Chapter 19
“Trip to the Orient: Letters to Phyllis”

“Honolulu airport, 9/20/56.  Well, I made it! and have come this far across the Pacific.  Murray & Phyllis Turnbull met me here, with their 2 kids, and a lot of leis to put over my neck.  We had a good gabfest over a beer.  After boarding plane, checking revealed an oil leak on one motor, so we are hung up until 11:30 for repairs, but had a free supper in the elegant ‘Sky Room’ here at expense of Pan-Am.  For a tourist flight, they are doing all right by us.”

“My seat mates are very interesting and distinguished Japanese.  On my left, a young woman artist who has been in Paris, Provincetown & Greenwich Village, N.Y. for a couple of years & has had a successful show with good reviews at a N.Y. dealer's gallery.  On my right is a research professor from Kyoto & he is returning from N.Y. & Washington D.C. after making preparations for an Antarctic Expedition (he is Logistics-operations leader for it) that will last 2 yrs.  He (Prof. Nishibori) bought us drinks on the plane = alcoholic, I mean.  Yes, you can buy drinks on tourist planes in this part of the world.”

“Enclosed sample of cards I had printed in San Francisco, following a suggestion Joe & others have made, for travel in the Orient. Do I impress you?  You make an impression on me, too.  More later, DK.”

We have no idea if that last line inferred a romantic relationship.  There were hints made from John years later, nothing more.

“Marunochi Hotel, Tokyo, Sep.23 '56.  I'm comfortably placed here. . It turned out to be a long, adventurous trip. . about 1 hour out of Wake Island, the plane developed motor trouble, and one of the 4 engines was turned off and we turned back to Wake where we were stuck for over 6 hrs., rebuilding the motor.  In many ways it was interesting especially to get to see some of the island and do a little beachcombing.  So I picked up interesting pieces of coral, shells, etc.  The color of the water there, in surf and lagoon (inside the ring of islands and coral reefs) is beautiful, so I hope I got some good shots to remember my first experience of seeing a coral atoll.  Also took some shots from the plane in landing & taking off, as well as clouds and sea.”

“It was interesting to get to know more of the people on plane: all nationalities and professors. . a Dutchman, and East Indian, besides many Japanese.  The U.S. Americans were (some of them) the worst-mannered - but included a few ‘distinguished’ characters such as a Methodist preacher from Houston who talked & dressed like a cattleman; and a university prof. from Stillwater, Okla. . Several mothers with kids of all ages. . 3 of whom yelled their heads off most of the time and kept the stewardesses busy.  My seatmates were among the most interesting, the prof. was met at the airport here by photographers and a large delegation of admirers.  We landed about 9:15 p.m. after dodging thunder and lightning and ducking through clouds that looked like ink-washes in a Japanese painting, to see the full moon emerge. . This hotel is conveniently located just around the corner from Japan Travel Bureau, the main Tokyo railway station and the Imperial Palace grounds & public park.  Some kind of national holiday is going on, no newspapers were published today. Best regards to all, Dwight.”

“Marunouchi Hotel, Tokyo.  I've been very busy requesting flight & hotel reservations and other travel details, but have done some sight-seeing, shopping and browsing in between times.  This is a mad, bewildering city; very picturesque, noisy, and smelly too. . The traffic is worse than in L.A. or Mexico City.  Everyone honks like mad & drives fast, when not in a traffic jam.  I've gone to two national Art Museums (historic & modern), a few private art galleries, and several parks, also to the shopping district and the fish market (pe-yew!)  Have done a little memory sketching and am rounding up some light weight, portable art supplies.”

“It is fortunate I got my Mexican huraches re-soled and rubber-heeled in San Francisco; also I'm glad I have 2 raincoats, and rubbers.  Weather is warm & humid here so far, so I wish I'd brought more lightweight sleeveless shirts.  So will get them in Hong Kong where prices are lower.”

“There is lots of modern building going on in business sections here, but still plenty of small-scale, junky shop buildings & dwellings jammed in close together.  Streetlights are dim and far-between.  Parks are much used & park benches occupied by sleeping men & boys.  People do their laundry & change clothes in parks too.  Parks are not very well kept.  The trees look sick (but picturesque).  I've had good food so far, but it is not cheap (prices about the same as San Francisco) - one very good lunch of tempura in a Japanese-style place.  More later.  Hastily, Dwight.”

