Chapter 9
“World War II, Atkinson, ‘Main Street,’ John”

Atkinson celebrated its first Hay Days in 1940, and though there were feelings of anxiety and uncertainty with world affairs, my dad, and several other businessmen decided the town should mark its sixty years of existence with a special event.  Kirsches drove up for the festivities, and while there, Dwight painted “Big Sandhill Near Burwell, Nebraska.”

Where most people saw drab, desolate, desert-like land only fit for supporting a few cattle, Dwight saw rhythms, soft colors and a beauty that lent itself to his spontaneous style of painting.  His return from those country trips were happy events since he always had new pictures to show and sometimes a story to tell, getting stuck in the sand, being chased by a bull, or easel and paper blown apart by the wind.

For the Hay Queen's coronation, all of us were enlisted to help.  We decorated the stage with bales of hay, spirea and whatever flowers were blooming, then sat in our back yard to work on the queen's crown.  Dwight fashioned one made of hay, which was ugly, but since pretty tiaras were unavailable, it had to do.

Grandma Kelly had made me an 1880's style dress that I wore to the old-time dances, however I was too young to date.  When John came, we learned the polka, two-step, and a few square dances while I proudly showed off my gown.  Later that summer, Dwight painted a watercolor portrait of me sitting in a rocking chair wearing that dress.  For Christmas that year, he silk-screened stationery for me with a cameo design of an old-fashioned girl (I still have a few sheets!).

The heat that summer must have inspired Dwight because he turned out a number of paintings, including “Indian Corn,” an oil of his “Big Sandhill Near Burwell, Nebraska,” “Boy with Plants” (of John), and “Portrait of John,” oils on canvas.  He must have meant to work more on one or two because he neglected to sign them.

I recall watching him work on “Indian Corn,” a large still life of corn he grew, which he arranged on the rush seat of a straight-backed, wood chair.  He framed it with a cornhusk-covered mat, and a grayed wood frame discretely decorated with halved corncobs (my parents purchased it from him and we now enjoy it on our wall).

The heat didn't seem to matter to Dwight.  Summertime art projects, traveling, gardening recharged his batteries and gave him a chance to escape university classes, administrative chores, speeches, and meetings.

Alas!  Summer was too short and university registration of new students and setting up art classes intermingled with a few “sticky wicket” problems.  Mrs. Don Love, one of the N.A.A.'s highly esteemed members, died, leaving a few bequests to the Art Department.

Dwight received a letter from Chancellor Boucher concerning the pieces (it was a delicate matter since the family had left a large sum of money for the construction of Love Library), a painting by J.G. Brown, “Bootblack,” a marble copy of Venus D'Milo, and a mosaic table made in Rome, were to be placed in the university gallery.

Dwight was anxious not to offend donors, yet many times the contribution was not the type or quality appropriate for the university and N.A.A. collection.  He diplomatically suggested that the table be placed in the soon to be built Love Library, and the painting hung in the reception room of the new dormitory for women, and since they were overstocked on marble copies of Venus, there seems to be no record of what happened to the Love gift.  He later suggested that a “Bequest Committee” be formed to handle such matters.

THE WAR YEARS

With his typical midwestern work ethic, Dwight forged ahead in his job and again traveled east on December of 1941.  When Japan attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7th, he was in Philadelphia.  Undaunted, he went about his work in selecting art for the 1942 exhibition, not knowing if the N.A.A. board would cancel or hold the show.  In January, the board voted to continue with the exhibition, but to curtail expenses where possible.  The catalogue pages were reduced, and Dwight was quoted in the N.A.A. minutes as saying “in time of war we need especially to have stabilized our cultural achievements and ideals.”

The theme that year was patriotic, but also included a memorial to Grant Wood, who had recently died.  Since not many works could be shipped, the show was limited, but was nevertheless a great success.  Sculptures by Zorach and Jose de Creeft; paintings by Ernest Fiene; Max Weber; Boardman Robinson; Henry Varnum Poor; Gilbert; Mattern; Albert and Faucet; “Hunter in Red Shirt” by Gladys Rockmore Davis; etc., were shown.

Louis Utermeyer gave a Sunday lecture during the exhibition, and the two art experts were again Meyric Rogers of Chicago and Fred Bartlett, Denver.  Their expenses were paid plus an honorarium of $25.  Living Pictures expenses that year were only $28.03.  Kirsch reported that one of the artists with work in the show, Hobson Pittman, sent a letter commending the Art Department of the university and the N.A.A. for “its high type of exhibition.”

From the minutes of the N.A.A., “Mrs. Thomas Woods reported that she had been in New York during the past week and while there visited four or five of the leading art galleries and was pleased to note that in each of these galleries the people in charge spoke high praise of Professor Kirsch, the Art Department and the N.A.A., and some of them also expressed the opinion that Professor Kirsch was held in high esteem among the artists in New York.”

Because of the friendship between Dwight Kirsch and Mr. Robert McIntire, the N.A.A. received a welcome gift of ten paintings from the Bliss Collection of New York, including Walt Kuhn's “Roses,” and works by Arthur Davies.

After that school year, there could be no extensive traveling because of the war and gasoline rationing.  Thus, the Kirsches spent time in Milford, Nebraska at “Porchy and Bath,” large cabins which belonged to their good friends, Gretchen and Joe Fahnestock.  It proved to be a delightful haven for gatherings of the art-oriented, and if one was low on gas coupons, the crowded bus was available.

