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GET THE HAIR
YOU’VE ALWAYS

WANTED
RAQUELWELCH®

wig collection

HairUWear Inc. is a proud sponsor of the American Cancer Society.

Free 3-piece Haircare Set* with
Every Wig Purchase

Valid through November 28th

MERLE NORMAN COSMETICS
Governor's Square Mall, Tallahassee, Florida

850-656-1513

Bring this ad and receive a

*Valued at $29 - 1 per customer
Does not apply to hairpieces or retired styles

Killearn Lakes Elementary school art
teacher Billy Penn is willing to bet he has
the coolest classroom in Leon County.
Inhabiting the room since its construc-
tion, Penn says the architectural aes-
thetic of the room itself is one of a kind.
The top half of a giant circular window
serves as its main focal point, while life-
size cutouts of artists like Frida Kahlo
and Vincent Van Gogh stand sentry,
ushering in a new generation of cre-
atives. 

Penn and his students’ artwork aren’t
contained by his classroom, however, as
evidenced by four original, leprechaun-
themed murals found on the school’s
walls that are inspired by Killearn’s heri-
tage as well as the school’s name.

Each year, the fifth-grade class helps
Penn paint a one-of-a-kind image. He
starts by sketching on the computer,
then projects and outlines the scene on-
to the wall. From there, Penn encour-
ages the art club, and any students
passing by who want to help, to grab a
smock and get painting. 

“Music has concerts and PE has field
day, so I thought, ‘What could I do?”
says Penn, who is in his fifth year at Kil-
learn Lakes. “The cool thing is that even
as those events come and go, our murals
are still here.” 

The Annual Winter Festival Youth
Art Exhibition, on display in City Hall
Gallery through Jan. 22, is another place
where Penn proudly showcases his stu-
dents’ work. Excited to share their art
with Tallahassee, Penn fondly recalls
how his mother always kept his own
drawings on display. He remembers one
of his first pieces at age 4 of the alien
from the movie “E.T. the Extra-terrestri-
al,” but is puzzled when his students ask
him when he became an artist. 

“I always wonder why don’t you think
of yourself as an artist now,” says Penn.
“I’ve been drawing since I was 2 like ev-
eryone else. I don’t define myself as an
artist. That’s up to other people.” 

Leon County Schools molded Penn —
from his time at Kate Sullivan Elemen-
tary School all the way through Talla-
hassee Community College and Florida
State University. In seventh grade, he
won his first art contest. Penn designed
the logo for Greater Gator Golf and
Games. This meant he was able to paint
part of a mural on a wall near the — at
the time — new Governor’s Square Mall. 

Drawing and painting were the two
mediums that always spoke to Penn. His
achievements in both led to his first pay-
ing gig as an artist in middle school
when he designed the back to school
cover of the Tallahassee Democrat.
Penn jokes that even as he earned his
high school diploma, AA degree, a de-
gree in art education, and nearly 16
years of teaching, he always felt his true
calling was that of a comic book artist. 

“I gravitated towards comics because

they were low-brow, entertaining, dis-
posable, fun, and no one else was into
them,” admits Penn. “I learned more
from reading interviews with creators,
even as a teenager.” 

Shortly after embarking on his teach-
ing career, Penn participated in a con-
test called Comic Book Idol and was one
of the top 10 artists to compete. Each
Friday he’d be given a new drawing as-
signment, and every Monday he would
turn in a new comic. The competition
sent him to San Diego for Comic-Con
where he met with representatives from
Platinum Studios, the publishing com-
pany that produced the comic “Cow-
boys and Aliens.” 

The company gave Penn the chance
to create his own 88-page comic called
“Hot Shot and Mighty Girl.” It took him
over a year to draw the story of two high
school kids who stumble on bracelets
that allow them to fly. Appreciative of
the opportunity to practice his art and
have his story published, Penn also em-
braces his comic book style in his teach-
ings. 

“The comic artist in me is always try-
ing to find the new weird, though I don’t
wear my weird on my sleeve,” laughs
Penn. “I was drawing a self-portrait for
second and third graders and when I got
to the arms I made them gigantic and
massive and they all got tickled by that.
It’s a good way to entertain.” 

Achieving the right amount of silly is
an art form in itself for Penn. With a Ro-
lodex of over eight hundred names roll-
ing around in his head, he tries to always
personalize his teaching so that each
student feels seen and heard. 

When picking up his kindergarten
class, he is amazed by the amount of
sharing — from their grandmother’s
birthdays to which teeth are wiggly —
that his students will noisily, and some-
times overwhelmingly volunteer. Their
enthusiasm is infectious; motivating
Penn from the moment he steps into the
parking lot to the final bell to make his
class a fun and engaging experience. 