“Miko Air Base, Japan 10/7/56.  Dear Phyllis and Staff: Though I left Tokyo on schedule, I had to stay over night at Osaka, due to delay and mix-up of plane schedules.  Only one plane a day from Osaka to Miko base which also serves the town of Yonago nearby.  In Osaka I saw the art museum (also in a park) with show of contemporary painting and sculpture - much the same range of styles as in our Iowa annual, but a bigger show - quite a bit of abstract painting, and some of it good.  Same museum has an equal division of modern and historic material - the latter not so good, except some oriental sculpture and, strangely enough, a large collection of Greek ceramics & marbles.”

“I am getting a good taste both of army air force life overseas and of native Japanese life & landscape.  The Grahams put me up as their houseguest on the Base; and I have meals mostly at officers' club just across the street (road, that is).  There have been cocktail parties too, & a wienie roast outdoors last night.”

“There are very many interesting trees & groves on the base & nearby.  Miko is on a peninsula, so it is not far to the seacoast on either side, and a big fishing village (Sakae) a few miles away.  Have been through many narrow streets of villages, to see shrines, cemeteries, schools, silk factories; and to shop at Yonago - a good art supply store there & all kinds of other shops.  Martha Graham got me some dark blue and white warp-dyed cotton fabric & is having her maid make it up in a kimono for me.”  (That is the one I patched for him years later-split back seam, burnt holes from cigarettes and pipe.)

“I have been sketching all over the place - rice fields and gardens, trees, seacoast, Japanese people and even a flower arrangement, a result of a flower arranging class I was invited to attend - it is for officers' wives, is taught by a Japanese woman.  People have been very nice to me and have driven me about to see & photograph many things I wouldn't have got in on otherwise.  People originally from Lincoln, Nebr. are going to take me to an Episcopal church in Yonago and then they may take me to see a fine Japanese house & garden owned by wealthy people whose daughter is a movie star!”

“I may go on to a Japanese hotel in mts. or on a beach before going back to Osaka & eventually on to Kyoto as I have a definite hotel reservation there.  As you may gather from above - I'm having a great time. . Best to all.  DK.”

He was delighted to hear from John that next week.  “Dear Pa: I was fascinated by your first letter from the mysterious East, and inspired to write you back right away, 'tho I don't know when this will reach you.  It all sounds wonderful, and as if you were making the most of everything.  I was sorry that I couldn't get one of these guidebooks that turned up thru Frances Pernas to you while you were in San Francisco.  It was a phrase book. . Are you attempting to talk ‘native’ at all?”

“The business you mentioned about the Munson-Williams Proctor Inst. sounds very exciting.  It sounds like an ideal situation, although I don't know how you feel about tearing up roots again.  Chas. Allen called up the other day and said that he had been asked to make a recommendation for the job, and had said ‘you of course,’ He asked me if I thought you were interested (I didn't commit myself), but said I knew you had been considering it pro and con, and then he went on to tell me all the ‘dough’ they have to spend, how few trustee problems there were, etc. etc.  Apparently he and Mrs. Navas have been busy on the grape vine again.” (Dwight obviously rejected the opportunity.)

“It looks as if I am going to share the apartment with only one person after Dec.  It hasn't worked out very well with three in the place.  It won't really be a hardship, since the back bedroom will make a fine studio, and I am getting ‘tahred’ of walking back and forth these cold winter nights and keeping materials, frames, boards, etc. scattered around miles apart.  The problem of models and still life props is also a lot easier at home.  I will miss the River and Bridge view very much, but one can always sketch down there.  I was glad you got to travel with Marguerite.  It also sounds as if you are finding plenty of sake drinking companions (he came back with numerous sake cups).  A note from Edith Stanton with rental check, very unhappy about ‘acting director.’  Suppose you are hearing reverberations.  At least they seem to be missing you at home.  I must envy you the trip to Bali - it sounds like a dream come true.  Much love, John.”

