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ONE
The Empty Canvas

EARLY LIFE
EPIPHANY IN A MUSEUM

Painting has everything to do with memory. Images of the unexpected, the surreal, well up unbidden in your mind—as do things you haven’t resolved. A bizarre scene from your childhood that seemed unfathomable to you at the time will linger in your memory for years.

The Midwest is a strange place. On the one hand it’s very basic, down-to-earth; on the other it’s a great generator of illusions. I grew up in North Dakota where the land is totally flat, like a screen on which you can project whatever you imagine. We had no electricity, and when a kerosene lamp was lit or put out in a house half a mile away, you would know that Siever Svenson had just woken up or gone to bed.

Living on the plains, you often see mirages. One evening I was sitting on the front porch at sunset with the sun in back of me, and I seemed to see a giant Trojan horse walking across the horizon.

“What’s that?” I said, running into the house. “Look! Look at the big horse!” Turned out it was the neighbor’s stallion that had gotten loose and, caught against the setting sun, it loomed as a giant that looked four stories high. But then again, odd things seemed to happen all the time. In 1938, when we were living in Minnesota, a meteor landed on a neighbor’s house a few miles away and struck a woman on her hip while she was in bed—and she lived.

There’s no scale in the brain. An image of the most colossal monument and the tiniest ant can rest side by side in your mind. The mundane and the bizarre can fuse into a language of images that float to the surface when you least expect it.

I was named James Albert, for my dashing uncle Albert, and was born at the Deaconess Hospital in Grand Forks, North Dakota, on November 29, 1933, the only child of Ruth Hendrickson Rosenquist and Louis Rosenquist.

Perhaps because the land is so flat—there were no mountains to climb—in North Dakota people wanted to go up in the air. My mom and dad wanted to fly, and they both became pioneering pilots. One of my earliest recollections of planes is of my father taking me to the airport and putting me in one of these beautiful little biplanes, like the Travelaire that my parents flew, but they also flew Curtiss Robins and Monocoupes. My mom and dad and Uncle Albert were planning an international airline with a mail route from North Dakota to Winnipeg when the Depression hit. Their plans were further dashed when Albert crashed and died in a rainstorm in 1931.
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At age one on our neighbor’s Buick.

I tell people that I was born in the Happy Dragon Chinese restaurant. I’ve always thought it fitting that the hospital I was born in turned into a Chinese restaurant later on.

Even my first memory now seems to me mysterious and evanescent: the smell of coal smoke and the look of the small squares of the sidewalk. This was near the train depot in Grand Forks, North Dakota, an old station from the 1920s.

Perhaps being born in a future Chinese restaurant brought me luck because I barely survived infancy. When I was little we lived in an old rooming house in Grand Forks that had an open atrium in the center. One day I was in a baby stroller; my mother and godmother were standing talking at the top of two flights of stairs when somehow the stroller rolled away from them and began crashing down the stairs. I went head over heels down two flights. My head just missed the floor and I ended up hitting the glass door at the bottom. I vividly remember my mother screaming in horror as she watched me tumble down the stairs.

In Grand Forks my babysitter was a gangly teenage girl who we thought was the sister of my mother’s best friend—but really she was her illegitimate daughter. Her mother worked at a dairy, and she often took me there. I remember her reaching into a big churn they had there to give me a huge chunk of vanilla ice cream.

We were a nomadic family, living in a half-dozen places in North Dakota, Minnesota, and Ohio. I attended seven schools by the time I was twelve. When I was in first grade we left Grand Forks and moved to Atwater, Minnesota, a small town a hundred miles west of Minneapolis. That’s where my father’s parents had a farm. I stayed with them for a time while my parents were trying to find a place to live.
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My mother, on the right, with a friend on a Curtiss Robin that she flew, ca. 1931. It was probably owned by her instructor.

Grandfather Rosenquist had a quarter section, which was something like five hundred acres, on which he grew wheat, corn, and soybeans. He also had twenty dairy cows. He’d get up before dawn, take a nap at noon, and then go work until suppertime. He’d stay up until ten, listen to the news on the radio, and go to bed. Even after I moved back with my parents I went out to the farm and fed the pigs. I used to make them pig cocktails. You would take a big barrel of water and put in so many shovels of wheat, and then add barleycorn to make it a little sweeter. My grandfather lived to age ninety-two—he could have lived longer but he got gangrene in his heel; they wanted to cut it out but he wouldn’t let them. “Well, I came into this world with two feet,” he told them, “and I’m going out with two feet.”

My father ran a Mobil gasoline station off the highway. It was during the Depression, and the big treat for me was being able to drink the bottom half of my father’s five-cent Coca-Cola. The Depression started in 1929, but it hit the Midwest in the 1930s and lasted until 1940. There was work on the farm and enough food, but the towns had a hard time of it.

Money was in short supply. A dollar was as rare as frog hair, but we lived in a communal society where sharing food, clothing, and so on was a way of life that went way back in those old Swedish and Norwegian communities. During the Depression the Chamber of Commerce came up with a clever idea: they would write big food companies to ask if they could have a Pancake Day or a Coffee Day; these companies would send food, and we would have these little festivals sponsored by the different companies. I used to pull a wagon in these parades wearing a clown suit, saying, “My dad sells Mobil gas;” or I would be dressed in some other kind of costume advertising a different product. There were contests and raffles. I remember one pancake-eating contest when they gave the guy who won first prize a giant pancake. He was not pleased, and he punched the judge in the jaw.
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My mother is on the right, in her flying jodhpurs with a friend, ca. 1931.

Money was so scarce that I began to have dreams about it. One night, I dreamed that in the backyard I saw this great big turtle. I got a washtub, put it over the turtle, and then went into the house and called out to my mom, “Momma, Momma, look what I got.” I lifted up the washtub and underneath it was a hundred-dollar bill.

My mother was a great cook, and occasionally when she’d put an apple pie out on the windowsill to cool, a bum would smell it from the railroad track, come over and knock on the door, and say, “Ma’am, do you have any work?” She’d say, “Yes. Would you chop some firewood?” And then she’d give him a chicken dinner and a piece of apple pie as payment.

