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Tonya Gore | 00:00
And I didn't utilize that God given talent, and I was like, singer, sing. Why can I utilize my art? So, I came back, and I immediately changed my career to graphic design.
Announcer | 00:11
Welcome to Creative paths, a podcast where we map the careers of South Carolina's creative economy one professional at a time. We're broadcasting from the Athenaeum Press at Coastal Carolina University. Thanks for exploring with us. In this episode, we're exploring resilience in home with Tonya Gore, who's found a thriving career, make that several careers revitalizing her hometown of Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, currently working as the Director of Enhancement and Design with the Myrtle Beach Downtown Alliance, Tonya has leaned on her creative thinking to develop our local community. Let's listen in. 
Morgan Belton | | 00:48
My name is Morgan. I'm a senior communications major with a focus in journalism at Coastal Carolina University. Can you tell me your name and your job title and what you do?
Tonya Gore | 00:56
My name is Tonya Gore, and I am Director of Enhancement and Design for the Myrtle Beach Downtown Alliance.
 Morgan Belton | 01:03
What initially drew you to that job?
 Tonya Gore | 01:07
Community. I love working in the community. I've worked in the community for possibly most of my adult life. I worked in a community. I stopped for a little bit. I had a little tragedy. My best friend and I started things together, and she unfortunately passed away in her sleep. So that kind of drew me out of it for a minute.
Morgan Belton | 01:21
I'm sorry about that. (Tonya- “Thank you.”) What initially drew you to graphic design, and what is your career like as a graphic designer?
 Tonya Gore | 01:27
I've always had a passion for art and to draw. Since as long as I can remember, I would draw on anything that was in front of me, the walls, any kind of notepad. Drew my mom and drove my mom crazy. So, as I got older, I actually went to school for marketing here at Coastal, and I absolutely hated it. Yes, I hated it. So, when I did that, it was going into our fall semester, into the Christmas semester season, took our break, and I was like, Lord, please, I don't want to do marketing. I hate this; I hate this path. What else can you put in front of me for me to do? And I prayed on it, and I always thought, I always said it as growing up, I was like, artists got God given talent, and I didn't utilize that God given talent. And I was like, singer, sing. Why can't I utilize my art? So, I came back, and I immediately changed my career to graphic design and not well at the time, Coastal didn't have graphic design. They had an art degree, so I had to go through fine art. And so, it was a professor that encouraged the students to reach out, if you want to do graphics. They had graphic classes in the portable and if you wanted to do something with graphics, he encouraged everyone to take classes, and also, we didn't have department that helped with internships, so we had to find our own internships. So, he was like, go look for an internship with the company and see if you can do that with the company. And I did. I found the internship with an advertising agency, and I was like, a senior, not senior, junior. I worked on the beach ball classic book, the book they give you when you get there. What is it called? 
Morgan Belton | 03:09
Like a travel guide thing?
Tonya Gore | 03:11
No, when you go into the games, and just in the back you see all the little advertising for people who buy spots advertising. 
Morgan Belton | 03:17
Yeah, I know what you're talking about.
Tonya Gore | 03:19
Yeah. So, I worked on the little advertising in the back for the full season, and I did that. And after I finished graduating, she hired me full time as a graphic designer.
 Morgan Belton | 03:29
It's funny, that position kind of sounds like a sprinkle of marketing in there.
Tonya Gore | 03:33
It has a lot to do with marketing. At the time, I didn't know that, but I wanted to follow my art, and I happen to do marketing as well.
Morgan Belton | 03:42
So that was a good experience for you, that internship?
Tonya Gore | 03:46
It was a great experience to me. There was another designer there, and she was a young designer as well. Let me back up a little bit. When I began college, I didn't go back to college until I was like 27, 26, 27 years old because I had my daughter when I was 19, and I tried to go back. I did Horry Georgetown, and when I realized it was just too difficult, I said, let me stop, raise my child for a little bit, and then when I get ready, then I'll go back to school. So, when I started graphics, I was older than a young lady who I was working for, but she taught me a lot. When I first started, she taught me, you know, about the basic graphics. I had another designer that was older, in my other internship she threw a book at me and was like, you know, freehand. I'm like, freehand, yeah, I can draw. It was actually a program. She didn't tell me that, and I had to learn the hard way. So, it was a great experience. I ended up working at that agency for a few years after I graduated college,
Morgan Belton | 04:40
That's cool. Was it difficult going back at like, a later age than the normal freshman?
