Chapter 27
“Colorado: 1976-1981; Travels, Painting, Death”

During the few weeks he stayed with us in February, 1976, Dwight wrote, “Dear Marguerite, I was delighted to get your note - don't know how you managed to trace me down, I suppose through the D.M. Art Center.  Peggy Patrick has been a big help to me, and has been court-appointed as my “conservator.”  That includes selling my house in D.M.  There has been a bid, but the deal has not gone through.”

“I flew from D.M. to Colorado Springs last Thursday.  JoAnn and her husband, Fred, met me at the airport and drove me here - about an hour's drive.  You probably have been through Canon City on your way to Santa Fe and Taos years ago.”

“The Alexanders built a nice modern house here over a year ago, designed by George Haecker of Lincoln - but a lot of JoAnn's ideas went into it.  I am doing some art projects here, some experiments with native materials that JoAnn is helping to do.”

“I did a lot of pictures at the hospital in D.M.  Nurses and art friends brought me art supplies.  I worked mostly in pastel and charcoal, sprayed with fixative.  I did portraits of patients and nurses, flower studies - then got into watercolors and acrylics, working from memory of Hawaii, Bali, Japan..”

“Now, as to the future.  I had thought of going on to Tuscon, where Lyda Dell Burry Sigler and Don and their daughter, Dottie, have moved, from Hannibal, Mo. - until April or May.”

“Meanwhile a new U.S. Veterans' Nursing home has opened up near here, so they made a tentative application for me.  There are more restrictions there than I like; but I may try it out for a month anyhow.  After all, I would not be isolated.  Besides JoAnn and Fred and daughter Wendy (the 2 older boys are away elsewhere), I have Truby's older brother and his 2 sons (Eric and Todd Kelly) and their families who have ranches not far away.  I'll try to let you know what transpires.  With love, Dwight.”

In his February 25th letter to Dorothy Peterson, he wrote from Canon City, “Dear Dorothy, My plane trip to Colorado was right on schedule.  JoAnn and her husband Fred met me at the airport in Colo. springs then we drove here - about an hour's ride.  Canon city is in the foothills.  Pike's peak is barely visible from the outskirts; and to the west, mountains of the Sangre de Cristo range.”

“We have been on several interesting drives, including those out to ranch homes of my other relatives-in-law, my brother-in-law, his two sons and their families.”

“JoAnn and I are also getting into some art projects with natural materials.  Stains (including some from wilted red carnations, and from black walnut hulls).  Also some mixtures from red earth, of which there is a lot along the roads nearby, & leaf prints.  I have been doing some work in pastel & charcoal, a colorful dried flower bouquet that JoAnn fixed; and smaller pictures from memory, of mountains and clouds.”

“We had some snow here the morning after I came.  They had more farther north and on the western slope of the mountains. . Now as to what I do next.  We have investigated the U.S. Veterans' Nursing home. . My relatives could come to see me any time as they have no special visiting hours, as Broadlawns does.  With my best to all, Dwight K.”

To Lynn Trank, he wrote on March 27, 1976, “Dear Lynn, Twas mighty glad I was to get your letter, about two weeks ago, and it brought me luck, too, as you will read below.”

“Between you and Marguerite, I have had more letters, etc. from Tom McClure, a broadside from his gallery in Chicago, and a good hand-written note from Kady Faulkner, still living in an apartment overlooking the lake, with a woman friend.”

“Since March first I have been living in a new place, which may be my ‘home’ for some time.  It is a Colorado State Veteran's Nursing Home (I'll give full name and address at end of this letter).  This is about 12 miles from my niece's home in Canon City.  This is a modern building, all on one floor, meant to house about 120 ‘patients’ - but as yet only some 50 people, four women, and the rest men.  Most of them are pitiful - only about 8 or 10 walk without a cane or wheel chair.  They really need care of nurses and doctors, which they get.  Also beds, laundry, meals, etc.  It is a pretty good deal, only $240 per month, which is less than my Social Security check per month.”

“Because the place was not nearly full, I got one of the four single rooms - most of them have two beds each, with lavatory and adjoining toilet.  My room is near the main entrance, with a lounge, where I can smoke my pipe (but not in my room), and read, or write letters.  There are color T.V. sets.”

“My room has good light and lots of wall space, where I can tape up my pictures to study them.  While I did portraits and flower studies in the Des Moines hospital, I have not done any here; but mostly things from memory and imagination.  Especially from memories of things seen on good trips I've taken with my niece and nephew. . mountains, cliffs, clouds, trees and interesting effects of color and light.  Lately, my pictures have taken a turn toward more abstract, decorative, ‘designey’ expressions.”

“The most exciting and productive art-wise, was a 35 mile trip to the little town of Westcliffe - at the foot of part of the Sangre de Cristo Range.  There the mountains were snow-covered, with blowing snow on the peaks.  I asked my nephew to stop the car on a hilltop with a good view, and so I made a quick sketch with a ballpoint pen on the back of the envelope your letter came in,-delivered to me that day.  From that I have developed three different versions, a pastel on blue-gray toned charcoal paper, a watercolor, and a large vertical on thin Japanese paper (same as the sketch I am enclosing) - in sumi and some acrylic white.”  (The large vertical painting has been gracing our stairwell wall for many years and it is still exciting plus the bonus of good memories of that little ride.  There was no wide turnoff on that road into Westcliffe but when he asked Fred to stop-it was a bit risky.  That happened often with him, but the results were worth every gamble.)

“As I want to keep the original sketch, I made a tracing on Japanese paper in sumi and a little white to send you with my thanks.  I want to get a Polaroid camera so eventually I can photograph some of my pictures to send people.”

“I've been taken on other interesting trips - to Denver some 200 miles (actually about 120), and to Pueblo - only about 35 miles.  I believe Katherine Schwake Stone lives in Denver - also Betty Quinton.  So I'll try to get in touch with them if we go to Denver again.  With my best to y'all.  As ever, Dwight K.”

