Chapter 2
“Early Years, 1899-1920”

Fred Kirsch and Lovie Gifford were married in 1885 (he wore a red mustache).  Their children were: Ethel Louise, Edna Josephine (Pat), Bess E., Gifford Karl, Hollis Harlan, and Frederick Dwight, the baby of the family, born January 28, 1899.  Dwight once told me “as my father had no middle name, mine was chosen by an aunt from a box of Dwight's Cow Brand Soda, or so they say.  Or maybe it was from the middle name of the preacher, Newell Dwight Hillis.”  Fred Kirsch was the son of a master cabinet-maker, Phillip Karl, and he practiced carpentry after coming to America from Southwestern Germany, near Sweibruken and the Saar.  Many years later, while writing his Kirsch History, Dwight mentioned that, “very often an artist can trace his talent back to a craftsman in his family.”

“The Kirsches came to America in 1848. On the steamboat they brought a big wooden chest built by Phillip that held bedding, clothing, and some gold coins.”  “After settling first in Pennsylvania, and then in Dane County, Wisconsin, the family, which by then included Jake (a ‘forty-niner,’ as he liked to call himself), Emma Louise, Elizabeth, John and Frederick D., all moved to Nebraska in 1868, a year after it became a state.  The Homestead Act had come into effect in 1862, and Phillip and Jake filed for homesteads at the United States Land Office in Brownsville.  The Kirsch family had chosen a farm on Turkey Creek, in Pawnee County. The Kirsch home place was in hilly country, with lots of woods along Turkey Creek.  In the early days, as Uncle Jake often told us, there was lots of wild game - buffalo, elk, deer, antelope, wild turkeys, maybe, and prairie chickens.”

“In the times I remember, my father and two brothers were good hunters, bringing in to cook and eat - wild ducks and geese, quails, rabbits and squirrels.  They also trapped to get skins of muskrat and mink.”

“The town nearest our farm was Mayberry, about three miles away.  We went there to buy at the general store, to go to the Methodist church, and once in a while to evening affairs, oyster stews and box socials.”

“The first Kirsch farm home was a small white cottage where I was born, later it was moved to Mayberry where I saw it many times in later years.  The big house (still there) was a square white two-story building, with an attic, and a deck on top with an iron railing, where Pat and I used to play and take photographs.”

“On the farm, the crops we raised were corn, wheat, oats and wild hay.  We had chickens and pigs (Duroc-Jersey), also once a billy goat (about which I cried when they killed it to eat).  We had Jersey cows, but mostly white-faced Hereford cattle.”

Throughout his life, Dwight's art was influenced by his abiding interest in plants, and nature.  The corn plant became almost a signature or “theme” for him and his earliest known use of it was in photography in the late 1920's and early 1930's, where he used corn to decorate various art brochures written for the Fine Arts Department of the University of Nebraska.  Later, in 1938, he decorated the stairwell of their new home in Piedmont with a row of life-sized corn marching up the wall to the second story studio.  At last report, it was still there.  Corn husks and split corn cobs decorate the frame of a handsome still life watercolor of Indian corn, maize, which he painted in the late 1940's one hot summer.  It now hangs on our living room wall.  A patch of corn also appears in his mural for the Mahaska State Bank, Oskaloosa, Iowa, and a painting of a lone corn stalk with its gracefully curved tassel is used on the cover of an art workshop leaflet from Ames, where he became the artist-in-residence.  His last corn painting was completed June 25, 1981, entitled “Iowa Corn.”  (He used to say he was a farmer at heart.)

“We children went to a one-room school called New Home (District 36), a mile and a half from home, up and down hills that were awful in winter, the road drifted with snow.  But wintertime was fun too, with bobsleds, snowballs, and ice skating.”

“Teachers at New Home School were Edwin Crawford, Miss Carey, Miss Bloss, Elizabeth Brackett and Blanche McCreary (later she married Will Klein, the postman).”

“I was only twelve years old in 1911, but had passed the eighth grade county exams a year before, but my family decided I better spend another year in our country school before going to high school.”

