Chapter 26
“Cats: D. Peterson, P. Patrick, Classes, Hospital”

Most of the time while we were growing up, John had a cat, so it was not a surprise to learn they again had one.  Dorothy Peterson said, “Some kind friend gave the Kirsches a Siamese kitten.  They enjoyed the care and affection they got from, and gave, the beautiful little animal.  Dwight sketched it in ink, and they called her Sumi.  We all sketched her.  Then someone made a great mistake and gave them another kitten, a male Himalayan they called Maximillian - Maxie for short.  Before long, some of us were sketching six cats!  My painting was of Maxie and the four part Siamese kittens cuddled on a pieced wool comforter.”

“Since it takes immaculate housekeeping to keep a house odor-free with only one indoor cat, anyone could foretell disaster; for they practically ignored housecleaning.  They had been able to slide by with a smallest amount of the housekeeping they thought was worth bothering with.  They had more creative interests.  The house was well designed to need a minimum of care.  But by the time of the entrance of the cats, the men were no longer hiring a woman to come in and clean; they were saving money, and had more privacy by doing their own cleaning.”

I bought cleaning supplies and tried to tidy up after John's funeral - the old refrigerator, with the insulation falling out of the freezer unit, that made such odd noises that Dwight said it “talked,” was a challenge, and I wasn't keen on eating any food in it.

That next year Kelly ran in the Drake Relays for the Air Force Academy.  We stopped to see Dwight and were bowled over by the cat odor in the house.  It was so awful that we could smell it all the way home to Omaha and even taste it.  After twenty-odd years, I can still “smell” it.  Fred continued to call when he went through Des Moines, but usually Dwight suggested they meet at a restaurant instead of the house.  One of the last times Fred visited Dwight at home, he found him sitting in his chair drinking beer, smoking his pipe, and staring at the snowy, no-picture TV screen, in kind of a stupor.

Peggy Patrick remembered, “When I took Dwight to the grocery store, he would fill his cart with leeks, cat food and beer.”  One of Pat Dinnen's boys was over to the house helping one day and saw Dwight feed his cats, then lick the spoon after he scraped the can!

In 1974, a wonderful event occurred for Dwight.  He was honored by a joint exhibit at the Des Moines Art Center and the Sheldon Gallery in Lincoln called “The Kirsch Years,” a celebration of his 75th birthday!  The Kellys and Brenda drove to Lincoln from Atkinson, and I went over from Omaha for the opening on February 24th.  My mother worried that Dwight wouldn't have on a clean shirt and tie, however, he looked fine - a slightly disheveled suit with a nearly clean red tie, and of course, his black beret.

Looking back, it is funny, my mother worrying about him in Lincoln, while Peggy Patrick worried about the same thing in Des Moines - that he wouldn't have on a clean white shirt.  She said, “He was a little crumpled, but Dwight always had a sort of crumpled look so that wasn't too bad, and it was a lovely day, and he did remember everyone (his mind was sharp).  I offered to drive him to Lincoln and Mary Mattern chose to go along.  By this time both of them were slightly hard of hearing, and what with the roar of the car motor and so on, and the two of them talking constantly and concurrently the entire way over and the entire way back, they got increasingly incensed with each other because, one was not listening to the other, neither of them aware that the other was talking, tho it was a perfectly delightful experience, it was one of the longest days I have ever spent in my entire life. . but the incredible tales that they told, the people who'd crossed their paths, the artists they knew, the students they influenced, the mark they left on two museums, it was truly a remarkable day.”

