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Journalist, educator, and mother Na-
dia R. Watts disclosed that the most dif-
ficult part of writing her most recent
book, “Thomasville in Concert: The His-
tory of the Thomasville Entertainment
Foundation Since 1937,” was being apart
from her two muses—artistically driven
sons Sam and Ben.

Both were also the inspiration behind
her writing company’s moniker Two
Muses Communications. They pounded
on her study door, yet she remained
squirreled away, typing furiously to

complete another chap-
ter every two weeks be-
fore coming up again for
air.

“They’re both incredi-
ble writers, too,” remarks
Watts. “I think the inspi-
ration that they truly give
me is that any little thing
can be a big story in my

family. Those are the stories I like to col-
lect and tell. Even if it’s a one liner it can
be funny, or sad, and it can inspire me to
come up with other ideas.”

Small stories can build an impressive
legacy, a phenomenon Watts experi-
enced as she puzzled together the histo-
ry of the Thomasville Entertainment
Foundation, a membership-driven con-
cert organization that began in 1937. She
was commissioned to write a book in
celebration of TEF’s 80th Anniversary
by long-time archivist Linda Hester and
artistic director Janice Faircloth.

Watts looks forward to signing the
finished product for readers on National
Independent Bookstore Day at The
Bookshelf in Thomasville, Georgia, on
Saturday, April 28.

Watts’ career as a journalist has been
a full one, though the TEF project was
her first foray into writing a non-fiction
book. The first newspaper she ever
wrote for was a self-published periodi-
cal called “The Funny Page,” that she co-
created with her sister on a mimeograph
machine and distributed to their ele-
mentary school classes.

In high school, Watts had the oppor-
tunity to work with a newspaper jour-
nalist whose warmth and support
spurred her to pursue writing at the Col-
lege of William & Mary in Virginia where
she was editor of a news feature maga-
zine. After graduation she dove into a
career as a journalist, and wrote for nu-
merous publications before earning her
master’s in Journalism and Mass Com-
munication at the University of North
Carolina, Chapel Hill.

“What I learned, which has been im-
portant to teach in any journalism class-
room, is that regardless of any story
you’re assigned, you have to find the hu-
man element in whatever you’re writ-
ing,” says Watts. “That’s where your
reader is going to connect with the
piece. That’s what makes a story so in-
teresting.”

Watts has honed her style to be “effi-
cient, clean, and concise,” while giving
an attention-grabbing and fun spin so

readers can connect with her work. She
loves getting to know the people behind
a story, and is unafraid to ask hard ques-
tions but is accessible enough that she
can create an open conversation. Ulti-
mately, this journalistic approach
served her well as she delved into TEF’s
history.

The process began with carloads
upon carloads of boxes. Watts drove
back and forth to Hester’s study where
the archivist kept stacks of scrapbooks,
notebooks, and photographs from the
past 80 years. Interviews were another
important aspect of the process for
Watts. After poring over all her research
and physical resources, she began to di-
vide TEF’s history into clear chapters.

Some stories jumped off the page for
Watts, such as folk singer Burl Ives’ and

his premiere at the Thomasville Concert
Series. Emily Searcy, the organization’s
president at the time drove to pick up
Ives from the train station, as was cus-
tomary, only to learn that he had pur-
chased an airplane and told the pilot to
land in Tallahassee and wanted to be
picked up there.

“Emily was a very kind woman, but
she also set her limits and nicely sug-
gested that [Ives] purchase his own car
and drive himself up to Thomasville,”
chuckled Watts. “TEF volunteers always
were very attentive to their artists and
showed them such gracious hospitality
though. That’s why artists always want-
ed to come back to Thomasville.”

Watts found an advertisement in one
scrapbook that reveals how the organi-
zation began alongside World War II
when membership was just one dollar.
Even during time of great duress, the
town continued to value the arts.

She didn’t work chronologically how-
ever, instead starting in the middle with
the section on education. Watts felt a
special connection with the subject, as
she was an educator for the past 20
years at the collegiate and high school
level. Fostering relationships with her
students was a gift that continues to re-
plenish her passion for storytelling, and
she feels lucky to be a part of the Thom-
asville community and their commit-
ment to this community organization. 

“Thomasville is an incredible gem of
a place to live,” says Watts. “This organi-
zation has only had one paid employee
ever. Everyone else who has put this
amazing concert series together has
been a volunteer. What that shows
about the people of Thomasville is that
we care and we have a passion for what
we do and a passion for educating.”

Watts’ ultimate message behind
sharing TEF’s story is one of optimism.
It’s about keeping the performing arts
alive for the next generation. She has
seen the arts empower children to iden-
tify their talents in school, and sees its
effect on her sons —one performing
theater, the other playing the drums.
Watts is excited to support another local
organization, The Bookshelf, and meet
readers on Saturday to sign books and
talk about TEF and the town’s rich histo-
ry.

“What I hoped to do with ‘Thomas-
ville In Concert’ was evoke that human
element,” says Watts. “I want the read-
ers to get the facts that they need to
learn about the organization as well as
sink their teeth in and enjoy the story-
telling.”

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).

Journalist distills 80 years of Thomasville concerts
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts
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GAINESVILLE - When Debbie Goad
heard about a horseshoe crab study run
partly by the University of Florida, she
jumped at the opportunity. She practi-
cally grew up in or near the water in
South Florida. In addition, her father
was an avid sportsman: scuba diving,
spear fishing, deep-sea fishing — he did
it all. 

