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Petra’s Love Song

Song of the blackbird, stilling light
Moon above, field of grain
Happiness of a summer night
All these things are mine.

Bring me the darkest forest
Sky into which the sun takes wing
Blue shadows over the water
From these my heart can sing.

—Jean Sibelius

(based on the poem “Nocturne”
by Eino Leino [1878–1926].)








PREFACE

Among the hundreds of photographers with whom I have worked in more than half a century of picture editing, Kosti Ruohomaa stands out like a lighthouse. Just why it is hard to say. I met Kosti through his photographs. They told me a lot about the America my folks had come from. I was a big city boy but Kosti’s pictures spoke of the countryside—of barns and gravel roads and Model T Fords, of campfires and town meetings and post offices where you went to get your mail.



It was for those reasons that I chose Kosti to photograph two families for the Ladies’ Home Journal series called “How America Lives.” The first was a family in Maine, not far from where Kosti grew up. He must have loved it when I chose a photo of the snow-covered path to the outhouse as a prominent picture in the layout.

The second family could not have been more different—a young couple homesteading in the Arizona desert. For that one I flew to Phoenix with Kosti and rented a car. After a day or so I left Kosti to finish the shoot on his own. I didn’t need to worry. He did just fine.

But Kosti was no mere country bumpkin. He had shone as an artist at the Walt Disney Studios in Burbank. He had a grasp of the world, coming no doubt from his Finnish roots. Black Star sent him everywhere. Kurt Kornfeld of Black Star was his foster father. Black Star’s Howard Chapnick was like a brother to him.

His early death was a blow to our profession. I am grateful that his work survives in exhibitions such as that at the Maine State Museum in Augusta, and in books such as this.

John G. Morris

Paris








FOREWORD

Kosti Was Here!

Kosti Ruohomaa is the reason I became a photographer. During my senior year at Colby College in 1969, an exhibit of Kosti’s work was installed at the Bixler Art Museum. My fraternity residence backed up on the museum, and I spent a significant amount of time there.



I can still remember how those images worked on me. I had made some photographs in grade school, but had never considered the idea of being a photographer. The humanity and honesty of Kosti’s photographs engaged me fully, and the thought that I might be able to do something remotely like that was very exciting.

That fall found me teaching second grade in Dixfield, Maine, a self-contained classroom with thirty eight-year-olds. I bought a five-year subscription to Popular Photography and began reading about the medium. With my income tax refund I went to Boston and bought a camera and began shooting film, dropping the finished rolls at the drugstore. That summer I bought a film-developing outfit and processed film in the bathroom after dark. I made contact sheets using a desk lamp as a light source.

Fall found me in a master’s program in communications at Fairfield University, where I took my first photography class. As I watched the first enlargement appear in the developing tray, I knew what I wanted to do for as long as I could. I ultimately made my way to graduate school in photography at Ohio University. There I studied with Arnold Gassan, who had been involved in the first year of the Maine Photographic Workshops (now Maine Media Workshops) in Rockport.

I volunteered to be Arnold’s teaching assistant for the four weeks he would be there in 1974. At the conclusion of my time there, the founder of the workshops, David Lyman, left open the possibility that I might be able to teach as resident staff the following summer, after finishing my MFA. As the summer approached I contacted a Rockport woman, Polly Gates, about any summer housing she might know of. She replied that a local couple, the writer Lew Dietz and the painter Denny Winters, rented a loft over Denny’s painting studio. Correspondence ensued, and we secured the loft for the summer.

Arriving in Rockport we emptied the contents of the wagon into the loft and were invited by Lew to join him and Denny for some fish chowder. As we sat by the window looking out at the harbor, Lew asked me, “So how did you decide to be a photographer?” As I described my discovery of Kosti’s work a bemused smile appeared. When I was finished he looked at me and said, “You know, Kosti was one of my best friends. We actually worked on a number of articles together. And the apartment you are staying in was the last place Kosti lived before he passed away.”

To this day, even after forty years have passed, I have never forgotten that moment. Lew told me stories about Kosti, including the calling card he would leave if someone he was visiting happened to not be at home: As a sign Kosti had been there, he would leave an empty can of Narragansett beer on the stoop.