The “Kirsch Years, 1936-1958.  A Testimonial Exhibition” was an assemblage of the paintings and sculptures from the permanent collections of the two museums during the time Dwight was there.  The exhibition catalogue states: “Mr. Kirsch served both institutions at a point in their respective histories when the foundations of acquisition policy were being laid and it is evident that they were well laid.  Mr. Kirsch presided over part of this transition in both museums.  It is hard for us to remember the shock waves, which resulted from the acquisition of paintings by Hartley, Kuniyoshi and Marin, but we are now grateful for these paintings.  They are the sounding board against which our current acquisitions are tested.  That they do not diminish in their resonance is evidence of how well they were chosen.  In both cases, his knowledge and taste are conspicuously evident, a matter for our continuous appreciation and congratulations to him on the occasion of his seventy-fifth birthday.  James T. Demetrion, Director, Des Moines Art Center; Norman A. Geske, Director, University of Nebraska Art Galleries.”

In a letter to me, Dwight wrote, “Thought you might like to have the enclosed clipping from the Des Moines Register.  It is a beautiful show - ends here February 10.  Some items will not go to Lincoln - large Goya oil and Rodin sculpture and only 2 of my own pictures (6 are shown here).  They also include some 30 of the Truby Kelly Kirsch collection. . including one of John's and a watercolor by Truby (these will not go to Lincoln).  Opening at Lincoln on February 24 (a Sunday) in early p.m.  I hope to be there and hope you can, too.   Love, DK.”

Mabel Eiseley wrote Dwight February 6, 1974, “Dear Dwight, Mary Mattern sent us one of the announcements of ‘your’ show at Des Moines and Lincoln, and she also wrote us to say that the show is very very beautiful and that it demonstrates for all time what your contributions to the two institutions have been.  How I would have loved to see it.  I remember how skillfully you worked at Nebraska to get the authorities to buy the right things for the collections and with what finesse - you arranged for the exhibitions.”

“As I'm sure I've told you before I feel that I owe you a great debt of gratitude, for you opened so many windows for me.  Working with you was a joy which I shall never forget.”

“We go along as usual.  I have leisure now, but Loren is as busy as ever.  He hopes to continue until 70, and if his health continues to be satisfactory I'm sure he will.  He is as intellectually eager as ever, and gets excited about new ideas and insights.  His poetry has been going well and he has been giving some readings here and there.  I do not go with him on his trips for they are generally one-night stands and I would only be an impediment on such frenzied journeys as he often makes.  But he always telephones me on arrival, and sometimes afterwards, to let me know how things have gone.  This I appreciate since it is always something of a worry to have him start out on one of these trips so fraught with transportation and other uncertainties.”

“As far as you're concerned I'm sure you're still busy too with your painting and lectures.  This reminds me to tell you how frequently your sandhill painting, which hangs in our living room, is admired.  Most recent of the admirers were Patrick Young, science writer for the National Observer, and his wife, who came to interview Loren.  I don't know whether you saw the article or not - it was in the Jan. 26th issue of the Observer. . Loren is (and I am too) also very fond of the pastel of the seashells, which you gave us.  We treasure your work and glow with pride when it is admired.”

“You may not know that Agatha Bell remarried.  My first reaction was, how could she!  But I do understand her loneliness.  She is going to California to live.  We have not met her husband but a mutual friend tells us he is a ‘nice guy.’  More important - Spike's work was shown at the Museum of the City of New York (5th Ave. at 103rd St.) and the exhibition aroused a good deal of favorable attention, including a notice in the New Yorker (‘Talk of the Town, Nov.26, 1973’).  Agatha is going to continue to push Spike's work and is going to change galleries.  Apparently Antoinette Kraushaar did little or nothing for Spike.  The new gallery will be Hammer-Knoedler and I believe there is to be a big “opening” of the Bell show sometime in the early fall. . The New Yorker mentioned Spike's paintings as memorializing a “vanished city.”  I remember that you once said his work would be important historically.  We own two of his things which we love.  And we loved him.  Our love to you.  We think of you very often, warmly, Mabel.”

