN SCHNEIDER/TALLAHASSEE
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Educational programs
Among the variety of events held on
the Lichgate property, are education-
al programs from Amazing Animals.
Owner Jerry Walls brings his snakes,
turtles, tortoises, arachnids, and
perhaps even an alligator, to the
property, where under the sprawling
oak, children will have the opportuni-
ty to learn about nature and touch it.

Programs like, “Energy/Food Chain/
Food Web, Ways of the Seminoles,
Going Batty (Bats), More Bees Please,
Wandering Through a Watershed, and
Nature Scavenger Hunt are some of
the offerings.

Walls invites schools, nature clubs,
photography groups, scouts, and
home schoolers to contact him for his
“Cabin in the Woods” programs at
jwalls443@gmail.com or 386-209-
8250 to arrange a presentation.

If you go

What: Lichgate House 

Where: 1401 High Road, Tallahassee 

Hours: 10-8 p.m. every day of the
week. Occasional cottage tours per
appointment.

Contact:
https://www.facebook.com/Lichgate;
850-363-2717