A few years later the Black Star Agency in New York where Kosti’s work was held decided to publish a book of his photographs, to be called Night Train at Wiscasset Station. An exhibit of the work would be held at the International Center of Photography in Manhattan. Lew asked if I was interested in printing the prints for the book, as well as the exhibit prints for ICP. Of course I was.

That experience of working with the negatives of the very images that had inspired me to begin a career in photography was so remarkable, I find it difficult to describe. It is not unlike doing simultaneous translation for someone. You not only know what they are saying, but you begin to understand how they think and feel. So it was for me with Kosti’s work. In printing that work I was able to connect with Kosti in spirit, and to say thank you for the wonderful adventure he had started me on.

Craig Stevens, Professor of Photography

Savannah College of Art and Design

Savannah, Georgia








INTRODUCTION

Kosti Ruohomaa, an American born to Finnish parents, grew up on farms in Vermont and Maine. He displayed artistic talent, a deep interest in literature and poetry, and a fascination for taking pictures that began with his mother’s box camera, by the time he had reached his mid-teens. A personal motivation to follow studies in art overwhelmed any desire to become a farmer, much to the great disappointment of his father. The Finnish philosophy of Sisu—loosely interpreted, to have courage and guts—may apply to Kosti, who demonstrated an ongoing persistent drive and energy to make a successful career in a creative field. The story of how he reached this goal reflects the influences he engaged and the examples he followed, as one opportunity led to another, to become self-supporting as an expressive artist.



Selim Fredrick Ruohomaa and Sofia Ester Kartano, Kosti’s father and mother, both emigrated from the Panelia area of western Finland. His father lifted bales of peat and was successful as an amateur wrestler. His mother grew up on a rented farm, and came to Massachusetts at the age of seventeen. They met in Quincy, where they married and had their only child. Selim worked as a builder, and Sofia, as a domestic, until they settled together to take up a life of farming.

Selim’s personal valued philosophy—to “work with one’s hands close to the land”—was portrayed through his son’s professional camera, although Kosti would not follow his father’s vocation. Despite Kosti’s celebrity by his mid-thirties as a New England photojournalist—in particular, in his home state of Maine—whose photographs appeared on the covers and pages of major national magazines, a barrier prevailed between father and son that apparently was never resolved. This, even with his son’s self-appointed directive to capture the folkways and to interpret the lore of country people, and to celebrate pastures and farmed fields through his lens.

Mood, atmosphere, and drama—drama in the theatrical sense, meaning to convey the spectacle of a scene—would become characteristic qualities of Ruohomaa’s images. His was a deep but quiet passion; a subjective photographer, he viewed the object of his camera with feeling.

Early on, Ruohomaa considered certain of his images to be a form of poetry, as did later curators and critics. Ruohomaa’s sense of space can be described or interpreted as mysterious, surreal, or abstract. Composition played a strong role in his outstanding works, especially his command of light and space in a landscape or in an expansive seacoast scene, as if it were a theater stage. His work produced on subzero winter nights call his Finnish heritage to mind.

Kosti Ruohomaa died young, in 1961, at the age of forty-seven, a victim of alcoholism. His last few years represented a change in his camera vision to abstracting from nature and working in color transparency.

Ruohomaa contracted with the Black Star Publishing Company in New York in 1944, a close relationship that lasted throughout his lifetime, and beyond. The work of his lens illustrated editorial material, picture stories, portfolios, essays, and sometimes covers, photographs distributed by his agency that appeared in major regional, national, and international magazines of the 1940s, ’50s, and ’60s.

It was through Time Inc. publications, however, especially Life magazine, that Ruohomaa and his photographs gained a certain reputation. Peter Stackpole, photojournalist with Life from its beginnings, summed up Kosti Ruohomaa as “the great photographer of the East.” While Ruohomaa was never a staff member, for thirteen years he produced assignments for Life, including many sourced in Maine, a number of them based on his own personal ideas. He was not a reporter as a cameraman, but instead created editorial features.