During that cold winter, Dwight called me one day to tell me that his sister Bess had died and would I meet him in Lincoln for the services?  He had arranged only a simple graveside ceremony at Wyuka Cemetery in the Kirsch family plot.  I remember noticing Dwight's mother's name on her headstone, “Lovie Gifford Kirsch,” and Dwight said “my grandparents were so much in love that they gave my mother the name Lovie when she was born.”  Aunt Bess had been in the nursing home for a number of years, and earlier had been in and out of a mental institution.  Dwight had cared for her and must have felt both sad yet relieved at her death.  She had an unfortunate early marriage, spent the best years of her life while she was still very attractive caring for Uncle Jake.  Then she had thick dark hair, sparkling brown eyes and beautiful white skin, yet it appeared she had no chance for a life of her own. There was never a word of complaint.  

After we parted, it did not cross my mind that it would be two years before seeing Dwight.  Fred's parents had both died, and we decided to leave Omaha's climate and move to Canon City, Colorado.  We were baffled at what we could do about Dwight - but couldn't very well interfere, after all, he was not an uncle by blood, his mind was good, and he was strong-willed concerning his preferred life-style.  We did nothing but send him our new address.

Dorothy Peterson commented, “After John was gone, things were even more difficult for Dwight; yet even more he held on to his privacy.  We knew he saw he could no longer ignore the task of housekeeping.  Yet it seemed he didn't have energy or money to do something about it, and he was embarrassed at having us see the situation any more, even though the group had dwindled down to the old faithful.  After we took a bunch of garbage bags one day, wanting to help take out to the street some of the sacks of garbage and cat litter that were stacking up on the stairs, he said ‘No.  Just leave the bags.’”

“We were not surprised when he called early in 1974 and said he was going to have classes at Whittier School.  “There are too many complications to have them at home.”

“He could not drive his car anymore.  We were glad of that, for his fenders were all dented and crumpled, and we feared that his luck would run out some day when he would be looking at the sunset or the clouds instead of where he was going in the parking lot.  So we made a schedule for taking turns to get him to and from Whittier School.”

“After that summer of 1973, never would he invite us, or anyone else to my knowledge, into the house.  Not even when it was my turn to take him home one day from Whittier, after he had a fainting spell in class, in March 1975.  He refused in insistent terms (the only time he was really cross) to go to the hospital to be checked.  He said he hadn't had much sleep, for he was up in the night trying to get his furnace to work, and he got cold.  So I asked a man in the class to follow me, to be sure I wouldn't have an emergency.  Dwight would not let us go in with him, said he was OK, and promised to call us that night and the next morning.”

“Later, I called his neighbors, two young men who were friendly with him, and asked if they would help us check on Dwight.  They said they had been taking him to the grocery, except for times he took a taxi.  But he would never let them carry things in for him.  ‘Just leave them at the door and I'll take care of them.’  They said they wanted to help him in any way, but did not want to affront the man's dignity by forcing their help on him.  They took my number to call if they noticed anything wrong.  They did not call, and things seemed to be as usual.  Since Dwight had always been jealous of his privacy, this was not untypical.”

“Most people did not know of the cat situation.  So Dwight was getting a reputation of becoming a recluse, and unsocial.  That was not the case.  He finished out both Spring and Fall classes at Whittier in 1974 and 1975 in friendly good spirits as usual, doing interesting demonstrations and good critiques.  However, we guessed it was only in our classes that he was doing creative work.  We feared that watching TV and fixing his meals were taking most of his time and energy.  He seemed older, but a new full white beard accentuated that.  He seemed well, except for a cough.  But he always had a cough, apologizing for it by saying ‘I guess I should give up smoking my pipe, but..’  And then he would try to light it again.  We teased about his smoking more matches than tobacco.  On our last class of the season, on Nov. 7, 1975, we all took special cookies, served coffee, and made it a party.  We said good bye to him, with ‘see you next year.’”

Dorothy Peterson received a call on Saturday, December 20, from a nurse who had been a talented member of their workshop saying, “We have Dwight here in our hospital.”