From the Kyoto Hotel Dwight wrote, “This is your clipping service reporting. . my press relations still seem to be o.k. . Clipping from Lincoln was relayed to me via my sister.  The one from yesterday's paper here I can't read, of course (maybe Joe can).  The photograph was taken at home (Sunday evening) of a Japanese painter here, who works in the traditional style.  He served tea & cakes, and showed me brushes, colors, etc. and gave me the painting he did in demonstration. (Subject - an orchid plant!)  Arrangements for the visit were made through Mrs. Yamamoto's friend Dr. Kawasaki, who went with me as interpreter.  He has been a wonderful help to me.  He also went with me to four choice temples & shrines with gardens, and arranged for permission for me to take color photographs everywhere.  This morning, Dr. K. went with me to a very choice Japanese home (Urs-senke), 170 years old (but with one modern room just finished last year).  It is the center of the ‘cult of tea,’ the owners being descendants of Rikyu Sen (or Sen Rikyu, rather) of 16th century who perfected the tea ceremony.” (He brought back tea ceremony supplies - bamboo brush, powdered tea, etc. and gave us a demonstration, including how the cup is held, how one is seated - all very solemn.  I still have powdered tea in his desk.)

“I took photographs there too, in the gardens & interior, though the weather was drippy & dark.  I've been taking along the tripod I bought in Colo. which is light weight but useful for long exposures.”

“Yesterday, starting at noon was a big festival parade, which I viewed from reserved seat (called Jidai Matsuri) at the Imperial Palace grounds.  Though it was a hot, sunny day to start with, it rained hard before the end of the procession got started. . I chuckled to myself when I remembered taking pictures in Cheyenne of Frontier Days Parade in July!  This parade in Kyoto had sections devoted to different periods of past history, starting 794 AD & ending in 1868 (when Kyoto was capitol of Japan).  Gorgeous costumes, many horses with riders and some black bulls - besides all kinds of carriages, mostly carried by poles on the shoulders of men, also in period costume.  In between some sections were trucks with loudspeakers playing old Japanese music.  There were also ‘bands’ with old types of instruments - including conch shells that gave out strange bellows when men blew on them. . I've been making numerous small ink sketches of gardens etc., mostly from memory.”

“Tomorrow I go to Katsura Imperial Villa (special permission from officials required) and other places. . I am to meet a Mrs. Wada in a suburb, Hirataka, to see a chrysanthemum show.  Mrs. Yamamoto also gave me introduction to Mrs. Wada's parents, the Amanos.”

“I almost forgot to mention a visit tonight to home of a ceramic artist Kasube Yaichi, and friend of Dr. Kawasaki who took me there & saw very beautiful pots-thrown on wheel, with superb glazes - modern in tendency.  Kasube only turns out about 50 pots a year - all originals, individual & different. . Dr. K. & I had tea & sake later at an interesting old folksy type of place.”

“Would you do me a favor of phoning Mrs. Yamamoto & telling her how helpful her friends here have been to me.  If you think it would interest her, show her this letter. I'll go to Nara, near here and back to Tokyo.  DK.”

After some difficulty in missing a train due to language, he reached the island of Shikoku, to the town of Takamatsu. . “It was so lovely I stayed an extra day - wonderful Japanese gardens in the park; a mountain trip with a long walk thru the woods and views of islands in the Inland Sea.  In fact the ferryboat ride to get there, which takes an hour, was one of the most beautiful trips I have had in Japan.  I did numerous small sketches, some of which I may use in paintings in larger size; and took scads of photographs. . most of the city has been rebuilt since 1945 when American air raids destroyed most of it (except the park & the castle grounds).  At Osaka last week I did some sightseeing (mainly the huge Osaka castle grounds) and then did the theatres - Kabuki Theatre (all male cast including some good dancers, pantomimists & comedians).  I took color photos during the performance by having my tripod along from the 7th row seat on the aisle, until an emissary of the management came & told me that only ‘the press’ was allowed to take pictures.  The show lasted nearly six hours - with several longish informal intermissions everyone eating & drinking all over the place.  The costumes, sets & color effects were superb, and I shall remember it for a long time.”

“Saturday I went to Takarasuka, in the foothills, to see their famous ‘Opera’ with all-girl cast. It lasted from 1 to 5 p.m.  Rain all day dampened me & my enthusiasm, and I didn't enjoy most of it as much as the Kabuki players. There were 3 different shows, one a traditional dance-drama that was best, I thought; and the other two were extravaganzas with very complicated plots & many changes of scene.  They have a big revolving stage and do some of the most tricky & elaborate changes I've ever seen anywhere.  Costumes & lighting are good, & the girls are cute, no doubt about it!”