Ruohomaa regularly held in his equipment bags two Rolleiflex medium-format cameras, the Linhof 4x5 view camera, and a 35mm Leica, often shooting an assignment in all three formats. He consistently used a tripod and timed camera settings, and employed filters, flash, and bulbs for lighting, as well as natural light, in interior and exterior situations, at all times of day, night, and in inclement weather. Themes that preoccupied his lens—i.e., the sky, fog, dawn, night, the forces of winter, and inclement weather—set the temperament of Ruohomaa’s images.

An early member of ASMP, the American Society of Magazine (today Media) Photographers, he joined in 1946, two years after it incorporated. Thereafter, his photographs and remarks about his assignments and travels appeared in the ASMP Grapevine newsletter, the monthly Infinity magazine, and the annual Picture.

Ruohomaa’s last essay, titled “Maine,” appeared in the ASMP 1959 issue of Picture, along with his rare personal comments. The opening of the piece is expressed in his personal style: “Photographing the state of Maine has been an attempt to portray traditional characteristics within the mood of the terrain or in whatever shack was hiding them at the moment. Much is hidden in the off-beat nooks and crannies, for this is a way of life that is fast vanishing.”

One of Ruohomaa’s quests, somewhat of a self-assigned mission throughout his photographic pursuits, was to capture the distinguishing humble, genuine qualities of country people, their work and home life, their surroundings and lore.

U.S. Camera, Minicam Photography, Modern Photography, Contemporary Photography, and other professional and amateur photography journals and their annuals, geared toward cameramen and -women, noted Ruohomaa’s signature approach to an idea, such as wind-blown snow swirling over country roads, and rural folks taking time out to chat on the “liars’ bench” outside the village general store.

The images Ruohomaa made of work, close to land and sea, were of the outdoor hardy and rugged breed—woodsmen, river drivers, fishermen, farmers, ice cutters—their livelihood dependent upon nature’s resources and seasonal weather conditions that would often challenge their harvests.

Ruohomaa knew what he wanted in a photograph. Howard Chapnick, president of Black Star and a longtime promoter of Ruohomaa’s images, recalled: “Kosti made pictures to fit an idea.”

One example was a photograph titled To Be Independent as a Hog on Ice. Long fascinated with the origins of colloquial expressions, he carefully planned the photograph of a hog collapsed on the icy surface of a small pond. The final selected image was printed across two pages of the March 13, 1950, issue of Life magazine’s “Pictures to the Editor.” It was one of three he created, titled “Reenactments of Old New England Sayings.”

His photograph of an elderly couple and a swing hung in the famed Family of Man exhibition curated by Edward Steichen, which opened in 1955 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. The image was placed with the theme “The Endurance of Love.” Actually made by the photographer in 1947 at a Portland, Maine, picnic of the “Three-Quarter Century Club,” the exhibition label read: “Edward Rogers Castner, who ran a general store in Damariscotta, Maine, for sixty years, gives his wife a fine ride. Both husband and wife are eighty, and have been married sixty years.”

MEETING KOSTI

I first became acquainted with the photographs of Kosti Ruohomaa at the Maine Photographic Workshops in Rockport, Maine. In 1983, Craig Stevens, our inspiring resident program instructor of black-and-white photography, directed his students to carefully examine the framed photographic prints lining the Union Hall classroom walls. He had passed the better part of the summer making the prints from Kosti Ruohomaa’s vintage negatives, on loan from Ruohomaa’s agency, Black Star, New York. The photographs represented illustrations in the 1977 publication, Night Train at Wiscasset Station, and were selected by Howard Chapnick, Black Star’s president.

In the preface for the book, Andrew Wyeth recalled the poetic qualities of Ruohomaa’s photographs, and Rockport writer Lew Dietz contributed as text his own memories of collaborating with Ruohomaa on magazine assignments in the late 1950s. The Maine Photographic Workshops produced an entertaining slide presentation based on his photographs, called “The Kosti Show.”

That same year, 1983–84, I volunteered to work on a Ruohomaa collection for the Farnsworth Art Museum, a project which would continue until 1989. The museum had received a large collection of Kosti Ruohomaa photographs donated by James Moore in 1978. Reviewing the photographs, most undated, I found they represented images from editorial features Ruohomaa had produced for Time Inc., especially Life magazine, in the 1940s and ’50s.