“I’ve always equated being the art
teacher to being the fun uncle,” says
Penn. “The teachers have to live with the
kids and discipline them. When they

come to art we get to create things that
they might not get to do in the class-
room.” 

The diverse level of craftsmanship he
experiences at the annual Winter Festi-
val student art exhibition always im-
presses Penn, showcasing a wide
breadth of work from all ages. He always
looks forward to the downtown venue at
City Hall, which “ups the ante” for par-
ents and children alike, especially at the
opening reception on Dec. 1. 

This year, attendees will see two dif-
ferent types of drawings from Penn’s
classes. The first are cityscapes, where
Penn has his students focus on drawing
details and brainstorming out of the or-
dinary elements. He is also excited to
share the “technology heads” projects.
These drawings prompt students to re-

place different organs with machinery,
syncing with their curriculum on learn-
ing the systems of the human body. It’s a
way for Penn to challenge his students,
and he is always inspired by the results. 

“People say art is the key that opens
different parts of the brain, and I’ve
found that to be true,” states Penn. “I see
art as a backdoor to learning, especially
in elementary school. The students get
to flex different muscles, and if they’re
looking forward to coming to school be-
cause it’s an art day, then I feel I’ve done
my job.”

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).

Teacher brings the right amount of silly to art class

Billy Penn's classroom with circular window and life-size cutouts of artists like
Frida Kahlo and Vincent Van Gogh. JOSEPH PENN

Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts If you go

What: The Annual Winter Festival Youth
Art Exhibition 2017 

When: Opening Reception and Awards
Ceremony, 6-7:30 p.m. Friday, Dec. 1,
gallery open 8 a.m.-5 p.m., Monday-
Friday through Jan. 22 

Where: City Hall Gallery, 300 South
Adams Street 

Cost: Free 

Contact: For more information, call
850-224-2500 or visit http://coca.talla-
hasseearts.org/art-in-public-places/
city-hall-gallery. 

When Florida native and Nashville
legend Mel Tillis was in Tallahassee
during March 2009 to be inducted into
the Florida Artists Hall of Fame, I
pushed my way to the front of the crowd
at the reception to ask him one question
about his mentor, Webb Pierce.

Tillis got started in the music biz
when Pierce, who was a top-selling
country star in the ‘50s and ‘60s, started
recording Tillis’ tunes. They even put
out a duet together called “How Come
Your Dog Don’t Bite Nobody But Me” in
1962. Pierce (”There Stands the Glass”)
is a honky-tonk hero who is revered by

serious country-music
connoisseurs but mostly
forgotten these days by
the general public. It took
nearly 10 years after
Pierce’s death in 1991 for
his peers in Music City to
vote him into the Country
Music Hall of Fame in
2001.

So why the lack of appreciation for
Pierce?

“Well,” Tillis said with a shrug on that
night in 2009 in his famous stammer,
“Webb, Webb, Webb Pierce was an
a-----e.”

I blurted out a laugh. I was not ex-
pecting such an honest, unfiltered and
hilarious answer from one of country
music’s top tune-smiths. Talk about be-
ing refreshingly funny and frank.

Tillis died this month. He was 85. It
hit me hard. I can run 35 people out of a
karaoke bar with my version of Tillis’
blistering masterpiece, “ Ruby Don’t
Take Your Love to Town.” It’s one of the
greatest songs ever written. Don’t argue.

In 2010, when I caught up with Tillis
on the phone in his Nashville office to
talk before his headlining appearance at
that year’s Florida Folk Festival, we ba-
sically picked up where we left off in
2009.

“Webb Pierce drank,” Tillis said. “He
was a nice drunk. He was mean when he
was sober. That was the problem.”

Pierce and Tillis began their collabo-
ration in an unorthodox manner. Tillis,
who was born in Tampa and grew up in
Pahokee, was working as a fireman for
the railroad in the late ‘50s when he
wrote “I’m Tired.” It was first pitched to
Ray Price during a concert stop in Tam-
pa. A few weeks later, Price was singing
it backstage at a Nashville show when
Pierce overheard it.

“Webb said to Ray, ‘Hey, lad,’ — he
called everybody ‘lad’ — ‘where’d you
get that song?’,” Tillis said. “And Ray
said, ‘Oh, one of my writers down in
Florida.’”

Without telling Price or Tillis, Pierce
memorized the first verse and took it to
another writer, who put a slightly differ-
ent spin on “I’m Tired.” Pierce recorded
the Frankenstein version and it became
a hit on country radio.

“I was laying in my bed in Tampa and
listening to radio one night when it
came on,” Tillis said. “I jumped up and
said, ‘That’s my song! I know that first
verse.’ Then I listened a little more and I
said, ‘This ain’t my song!”