Dwight was photographed doing a watercolor near a dirt road in a field near Milford, pipe in his mouth (scarce cigarettes were sent to our military), a basket of painting supplies next to him and “his friend,” a goat, a few feet away.  I can imagine he carried on a conversation with the animal!

John wrote me a funny letter that summer, July 24, (we were fifteen) describing his bus trip from Atkinson back to Lincoln: “Chateau Kirsch.  Dear darling, sweetness honeysuckle sugar-pie JoAnn: Please forgive me!  I've been saying to myself I'd write to you ever since I got home, but I just didn't get around to it.  Your horn-cleaner (for my clarinet) has disappeared, but if it turns up I'll send it to you.  Well, you should have been with me on the way back.  More fun!  It was hot as blazes all the way home.  At O'Neill we stopped to pick up passengers, and two men going to the army got on.  I thought one of them seemed extra jolly, 'till I smelled his breath.  Guess what!  You're right.  Pretty soon he and his pal got out the bottle and started swigging.  Then it was passed around to everybody in the bus.  He stuck it under my nose, and said it was free as water, and why didn't I take some.  This lasted all the way to Grand Island.  Meanwhile he went dead drunk and came out of it sober, losing whiskey out the window.  As we came into Grand Island he yelled at all the fat matrons on the sidewalk, ‘Hey sister, d'ya want to get married tonight?’  So much for that.”

“I showed the portraits to everybody when I got here.  Papa thought Grandma's looked more like her, but yours was a better picture as far as color, composition and stuff goes.  I am enclosing a lock of my hair for you.  I don't know how you can use it, but yours made a good Hitler moustache, and it matched, too!  You should have been here!  Sunday we are entertaining ten soldiers interested in art.  There will be two soldiers to every girl in the Artist Guild, who are helping entertain them.  Wonderful chance, isn't it?  I took your advice on books, and read ‘Lost Horizon’ and ‘Frenchman's Creek.’  They were both swell.  Isn't ‘Frenchman's Creek’ romantic?  How did Uncle Ralph hold up under the diet you cooked for him?  I bet he looked forward to seeing Aunt Bernice again.  I'll seal this with sealing wax, if I can dig it up.  (He found it - a glob of gold imprinted with the initial “K” was applied to the back along with ‘S.W.A.K.’).  I've done one still life since I got home, but it's been so hot it isn't pleasant working.  Well, write me all the juicy news as soon as possible.  Love, John XXX, P.S. Please cool off about my not writing.”

In a 1941 letter, John wrote me to say, “I'm going to play in a piano recital, the ‘Secondo’ in ‘The Swan.’  Papa says it sounds like a dying duck.”Even at that age John was interested in colors, fabrics, paintings and art in general.  He did a gouache for me of a beautiful woman wearing a long gown walking down a garden path when we were about thirteen and he commented and teased me on my clothes, my ideas for dress designs, etc., much to my delight.

In his August 1942 letter from “Hall of Mirrors, Kirschshire by the Sea,” he tells about the square dance parties, my horn cleaner was found, one of the soldiers they entertained had a sister who was a Vogue model and that he would like to meet her.  “Did you see any good shows in Omaha?  The last good one we had was ‘Mrs. Miniver.’  It was swell.  I never saw so many people bawl at a movie before.  The whole audience was blubbering.  I thought your fingernail polish was rather gruesome in coloring.  I can't imagine you wearing ‘Black Mask.’  I don't know what it would do to you hair, but I have a pretty good idea!”

“Is that blouse to go with your new skirt?  It's pretty material.  By the way, have you put rick-rack around the skirt yet, or shouldn't I have brought it up?”  We had a very heated argument about an “Alice-in Wonderland”-type skirt we designed of blue and white seersucker.  He wanted rick-rack both on top and at the hem of a side white organdy ruffle and I thought it would look better with it just at the top.  Aunt Truby even got into it by siding with John, but since I was doing the sewing and wearing, I won.

“I've been painting a lot lately.  The last one is one with two figures in it, about three feet high, called ‘Lonesome Women.’  I wish you were here to pose, but I'll bet you've had enough modeling to last a long time!  This pen is acting like a refugee from a Post Office (his letters were always messy with crossed out words and smeared ink).  Write all the hot gossip soon.”

John's December letter from “Kirsch Hall” teases me about geometry, with which we both had trouble, and comments on a pin he sent me for Christmas.  “They're the latest thing at Millers.  The doodads on this particular one seemed to sort of suit you.  The portraits will be coming along as soon as we can send them. . I used yours to get into the Art Club over at Lincoln High.  All the boys wanted your address and phone number, but of course I told them how I had flattered you. (ahem). . We are kind of lonesome this year, and I wish we could have gone up there.  That would have been impossible on four gallons of gas a week, I'm afraid.”

John was never active in competitive sports, but he did learn to ski when his parents gave him a pair for Christmas.  He and his friend, Russ Tudor, had fun skiing on Lincoln's hills, and he also took riding lessons at a near-by stable.

In another letter, John is anxious to have me visit.  “I've been doing a lot of painting lately, and I did a large oil portrait the other morning in four hours.  (This is just to comfort you in case you'd like to pose for a little while again.)  We've got some sunflowers that would look beautiful in your hair, and would make a swell portrait.”  I had my eyes tested, and he commented, “I hope you don't have to wear glasses again.  If you do, I suppose you'll get those harlequin frames with red fingernail polish on them.  Eek!”