It was evident that Ruohomaa had traveled from coast to coast and into Canada for his assignments. The collection also held photographs made for his agency, Black Star, later distributed to popular national magazines of the period. Here innumerable Maine- and New England–based photographs touched upon Ruohomaa’s interest in the pastoral landscape, the farmer, fisherman, and woodsman, plus his interpretations of folkways and folklore. The collection featured Ruohomaa photographs that appeared in a few camera-journal monthlies and annuals, placing his work within the spectrum of national magazine photojournalism.

However, there were no actual defined connections within the collection. This was my assignment—to find these connections, and to organize the collection for display. I set about to do just that, placing his photographs into categories.

Examples of his early artwork, most of it signed and dated, reflect Ruohomaa’s Boston School of Practical Art assignments and his personal interest in cartoon illustration, which he pursued the year after high school.

One example of Ruohomaa’s clever, well-executed cartoons suggests animation; in the drawing, he is a neophyte artist knocking on the door of an outhouse, which shows Mr. Walt Disney seated inside. This cartoon eventually helped convince Disney to hire Ruohomaa as a Disney Studios animator. His drawing and painting style reveals his strengths in expressive color brushwork, less in understanding the human figure, which probably explains why he was assigned to the Disney Effects Department.

Ruohomaa began serious photography while working as an effects animator for Disney, from 1938 to 1943, and the Farnsworth collection includes examples of this work. While it reflects his amateur beginnings, it also previews his mature, intelligent, sensitive capture of light, his composition of a frame, and the atmosphere he would create in his later photographs. Ruohomaa achieved a level of refinement, including national publication, during this period.

What was missing in the Farnsworth collection was a genuine, clear picture of who Kosti Ruohomaa was—his background, personality, and artistic aspirations, especially the purposes behind his picture-making. My work focused on identifying and displaying this message, which ultimately led to the writing of this book.

Two other references apart from Night Train at Wiscasset Station were available to me as I worked on defining the Farnsworth collection: Maine Coastal Portrait, which Ruohomaa coauthored in 1959 with James Moore and Carroll Thayer Berry, and his winter night photographs, originally published in 1951, selected for the publication Great Photographic Essays from LIFE, which appeared in 1978.

No dates or context accompanied the photographic material. Business records may have solved this problem, but none from his years with Black Star survived the company’s moves. The most reliable dating source was Time Inc. and Life magazine records, although sometimes publication of his images would come years after he had made the photographs.

Ruohomaa’s sense of photographic composition, atmosphere, and mood connect to his long-standing personal interests in poetry and literature, as well as his art studies in advertising illustration. No doubt he loved and found inspiration in his home state of Maine. He was also influenced by many other facets of his wide-ranging career: his earlier experiences at the drawing board in Walt Disney Studios as an effects animator, surrounded by multitalented artists day and night, and his participation in the Disney Employees Camera Club and its associated Hollywood studios exhibitions; his close observation of filmmaking; and his studies with Will Connell at the Art Center School. Also, not to be underestimated was his own perseverance to self-instruct, especially through studying magazines like Scientific American and U.S. Camera, and his strong, ongoing, personal self-motivation. All of these elements combined to form the photographic eye of Kosti Ruohomaa.

The Farnsworth Art Museum experience inspired my later research of Kosti’s life and work. In 1993 I began to interview Ruohomaa’s family members, friends, professional colleagues, and subjects of his camera. That same year I began annual visits to Ruohomaa’s collections at Black Star and Time Inc. To aid in the difficult decision-making process of selecting thirty-two images for the plates in this volume, I considered examples of Ruohomaa’s themes, his in-depth approach to the essay, the image’s proximity to that of a lyrical form, his attraction to abstraction and the surreal, his color vision, and his love for the lore and personality characteristics of country people.

While many important images have been left out, I hope that those selected will clearly represent Kosti Ruohomaa, the photographer poet.

Deanna Bonner-Ganter

Lincolnville, Maine








I. BEGINNINGS

A Finnish Heritage


[image: Studio portrait, Kosti at age two with his parents, Selim and Sofia Ruohomaa, Panelia, Finland, 1915. (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)]


Freelance writer and editor Donald Wayne recalled his first acquaintance with Kosti Ruohomaa in a letter from Russet Cottage, his home in Cambridge, England. The two had been assigned to work together for a Holiday magazine feature at a Cornish, New Hampshire, location. It was the 1950s, Wayne recollected, and Kosti was an overnight guest.




