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The “Best” Type of

Warning
G

ary Johnson, owner of
The Great American
Sign Company (www.
greatamericansign.net) in
Basking Ridge, New Jersey,
has created a number of
award-winning dimensional
signs over his fair share of
years in the industry, and he
keeps adding to this total.
His recent dimensional sign
work designed, carved, and
crafted for the Community
Garden at the library in
Bedminster, New Jersey
earned him the “Best in
Show” in the 2012 USSC Sign
Design Competition. (Note:
See page 8.)
In fact, the story behind its
creation is probably just as
award-worthy.
“The library official was
looking for ‘welcome’
and ‘do not’ type of signs
for their garden,” says
Johnson, “and at the end of
our meeting, he had a big
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frown. He told me that he
needed one more sign that
their lawyer insisted be
placed as well.”
The purpose of this
“required” sign was to
inform visitors that any
individuals entering the
garden essentially waived
any claim of liability. “We
both shook our heads and
thought, ‘What has our
world come to that we need
a sign like this in a place
that’s supposed to be a
refuge from the real world?’”
says Johnson.
Yet this depressing
thought actually brightened
Johnson’s creative vision to
come up with something
outside the box. He inquired
about lightening up the
message a bit, and without
hesitation, the client agreed.
Johnson envisioned an old
lawyer standing in front of
the garden and warning
signshop.com

all photos courtesy of the great american sign company.

A lawyer’s edict leads to a sign maker
walking away with “Best in Show.”

/////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////

“You look at a lot of references, but in the end, you have to see 
the person that wants to come out of the clay.” — Gary Johnson, The Great American Sign Company
signshop.com
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Case Study

Orca West
Orca West Inc., is a specialist signmaking company based in
Edmonton in Alberta, Canada. It
has been serving the oil industry
with quality signs and decals for
almost two decades. As trade
began to rapidly increase, they
purchased a Camtech Z7 machine
from AXYZ International.
The Camtech Z7 is a multipurpose routing machine,
designed for cutting all types of
plastics, woods, foams, and
metals in both 2D and 3D.
Dan Boudreau, owner of Orca
West, purchased the Camtech
because he was tired of waiting
on other companies to cut his
designs and was always surprised
at the high price he was charged
for the privilege. Boudreau can
now turn that same job around in
just days instead of weeks!
Reducing the lead times means
reduced costs and that can only
lead to more happy customers.
—Press Release

To save the “Sy” design
for possible future
production, Johnson
took the sign
components to a Konica
Minolta lab and had
them create a 3-D
scanned version.
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everyone who enters about the rules.
“I imagined [him] with his hair turned
gray from worry standing watch with
his trusty power suit and tie doing battle
against frivolous lawsuits,” he says.
At first, Johnson was inspired by the
“Walter” puppet used by comedian Jeff
Dunham, but he also searched Google™
Images™ for a variety of older people (“angry old man,” anxious old man,” “wrinkled old man,” etc.) to arrive at his final
composite image. “My designs always
change when I flesh them out,” he says.
Johnson named the stern lawyer “Sy,”
because it sounds like “sigh” and is short
for “Seymore.” “I thought ‘Seymore’ was
appropriate because he ‘sees more’ than
the flowers and vegetables,” explains
Johnson. “He sees danger, and in a weird
way, that kind of makes him a hero.”
Even though the library’s budget was
only about a third of what Johnson normally charges for a project of this type,
he liked its playfulness. He agreed to
proceed, as long as there were no further revisions or deadlines. “I’ve never
met the actual lawyer, but I’m told it’s a
pretty good likeness,” chuckles Johnson.
Johnson constructed the sign panel out
of thirty-pound Coastal Enterprises Precision Board™ HDU by carving it with
a Gerber Dimension 200® router and
Enroute 4 software. Johnson used the
remaining Precision Board to make the
banner, the circle behind Seymore, the
border, and the smalts channel as a one
piece. “I like to carve using a single piece
of material, as much as possible,” he says.
Seymore the Lawyer, the flowers, the
vegetables, and the vines were all handsculpted out of Abracadabra Sculpt
Epoxy using a few dental tools. They
were then painted with Sherwin-Williams® latex paints.
To attach Seymore to the Precision
Board panel, Johnson inserted screws
through the back of the HDU. He affixed the smaller pieces (the plants, the
flowers, etc.) to this painted back panel
using a little freshly mixed putty while
these components were still soft.
The legalese portion of this sign was
constructed out of 1/4-inch white acrylic
that Johnson painted black. The lettering
is incise-carved, while its border is inlaid
black osmalto (smalt).
The actual sign panel measures 24
inches tall-by-20 inches wide. Because of
its weight, Johnson affixed it via an alusignshop.com

“I’ve never met
the actual
lawyer, but
I’m told it’s
a pretty
good
likeness,”
chuckles
Gary Johnson.
minum French cleat and a few screws to
a six-foot-tall single wood post, which he
had recycled from a job he completed five
years prior. “It was a beautiful cedar post
that I salvaged from a sign replacement I
did for a local church,” he says. “With the
low budget on this job, it was the perfect
opportunity to put them back into service.
“I just needed to add the fluting and
give it a fresh coat of white paint.”
Johnson started thinking about the
possibility of needing to recreate this
sign for future placements. He needed to
be able to save his design for routing or

3-D printing, so he took the pre-painted
Seymore sculpture and panel to a nearby
Konica Minolta Lab. Johnson welded a
little base to Sy here, so that he could
stand upright for the scanning process.
It took Johnson five months to complete this sign. “This might seem like
a long time,” he says, “but because the
budget was so low, I had to give it a low
priority. Even though this was a pet project essentially for charity, I wasn’t willing to compromise and rush to get it
done.
“I wanted it to be a showpiece.”
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