“In summertime we always had visitors, mostly aunts and cousins, some from far-away Colorado, Indiana and Georgia, plus Aunt Melissa from Asherville, North Carolina, who was the best artist and painter in the family. We always had a lot of music around our farmhouse: mouth harps, autoharps, a fiddle, a banjo, and a guitar; also a piano-organ, and later a piano, which I learned to play.  One brother played a cornet and Uncle Jake sang hymns, in a way to tear your heart out, but he was the happiest one of the family.  The folks used to read aloud at home by coal-oil lamplight, taking turns.  We had good books, and even the country school had a library.”

“...We didn't have much art there (New Home School), but I always knew I wanted to be an artist, and everyone encouraged the idea.  I was the one at school that got to do big things on the blackboard in colored chalks, for special seasons, turkeys and pumpkins for Thanksgiving, Santa Claus and reindeer for Christmas.  All the school kids had me help them invent Valentines and May baskets, mostly out of scraps, stuck together with flour paste.”

“At home on the farm I became interested in plant life during vacations.  I got to know the names of wildflowers (even Latin ones) from my brothers' botany books, and helped them to gather specimens to press for herbariums from the woods and hills.”  Incredibly, Dwight still knew Latin names of plants in his seventies and eighties.

“We had a big clay hill near the house where we got a pure yellowish clay we used to roll for marbles, then coated with linseed oil and baked in the kitchen oven, and made pitchers or pots, Indian heads and figures, and one I remember of William Jennings Bryan.”  I saw one at Dr. Wayne Waddell's home in Beatrice several years ago.  It was an Indian head bas-relief about two by four inches. Dwight told me he shook hands with William Jennings Bryan when he was a boy.  “We played with colored chalk-rocks on big flat stones (glacial moraine), in Turkey Creek, swimming and fishing, and trapping muskrats and mink.”

“My sisters brought me my first set of watercolors, brushes and drawing paper that I used for my first paintings at age six or eight.  They also got me (from Montgomery Ward) a small ‘Buster Brown’ box camera.  I learned to develop films and prints in our cellar lighted by a little red lantern with a candle to burn inside.  I must have been about ten when I started photography, taught by ‘Chick’ Shedd, when he visited us.”  (Dwight was one of the first photography teachers at the University of Nebraska.)

“Uncle Jake, who always lived with us, became a favorite of the family. He went blind at the age of thirty-five as a result of running into the corner of the hay rack one night. He soon learned to find his way all around the farm and house, usually followed by a big, gray cat.  He was my first and steadfast art patron.  Instead of just giving me money, he hired me to do his Christmas cards, and to do portraits of him, or of others in the family.  Later on he used to buy my watercolors to give as birthday or wedding presents to many of his friends. Uncle Jake never forgot what things looked like after he went blind.  So he taught me about how precious eyes are, and how to use them when you have them.  He had one very cute trick - he would get me to describe a painting of mine, color and all.  This he would remember word for word, and then he amazed people who called on us by telling them these details.  Maybe that is how I started to learn how to give a gallery talk, to tell the salient points about an art work so graphically that anyone could shut his eyes and still see it.”  (Dwight later told me that the many descriptions of pictures and scenery he described to Uncle Jake contributed to his  “art memory” skills.  He was able to make a rough pencil, charcoal or ink sketch and remember details of color, line, and in many instances, he would paint totally from memory.)

Dwight scarcely mentioned his older brothers, Hollis and Gifford.  They were large men, more like their father, Fred, and Dwight was small and fine-boned like his mother.  Close family friends repeatedly said that “Dwight was his mother's son, he had a very close affinity with her.”  In contrast, his father appeared to have little rapport with his sensitive young son, and according to Atwood Clemens, who dated Hollis, he was sometimes harsh with him.

Dwight's cousin, Rex Gifford, wrote “I'm two years older than Dwight. As boys, we grew up on farms about four miles apart, but as his older brother Hollis was nearer my age, he and I both liked to play ball, etc., (Hollis was a track runner, as well, while Dwight had no interest in muscular action so I thought he was surely a sissy.”