[image: Kosti Ruohomaa in center at age thirteen, working at the blueberry harvest, Dodge Mountain, Rockland, Maine, 1926. (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)]


“I’d never met him before, but we became instant friends. [Being a Finn] he was far from abstemious, but he was so interesting and so likable, and turned out to be one hell of a good photographer. He talked a lot about Maine, a place he adored, or seemed to, where his family were blueberry farmers.”1

Son of Finnish immigrants and an only child growing up on farms in Vermont and Maine, Kosti Ruohomaa’s attachment to pastoral terrain and people who work close to land and sea would be summoned up often as subjects in his mature photographic expression. He continually strove to capture and thus archive through his camera’s lens a way of life he saw as disappearing from the back-country rural farms and seacoast villages, finding in his home state of Maine a major source for this study of many years’ duration.

Mainly self-taught in photography, a background of art studies successfully led to a position as an effects animator with the Walt Disney Studios during the production of the experimental feature-length cartoon, Fantasia. Ruohomaa’s professional lens encompassed atmosphere and mood, and sometimes projected a dramatic edge, visual qualities sensitized in the days of Hollywood studios filmmaking, and which set his photographic expression apart.

Born to Finnish parents, a heritage influenced by nature’s forces and its changing seasonal character, the long hours of darkness of a northern New England winter could almost be compared to the Nordic character of Finland. Ruohomaa discovered magic in a winter evening’s wanderings, during which he captured moments of snow-blanketed land amid a changing night sky. Filled with feeling, the presence of the photographer is sensed in images that captured light in its flow, explosion, and penetration of ice-covered surfaces and forms, creating landscapes in his lens both surreal and dramatic.

Comfortable in the predawn hours as he waited to photograph at the first rays of sunlight, Ruohomaa would follow this theme throughout many years of travel for assignments. He was inspired by nature’s quiet moments: A field of wildflowers alive with moisture-covered spiderwebs, a frog’s brief appearance above the water’s surface, fog veiling the meadows and waterfront—all would become subjects recorded by his lens.

Both negatives and transparencies reflect the paths he traced along the edge of the sea. He composed close patterns formed of leaves, shells, stones, and broken ice, relics left of a seafaring past. Their shapes, textures, and tones commanded Ruohomaa again and again to release the shutter just as an artist, sketchpad in hand, would stop to draw. Soft-spoken, tall, lanky, tough-skinned from exposure to the northern New England elements, Ruohomaa was one with his camera, his lifetime companion, the instrument through which he interpreted his world with a poetic eye.

During the mid-twentieth century pictorial communication on the printed pages of news, feature, and special interest pictorials reached peak reception with audiences. Weekly, monthly, and annual magazines and journals filled city-corner newsstands, and were available through subscription to rural areas. The major draw of television (black-and-white) became common in most living rooms only in the 1960s. Ian Jeffrey, photography historian, noted that “Beginning in the 1940s and 1950s, commercial printing developments brought the work of photographers within reach of a large new audience and eventually helped to establish the medium as art.”2

Kosti Ruohomaa’s freelance camerawork appeared on the covers and in editorial features and essays in the pictorial sections of major national newspapers, magazines, and journals of the mid-twentieth century. It was a time when black-and-white and color photographs reinterpreted our surroundings and communicated these visions through the print media.

Ruohomaa left a deep impression on Black Star, his New York agency. They celebrated the work of their loyal photographer— almost an adopted child, who died young—in their 1996 sixtieth anniversary publication: “In his incomparable style, [Ruohomaa] portrayed two decades of a country and its people, especially Maine. Black Star counts him as one of their greatest, yet most unrecognized, photographers.”3