Peggy Patrick picked up the account.  “That December, it was late on a Friday afternoon - after 4 o'clock, I got a call from the sheriff's office.  The Iowa Power and Light man had gone out to the house and found things in such very bad array that he felt somebody should be called.  The sheriff did go out and Dwight came to the door and said ‘Thank you for being concerned about me, but everything is perfectly all right,’ and went off, but the sheriff knew that things weren't all right, but also there was nothing they could do.”

Investigation showed them that he used to be a director of the very prestigious Des Moines Art Center, and somehow they got my number and called me, as I was someone who knew Dwight.  “There's no heat in the house and we didn't think he's had anything to eat for a long time.  It's cold, and it's going to get down to zero tonight, and we think that he might even not make it through the night if he stays in that house, which is what he wants to do.”

“I said why don't you take him to the hospital, why don't you get him out - why don't you take care of him?  And they said, ‘we can't unless someone commits him.’  It was a very hard hour.  I tried to reach my attorney.  I couldn't, I didn't know what kind of legal things to do. . by this time I am divorced, by this time I'm by myself, and I knew that my acts are only accountable to myself.  But I wanted to know what I should do, and I couldn't reach anyone, so I knew I had to make a decision and so they said to me, “we'll stay down here 20 more minutes if you can get down, it was after 5 o'clock.  So I went down to the courthouse.  The legal work for what I did was to commit Dwight to Broadlawns Mental Institute Health Care Unit. . I don't like the word ‘committed’ it sounds like a punishment.  What I did know now was to give him the opportunity to live that last part of his life out with dignity and grace.”

Dwight had been burning furniture and wood paneling in the fireplace to keep warm.  He had frostbite on his hands and feet and probably would not have lived more than a few hours.  It is obvious he was suffering from hypothermia, and in that state people can do crazy things, without proper food and warmth, one loses touch with reality.  In this situation, even an intelligent man like Dwight had no sense of lucidity.

Dorothy Peterson continued the story, “On Sunday, as I was getting ready to go to see him, Dwight called me and asked if I would do some little calling jobs for him, such as cancelling his Register and Tribune newspapers. . He said,  “I am pleased with the hospital.  The doctors have been giving me good tests for heart, and everything else; the food is good and I have a clean room, it is a pleasant place and the nurses give me good care.”

“When I told him I was ready to go to see him, he said ‘No, if you do those things for me you don't need to come today.’  I smiled to myself.  He was back in charge!”

“Broadlawns loved him. . he did portraits of patients, portraits of the staff, they adored him,” according to Peggy.  “There are things that Dwight did that I'm sure are still hanging there.  And nurses and patients, and people he helped by simply being there.  And during that time (10 weeks) he pulled himself together, and he knew that there was a reason to go on.  Art supplies were gotten for him, contacts were gently made with the outside world.”

During this same time, because of a crisis in our family, our daughter, Wendy, and I were temporarily back in Omaha so she could finish high school.  I found a job with Gary Goldstein's architectural firm working on the tornado-damaged Temple Israel.  We hadn't heard from Dwight at Christmas time, or even New Year's, which is when he usually sent one of his hand-done cards.

Something told me things were not right with him and I called from work.  His phone had been disconnected.  The only other place I knew to call was the art center, hoping someone there would still know about him.  Luckily, Peggy was there.  Dwight had lost our Colorado address; they had been searching, but couldn't find me! 

After leaving the office in tears, I drove over to Des Moines, I think Wendy stayed with a friend or her brother, Mark.  So much had happened to us since that September, that this was overwhelming.  My mother was in the Good Samaritan Home in Atkinson and then my Uncle Dwight! They say things happen in threes and this was the third!

By the time I got there in January, Peggy had hired two responsible young men to clean out the house and save art objects and other things of value.  She told of going into the house, and afterward had to see a doctor for burns on her face from the urea fumes from the cats.  The men who cleaned had to wear respirator masks and protective clothing.  They hauled out over thirty truckloads of beer cans and other rubbish.  The Humane Society tried to round up the cats and lost count at about thirty-three.  They had used the entire house as their litter box.