“Papa has a water color class at the university which I go to once in a while, and it might be fun for us to go down to it sometime while you're here.  There are some other high school kids attending, and it's more like a picnic than a class.”

When I visited Kirsches during the war, we could not make a sound during the news broadcast on the radio.  There were few complaints about the rationing, just good-natured acceptance, knowing we were doing it for “the cause,” though it was a worrisome, grim time (ours was the only high school class that began and ended during that war).  Russ and John spoiled me with their attention; Russ was once able to use the family car to take us to Capitol Beach to dance.  I loved their jokes, posed for them, and savored those moments I did not have to be home cooking and cleaning while my mother ran the Linotype at our newspaper.

I helped in the Kirsch “Victory Garden,” which was planted alongside the driveway where the irises used to be, and was truly amazed when Aunt Truby bought a pressure cooker to “put-up” the vegetables.  There were no freezers then and she was determined to cook healthy meals.

In the mornings, John would slowly move to the table in his pajamas, then very slowly, eat his breakfast.  If Dwight needed to take him to school, Aunt Truby prodded, yelled, and as a last resort, shrieked to urge him to move faster with his eating, his use of the bathroom, his dressing.  He would have tried the patience of a saint, and on reflection, it could have been John's subconscious way of gaining control in his life.

I can still see him leaning out the car window peeling and eating a juicy orange on the way to classes, juice dripping down his chin and onto his shirt.  Uncle Dwight contributed to the morning turmoil by uttering sharp words including a “damn” or two, but he did manage to drive.

During that time, Dwight began a sporadic correspondence with Mrs. Marguerite Lewis, who was the sister of Gretchen Fahnestock, from 1942 until his death in 1981.  One of the first: “Dear Mrs. Lewis, I wish there were such a thing as ‘thought transference’ that could be depended on, then you would have heard from me many times, instead of not at all.”

“Last fall early I felt pretty low, thinking that the very best of our art staff had left (Lyda Del Burry to to Kansas City; Mabel Langdon Eiseley, Lawrence, Kansas; and the male instructors off to war), and it was hard to see how we could get along.  But we have all pitched in and continued to run things (as often in the past) on our famous ‘shoe string,’ and now I must admit that those left on our staff are pretty swell, too.  But we do miss you daily, Mrs. Lewis, and I hope that realization and feeble thanks from us are some compensation to you for all you went through for us.  You must have liked it, or you wouldn't have stayed, for such paltry practical incentives!

“We just had our Christmas party yesterday p.m. in Gallery A.  Each of the 4 class groups put on a stunt, cleverer than usual, and this year the faculty put one on, too.  We had an Art History class with Joe (Ishikawa) as Miss Moore and me as the visiting lecturer, Alfred Stieglitz!  The others took off different students (Kelly, Miles, Garven, etc.) in clothes which Glea (his secretary, Glea Frankforter), and Mac (the Morrill Hall guard) stole for us!  It was great fun and I am sure you would have enjoyed seeing it and contributing to it.”

“I just got back from the East Tues. A.M., Dec. 14.  The trip was better than ever tho New York was a madhouse, crowded with people, especially the hotels and theatres.  I stayed with the Spike Bells on Staten Island three nights until I could find a hotel room.  We are planning a bigger March show than last year; the N.A.A. ‘upped’ the budget.  Will feature a group of 25 or more small oils (for homes), many drawings, watercolors and other items for local collectors.  I got to visit the studio and home of William Zorach and Marguerite Z., which is one of the loveliest I have seen.  It was formerly a stable (in Brooklyn) but has been completely rebuilt and modernized.  Will have some of their work in March (including his portrait of daughter) and also other examples of other artists portraits of family members, fellow artists and themselves.”

“I followed the Stieglitz trail again this year, result: another 45 minute free lecture, even more fabulous than ever.  And feel that if he lives long enough (and isn't taken to the nut house in the meantime) we can eventually get some first rate Marins here.  Georgia O'Keefe is reported to be about to break with Stieglitz permanently.”  (By this time, Alfred Stieglitz had stopped doing photography but still maintained his gallery.  Unlike Dwight, who believed art should be enjoyed and understood by ordinary people, Stieglitz was an elitist and believed in art for art’s sake.  Early on he had introduced to the art world such artists as John Marin, Marsden Hartley, Arthur Dove and Charles Sheeler and of course, Georgia O’Keefe.  His early magazine, ‘Camera Work’ ended publication in 1917 - before Dwight’s time, however, he may have known about it.  He did not know O’Keefe, but said he was in the same room with her during an art event.)  “Mr. Sweet invited me to be on the jury of the Chicago Artists Show there, so Truby and I are going there Jan. 1st for a few days if Mr. Roosevelt can call off the theatrical strike!”  (We suffered through the strike by having to listen to very old non-copy-written music on the radio).

“I know you will have many empty feelings in your home this holiday season.  (They had lost a son to polio).  We are all thinking of you and send sympathy and friendship to help you keep going.”

“I am going to send some prints, etc., after the Christmas rush, for your ‘art market,’ and for your own use.  Best to you three, from Dwight Kirsch.”