Beginning with his contract in 1944, for more than seventeen active years and thereafter, Black Star promoted Ruohomaa’s camera-work and distributed his photographs to regional, national, and international journals and magazines, including the ubiquitous Life magazine. Peter Stackpole, one of Life’s founding staff photographers, recalled Kosti Ruohomaa as “America’s great photographer of the East, especially New England.”4 Carl Mydans, one of Life magazine’s master staff photographers, and a peer cameraman with Ruohomaa in the late 1940s, wrote, “Kosti Ruohomaa was not only a splendid photographer but a splendid person too. I remember many of his photographs well, often with envy, because I see them as a fellow photographer, and they were made with such a beautiful eye, and they revealed so much of his feelings.”5

On September 17, 1945, Ruohomaa’s portrait, Rolleiflex in hand, was featured in Life’s masthead, along with this short blurb: “Kosti Ruohomaa, who did photographs of Life’s visit to New Harmony, [Indiana], was born in Massachusetts. He spent most of his thirty-one years in New England, where he went to art school and worked on his father’s farm. In 1938 he went to the West Coast, where he did animation for Walt Disney. After four years he came east, worked on a farm, and decided to turn cameraman. Life offered him his first professional photography assignment, and the result was a Life cover.”6

Although the editor’s story of Ruohomaa’s photographic career detailed years of work and study and less of work on the farm, the neophyte photojournalist was given an upbeat promotion to Life’s readers early in his second year of photographing for the magazine.

Ruohomaa’s life’s work was primarily composed through black-and-white film; however, in his last years he made close color studies realized as abstractions from the nature that he loved—the meadows, fields, woodlands, granite quarries, and tidal ocean waters of Midcoast Maine. He moved on from former photographic preoccupations, finding new imagery among relics of weather-worn fishing vessels, hardware of aged surfaces, ice-covered shells, patterns and textures of granite, broken wood structures of the past—images that may be likened to an artist’s canvas of this 1950s abstract expressionist period.

Ruohomaa’s talent for drawing was acknowledged in the formative years of high school, and his love of poetry and literature inspired a direction quite apart from his father’s wish that he become a farmer. Kosti’s interest in photography began as a teenager, using his mother’s box camera secured to a tripod. During art school studies he continued to photograph, and once he had attained his first professional art job, Ruohomaa purchased a serious camera, a Rolleicord.

At age twenty-five, Ruohomaa won a competitive art position with the Effects Department at Walt Disney Studios. He further studied the ways of the camera during the next five years in Hollywood, developing and printing, refining his compositions. Ruohomaa augmented his technical skills of lighting and enriched his artistic photographic perception, especially through observation of Hollywood moviemaking and his Disney Studios drawing-board animation experiences. While in California Ruohomaa’s photographs through the New York PIX Inc. agency appeared in newspaper pictorial sections and camera magazines across the country, while his images also received attention, winning amateur competitions on a national level.

By the age of thirty-one Ruohomaa had returned east to work as a civilian in US Army Signal Corps productions, establishing his profession as a freelance photojournalist, contracting with the Black Star Publishing Company based in New York City. Ruohomaa’s associates at Black Star understood his quiet intelligence and sensitive poetic expression. He developed an extensive body of work that revealed his passion to visualize subjects in a context of mood and drama. Through Black Star his personal interest in the folkways and folklore of New England found national publishing venues.

Ruohomaa’s Finnish heritage contributed to his individual pursuit to capture man’s lonely connections to nature’s forces.7 Ruohomaa persevered to make his personal life’s work in photography. He realized an expression in which his lens would become like an artist’s palette, composing images to fit his ideas, embedded with mood.

He acknowledged that in his career, he had made “bad pictures, but also some good pictures.”

His philosophy was captured in a 1961 taped radio interview in which he spoke of the preparation needed to become a professional photojournalist. He believed it was important “to be well schooled in geography, history, literature, languages, the arts, and the humanities. Anyone can learn to use a camera …”8

He left a body of work composed of inspired personal photographic ideas, as well as images that reflect thoughtful and imaginative poetic responses to assignments.