There were no rival factions in the towns where I grew up. We didn’t live in neighborhoods where the Catholics fought the Jews or the blacks fought the Italians. To be honest, we lived in a monoculture of Swedish and Norwegian immigrants so there were few people around to be bigoted about. In these little towns out West, you’d have the Jewish peddler coming down the railroad track selling his wares. He was simply “the peddler.” No one hated him or called him names. Individuals were called Bicycle Charlie, Snoose Victor, or Lame John—everybody had his attribute and nickname. My grandfather was always Louis Senior. A guy with a great big warty nose was called Spoonbill. My grandpa was very outgoing. He’d strike up conversations with strangers, ask who they were, where they came from, what they thought about this and that.

In the late 1930s, around ’36 or ’37, I was taken by my mother to see Franklin Roosevelt in Wilmar, Minnesota, which was about half an hour from where we lived in Atwater. That image is still so vivid to me I can replay it in my mind like a film clip. Roosevelt was in a 1936 Ford Phaeton four-door convertible, sitting in the backseat smiling and waving, with his trademark cigarette holder sticking out of his mouth at a rakish angle and a blanket covering his knees. No one in the world imagined he couldn’t walk. We loved FDR; we were all Democrats out there.

Not that long ago I got an honorary degree from North Dakota State University in Fargo, and while I was there I went back to visit Mekinock, a little town where we used to go for our groceries and gas. When I lived there it had a train station, a bar, a general store, dirt streets, and wooden sidewalks just like a set for a Western. Now the general store and the bar had disappeared. They tore down the grain elevator. There had been a nice brick train station; that was gone, and the train tracks were pulled up, and no houses were left. They had had no fire department, so when the houses burned down, they let them burn. That was the end of it. There was no place left to reminisce about. They’d wiped it out, and in its place there were only a few mobile homes. A ghost town.

In 1940, when I was seven, my dad opened up a motel for tourists in Perham, in northern Minnesota. The town was named after Josiah Perham, the first president of the Northern Pacific Railroad. East Otter Tail County was very beautiful, with rolling hills and woods and over a hundred lakes.

It was while we were living there that I was sent out with a lumberjack as my babysitter. I went with him into the woods, and when we got to a clearing, he told me to stay put. He began chopping down a huge tree. As it came crashing to the ground I got so scared I shat my pants. There was no toilet paper so the lumberjack used white wood chips to clean me up. He just laughed and went right on chopping down trees like Paul Bunyan. I remember those wood chips and that odd feeling.

In Perham I made pocket money by collecting old newspapers, which I’d sell to the local florist. I’d get thirty-five cents per hundred pounds of newspaper. The florist was an interesting character. He was building an aluminum inboard speedboat from plans he got out of Popular Mechanics. To us it looked like a rocket ship. No one in Perham had even heard of aluminum.

Throughout my childhood the strangeness of things made a great impression on me. When I was eight years old, walking in the woods in Canada, I came across a carousel with painted horses and unicorns in the middle of a clearing. Trees and bushes had grown up through it, vines wound around the poles and the horses, covering their flanks in leaves and turning the whole thing into a fantastic creation—part machine, part exotic plant.

And then came the war. It was 1941, and one day I was walking along the railroad tracks in the rain, using an Underwood typewriter cover as an umbrella, when I heard that the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor. And soon after, the United States entered the war. My dad had two boys who worked for him: one had a Harley and the other had an Indian motorcycle. They would give me rides when I was little. Those two boys went into the army, got shipped over to the South Pacific, and never came back.

The war changed everything and our fortunes changed along with it. When war broke out gas rationing came in, and that was the end of tourism. My dad was unlucky that way. He always had bad timing. We left Perham in 1942 and moved to 2528 Third Avenue in South Minneapolis, where my dad got a job for a short time in a munitions factory. Today Perham is a big tourist resort with two golf courses and many fancy shops.

The rationing meant there were no toys, little ice cream, and few candy bars. All the metal that would have gone into making toys was put in the scrap drive to be melted down for weapons. As a boy, I made model airplanes and cars out of wooden orange crates—cars with no wheels, of course, because you couldn’t get wheels for them. Everything was rationed; sometimes I had no idea why. We were supposed to save our bacon fat, for instance. We were told they needed the animal fat in munitions manufacturing for rocket shells, but while we understood that scrap iron was clearly a necessity, the bacon fat business we never could figure out. We always wondered if it was just to make people feel patriotic.

Cars were scarce. If you were lucky enough to get a ride in a car, you only went thirty-five miles an hour. Hundred-mile trips were like a slow boat to China. A decent car was impossible to come by. My father’s 1934 Chevrolet was a piece of junk. He cut oak pieces to rebuild the body and the sides. There was a worn-out armrest in the back. You couldn’t get cloth to fix it, so my mother upholstered it with a piece of flowery material used for making drapes. We ended up with a mouse-colored car with this bright flowery armrest in one corner.

During the war I was out of school a lot because we moved so much, since my father was working on planes at different bases; my mother used to take me to movies—for twelve cents you could see a movie and a stage show. When I was little, I had listened to Gene Autry, Superman, and all that stuff on the radio, so I was thrilled when I heard that we were going to see Gene Autry in person. Gene Autry was going to do his radio show, plus we’d get to see Kay Kyser and his Kollege of Musical Knowledge and Horace Heidt with his Musical Knights. Onstage! Live!

We watched the bands play and then it was time for Gene Autry. But instead of the cacti and sagebrush I had imagined, the stage was covered with big thick black cables. And instead of Gene Autry galloping in on Champion, there was a middle-aged man in a big cowboy hat sitting at a desk reading from a script and a soundman going clip-clop, clip-hop, heeeeeeeeeeee, and whinnying. I was very disappointed. This wasn’t at all the way I’d imagined it from the radio. Where had the magic of gulches and sidewinders and desperadoes and injuns and lariat-twirling galoots gone? It had a big effect on me. I was disenchanted by the discrepancy between what I’d imagined and the shoddy scene onstage, and I began to think about the gap between illusion and reality.

My first encounters with art as a child left me with strange ideas about what it was. When I was nine we were living right near the Minneapolis Institute of Art, and my mother, who was an amateur painter, often took me there. In the Egyptian Room they had mummies on display and to my childish mind it looked as if they were exhibiting corpses. I ran to my mother.

“Mommy,” I said, “there’s bodies in there that haven’t been buried, just like Grandpa on the porch.” My great-grandfather had died in the winter when the ground in North Dakota was too hard to bury him. They kept him in his coffin on the porch, and every day as I would go to school I’d say, “Bye-bye, Grandpa, see you later!”