Waddell's “bundle from heaven,” Jo, took Dwight's room when he attended high school in Pawnee City from 1911 to 1913.  It was the custom for farm kids to room with relatives when the time came for high school, or if that wasn't possible, friends.  The second year he stayed with the Fullerton family.  He listed names and activities: “my Latin teacher was Rose Clark, who taught botany later at the University of Nebraska.  Activities consisted of glee club, recitations, female impersonations, and some special friends such as Grace Porter (she and I had top grades in the class).  She married Kyle Curry. Inez Evans, Verna Kirkpatrick (married Joe Gifford), Powells, John Starr, and Van Horns, Ada and Helen Potts, who married Ronald Wherry, Joe Liebendorfer, Jim Barker, Allen Edee, also Gretchen and Al Francis.  The Wherrys (none in my class), Tom (nearest my age), Kenneth Wherry (United States Senator in the 1940's), and Florence Hartwell (sister of Grace, who was much admired by Gifford Kirsch and visited him in Chicago and in Lincoln.”

“Jacob and Fred Kirsch sold the farm in the spring of 1913 and the family moved into a bungalow on South 30th Street in Lincoln, Nebraska.”

The farm boy from Pawnee County adapted very well in his new school, Lincoln High.  His memories included “plays, drawings for classes; teachers Sarah T. Muir, English; Maril Gere, chemistry; Ethel Beatty and Olivia Pound for Latin and physics; and Elsie Cather, sister of Willa Cather.”  

From his account he had a wonderful time.  “Stunt nights, plays, skip days, Epworth Park, Capitol Beach” (the latter was an amusement park with a wonderful swimming pool fed with salt water from the adjoining salt marsh and Salt Creek).

During this period, he met the Stuff and Maryott families.  Marjorie Stuff wrote: “My earliest memories begin shortly after his arrival in Lincoln. He occasionally played the organ for a Sunday evening youth group, known as Epworth League, which met at the Elm Park Methodist Church, located at 29th and Randolph Streets.  He was very slight of build, with very rosy cheeks, at times an almost hectic flush, and thick medium brown hair combed back which stood up almost like a pompadour.  I think his eyes were grey blue and that he wore glasses.  He played somewhat hesitantly, but with a air of determined concentration as he pumped the organ vigorously which seemed to increase the color in his cheeks.”

“I do not mean to imply this indicated any profound interest in religion or that he was a church member, but in those days it was something to do on a Sunday evening and a way to get acquainted with the young people of the neighborhood.  Sometimes Dwight's blind uncle, known to everyone as Uncle Jake, would attend the church service.  Uncle Jake was a beloved person in the Elm Park addition, always neat in appearance, distinguished by a closely trimmed white beard and black glasses, tapping his way along the way.  Years and years later when I saw Dwight as an old man, I thought I was seeing Uncle Jake again.”

Among the Lincoln High classmates Dwight remembered in his handwritten notes are: “Chick Rightez (later at Iowa City); Frank Fowler, Cable Jackson; Carolyn Reed and her daughter, Betty Reed Mallot; singers Josephine and Forrest; Georgia Adams; Mary Helen Allensworth (married Dr. Harry Flansburg); Gladys and Zora Schaupp (and brother Roscoe); Nina Baker (later principal of a Lincoln school); and Melvin Van Denbark, who lived at 29th and Randolph.”

The summer of 1915, Dwight and Uncle Jake took a walking trip from Lincoln to Lewiston, some eighty miles, in three days.  “Some lifts in wagons, and meals and overnight at Uncle Jake's friends.”  Atwood Clemens, who raved about how much Hollis looked like Rudolph Valentino, said that the older Kirsch boys would never have done such a thing as go on a walking tour.  “They were out-going, athletic. Dwight was different from the other boys and going with an old gentleman would suit him.  They had a dear little mother, just darling, tiny, that's where Dwight got his size.  There were beautiful daughters, just gorgeous.  I knew Bess and she took care of Uncle Jake after Mr. Kirsch died.”

The walking trip left a lasting impression on Dwight and he often spoke of it to me in his later years.  The experience of helping a blind man find his way over country roads and through small towns reinforced his conscientious nature and his growing skills in observation.  Nebraska had few paved roads in those days, and the summers can range from hot and humid to rainy and windy, but there was no word of complaint concerning the trip, only fond memories.  Indeed, he spent a lifetime of traveling without dwelling on the frequent hardships that occurred.