A FINNISH HERITAGE

Kosti’s father, Selim (Selem) Fredrick Ruohomaa, born on May 31, 1891, left his homeland of Hanko, Finland, in 1911, at the age of nineteen.9 He arrived in Quincy, Massachusetts, via the ship Ivernia, and lived for a while with his sister Amanda Lofman, her husband, and their infant son on Federal Avenue in that waterfront town.10

Sofia Ester Kartano, Kosti Ruohomaa’s mother, was already in Quincy when Selim arrived.11 She had left her father’s rented farm in Lappi TL, Panelia, in western Finland, at the age of seventeen. Records indicate that she traveled alone from the same port of Hanko, departing February 16, 1910, aboard the Polaris to Southampton, England, then, continuing the voyage on the vessel Adriatic, to Quincy, Massachusetts.12 Apart from luggage, official papers, and a one-way ticket, Sofia also brought along a box camera. She made a small photographic record of her New England arrival and kept it in a personal album.13 Her pictures documented the ship’s gangway to the pier below filled with the waiting crowd at Quincy harbor. Later on, she continued to depict on film this first day in America, capturing a Finnish tradition of dancing with pictures of turning, stepping couples outside of the Finnish Hall on Arthur Street. An industrious young woman, Sofia Kartano quickly found work as a housekeeper to ensure that she could support herself in her new country.

Selim Ruohomaa had previously hauled heavy bales of peat near Kiukainen, his hometown, actually located just miles from his future wife’s domicile in western Finland.14 At age eighteen, wrestling was Selim’s avocation, a tough and strenuous sport that accompanied the young man to his new country.

Selim must have also possessed a yearning for adventure, as, according to family members, he left his sister’s home in Quincy to travel cross-country to Hollywood, California, where he found work constructing stage sets for motion picture productions.15 Ambitious, Selim became impatient as film after film, his careful carpentry was routinely and expediently broken down to ready the next movie set. After a short stint, Selim returned to Quincy, where he found stage construction work at the Finnish Hall theater.16 The Finnish Hall, a point of reception for arrivals from the homeland, held dances and organized entertaining stage performances in the Finnish language to orient newcomers to their new home.


[image: Photo postcard of Finnish Hall stage performance, “New York in S.S.O.N. Nayttamo Tukkijoella.” (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)]


The Finnish Hall is likely the setting where Kosti Ruohomaa’s parents became acquainted. Selim Ruohomaa and Sofia Kartano were married in Quincy on May 25, 1913, by a justice of the peace. The marriage certificate states Selim’s occupation as “a stage builder” and Sofia’s work as “a domestic.”17 Named after his father, Kosti Selim was born in Quincy on November 25, 1913.18 He would be their only child.

Four months after officially registering their son’s birth, the Ruohomaas returned to Finland, surely to meet respective family members.19 On August 4, 1914, Kosti Selim Ruohomaa was baptized in his father’s church in Kiukainen. The following March 25, 1915, his parents exchanged vows in his mother’s parish of Lappi TL.20 A studio portrait documented the young family and this homeland voyage before they returned to the United States.21

Upon arrival in April of 1915, the Ruohomaas lived in Massachusetts. They moved about as Selim found seasonal employment, such as lugging trunks for a Massachusetts resort hotel, a job documented as a location portrait made of the uniformed bellhop team.

Sofia opened a “Workers Union” bank account in Fitchburg, a center of the Finnish community in Massachusetts, which she kept independently for her lifetime.22 A Melrose, Massachusetts, savings account traced from these years provides a history of where the family lived during these years.23

Selim’s carpentry skills proved lucrative. He found employment moving his family to construction sites in New Jersey, Staten Island, and then Brooklyn, New York.24 In 1919, with temporary financial help from a friend, the Ruohomaas bought 150 acres of land in Andover, Vermont, near Chester, in the heart of the Green Mountains.25 This new beginning would permanently change and secure the Ruohomaas’ future lifestyle pattern.

In Andover the Ruohomaas maintained the farm, grouped with other local Finns, and established a cooperative shingle mill.26 The two-story dwelling on the property, once an inn, was located on the Old Boston Post Road.27 Sofia took in occasional guests and oversaw the small farm responsibilities. Designing the structure with red brick, a common building material of the area, Selim constructed the family sauna, the indispensable steam bath essential to Finnish home life, placing it a close walking distance from the homestead.28 Album pictures show that the Ruohomaas savored the sauna bath after a long week of work.

When Selim returned from New York, the week’s end was a time to dress up and socialize, occasionally inviting Finnish neighbors, the Kangases, and new friends to the homestead inn.