An April letter, again to Dorothy, mentions, “art materials are expensive, as I am discovering by buying them myself.  Such as $3.50 for a palette knife for painting.  There are some outlets for exhibiting and selling work here.  One is a new place to open soon - as the store in Canon City where I have been buying art supplies.  They sell on 20% commission, and do framing, too.  The local art association also has an art center gallery where they show and sell work by local artists.”

“Now let me thank you for several things you have sent me.  The address book (with enclosed note) is very handy.  I am adding to it addresses of people who write me.  Among them Anita Wilson.  She is near Denver.  Also got your long, newsy letter - with color photos of my pastels = much better than your first batch.”

“Now I need some more white soft pastels sticks.  If you can find a place to get them.  I'd appreciate it - and would try to reimburse you somehow.  I did buy a small box of Grumbacher pastels - but with only one stick of white. . With my best to you and to friends of mine you may see.  Dwight K.”

The store he mentioned was probably Art Works, a small, charming gallery/shop owned by Cara Donovan and Kathryn Adams from 1977-1980.  Dwight had shown some of his work there, because when a tragic fire destroyed their place, including all the beautiful art works, Dwight was relieved that none of his things were there.  Since she is an artist, Cara was especially interested in Dwight’s work when he was alive.

That April, I talked to the editor of the local newspaper, and as a result, she drove out to the nursing home and interviewed Dwight.  He wrote to Dorothy and Marguerite telling them about the same news, “The enclosed clipping shows me and some of my work done here - in a pretty good interview.  By coincidence, in the same paper is a story about the frightening thing that happened to JoAnn Alexander, my niece.  I saw her yesterday = she is getting along O.K. and is in good spirits.  She doesn't stay alone or go out alone as yet.  I have seen her since her return from plastic surgery at Colorado Springs. . I think she will make it after all, as she has courage.”  (I was violently attacked and left for dead by an intruder in our home. . was in intensive care, etc.)

“The Alexanders took me on a long trip two weeks ago that provided subject matter, via pencil sketches done on the trip.  From these I have made eight pictures.  This trip was south and west, to the Great Sand Dunes National Monument.  On the way were great views of the west sides of the Sangre de Cristo mts.  About your note of long ago - I did go to Bali for 4 or 5 days in Nov. 1956.  With overnight stops in Jakarta.  In Bali I stayed at the Bali Hotel in Dan Pasar, and had good tours, to see native dances and stunning views -including the high volcanic peak - Gunung Hgung.  I was also invited to lunch at the home of an artist (Belgian), who had married a beautiful Balinese dancer at Aanur Beach.”

Dwight's letters speak for themselves, telling of his activities in and around his new “home” in Florence.  He was a regular visitor in our home, and he especially appreciated joining us for meals - usually on Sundays and holidays.

We began a tradition that endured until his death, the “Great Beer Smuggling Caper!”  I took him two six packs every week, carefully concealed in a brown paper grocery sack.  On leaving, he gave me his empty cans, again carefully hidden.  I am sure the authorities must have known what we were doing, but they said nothing.  He was discrete when he drank them, always covering the can with a cloth, and, since I had never read the rules of the place, I could honestly plead ignorance.  I figured if he managed to live through the cat-pollution in his Des Moines home, two six-packs would probably be good for him and make him happy.  He was often so anxious to drink a can, he would politely “dismiss” me after the delivery.  In fact, we had at that time, a nice but talkative neighbor who would corner people, but Dwight simply turned his back on him when he got bored, and walked away saying nothing.

It was a great day when Peggy Patrick's shipment of Dwight's belongings arrived in Colorado.  It was an enormous task for her - there were paintings, boxes of papers, his mask collection, African figures Loren Eiseley had given him, Mexican dishes, Japanese teapot and cups, sake cups, family albums, etc., and his prized desk.  His room at the nursing home was large enough for the handsome piece (after I spent a few days cleaning off cat residue).  He was especially happy to see the little tempera painting of John, “Lamplight at Quitsea,” his study for “Frost on the Hills,” and a small watercolor of a haystack near Atkinson, and he immediately hung them in his room.

He needed a small portable table for painting, and we found that a TV tray was perfect.  The adjustable bright yellow study lamp was a great help to him, also, and I now use it. 

We usually went on an excursion every week.  I felt it was important for him to get out and about.  There are ample sites that offer artistic inspiration within a radius of 35 miles of Florence/Canon City.  They were delightful little trips.  However, at first I came home sick after inhaling pipe smoke all afternoon.  I didn't have the heart to ask him not to smoke in the car, so I opened the windows, which helped a bit.  Gradually, he got the message and only lit up his pipe when we stopped, which was often.

My one concern was my fear that he could easily fall while taking pictures with his new Polaroid, since he often got perilously close to drop-offs, like Auntie Mame's Beauregard.  His guardian angel must have been looking out for him because my fears were unfounded.

“Florence, Colo., Aug.12, 1976.  Dear Marguerite: Thanks for your newsy letter of August 2.  Since I wrote you last, I've had a 2-week stay in D.M. early June.  Part of the occasion was to attend an outdoor Art Fair June 5th in the park back of the Art Center.  Several of my former students were there to help show and sell some of my pictures - mostly old-timers retrieved from my house, which has been sold.”

“They did fairly well with sales (even at low prices).  The total more than paid for the trip, art supplies, new clothes and I bought a good model of Polaroid Land Camera to take color shots.  There, on trips - I have used instead of sketches; and I also take pictures of my paintings for reference.”