Tonya Gore | 04:46
Oh yeah, oh yeah. It was a lot different. I was, I was in a job, in a job-job, and I had a child. I was a single parent as well, so I had to make a lot of sacrifices. I worked two jobs while I was going back to school. It was, it was a lot different, because I looked at it as I was there to get an education. So, I didn't party, I didn't do any of that. I came to school, went back home, went to work, and raised my child. So it was, it was a little bit different for me because of being older, a little bit more focused being in the real world, working a little bit, understanding how an education is important, and then I utilize that and just, you know, I need to what they say, get your grind on. So, I did that.
Morgan Belton | 05:25
Yeah exactly. That's awesome though, that you chose to go back at a later age and really saw it through. Because a lot of people will say they're going to go do it, and then life catches up with them. So, it's very committed on your part to do that. In 2016 and 2018 the region of PeeDee, South Carolina, experienced historic flooding. What was your experience with these floods, and how did it influence your decision to pursue resilient urban design?
Tonya Gore | 05:49
Well, my family is from a little town called Nichols, South Carolina. Nichols is about 45 minutes from here. My aunt, she was 85 and my cousin still lived in Nichols. Well during the flood, Nichols was in the center of three of the cresting rivers, so it flooded the town of Nichols. Nichols only had 240 people, and they all woke up in the middle of the night where they had six foot of water, and they had to be airlifted out of there. So, my 85-year-old aunt lost everything. She was, you know, Social Security dependent. She didn't have a lot of money. It was hard for me to watch. My cousin would tell me she would go back to Nichols, to her home, go through all the damage, just pick out little things, pictures, and stuff. And I was like, oh my God “What can I do in a community to help with the community, with still being creative?” 
Morgan Belton | 06:35 
How do you intertwine those?
Tonya Gore | 06:41
Well, at the time, I didn't know how I was going to intertwine those two. I was like, what can I do? So, what I did was I had to research. I had researched what type of career would allow me to do both, and I still wanted to be in the community as well. It's like, I need to find something that will allow me to still be creative because being creative as a graphic designer and just as an art person as well, was therapeutic. So, I knew if I didn't stay in a creative position, that I'd probably go crazy at a job. So, I had to do something creative. And finding, researching, finding a program, the resilient Urban Design program, I knew nothing about it at the time, and I'm very talkative, so I picked up the phone and called the director of the program to find out more about this program. I said, I need to find out about this program. Let me see what this is all about. It happened. So, her name was Deedee, she talked to me for like two hours, explained to me what is, background, how the creative part come in, all of the above. So, I was like, when I hung up, I was like, okay, that's what I want to do. This aligns with what I'm looking for, being in the community, still staying in the creative field, and helping out with communities. Period.
Morgan Belton | 07:54
I feel like, when I first perceive urban design, I don't think immediately, that's a perfect job for someone who's super creative but also wants to help people. I mean, honestly, I thought urban design was like building sidewalks, stuff like that, but I didn't know anything. So how do you bring your creative side into your job, like, on a daily basis?
Tonya Gore | 08:13
Well, I thought that as well when I changed careers as like, I don't have to do graphics anymore, I don't have to draw, but when I got into the program itself, you are recreating spaces. So with urban design, even though you have buildings there, you start with the map, and you overlay it with what they call trace paper, and you draw, physically draw what you want that space to look like, and don't even think about what's there currently. So that's where the creative side come in. You utilize your creativity, utilize your fine art, to be able to recreate this space that you want to see someone live in. The resiliency part came in when, if you want to redesign an area from flooding, how can you use what they call them bio swells. How can you use flowers, the natural habitat, to help combat against the flooding? So, when you create this new design, you might go through different iterations of it. You redraw what you want to see and utilize what you want not to happen in that space and recreate it.
Morgan Belton | 09:27 
How can flowers stop flooding? I never thought of that.
Tonya Gore | 09:32
They're called bioswales, and it's created from a natural- the ground with the soil, and it's supposed to absorb the water and allow the water to be absorbed naturally instead of flooding.
Morgan Belton | 09:46
Pretty cool. So, any like place you see with the flower bed could have a second purpose.
Tonya Gore | 09:50
Yeah, a lot of times it does in the center, in natural habitats with, especially while I was in school, I had opportunity, great opportunity, I worked as intern with the Dutch Dialogs. Which a few years ago, because Charleston has a history of historical flooding they reached out to this team from, I can't remember where they're from, but they also worked on New Orleans floodings, and they studied Charleston. So, I did an internship with them to what, how do you design against floods, and the number one thing is natural habitat. Leave a natural habitat. So, when you see the trees around lakes or are in areas, leave it so that that's God's natural way of absorbing the water and let the water flow, let soil absorb the water.