“This is the place & the troupe that is referred to in James Mitchner's book ‘Sayonara’ you can get it in a paperback now. . This started out to be a short note, but there is so much to tell.  After 24 days in Japan, I am beginning to get the feel of it and to feel less like a stranger in a strange land.  Best to all. . many thanks for banking checks for me, Dwight.”

He took an all-day tour to Nikko, planned & conducted by Japan Travel Bureau. “Fall color is very fine now, in mountains.  We saw a very elaborate shrine-temple; & Shinto religious dance (2 girls, accompanied by men, drummers).  Also saw the big Kegon waterfall & lake above it, by taking a stunning road with many switch-backs (40 sharp curves, they say) and took a cable car down the mountainside.”

“More of Mrs. Yamamoto's friends have been helping me around the city here.  Mr. Soga, a former art dealer in San Francisco, and Mrs. Y's nephew, senior university student in sociology and social work, is taking me tomorrow to Fujiyama one hour by train to stay overnight with some of his relatives, and to see Mt. Fuji (if it is clear enough).  He is very good-looking and has nice manners, too.”

“Went to dinner last night with Helen Church at another good Chinese place called ‘Forbidden City.’  She is Joan Nickerson's friend, librarian at Haneda U.S. Air Field in Tokyo.  She has been getting cigarettes for me at the PX and also some color films.  (I wondered if he used his “wire in the cigarette” trick over there!  Probably not.)  Have done very little shopping (though the shops are tempting), as my budget won't allow it.  The trip is costing a little more than anticipated - maybe I'll have to get a job or become a beachcomber in Hawaii in order to stay there a month.”

“A highlight of the week was being served tea by the Chief of Police in a suburb of Tokyo, at the Police Station!  Mr. Soga took me to meet this man and he took us to his house to see several very fine Japanese paintings by famous artists - he inherited them from his wealthy forbearers.  I got to photograph two of them (by Hokusai and Sosea).”

“Still having a wonderful time in spite of weather and delays, but am looking forward to the sunny tropics and especially Bali.  Best to all, Dwight.”

Dwight's business cards were useful and opened many doors.  Joe Ishikawa had warned him that the Japanese would be unable to pronounce Kirsch, and that the closest the Japanese could come would be “Kahshi” or “Kirushi.”  However, since his German family name means “cherry,” in that land of cherry blossoms, “Mr. Cherry” would most certainly be well received.  His card was translated “Kurushe-Sakurs! Mr. Cherry, Artist” and it never failed to evoke a response, an “A-A” or “a -Ah,” and, no doubt, a bow.

A card from Dwight to Phyllis arrived from Hong Kong.  “Arrived here on schedule. . Hong Kong has the most beautiful harbor & bay I've ever seen.  Warm sunshine & tropical plants here like the best of Mexico & French Riviera combined.  Mr. Duff (Caroline Brown's father-in-law) met me for coffee this A.M. and has arranged several things for my pleasure including trip to fishing area and native villages. . Good food here, too, DK.”

“Gleneagles Hotel, Singapore. I reached Singapore airport. . after a 4-hr. flight from Bankok, and got checked in. . Formalities always take so long, and I am beginning to get my fill of that part of traveling to different countries in the far east.”

“This may seem like a funny name for a hotel, but it turns out to be the nicest one of any in which I've stayed on the entire trip. . is over 2 miles out from center of business section, in a nice park & residence district - a winding boulevard in front, way down the hill, and a golf course across the boulevard.”

“A half block away is entrance to a big jungle park, with pools & fine big trees as well as many varieties of special tropical planting. . and monkeys roaming free & wild. . but tame enough to come up close to be fed.  I took a walk before dark and saw monkey silhouettes up on the high tree branches. . Singapore is only 80 miles north of the Equator, so will cross it en route to Djkarta.”