In 1943 my dad went to work servicing B-24 bombers for Northwest Airlines and we had to move to Vandalia, Ohio, where Northwest subcontracted for the government at Wright-Patterson Field. His salary was very low—he was making about $380 a month—and though things were very cheap, a family could just about scrape by on it. We lived in army housing barracks.

The government was testing planes there and we saw all kinds of experimental aircraft, like the pusher planes with the propeller in the back, and we also watched a lot of them crash. You could see the parachutes coming down after a plane had taken a nosedive. Every day I played war with my friends—that’s what the grownups were doing, and we copied them as best we could by throwing rocks at each other’s heads, digging trenches, and staging maneuvers. I was covered in cuts and bruises all the time from these games. One was called catapult; you’d put a rock or a big clump of dirt on one end of a big piece of wood and catapult it over to the other side by jumping on the opposite end of the board. Once I put a rock on one end of the catapult and jumped with all my might on the other end. Instead of flying over to the other side, the rock went right up and hit me in the eye—I got a huge shiner from that. The next day was my first day at school but no one beat me up—the black eye was a plus—because they thought I was some kind of a toughie.

While we were living in Ohio, my mother took me to a museum in Dayton, where I first encountered the enigma of collage, something I would spend my life trying to unravel. There, all on the same wall, was a painting, a shrunken head, and a little flower: three completely different things that seemed to have nothing to do with one another.

People always mention Kurt Schwitters when they think of collage, but it goes much further back than that, way back to the Japanese tea ceremony. When you look at a collage by Schwitters, with disparate things stuck side by side and laid on top of each other—a newspaper, a train ticket, paper money, a torn piece of blue paper, a fashion illustration, an envelope with a stamp on it—you involuntarily make connections. With collage you are free to create your own narrative. That and an element of mystery is what originally attracted me to the process.

During the war my parents continued to move around a lot and I was often sent by train to stay on my grandfather Ole Hendrickson’s wheat farm in North Dakota, twelve miles from Grand Forks. It was in a valley with woods around it and the Turtle River running through it—very quiet, pastoral, and picturesque. I had a great time there despite the fact that we had none of the things people today would consider basic necessities. It was a very rustic living, no electricity, no telephone, no running water. You’d go to bed with lanterns and get up with the birds. There was no washing machine; you washed your clothes in a cast-iron pot heated up over a fire (the water came out of a hand pump in the kitchen). I’d jump in before it got too boiling hot and take a bath. It was called the cannibal pot. Breakfast was hot chocolate and peanut butter on homemade bread heated on a huge wood kitchen range with burning wood. I don’t remember eating any eggs in those days. I don’t think we kept chickens. We didn’t have any cows either and only a couple of horses.

As an only child, I had no brother or sisters to play with, but I did have a pet skunk (not deodorized) and my aunt Dolores who was only a few years older than me. I adored her and she provided all the entertainment. Dolores was a bit of a tomboy and, like me, enjoyed building model airplanes, making marionettes, and rough-housing. When Dolores became a teenager, she took a big old hayrack on wheels and had a barn dance for all her friends on the hay wagon to the old-time records of Ernest Tubb and other country-and-western stars, with everybody singing along.
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I am thirteen and in the middle of shoveling a record wheat harvest with Aunt Dolores, at my grandfather’s farm in Mekinock, North Dakota, 1946.

My grandfather Hendrickson was Norwegian but born in America. He’d only speak Norwegian to say something he didn’t want us children to understand. He was a wonderful guy, an inventor—and a very funny man. He made ice skates out of files welded onto braces attached to a pair of old shoes. He’d skate on them on the pond in the winter. He invented the first power lawn mower, a scary contraption with a whirling blade mounted on a Briggs & Stratton motor but with no guard. It was a terrifying machine.
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I am holding a model airplane I made, age thirteen, 1946

After the war I went back there occasionally to pick potatoes with Mexican migrant workers. I worked in the fields with my uncle Clarence Hendrickson who’d just come back from fighting the Japanese. The poor guy was shell-shocked and ended up shooting himself.

Periodically, when my parents got settled, I’d go back and stay with them. One day when I was eleven my mother said, “Jimmy, come in the house, I want you to hear this. They’re going to have the voice of General George S. Patton on the radio.” It was 4:10 in the afternoon when Patton’s voice came on: “We kicked the fucking sons of bitches’ asses down the fucking Rhine and we’re going to kick them all the way back to Berlin.” “Cut!” someone shouted, and then an announcer came on and said, “You’ve just heard the voice of General George S. Patton somewhere in the European theater of war.” “Momma,” I said, “he talks just like Grandpa.”

I remember the end of the war very clearly, and celebrating VJ Day in 1945. I liked that period just after the war, but material goods were still very scarce; 1945 to 1950 turned out to still be hard times. Getting a refrigerator or a car was a problem. If people could get them, they would buy them immediately, but mostly they just were not available.

The war produced its own surreal touches. In an old Life magazine I discovered this item from Stars and Stripes, the military newspaper. At the end of World War II, somewhere in the south of France a reporter found Gertrude Stein and interviewed her. The reporter asked, “Miss Stein, how do you feel on this great day of liberation?” And she said something to the effect of, “Today is like yesterday was like today is like tomorrow will be tomorrow is like today will be like yesterday.” To which the reporter commented, “We think she may have been shell-shocked.”

It was during the war that I began drawing. I was often alone in hotel rooms while my parents were traveling or at work, and I would spend the entire day creating elaborate battle scenarios. Paper was scarce and expensive, but my mother found me long rolls of discarded wallpaper to draw on. I could draw huge narrative scenes on the back of these sheets, beginning with soldiers creating gun emplacements, digging trenches, and then moving on to the next giant battle scene involving catastrophic explosions, air-bombing raids, crashes, mines detonating, and soldiers flying through the air from grenade attacks.

In 1945 we moved back to Minneapolis, to 2541 Third Avenue, right across the street from where we used to live. My mother was working as an accountant and my father was still with Northwest Airlines. In 1946 my father built a house in South Minneapolis for $7,000. It looked like a Cape Cod cottage.