Morgan Belton | 10:42
That’s really cool. Was there a certain project or building, or anything that you had where you had a moment that, like this is the right career for me, like a come to Jesus moment, in a way?
Tonya Gore | 10:52
Not a building. After I talked to the professor, she explained to me exactly what it was then, and I knew. Like I said, it combined the items I was looking for, then I knew that this is something I wanted to do.
Morgan Belton | 11:07
Was it scary going into that career, all the unknowns and everything?
Tonya Gore | 11:12
Of course, you’re talking about someone who I was 47-48 years old when I made this decision. And I'm like, okay, okay, you've worked since you were 15 years old. You're not going to have a job. You don't have any place to stay. You have to move. All the unknowns like you never lived out of Myrtle Beach. You have to move. I had a house. Now, this child I have, a teenager now is an adult with kids of her own, like you have a house, you have two dogs, what are you going to do? How are you going to do this? I had to take a couple deep breaths. And the day that I finished talking to the professor, I started planning. I started making a full plan because not only that, I've never taken the GRE, so I had to take the GRE, and I'm, like, a test! Tests at this age, I’m not going to make it. I'm definitely not going to make it. I was like, I got to study. I woke up at two o'clock in the morning before the day of the test. Like, I'm studying for one hour, two o'clock in the morning, and I have to go to the women's center to take this test. I'm going to do this. So, the challenge was, where am I going to live? How am I going to feed myself? So, where I lived was, my friend's mother had a best friend who lived in Charleston, she was going to rent me a room. I was like, I'm going to rent a room. I'll do that. How am I going to live? How am I going to survive? Like, okay, I'm going to save money. Because I have to save money, I cannot work. This program was a one year accelerated program. It's intentional, because I did not want to go for four or five more years. I wanted to do it for one year, one year only. The accelerated program was two years intense for one year, so you could not work. None of us. It was a Go. We got up. The studio was set up like it had a kitchen in the center. And we sometimes would stay overnight in the studio to get projects finished and completed. We were in Charleston, but we also had to go out in the community and do all kinds of studies. We had to go measure streets, measure streets. One of our trips was New York, to study the urban design area of  New York. So, what happened was, when I got there, I was like, okay, I'm living with this woman. About a month or two, the lady was crazy. She was crazy. I was like, I can't live here. Then my daughter and her boyfriend were like, we're moving out. I was like, oh my god, who's going to pay who's going to pay the bills? So, I went home, and sold everything. I sold everything. I put everything on the front lawn, in a marketplace, and sold everything I had, packed my dogs up, found the apartment in Goose Creek, and I moved back because I was determined to finish this program. It was only one year, one year. I was like, "I don't want to be 10 years down the road and say, What if?" So, I was like, it's a sacrifice, and I end up driving the lift towards the end. I had to drive a lift to just make it through the program.
Morgan Belton | 14:19
I can't imagine, like, the uncertainty of not knowing if it's going to work out. Like, I'm very much a planner, to the point I need to know how things are going to play out. And I think I don't know if I could have done what you did.
Tonya Gore | 14:31 
It was hard. I had my challenges. Going to Charleston, and the dogs went with me. I had two dogs. I had the mother of my dog I have now. It was Bentley and Coco. The day when I was getting ready to have my exam. Coco died that morning, out the blue.
Morgan Belton | 14:46
I would have called off the exam.
Tonya Gore | 14:48
I was like, and with these type exams you have in design school, it is not a written exam. It's you need to redesign this area and put it up on a wall and let us critique it. So that morning, my dog died, like eight, nine o'clock that morning, my exam was, like two or three o'clock. I'm crying. I'm like, I don't know what to do. I'm in Charleston. I don't know where you take a dead dog. I don't know. So, I had to call Banfield. I could drop my dog off other dogs, like, what's wrong with the dog? Still trying to play with him? Had to leave him home by himself, not understanding. Take the dog by this time. By time I found out dogs like stiff on my bed and I carried the dog to my car. I'm traumatized. I am traumatized. I had to drop the dog off. They gave me a little pause, and I had to go to class. And so, you asked about the challenge. That was a hard challenge. It was very emotional, because I am a hardcore animal lover. It was hard. It was, it was hard. I was still crying when I got to class, but I still had to do my exam. It was, it was the finals, and I couldn't redo that a whole year over again. So, I was like,  I had to just do it. I had to do it. It was a hard day for me that day.