“Now I am getting ready for another plane trip - starting next Sunday, the 15th - 10 days in D.M. and 4 days in Lincoln on the way back.  The special occasion in D.M., August 17th is an honor to be bestowed on me (and) 6 other ‘senior citizens’ for accomplishments and leadership in the Arts.  The affair is sponsored by the Iowa Arts Council and the State Governor.”  (The governor presented him with a large, handsome silver medal attached to a red, white and blue ribbon, which he later wore on special occasions.  In her letter of 1982, Mary Steinberg, a former adult student, said Dwight stayed with them during that trip – “we drove to Johnston north of Des Moines, Pioneer Feed company has a lot of land in this area they use for experimental purposes, maintaining beautiful fields of hybrid corn.”  On his Polaroid shot of the painting “Iowa Corn”, is his notation ‘Aug.’76, Des Moines, completed June 25, ‘81’.  She and Dwight took trips to Iowa State after he had left his ‘Artist-in-Residence’ stint. – “I had to chuckle, we would go into the ‘back’ area, restricted to employees of the college book store, and ‘find’ all these beautiful rice papers, supplies, etc., he knew where to find everything because he had placed the original orders.  The bookstore employees seemed to be completely unaware of his presence, and offered no resistance to his seeking out his own supplies and needs.  It was amusing, he had an air of authority about him and no one questioned it.  I loved it!”)

“I don't expect to be here too long in Sept. after my return.  JoAnn's husband (she's OK now), Fred got a new job in Hutchinson, Kansas - he works on the road selling office equipment and supplies, which he did in Omaha.  I wouldn't want to be here without them near - though I hope to find a good retirement home in Kansas or someplace.  With my best, Dwight.”

Moving to Kansas was out of the question for me, and I regretted having Dwight worry about our uprooting him.  He continued with a later letter, “Your good letter was awaiting me on my arrival back here August 29th.  I addressed and stamped the envelope shortly thereafter.  But I have gone thru a long period of not writing letters until December.”

“I'm still here at the same place!  The Alexanders decided not to move to Kansas.  Fred A. didn't like so much traveling and neither of them liked Kansas.  They already had a lot of their household effects packed, and the house was up for sale.  If it is sold, they might move to Colorado Springs and Fred hopes to get into selling real estate.”

“I still continue to paint a variety of things, largely from Polaroid photos I take, instead of using sketches.  In Lincoln I saw a friend of yours -assistant to Norman Geske - who met you in Turkey or Lebanon?  With my best to you'all, Dwight.”

At first glance, the Canon City/Florence area would appear to be devoid of many cultural activities, however, Dwight soon found that was not true.  Thanks, in part, to Marge Christie, a mover-shaker in art circles in southern Colorado, the Canon City Fine Arts Center was thriving.  Each year they held a juried, statewide Blossom Festival Exhibit.  By a quirk of fate, Marge had attended a workshop lecture in Colorado Springs a number of years earlier (about 1947 we think) on “How to Form a Community Art Center,” and she still had her notes.  The lecturer was Dwight Kirsch!  She respected him, and his work, introduced him to Canon City art people and encouraged him to show his paintings.  Fremont Center for the Arts can boast that it is the oldest, continuously operating art center in the nation.  The 53rd Annual Blossom Festival Art Exhibit was held May 2001.

There was not a lot of money to spend on frames and art supplies at first.  (I even made him a portfolio covered with brown/black/silver wallpaper with twill tape ties.)  We had to wait until I could be appointed conservator because I was spending a good deal of my personal funds on extra “frills.”  But no matter, he was off to a flying start.  

During his years at the Veterans Nursing Home, the activities director and others were helpful in acquiring frames and other materials he used for his pictures.  The Director of Social Services, Katheryn Bair (who later purchased one of his Taos paintings), and many of the nurses admired him and appreciated the many paintings he hung on the corridor walls and they also brought him flowers to paint.  In 1976, Dwight turned out about 78 paintings and the following year, he surpassed that by ten.  His media included water color, sumi, gouache, acrylic (usually white and metallic gold), charcoal, Conte crayon, pastel, and natural stains and dyes, all on various papers including heavy water color paper, charcoal, Japanese and Chinese mulberry, and fabric of linen and unbleached muslin.

His entry for the 1977 Blossom Festival Exhibit was a colorful gouache in a linear/abstract design painted on a piece of antique linen drawn-work tablecloth I gave him.  He called it “Amerindian Echo.”  The design could have been inspired by the pattern in the drawn-work, and the colors he used were unusual for him; vibrant bitter greens, tones of orange and gold, with little jewels of magenta and turquoise.

A month after the 1977 Blossom Exhibit, Marge Christie arranged a one-man show at the Canon City Fine Arts Center, complete with printed invitations which were sent to his friends and former students.  A number of them drove from Colorado towns and cities to see him again - Edgar Britton, and Betty Lamb Quinton and her husband, and many others swarmed through the art center, and our house.  During that time Harry and Dottie Hawthorne, who are still active art patrons in Canon City, invited Dwight and the cream of our local social scene to a lovely party at their home.  He was very gratified and pleased with the attention –loved the ‘refreshments’ and was definitely in his element. 

His sumi demonstration at his show was done in the traditional manner of the artist sitting on a floor mat in front of a roll of rice paper, brushes carefully placed along with the stick of sumi on the small stone reservoir.  His gallery talk was interesting and spiced with observations on style, color, subject matter, of his work; proof that he was still capable, and creative at age 78!  Could anyone ask for more?

When helping students during workshops he would make remarks similar to those of Robert Henri, his old teacher at the Art Students' League, “Never go outdoors to do a painting until you have absorbed all the beauty you can see.  When you are finished looking, then begin your study.  Observe nature to its fullest.  Do not be too clean with yourself and your art materials.  Until you learn to relax and get dirty you can't express yourself.  Study the artists of the past and learn from them.”

He never forced his style on students; instead he worked to bring out their unique talent.  “I hear the tune, now continue and make your painting sing.”  Later, when he saw progress, “it sings!”

Every year he chose at least two pictures for me to have framed for the Blossom Exhibit, and the annual Regional Show.  There was no guarantee a person's art would be chosen by the jury.  However, at least one of his was always picked.  There were about 250 entries in the Blossom show each year, with about 150-160 chosen.

In 1981, Dwight was given a “meritorious award” for a small self-portrait (8” X 10”) done in pastel, charcoal and gouache on watercolor paper.  The prize was $100, a nice compliment for an eighty-two year old.  Along with the check, was a purple rosette ribbon.  I was amused when he toned down the rich purple with paint.  It was just like him to “fix” something with which he was not comfortable; he often went over frames I had selected (like the framed Phi Beta Kappa key, etc.)