“The trip to Ankor-Wat (Cambodia the last several days was certainly one of the best features of my entire travels ranking along with Kyoto in Japan for interest).  I learned a lot of geography by the trip to Angkor-Wat; and also much about early architecture and sculpture - and about village and pastoral life in Cambodia.  The whole thing struck me struck me just right, so I enjoyed it fully, from the jungle bird-song and quiet village sounds of dawn, to the visit (tours) by small bus to over a dozen different ‘sites’ with ruins of temples, palaces, etc. in various stages of restoration - with some of the finest proportions in building design, and best architectural sculptures I've ever seen.  Most fascinating, perhaps were two or three spots where jungle trees (mostly banyans) and vines have grown over huge stone walls, entrance gates, etc. with roots clutching the stonework, like gigantic gnarled hands.  The stones in themselves are not too colorful, but lichens and mosses growing in the moist jungle have colored up rock and sometimes have added an embroidered effect to the stone carvings.”

“The Grand Hotel where we stayed, and the bus tours at the Angkor, are French-arranged, so the cuisine is very good.  There was also an unusually congenial group of us that happened to be there at the same time - three youngish American men, a gal who works in the Far East, and a gal who works in the American Embassy in Korea - it turns out she was born in Sioux City, Iowa and raised in Nebraska, graduating at Ainsworth High School.  (Ainsworth is only about 50 miles west of Atkinson on Highway 20.)  There was also a likeable British couple (an R.A.F. officer stationed in Hong Kong) and so we were all taking photographs on the tours, and had other common points of interest.  It was a good working arrangement - and I do mean work - as there was so much walking and climbing, leaving us all exhausted at the end of the day.”

“Fortunately the plane schedule left nearly 4 days at Angkor-Wat, etc. & so after the principal tours I had the last day to browse along the river and see the village, and do some sketching.  I arranged to get 4 pretty good brush drawings of kids in the village, and had interested and amused audiences flocking around to watch me so closely, I could hardly get room to move my arm!  It was great sport trying to communicate by making gestures, although a few words of French got across now and then.”

“The time was all too short to see enough of Bangkok, but last night I did get in on one unexpected event that turned out to be exciting.  After getting back from Cambodia only about 8 p.m. and snatching a bite to eat - we were told about a big annual festival on the river - only a block from the Princess Hotel where I stayed.  This festival is called ‘Loy Krathong,’ and it takes place on the night of the first full moon in November - so, by moonlight people crowd the bridges and wharves all over town, go out in launches, etc., to join in the festivities which center around floating small boat-like objects made of wood, leaves, branches and flowers, with lighted candles and incense on them.  The trick is to see how long these boat or bird-like objects (Krathings), will stay afloat and the candles lighted - to add to the fun there are native musicians banging away at gongs, and dancers on some of the boats, and fireworks are shot off, in fact fireworks like rockets and pinwheels are aimed by people on one boat, toward another boat, so it is mad as a Mexican posada night.  By the wharf where I saw all this, there were lanterns hung in the trees, and outdoor dining and dancing to jazz-band.  I took some color photos as experiments, of some of it, including several multiple exposures of fireworks.”

“I see by the paper today that there are rumblings of trouble in Djakarta.  That is to be my next stop. . I'll be thankful to get there (and away from Indonesia) safely.  I have been fortunate not to have been caught in Hong Kong or Singapore during the riots and I've been hearing some wild stories about what went on.”

His hotel, he noted, “Had excellent cuisine and a first class Bar with all-night lift in attendance!!”

While waiting for his departure time in Manilla, Dwight began a letter, saying he might finish it in Hawaii.  He had written Murray Turnbull (who taught art at the University of Hawaii) hoping he could meet him, or if not, would he send a memo about a place to stay? – “Off the beaten path to rest up after so much touring. . I also want to keep up practicing brushwork and maybe doing paintings from some of the scrappy sketch notes I've done everywhere.  I did get a few memory color-jottings done in Djakarta after Bali, and while in Den Pasar (Bali) did a few others on the spot, mostly of ‘types’ young and old - and have a couple of good ones of kids in the lot.”

“The Bali experience was really something to dream about for many years.  In spite of the disillusionment several people had warned me to expect, most of it is so beautiful in color, tempo and gentle spirit that I believe it will always be remembered.  I took several tours by car and two by pony cart - and saw native dances three nights. . . An unexpected opportunity was getting to take color photos in Museums at Den Pasar, Bali, and also at Djakarta.  So if they turn out well, I'll have lecture material on paintings, carvings, ceremonial objects, puppets, masks, costume material, etc.  The museum people were wonderful to me and these two are among the finest museums I've visited in the Far East.”