Morgan Belton | 16:00 
Yeah, I couldn't do that.
Tonya Gore | 16:02 
And being at the exams in school there, you didn't, it wasn't a professor that graded you. It was a team of architects, team of designers that came in and they sat in a row in front, and you had a wall. Everybody puts theirs up individually. And this team, you had professionals in the world, add something about it. They tore you to pieces, up and down. What you did, did not do what they do and don't like this and that, this and that, and you had to hand draw it up.
Morgan Belton | 16:30 
Did you use any tools, or was it just a pencil?
Tonya Gore | 16:34
No, you use markers, design Tools. You literally hand draw what you need. You have, like, five or six sheets. One sheet has one layer that you do. Next sheet you put on top has the next part which you see. This area you want to redesign. If you want to put trees here, then the next sheet has two trees on it. The next street has where you want to put buildings. You just keep going with the layers that you draw with. Everybody had, like, a toolbox full of markers. Markers, exactors, kneaded erasers, and the same tools you have in a drawing class. You know, I came from an old school family, so my dad was a blue-collar worker, and when I was younger, he told me, you know, get a skill, and young people don't value skills, but I value a skill. My skill was graphics. So, I knew that if this did not work out, I could always fall back on the graphics. I could do that. I did that for almost 20 years at this time. So, I knew I had, I can always fall back on that. But what I didn't know, what would happen if I did not try? So, I was like, I cannot let fear stop me from the unknown. I have to try to see what happens. At least, if I tried, I'll know that I tried outside of not trying at all because of fear.
Morgan Belton | 17:46
I'm a fearful person myself, so props for doing stuff like that.
Tonya Gore | 17:49
Don’t be, just do it.
Morgan Belton | 17:51
I know it's always like, what's the worst that could happen? Someone says no or something like that.
Tonya Gore | 17:56
If that's the worst that, even with opportunities like what's worse is going to get? No?
Morgan Belton | 18:01 
It's like job interviews, like, what's the worst they can say is, no?
Tonya Gore | 18:05 
The worst they can say is no. But you won't know if you don't do the job interview that they'll say no, sometimes they'll say yes, so just do.
Morgan Belton | 18:11 
So urban spaces evoke sensory experiences, especially in cities. What do you see or feel that tells you a space is truly working for people?
Tonya Gore | 18:19
When I was driving around the campus looking for this building, you guys have seating, outdoor seating space right in front of the football field. Seeing people utilize the outdoor space. Students were sitting outside. So when I visit cities or parks and cities just to see people utilizing the outdoor space, seeing people who cities are built where daytime you walk around, use the you know, go shopping, eating, evening time, sometimes you go have drinks after dinners, and daytime you sit and just enjoy the outdoor space. Enjoy, utilize the outdoors. The last company I worked for did a lot of trail design, and it was during COVID that company was booming, because people utilize the outdoor space for COVID. So just seeing people in spaces utilizing is to me, feeling like that's the right the community is doing well with this city.
Morgan Belton | 19:34 
And what does it tell you if people are not using the outdoor facilities that are offered?
Tonya Gore | 19:38 
Then you look and see what's going on and why people are not utilizing yours, I'd say downtown spaces. What do you have to do? Do you need to make it vibrant? Do you need to have a mixture? Do you have enough things to do for people to come and utilize the space? Do you have enough shopping? Do you have enough dining? Do you have something for them to do in the evening time? Do you have even just a resting place where they can just sit?  And what I don't know about you, but I like watching people just sit and just look at people, like, what is she wearing? I like what he's wearing, but just to sit and just do absolutely nothing.
Morgan Belton | 20:16 
What are some of the biggest opportunities in revitalizing downtown Myrtle Beach?
Tonya Gore | 20:20 
Working in the community, I'm making a full circle. Opportunity to work in the community and make it a better downtown space. Currently, the spaces, we get a lot of people saying that they don't want to visit downtown, just to make this opportunity to make it a better place for overall everyone and for myself as well. I live close enough to the downtown area that I could actually walk, so just to revitalize it and for myself, I could be able to go and walk and utilize this community, that's the opportunity by itself.
Morgan Belton | 20:58 
What does it mean to be within the community? Is it like talking to them and residents who live here or tourists and getting their opinions? Or is it more volunteer work based?