My mother warned me early on that I must be careful not to let Dwight take advantage of me.  I knew what she meant and hated to limit myself, but heeded her advice and tried - sometimes with success, to be careful.  It was a huge temptation not to throw myself into doing art with him more than I did.  Our kitchen was already cluttered with infusions of dye made from flowers, cooking walnut hulls, etc.  Ochre paint made from red earth had to be strained (through old panty hose), and mixed with milk - and I soon discovered – oil of cloves, to cut the sour odor.  The red earth came from a little drive to Westcliffe on the Hardscrabble Road. 

Many paintings were done as a result of that favorite jaunt, one of which is a prize.  He loved windmills but one of the most unique was standing alongside the road to Wetmore (which is just a few miles south of the Veterans Nursing Home and on the way to Westcliffe).  It stood tall, and was a bit tattered but the top few feet of the shaft was bent 45 degrees creating a cantilever - the vanes proudly perched at the tip.  Water was pumped by the windmill’s power into a concrete tank for the cattle.  He captured the scene for posterity because that wonderful contraption has since been torn down.

With the permission of the lawyers, I gave myself a small allowance to cover the costs of our rides, lunches, and minor expenses.  It proved to be a wise move because I never resented having to spend time or money on him - indeed, it was a real privilege to be around Dwight.  He was always interesting, never complained, or was cranky.  It bothered him when it was time to repaint the walls of his room, because all his pictures had to come down, but he got over it.

The Polaroid film, and later the film for his Kodak Instamatic, amounted to a considerable, and noticeable expense.  The judge, when he reviewed the conservatorship each year, seemed alarmed until I explained that the film Dwight used was for his work, and was a very good investment.  In addition to his normal picture taking, he often shot a progressive sequence of a painting in progress, as well as shots of finished pictures for study, correction, and for sending to galleries and friends.

Dwight was an avid reader and thanks to the mobile library, he had a good supply of material in addition to a few art books he had me order from the Metropolitan Museum in New York.  He no longer needed glasses, and he re-read many of his favorite classics: James Joyce; Dickens; and mysteries, etc.  He read magazines and clipped interesting pictures, soaked unusual labels off bottles (Japanese beer), and made notes on subject matter he intended to use.  Luckily, his 1956 Orient trip slides had been saved from the cats, and he enjoyed reviewing them and did a few pictures, using them to jog his memory.  Alas, his vast collection of glass slides, which he kept in a case in his bedroom, disappeared.  As Peggy wrote to Norman and Jane Geske, “never trust some thirty cats.”

In 1977, he sent Mabel Eiseley a shot of a self-portrait he had just finished and she replied, “Dear Dwight, It was a joy to receive your letter and photo of your charming self-portrait.  I must say your beard is very becoming - you look most distinguished.  As I study the picture I recognize the Dwight I knew in spite of the beard.  You still look remarkably young.”

“You may be interested in how your friends have borne the years, so I'm enclosing a snap taken over a year ago by no one less then Douglas Faulkner whose under-the-sea photographic books grace many coffee tables.  He came, at his own behest, to take some pictures of Loren, most of which Loren disliked.  The one I'm sending you is not the best of the lot, but the others got away from us.  Loren was released from the U. of P. Hospital March 8. . and was promptly hauled in again on March 14th..”  She went on to describe his illness at length, while lamenting the difficulty she had traveling to and from the hospital on public transportation to visit him.  He died July 9th, 1977.

“It is good to know that you are well and so delightfully engrossed with your beautiful work.  Loren and I both send our love.  Do write again, Mabel.”  

Dwight was seldom ill.  He had a few colds, developed arthritis (his hands were gnarled), and had terrible teeth, which we had replaced with dentures after he nearly choked on a piece of chicken on a bus trip to Santa Fe.  How he escaped adverse effects from breathing urea-laden air for years is a mystery.  Perhaps he gradually became immunized as the cat population grew, or, we decided, the immunization coupled with the gallons of alcohol he consumed acted as a preservative!

1978 was a banner year!  Activity included Dwight's inspiring trip to Hawaii, resulting in his most prolific year of painting - over 146 pictures named and numbered in his little tablet.  Because he so loved Hawaii, I arranged with a travel service a two-week vacation/tour using the dividend money earned from the GTE stock.  It was money well spent!

He visited the Turnbulls again, sent many post cards to friends, took tours and shot numerous photographs.  To Dorothy Peterson, he wrote, “Stayed three nights at this hotel - 6th floor in the picture.  Am here with a tour group from Pueblo.  We're going to the third island, Maui for three more days.  Sensational flowers and trees everywhere - good food and especially the Kona (native) coffee.”  Later, he wrote, “I took some 200 Polaroid color photos and did some sketching.  From these I have done about 25 paintings since my return.”

The Hawaiian trip opened the floodgates of Dwight's creative juices.  He eventually painted over 75 or 80 pictures on the subject, everything from the “Tree Fern Forest, near Kilauea National Park,” and “Old Rusted Anchor on Beach near Lahaina-Lanai in background,” to several “Fern Grotto” works (one of which was done on fern inlaid paper), including “Figurehead from Whaling Ship, carved oak Polynesian Maiden.”

With his portfolios bulging and feeling the need to show and sell work, Dwight wrote to Mary Mexiner at Iowa State.  After hearing from her, he replied February 1979, “I'm delighted to get your letter and the flyer; and to learn there is a place to show work in the new Design building.  June would suit me fine, and some of the alumni, or former staff members might remember me, or my work.”

“It would be best to send separate pictures from here, as the show in Lincoln is not to start until May 15th or so.  (It will be at the Nebr. Wesleyan Uni. in a suburb of Lincoln, University Place.  A former student of mine from Uni. of Nebr. is in charge there, Jeanne James).”

“I have plenty of work here and at my niece's in Canon City.  It would all be matted and labeled as to title, medium and price, 24 or so.  Judging from former experience in shipping pictures, I think shipping by bus, fairly early in May, would be best.”

