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Who knows what it is about art and me? I’ve definitely got a thing for it. Our 

house in Homer was built in large part to display our art. We busted the budget 

on everything, especially lighting, where we spared nothing in order to properly 

display our collection.   

I was collecting art long before I met my wife, Shelli. Fortunately, having a degree 

in art and art history, she has an appreciation for it also. We even have a similar 

appreciation for most kinds of art, though we do have disagreements, most 

notably my small collection of German Neo-expressionist paintings by Bazelitz, 

Penck, Immendorff and Rauch. I am the only person in my household who 

appreciates art that makes a statement, even if the statement is disturbing. The 

art of the post-World War II German Neo-expressionists is reflective of the 

conscience of an entire nation. I find it powerful and evocative. Shelli finds it 

unsettling, so the collection is has been consigned to a storeroom. 

We had quite the honeymoon. We went to London, Cardiff, Paris, Athens, on an 

eastern Mediterranean cruise to the Greek Islands, Rhodes, Alexandria, Cairo, 

Kusadasi (Ephesus), Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, Haifa, then flew to Corfu, returning to 

London and then back to Anchorage. I purchased some art during our first stop, 

London, and my young bride wondered how we were going to afford to get home. 

The art purchases included three original watercolors by Paul Jenkins, whose large 

oil painting was featured in the 1978 movie, An Unmarried Woman, starring Jill 

Clayburg and Alan Bates, parts of which are filmed in Jenkins’ studio, and features 

a cameo performance by the artist himself. Jenkins taught Bates how to look like 

a real artist in the movie, producing the kind of paintings Jenkins actually makes. 

Also purchased were three original oil paintings and one watercolor by Alan 

Davie, Scotland’s greatest living artist. One oil painting, a large one called Flap 

Your Wings and Fly is a very early work from the 1960s. The other two are from 

the 1980s, smaller, and from a series called Bird Magic. The small watercolor is 

from the same time period as the two smaller oils and is called Disappearing Act. 

Years later, we purchased a couple more of Davie’s paintings. One is very large, 

called Village Myths, and from the late-middle age of the painter’s career. The 

other is titled Moon Mover, and is from the early-middle age of his career. Davie, 



a jazz musician, as well as a painter, has traveled widely in the Third World and 

uses a lot of symbolism in his works. They are readily recognizable, found in many 

museums of modern art around the world and, though expensive today, not 

nearly as expensive as they will be someday. 

I started out purchasing prints over forty years ago and, as I became more 

affluent, began to purchase original works, over time replacing just about all of 

the prints by using them to decorate rentals or donating them to fundraisers. I’ve 

always been astonished by wealthy people I know who build big, beautiful homes 

only to hang tasteless junk on their walls. I know I’ve got an “art problem,” but I’d 

rather have mine than theirs. 

Our collection is an eclectic one featuring a large collection of Alaskan artists, 

including multiple paintings by all the masters, and an international collection 

that includes works by Joan Miro, Alexander Calder, Paul Jenkins, Alan Davie, 

Leroy Neiman, Robert Motherwell, Haitian painter, Arijac (Harry Jacques), as well 

as paintings I’ve purchased from my travels in Africa, South America, Europe, 

Russia, India, Bali, Thailand, Australia and China. Our original paintings by Alaskan 

artists include, Sydney Laurence, Mangus Colcord “Rusty” Heurlin, Ted Lambert, 

Fred Machetanz, Eustace Ziegler, Jules Dalagher and many others, but my 

personal favorite Alaskan artist is Ted Lambert, Zeigler’s protégé. I like Lambert’s 

works the best for their impressionist qualities and because they are emotionally 

evocative. In Lew Freedman’s book Ted Lambert, The Man Behind the Paintings, 

Lew quotes Lambert contemporary, Alaska journalist Kay Kennedy as saying, 

“Ted’s paintings have guts.” 

Almost fifteen years ago I had cataract surgery. I had my right eye done one week 

and my left one done the next. After my first operation I went home in the 

afternoon with orders to leave the patch over my eye, but as soon as my time was 

up I started walking around our home looking at our paintings with my left eye, 

then both eyes and then just my newly un-fogged right eye. It was like seeing our 

collection for the first time.  Shelli got home and wanted to know what I was 

doing. I said, “I’m looking at our art and I can hardly believe my eye.” The clarity, 

brightness and colors had been so slowly covered over by my cataracts that I had 

never noticed how much I was missing. It was as if I had been seeing the world 

through a thin, yellow veil. 