“I graduated from Lincoln High School in 1915 (age 16). As a student at the University of Nebraska my first art instruction was from teachers Sara S. Hayden, Louise E. Mundy (watercolor and design), Blanche C. Grant (a one-eyed art history teacher), William F. Dann and Gertrude Moore art appreciation and later art history.”  (Miss Moore also taught Greek and Latin and when she began to teach art history, there were no textbooks on the subject until the one written by Gardner was published.  She collected hundreds of photographs and slides of art to show her students, and gathered every other scrap of information she could about artists, even a few slightly off-color or witty stories.  Her knowledge of Bible associations with art, how the early church, popes, and the wealthy, patronized and influenced art, was vast, and we were fortunate to have been in her classes the last years she taught at the university.)

Leonard Theissen was an early student at the university.  In 1982 he told me “at that time (early 1920's) all the visual art classes, at least most of them, were held on the top floor of the old library building, which I believe now is the architecture building.  There was a large sky-lighted gallery in that building and the classes were all held in that gallery and they had little dividers that made for some privacy.  There were classes taught by Louise Mundy over at the Temple Theater on the top floor of that building (that top floor vibrated as if it were alive when we had band practice there in the mid-forties).”

Theissen didn't remember live models, however, Ruth Whitmore Folsom was an earlier student and she recalled having them.  She also mentioned going outside, “we used to do trees and things, I'm not an artist, I just took it because it sounded like it would be interesting, but I had no idea of ever going very far in art, just enough to have fun with. I was glad I was able to do the backgrounds for the Living Pictures (Nebraska Art Association shows) but that didn't take any great talent.”

Florence Maryott told me “we were all up in the art department, I certainly wasn't a gifted artist, but I can tell you how Dwight used to laugh.  We had to drag out easels up to the attic and I always used to drop mine, and I made a thunderous clatter and Dwight would say, ‘Florence dropped her easel,’ with a laugh that was almost musical.  A laugh that enveloped you with sheer joy!”

Dwight continues, “fellow students were Howard Greer, who became a noted fashion designer (Dwight arranged a show for him in the 1940's at Morrill Hall, and I was enchanted with his voguish drawings and paintings of elegant ladies wearing his gown and dress designs); Enold Bahl, who later became a flyer friend of Charles Lindbergh; Aaron Douglas from Topeka, Kansas, who later moved to New York at Sugar Hill (Douglas was the only black student in his class, was a member of the university Art Club and a ground-breaker for the development of African-American art in this country); Freda Stuff (she taught me design in the mid-forties); Sarah Appeson; Cynthia Thomas; Marguerite McFee; Marguerite Polk; True Gingery Rogers; and Sarah Ladd, who later became active in the Nebraska Art Association.”

“Special friends and neighbors included Herb Yenne; the Mills sisters Eva and Leona (Tony) and sometimes their sister, Adah; Margaret and Mary Noble; Gertrude Moore and her nieces; Freda and Grace Stuff.”

The Maryotts were great friends, and Florence and Alma Maryott told me that, “Dwight and Tony Mills went together for years.  She taught English and her sister, Eva, taught home economics.  They had spells of going places, and they would go just as far as their money would take them and get a job.  One summer they went to China and they got jobs teaching in high school.  Eva was taken with sleeping sickness and was never well after that. They stayed about a year until they had enough money to come home.  Another time they went to Alaska and taught for a year.  Tony said she was going to do everything she wanted to do until she retired and then she was going to find a man with a lot of money and marry him, and that's just what she did.”  Willa Cather, in her 1922 novel “One Of Ours,” tells about two sisters going to China. One wonders if she was inspired by the Mills sisters.  Dwight said he knew Cather's sister at the university and no doubt she also knew the Mills sisters.