“I remember him bringing home a
couple of horseshoe crabs one day,” said
Goad, of Bronson. “I remember being
fascinated with this spider-like crab
that had a hard shell. I was probably
about 6 when I saw my first crab.”

Faculty with the UF Institute of Food
and Agricultural Sciences and staff with
the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conserva-
tion Commission run the program.

When Goad started participating in
the horseshoe crab preservation project
along the Gulf Coast, she grew nostalgic
and proud.

“It brought back a lot of fond memo-
ries I had forgotten,” Goad said. “I knew
that by volunteering, I would be given
the most recent, firsthand information
on something that had inspired and fas-
cinated me as a child.”

As a citizen scientist, Goad docu-
ments horseshoe crabs on beaches dur-
ing specific times and days – for exam-
ple, high tides and full moons. She and
her colleagues also count breeding
pairs.

With Earth Day celebrations today,
Goad serves as an example of the many
lay people who participate in the citizen
science projects coordinated by UF/
IFAS faculty.

“Citizen scientists gather essential
data for UF/IFAS faculty that enable our
researchers to conduct top-notch ex-
periments,” said Jack Payne, UF senior
vice president for agriculture and natu-
ral resources. “By utilizing our lay, vol-
unteer scientists, UF/IFAS researchers

can help conserve our natural re-
sources. That makes them an essential
asset for Earth Day and year-round.”

These projects help preserve the en-
vironment:

Horseshoe crabs: Savanna Barry, a
regional specialized agent for coastal
ecosystems for UF/IFAS Extension Flor-
ida Sea Grant in Cedar Key helps coor-
dinate the horseshoe crab program.

In the fall of 2017, More than 100 citi-
zens helped FWC and UF/IFAS by find-
ing horseshoe crab nests and tagging
the crabs. In 2017, volunteers completed
178 surveys at sites in four counties
along the Nature Coast – Levy, Dixie,
Taylor and Franklin.

“Simultaneous sampling across such
a large geographic area would be impos-
sible without the help of citizen scien-
tists,” Barry said. “FWC is dedicated to
collecting data on horseshoe crab nest-
ing, but does not have anywhere near
enough staff to achieve the high level of
data collection the volunteers are able to
complete.”

Air potato: Floridians are trying to

contain the invasive air potato. For ex-
ample, residents can use the air potato
leaf beetle as a biological control agent
for the air potato, said Ken Gioeli, a nat-
ural resources agent with UF/IFAS Ex-
tension St. Lucie County. 

In 2017, the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture, Florida Department of Agricul-
ture and Consumer Services-Division of
Plant Industries (DPI), the Florida Fish
and Wildlife Conservation Commission
and UF/IFAS coordinated citizen sci-
ence volunteers that released thou-
sands of adult beetles to manage the air
potato in Florida, Gioeli said.

For more information on the air pota-
to biological control program in Florida,
click here: http://bcrcl.ifas.ufl.edu/air-
potatobiologicalcontrol.shtml

William Lester, residential and com-
mercial horticulture agent for UF/IFAS
Extension Hernando County, works
with the state DPI to get residents to
help collect data on air potato and the
leaf beetle. This statewide program
greatly increased public participation,
with more than 460 volunteer citizen

scientists contributing to the program’s
knowledge last year, Lester said.

Those interested in participating
should click here: https://airpotato-
beetle.com/.

Backyard beetles: In this project,
people catch beetles and send them to
the lab for scientific research to see
which types of beetles live where. Sci-
entists need to identify beetles and
where they live, because some beetle
species can be dangerous to forests and
even to agricultural crops like avocados,
said Jiri Hulcr, an assistant professor of
forest resources and conservation, who
also has a courtesy appointment in en-
tomology.

Burrowing owl: About 350 burrow-
ing owls live on Marco Island, said UF/
IFAS graduate student Allison Smith,
who helps coordinate a citizen science
project aimed at preserving the owls.

Burrowing owls are listed as state-
threatened and are at risk due to habitat
loss. To monitor and conserve them,
Audubon of the Western Everglades and
UF/IFAS created and manage a citizen
science program named Owl Watch,
Smith said. The program supports bur-
rowing owl research and conservation
through outreach and long-term moni-
toring.

Under the guidance of UF/IFAS grad-
uate students, more than 40 volunteers
monitor the burrows on the island each
week throughout the nesting season,
Smith said. In 2017, volunteers recorded
169 pairs of burrowing owls nesting in
Marco Island, of which 70 percent suc-
cessfully gave birth, producing 317
fledglings.

“Over time, this monitoring program
will allow researchers to track popula-
tion changes and measure impacts to
burrowing owls as Florida’s human pop-
ulation continues to grow,” said Smith,
who works under the direction of Raoul
Boughton, a UF/IFAS assistant profes-
sor of wildlife ecology and conservation.

Citizens help with preservation beyond Earth Day
Brad Buck
UF/IFAS

Sea Grant agent Savanna Barry conducting a horseshoe crab survey in Cedar Key
last year. TYLER JONES, UF/IFAS PHOTO BY TYLER JONES

If you go
What: Nadia R. Watts Book Signing with
Thomasville Entertainment Foundation

When: 2 p.m. Saturday, April 28

Where: The Bookshelf, 126 Broad
Street, Thomasville, Georgia

Cost: Free

Contact: For more information, call
229-228-7767 or visit http://www.tef-
concerts.com/.