“There are two of my paintings at I.S.U. that might be added, if they can be located, a horizontal watercolor of the Big Thompson River, Colo., that I gave through Clair Watson when I was back in June 1976.  The other is in sumi on Japanese paper, of Aspens in Colo., given in memory of a faculty wife who was in my first Art Workshop group at I.S.U., 1959/1960.  It hung in the Graduate Dean's office the last I saw it.  Please let me know if the authorities approve the idea of showing my work so I can proceed to get things ready.  With my best, Dwight K.”

His Iowa show in the College of Design included Colorado, New Mexico, Hawaiian and Japanese subjects, as well as the self-portrait (done in Colorado) mentioned in Mabel Eiseley's letter.  He did a humorous Santa Claus/self-portrait one year in watercolor and white chalk; his beard whiter, but Santa's arched eyebrows left no doubt about his identity.

Many years earlier, Dwight had photographed Loren Eiseley, and Mabel's October, 1979 letter mentions, “Dear Dwight, It has taken me all too long to thank you for giving permission to use that beautiful picture of Loren on the book of poetry, ‘All the Night Wings.’  (The picture is of Eiseley standing hatless, with an Indian blanket draped around his shoulders, taken about 1935 or 1936.)  There seems something almost symbolic about that.  You and Truby (and John, bless him) were always such wonderful friends and we had such good times together. . I'm interested in the book you're contemplating.  It could be fascinating.  Do hope all is going well with you.  Love, Mabel.” 

The book she mentioned could have been either the Kirsch family history or his autobiography.  I urged him, as did John when he was alive, to put his experiences down on paper, and he got a start with his outline.  I bought a small tape recorder for him, but he did not use it.  After several interviews with his friends, I discovered that most people do better if asked pertinent questions about themselves, and only then do they begin to open up and remember, forgetting the running recorder.

Mabel's last letter to Dwight was dated September 22, 1980, “Dear Dwight - After suffering twinges of conscience far too long, I swore a great oath that if I did nothing else today I would write to you.  The matter uppermost on my mind is my failure to tell you, long before now, what real joy I experienced on receiving those perfectly beautiful watercolors, enclosed in a post-Christmas letter sent early in January.  On first seeing the one of the mountains, I cried out to an empty room ‘This is what I've been missing!’  And the smaller version of flowers and foliage, in such delicate ‘Kirsch color’ was, and is, an increasing delight.  I felt a kind of Joie de Vive in both sketches, and do every time I look at them, which is often.  I have shown them with pride to friends who know you from my mentions of you and from seeing either work or yours, which I am fortunate in having.  I cannot thank you enough for having remembered me so beautifully.”

“On receiving a note from Lyda Sigler after her visit with you sometime in early spring, I telephoned her. . Lyda said she had not heard from me since Loren's death. . I was struck with her continuing enthusiasm and her pride in some of the students trained under your direction in the good days of the Dept. of Fine Arts.  (Nebraska)  Her enthusiasm and pride were catching - but later I felt very angry at the lack of recognition you and teachers such as Lyda had received from the University, and how callously it accepted the bumptious ignorance and self-aggrandizement of those who followed you.  When I get appeals for money I'm inclined to remember some of those things.  I am exceedingly grateful for what some of my teachers gave me, but for the institution which exploited and underpaid them I have little affection.”

“Well - at least I've given you something to do - trying to decipher my handwriting.  And perhaps it isn't worth the effort.  But I did want you to know how much it has meant to one to have a personal glimpse of you through your very, uniquely beautiful art.  I hope you continue to feel well and to continue to enjoy that pleasant part of the country in which you live.  Fondly, Mabel.”  Fred, Dwight and I went to the opera in Santa Fe on a tour bus, and on our side trip to Albuquerque, saw Marguerite.  As we ate in a little restaurant in Old Town, Dwight laughed over something, in his unique and delightful “whooping/cackle.”  Immediately, a man walked over to out table to greet him - John Pryor, who also knew Marguerite.  He had no idea Dwight was in that part of the country, but he could not mistake the sound of his laugh.  Pryor later wrote  “I was taking a sumi painting course at Joslyn Museum, Omaha, he offered in which I, for one, for the first time in quite a long while, found it a delight again to attack a large sheet of paper and to be so vigorously and enthusiastically encouraged and instructed, by a very fine artist-teacher.  Architects are often in need of such help; it's like getting re-oriented, breaking away from one, to the detriment of the artistic aspects of the profession.”

“Initially I was afraid we might not get into sumi at all.  He had just returned from Japan and the first day was a brief discussion of the course but in the main it was occupied with a thorough explanation of the act of pruning, which had obviously way-laid and bewitched him.  He had learned much from a Japanese gardener, but then he soon demonstrated he learned more from the sumi painters.  So it was really great.  I cherish that experience.”

“On another occasion, when he was heading the Art Museum in Des Moines; it was at his home. . He delighted in being the scourge of the neighborhood with his front yard, property line to property line, covered with a vigorous, waving stand of arm-pit high prairie grass. . Thus this splendid artist, gardener, humanist showed himself to me and then to Nancy and me, to our benefit.  Thanks, John and Nancy Pryor.”

Rose Reynolds, another former student, saved her notes and worksheets from the Joslyn 1961 workshop and graciously sent them to me.  Dwight taught her in a design class in 1926 or ‘27.  She graduated in 1929 and became “a self-taught medical illustrator, with the help of the anatomy and medical school MDs.” Her position was Technical Artist in The Anatomy Department of the College of Medicine in Omaha.  I had helped Dwight at the Joslyn in 1970 for his workshop was on using natural stains, and I recall meeting Rose, who was again present for his classes.  While observing surgical procedures at the college, she drew and painted detailed illustrations to be used in the college.  She helped form the national Association of Medical Illustrators in 1945.  Like John Pryor, it was good to break away from day-to-day detailed work and have someone like Dwight encourage and instruct in a ‘free’ media.  Rose wrote about – “going to a walnut grove in north Omaha to gather walnuts for stain.  I have hanging on my wall my very own stained print, signed ‘D. Kirsch – 1970’.”  Dwight agreed with her “that there comes a time when one, to be a really GOOD artist, has to have a fundamental knowledgeable relationship with what he is expressing . . not just a relationship which generates a product which looks good to most other people.”