During the early 1970s I had a Chilkoot Charlie’s in Fairbanks. It was burned down 

by a competitor and I moved the operation out to Ester, where I also bought a 

little house that happened to be across the street from Rusty Heurlin’s log cabin. 

Rusty and Ruben Gaines were close friends and Ruben would visit Rusty during 

Thanksgiving to “cook a buzzard,” as Ruben described the event. I had promised 

Ruben he could drink for free at Chilkoot Charlie’s for the rest of his life and he 

could see Chilkoot Charlie’s, Ester from the window of Rusty’s cabin. There were 

lively gatherings at the bar I joined on more than one occasion, Rusty and I 

becoming friends and corresponding for years thereafter, and of course I saw 

Ruben regularly in Anchorage until his passing. 

Rusty did a series of large paintings depicting the history of Alaska. One was called 

The Great Land and another The Great Gold Rush. He presented his shows in a 

quaint little theatre behind his log cabin with a dozen or so seats as I recall. The 

paintings were arranged on pulleys and he—standing off to the side—would bring 

the appropriate one into the spotlight while a recording by Ruben was narrating 

the story. Names in the guest book included mine, as well as James A. Michener’s. 

Shelli and I both delight in reading books about art and artists—fiction and non-

fiction—and there are some notable ones out there. One of my favorites is The 

Lost Painting: the Quest for a Caravaggio Masterpiece, a non-fiction book by 

Jonathan Harr. Irving Stone’s The Agony and the Ecstasy, a historic novel about 

Michelangelo, and a non-fiction biography of the great artist by Gilles Neret, 

called simply Michelangelo, are both fascinating in their own ways. Lust for Life, 

also by Irving Stone, is about the life of the great Dutch painter, Van Gogh.  

Art theft is an interesting reading genre. I read with avidity Mathew Bogdanos’ 

appalling story in Thieves of Bagdad of the theft of thousands of priceless art 

objects from the National Museum of Iraq after our military took over the city, 

and the attempt to recover them. Stealing Rembrandts, by Anthony M. Amore 

and Tom Mashberg is a fast-paced thriller about some of the most famous art 

thefts ever and The Art of the Heist, by Myles J. Connor, Jr. with Jenny Siler, is the 

fascinating memoir of the promising rock star son of a Boston policeman with a 

genius IQ—member of Mensa—of whom you’ve probably never heard, but who 

became one of the most notorious art thieves in history. 

 



I like to purchase art objects and/or paintings while I’m traveling, as mementoes 

of the places I’ve seen. My latest acquisition of this sort was of two paintings I 

purchased on a trip to India. In Jaipur, my friend Leonard and I spent an entire 

afternoon at a couple of wonderful, large antique stores. I purchased an old multi-

medium painting of a young man serenading a young lady in a small watercraft, 

presumably on the Ganges River. It was a gift for Shelli to cover my rear for the 

very large, life-sized oil portrait, a copy of the original by India’s painting prince, 

Raja Ravi Varma, (1848-1906) of Sir T. Madhava Rao, who was Diwa of Baroda.  

Raja Ravi Varma became a world famous painter after winning the 1873 Vienna 

Exhibition. The copy I own is stored in the garage of my log cabin in Anchorage 

because I have absolutely nowhere to hang it. 

On a trip to China, Tibet, Nepal and Thailand a few years ago, Shelli and I spotted 

in Beijing a large oil painting of two Buddhist ladies on a pilgrimage to Lhasa, 

painted by a Chinese artist. It’s a world-class piece depicting a beautiful young 

lady in traditional Tibetan garb facing straight on with her hands held high, 

partially covering her face, in prayer fashion, rough road and mountains in the 

background, and an elderly lady—presumably the young lady’s mother or 

grandmother—with her head to the ground, her remarkably detailed hands 

stretching into the foreground in prayer. It was not inexpensive, so we took a card 

from the store with us to think it over for a few days and ended up consummating 

the deal by phone from Chengdu, before we entered Tibet. 