A few months later, Dwight again wrote to Mrs. Lewis: “March 9, 1944.  We got Joe to pack a few watercolors to send you today as per your request to Kady.  I included one of John's watercolors too that he did at Weeping Water last fall that is pretty cheery and decorative.  Your letter hadn't arrived before I sent the monotypes to you, so probably some of the winter scenes, etc. were not so welcome, though they might be next summer.”

“Incidentally one of my recent sandhill monotypes (similar to the one I sent you that has snow etc.) was accepted in the San Francisco Water Color Show that opens soon.  Perhaps I told you, too, that Mrs. Edmiston and I sent a group of monotypes to the Kraushaar Gallery in N.Y. and Miss Kraushaar is going to keep a few to try to market for a while.  I have had a nibble on one so far.  Mrs. Edminston is now having a monotype show at Joslyn, and has sold one of the group so far.”

“I intend to get some mats cut to send you with a couple more prints of the windmill (silk screen) but have been so sunk with too much to do lately that there hasn't been time. . for a while we couldn't get enough help to hang the show but we pitched in and got the work done somehow.”

“The show is grand and is much more colorful and extensive than last year.  It has many wonderful angles for gallery talks: Some of the oils, particularly the two Webers, the Karfiol nude, the Kantor trees, have us going around ‘drooling’ they are so luscious.  We got a pretty fair Marin (through another gallery, not Stieglitz) but it is mostly causing people to ask why is it worth that much ($700).”

“Trank's things came in fine (Lynn Trank), we have several of them in a case in the exhibit with one of Murray Turnbull's, and the rest as an ‘annex’ in the library.”  (The two men were in the war then.)

“I would like to send a few of them out with the rest of the Service Men's show to the Kearney Art Fair, where they have requested an exhibit for the last week in April-if we may have them that long.”

“We had our first ‘incident’ yesterday and today in connection with the schools and the above-mentioned nude.  Mrs. Morley and the teachers at Prescott decided they didn't want children to see the painting, so instead of taking it down or closing the gallery we simply used the gallery (A) for our uni. classes for gallery talks while the Prescott children were here.  None of the rest of the teachers seem to object and Miss McFie is perfectly in accord with us.”

“In case no one else has told you, your sister did bring me the money for the ‘Big Cottonwood’ gouache some time ago - and many thanks for your part in the transaction.  Best regards to all, DK”

The “Big Cottonwood” gouache he mentions was no doubt the original from which his well-known silk screen was done.  The farmyard tree fills the space with large curved branches with green changing to gold leaves partially covering a small house.  My grandmother Kelly enjoyed it in her little house.  Unfortunately, it later “disappeared” when renters moved her things after she died.

Dwight describes in pencil on thin “airmail stationery” a rare account on the “Making of a Picture. . The subject: a farmyard about six miles southeast of Lincoln, Nebraska, as viewed from a hilltop.  The view towards the east is dominated by a large thunderhead (anvil-shaped) in the distance, in opalescent colors from the light of the setting sun. The summer of 1942 was a moist one, showing finally the breaking of the drouth cycle.  There were rich greens (especially in corn fields), and vast expanses of overflowing abundance.”

“A small watercolor sketch was made on the spot in about forty-five minutes, before the light changed too much.  From this, and a small notebook ‘shorthand sketch’ in pencil, a working drawing (the size of this print), was made in black and white.  All main lines, details and dark light were indicated on this working drawing.”

“A silk screen print is made by using a series of hand made stencils, one for each printing color (eleven, in this case).  The stencils are made of glue (Le Pages), applied wet, then allowed to dry in a film, on the silk screen.  The ‘screen’ is silk (or nylon) bolting cloth, of very fine mesh, voile or organdie are sometimes used as a substitute.  This fabric is fastened tightly to a wooden paine, on which it forms the bottom of a tray, as it were.  Each time a color is printed through a stencil, the paint (similar to a mixture of oil paint and printers ink) is squeezed through the open mesh of the silk screen with a rubber-edged ‘squeegee’ that resembles a windshield wiper.  In this way it is possible to print, by hand, and in the artist's studio, an edition of fifty or more of each subject.  Seventy-five are in this edition of The World's Granary.”

His reference to a “Service Man's Show” was only one of several Kirsch projects devoted to the war effort.  The USO was located in the old Rudge and Guenzal store building in downtown Lincoln, about 13th and “N” street.  An art space in the former department store was available to the service men who were interested, and Truby was heavily involved in seeing that the men had art materials, an occasional model, display space, etc., though I suspect more precious to them at that time were her motherly offerings of encouragement and reassurance to those young people so far from home.

With others, the Lincoln Artists Guild and the N.A.A. Air Base Project, Kirsches helped with placing some 700 pictures to “improve morale,” in offices, recreation rooms, etc. on the Lincoln Air Base and the Veteran's Hospital at the request of the Office of Civilian Defense, Washington, D.C.

By 1944, with the war gradually winding down, the N.A.A. minutes mentioned in Truby's report (read by Mrs. Edmiston) that several items from the local Service Men's Show were sent to Des Moines for a national USO convention.  Those minutes also record that the N.A.A. rejected Gladys Lux's request that her Nebraska Wesleyan art students view the annual exhibit free of charge.  They had to pay fifteen cents.  Was this benign neglect?  Were they (the N.A.A) that short of funds?  Or was it snobbish discrimination?  Miss Lux felt it was the latter, and recalled the incident some forty years later.