During the Vermont years Ruohomaa’s father remained in Brooklyn, New York, where his construction skills continued to offer them a steady income.29 Taking the train from New York to Chester, Selim, like other locals, returned home to Vermont periodically.30 During seven years of Vermont–New York residency, Selim joined a Finnish Athletic Club in Brooklyn, where he competed in amateur wrestling, winning several medals.31 Andover was populated with Finnish families. Signs remain in Andover today, such as one for “Finn Farm,” nestled along a high, steep ridge with expansive views of the valley and distant mountains.32

When son Kosti was almost seven, he attended the one-room redbrick Pease School, walking the mile or so distance.33 He had excellent attendance, but did not relish the after-school chores waiting at the farm. One schoolmate’s recollection provides a clue as to early thoughts Kosti may have had regarding questions about his future role as a farmer: When the Ruohomaas’ few cows became deathly ill, Kosti carelessly replied to sympathetic remarks from school friends, saying that for him, it meant he would no longer have to fetch the animals from the pasture at the end of the day.34

The








[image: Kosti, age fifteen, self-portrait with his parents at the homestead, 1928. (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)]

































[image: Kosti paints at an easel set up on the Dodge Mountain hillside above the homestead during his graduation year of 1931. (Sofia Ruohomaa, Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)]





[image: Self-portrait with cousin Neelo, his father, and Uncle Mikko. (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)]






[image: Kosti composed this studio photograph simply, through light and shadow, on a partially draped, unidentified nude woman model, 1932. (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)]







[image: Kosti Ruohomaa, about age twenty-one, photographs at the cliffs on Martha’s Vineyard. (James Moore Collection, Farnsworth Art Museum)]




[image: Artwork prepared for Disney tests while in New York, 1937:“The chef,” a character-type painted on a current menu cover of the Essex House Casino in the Park Restaurant, reflected, in part, Kosti’s skill and ingenuity. (James Moore Collection, Farnsworth Art Museum)91]





[image: Two-part Ruohomaa color illustration for Disney final test, 1937. (James Moore Collection, Farnsworth Art Museum)]







[image: Location portrait of Forbes peer artist. Bob Moore / Kosti Ruohomaa, 1937. (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)]




[image: Forbes Lithographic Company on Charles River, 1937, mounted in Ruohomaa scrapbook of this period. (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)]
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[image: Self-portrait with tripod, Mojave Desert, California, 1938. (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)]
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Studio portrait, Kosti at age two
with his parents, Selim

and Sofia Ruohomaa, Panelia,
Finland, 1915. (Lofman
Collection, Maine State Museum)
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Self-portrait with cousin Neelo, his father, and Uncle Mikko. (Lofman Collection, Maine
State Museum)
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Two-part Ruohomaa color illustration for Disney final test, 1937. (James Moore
Collection, Farnsworth Art Museum)
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Self-portrait with tripod, Mojave Desert, California, 1938. (Lofman Collection, Maine
State Museum)
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Kosti paints at an easel set up on
the Dodge Mountain hillside
above the homestead during his
graduation year of 1931. (Sofia
Ruohomaa, Lofman Collection,

Maine State Museum)





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_012.jpg
Forbes Lithographic Company on Charles River, 1937, mounted in Ruohomaa scrapbook
of this period. (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)
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Kosti, age fifteen, self-portrait with his parents at the homestead, 1928. (Lofman

Collection, Maine State Museum)
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Kosti Ruohomaa, about age twenty-one, photographs at the cliffs on Martha's Vineyard.

(Jarmes Moore Collection, Farnsworth Art Museum )
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Kosti Ruohomaa in center at age thirteen, working at the blueberry harvest, Dodge
Mountain, Rockland, Maine,1926. (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)
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Photo postcard of Finnish Hall stage performance, “New York in S.S.0.N. Nayttamo
Tukkijoella.” (Lofman Collection, Maine State Museum)
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Location portrait of Forbes peer artist. Bob Moore / Kosti Ruohomaa, 1937. (Lofman

Collection, Maine State Museum )
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Kosti composed this studio photograph simply, through light and shadow, on a partially
draped, unidentified nude woman model, 1932. (Lofman Collection, Maine State
Museum)