I went over to the house and found John's “Mother and Child” apricot wood sculpture just outside the front door, which had been left unlocked.  I was told it was of no value because of its condition, I said nothing but felt otherwise.  Apricot wood is dense and whatever oil John had used for finish, after the ravages of cats and weather there was no lasting harm, though it did require a good share of elbow grease and fresh air to eliminate the obvious. With great difficulty I lifted my precious cargo into the trunk of my car.  “Mother and Child” now seem content to rest on our buffet.  Our Colorado climate suits it after a careful application of pure beeswax.

I looked in the kitchen cupboards and drawers and found Aunt Truby's ribbed, clear, Depression glass plates, and her silver plate flatware.  The sterling silver bowl given to Dwight by the Nebraska Art Association was on the counter, black with tarnish.

In the master bedroom, I knew where Aunt Truby had kept her jewelry.  Yes, her things were resting in the partially hidden drawer under the top of her dressing table, untouched by the cats - her diamond ring; her onyx and silver Mexican broach and earrings; her copper/brass pin from a crafts-person at the art center; one Phi Beta Kappa key; Delta Phi Delta pins and keys; her college sorority pin; Dwight’s black Kosmet Club pin; Aunt Bess's diamond ring; etc.  (The seven pins and four keys were mounted on a hand woven, wool upholstery sample and framed for him for a special event.  He apparently did not care for the frame color and later repainted it, but typically said nothing.  I smile when I look at it.)

At Peggy's house, in her basement, I went through piles of Dwight's papers and paintings, and in the shuffle, while sifting through a box I found a discharge paper from the United States Army, 1918!  Dwight in the army?  Peggy and I could hardly believe our eyes.  Of all people, who would have thought of him in a uniform, or holding a gun!  At first we didn't realize he had been in the service just as a student, but when we told him about it, he said yes, he had been in the Student Army Training Corps in the university, and remembered “the eats were good.”  That piece of paper counted!

I took some of Dwight's things to Atkinson for safekeeping, checked on my mother who was recovering from a stroke and heart attack, and soon returned to Canon City with Wendy.  I had finished my work on the temple and Wendy finished her high school through the University of Nebraska Extension Division.

Dwight's own relatives, for one reason or another, could not, or would not take responsibility for him.  We knew Peggy should not have that burden.  Fred and I agreed to try and have him live near us.  We wondered what we might be getting into!

A new Veteran's Nursing Home was nearly finished near Florence, Colorado, just ten or twelve miles from Canon City and a friend and I had driven over for the groundbreaking ceremony.  It was to open that winter, and would be a perfect place for Dwight to live, if they would accept someone from out of the state, and if he agreed.  I filled out an application, was interviewed, and anxiously awaited an answer.  Major Moore, USMC ret., helped us. Yes, they would take him!  I asked for a private room, knowing he required privacy, and he was assigned one near the reception area, boardroom and front office.

In the meantime, Peggy was still his conservator.  She had found unpaid bills, uncashed checks, including those from Social Security and no doubt a dividend check from the GTE stock Cousin Millie left him, etc.  In her letter to Norman and Jane Geske, Peggy wrote, “It's time I gave you a progress report on Dwight.  I have been so involved being ‘mother’ for the past months that there has been no time to post you.  We have made progress, however, and on all fronts!”

“Physically he is worlds better!  Frostbite under control, 15 pounds heavier, clean, eating, etc.  Even have had the beard and hair (both white/gray) trimmed and at his request!  He's sketching & painting again!  He left the hospital 2 days ago (February 20, 1976) and I just put him on a plane to Colorado where he will visit his favorite niece, JoAnn Alexander, and look over the retirement situation there.  I have sold the house, am still weeding through the salvageable art works (much was not - never trust some thirty cats!).  He willingly (actually relievedly) made me legal conservator so I have some basis on which to operate.  The story will have a happy ending!  Mentally he is very sharp!  Only this house situation is blocked out. . Will let you know if he decides to stay there or if I go on a hunt up here!  Peggy Patrick.”
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