That summer of 1944 my parents were hard at work on the Graphic and I was still keeping house and cooking (juggling food coupons, too) and helped with the care of Grandma Kelly, until she required a nurse.  She died in July and my mother was furious that Aunt Truby did not come to help with her care.  John later explained his mother could not face seeing her mother so ill, and she herself told my dad that she could not leave Dwight and John.  To the credit of those involved, the strong critical feelings did not erupt into a full-blown family squabble.

Dwight's October letter that year is filled with university news.  “We have simply submerged since the Seward show: First, the uni. registration last spring except for freshmen, and a bigger, new freshman class this year.  And the art dept. got more than its share of new students.  Our preliminary count shows our enrollment is up over 40% over last year's, whereas the general uni. increase is not over 10%.  We had several of our best former students, who had been out working, return, such as Marian Hatten and Lola Everingham, all of which is very cheering.  But, it means a lot of work.  Our new help is good: Mrs. Allen (from Calif.) is a peach, and sails right into things. She (Clara Marie) teaches public school art, illustration and helps me with the morning section of Drawing 1 & 2 besides teaching night class (Freda teaches all design classes & int. des.), Dora Von Bargen, who taught in McCook last year will help us full time as assistant instructor in lettering lab, as well as helping in 1 section of Design, & public school art, probably in Sculpture next semester, and will have charge of Saturday classes.  Doris Doezal (red-haired girl who had the children's summer class) is assisting in Kady's Art 1 & 2 and Anatomy labs and in my Art 3 (Perspective).  She is a senior, with a light schedule of classes, so can help fully half time.

Joe came back Sept.15, just in time to help unload the trunk from Seward.  He is on the job in the library again, as well as helping with packing & exhibitions, and B. Nakada does our signs.  Glea is kept pretty busy with Extension things for Mrs. Vance, as she has taken over all the mounting, etc. that Katherine did.  We have a half-time stenographer in the office, a freshman who has worked a year in a law office.  But still and all we miss that Lewis woman and Lyda & some of the others, and have enough work to keep all of them busy were they here! We actually have six or seven men registered in the department this year (as compared with 3 or 4 last year).  And the Union is serving meals to ‘us civilians’ again in the cafeteria, very good food, too, if you have time to stand in line for it. The Guild has its first meeting Thurs. Oct.12, a new color film, with sound, on ‘Life in 18th Century Williamsburg’ made by the Eastman Co. and released only for one showing in each city-, just like ‘Gone with the Wind’ are we ever exclusive!  Perhaps your sisters gave you some reports or ‘statistics’ on the conclusion of the Seward Show.  It was a big success on most counts, certainly from the standpoint of the school children and the general community interest, as well as for the stimulation it gave us five painters and families.  I am sorry Mrs. Semler had to go through some disagreeable haggling over the settlement of accounts but it might have been worse.  Actually the sales of pictures made there were due to Mrs. Semler's work, and yours and Gretchen's.  If we had had to depend on the woman's club committee I doubt if anything would have sold.  15 pictures in all were sold the total of prices $265.00, of which $16.50 in commission went to the club, to help pay costs.”

“The Kirsches had the big “intake,” enough, in fact, to cover the cost of Truby's trip to N.Y. with me in December and to bolster John's “account” up to the amount his trip would cost.  We opened our group show in Lincoln on Sunday, Sept. 24 with a tea, and most of the ‘best people’ turned out, very much impressed.  I was so delighted that Gretchen and Joe could come, and bring Betty and Mrs. Newton (who seemed to get a huge kick out of it).  The Spielers came, too, Millie looking like something out of a late fashion plate.  People just started buying out of our Lincoln show yesterday, and in the course of 24 hours 4 pictures have sold ($25 to $35 each), 2 of Barbara's (Barbara Ross), one of Mrs. E's (Edmiston), and a small oil of mine.  Glea says she also wants to buy my small oil (head) of her to give her husband.  Wish you could see the show; it hangs very well, instead of one gallery we used both (one for oils, one for watercolors and drawings) and wall space in the corridor from the last corner to Gallery B (just one side of the corridor).  You know how we love to expand.  Our group started painting together again last Saturday at Barbara's.  We hope to work every Saturday.  Freda Spaulding, Mrs. Allen (Clara Marie), and possibly Mrs. Jorgenson and Mrs. Leland will work with us from time to time too.  (Mrs. E. and her husband are going to California soon and will be gone until January.)  We hope Betty Fahnestock can pose for us next Saturday at our house.”

“I had an extra moulding put on the frame of Bob's portrait and it looks much better - Hope you will like it.  The color on the moulding may be a bit strong for your house, but, if so, you can ‘dope’ it with wax crayon to subdue it.  I'll try to send it to you by express soon after Oct. 15th.  I have proposed the idea of a ‘field course’ in painting & sketching (including all media) at Milford next summer to our Extension director, Dr. Broady, and he is very enthusiastic about the idea.  If we succeed in making all necessary arrangements it would be an intensive 3-week course, probably in July, beginning soon after the 4th, and under my direction.  Won't you join the class?  Please don't get the idea from the above ‘blurb’ that we have sold so many pictures, we still have some good ones left to send to Phillips, Borger and other ‘benighted’ places in Texas!  Just let us know when you want them, how many, and what kind.”