On the farm, money had been irrelevant, but in Minneapolis I was a kid from a family without any money. I had always worked. Sometimes I was embarrassed by it. When I first went to high school, someone had asked, “Does anyone here want a job?” I said, “I do.” What was the job? It was selling ice cream right across the street from the school. My classmates would come up to me and ask me what I was doing there. I told them it was my job. They thought it was kind of stupid.

Where we lived in Minneapolis was on the edge of the crime area. The kids on the other side of Fifty-fourth Street were juvenile delinquents, so you had to watch out for yourself. I remember Joe Digidio, who wasn’t that much older than I was, driving up alongside me in a car. “Hi. Come in,” he said, “I’ll give you a ride.” I got in. “Wow,” I said. “Where did you get this car?” “Oh, I just picked it up a few blocks away.” I asked him to pull over and let me out. “My mother sent me to get a loaf of bread,” I said. “I have to get out here.” The guys driving stolen cars would rob a golf course or steal cases of soda pop. The cops got them—and the kids who’d gone along for the ride. They all got charged as accessories. Little kids who didn’t know any better ended up in reform school, too.

At age fifteen I got my driver’s license and began driving a truck after school, sometimes until after eleven at night, making deliveries for a drugstore. I worked like hell all year round, right through the winter, too. My grades suffered as a result. I had some very strange experiences; I delivered drugs to the oddest people, to crippled people living alone in attics, crazy old women—weird stuff. One time I had to bring thirty pounds of tobacco to a house in Minneapolis. I knocked on the door. Inside was a large family of hillbillies in bib overalls. The big wooden table was piled with great mounds of tobacco and rows of cigarettes. Everybody was smoking like a chimney. There was so much smoke in the room the air had turned blue.

In South Minneapolis the best part about the new house was the garage. It was there that I built model airplanes, and eventually a speedboat using plans I got from Popular Mechanics. The ad said: “Build the Merry Maid yourself in your basement or garage!” You sent away for the plans, which gave you step-by-step instructions. I got some sawhorses and a piece of red oak from my grandfather’s farm, cut it up, made the keel and part of the stem from it, and covered it with plywood—it wasn’t that different from building a model airplane. You first build the frames and hang them on the keel and then put the stem in front of it. We didn’t have electric drills then, so it was all done with hand tools. The only motor available was a four-cylinder Johnson attack motor made for the army. It was a very crude thing with a pulled starter. There was no reverse—you just flipped the motor to make it go backward. But I couldn’t even afford one of those, so now I had a speedboat with no motor.

In Atwater, Minnesota, the Holm Brothers hardware store said a company was coming out with a new twenty-five horsepower Johnson that had a shift on it. It cost $275 wholesale, and they gave it to me for $300, because the owner of the hardware store wanted me to have it. Everybody had done without for so long, they just wanted people to get the things they needed. I got that Johnson motor, put it on my boat, and I’d go out on Lake Minnetonka and pull two water-skiers behind.

After the war I spent my summers on my grandfather Louis Rosenquist’s farm with my uncle Frans. My first day and night seemed endless, with frequent pauses for massive amounts of food. It was the longest day I’d ever known—from predawn till ten at night. My first morning, I was awakened at five o’clock and came down to a breakfast of four cups of coffee and cookies. My uncle, who was an alcoholic, supplemented his breakfast with a gulp of whiskey.

It wasn’t yet light when we went out to weld up the plowshares, gas up the tractors, and get the rigs ready. By the time we’d gotten that done—it took almost three hours—it was eight o’clock and we’d worked up a healthy appetite, so we had our second breakfast. This consisted of ham, three or four eggs, stacks of buttered toast, and steaming hot cups of coffee—and more whiskey for my uncle. Back out we went, bucking and bouncing across the fields on the tractors as we ripped furrows. At noon we packed it in for lunch. After lunch, we gassed up the tractors again, checked the rigs, and went out into the fields again. We stayed out there until around six o’clock. I was exhausted, but, after another big meal, we were out in the fields plowing again.

That night the moon came up just as the sun went down, and, for a few minutes, the furrows were lit up from both sides by the sinking sun on one side and the rising moon on the other. The noise from the tractors was deafening, and they rattled and bounced across that field, but it was a beautiful sight. Later that night, the stars came out. Then a storm came up, and huge clouds piled up in the sky to hide the stars. It rained and we had to go home. The next day we were at it again. I could never understand before how people could bear the terrible monotony of being on a farm, of working the land. But I think I learned that night why people do it and why they love the life.

Uncle Frans was a very colorful character. Unfortunately, he died at thirty-nine from a drunk-driving accident. When he was younger, my grandfather had given him a brand-new 1940 Ford for graduating from the sixth grade. He was already a crazy, wild nut, and that year he was in a car wreck. His head went through the back window of the car, he had to have about fifty stitches in his face, and they had to sew his ear back on. He did so many wacky things. He’d go into a beer parlor with a knife and cut the straps off the farmers’ bib overalls so their pants would fall down. Then they would beat the hell out of him. He dried out for two years, and then someone slipped him a drink in a soda pop and he went off the deep end again. After a day spent plowing on the farm, I’d go to sleep and he’d wake me up in the middle of the night. “Come on, Jim,” he’d say. “We’re going to have a tug-of-war across the coulee and we got the fat Swendson twins on our side.” Just a bunch of drunken farmers trying to pull one another into the water.

I had a lot of fun on the farm with my cousin Archie. He’d been in the batallion that liberated Buchenwald and he told me they had used one room there as a latrine. He said he mistook a moonbeam for a piece of toilet paper on the latrine floor and tried to pick it up. “Damn, have you ever tried to wipe your ass with a moonbeam?” I later made a print based on this image titled Moon Beam Mistaken for the News.

Archie would take me flying with him in a Piper Cub, something I couldn’t tell my parents about. When Archie came back from the war he had this idea that everyone was entitled to a house, a car—and an airplane. He took his GI Bill in flying. He’d buzz the farm, and one day he flew out to the farm and landed in a field. He told my uncle Frans he’d take him up for a spin. They got in the Piper Cub. Next thing we knew, this plane was coming over our heads about fifty feet off the ground, going nnngggwwwwrrrrmmm! And there was my uncle, terrified, trying to climb out of the plane. He was leaning out on the wing, thinking that Archie was dangerous and was going to get him killed, and that if Archie flew lower than a telephone pole, he was going to jump. (He was drunk, or he’d have thought about that twice.)