“The Indonesian jaunt was a very costly one - largely due to currency exchange rates, and to the fact that I tried to be honest and obey the rules - whereas I found, too late to do me any good, that most people exchange money at black market money-dealers, getting nearly three times what I got for my U.S. $ - furthermore I was stuck with Indonesian money not needed, and they will not refund in U.S.$, so I bought a few more things than intended in Bali and Java (two masks, a wood puppet - a length of batik and a wine-colored sarong, cotton).  Now I'll have to get tanned on top in Hawaii so I can wear it becomingly!  I had already bought 5 small watercolors and ink drawings.”

“The people I've met recently (tourists, that is) have been unusually interesting and friendly.  Maybe they just open up more in the tropics!  I also found the Balinese people very interesting and often charming, truly sweet people.  To be sure tourism has turned some of them into pests.  One striking and rather fierce-looking native man had a good stunt.  Carrying a fresh green coconut to cut open and sell for the refreshing juice (milk) at a spot where it was hot and we were out of breath climbing up and down a steep canyon path.  More later, DK.”

“Honolulu- Sat. A.M. Dec. 1 1956.  For once the plane got in on time and to my surprise & pleasure the whole Turnbull family met me & I am at their house now.  Will stay with them 2 or 3 nights, but they have found thru friends, a beach house I can rent by the week, which we are going to investigate tomorrow.  It sounds good.”

“Thanks for all the mail, which was awaiting me here.  I have just gone thru it hastily & will write more in detail later, as I want to mail this now. Much cooler here but very pleasant.  Best to all – Dwight.” 

“Hawaii-Dec. 7: Pearl Harbor Anniversary. Dear Phyllis, I just got a set of prints of black & white photos I took Monday & Thursday, so am sending a few to you to peruse & pass around the staff and others who might be interested.  This P.M. Murray is driving me with a load of groceries I've stocked up, to the beach cottage on opposite side of island, which I'll probably take for 3 weeks.  They say it is warmer there; also that there are frequently very big breakers - both beaches & mountains nearby, as I have been trying to get over a cold it will seem good to get to a quiet place for basking in the sun when it comes out, and for some painting indoors when it rains.”

“Will write more details later, but meanwhile some tips, re my finances & bank account.  As I am operating on a narrow margin now, would appreciate any help anyone can give in stalling off bills that might pop up, until after I get back. . I have plane reservations back to San Francisco for Fri. night Jan. 4 and will stay again at Hotel Sutter.  I'll probably return from there to Des Moines by train & may be able to make it by Sun. Jan. 13.”

“I see by the paper that Iowa has a coat of ice, take it easy & don't fall down!  With best to all, Dwight.”

The Des Moines Register kept his name in print while he was gone.  Their FRONT ROW COLUMN BY Elizabeth Clarkson Zwart ran a charming sumi sketch of a geisha girl with Dwight's comment, “Here is the geisha girl you ordered. . it was sketched tonight from the second row at the geisha dance show.  Pontocho ‘Double Pink’ was her name. . this is probably as close as I'll get to a geisha girl, as I'm told they come high as individual entertainers.”

The article continues, “Of all the Japanese cities he has visited, Mr Kirsch writes that he prefers Kyoto, with its castles, temples and gardens. . He has been interviewed and has seen his picture in a newspaper with the story in Japanese.  After meeting artists in Japan he observed: ‘Modern art tendencies here are much the same as in Iowa, Texas or New York.’”

Hawaii beaches and sunshine helped Dwight throw off the terrible cold he caught and the “slow time” was a wise transition period for him, to brace him against Iowa's winter cold and his sometimes frantic job at the art center.

Less than a month after his homecoming in January, he gave a slide show tour and exhibited about ninety sketches and paintings at the Des Moines Art Center.  George Shane, the Register's art critic, in his review of the February 9th, 1957 show wrote, “An exhibition of unusual interest has opened. . During his six-month leave, Kirsch spent four months traveling through the lands of the Pacific.  He has accomplished a prodigious amount of work, and its high quality is admirably demonstrated by this lively and refreshing show.”