We have a collection of the works by Arijac, the Haitian painter, born in Gonaives, 

Haiti in 1937, with a background in architectural draftsmanship and widely 

considered to be one of the best of the Haitian artists. All our works of his are oils, 

a couple being of kids playing with kites on a beach alongside beached fishing 

boats. One is a female nude in repose in the Modigliani style. One is of elegantly-

dressed people in a salon. My favorite is an impressionistic work of two standing 

nude female figures talking with three seated behind them, lakeside. I have had a 

few experiences in my life of passing up the purchase of art, usually due to my 

errant Scottish frugality, and regretting it. The one I regret most not buying was 

one by Arijac. I saw it in gallery in Port au Prince. It was of a woman looking into a 

mirror with her eye coming out of it toward her. I suppose it doesn’t sound that 

desirable, as described here, but it was an amazing painting and it has haunted 

me for forty-five years. 



Although no great work of art, one of my favorite pieces from my travels is the 

portrait of Peter the Great that hangs in my office in Homer.  I love Russian 

history and particularly the part Peter played in it. He was the first tsar to leave 

Russia. He created the Russian navy and conquered the land on the sea frontage 

they needed for it, also building St. Petersburg. He fought the Swedish army of 

Charles II, the best army on the continent at the time, having invaded Russia long 

before Napoleon, and beat them at the battle of Poltava.  He dragged the Russian 

people, kicking and screaming, into the modern world. 

I also have several small pieces I purchased at an outdoor fair in Soviet-era 

Moscow—a landscape painting, one Soviet-era painting depicting the fall of the 

church and a lovely little impressionistic oil of an old lady, cane in hand, walking 

on a winter trail toward a cabin in the woods. It cost more to frame them than I 

paid for them, which is no reflection on their quality. 

On my trip to Africa to climb Mt. Kilimanjaro, I purchased an original watercolor 

of the mountain by a European artist and another, an oil of a curious warthog 

looking out at you from the underbrush. I also purchased a couple of ebony 

carvings, one being of the witch doctor that might have been the end of our cat, 

Tsering, had she damaged it on one of her wild romps around the house, the 

other a giraffe in repose. 

 

Marshall Arisman is an urbane New York illustrator and painter. He’s been on the 

cover of Time, Penthouse, Newsweek, Mother Jones and The Nation, frequently 

portraying violence and predation.  Arisman has had one-man shows in the 

United States, Europe and Japan, and his show Sacred Monkeys was the first 

American exhibit in Mainland China. 

Visiting a gallery near Union Square in San Francisco on a band purchasing trip 

with Don Fritz, my longtime manager at Koot’s, we happened upon a large classic 

oil of Arisman’s. Facial Marks is a portrait of a transmogrified male human form—

one of the better, I discovered—from a whole series of such works by the artist. I 

had no idea who Arisman was, but I was struck by the painting, with the 

noticeable influence of Francis Bacon and Lucian Freud, and I bought it on the 

spot. The painting is so good that Shelli likes it, despite her aversion to disturbing 

subject matter. 



 

I have a good friend named Charlie McAlpine, aka Sealskin Charlie, who used to 

be, as well as a serious dealer in Alaskan native artifacts, a serious fine art dealer. 

Charlie was best friends with Elmer and Mary Louise Rasmuson before they 

passed away and was the middleman in many of the art purchases by the 

extremely—by Alaskan standards—wealthy couple. Charlie also acquired a lot of 

art, mostly by Alaskan masters, reselling the pieces to other Alaskan art collectors, 

including yours truly. Until he gave it up, I always owed Charlie money. It usually 

went like this: Charlie pulls up in front of my office, hails me and pulls a painting 

or few from the trunk of his car, saying, “Gordon, look at these pretty pictures.” 

I’d say, “Charlie, they’re very nice. I particularly like the Lambert, but I don’t have 

any money.” Charlie would reply, “That’s okay, pal, you can pay me when you feel 

like it.” And, as he also used to say, “A dollar down and the chase is on.” Charlie 

knew I would always pay him what I owed him and I couldn’t resist the terms, so 

we did a lot of business. We purchased, notably, a beautiful oil of a lively alpine 

stream with mountains in the background by Belmore Brown from Charlie. 