Striking gold with ‘Ruby’

Despite the confusion, Pierce’s ap-
propriation of “I’m Tired” gave Tillis the
boost of confidence he needed to ven-
ture into the music biz. Tillis and Pierce
finally crossed paths during a conven-
tion for country-music disc jockeys at
the Andrew Jackson Hotel in Nashville.

“Jim Reeves was there, Lefty Frizzell,
Hank Snow — and in comes Webb
Pierce, all 6’2” foot of him, wearing a
rhinestone Nudie (Cohn) suit with spi-
ders and spider webs all over it,” Tillis
said. “If you think I can’t talk now, I
couldn’t hardly talk at all in those days.
But I went up to Webb to tell him who I
was.”

After watching Tillis struggle to find
the words for a few seconds, the ever-
subtle Pierce barked: “What in the
(bleep) is this?”

Despite the shaky start, Tillis and

Pierce went on to have a nice run togeth-
er in the charts.

“Webb sang with a heart,” Tillis said.
“He wasn’t all that good with pitch or
meter, but he spoke to the people. And
that came through. Now he couldn’t
write a song worth a ....”

Tillis, of course, spent the ‘60s writ-
ing such memorable songs as “Loco
Weed,” “Stateside,” “Detroit City,” “Life
Turned Her That Way” and, with a
heavy sigh that tells me the sun is going
down, “Ruby, Don’t Take Your Love to
Town.”

“Ruby,” which became an interna-
tional hit for Kenny Rogers & the First
Edition, was originally told from the
point of view of an injured World War II
veteran. The lyrics were inspired by a
quarrelsome vet who lived with his Eng-
lish wife near the Tillis home in Paho-
kee. The tune was inspired by Johnny
Cash’s “Don’t Take Your Guns To Town.”
When Tillis updated it to “that crazy
Asian war,” the song took on new signif-
icance during the era of Vietnam and
Kent State.

“That song was a gift,” Tillis said. “All
of ‘em are a gift because I’m not that
smart.”

So, was Tillis trying to be a protest
singer when he penned “Ruby”?

“(Bleep) no,” Tillis said and laughed.
“I was just trying to write a good song.”

Ah-nold meets Mel

During the ‘70s and ‘80s, Tillis be-
came a star in his own right with a string
of hits that included “Neon Rose,” “Saw-
mill,” “I Got the Hoss,” “I Believe In You,”
“Coca-Cola Cowboy” and more. Thanks
to his Southern charm and wit, Tillis
also became a regular guest on TV talk
shows. He also moonlighted as a char-
acter actor in such movies as “W.W. and
the Dixie Dancekings,” “Every Which
Way But Loose,” “The Cannonball Run”
and “Cannonball Run II.”

“I had a marquee name at the time
but they sure weren’t paying my mar-
quee prices,” Tillis said.

He then told me a story about a fam-
ous ‘70s sex symbol who had fits of se-

vere flatulence before she stepped on-
stage to sing a song. I was laughing so
much I had to put my pen down and
wipe away the tears. Tillis also relayed a
tale about sharing a motel room with
Johnny Paycheck (“Take This Job and
Shove It”) when Mr. Paycheck forgot his
key and had to break in through the
front window.

Tillis, unaware it was Paycheck,
awakened his other roommates by
stammering out loud. Then he switched
to singing a clear line: “There’s a robber/
Comin’ in/ Through the window.”

In 1979, Tillis appeared in the slap-
stick Western comedy “The Villain”
with Kirk Douglas and a young weight-
lifter named Arnold Schwarzenegger.
Tillis and Douglas did not hit it off (he
described Douglas with the same term
he used for Pierce), but the Austrian and
the Floridian got along famously.

“He told me, ‘You talk funny,’” Tillis
said. “I told him, ‘Well, you do, too.’”

Naturally hilarious

Although he was comfortable crack-
ing jokes onstage, Tillis wasn’t always
so sure of himself.

When he was still a starving song-
writer in Nashville, he landed a road gig
playing state fairs in the Midwest with
comedian Minnie Pearl for $18 per show.
He also recruited a fellow struggling
musician named Roger Miller to play the
fiddle.

Because Tillis stammered, he let Mil-
ler do his song introductions until Pearl
put a stop to it. She wanted the naturally
funny Tillis to try out his own material.
He told her he was afraid the audience
would laugh at him.

“She said, ‘No they won’t. They will
laugh with you.’ And she was right,” Til-
lis said. “Then she told me to work on
my timing. I told her, ‘If I worked on my
timing, I could quit stuttering.’ Then she
told me something I’ve never forgotten.
She said, ‘Melvin, don’t step on your
laughter because it’s too hard to get.”

Amen, Minnie Pearl.
Contact Mark Hinson at mhin-

son@tallahasssee.com

Mel Tillis was a funny, frank Floridian
Mark Hinson
Columnist

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLA.

Mel Tillis 