Archie never said anything more about Buchenwald. That’s the way it was with World War II vets. I saw firsthand the psychological damage the war had done to the soldiers returning home. My grandfather would hire these guys and they were in terrible shape. Unlike today, when soldiers are flown into these places and flown back, the troops from World War II returned slowly on a ship, but they still had a hard time adjusting. When my grandfather hired them, they’d show up on the farm with their medals and uniforms and so forth; some were pretty strange. They’d work for my grandfather for a month or two and then go home. They knew they were out of sync and were trying to get back into normal civilian life again by working on a farm in the Midwest before they went back to their families in other parts of the country.

One fellow who came back from the war and worked on my grandfather’s farm got dirtier and dirtier plowing, but he had a phobia about bathing. He’d come into the farmhouse where there’d be a big spread of roast beef or turkey, four kinds of beans, salad, and apple pie, stinking to high heaven, and my grandmother, in her singsongy Swedish, would say, “Dat dirty ting, he can’t stay in my house unless he take a bath.” But the guy just wouldn’t bathe. She refused to let him sleep in the house, so what did he do? He took newspapers and put them in his 1936 Ford coupe. The next day he got up in the morning, ate breakfast and lunch in the house, and went to work. He left a month later. Then there was a paranoid vet who always carried a big knife with him wherever he went. My uncle would bait him. He’d say, “I’m gonna get you, you son of a bitch.” And the guy who was disturbed would pull out his big knife and say, “Don’t you come near me,” in his strange, slow delivery. While he was sleeping my uncle took the blade off his knife and welded a bolt and a nut to the knife handle in its place. This was very disturbing for the poor fellow.

Swedish farmers are not all that talkative to begin with, but in Minnesota they were the most taciturn people on earth. They rarely spoke. They’d stand on a street corner and entire conversations would go like this:

“Yah, are you in town today?”

“Yah, yah, yah.”

“The fields, ya know.”

“Oh yah, yah, yah, the fields” (meaning it was too wet to plow).

“Maybe two weeks.”

“Yah, yah, maybe two weeks, yah.”

If someone started going on and on about something he was going to do, they’d say, “Yah, beer farts and bullshit wishes.” They were very no-nonsense, practical people.

In the winter the farmers would go to the Lyric Theater to see a Betty Grable musical straight from cleaning their barns, with cow manure on their overshoes. You had this incongruous combination of Betty Grable, Hollywood glamour, and the acrid stench of ripe manure.

Then there were the jokes about Lena and Ole—a Swedish couple of stupefying earnestness. Lena hears a noise downstairs. “Ole, wake up,” she says, “I think I hear a burglar.” Ole goes downstairs and says to the guy, “Our money is in the buffet cabinet, our jewelry is in the bureau drawer.” “But I’m not a burglar,” the intruder tells him, “I’m a rapist.” So Ole yells upstairs, “Lena, it’s for you.” Aside from the few interesting people in my family—my grandfather, my uncles Frans and Albert, and my cousin Archie—most of my other relatives are normal and have nice families. They raise their families and their families raise families. I wanted to get out of that mold. I wanted to get out, period. I wanted to take the long way home.

By the time I was a teenager I’d found my way out by picking up pieces here and there, like clues to a puzzle. I’d found a way of looking at the world as disconnected images brought together for an unknown purpose. Without realizing it, I deliberately sought out the incongruities that would match my memories.
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My mother always encouraged my interest in art. She was very talented: she played the piano and her paintings were pretty good despite the fact that she’d never studied painting. Like many amateur artists, her subject matter was limited and predictable. She did the kind of kitsch paintings of waterfalls and autumn leaves that you’d find in dime-store reproductions.

I had a natural aptitude for drawing, for seeing things in perspective and setting them in the right scale, but my range of subjects—cars, planes, boats, and battle scenes—was not all that much broader than my mother’s. When I was fourteen, I painted a water-color of a sunset and won a scholarship to study art for four Saturdays at the Minneapolis School of Art. I knew I was involved in serious business here, because they gave us erasers that cost twenty-five cents and paper that cost thirty-five cents a sheet. I drew and painted gouaches.

One day my teacher asked me, “Have you ever heard of French nonobjective painting?”

“No,” I said. “What’s that?”

“Well, let me put it this way: Have you ever painted abstractly?”

“No,” I said, “I paint things as real as I can.”

He asked if I had ever heard of Jack the Dripper. I think that’s what they called Jackson Pollock. Like most people, I knew a little about modern European art, about Picasso and Salvador Dalí, but this was the first time I heard about the new American postwar art.

I had seen very few books on painting and most of those were in black-and-white. Up to that point I was much more familiar with magazine illustration, the kind you’d see in adventure magazines, pulp fiction, and girlie magazines. A well-known painter who did watercolors for the covers of these magazines was John Pike. Another illustrator whose work I noticed was Hardie Gramatky. I used to examine The Saturday Evening Post covers and I became curious about who these artists were. I found two books about two of those artists: Stephen Dohanos and Norman Rockwell.

I read about how in back of their mansions they had small studios where they took photos of models knifing each other and embracing, or singing the national anthem, and they would use these to compose their illustrations for the covers. The Saturday Evening Post paid a couple of grand for a cover, a serious amount of money at that time. Norman Rockwell was the most famous of these artists.

The Saturday Evening Post artists would do all this prep—models, black-and-white photographs, renderings in pencil—then they’d paint their covers in an old-master-like way. I was about seventeen or eighteen when I first saw these pictures. They seemed fantastic to me. At that time I was looking for sources of inspiration in fine art, but I couldn’t find the kind of revelation I was seeking, so realist illustration was my first encounter with art.

There were few examples of modern art at the Art Institute and, in any case, modern art meant something different back then. It didn’t mean contemporary; it meant Picasso, Matisse, Braque. Pollock was the first modern, abstract American artist who people argued about. There were articles in Life magazine about American artists before Pollock, but they were all figurative painters. They’d have a few spreads in the magazine of paintings by World War II artists like Eugene Speicher and Gandy Brodie, who was in the Marine Corps—and that was modern art. According to Life magazine it had just about gone as far as it should go.
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In Tijuana, where my father and I drove in 1951.