Asa Martin was an old-time Alaskan physician who liked to party and was one of 

my earliest customers at Chilkoot Charlie’s. I remember a tipsy Asa wearing a 

toilet plunger on his head, getting it snarled in the fishnet on the ceiling. Asa also 

liked to collect art by Alaskan masters and had a significant collection. I became 

friends with Asa’s daughter, Alice, a talented ceramist, and over the years, while 

at the Martin’s home I would admire the paintings, especially one depicting a fall 

scene, probably in the Fairbanks area, of yellow and orange birch trees, a brilliant 

blue sky and a log cabin. It was a beauty—the finest Lambert I had ever seen. Asa 

died, Alice inherited the paintings and I would stop by the house on occasion for 

the parties Alice liked to throw. I would always remind Alice that if she ever 

wanted to unload that Lambert she had a ready buyer. 

One day, many years later, Alice called me from Washington State and told me 

that she was having some health issues, needed money and remembered my 

interest in the Lambert painting. I gave her the asking price. It’s sad that Alice had 

to sell the painting under such circumstances, but she got the money she badly 

needed and I got the painting I had coveted for perhaps thirty years. 

 



John Young was a long-established Chinese painter who lived and painted in 

Hawaii until his death in 1997.  His large abstracts adorn the walls of fancy hotel 

lobbies. Until Young began painting only abstracts, he painted stylized horses. My 

first sighting of his horses was the large triptych hanging on the back wall of the 

bar at the Hana Hotel on Maui. I wanted one, so when Shelli and I returned to 

Honolulu I walked into the gallery that carried his works to make an inquiry. I was 

told that John Young’s horses were simply unavailable and, even if one came up, 

there was a long line of people ahead of me. 

A day or two later on the same trip, Shelli and I were to dine at the Maile Room in 

the Kahala Hilton Hotel. We arrived early and, while waiting for our table, 

wandered around the premises. There were paintings on the walls with galleries 

and prices affixed and—lo and behold—down one remote passageway hung a 

John Young original painting of a couple of horses. It was lovely, and the price was 

within our range. The next day, I called the gallery and told them I knew where 

there was a painting of horses by John Young and wanted to purchase it. They 

didn’t believe me. I said, “If I tell you where it is and I am right, you have to 

promise to sell it to me for the price that’s on it.” They readily agreed, thinking I 

must be hallucinating, so I told them where it was. They were dumbfounded to 

discover I was right. They had completely lost track of the work but, true to their 

word, sold it to me for the price on it at the time of discovery. 

 

One of the worst investments I ever made I was talked into making by a young 

stock broker in the early 1980s.  The investment was in a limited partnership in a 

shopping mall in Denver and when the oil patch crisis hit in the mid-1980s, 

property values and the economies of Alaska, Texas, Louisiana, Colorado and 

other oil-dependent states, collapsed like folded tents. Not only did the value of 

my investment disappear, but I was on the hook for partner contributions that 

were called upon and, worst of all, because of new tax legislation passed during 

the Reagan administration, I got stuck with taxes on the mortgage write-down. 

Essentially, I had to pay taxes on money I had lost. 

The young stock broker had a sister who was an art professor at Wellesley College 

in Massachusetts, universally recognized as one of the top women’s liberal arts 

colleges in America. He showed Shelli and me photos of some of her works and 



we were impressed. The sister, Bunny Harvey, born in 1946, in New York City, 

earned a BFA and MFA from the Rhode Island School of Design. As well as 

teaching at Wellesley since 1976, Bunny does guest lectures and has been a 

visiting professor at Harvard University. Bunny’s interests include particle physics, 

the cosmos and archeology, and she has done extensive archeological research in 

Egypt. Her interests are reflected in her paintings, three of which Shelli and I 

purchased and, unlike the investment in the Denver shopping mall, we’ve never 

regretted purchasing the paintings.  All three paintings are rather large.  Two 

reflect her interest in the cosmos and quantum physics—Measuring the Ages and 

Vertical Insight, and the third, her interest in Egyptian archeology—Imhoptep’s 

Dream. 

