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Biloxi

A few hours before obscenely overpaid football
coach Jimbo Fisher announced to the world he was
dumping Florida State for an even more absurdly lu-
crative job at Texas A&M University, he telegraphed
his next move.

On Dec. 1, aka Backstabbin’ Black Friday around the
locker rooms at Doak Campbell Stadium, a large
Christmas tree appeared on the curb outside of Jim-
bo’s spacious home in the high-dollar Golden Eagle
neighborhood north of the city. The 10-foot tall, green,
artificial tree was stripped of its ornaments, lights and
dignity. It was lying sideways next to the driveway,
where a Polaris General ATV was parked. It was also a
short distance from the neighbor’s Porta Potty-style
toilet standing sentinel in the front lawn. (God bless
the South.)

I guess when Jimbo gets to the Lone Star State with
his new $75 million salary, he will be able to buy a fake
Christmas tree farm in Snook, Texas.

Back in North Tallahassee, it did not take long be-
fore a Seminoles football fan spotted Jimbo’s aban-
doned tannenbaum and knew from whence it came.
Matt S., who did not want his last name printed in the
newspaper, swooped in and scooped up the cast-off
Christmas tree as a souvenir.

“I’m probably going to put it up in my house and
keep it,” Matt told my newspaper colleague Wayne
McGahee III on Dec. 2. “Probably a conversation piece
to break out every Christmas because it’s a fake tree.
Put it right in my living room.”

I’m betting many of those conversations will in-
clude references to such names as Judas Iscariot, Ben-
edict Arnold and that Jesse James dude who married
Sandra Bullock for a brief spell before he ran off with a
heavily tattooed hottie.

After the Tallahassee Democrat’s photograph of
Jimbo’s Christmas tree in the gutter made the rounds
on Twitter and Facebook, the new Aggies coach went
on “The Dan Patrick Show” to explain things.

“I had no idea. The guys that come put my Christ-
mas tree up (and) got it out said, ‘Coach, it’s broke.’ So I
put a new one up,” Fisher said. “And they said they
would get rid of the other one so they set it on the curb
for it to be picked up. There was a new Christmas tree
in my house.”

Who would have ever thought about blaming the
help? And just how much money do you have to make
so you can pay other people to handle all that pesky
decorating during the holidays?

Look, it’s Cousin Eddie!

No matter the real reason Jimbo’s jumbo tree was
jettisoned, it did not stop smarty pants on social media
from pouncing on the Tallahassee Democrat’s photo to
fashion memes. Someone Photoshopped Jimbo’s head
atop an image of Cousin Eddie, as played by nutjob
Randy Quaid in “National Lampoon’s Christmas Vaca-
tion.” The Photoshopped image was a reference to the
scene in which Eddie, decked out in a skimpy bath-
robe, emptied a chemical toilet into a street drain using
a large hose. 

“The (bleeper) is full,” Cousin Eddie explained to an
appalled neighbor.

In the meme, the hybrid Jimbo-Cousin Eddie stood
by the infamous fallen Christmas tree, with the neigh-
bor’s Porta Potty in the background, while he toasted
with a can of beer. I’m thinking of using the doctored
photograph on this year’s Christmas cards.

With so much kind Christmas spirit floating in the
air, it did not take long before a Twitter account called
Jimbo’s Christmas Tree was activated. Some of my fa-
vorite tweets from Jimbo’s Christmas Tree went:

“Since I’m artificial, Jimbo did not have to chop me
down. Hmmmm. Maybe he hasn’t ever done the chop.”

“Honestly, the years Jameis would come over and
help decorate, I was the best-looking tree in the coun-
try. After he left, though, I was much more ordinary.”

“When I was laying there on the curb and Jimbo
would walk past me to get the mail, he would just ig-
nore me, kind of like he ignored the Texas A&M band
when he got off the airplane.”

“Coach Taggart - I would be honored to stand in
your living room someday. Welcome to Seminole Na-
tion. Here’s hoping you are never dumped out on the
curb.”

