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Mr. Sun Still Shining Brightly
(Sara W. Hopkins)

 In the late 1950's, an image of a sun wearing rectangular glasses and a big grin first appeared in promotional photos beside 
famous athletes of the day, tanned models, and smiling families at the beach.  "Mr. Sun" has since become the iconic symbol of St. 
Petersburg.

 That icon was the brainchild of photographer Jack Swenningsen.  Jack visited Florida for the first time during his 
honeymoon with his wife, Amelia, whose mother owned a cottage near Bay Pines.  Jack and Amelia enjoyed their time in Florida 
so much, they considered it a legitimate option when Jack returned from World War II - finding their two children sick at home in a 
gloomy Brooklyn winter - and suggested they move south to the sun-drenched tropical paradise of St. Petersburg.  Even though it 
meant leaving their families and dearest friends behind.  Amelia agreed.

 "Beautiful beaches, pristine waters.  We never forgot that feeling of being so happy in Florida," Jaack says with a smile.

 When Jack and his family arrived in St. Petersburg in 1948, tourism was bumper crop.  The city had profited from a series 
of public relations managers and teams who had done substantial work to create St. Petersburg's reputation as a tropical wonderland 
in the minds of countless vacationers.

 With his degree in design from teh Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, Jack found work at Florida Trend magazine as a commercial 
artist and photographer.  The magazine acted as a calling card to northern states, advertising the benefits and appeal of the Sunshine 
State.  To capture the right image of Florida, Jack loaded up his station wagon with beach balls, wax fruit, straw hats, towels, 
striped beach umbrellas, and picnic blankets to use as props, always advertising fun in the sun or peaceful retreats in his scenes.  
With props in tow, Jack set to work traveling around the state, conducting photo shoots and creating his scenes, all American 
images.

 Jack's mission was to paint the picture of happiness and tranquility in its scenic backdrop, all while playing to the Florida 
stereotypes that audiences came to expect.  During one photo shoot, Jack found himself in a dire predicament.  He was 
photographng an older couple in an orange grove, and once he found the right look and pose for the models - reclining together on 
patio chairs - his colleague exclaimed, "Where are the oranges!"  It was too early in the year for the fruit to be ripe, and upon closer 
examination, they found the oranges - small, ripening, still green globes.  Jack took a detour to the hardware store where he bought 
some orange paint.  The crew set to work meticulously painting just the facing side of the oranges, not wasting a drop.  The effect 
worked.  The image of a happy couple in retirement, reclining in the paradise of a blooming orange grove ripe with abundant fruit, 
became an instant sensation.  The photo appeared in Life Magazine.

 Jack stayed with Florida Speaks for about ten years, and then moved to a local advertising agency doing more photography.  
By this time, his stewide travel had lessened, and he was able to conduct local photo shoots, relying heavily on Kay Lyon's 
Finishing School students (who all looked like models), including his daughter, Jaclyn, as the sun-drenched Florida beauties, of 
"cheesecakes," as the industry men referred to them.  Jack's son, Peter, was also featured in his photos, usually as a mischievous or 
curious little boy listening to his grandfather's stories about airplanes, fishing with his dad, or looking up to his big sister.  Jack 
drew upon his own life for photo inspiration.  His images of family, big sister and little brother, cookouts, beach days, and happy 
couples all tugged at the heartstrings of his American audience.

 When Jack later transitioned into freelance photography, his friend and great photographer of the time, Carlton Gould, 
introduced him to Pressley Phillips, head of publicity at the Chamber of Commerce.  Once the publicity team saw Jack's portfolio, 
they were hooked.

 Then inspiration struck, and Jack came up with something new: a face for the city, literally.  While poring over slides late 
one night at the ad agency, he came across a scribbled sketch of a sun wearing sunglasses and a smile.  He took it to the artists in 
the agency the next day to have it cleaned up and redrawn, then he took the image home with him.  He transposed it onto an 
overhead slide and projected it onto a giant piece of plywood, where he carefully traced the features and painted them in with 
acrylic colors from the hardware store - the simple yellow, white, red, and black they had in stock.

 Mr. Sun, as he called it, came into being as a four-foot in diameter, 50-pound, unwieldy piece of painted wood that became 
Jack's newest - and most cherised - prop, fastened to the top of his station wagon for transport to the next photo shoots.
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Mr. Sun Still Shining Brightly (continued)
(Sara W. Hopkins)

 Jack could barely wrestle Mr. Sun off his car roof when setting up photo shoots.  "He was so big - and heavy!  But I wanted 
to make sure he was big, bold, and visible."

 Visible he was.  Mr. Sun appeared beside beach babes, Olympic athletes, happy families, and tropical scenes, smiling in a 
corner, or floating in a pool.  He quickly became the logo for the city.  Jack Swen, as he was called by his friends and 
contemporaries, worked tirelessly to create a multitude of images featuring the iconic logo.  At the time of his retirement, in the 
late 70's, he had sold hundreds of photos to the city, many of them featuring Mr. Sun.

 Nevin Sitler, director of education and outreach at the Museum of History, has since published a book called Warm Wishes 
from Sunny St. Pete: The Success Story of Promoting the Sunshine City which features Jack's story, as well as the history of tourism 
in St. Petersburg.

 "Working with Jack was a blast.  Jack's stories are amazing, and his photography skills are impressive, even by today's 
standards," Nevin says.  "Everyone can grab a digital camera and find a shot that works.  Jack was able to capture most lf his 
images in one or two shots."

 Since his heyday in the 1950s and '60s, Mr. Sun enjoyed a sort of retirement too, until recent Chamber of Commerce plans 
brought him back from history's vaults.  Last year, under Chamber President Chris Steinocher's leadership, the Mr. Sun logo was 
refreshed and began appearing in city branding, notably in the logo for the Good 'Burger Awards, an annual celebration of 
individuals and local businesses making a positive impact on our community, as well as on the "Peace, Love, and Sunshine" t-shirts 
promoting our city.  He is also featured on at least two murals downtown, one by the St. Petersburg Museum of History.

 Nevin and Jack both attened the 2014 Chamber of Commerce celebration of Mr. Sun and St. Petersburg's renewed focus.

 "I invited Jack as my guest to say a few words about the history of the Chamber and selling St. Pete," Nevin says.  "His 
daughter jaclyn came, too.  It was a great way to pay tribute to a man who created an icon and legacy in our community."

 Jack is 98 today, and is still going strong.  He attributes his health to his 'longevity breakfast' which he enjoys every day.  "A 
dash of wheat germ, all bran, raisins, ground-up walnuts, banana, a third of a cup of Quaker Oats, and a splash of milk," Jack 
recites proudly.

 Mr. Sun has enjoyed the same longevity, wheat germ or not, and his second wind is just beginning.  "Mr. Sun is at all of the 
ribbon cuttings and ground breaking events." says Chris Steinocher.  "Our Mr. Sun is much lighter than the one Jack lugged 
around, but he's just as important.  He's part of the Chamber's DNA and has been for years.  You just can't look at him without 
smiling and feeling great.  We live in St. Pete at an exciting time, and it's only getting better and better.  Mr. Sun will be a part of 
St. Pete for years to come."
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