 

Call me a curmudgeon if you will, but I’ve never been a big fan of the Alaska State 

Fair. To me it smacks of that “big sucking sound” Ross Perot squawked about 

when President Clinton signed the North American Free Trade Agreement that 

took effect January 1, 1994. President Trump grapples with it as I write this. From 

my perspective the fair is unfair—competition, that is—just like NAFTA, on a 

larger scale.  The fair is subsidized by money from our state coffers, so they can 

throw “stupid money” at popular bands to play there. For years, they have had a 

full schedule of bands, making it nearly impossible for local promoters and 

Chilkoot Charlie’s to find bands to play in Anchorage for reasonable fees. We 

were preempted from holding any concerts in the parking lot during the second 

half of the summer because, even if we could find one that the fair hadn’t already 

contracted with for a price that wasn’t artificially high because of the “stupid 

money” the fair throws around, we couldn’t advertise it because all the air time 

has already been scooped up by the fair to promote their shows. 

The fair just sucks a lot of people out of Anchorage for a couple of weeks to spend 

their money in the valley instead of in town. The last time I was daft enough to 

fight the traffic to attend the fair was sometime in the early 1990s, and I 

happened upon a booth occupied by an artist selling prints of an oil painting. The 

painting was called Final Journey, and I loved it. It is a simple but perfect 

representation of a couple of spawning salmon. The artist sitting in front of the 



booth was Gary Kremen, whom I was meeting for the first time. Gary was affable 

and charming, and we formed a lasting friendship. 

At the fair that day, I told Gary I wasn’t interested in any of the prints, but would 

gladly purchase the original, which was hanging inside the booth. He thought 

about it for a while, tendered a price and the painting was mine, though I allowed 

him to keep possession of it until the fair was over. 

I saw Gary around town for a number of years after the purchase of Final Journey 

and visited him in his studio, which was located where Snow City Cafe is today. 

Gary painted a series of vintage bush planes in flight over Alaskan topography, 

some of which were selected for U. S. Postage stamps. He also painted some 

wildlife paintings, some realistically rendered and some somewhat surreal. Final 

Journey is more impressionistic than any of his other works, which is why I liked it, 

and I urged him to concentrate more on that style, but to no avail. I think Final 

Journey is the finest painting Gary ever did and I’m proud to own it. 

Gary was best known for a continuous sixty-two-foot-long painting of Alaska’s 

natural wonders and wildlife titled Tribute to Prince William Sound, painted after 

the Exxon Valdez spill. He began painting the work in March, 1990 and worked on 

it all day, every day, for nine months. It toured for two years under the 

sponsorship of the Exxon Corporation. The Guinness Book of Records was 

interested in the painting because of its length and Gary was quoted as saying, 

“They don’t have a category for the longest continuous painting, but they’re 

thinking about starting one because of mine.” 

Gary closed his studio, moved to the Lower Forty-Eight and I lost track of him, so I 

was shocked and dismayed when I learned that Gary had died, at age fifty-one, in 

Scottsdale, Arizona. 

 

Over the years we have acquired a collection of works by Halibut Cove artists, 

including several by Alex Combs, the patron artist of the community, Marion 

Beck, daughter of Clem and Diana Tillion, patriarch and matriarch of the 

community, Sydney Bishop and Jan Thurston.  We also have a number of 

paintings by matriarch Diana Tillion, known for painting with octopus ink. 



Steve Gordon (no relationship) is one of the most successful artists in Alaska 

today, if not the most successful, and a good friend of ours. He and his wife, 

Karen, and their wonderful adopted children have been visiting us in Halibut Cove 

for many years. Steve originally visited us in Halibut Cove when I learned he did 

commission work and asked if he would paint our home in the cove. Steve is an 

avid gardener and can do more yard work in a day than an old-style Southern 

chain gang. He has been over the years a tremendous help with various gardening 

and landscaping efforts—last but certainly not least—the just-completed 

installation of a water feature on a large rock outcrop between our house and the 

guest cottage. We have a large collection of Steve’s paintings, in fact, one of our 

rental units on the end of the spit, since sold, is a virtual tribute to his artistry. 