“I discovered after you had left that I had not told you how beautiful I thought your talk was at Seward.  If that is a sample of what you can do, I suggest you better keep at the lecture business and raise your fees. Thanks, between friends, may be redundant, and not in the best of taste: but we are grateful to you for all you did for us this summer in countless ways.  At any rate please thank John for lending you to Nebraska for the summer.  Best wishes to you all, including your mother and Bob.”

“Sincerely, Dwight.  P.S. My latest sale: an oil, at Joslyn Memorial, from their December ‘Six States’ show, was the sketch of Mary Louise Rose (his niece from Chicago) in the studio last summer, with a big bouquet beside her-called ‘Summer Afternoon.’ DK.”

Dwight's January letter to Marguerite gives us a sample of how difficult it was in the city to get meat.  The Kirsches spent New Year’s eve with Gretchen and Joe, “to share our tough chicken - the chicken purchased from Bess Streeter Aldrich (their author-neighbor) at the back door of her son-in-law grocer Beechner's house, believe it or not.  Had Allens, Mrs. Jorgenson, Doris Marie and friend Will Wilson (nephew of Wm. Jennings and Charlie Bryan) and the Rosses, and we had a mildly hilarious time that included dancing, from hick style to ballet, music of all periods, both records and piano and singing.”

“A War Art show, 26 pictures by Benton & Schreiber showing submarine warfare, and 8 of Bob Pierce's New Guinea sketches.  Bob is one of our art graduates who was in South Pacific a long time & was decorated.”

He enclosed the “dope sheet” on the March show and mentions “The tops, as I recall them: Biddle's ‘Frieda Lawrence,’ an amazing characterization, at first sight unprepossessing, but properly solid and with a fine head.  Several amusing items, Csoka's (pronounced Chike'-ah) ‘Preview,’ and L. Pershing’s ‘Dear Mr Smythe,’ whose caller has a blue-green face and button eyes and is bringing flowers and something to eat.  Several abstract and semi-abstract pictures as well as surrealist-fringes to amaze the students some, but N.A.A. members more, and probably to make Jean Kinder froth at the mouth some more” (he delighted in shocking stodgy, “veddy proper” types).  “The new Heliker oil is fine, done in Maine, boats in the harbor-related to Hartley's work but in a subtle way, the colors like fused enamels.”

“We'll have some “primitives” too, Patsy Santo (a protege of Walt Kuhn's - who works in a very delicate and Currier & Ivsey style), Pippin, & I hope Grandma Moses.”

“We are to get 2 of the Carnegie Show prizewinners, Kuniyoshi's still life ‘Room 110’ in light grays and translucent buffish-yellows and Waldo Pierce's big bouquet, with a kitten below it, ‘Black-eyed Susans.’  One of Darrell Austin's latest, a moody spotted dog, salmon pink moon, painted much more broadly than he usually does.  The Sparhawk-Jones is fairly good, but not tops, a graveyard with figures.  The Weber ‘Moonlight’ is two nudes in the foreground & mostly blue green, but the way he has used his lines they might have been in long flannels.”

“Among the sculptures we have several fine wood pieces & a beautiful new Zorach in a marble or alabaster in light sienna tones (try your paints to see what I mean).  We are having shipments made earlier than usual, partly to get the work out of New York before it is all sold, & partly to avoid possible delays in shipment. Possibly you have had other reports of our Morrill Hall Xmas party, it was even more hilarious than usual.  Gretchen begged me to send you this enclosed card (‘Nickie’ is Martha Nickerson, a freshmen you might remember from your last year here, she did the goat-perfume label for you).  Please be sure to return it as it is a ‘collector's item.’  The cast of characters include Kady with galoshes, me with harp on the outside, & Joe Ishikawa chasing Clara Marie Allen, inside.  It is pretty accurate and not overdrawn.  Details correct except for my harp courtesy M. Shanafelt (who was a puppeteer), which was actually a green Irish harp, the type Chauncey Olcott used.  My hair was a blue-green (dyed) mop that was once Blue Beard's.  Halo and wings were made of bent coat hangers & white tissue paper.  Our performance was in the homemade and impromptu opera, titled ‘Space Relations’ (which phrase was sung & repeated ad infinitum).  Other instruments used by the ‘cast’ included a bell (Miss Moore), a tom tom, a flute etc. etc.  All except the freshmen had good stunts.  The sophomores did the statues on 3rd floor coming to life.”

“I threaten to write an account of ‘New York day by day’ and have Glea type copies to send you, Mrs. Edmiston & others, but think this better go, as is.  Best to all, Dwight.”

Seldom did Dwight's letters to Marguerite stray from art-related matters.  She was slowly healing from the deep wounds caused by the death of her son, and found that showing and selling art was a worthwhile and satisfying diversion. The art exposure and money from sales, in turn, helped the artists.  She received a 10% commission.

Dwight was generous in including fellow artists to “share the spoils” and it is noted that by March, 1945, several out-in-the state artists were included in the shipments to Borger, Texas: Mrs. Elizabeth Meyer and Mrs. Marjorie Corn from Grand Island (the latter was a former student of DK's); Miss Ruth Tompsett, Omaha; and Mr. Paul Faulkner, North Platte.  He tells Marguerite (March 6, 1945) “Mrs. Meyer is a grand old lady from Grand Island or you might call her ‘Nebraska's Grandma Moses.’  She is in her 80's and has been the main organizer and the active force of the Grand Island Sketch Club.  Mrs. Corn is secretary of that group and is Marian Hatten's sister.  Ruth Tompsett teaches in one of the Omaha high schools.  Paul Faulkner, you remember, is one of our graduates who has done murals.”

