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Pinellas County School Board Member Bill Dudley 
helps NEHI Class of 1974 members 
see changes at the school; 

Classmates come from Levy County, Gilchrist County, Germany 

and elsewhere to go to St. Petersburg  

 

 
Retired Coach Bill Dudley, now a member of the Pinellas County School 
Board, stands just inside the doorway of the lobby to Northeast High School 
Gymnasium on Saturday morning (June 8).  The gymnasium is named in 
honor of former Northeast High School Principal Lee Benjamin. 
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     ST. PETERSBURG – A 75-
year-old member of the Pinellas 
County School Board provided a 
two-hour walking tour of part of the 
50-plus acres that is the campus of 
Northeast High School (NEHI) in 
St. Petersburg on Saturday (June 8). 
This is the entrance to the 
gymnasium, weight room and 
wrestling room area of 
Northeast High School, from 
the outer lobby. It was the 
starting and ending point for 
the two-hour walking tour. 
 
 

 

 

 
(from left) Gail George-
Coppens, a member of the 
NEHI Class of 1974 Reunion 
Committee, Blanche Desch 
Hood, a member of the 
NEHI Class of 1975, and 
Marianne Walters, a 
member of the NEHI Class 
of 1974 Reunion Committee 
are among the many 
friendly people at the event 
at Quaker Steak & Lube in 
Pinellas Park on Friday 
Night. 
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Denise Parrish, a member of the NEHI Class of 1974 Reunion Committee, 
greets a classmate who lives in Levy 
County now. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Joanne Young Bird, a member of the 
NEHI Class of 1974 Reunion 
Committee, provides a photo 
opportunity when requested. 
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(from left) Danny Hockett, an Inglis landowner, avid fisherman and more; 
Fred Rider, a retired member of the Pinellas County Sheriff’s Office and 
Steve Gertsch, a resident of Germany and wizard of the Web, are among the 
part of the 600-plus members of the NEHI Class of 1974 who attended the 
Friday gathering at Steak & Lube in Pinellas Park on Friday. The graduating 
class had 600 people. There were a number of people who showed upbu, t it 
was only a small part of this big class. 

 

 

 

David Holler, a member of the NEHI 
Class of 1974 Reunion Committee, 
provides a photo opportunity when 
requested. 
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Holly Holmes Sizemore, a member of the NEHI Class of 1974  
 

 
This view shows part of the mass of NEHI Class of 1974 members at Quaker 
Steak & Lube. Even more arrived after this photo was taken. 
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Jamie Davis (left) holds up a peace sign as Mike Marr joins him at the event. 
 
 
     Thanks to the NEHI Class of 1974 Reunion Committee – Marianne Walters Cary 
(who created the Facebook page for the class), Gail George-Coppens, Joanne Young 
Bird, Denise Parrish, David Holler, Terry Winstead, Alice Reinhard Palinkas and Helen 
Cronce Peterson -- the retired coach and School Board member was contacted and 
agreed to give the tour. 
     That tour was one of four elements for the NEHI Class of 1974 Reunion. The first 
event was a get-together at Quaker Steak & Lube in Pinellas Park. Next was the Saturday 
morning tour at NEHI, which was followed Saturday night by a sunset cruise and meal. 
The final event was a brunch in beautiful downtown St. Petersburg on Sunday morning 
(June 9). 
     Coach Bill Dudley, a member of the NEHI Class of 1961, told the listeners that when 
he gave the commencement speech to a recent set of NEHI grads, he let them know his 
contention that “Once a Viking, always a Viking,” is one of his philosophies. 
     At the conclusion of the commencement speech to those grads, he took off the 
mortarboard he was wearing and put on a Viking helmet. 
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These are some of the sports trophies earned over the years at NEHI. There 
are trophy cases on the campus as well. 
 

 
This photo taken by a volunteer who shot it with several cameras shows the 
members of the NEHI Class of 1974 who went on the tour on Saturday, as 
well as Coach Bill Dudley, who gave the tour. 
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This photo taken by Coach Bill Dudley shows the members of the NEHI 
Class of 1974 who went on the tour on Saturday as they stand around center 
court. 
 

 
This is some of the $100,000 worth of weight-lifting equipment that Viking 
football players and other athletes use. There is even a summer program for 
the players to practice. 
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Named for Coach Bill Dudley, this NEHI Wrestling Room was added long 
after the Class of 1974 left. Before then, the Viking Wrestling Team used the 
floor of the basketball court (with mats, of course). The campus has been 
radically changed with the former A, B, C, D, and E wings leveled. Most of F 
Wing remains but it has been modified, including removal of the carpet that 
was causing a health issue. 
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Coach Bill Dudley speaks about the former wrestling program and how the 
addition of this separate room helped the team. 
 