Marjorie Stuff said “I have a vivid memory of Dwight as a member of the ‘Demon’ bunch.  By this time I suppose he was in university.  The ‘Demon’ bunch was composed largely of girls who lived in the neighborhood, and my aunt, Gertrude Moore, who was somewhat older than the others, but enjoyed by all since she was an exceptionally good cook and had a sharp wit and a keen sense of humor.  As I recall there were no other boys, but Dwight did not seem to mind being the only male.  They had no set meeting time, but got together as the spirit moved them for potluck supper and an evening of playing Demon.  If you know the game, the players sit around a large table.  Each player has a deck of cards and what follows is similar to solitaire, only all players build up the center piles.  I was considerably younger, but when the bunch came to our house I was invited to “sit in” and play.  There was a constant crossfire of humorous comments and witticisms until the first person shouted ‘Demon!’  It was a noisy, merry evening enjoyed without alcohol or drugs.”

“In the early 1920's, Dwight spent considerable time with our family at our summer cabin on Pelican Lake, near Brainard, Minnesota.  I think some members of his family were at the lake, too.  My mother's birthday on August 23rd was usually celebrated at the lake with a fish dinner and home made cake and ice cream or blueberry pie.  I was about 15 or 16 and had baked the birthday cake.  Dwight came along and volunteered his services for decorating the cake.  

However, temperamentally, we were never meant to be collaborators.  I grew impatient with his rather unorthodox methods and technique and I recall saying, ‘Well, Dwight Kirsch if you want to do it that way, you can just finish it all by yourself!’ and stormed out of the kitchen.  Unfortunately I cannot recall what the cake looked like in the end, but I am sure we ate it.”

“At that time I was in a rather pudgy state of adolescence and Dwight called me ‘powerful Katrinka’ after a strong-armed cartoon character of the day.  One day shortly after the cake episode we were in the woods, perhaps gathering blueberries or hiking for the mail.  I knew the trails better than he did.  That evening at supper he accused me of trying to lose him in the woods in revenge for my irritation over the birthday cake.  The following Christmas, he painted boxes for most of the “Demon” group.  The older girls had miniature treasure chests with elaborate allegorical creatures and flowers of fantasy.  Mine was round with a dull silver or aluminum paint background.  The design was a narrative of a powerful cave woman dragging a frightened boy into dark and dismal woods.  I had it for years.”  (Tiny photographs of the boxes are in the collection he left.)

The student years at the University of Nebraska were productive, scholarly, and great fun for Dwight.  “I studied French all four years under Elizabeth Reese and department head, Clara Conklin.  English readers and instructors included F.A. Stuff; Gertrude Moore; R.D.Scott; Lowry Wimberly; Orin Stepanek; and Olivia Pound (her brother, Roscoe, was Dean of the Law College).  Later, Mamie Merideth of that department became a good friend; zoology with Dr. Oliver Wollcott; history, Clifford Hicks; geology and museum, Edwin H. Barbour; Hartley Burr Alexander, philosophy; botany, Charles E. Bessey; and later Raymond Pool.”  Dwight also studied chemistry, and he later used it to concoct his dyes and stains.

Paul H. Grummann was head of the School of Fine Arts.  He had taught German but when a Nebraska law was passed during World War 1 forbidding the teaching of German in public schools, he taught dramatics, and was then appointed to his art position.

Dwight flourished in the art department and he used his talents by contributing cartoons to the “Awgwan,” which, according to a 1922 “Cornhusker,” was “one of the best and breeziest college comic magazines in the country.”  It is published by Sigma Delta Chi, an honorary journalism fraternity, and also by the student yearbook “Cornhusker.”  He was a member of the Kosmet Club and worked on their annual theatrical productions.  Dwight belonged to the local art honorary, Alpha Rho Tau, and was one of its first presidents.  He also did stage set designs for the drama department.  These early collaborations resulted in a life-long interest in the theater and lively arts.

It is fascinating to compare his early “Cornhusker” illustrations with the later ones.  In Ruth Folsom's 1916 book, Dwight's drawings were good, but showed his immaturity.  Not only that, but the School of Fine Arts, organized in 1912 to include art, dramatic literature, music, architecture, drawing and painting, was never mentioned.  His later drawings, by 1919, were more skillfully rendered, an easily discerned improvement.  He did student teaching during his junior and senior years, teaching night classes with such students as Mr. Speidel, and Marguerite Klinker, a piano teacher.  Gladys Lux, who later helped form the art department at Nebraska Wesleyan University in Lincoln, was also one of his students.