Tonya Gore | 21:07 
I kind of do all three. I love going inside the community, going to a lot of neighborhood watch meetings. Just hear what the community says. I go to people I know. Just walk up to them, like, what do you think about this? Getting out, speaking, I go to volunteer. I'm on several committees, volunteer committees as well that's out in the community. Working in a community, I feel like it's home, and I don't feel like I'm and like, you know, talking to tourists or talking to the community. I feel like I'm talking to my community.
Morgan Belton | 21:40 
And when you're doing projects for downtown Myrtle Beach, are you pandering more towards permanent residents would want, or what tourists who are here for maybe a few days?
Tonya Gore | 21:50 
The space is, of course, Ocean Boulevard is a different visitor space than you will see in downtown Myrtle Beach. So downtown Myrtle Beach, we want more locals to come downtown, and we also want tourists to visit downtown as well.
Morgan Belton | 22:07 
And what I've read about you; you have a strong appreciation for historical buildings. Can you share an example of a project where you highlighted the existing structure while improving the space?
Tonya Gore | 22:17 
Yes, the company I worked for again, previously, I was a designer there as well, and we had a project that we work on in Knoxville, Tennessee, and it was designed in a trail, but in the center was an old they can see was a slaves cemetery or a Civil War cemetery. It was a historical cemetery that the client was like, we don’t want you guys to touch this space. We want to go around it. And to me, to preserve a cemetery which shouldn't be moved anyway, but just to preserve and design around it was, to me, very impactful to me. Very impactful, just to preserve that space, but also utilize the open space around it. If you have, a should be quiet, a rest, a moment, utilize where you can walk around it. Go. Have a seat and just enjoy. You know, family members may still visit it, so they can have someplace bigger just sit and just relax for a minute, a quiet space. So just preserving historical factories, I would love to explore doing more of that, but I'm not, I'm not changing careers no more.
Morgan Belton | 23:39 
On projects like that. Do you work with like historical societies or anything to make sure that doesn't affect the site itself?
Tonya Gore | 23:45 
No, on projects like that, we did not work with Historical Preservation Society at all for a project like that. We just knew, you know, this is the boundary lines where you cannot do anything to this area.
Morgan Belton | 23:56
Why is it important to have a walkable community?
Tonya Gore | 23:59 
A walkable community is also considered a thriving community and not a dying community. So, you need to have a walkable community like, such as yourself, your age group. You guys want to utilize the areas where you live, work, and enjoy. You like to come out of the apartment and go to eat dinner. You want to go in the later time to have, you know, nice cocktails. So that walkability is important when downtown in order for them to keep thriving. Other than that, if you don't have the ability to walk, what we see is a lot of people who don't want to park and walk. They don't want to get out of their cars. It's like we say we don't have a parking issue. We have a walking issue. People don't want to walk, so you should have a walkable community where you park and walk. I think Conway's done a wonderful job to have a walkable community. You don't even think about parking your car anymore because you park and you get out, you know you're going to walk to different areas. You don't look at the distance. You look at this, this is where I want to go. It's not too far to walk. I just walk.
Morgan Belton | 24:59 
How does walkability play into safety, because I know if I'm going to a new town or especially a city, I'm looking at if it's safe to walk from, like a restaurant, and I know that has a lot to do with the homeless rates and just crime rates in general. How does Myrtle Beach fit into that? Do you think it's relatively a safe place to walk?
Tonya Gore | 25:14 
I’m a little biased, because I'm from there, so I'll walk. But we do that. We do hear that a lot; you'd be surprised. We have a consultant that's a lighting, urban lighting designer. She does plans for lighting for cities. And in a lighting theory, most people think the brighter light, the better. Where, with her theory, most people you see bright lights, you'll assume that is not safe, because the lights are so bright, so warm, inviting lights inside of , she call it the one light theory, inside of stores to make it feel like when you walking down the street, even when it's evening time, that the street is still inviting because the lighting is warm and inviting. So, lighting plays a whole lot of part nighttime walking. Daytime again, just people utilizing the walkability being outside. You see people walking, this assumption that it's a safe environment when other people are there as well.
Morgan Belton | 26:06 
Is there a place in particular you think does a walkable community very well?
Tonya Gore | 26:10 
I'm impressed by Conway. I'm impressed with Conway downtown. I'm very impressed with that.
Morgan Belton | 26:15 
do a lot of events I know, like the farmers' market and all the things for the holidays that you can't drive to. Like you drive and park, but it's all about walking within the small businesses and stuff like that.