 

One of our most prized paintings—an original oil by Fred Machetanz—has 

traveled extensively around the country with a collection of Fred’s works 

sponsored by the Anchorage Museum. We were fortunate enough to get to know 

Fred and Sara before they passed away, thanks to Charlie McAlpine, who took us 

to their beautifully-situated home overlooking a lake in the Mat-Su Valley. Fred 

made the best margaritas I’ve ever tasted. Our painting, Crucial Moment, is a 

close-up of a group of Eskimo hunters in an umiak, the harpooner having just 

unleashed his harpoon.  It is a beauty—I believe one of Fred’s best paintings—and 

he and Sara were thrilled to find out who owned it because they had lost track of 

it.  We own another smaller oil by Fred titled Across Kachemak. Our friend, Ken 

Flynn, who has a nice collection of Alaskan art himself, and a good eye for it, 

spotted the painting online and brought it to our attention because it is the view 

we look at from our living room window in Homer. 

Shelli and I also own a good-size painting of a mountain in winter with alpenglow 

by Sydney Laurence that isn’t Denali—it’s Mt. Logan (19,551)—the tallest 

mountain in Canada, situated in the St. Elias Range in the Yukon.  I bought it in 

Coeur d’Alene, Idaho while there for my sister’s wedding. Laurence painted Denali 

many, many times, but I’m unaware of any other mountains he painted, 

especially in winter, other than ours of Mt. Logan. 

We own a number of Laurence oils, among them one of a cache in a fall scene, 

one of the Northern Lights over a cabin in the woods, a couple of small ones of 



Denali with quite different perspectives, and one of a fishing boat on Cook Inlet 

that was originally a birthday gift to someone. Shelli has a dozen small paintings 

of Alaskan flowers done by Jeanne (Kunath) Laurence, a French-born artist who 

immigrated to the United States in 1920 and whom Sydney married in 1927. 

Our Alaska collection, in addition to Alaskan masters and Halibut Cove locals, 

includes a beautiful sub-zero winter scene in the Interior by Frank Rademacher, a 

portrait of a Tlingit-Haida Indian chief in full regalia and a working fishing boat by 

Goodale, a couple of lovely oils by Marvin Mangus, one of Pike’s Peak with a Mat-

Su farm in the foreground and one of a of a lively stream in winter. We have a 

number of paintings by Scott McDaniel, who used to live in a house only a couple 

of blocks from our condo on Sorbus Way, some adorning our rental units, now 

sold, on the end of the spit and some in our home. Also included in our Alaska 

collection are works by James Belcher, Leon Anderson, Kesler Woodward, 

Norman Lowell, Theodore Richardson, Rod Weagant, Earnest Robertson and 

Shane Lamb. 

 

Shelli and I recently spent an afternoon in La Conner, Washington with my son, 

Michael and my first wife, Lilla. We went our separate ways in an antique store 

and I found myself upstairs looking at paintings, both hung and stacked against 

the walls. I spotted a nice little oil by Scott McDaniel for $245, which I considered 

and continued looking around. Most of the paintings had price tags either stuck to 

their frames or hanging on price tags. Leafing through a stack of four against a 

wall I found a roughly 12” x 18” oil of a cache in a fall sunset, orange sky and 

yellow reflection on a pond in the foreground, with a wedge of geese high in the 

sky by James Belcher that was painted in 1968—very early in his life—before he 

actually became a career painter.  There was no price tag affixed. 

I presented the painting to the young lady at the counter downstairs, walking on 

egg shells and hardly able to breathe, but managing to say, “There’s no price on 

this painting.” She said, “Oh, I’ll call so-and-so.”  When the phone rang for the last 

time before the recording—with me not breathing at all—she left a message 

about a guy wanting to buy an, “um (looking closely at the bottom right of the 

piece) James Belcher painting. Please call me back.” Turning around, she said to 

me, “How much will you give me for it?” I said, being as casual as I could be, “I’ll 



give you a couple hundred dollars for it.” She replied, “That sounds like a pretty 

fair offer.” I said, “I believe so.” She said, “Okay.” I could hear the clock ticking at 

the far end of the building. 

Having been born at night, but not last night, I paid her with two crisp one 

hundred dollar bills, not a credit card, heart beating like a bass drum, dreading the 

sound of the phone ringing, while she took what seemed like a light year to ring 

up the purchase, put the painting in a bag and give me a receipt. I headed straight 

for the door, took an immediate left down the sidewalk and around the corner, 

where I called Shelli on her cell phone to tell her where I was. I’ve read many 

stories of people finding unrecognized and under-priced objects d’art at flea 

markets, auctions and second-hand stores, but until my trip to La Conner, it had 

never happened to me. Right on cue, Shelli said, “How come you didn’t offer her 

$100?”, and Lilla said, “You probably could have gotten it for $25.” Tough crowd. 