 
Keeping the Viking 
theme, many 
buildings have 
names like the Hall 
of Thor for Creative 
Arts and 
Communications. 
The Nor’easter stud
ent newspaper and 
the Viking 
Log yearbook still 
exist after all these 
years. The school 
opened in 1954. It 
was almost 
completely 
revamped from 
1998 to 2000. 
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A stockpile of keyboards in the chorus room await the musicians of the next 
school year. 
 

 
Some of the many NEHI Viking Marching Band trophies are seen here. 
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Art students use MacIntosh computers, where they must be learning some 
of the latest programs for graphic arts. 
 

 
The auditorium is one of the last remaining older buildings on the campus. 
Coach Dudley said this, too, is destined for demolition and replacement. 
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One of the hallways 
that has lockers is 
seen here. There 
are enough lockers 
for every student, 
Bill Dudley said, 
but the custom 
nowadays is to not 
use lockers and to 
carry everything in 
a backpack. 
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Coach Bill Dudley’s wife Michelle Dudley teachers at NEHI. Here are some 
words on one of the whiteboard. It says 

 

 
 In This Classroom… 
We do second chances 
We apologize 
We forgive 
We respect each other 
We keep our promises 
We never give up 
We encourage one another 
We laugh often 
We belong … 
We Are A FAMILY. 

 
The coach showed visitors the many boards of photos of students that his 
wife had him place on walls. He mentioned that when his wife Michelle 
Dudley retires in a couple of years, he will be tasked with taking down those 
boards of pictures. He said the room is similar to a museum because it 
captures so much his wife’s history of teaching there. 
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The Hall of Oden is for students taking classes related to business careers. 

     Dudley (nonpartisan) is a District 6 member of the Pinellas County School Board. 
Dudley was elected to that county office on Nov. 6, 2018. 
     Dudley is a former member of the St. Petersburg City Council, elected in 2007 to 
represent District 3 of the city. 
     The coach’s credentials are extensive and even go back to being an athlete at NEHI 
when he was a student there. 
    His early teaching years as a coach included his service at Meadowlawn Jr. High 
School (now known as Meadowlawn Middle School) where he took over the classes of 
the late Coach Robert Kirnard, who passed away after suffering an aneurism during a 
sporting event at Meadowlawn during the school year in the late 1960s. 
     Two years later, he joined the faculty at NEHI. 
     Among the NEHI Class of 1974 visitors taking the tour were a man who is the 
publisher of a daily online news website that covers primarily the Tri-County Area of 
Levy, Dixie and Gilchrist counties, and a woman who is a leader in food services of the 
Gilchrist County Public School Systems. 
     Jeff Hardison, owner of HardisonInk.com is a member of the NEHI Class of 1974. He 
started his career as a student journalist at NEHI in 1971, where he was an editorial 
writer, a reporter and an editorial editor of the Nor’aster for a bit, and he was the poetry 
editor of the Nor’easter Literary Edition. 
     Director of Food Service at Gilchrist County School District Linda Bradham Perry is 
in the NEHI Class of 1974 as well. As she took the tour, she noticed aspects of the 
school’s food service facility. 
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This partial view of the cafeteria captures some of how expansive it is. This 
is a good place for lunches as well as awards banquets, Coach Dudley said. 
On a board on a wall there are names of National Merit Scholars and other 
academic achievers. 
 