“I am including a few copies of two of my silk screen prints although I did not have time to mat all of them.  I am also including two of my watercolors, which I thought might appeal to Texans though I am sure you have enough other pictures of mine.  Judging from my list, the small sandhill picture to which you refer which is a combination of pencil and watercolor is called ‘Frost in the Hills’ and it is not for sale, as it is one of the few pictures that I have done which I want to keep (he kept the small 9' X 12” study with him until he died).  I thought I had probably priced ‘Open Country’ high enough so no one would buy it as it was one of my favorites.  In regard to the prices of pictures in larger quantities (in case your Corpus Christi man still wants some), I would not lower prices on any of the pictures which you have as they are low enough for this group which I consider among my best work.  If they are still interested in seeing a group of several monotypes in April, I could send him a series of a dozen or more that could be priced as low as $12.00 each to him.”

His letter also mentions the N.A.A’s annual show “it was a huge affair and a big success from all indications.  Mac counted over 1150 people in the galleries on Sunday afternoon.  From those figures you can imagine not many people really got to see paintings and sculpture in the exhibit because they got in each other's way.”

Later that month he also wrote a brief letter, which discussed commission, and showing of work in Corpus Christi.  In April he clarified a few questions she had on titles of paintings, and a price for “Alice in the Studio” for $20, a gouache he did of Mrs. Edmiston.  That he would sell it for as little as $20 seems incomprehensible today especially since his portraits nearly always “caught” the individual in an easy, charming, sure manner.  He finishes that letter by mentioning he had just returned from his talk closing the show.  “It has been a success but leaves us limp, and with much to catch up on.  Our Beatrice plans are going ahead for Apr. 10 to 13, Kady, Mrs. E., and I will give talks and demonstrations there.  We're sending 75 pictures by 23 artists.”

The European “phase” of World War II ended in April of 1945.  V-E Day was celebrated in Atkinson by going to church and praying for our servicemen and women in the South Pacific.  In his May 1 letter he doesn't mention the war, or John's (and my) upcoming high school graduation.  It was all art business and his own activities.  He had just returned from a trip to Oklahoma and found her letter, with money enclosed, “I have been enjoying the role of Santa Claus, distributing the money, and everyone concerned is pleased.  I am afraid you have taken it all too hard: with all of us, an occasional sale of a picture is just so much ‘velvet’ and we expect nothing.  So I think you have done extremely well, especially since I got a sample of what happens down your way in the kind of pictures painted for the rich in Oklahoma, mostly imitations of ‘purty’ prints dispensed by Colonial Art Co.: Magnolia blossoms, dogwood, calendar landscapes, etc.”

“They showed me a lovely time in Tulsa and also arranged a ‘personally conducted’ trip to Stillwater and Norman.  Then I stopped in Okla. City two days to visit relatives and see things.  My solo show, including oils, tempra, watercolor, etc., will be shown in Wichita, Tulsa, and Oklahoma City next fall and winter, maybe other places later.  I'm not teaching summer school so intend to spend the time trying to become ‘human’ again by being a farmer and painter.  Dwight.”

My friend Claudia and I were in Lincoln most of that summer.  We planned to begin classes at the University of Nebraska that fall and we thought we should try our wings and find summer work.  For pleasure, Aunt Truby got us into the USO Junior Hostess program and we met a lot of soldiers who were stationed at the Lincoln Air Base.  We weren't allowed to date them, but it was easy to break the rules, and they were “gentlemen.”

I did lots of posing for the Saturday morning group that summer, chunks of time screwing on a pearl earring while wearing a pink slip (John managed to unclothe me that much), and a string of pearls.  He entered the portrait in a pearl company contest and received an honorable mention, but no monetary prize.  My shoulder-length red hair was done in an “upswept,” stylish at that time, and he threw a blue-green drape over one arm.  Years later he was horrified and embarrassed when he noticed he had given my right-hand middle finger an extra joint.  He was precocious and very knowledgeable about art at that young age and later made no excuses for his mistake.  I still find it amusing!

Claudia and I missed the August V-J day celebration in Lincoln, however John filled us in with a letter describing the wild, joyous event.  Dwight, typically, did not mention it in his September 19th letter: “. . many thanks for the check for the picture - it will come in handy as this has turned out to be a heavy month what with John's tuition, etc.”

“You interest and amaze me, suggesting a fee of $100 and expenses from Okla. City.  I would not only come for that price but would even include an impersonation of Stieglitz, thrown in for good measure (though Truby says that would be worth $150).  I am definitely slated for a reception in Wichita Sat. evening Oct.6 and lecture Sunday the 7th.  Truby will go along too.  If the Borger ‘promotion’ should materialize the date should be as early as possible in that week.  With the work piling up here I would not dare be gone too long as I have to be gone again in Nov. (to St. Louis) and Dec. (N.Y.).”

“Our enrollment is way up and we are going to be swamped in some labs (they were, I was in Drawing 1 and Design.  For drawing, we had to work in the corridor.  There were architecture students in the class, including Irv Dana and others, with talent).  Fortunately a good sculptor fell our way - like manna from Heaven.  She is the wife of Air Base permanent staff officer, and has had swell training at Uni. of Washington (state) & with Archipenko & Maldarelli in N.Y. as well as teaching experience and commercial work in pottery & ceramic sculpture.  She promises to stay out the semester & probably the whole year, even if her husband is transferred.”