One of my favorite Alaskan works, The Happy Splasher, is by Aleut artist, Alvin 

Amanson, who grew up in Kodiak and who has works on display in the Ted 

Stevens International Airport and in the Federal Building in Anchorage. The Happy 

Splasher is a saltwater scene on canvas with a larger-than-life paper mache of a 

puffin attached to and in front of the painting, landing with wings outspread, and 

feet akimbo. The piece hangs in the perfect location in our Homer condo—over 

one end of the Endless Pool. Shelli and I have nicknamed it Everybody out of the 

Pool! 

Amanson earned his BA and MA in art from Central Washington University and his 

MFA from Arizona State. He was the Director of Native Art at the University of 

Alaska Fairbanks. I spotted The Happy Splasher in a gallery downtown one day 

and had to have it. We had no more wall space in our condo on Sorbus Way, but I 

snuck it home anyway, and it sat on my bedroom couch for months. I arranged for 

it to hang on the wall of the Native Heritage Museum, where it hung for several 

years, and I was convinced it would probably hang there forever because the staff 

loved it, and though I now had a place to hang it, I didn’t want to ask for it back. 

Then, one day I got a call from a staff member of the museum saying they needed 

me to remove the painting because they were doing some repairs to the building 

and I said, “I’ll be right over!” Other native artists included in our collection are 



Robert Mayokok, George Ahgupuk, James Shoppert, Ken Lisbourne and James 

Kivitoruk Moses. 

 

Perusing a catalogue I used to get in the mail from Christie’s Auction House one 

day, I came across a painting by George Marston, Ernest Shackleton’s official 

painter on the Endurance trip when the ship got stuck in the Antarctic ice, was 

crushed and sank, requiring a two year survival effort for the expedition to make 

their way back to civilization. The painting, done after-the-fact in the artist’s 

studio, is of the Endurance, stuck in the ice with a dog team heading toward it. I 

put in a successful bid for it and it now hangs on our library wall over a framed 

letter to Shackleton written by a young female admirer, who asks a lot of silly 

questions about his likes and dislikes, and which the great adventurer answers 

with polite stoicism. 

In his later years, Anthony Quinn, the actor, made a splash into the art gallery 

world with his paintings and sculptures, especially the kind of galleries I’ve 

learned to stay away from—the flashy hyped-up galleries that sell, among other 

things, expensive prints by artists like Salvador Dali, Leroy Neiman, and Marc 

Chagall, along with painted clowns by Red Skelton, accompanied by “Certificates 

of Authenticity,” and all. We have a few by some of these artists, used mostly to 

decorate rentals. I also have a modernistic sculpture by Anthony Quinn, Pink Lady, 

that has been appraised for as much as $30,000 and though I liked it enough to 

purchase it many years ago, I certainly wouldn’t give anyone that much money for 

it. 

We own one other sculpture by Alaskan artist, A. E. “Betty” Park, who painted the 

large figures of Chilkoot Charlie and Six-Toed Mordecai as well as the centerpiece 

and all the inserts for the back bar in Chilkoot Charlie’s.  She was a good friend of, 

and illustrated a couple of Chilkoot Charlie books for, Ruben Gaines, as well as the 

cover for his two LPs of Chilkoot Charlie tales, Vat I and Vat II.  The sculpture is 

about a foot tall, beautifully sculpted of clay and of a greenish color, portraying 

Chilkoot in full stride.  It was originally created at the behest of the Anchorage 

City Council, which was considering installing it in front of the then-to-be new City 

Hall facing north on Fourth Avenue.  Critics on the city council didn’t like the 

bumpiness of his pate, or the jug of whiskey in his hand, which is no longer there, 



and in the end—neither side being able to agree on how this controversial figure 

should be presented—the project was scraped and the big, squarish, singularly 

uninteresting marble sculpture—“Seward’s Whatever”—was decided upon, since 

the only controversy generated by it was what the hell it was and what it 

represented.   

The wonderful, life-like Chilkoot Charlie sculpture by Betty Park, however, was a 

very meaningful gift to Shelli and me from Ruben, who said to us on his death 

bed, “You guys made a difference.” 

 