“The work was accomplished quickly and its spontaneous nature is one of its more interesting features. . Most of the drawings and paintings were done on the spot, although some of the most colorful and unusual landscape compositions were done from memory, shortly after leaving the scenes. . Kirsch's work never slips into the routine of travelogue documentation.  It is a spirited show and demonstrates how well an artist schooled in the traditions of the West can portray the color and charm of distant parts of the Oriental world.”

“The largest crowd ever to gather in the art center's auditorium heard his talk.”  After coping with an interim director, Hans van Weerin-Griek, Des Moines was glad to have Kirsch back.

Japan was rebuilding after World War 11, and it was still unusual for many American civilians to visit that country, and others in the Far East, as ordinary tourists.  Dwight was no “ordinary tourist,” as we all knew.  He was especially well received by the oriental people partly because of his age (55) and his quiet, polite demeanor and distinguished presence.  He could wear shorts or Hawaiian shirts and still there would be “something about him” that people noticed and respected.

The trip was no doubt one of the wisest investments Dwight could have made.  Though he had plans for using the experience for art works, shows, lectures and workshops, he may not have read in his crystal ball the vast influences the trip would have on the remaining years of his life, from his art, to food, clothes, books, gardening, finances.  He wrote of his journey, “to me a momento of an experience that was other-worldly, but a very happy interlude to look back on.”

He would need those memories upon which to reflect very soon!  

In 1957 alone, he spoke to and/or exhibited his works at Des Moines’ Rotary Club and the Y.M.C.A.'s Movie and Camera Club; Waterloo's Washington Community Recreation Center Gallery; Marshalltown; Burlington; Fairfield; Oskaloosa; Ames; Cherokee's Sanford Museum; Mason City; Omaha; Nebraska's Joslyn Memorial Art Museum; Davenport; and Ft. Dodge's Blanden Gallery - all this while directing the art center!

Lula Mae Coe's Register story about Dwight's talk before the Y.M.C.A., quoted him as he described the “different way of life.  I, too, have slowed down and do not think speed in this so-called area of civilization is as necessary as we think.  I'm still on torrid time..” and, that “there is so much heady color I nearly went mad because I couldn't shoot it fast enough.”  The little junks and their weirdly patched sails also intrigued him.  She wrote that he termed a remote fishing village, not on the tourists' routes, a “dream world” with its blue water and brown sails and nets against the indigo sky.  He described Balinese dancing as a “wild, jazzy sort of beat that gets in the blood.”

He witnessed a ceremonial dance, the monkey dance done by men who chanted in the quick staccato notes suggesting simian chatter.  “It was pretty eerie in the jungle night to a stranger in a strange land,” he recalled.

The willingness of different types of people, especially youngsters, who gladly posed for him “helped to make several of these experiences the best of all the trip.  A form of communication resulted that revealed to me the potentials of art, put into practice, as a visual international language.”

After that February art center audience had gazed at pictures of rick-haws, three-wheeled carts with their willing runners, and tropical gardens, they came outside to find that cars coming to pick them up could not make it up the sloping, icy drive!

People were fascinated with Dwight's demonstrations of sumi painting; true, there were many still bitter about the Japanese, but with the occupation years, and an increasing number of Japanese visiting or living in this country, the need grew to learn more about this different culture.  Dwight's charm and magnetism drew them into the art.  He taught how ink is the opposite of sumi both in composition and effect.  That ink is an acid and a fluid.  How sumi is a solid made from the soot obtained by burning certain plants, then molded into black cake.  The methods of sumi manufacture are carefully guarded secrets (Dwight said that China produced some of its best sumi three centuries ago).

As he worked to perfect his brush strokes, with the rich, brown/black sumi, which came in stick form usually decorated with gold calligraphy, he would first dip the tip of the stick into a special water reservoir carved in black stone.  He then rubbed the wet stick on the smooth, upper part of the stone then quickly ducked his Japanese brush into the obsidian liquid.  With rapid, sure strokes, he painted on the rolled-out paper, which rested on a woven floor mat in front of him.  While seated on a floor cushion with his legs tucked under him, (in the oriental posture) he produced beautiful, charming pictures in only a few seconds or minutes.  If the brush happened to drip, he would incorporate the blob into the design.  It was such a spellbinding “act” that countless students were anxious to try the technique.  In response, he developed a set of lesson plans and booklets containing instructions with illustrations.
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