Tonya Gore | 26:25 
My understanding, they want to create experiences. So that experience of what you getting from downtown Conway, because I remember when downtown Conway didn't have anything, so to see the change and how it's grown and things happening that is very impressive to me.
Morgan Belton | 26:42 
Yeah, and they've done a good job, especially with Halloween. They named it Halloweentown, with people coming from all over the place. I remember seeing a post on Facebook, and it got like hundreds of views, like, that's right down the street from me, and I don't even have to travel. It's more local.
Tonya Gore | 26:56 
It’s more local that visit Conway instead of tourists. So, this challenge to us in Myrtle Beach, but we're going to get there. Yeah, we're going to get there.
Morgan Belton | 27:03 
What steps do you think you have to take to get to that level of Conway? If that's your goal.
 Tonya Gore | 27:07
Usually the process we take takes up to 20 years to get to. I think Conway started maybe almost 20 years ago, so we're a little behind. With what I'm doing with three years in, so it just takes some time making the community vibrant, vibrancy, the safety element, just building on making it people to trust and believe back into the city. I know we'll get there. Will I be alive? I don't know, but I know we'll get there. Good things take time.
Morgan Belton | 27:35
You mentioned going to neighborhood watches and volunteering within the community. What do you take away from all these different meetings you go to?
Tonya Gore | 27:41
Information, a lot of people. Again, I'm back in my home community, and I live in a traditional black neighborhood, which is right within walking distance of all this revitalization. So, there's a lot of fear in my community, and a lot of times they don't know who to ask questions to. So, I feel like I'm the sounding board. They'll ask me questions about what's going on, what's this development, what's happening, this and that, this and that. And when the community asks me questions, a lot of times I take it back to my CEO. I'm like, listen, we need to have a neighborhood meeting to inform the community what's going on, to keep them up to date with everything that's going on. So, I love the fact that I know, and I can share with what I know, what's going on and in the redevelopment area. Plus, I also can relay what my community is fearful of; taxes going up, the G word- gentrification. Gentrification, there's fear for that. So, I can share it. I hear it in some of the neighborhood watch meetings. I hear it when I'm just going to someone's house to have dinner, I hear in conversations. So that's the part that I love about working in the community, is that I'm in the community, I'm hearing what they have said, and I can relate back to the folks who can have an impact.
Morgan Belton | 28:54 
Do you think it's like a fear of being bought out, almost, for people who have lived in their homes for generations? The revitalization can sometimes to people, mean like they're trying to make room for the new and push the old out.
 Tonya Gore | 29:05 
Of course, because it's happening around communities around the world, around the country. So of course, that is the number one fear. Of course it is. You talk about it like my home is a generational home, so my grandparents lived in it. So, it's been there. The neighborhood's been there over 50 years. We have some historical neighborhoods that's been there for years. You know, I live around the corner from if you have heard of Charlie's place in Myrtle Beach in the historical area, I live around the corner from there. So, of course, of course.
Morgan Belton | 29:28 
And do you think you give them some sort of peace of mind when you can answer their questions directly?
Tonya Gore | 29:33
Of course, I do. I give them peace of mind to know the direct answer. And know a lot of them know exactly why I work, what I'm doing. They trust what I'm saying. I know what I'm talking about. I'm not just going off hearsay, I know exactly what I'm talking about. And a lot of times, if I don't know, I'll ask and get them the answer.
 Morgan Belton | 29:50
That's good. It's like talking to friend to friend instead of friend to figure almost.
 Tonya Gore | 29:54
They look at us, or the city, as a city, to see what's going on.
Morgan Belton | 29:57 
Yeah, that's good. For someone like me who's about to graduate college in a month and a half, what type of job opportunities exist for urban design and planning and things within the community? I know a lot of people don't even go into what their major is. So, what type of person is perfect for that role if they're looking for their major but could really succeed in something else?