     One of the NEHI Class of 1974 classmates traveling from the farthest point was Steve 
Gertsch, who came from his home in Germany. 
     School Board Member Dudley said he was unable to have the school’s air-
conditioning system turned on for the tour; so, it was a good workout for some of the 
visitors who are inclined to be in air-conditioned environments. 
     At least a couple of the Pinellas County School Board member’s comments cut across 
Florida and perhaps the nation. 
     Students today, he said, are the same as they were in 1974. Kids are kids, Dudley said. 
He sees an issue with social skills ebbing away as children are now more inclined to text 
to each other rather than to speak face-to-face; but they are still children and teens. 
     Another issue from the curriculum side of teaching, which he mentioned was fewer 
students choosing to play band instruments. When one of the visitors mentioned that he 
lives close enough to Northeast High to hear “the spirit band” during football games at 
NEHI, Dudley said “That’s the whole band.” 
     The coach showed some aspects of how the “new NEHI” has been “hardened” even 
more since the tragedy in Broward County where one student came to school and killed 
people with a firearm. 
     Even before the most recent horror on a Florida high school campus, the 
administrator and teachers at NEHI had increased the security level far beyond the 
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golden years of 1971-1974. 
     When asked if Pinellas County was participating in the Guardian Program, as 
Gilchrist County is participating in it, Dudley told visitors who are local that he wanted 
to make clear the discussion is not about arming teachers, but about arming school staff 
in Pinellas County. 
     The coach said his wife who teaches at Northeast High School is not a person to be 
considered for possessing a firearm in her classroom. 
     His apparent need to clarify the point can be understood by looking at one of the 
daily newspapers that serves this market. A headline in one of the daily newspapers 
covering St. Petersburg said "Pinellas’ sheriff blessed arming teachers. But will his 
school board go along?" 
     A subhead below that very headline for that same story in the Tampa Bay Times 
(formerly known as the St. Petersburg Times) noted "Sheriff Bob Gualtieri supports 
arming school staff. Now he’s trying to convince the Pinellas County School Board." 
     The gist of that story is that the discussion continues, but as it stands today, each of 
Pinellas County’s schools have two School Resource Officers. At NEHI, the armed law 
enforcement officers are members of the St. Petersburg Police Department. At some 
point the Pinellas County School Board may have its own agency to provide armed 
personnel. 
     One fundamental element for teaching is to assure students are in a safe 
environment. 
     Coach Dudley spoke about the various programs to help students. NEHI even has its 
own credit union run by students. Another outstanding area of study is culinary arts. 
Fine arts and graphic arts, performing arts, and the many various sciences – including 
IT (Information Technology) are well-covered with an impressive curriculum from 
which students may choose their paths. 
     Northeast High School is a four-year, comprehensive high school, with a current 
enrollment of about 1,800 students, Dudley said. During a time when there were split 
sessions, there were 4,000 students at the school, he said. 
     NEHI ranks as one of the largest high schools in the Pinellas County School System 
and it serves a diverse student population with programs designed to meet the needs of 
a wide range of abilities and interests. 
     These programs include four certified career academies in which students can earn 
college credit and an industry certification, 16 Advanced Placement courses, nine on 
campus and dual enrollment courses taught through St. Petersburg College (formerly St. 
Petersburg Junior College), the AVID program, community-based instruction programs 
and much more. 
     The Nor’easter (school newspaper) and Viking Log (yearbook) are still active, Dudley 
said. 
     NEHI always has been innovative; always has enjoyed strong community support; 
and always has had a very healthy athletic program, which included swimming, 
wrestling, tennis, golf as well as more common sports such as all of the track and field 
events, softball, baseball, basketball and football over the past several decades. 
     In a way, this class from NEHI was a somewhat experimental set of students. 
     The members of the NEHI Class of 1974 were the first to have enjoyed Independent 
Directed Study (IDS), Modular Scheduling and Open Campus during all three of their 
years. Back then high school was 10th, 11th and 12th grades. 
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     In IDS, students took mandatory core classes and enjoyed a wide variety of choices of 
courses of study where they were interested. 
     In modular scheduling, students selected their classes and would find blocks of time 
to attend them. As for Open Campus, the students could come and go without having to 
check-in or check-out through the office. 
     From 1971 through 1974, students could go home or to Burger King, etc., for lunch if 
their modular schedule provided enough time for that. 
     As for sports since the school opened in 1954, the students earned so many trophies 
they are placed in several spots, including various trophy cases, as well as on top of an 
overhang on the inside of the lobby to the gym. 
     Although band is not as popular as it was in the 1970s, the band room has a good 
collection of trophies as well. 
     There are three huge boards with photos, names and dates of NEHI Sports Hall of 
Fame winners. 
     Those famous athletes include competitors as well as some of their coaches. Dudley is 
among the people on those boards. Some other sports stars from Northeast in its 17 
inducted classes so far, with six or so inductees in each class, are Betsy Nagelsen, 1972, 
Tennis; Mark Hamilton, 1963, Football/Track; Coach John McLay, 1968-80, Football; 
Coach Mary Miller, 1967-80, Swimming; Jim Andringa, 1961, 
Basketball/Football/Track; Coach Larry Rudisill Sr., 1968-89, Baseball; Coach Joan 
Vernotzy, 1971-86, Golf; James Hartley, 1974, Swimming and Diving (he was at the 
reunion); Coach Herb Dixon, 1971-86, Football/Basketball; Doug Waechter, 1999, 
Baseball/Football (of Tampa Bay Rays fame); and Brad Snyder, 2003, Swimming. 
     This is just part of the long list of athletic stars. Each athlete and coach earned the 
recognition. Coach Dudley, pointed out that Snyder, though, was very extraordinary. 
     Snyder was a demolitions expert with a SEAL Team in Afghanistan when an IED 
exploded and blinded him. After that, however, he went on to win gold in the para-
Olympics in swimming. 
     And while there may have been some arch-rivalry seen between St. Petersburg High 
School and NEHI sports teams in some years back then, the SPHS Class of 1974 and the 
NEHI Class of 1974 held a joint reunion some years ago. Charlie Crist (former Florida 
governor, former Florida attorney general and now the U.S. Representative from 
Florida's 13th Congressional District -- since 2017) was among the SPHS Class of 1974 
who was part of that joint celebration of those two separate sets of 1974 high schools’ 
grads. 
     A number of the 600-plus members of the NEHI Class of 1974 have passed away, and 
they are memorialized in various manners. The members of the NEHI Class of 1974 who 
returned for the four events from Friday through Sunday are bound to have had a good 
time reminiscing as well as making new memories. 
  

 