Such brief “touches” with former students, colleagues, and old friends meant the difference between a “good time” and a momentous event for Dwight. Receiving unexpected letters from old friends was a joy, too.  Dorothy Thomas (Buickerood), who wrote him in 1980 when she was 81, recalled the photograph he took of her in 1935.  Marguerite had come across a bundle of old letters she wrote to her when they were “teachers in far apart western Nebraska outposts-and they brought back to her those times and the young things we were.  Rose O’Neil, in a verse of tender humor, remembers us – 

A few there are who live, alas 

And they were far from here,

Who know how young and dear I was

When I was young and dear.’

Yes, I’m still writing.  Presently I’m rewriting a book about my friendship with Frieda Lawrence, as I came to know her in the decade between 1935 and 1947.  I write verse and short stories too – And since that painting class, I paint in watercolor too.  You might ask your librarian to order from Curtis Publishing Company, the book Great Love Stories From The Saturday Evening Post, a choice of 20 stories from the past 50 years of Posts, only three by women and one by me.

“Looked back on, my life seems so brief, and on the whole, - happier than that of most artists.  We are such a yearning lot!  I am still eager for the morrow and to be at something I want to do! ..I dream on and make some of the dreams come true.” 

I do not remember Dwight mentioning Dorothy’s amazing letter.  She told him that she and her husband of twenty-two years were still building their house themselves!  He knew the most fascinating, unusual and talented people!

The 1981 Nebraska-Iowa trip we took would be his last.  He so cherished the memories of seeing familiar places - the Nebraska State Capitol building, the University of Nebraska campus, Iowa farms, various Des Moines buildings, that he painted a few, including “Farm near Waukee, Iowa,” “Corn Panel,” “Interior-Des Moines Civic Center,” “Air View with Circles,” “Reflection, Nebraska State Capitol,” “Reflection-Wallace Building and State Capitol, Des Moines, Ia.,” and “Iowa Corn.”

Earlier that summer, while I was in Mesa, Arizona caring for my grand-daughter, Maureen, he wrote me, “Fred brought me beer yesterday evening, and reported he'd had a card saying you got there safely.  (We always smiled at the “beer run” requests.  Once, Wendy and her cousin Brooks John Kelly took him brandy.  He was so thrilled with it, and anxious to open it (which he would not do in front of them), that, after a brief tour of the facility and his art, he promptly ushered them out with his usual “Cherrio.”)

“I've been getting a lot of painting done - including finishing up some started long ago.  Enclosed are color shots of several, mostly “seconds” so the colors are not quite true.  I found a frame with gold on mouldings the right size for my King Tut number, and canvas board to mount it on, leaving 1” margin all around, painted a grayish green-gold.  Now it looks more like a mural than an easel painting, much admired where I hung it on the corridor wall opposite my door.  (I had ordered a catalogue on the King Tut exhibit for him when it was shown at the Metropolitan Museum in New York.  His painting is a beautiful composition of symbols, designs, two Egyptian figures and hieroglyphics in luscious golds, red-oranges, blues, greens and gray; 18” X 23” horizontal.)  Latest is the one of the Arkansas Valley, from picture taken 3 weeks ago on morning before parade.”  (Canon City's Blossom Day parade, which he loved.)

“I still have 3 paintings I started some time ago, to be completed.  With love to all, Dwight.”

The last trip to Santa Fe resulted in an increased production of paintings, doing ninety-six in 1980, and over one hundred in 1979.  He wrote Marguerite about the Schoenberg opera we all saw, “I found it a very inspiring trip - partly by seeing you and your artistic place, and the Pryors, too.”

“The Schoenberg evening at the Opera was unforgettable.  Anticipating that the sets and lighting would be special, I took a sketchbook along.  Enclosed are Polaroid photos of three results (the #3. ‘Moon, Clouds & Lombardy Poplars’ sketched at intermission).”  (I stood with him during the break while he sketched that spectacular view of the trees silhouetted by a silvery full moon.)

“The music was expressive.  New to my ears and discordant, for the most part.  Short piece #1 woodland by moonlight, woman finds her husband's corpse.  Her fine voice expressed anguish, fright and horror.  #2 was a comedy, in English - Bright colored costumes against black and white sets - with mechanized parts that swung at times.  #3, Jacob's Ladder - a chorale led by Gabriel - large men's chorus.  One female vocalist with penetrating voice, expressing agony, travail, etc.  Fine light and cloud effects at end (ascent to heaven).  “I am sketching like mad from other sketches and photos from trip.  With love, and thanks, Dwight.”

It was a busy time for us.  He showed paintings of the Santa Fe trip, Hawaii, etc. in the lobby of the local savings and loan company, thanks to Frank Romanick, an officer of the bank who was also our tour conductor on trips to Santa Fe and Central City.

We were also getting ready for his Fall show in Fremont, Nebraska, thanks to my aunt, Hazel Dickerson Purtzer, who was a member of the Fremont Fine Arts Center.  She helped make the arrangements for the show, which was hung in their fine, new center.

I drove to Lincoln, arranged for Dwight to fly there, where I met him.  Having a car enabled us to go to the Joslyn in Omaha, explore the Lincoln campus and Sheldon Gallery.  Visits to the gallery brought back memories of the opening, when he was invited to speak, an emotional occasion for him.  At the Joslyn, we happened on two of his very old friends, the Maryott sisters.  They could not believe how he had changed - at first they thought he was Uncle Jake resurrected, with the gray beard and hair.  At the time, I did not know how far back their friendship extended - and later learned it was over sixty years.