Perhaps President Trump might consider letting
Jimbo’s Christmas Tree - not his lying lawyer - take
over his Twitter account. It would be much more
amusing.

Other means of disposal

Considering Jimbo’s childhood days were spent on
a farm in the hills of West Virginia, I’m surprised he
didn’t drag the old Christmas tree into the backyard
and set it ablaze. Just watch it burn, you know, be-
cause Jimbo is good at that, too. If Jimbo had torched
his tannenbaum, we wouldn’t be having this conversa-
tion right now.

Alas, the pyro practice is probably frowned upon in
swanky Golden Eagle but it is a popular method of dis-
posal, especially around North Florida.

In 2002, when my nephew Hub was around 3, he
watched as his grandmother, Nana, stripped the
Christmas tree of all ornaments and lights as soon as
lunch was over on Dec. 25. Nana lived on a remote
piece of property in the Florida Sand Hills with a cy-
press pond in her front yard. 

As is custom in rural Sand Hills life, Nana dragged
the naked Christmas tree into the front yard and ap-

plied fire to the limbs on the dried-up cedar. It went up
like a Diamond Head kitchen match soaked in kero-
sene. 

Hub watched the whole thing from the front win-
dow in the living room. His mouth was hanging open.
No one told him that having a tree in the house was just
a temporary thing. The little dude had not been prop-
erly briefed. He was traumatized.

Nearly a month later, Hub was still dealing with
PTSD about the blazing tree. He would talk about it to
anyone in the family who would listen: “Nana burned
my Christmas tree. Why did she burn my Christmas
tree? Why? How could she do this to me?”

I thought about horrified little Hub this month when
Florida State football fans went into an unholy huff
about Jimbo’s ungraceful exit, fake Christmas tree and
all. They quickly painted Jimbo as the perfect villain -
The Coach Who Hated Christmas. The man who stole
The Grinch’s playbook. Ebeneezer Scrooge with a clip-
board and a headset. 

Bah humbug and go ‘Noles.
And just what in the pluperfect hell is an Aggie any-

way?
Contact Mark Hinson at mhinson@tallahas-

see.com

Kick it to the curb like Jimbo’s Christmas tree
Mark Hinson
Columnist

Tallahassee Democrat

USA TODAY NETWORK – FLA.

Making her way through the hallway from Florida
State University’s choral office to rehearsal, Suzanne
Rita Byrnes came across the 3-year-old sibling of one
of her Capital Children’s Choir students. Walking up to
him, she told him she wanted to teach him something.
They held hands and moved up the seven stairs to the
choral room, singing the scales — Do, Re, Mi, Fa, So, La,
Ti — until, missing a step, they jumped in place for the
final Do. 

The next week she was inspired when he ran up to
her and declared that it was his turn. Jumping up the
stairs he sang his scales with self-assurance. The mo-
ment inspired and reaffirmed for Byrnes her mission
as a music education professor and Director of the
Capital Children’s Choir, as she prepares the group for
their upcoming concert on Monday, Dec. 11. 

“It’s just precious, and he’s not even a formal mem-
ber, he just comes with his sister,” says Byrnes, who
favors those who practice music with a full heart. “I
prefer listening to people who put some soul and love
into their music. Technique is cool, but it doesn’t im-
press me. I don’t care if there’s a wrong note here or
there.” 

Her journey to the Capital Children’s Choir wasn’t a
conventional one. Byrnes earned her bachelor’s in mu-
sic education from McGill University and a bachelor’s
in education from Universite d’Ottawa. After teaching
choir, band, and orchestra in a French arts high school,
she was ready to set the world on fire as a leading lady
conductor. Byrnes went back to earn her masters in
choral conducting and music education, before a doc-
torate at Florida State situated her in Tallahassee. 

During her time at FSU, Clifford Madsen supervised
her degree and placed her with Judy Bowers who was
the director of the Children’s Choir at the time. Byrnes
surprised herself and fell madly in love with the work,
and after graduation moved to Kansas City, inspired to
start a similar community outreach program. She
served as director of the Kansas City Children’s Chorus
for 12 years before coming back to FSU and taking over
her current position. 