Tonya Gore | 30:14
Remember, my bachelor's in fine arts, so urban design, a lot of people in the art field do not think that there's a big career in it, and it's a huge career in it. Architects, landscape architects, urban designers, their foundation is in art. Everyone I've run across, they know how to draw, hand draw as well. So, with urban design companies, you can go into a planning organization, engineering firm, or architecture firm. I know a young lady who she works in, I think she's in a planning firm, but she is their brand designer. So, she has a degree in landscape architect, but she also does graphics. So, every time they do a new development, she is the person who designs all of their signage for the development. I know a young lady who has a degree in economics, plus she went to school with me in urban design, where she utilized her graphics that she learned. Because again, let me back up, when I got into urban design, I realized that I tried to push my graphics to the side, and my professor was like, No, that's your strong point. So, the programs that I utilize for graphics, they utilize that as well in urban design, plus more programs, 3d programs that you add to it. So, anyone going in this field, I do not believe that you never stop learning. I think it only helps you learn more. I don't care how old you are. So, my graphics weigh heavy in this as well. So even if you become a planner, you can get a city job as a planner in a planning department, yeah, and you can get it in an architecture firm. You don't have to be an architect to work in an architectural firm. You can have an art-based background to be able to work in these fields. And the number one thing I also find out about is networking. That old saying, it's not what you know, it's who you know. It's so true. When I was in school, we worked a lot. The studio I was in, they utilized that space a lot for activities. So, I would take that opportunity to get to know people. I'm a social butterfly, so I would work in the room. I talk to anyone. I got business cards, and what I did was I remained friends with them. I would email them periodically, like, hey, how are you doing, this is me. Just let them know I'm still alive. So, you know, my first job out of school, I got to land a job three months or four months out of school. It's because I met the gentleman at school and I kept in touch with him. The job I have now is my prior CEO I met when I was in school. So, I have an art background, and I'm doing design enhancement downtown. So, there's so many opportunities. And I know that this is based on my me having a foundation in art. I don't want anyone who's majoring in art to think that they do not have a career path, and only they do is teach it. That's so not true.
Morgan Belton | 32:52
I feel like I hear a lot about, especially highly creative majors in the arts to humanities, like you'll hear people who aren't in it say, Oh, well, you're going to be scooping ice cream or something to the point it's going to be difficult to find a job.
Tonya Gore | 33:04
I used to get that all the time. It's like, how are you going to find a job? I say, how are you going to find a job? Neither one of us guaranteed a job at all, and I just don't agree with that. My entire career is based on art. It's based on what I do now with my projects, art projects that we have when we have a cultural arts trail. I am the project manager of the art that will come along this trail. I also am on the Cultural Resource Committee through the city of Myrtle Beach, which is responsible for all the art that comes through the city of Myrtle Beach. So, there are a lot of careers that you can do with your art as being a foundation, including urban design, which most people do not know about, that they can do that, you do not have to be a landscape architect. You do not have to be an architect.
Morgan Belton | 33:48
How do you keep up with your skills? Do you draw on your free time or do anything?
Tonya Gore | 33:52
I'm always into my programs. I'm still right now. Before I came here, I was in some of the programs working. We have consultants also that are architects that I work with. Some of the projects I do not design with them, to put that clear. I'm constantly working on one of my projects again, I'm working on is wayfind signage for downtown Myrtle Beach. To create a family of wayfinding signs, I'm constantly doing that with my graphics. And if you do decide to go into graphics, a lot of designers want to stay away from the InDesign program. I recommend utilizing all the programs, all the programs, and the one challenge with me when I was in the midst of graphic design is Canva. Canva was like, whoa. Anybody could do this? Now, anyone could do this. But don't be discouraged by that. Canva is a quick and fast way to get something done, but the skill is also still needed. And if you want to go in again, design or architecture, anything, all these spaces, the foundation is going to be there. And art, freehand art, is still the foundation. You still have to know proportions, you still have to know scales, you still have to know all the foundations you learn in drawing class, even now, as I've been doing this for 130 years, just joking, even now, I still utilize the foundation that I learned here at CCU.
Morgan Belton | 35:19 
Is it more of a teamwork-based role or do you do these projects even when you're a director or just a member of the project? Are you working on your own most days? Or is it very teamwork based?
Tonya Gore | 35:30 
It's a combination of both, scored on what we do. I went from working in a large firm to now, It's only a team of four of us. So, most of the projects I'm working on, with graphics stuff, is single. That's because I'm doing design work, but it's still team based, because we all make decisions together.
Morgan Belton | 35:49 
That's great. And do you think that the project you have done would have changed what happened in Nichols? Do you wish there was something like that in your town? Or do you think it kind of pushed you to grow a bit as a person that unfortunately happened to your family?
Tonya Gore | 36:01 
It pushed me. It pushed me to grow and to understand. Would it be if I knew before? Then, would it be different? Now I'm not sure, because it's such a small town, so I'm not sure. I think that they learned from it, from my family, then again, they never moved back, it is empty land now. No one ever moved back. My cousins' home was damaged. They had to gut it out. It's empty as well. So, it opened my eyes to other things to say, you know, see what's out there.