Dwight had made a diagram of how his paintings were to be hung in the Fremont gallery for his show, and his directions were followed.  The show was an enormous success and was wonderful for Dwight.  People came over from Lincoln, Omaha, Lexington, etc., including the Maryotts, Leonard Theissen, Phyllis Campbell Aspen, Dr. Don and Joan Harvey, and many, many former students and former associates.  The Fremont people positioned a large, decorative chair toward the front for Dwight to “hold court,” and he did just that.  At the right moment in the gathering, he made a fine gallery talk - he was again in his “element!”  Dignified, wise, and enlightening.

After the opening, we met at the home of the Art Center president, for a small party with the board members.  He gave them a great deal of advice on administering a successful art institution, even suggested a good process for refinishing the hardwood floor.  He presented them with one of his paintings for their collection.  (And years later, my aunt wondered if it was still there?)

The paintings, many matted for the I.S.U. show, included “Wild Canadian Rye,” “Cement Plant, Portland,” “Goatherd Seeds,” and “Snow in My Courtyard,” from Colorado; “Tower, Museum of Fine Arts Santa Fe,” “Indian Pottery and Weaving, Museum of Fine Arts Santa Fe,” and “Tourists at Governors Palace, Santa Fe,” from New Mexico; “Big Old Banyan Tree, Lahaina, Maui,” and “Tropical Fish in Hotel Lobby, near Kona,” from Hawaii; and even a few of his older Nebraska paintings.

From Lincoln, Dwight flew to Des Moines for another happy reunion with his former adult students.  One of the reminiscences was especially memorable.  Ione Olovich wrote that she and Dorothy Peterson, and several others were on a “special trip to the Des Moines River where Mary Miller caught a small fish.  She and the rest of us made fish prints on the rocks. . another time he (Dwight) had made tea eggs for us to enjoy.  A new experience for most of us. . He gave so much to us when he was at Iowa State as artist-in-residence.  A few of us were privileged to work with him on preparation for the mural in one of the buildings on campus (Kildee Hall).”

When we went off on a trip, Dwight would always manage to “disappear” from me for a few hours.  I suppose I thought he needed my supervision, but I soon learned that he loved exploring on his own.  Those little side trips on foot usually included popping in the local liquor store or bar.  I could tell he had had a nip or two because he would begin to talk, and sometimes laugh, in a very lusty, loud voice, not his usual quiet, dignified delivery.

Usually the disappearing “acts” were no problem, but when he returned from the Hawaiian trip, his tour plane landed in Denver for a stopover and to change planes for Colorado Springs.  The people in charge could not find him in Stapleton Air Terminal and finally the plane left without him.  Since I was visiting family out of state, Fred drove to Colorado Springs to meet him.  He met every incoming plane until two in the morning, when only the janitors were there, and finally gave up and drove the forty-eight miles back to Canon City.  We later found out that Dwight took a taxi from Stapleton in Denver all the way to Florence - very expensive!  And he never explained!  We still laugh about it and are sure he slipped into a bar and lost track of time.  A lady who was on the tour with him wrote me a “hate” letter, wondering why that “poor man's relatives couldn't bother to pick him up!”  Indeed!

Sometimes my projects inspired Dwight.  One day I was trying to remember how to draw the “Golden Mean” and asked him about it.  He showed me and then did an interesting “Composition with S-curve and Spiral” using natural stains and black Conte crayon and white chalk on Japanese paper.

His last Christmas was celebrated by doing a stunning “All About Christmas,” a gouache (18” X 24”) of an impressionist-style Christmas tree, which we enjoy every year. An amaryllis he received for Christmas was the subject of two or three paintings, one, special little “jewel” (5” X 7”), was done in acrylic on canvas board in red-oranges with a blue background.  Not only did he remember botanical names for plants, he seemed to have a mystical affinity for their flowers.  He “understood” them and expressed that feeling in his work.

Nurses at the Veterans Home brought Dwight flowers from their gardens.  He even included one of their names in a title “Six Tulips from Alice Lewton,” a watercolor, gouache, and pencil lines on Strathmore paper.

I took him for a little drive around Canon City on Easter Sunday, about 1980 or 1981, to see the gardens and flowers.  We passed one nice bed of flowers next to a house, and he asked me to stop.  I thought he wanted to photograph them as usual.  No!  That time he got out of the car, walked over the lawn to a white lily, picked it, came back, got in as if he had done nothing wrong, and as if he owned the place!  I was speechless - wondered if anyone saw him, and quickly drove on.  Later, I wondered if they missed their lovely blossom!  Privileges of the elderly!!  He did a lovely little painting of Easter lilies soon after - the pilfered flower served as model.

The 35th Blossom Days Art Exhibition, 1980, displayed two Kirsch paintings: “Balloons and Clown-Blossom Day Parade”, and “People at Booth - Colorado State Fair.”  The latter is now in the permanent collection at the local art center.  I had bought him d'Arches watercolor paper and he was so pleased “it just paints itself, it is so wonderful to work on.”  The fun “Balloons” painting was done on that paper (14” X 20”), and it now hangs in our little grandson’s (Alex and Sean's) room.

The Canon City Daily Record published an interesting and complimentary story about Dwight and his long career, written by Dorothy Parker, April, 1981.  “He entered a self-portrait in the upcoming Music and Blossom Festival Art Show for which he has been named a meritorious award winner.”  (McDonald’s sponsored the $100 award).  “Kirsch drew the painting by looking into the mirror, explaining that it is a reverse image of himself.”

She mentioned that he was “recently named an honorary member of the Iowa Museums Association.”  The small self-portrait and a shot of him in the local art center was run along with the article.

We had Dwight over for Father's Day that last year and when driving him back, we visited, as usual.  I must have mentioned my dad, because Dwight, in a soft, wistful voice said, “I was a father once.”  It was heart breaking to hear that statement.  I reminded him of the happy times all of us had when Truby and John were with us. Several times that year, Dwight mentioned having “bad dreams,” and he appeared troubled by them.  It was unusual for him to share such a confidence; his vision was so strong that he recorded what he “saw” in a painting he named “The Power of the Hand, night image.”  It is a design of a rough hand wearing a ring, the collage of natural-stained gauze adorning the fingers, gouache, with metallic acrylic and chalk, 7” X 14” vertical.  He painted another bad dream, “Night Image-Cube, Waste Basket and Rubber Glove,” a watercolor with texturing, 12” X 18” horizontal.  A third mystical piece, done with wax-crayon resist and gouache, he called “Moonlit Clouds.”  Several other pictures painted at the time also show demons and monsters in cloud formations.