“Katherine is still going to teach one class on Fridays, & we have two excellent upperclassmen for lab assistants so far, and two men to help with packing room & hanging & signs, also clay mixing.  Joe is coming back for Library but not until after Xmas.  So we have to line up someone for art library this semester. . wish you were here.  We opened our faculty show of summer work with a tea Sunday - Clara Marie, Freda, Kady and I.”

“As for lecture subjects for Borger I think I suggested either: (a) illustrated lecture with Kodachrome slides ‘American Art in the Making’ or (b) how a watercolor is painted - a demonstration of 2 or 3 different ways of doing it.  The latter would be more fun to do but don't know whether it would appeal or seem worth $100.”

“We had a whee of a weekend at Milford Sept. 8th & 9th, perhaps Gretchen has written you.  Freda, Mrs. Edmiston, Kady, the 2 Allens & 2 Frankforters, Truby & I were all there & Barbara & Bob Ross Saturday PM & for fried chicken & fixins at Spielers.  We had a paper shower for Betty after food.  I hear Chick (her serviceman husband) is on his way home from Europe, went down on Main St. and painted the local scene until the lights were turned out.  Working from the middle of the street, top of car, etc. Frank did a swell one & Barbara one of the barbershop (with customer) from outside looking in.  Sunday AM we had Fred Allen's mix of pecan waffles & sausages at Spielers.  A shower & cold wind spoiled our plans to picnic out-doors but didn't stop us from going to graveyards to paint (br-r-r-!).  The Allens set up their bright blue Calif. beach umbrella for shade (when the sun came out) in the graveyard and it collapsed when the wind came up.  Gretchen fed us at ‘Porchy,’ Truby drove in to Lincoln in the AM & brought John back Sunday evening.  As ever, Dwight.”

The September letter is full of plans for Dwight and Truby's trip to Oklahoma and Texas, their schedule, train times, shipping of paintings for the show there, he finishes by saying, “Truby is sewing madly to get things ready to go.  A few days ago she got cold feet and thought she couldn't leave but don't think she will back out now.  John will be on his own, and judging from the time we have getting off in the morning, it wouldn't surprise me if he were late to all classes: the change of time may help, though.”

“We have just added Gene Cotton Garrison to out staff full time.  She will be in charge of art library, taking time off to assist in some labs, helping Clara Marie in Art 1 & 2 & understudying her in illustration & in charge of children's Saturday class.  We also have a half-time student in art library.  Just as I was thinking our staff is complete Glea broke the news that she & Frank are expecting another Frankforter at their house along about April.  But as Joe comes back next semester, Gene Garrison could work in office & Joe in library.”

“You should see the handsome men from the Air Base who are in some of our classes, also our new off-white walls in 3rd floor corridor.  Don't know how much farther the paint job will go, the latest is the Uni. is getting short of money again (or yet) & they won't paint offices & classrooms on our floors just now.  More later, as ever, Dwight.”

Those days of train travel are nearly a memory.  Dwight's note to Marguerite written from Kansas City on the trip back from Phillips, Texas mentions a few complications, “we were actually on another train that was on time.  Santa Fe from Okla. City, so we had time for a bite to eat, and now a brief wait before boarding the Zephyr for Lincoln.  Our ride from Amarillo to OK City turned out well after all, though we had an anxious half hour at first.

Finally sleuthed out a vacant upper berth on the one Pullman car, & after chasing from one end of the train to the other, over babies, baggage, bare feet, located the conductor in the Jim Crow car.  We had to buy new tickets first class to get a Pullman so will have some to send in for refund.  Tho we had intended to sit up, the train was so late we went to bed and actually got about 5 hrs sleep, arriving shortly after 2AM, where we were met by our relatives.  Then after early AM lunch at their house-coffee (milk for me) & banana cream pie with whipped cream!  We got 4 hrs more sleep in bed.  Our memories of Borger, Phillips & the nice time we had still linger pleasantly.  Sorry that the anxiety of getting that train prevented thanking you properly.  Best to John & Bob, Dwight.”

Truby was especially excited about the Oklahoma-Texas trip and related colorful descriptions of the oil fields at night with their ejections of billowing, pink, smoky steam.  Dwight did a wonderful gouache of the sight.

Dwight's follow-up letter, October 18th, states “I just came across the enclosed list of books which includes a number of recent works on color which I thought might interest you.  Possibly you could have your library order some of them and I think you would find the color packet useful in your talk.  I have heard Mr. Birren talk and he is a good authority on the subject of color and can express himself very clearly.  We arrived in Lincoln shortly after 10 P.M. on Sunday and were very glad to get home.  We did succeed in getting seats all the way, however (trains were so packed with servicemen, etc., we often sat in the aisles).  John had had a few adventures while we were gone, including the experience of losing his house key on Saturday.  He solved his problem by breaking one of the French door panes to get in.  I am still curious as to whether the two portrait sketches were accepted.  At any rate, I am going to make a sale of a picture in Wichita, as Mrs. Navas wants one of my watercolors for the Murdock Collection; probably one of the Milford pictures.  With best regards to the family.  Sincerely, Dwight.”
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