Morgan Belton | 36:35
So, what stage in your life were you in right before the event Nichols happened? Like, what was your day to day like, especially in your career, and what were you doing at the time?
Tonya Gore | 36:44
Well, I was working at an agency, advertising firm, and I wanted more. I felt like I was in a dead-end job. I was teaching as an adjunct at Horry Georgetown Tech as well, and I loved that job. I loved teaching, but I still wanted more. And at that time, I was like, oh my goodness, I can't be at this job another year. I cannot complain. I'm that type of person. Stop complaining about it and do something about it. Do something, and so when that hits, and I'm like, let me, let me see. Let me see what's going on. What can I do differently? Because I was teaching at Tech, I taught a lot of younger students fresh out of high school, and I was realizing that the reason why I'm harping on making yourself more marketable, I did not make myself marketable.
Morgan Belton | 37:26
How do you do that, though?
Tonya Gore | 37:27
Well, learning different skill sets. I knew graphics, but I did not know how to code. And the world was shifting where, if you go for job as graphics, you also should also know how to code and do websites. And I didn't know how to do that, and a lot of the students that were teaching did. So, I was like, okay, you know, then again, Canva is coming out, so I can't, I'm doing this for all these years. How can I say I deserve this salary when someone can do Canva the exact same way I'm doing this? Or the students that's younger than me can't work in the program, but they also can write code as well. So, when it happened, I was already at the edge of like, I need to find something else to do, I don't want to get out of the creative field, because I'll go crazy. What else can I do? I did not want to learn how to code, and again, I was working in community, and it just all lined up together for me to time to change careers.
Morgan Belton | 38:18 
I feel like a lot of people, when they don't enjoy their job because they feel like the work they're doing doesn't matter, or it doesn't make a difference in someone's life. Do you feel like the work you do now, does?
Tonya Gore | 38:28 
Yes, yes. I was feeling like that with that job as well. I was feeling like, you know, I'm not doing anything that's giving back, or I'm not doing anything to help my community, anything, so I need to find something like that. But I feel, definitely feel like that now. I definitely feel like that now. I feel the job I do now is very rewarding to me.
Morgan Belton | 38:46 
And finally, what advice do you have for people who want to go into urban design?
Tonya Gore | 38:52 
Hmm, research, school wise, I looked up and found a great program at Clemson. It was a new program. There was only nine of us, so research the programs that suits you. Follow that path, look and see if you want to pursue outside of urban design, if you want to do planning when you get in that field, if you want to continue with landscape architects. A lot of people think landscape architects only design flowers, doing people gardens. That's not true. That's not true at all. They get highly offended when you think that that's not true. If you want to continue with your career path, doing that is not that much different if you are already there. I stopped because I was older, and I wanted to get it in and out and get back to working when you are young and you have time to see what's out there. You can never learn too much. If you are an urban designer, you want to keep going, keep going with it. Keep going. If you want to stay there and help improve spaces, don't think you can't utilize your art to improve the spaces you can. I don't think that that will ever go anywhere far as that Art Foundation. You will never lose that at all.
Morgan Belton | 39:55 
I think especially as someone who's about to graduate, like I've been on the job search and I'm completely terrified of being unemployed, but now, after this conversation, I feel like I need to look outside of what I think is just my major and can be utilized in other fields I might have never thought of before. So, thank you for that, because it kind of calmed some of my nerves you probably didn't even know I had coming into this, literally applying for jobs yesterday. And I hope this meeting helps other people too, who are listening and are kind of scared of what the next few years of their life are going to look like. There's more options out there than you think. So. Thank you so much for coming in and talking with me and telling us a little bit about what you do and making Myrtle Beach a better place.
Tonya Gore | 40:31
Thank you so much for having me, and you're absolutely right. Communication, there’s a lot more than just communication that you can do with that with that degree just, you know, look into other options. Don't be scared. Have no fear and get to the network. Market yourself. You are your biggest salesperson for yourself. So, market yourself. Get in rooms and spaces that you can meet people and stay in touch with these people even after you get a job, because you are always looking for another job.
Morgan Belton | 40:59 
Well, thank you so much.
Tonya Gore | 41:01 
Thank you for having me. Thank you. 
Announcer | 41:03 
Thanks for listening. The creative paths podcast is produced by the Athenaeum press at Coastal Carolina University, made in partnership with ArtsGrowSC and the South Carolina Arts Commission through the creative career studio initiative.




