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Yep, he went around the bend

This neon si

maker has a real bent

for success as he twists the glass tubes
and lights up the Igfe ﬂf mmbrewmﬁs

By JOHN B.FOYSTON
raganign aarrespondant

BATTLE GROUND,
Wash. — Regional mi-
crobrewers have gar-
nered lots of glowing
recommendations, -but
none g0 bright as Roger
Schurman’s neon heer

signs.

“They're really the
bread-and-butter,” =said
Schurman, 41. His or

derly shop is stacked
with bent tubing and
transformers that will
become  advertisements
for Bridgeport, Pyramid,
Grant's, MeMenamin's
and other small brewe-
Ties.

“We have standing or-
ders from PBridgeport
and Pyramid for 10 signs
a month,” he said, “fall-
ing into the microbrew-
ery market definitely
kept us alive when we
were starting.

“When | got
neon  school 1
doing signs for Pyramid
because [ grew up with
the guy who started it
Back a few years ago the microbrew-
ers all talked to sach othar, and [
started getting work from the other
breweries.”

As his portfolic makes plain,
Schurman’s work has spread be-
yond the walls of local taverns. He
and designer David Spencer are typ-
ical of the second generation of neon
artisans who are resurrecting —
some cases reinventing — the nearly
lost art.

“Ir fell out of faver in the 1960s
when cheap plastic signa came into
vogue. At ome polnt there was just a
handful of the old neon tube behders

into the hose to keep the glass tube
from collapsing as he bends it

He holds the fube over a cannon
fire — a strong jet of natural gas and
oxygen — twisting slowly until it be-
gins to glow and sag. At the cight
moment he holds the pice up and
makes a perfect 30 degree-bend, all
the while maintaining sir pressure
in the tube.

He demonstrates how the tube
bender works to a fullsize back-
wards pattern traced onto a piece of
fiberglass and shows some of the
complex bends and corves needed to
achieve pecfect lettering. "For in-
gtanee, all the Os, Ds and Gs have to
be a little taller than the rest so they
look right. Some letters have to be
spaced cioser together to get the
right appearance.”

But — as fussy as the mbe bend-
ing is — the real challenge comes in
evacuating the tubing and Gling it
with neon oF argon, Bombarding,
the process is called, and it involves
10,000 volts of electricity, vacuum
pumps and a dett touch

A big gray transformer steps 220
volts up fo 10000, Subjecting the
electrodes in the new sign to that
kind of voltage serves lo vaporize
impurities that would later cause

the slgn te light unevenly; it also
burns the protective coating off the
electrodes.

When the tubing is glowing red ,
Schurman juggles valves on 8 man-
ifold so a pump can suck out the va-
porized impurities. He then careful-
Iy adds neon or argon to a certain
pressure depending on the diameter
of the tube, reseals the tube with a
small torch and cuts it away from
the manifold,

“This part is far more important
than the bending,” he said, “There's
lots of ways to ruin a sign right

But Schurman's biggest problem
these days is getting away from the
books. He now has two artisans
working with him and he finds more
of his time taken up by the details af
running a business,

“T'm not & tubsbender anymors,
I'm a businessman,” he said, “and
that's pot me worried because [
want to stay in the fires. Everybody
finds neon fascinating — well, so do
:

Writer Jofin Foyston Mas been o
disheasher, monkey handler, engi-
neering techrician, electronics assem-
bier, rock'mroll musiclan, small
business owner and motorcpcle me-
chasnic.

STEVE NEHL Tha Disg
Roger Schurman heats a gloss tuba that will
eventually become part of 8 neon Ight.

left, and most of them wouldn't tell
youl the secrets. David and 1 went to
school in Portland in 1588 and it was
ane of twoe or thres schools In the
country — now they're all over the
Hace.”

“And sehool didn't teach vou ev-
erything.” Schorman said, “vou
dom't learn neon in three months
—I'll be iearning the rest of my life.”

Watching Schurman work is a fas.
cinating glimpse of this world of
fire, electricity and rare gas. He se-
lects a 4-foot length of clear tube and

places a short piece of rubber hose
over the end. Schurman will blow

The stale of Oregon has nothing to
gay about neon lube-benders, but
Rogar Schurman doas:

mAPTITUDES: Patience, manual
dexterity, good hand-eye coording-
Lion, thi ability to viswalize and a
methodical — painstaling —
approach to the craft are necas-
sary, Schurman said,

Cuts and burms and long hours
standing at a fire ara the down-
side, remendous job satisfaction
Iz the plus. "It stll lickles me to
drive past one of my signs. We
maks things thal are out thens Tor
BYETYDNE 10 5887

WTRAINING: Meon schoals now
abound, and the complaxity of ths
process makes school a must. But
don’t expect io leam everything;
school is & good start, Schurman sald.
Students can gain experience aftar
school by working at one of the big-
ér Sign com panies.

WJOE DUTLODX: There's a gluk:
“Peope wanting to get imo the
trusiness now will probably have
to relocate,” Schurman sakd. As
meon’s gotten hip, the big cities
v (illed with neon shops and
the com has become fieme.
Tha trick = o find a good-sized
cliy that dossn't have a shop yel
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