Our drives are recorded in his list of the resulting paintings - one need not look at a diary or old calendar to track our activities.  We drove to Colorado Springs to the Flea Market in the auditorium, Old Colorado City, the Citadel Shopping Center, the Cheyenne Mountain Zoo, etc., that year.  After each trip, a painting was presented to all who would view it.

That August, friends from Kansas stopped just as Dwight and I planned to take a tour bus to see “Ballad of Baby Doe” at Central City, Colorado.  I was about to cancel my reservation and stay home to entertain my guests, but Dwight, in an unusually demanding voice insisted I join him.  I followed his orders!

He had used that same tone of voice on me only once before, when he asked me to take, and keep, several portfolios of his paintings.  It happened to be an inconvenient time with other people in the car, but he persisted and won!  (Later the lawyers had to be convinced they were a gift).

Central City proved to be wonderful - picturesque, the opera delightful in that famous, old opera house, the weather perfect and on the way back, a special stop at Coors Brewery in Golden.  Naturally, the brewery offered a special appeal for Dwight - free samples of beer!  A tour with huge, copper vats on view, was a bonus.  He took pictures of them and did a handsome gouache, “Copper Vats at Coors Brewery, Golden,” 18” X 24” vertical.

One would think that with all the experiences Dwight had, and with his seemingly limitless imagination, his creativity would never run dry.  I found a little snip of paper in his desk, “What will I paint next?”  Or perhaps was he merely eagerly anticipating his next adventure with a brush?  Other scraps listed appealing subject matter.

He changed late that summer.  He was suddenly enshrouded with an aura much like a dark layer of under-painting on a canvas.  Brighter colors may have been brushed over it, but bits of the gloomy ones emerged, then receded.   He seemed worried, and frightened.

Fred and I took him to the Colorado State Fair, which he loved.  It was hot, he had difficulty walking very far, and so we took it easy and only hit the highlights, which always included the art show, and the quilt and craft exhibits (see #78, 1981, “Quilts at the Colorado State Fair”).

Cooler drives to Westcliffe produced “Sunday P.M. at Westcliffe” (gouache w/Chinese white on Florentine paper).  We also went to Colorado Springs and to the Cheyenne Mountain Zoo.  We rode the zoo tram, along with visiting Linda (Kelly's wife) and little two-year-old, Maureen.  She was fascinated, as we all were, with the giraffes, and with “Uncle Wight,” who had a natural appeal for children.  His last, unfinished painting was of those giraffes (#81, 1981) and was part of Maureen’s high school graduation gift (1997).

The Florence Pioneer Days managers sell booth space for crafts, etc., each year.  Dwight decided it would be a chance for him to display pictures, and I set them up beside a chair for him.  Those two September days were especially hot and I worried that it would be too much for him.  We did not stay until the required 4 P.M. closing.  Fred and I took him home where it was cool, and were relieved that he seemed fine.

That next Wednesday in Colorado Springs, where I worked in an interior design shop, I received a call from the nursing home telling me that Dwight had fallen off his chair in the dining room and was taken to Penrose Hospital in Colorado Springs.  I rushed over and was assured by the doctor that his condition was not serious, but that they would do some tests.

Thursday evening Fred and I decided we should drive over to visit him.  I took him a sketchpad and pencils, which he requested, and he was cheerful and had eaten a good supper.  I told him the doctor wanted to have a pacemaker inserted and that he would probably be in the hospital about ten days.  He got a strange, horror-stricken look on his face and gasped.  I reassured him, saying it was a minor operation, and not to worry.  The doctor was optimistic.

Three hours later, after we returned home, we were called by the doctor with the surprising news that Dwight was dead.  I was totally shocked, because I fully expected him to last as long as Uncle Jake (who lived to be ninety-nine).  I then remembered those premonitions and dreams he'd had, the odd paintings he'd made, and realized that he knew!

We collected his things from the hospital, the little sketch book had been used earlier that day, a drawing of the tree outside his window which was signed and dated “September 25, 1981, DK.”

I quickly leafed through some of his paintings to find one that would reproduce well, when printed in black and white.  We used “Mountain and Sky” (a sumi and gouache, vertical), on the cover of a memorial folder, instead of the standard funeral home pictures, and which I felt were not appropriate.  We sent them to people listed in his address book.  They were used at the lovely memorial service Peggy Patrick arranged at the Des Moines Art Center, and for the small service we held at the nursing home.  I again found and used beautiful autumn leaves, golden aspens, and placed them with autumn mums from my garden.

Dorothy Peterson wrote a comforting letter stating, “Soldiers may die with their boots on; or cowboys, in the saddle; he died with wet paint in his brush.”

Marguerite had written to her good friend, artist Lynn Trank, about our going to see her at her place in Albuquerque.  (When we went to Santa Fe.)  He replied, “Thank you for writing about Dwight.  It is a real comfort to know how productive and happy he was after he moved to Colorado.  He is a part of so much that I know and appreciate about life and art.  He was so wonderful to me the time I cracked my ankle.  We all went to Colorado and I certainly lost all sense of pain and discomfort.  There are so many things that I recall with pleasure and thankfulness.”

Dwight Kirsch finished eighty-one pictures in 1981 and lived to be eighty-two.  The unfinished “Giraffes” would make eighty-two!  Coincidence?  John's last request took a strange turn!!!  He had asked to live near us “if something happened to papa.”  In retrospect, John and Truby’s spirits most certainly gave Dwight sustenance during his life without them.  They are together at last, and I state that without their ‘help’ I could not have finished Dwight’s “My Life in Art.” 

The End
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