I was beginning to think about what I was going to do in life. In 1951 I flew to Los Angeles on a Lockheed TWA Constellation with my father. I was seventeen, and California was a big wide screen with the ocean and the Sierras. I saw all these Brit motorcycles. I’ll come out here, customize a car, and go surfing, I thought as I looked around. This is incredible! This town is going to grow. It was the idea of “go west, young man” and having fun. For a while I considered becoming a cattle rancher out there, but I decided to return to Minneapolis and think about it.

In 1952 I graduated from Roosevelt High School in Minneapolis, and all I wanted to do was go back to California. I just wanted to buy a motorcycle and go. “I want to drive to California and live there,” I told my mom.

“Jim, you should go to the university,” she said.

“No, I know what I want and it’s out in California,” I argued with her.

“Why don’t you register anyway?” she said in her wisdom.

The University of Minnesota was a state school, so I registered even though I had no intention of going. I ended up attending the university; I studied humanities and art and found it a lot easier than high school. In high school all I did was goof off. I worked nights driving a truck and had no time for homework, so I neglected my studies—everything except art, which I always had a feeling for. When I began college I was surprised that I was getting such good marks.

So, from 1952 through the spring of 1954, I attended the University of Minnesota, where Cameron Booth became my mentor. He was an incredible painter. He drew realistically, he was an unbelievable colorist and, later on, a colorful abstractionist. After serving in World War I he’d studied in Munich with Hans Hofmann and later, in the 1940s, taught at the Art Students League. From him I learned oil painting, egg tempera, and Renaissance-style underpainting. I studied perspective, color theory, and figure drawing with him. My first encounter with modernism came when I went with him to the Art Institute of Chicago (where Cameron had taught) when he was trying to get a student, Mel Geary, a scholarship.

With Cameron we went to see the old master paintings, the impressionists, and Matisse at the Art Institute. I was overwhelmed by the art I saw there. Living in Minneapolis, I’d looked at some art books; I’d seen paintings by European modernists and old masters—but only in photographs. You can’t tell about the texture of a painting, the brushstrokes, and the drips from a reproduction. I was just blown away by how sloppy these paintings were up close. They were made by hand, done with a paintbrush, painted with thick buttery slabs of color. Oh, I thought, so this is modernism.
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I painted this portrait of my mother ca. 1952–53, when I was at the University of Minnesota.

Cameron Booth was tall, with a mustache—distinguished looking and very British in manner, though he was American, and like the old-time artists he wore a smock when he painted. He was one of those 1950s abstractionists, and his paintings glowed with an inner light. He had been out West in the 1930s helping the American Indians, and in New York he became a famous teacher who had attracted a lot of protégés—Wing Dong, Seong Moy, and Joe Stefanelli studied with him. He was just gaining a reputation for himself as a painter when he fell in love. His friend Will Barnet tried to persuade him to stay in New York and follow his heart. “Why don’t you divorce your wife and marry this girl?” he asked. But Cameron’s father had been a man of the cloth, so Cameron couldn’t bring himself to do that, and he ended up going back to his wife. That was his downfall. If he had stayed in New York, he would have had shows, because he was that good; he would have become known and his work would have evolved. Instead he went back and became a secluded teacher at the University of Minnesota—it was as if he’d fallen off the face of the earth. Unfortunately Cameron had no children, and when he died, I don’t know what became of most of his work. He did some beautiful paintings. I only have a couple of them, but I would have liked to have owned more. I heard that a few of his paintings got swallowed up by a little gallery in Red Wing, Minnesota.

I wanted to learn composition, how to create dynamism in the picture plane. With Cameron I studied composition by focusing the way a Hollywood cinematographer frames an image. I drew six portraits a day. After you know how to draw, the question becomes what do you do with it. At that point you don’t know whether or not you’re any good, and, as a student, you’re generally herded into doing things.

When I was seventeen I answered an ad in the Minneapolis Star-Tribune: WANTED ARTIST/SIGN PAINTER APPLY W. G. FISCHER. I went to see this W. G. Fischer, who had a paint-contracting business. He was a gruff guy, still dressed in his army clothes. He wanted me to paint Phillips 66 emblems on gas tanks and refinery equipment in South Dakota, North Dakota, Iowa, Wisconsin, and Minnesota. He offered $1.60 an hour. Mr. Fischer was very democratic. He hired anybody. He hired people straight out of jail.

I began working on my own out of a truck in Iowa painting signs; then they said, “Well, Jim, meet up with us in Black River Falls, Wisconsin.” During those summers, I got my first taste of the wild side: traveling with the crew of the W. G. Fischer Company across the Midwest. It was a crazy bunch: some were Fischer’s relatives, but more were jailbirds. There were sleepless nights in hotels with this hard-drinking group, sometimes sleeping rough on tarps out in the fields.

I was seventeen, and they were at least ten years older than I was, so they figured that because I was just a kid, they didn’t have to beat me up. We’d go in a bar, they’d bellow: “Give the kid a whiskey sour!” “Nah, he’s too young. Give him a malted milk!” “Nah, give him a gin and tonic!” They’d make me drink all these drinks and get rowdy. It now seems like a dream—if you strung these scenes together in a film, it would make a very strange movie.

We got to the next location, a little one-horse town—nothing there but these huge gas tanks we were to paint. Nothing to do at night: no bars, no movies, no hotel rooms, no nothing; not a soul in sight. At one point we got in a truck and went to the oil fields in the western part of North Dakota. We arrived all covered with dust and there were no rooms in any of the hotels, so we went to sleep on a tarp under the stars. Six people sleeping on dirty paint tarps. It was like an On the Road type of adventure.

And then in the morning we discovered something really strange. We were sleeping on the grass, and all of a sudden we hear a lot of noise. It turned out, in the middle of the night circus people had appeared and started setting up. We woke to find an entire circus—animals, tents, a Ferris wheel—in an adjacent field. Soon people began coming from all the towns around, with the men saying, “Watch out for them guys, watch out for your daughters.” I picked up this nice country girl, Florence Erlenbusch. I wonder where she is now.

Next day we got a hotel room and the guys got ahold of a bottle of Everclear, 180-proof alcohol. They had a few shots of that and they got seriously unruly. A couple of snorts of Everclear was enough to set Wally off; he then tried to rape the girl who worked at the drugstore. He was so drunk and out of control that several times we had to grab him and let him have it and drag him back to the hotel. This farmers’ hotel had big clean rooms with three or four beds in them. We’d be fast asleep when in the middle of the night Wally would start peeing up in the air. “Oh shit,” one of the other guys would say. “We gotta get out of here. Man, this is so embarrassing we gotta leave town.”