“It’s really a process-oriented program,” explains
Byrnes. “The role of this choir is to help the children
learn how to sing and enjoy music. It only costs $15 a
semester to join and I’ve given scholarships because
I’m not going to turn anyone away.” 

Originally from Ottawa, Canada, Brynes says her
French Canadian upbringing encouraged music as
part of family and friend get-togethers—her mom tap-
ping away at the spoons and everyone gathering
around the piano to sing. Byrnes began her formal mu-
sic education in seventh grade, with the flute in her
middle school band. 

She felt lucky to have music teachers who chal-
lenged the group, bringing them to competitions and
eventually winning one and playing at the national
arts center. The excitement of that performance had
Byrnes hooked, and she continued studying music in
high school. When her advisors asked why she didn’t
want to go into law or physics after graduation, which
would make her more money, she answered confident-
ly that music would always make her happy. 

“I tell my interns now that if you go into a new job to
make sure to bring part of you with that because it’s
not just about the curriculum or the standards,” re-
flects Byrnes. “Be true to yourself and sing your own

then do it with both. I have a couple of little conductors
in there, which is really sweet to see.” 

Their eagerness energizes Byrnes, whose teaching
philosophy emphasizes continually learning. She im-
parts healthy vocal techniques and the choir sings in
multiple languages, as well uses music education prin-
ciples such as solfege and Curwen hand signs to un-
derstand music. Byrnes stays animated in her con-
ducting style, communicating with eye contact and fa-
cial expressions to embolden her students. She’s al-
ways happy to witness the college students’
experiences and evolution with the choir, recalling her
own time as a doctoral student. 

“Most of them tell me that they never thought
they’d love this so much and that it’s so nice to see
where music begins,” says Byrnes. “For me, that’s a
win-win situation because everyone is learning. It’s
really inspiring to see that there are people excited to
teach in our elementary schools.” 

The choir works towards an “informance” rather
than a performance, focusing on what has been gained
in the process. The different sections are divided by
age into the Garnet, Gold, and Seminole choirs, and
each performs their own selection. This semester’s
will include “The Holly and the Ivy,” “Blue Waters of
the North,” and a few holiday songs to fill Opperman
Music Hall’s with young voices. Though it’s a whirl-
wind experience, Byrnes is always happy with the end
result, giving the children a chance to show off how far
they’ve come, and how far they’ve yet to go. 

“On the back of our T-shirt it says that singing is
forever,” says Byrnes. “I believe that because once you
learn how to sing you can go anywhere. You don’t need
an instrument, you just need your voice.”

song. Don’t do something that you’re unhappy with.” 
The uniqueness of the Children’s Choir is that it in-

cludes a community of kindergarten through 8th-
grade students as well as college interns from the
School of Music who help to conduct, teach, and man-
age the logistics of the group. Rehearsing once a week
on Mondays, the choir has been around for more than
30 years, and Byrnes is thrilled to carry on the tradi-
tion. 

Each rehearsal she juggles conducting and teaching
the children who vary in age and ability, as well as
mentoring her college students in their own conduct-
ing and teaching. Fully immersed in the process, she is
amazed when these young musicians make connec-
tions between concepts and offer unexpected insights. 

“We were singing ‘Engine, Engine Number Nine’
with the 4 and 5-year-olds and I was teaching them
about crescendo,” says Byrnes. “One child raised their
hand and asked what it’s called if we speed up our
singing so we learned about accelerando. Then the
group asked if we could first sing faster, then louder,

Children’s Choir energizes, inspires

Suzanne Byrnes works with the Capital Children's Choir in preparation for a concert on Monday. SUZANNE

BYRNES

Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

If you go
What: Capital Children’s Choir Concert presented by
the Florida State University College of Music 

When: 6:30 p.m., Monday, Dec. 11

Where: Opperman Music Hall, 114 N Copeland St. 

Cost: Free 

Contact: For more information, call 850-644-3424 or
visit http://music.fsu.edu/. 