One day Dwight astonished his friends in 1918 by joining the Student Army Training Corps. The Maryott sisters said “when he turned up at our house with his army-issue coat draped around his slight body and dragging on the ground, he looked like something out of a comic strip, Sad Sack perhaps.  His mother had died that year of cancer, and perhaps the good food served to the S.A.T.C. boys helped his grief.”  He told me in later years that “the eats were great,” and he mentioned a special S.A.T.C. friend, Jefferson Machamer.  Three months after he joined, the war was over and he received an honorable discharge.  Toward the end of his life, that discharge paper would prove to be worth pure gold.

The Maryotts told me “he was at such loose ends.  He was always kind of a mother's boy. He was close to his sister Pat, who died a few years after his mother, and my mother, called ‘Mother Maryott’ by our friends, took him in.  Mama loved Dwight. He was such a gentle person, so loveable.  He spent a good deal of time with us.  We helped him furnish a little apartment,” which Marjorie Stuff said was “in a large white house at the corner of 28th and O.  It was called the Mossman Place.  Dwight had the third floor with several dormers, which provided alcoves.  It was before the trend of remodeling old homes into apartments, and I am not sure what cooking facilities, if any, it had.  His friends contributed to setting him up.  In our home a pierced brass dome light had hung above our dining table.  It had been replaced by a chandelier.  Somehow Dwight learned that mother was disposing of it, so he carted it off to his loft and converted it into a very interesting lighting accessory.  He used floor cushions before they came into vogue commercially, and through various other clever arrangements created a kind of Middle Eastern decor.”  His friends did not seem to know whether he was unwelcome in his family after the death of his mother, or if he simply wished to be independent.

What is certain, Dwight's young age, or his many campus activities, did not prevent his distinguishing himself scholastically because he was elected to Phi Beta Kappa.  In fact, the only area in which he seemed to be totally inept was physical education, and he just barely passed.

The Maryott's described their social life.  “We used to have fun, we'd all get together and take something with us and have supper.  Every summer when we were going to school, we used to spend time at Blackbird Hill on the Indian Reservation at Macy, Nebraska, near Walthill.  Our father was in business up there.  We had a great big old house and Dwight, Herb Yenne, and the two Mills sisters used to come up and spend a week or so.  We'd just cook like crazy before they'd come.  You wouldn't believe how those boys ate, especially sweet stuff.  Dwight was batching and didn't do a lot of that kind of cooking and we even found cookies under his bed when he left.  I remember one summer I made twenty-five dozen cookies.  They ate them all.  Of course there was nothing up there except my father's business, so we had to make our own fun.  The natives thought we were a bunch of hooligans because we did lots of crazy things.”  Old photographs taken by Dwight record some of the natives with the “hooligans” dressed in funny, crude costumes.

“One night we decided to stay up all night just because we never had.  A friend of our parents, who was at the house that night, decided he would stay with us.  His wife was gone and he was our parents' age.  It was getting along about 3 o'clock in the morning and he said ‘let's go over to my house.’  I said O.K., so we all piled in his car and on the way to his place it rained.  We didn't want to get the carpets dirty so we all took off our shoes, and it was a little bit of a town where they turned off the power at midnight, and we danced by candle or lantern light until morning.  I think the neighbors thought he was having a wild party, and we got home just in time for breakfast.”

“Our house in Lincoln had a large upstairs room similar to a dormitory, and in the morning Mother Maryott would call up the stairs ‘how many are up there?’ She'd get a count and then she'd start making biscuits.  She had a great big pan that would just fit in the coal range oven, they'd be this high and wouldn't last ten minutes.”

The friendship with the “Demon” bunch continued, though there were interruptions while Dwight finished his education and apprenticeships. He graduated from the university at age twenty, having served on the commencement exercises committee, and had gone as far as he could with his art education in Nebraska.  His teacher, Louise Mundy, had received advanced art training in Chicago; Sara Hayden studied at the Chicago Art Institute and with artists in New York; fellow student, Aaron Douglas studied in New York with Fritz Winold Reiss, at the Barnes Foundation outside Philadelphia, and in Paris.  Therefore, it was natural for Dwight to go to New York, where he roomed with his brother, Hollis at the Alpha Sigma Phi house on 113th Street, to begin another phase of his life in art.
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