The following day we worked like hell. Next night we were all beat-up tired and trying to avoid going back to that place, but when we went to the other old hotels in town we were told there was no room. We had no choice but to go back to the same hotel. The hotel said nothing and put us back in the same room.

I continued to travel around with this bunch of guys, who all lived in Minneapolis. When I finally got back home I thought, I’m going to go over and say hello to Wally. I go to his house and he looks through the shade. He’d been in the slammer—and had that convict mentality of being suspicious. His best friend, Red, had come back from Korea, and he had a big fat sister he wanted Wally to marry. But Wally didn’t want to marry Red’s sister, so what does he do? That night he walked down the street and robbed every gas station he encountered. They’re closed by that time of night, so he broke in and took the money. After about the fifth gas station he found a gun in the drawer, put it in his pocket. Just then the cops arrived, put a gun in his back, and got him for armed robbery. He went to the slammer. Now he was happy. He doesn’t have to marry his best friend’s sister and, consequently, doesn’t lose face. That’s the way it was with these guys.

The Korean War began in the summer of 1950 and went on until the summer of ’53. Two buddies of mine were put in the army; one came back dead and the other with a broken collarbone. The Korean War was the first war where you couldn’t be a conscientious objector. You’d get eighteen months in the clink for resisting the draft. I failed the draft because I had a stiff left wrist from an infection I had in 1948.

My parents were very supportive of everything I did. They had no money, but whenever I said I wanted to do something they’d say, “Why not?” When I told them I wanted to hitchhike to Florida, they said, “Do it!” I went to Florida, and to Cuba. Our family had always been nomadic so they understood my wanderlust. I didn’t realize it at the time, but their attitude saved my life.

In the summer of 1953 I hitchhiked to the motorcycle races in Daytona Beach; in ’54 I hitchhiked to Florida again and then on to Key West. When I was first in Florida it was extremely rustic: no superhighways, not many paved roads. There were palm fronds and oranges on the highways—and no air-conditioning, except in supermarkets. In houses all people had was ceiling fans.

I was hitchhiking down the road by myself. I’d gotten a pretty bad sunburn waiting for a car to come along. Around seven o’clock at night, just as it was getting dark on some lonely highway, I heard a voice coming from a bush saying, “Boy, you gonna die out there! Why dontcha come on in and have some chicken dinner with us.” So I went inside this nice wooden house and there was a family with their kids who’d just come back from college. It was a big old-fashioned house with ceiling fans. They’d just finished eating, and they fixed me up with a chicken dinner and a glass of lemonade. “We got a gator in the backyard, too,” the father said, just as casually as, “Have you seen our Pomeranian?” I went to take a look at their alligator, said, “Well, thank you very much,” and walked around to the front of the house, got back on the highway, and started hitchhiking again, heading south to Miami.

I traveled about the state as an itinerant painter. I’d brought my watercolor kit with me, and I painted watercolors of the marinas, the old black shantytowns, the palm trees. But nobody cared about art in those days; nobody went to museums. Everyone was out on their boats except for the old guys sitting in their chairs in front of their fifty-foot cruisers. They’d never take them out—too dangerous. They’d have parties on them, sleep on them, but they’d never leave the harbor. Florida was strictly an outdoor place until the New Yorkers moved down there, and when they came they wanted culture. They wanted something other than the marinas and miniature golf and Fort Lauderdale.

When I got to Key West I was at the end of my rope. I thought, Hell, I might as well go to Cuba. It was only ninety miles away and I figured if I didn’t go now, I might never get to go there again—which turned out to be true.

The travel agent was a big, fat lady. “How can I get to Cuba?” I asked her.

“Well, easy, you can fly there for twenty-six dollars round-trip.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll go.”

So I went out to the airport. They had an old army C-46 plane with no upholstery in it, and I got on, and in a few minutes I was down in Havana. On the plane I met a sailor: “Ah, how’re ya doin’, how’re ya doin’?” he said. He was very garrulous, and after talking for a few minutes, he mentioned the name of someone I went to grade school with who was now in the navy—Dick Malchesedic. “No kidding,” I said. There aren’t many Dick Malchesedics around, so this was quite a coincidence. We hung around Havana together, and then went to a bar to get something to eat. You had to be careful what you ate there, because you’d get a really killer stomach problem. I ordered a Bacardi ginger, jamón y queso. “That’ll be seventy-five cents,” the guy said. I took some wrapping paper, and drew the guy’s portrait with his mustache and beard. He said, “Arrrr! Mira!” and put it up on the wall. Then the cost came down to the real price: thirty-five cents.

The sailor had about fifteen rums, he was what they call a borracho in Cuba. Totally drunk, he stumbled against the bar, breaking all their glasses. He tried to pay for it, but they said, “No, señor!” We soon realized we were paying too much at our hotel, too—$4 a night. “God, this place is expensive!” I said. “We’ve got to get out of here.” So the sailor and I tried to sneak out, but we got caught. The next day I found a room for a dollar a night at another hotel across from El Capitolio.

[image: ]

I went to Havana in 1954, the year I graduated from the University of Minnesota.

In Cuba schools and colleges were free, but poverty was so pervasive that some of the students I met couldn’t scrape together enough money to get to school. Life was hard, nobody had any money. I hired a guy in a zoot suit for fifty cents to take me around all day. He showed me all over Havana: the prostitutes on the street, the beautiful girls up in balconies, and the daughters of the bourgeoisie who were never allowed to go into the street unchaperoned.

The architecture was beautiful, but people were sleeping in doorways or on the roofs in tents on these great old buildings. There were rumblings that the revolution was coming. This was under the old Batista government—Fidel Castro was in jail after the assault on the Moncada Barracks the previous summer. Batista had set up machine guns on the lawn of El Capitolio in anticipation of a coup. I had a room overlooking the front lawn of the capitol. In the entrance of the capitol building they had mounted a huge Cuban diamond. I don’t know whether it was a real diamond or just glass, but it was Cuba’s most heavily guarded treasure. I stayed in Cuba about a week, and then came back home.

In 1954 I graduated from the University of Minnesota with a two-year Associate in Arts degree. At Cameron Booth’s suggestion, the summer after I graduated I got a job painting billboards for General Outdoor Advertising in Minneapolis. I went to see the foreman, Henry Bevins, who was an amazing draftsman. He could draw a straight line from here to the equator—ziiiiiiiiiiiip—like that. In the warehouse there was an old guy painting a huge macaroni salad for Kraft Foods, a real juicy salad with dressing and big round macaroni pieces. I was very cocky, and I said, “I can do that.”

“We can always use a good man around here,” Henry said. “But we don’t let anyone do that until they been here at least twenty years.”

“Well, I’m telling you right now that I can do that.”

“Oh yeah?” he says. “You think you can do that, do you? Okay, here”—and he hands me a photo of a boy and a girl drinking Coca-Cola—“take this and paint those two heads eight feet high.”

So I ran around, found some paints, and mixed up my colors. I worked like crazy on that thing for eight hours; I’d been told that Coca-Cola was very fussy about their artwork. Then Henry came out, took a look at it, and said, “Sorry, kid, you don’t have the swing.” I was around twenty years old at the time. I came back about six months later; I don’t know if he even remembered me. Anyway, same thing again. He said, “Yeah, we could use a good man around here.” And there were the two heads for Coca-Cola again. I said, “Now I can do that.”
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With my mom in front of a sign I painted in Minneapolis in 1954.

An old painter there gave me some valuable advice: “Listen, kid, first you start with your paint—before you do anything, you gotta get that right. It takes you half a day to mix up all the right colors ahead of time, but once you’ve got them mixed you’ll be able to paint that very quickly.”

So I took care tinting, getting the exactly right color. I painted the two heads, a young boy and a young girl. One of them was drinking a big bottle of Coke. They had green eyebrows, green eyes, green hair, and pink skin—this was all done because from a distance, dark green eyebrows look black. You learn these tricks minute by minute, quick—or you’re dead. The boss came around: “Not bad, not bad. Now move the nose over one inch and it’ll be good.” So I did what he asked and he says, “Okay, kid, you got the job.” I was so pleased with my first big billboard that I got my mom to come and see it. She was very proud of me and happy that I had made a success—at that point I was making more money than my dad.

After that I painted eight big fur hats for Davy Crockett, King of the Wild Frontier. Just the hats. Then I painted a big bird on the side of a Corby’s whiskey bottle from a tiny image of a bird. Next I painted a little boy two stories high plus a tuba with all the valves on the tuba gleaming and sparkling. The boss said, “That looks good, James, now paint another one.” I painted another one. “Looks good, James, now next week you can paint another one.” I painted five of them; I was so tired of that boy and the tuba I started painting it left to right, upside down. I made good. I got one hell of a lot of experience doing that. I also painted ads for Northwest Airlines.
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A Northwest Airlines billboard I painted in Minneapolis, 1954.

Working in commercial art sharpened my drawing and painting skills—I learned how to mix colors and how to interact with people from every walk of life. Later I got laid off, but by then I’d saved some money. Now I knew I could always make a living. I’d never starve because I could always get a little paintbrush kit and hitchhike down the highway like the old-time painters who traveled around the country painting tobacco signs, stock signs, signs on trucks or barns. I could paint anything anywhere in the country and make a dollar. I felt like a bird, totally free.

At the Sign Painters Union in Minneapolis, I met the union rep. First thing he said: “Where’d ya learn how to handle a brush, kid? You’re gonna haveta join the union, ya know.” He was ninety-nine years old. He’d been a boy piano player in a medicine show in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, in the 1880s. He told me stories about the real wild frontier. He was a kind of repository of the old ways; he carried pieces of the nineteenth century around with him, and it was through him I realized I was only a couple of generations away from the legendary West—it was still so close you could almost touch it. A fascinating old guy. He said in the days of the Wild West, he’d go into a saloon with a big long wooden bar, and in the corner there would be a desperado eating a chicken with two guns lying beside the plate and nobody bothered him. He said one time he’d seen two cowboys arguing at the bar. In the middle of the argument one of the guys says, “I don’t argue, I kill,” and he shot the guy right on the spot. The other fellow just crumpled up like a rag and then the guy who shot him walked to the front of the bar, out the swinging doors, got on his horse, and rode away. Nobody followed him.

I saw a bit of wild life right in Minneapolis as it happened. I used to go to these things called Mau-Mau parties with my friend Melvin. I’d to go to this jazz club in North Minneapolis, up on the Olsen Highway. The bass player Edmond Thigpen came from there. At one of these parties, a muscle-bound guy named James Grimes pulled a gun on Melvin. There were some twenty-five people at this party, all black. I was the only white person there. Melvin says, “You got your gun out now. You better shoot me.” The guy couldn’t shoot, because of all the witnesses, so he just put his gun back in his pocket, embarrassed.

I was doing well at Outdoor Advertising, but unfortunately the boss had a son who was an absolute jerk. One day, he sent his son out with me as my helper. We went to work on a billboard in St. Paul. We were standing on the top of a building and from there we could see secretaries in offices across the street and they could see us. This kid would shout down to them, “Hey baby, how about a date?” I said, “Listen, Jack, if you don’t stop that you’re going to get us all fired.” He was a pain in the ass, but you couldn’t exactly squeal on him to the owner—I didn’t feel it would do me much good to tell him his son was a jerk.

One morning in the summer of 1955, we were all at this plant ready to go to work when this kid starts screwing around with me. I got so pissed off I went for him. Just by luck, I’d seen this neck hold on a wrestling show on TV the night before. I got the guy up around my neck and above me and I started spinning him around. I was about to drop him on the cement when his father walked down the stairs and into the room. I gently put the boss’s kid down. “Thank you very much,” I said, “but we can’t work together anymore.”

What was I going to do? Where was I going to go? Here I was in the middle of the United States, and being smack in the center of the country the big decision was whether to go west to California or head for the East Coast. In 1973 I did a painting called Slipping Off the Continental Divide, which was, in part, about my dilemma. The Continental Divide runs down the Rockies from Summit Lake in Wyoming to Antelope Wells on the Mexico border, and if you’re standing there and you pee toward the east, your pee goes to the East Coast; if you pee in the direction of California, your pee goes west. I left home when I was twenty-one years old. That was it. I never went back. One way or another, you leave your home; I slipped off the Continental Divide.

I used to listen to New York radio stations at night. I liked the hipness, the sound of a city that never slept. So I thought, Whatever I do, I’ll go east to do it, because the East
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