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SOME PORTRAIT ADVENTURES

Painting and drawing have always been an important part of my life. During
student years and long after, I worked happily in still-life, landscape, figure painting and
illustration. I finally chose portraiture as my chief field, when I had a home and four
small children, community involvements and found painting time hard to come by. A
few commissions brought a commitment to time schedules, and some remuneration was
pleasant too.

So, I was launched into portrait painting and was happy in it because it seemed
that painting a person, as I saw him or her, — the bony structure of brow and jaw, the
unique character of the eyes, the mouth ever changing — this was a privilege and the
highest form of art work that I could do. And, frequently the portrait became a treasure
to the owner or his family. I have many letters expressing their feelings, some very
touching. It was the greatest kind of reward to me.

Getting a likeness was the important first step. Sometimes, I would make several
charcoal sketches on paper, the same size as the canvas, to decide on composition and
expression. Then, a very light outline drawing with charcoal on the canvas; next, a
light outline over the charcoal, with a small brush and very thin paint. The final
painting could proceed, but as it went on I sometimes made changes. That was my
particular formula. If I was painting from a photograph, I had to copy it as exactly as
possible, but some changes could be made in background and accessories.

I grew up in Sedalia, Missouri. If you have lived in Missouri, you are always
a Missourian; your heritage goes with you! I went to Stephens College in Columbia,
Missouri and had some art classes at the University there also. Then, I went to Pratt
Institute in Brooklyn, New York. Later, I taught art for a year and studied under two
famous portrait painters.



My marriage in 1926 to Carlyle Ashley, an engineer with the Carrier
Engineering Corporation in Newark, New Jersey, brought a new busy life, with our
family and family activities predominant. But the portrait adventures developed too.
I wish to describe some of them here.

Each portrait, about 200 over the years, has been a separate new challenge. I
have painted subjects of all ages, small children with their pets, two old ladies in their
nineties, whole families together, a bank president, a governor, three generations in one
family, a lady with her violin, and a number of adopted children. I was impressed with
those parents' great desire to have paintings of their precious ones.

The lady with her violin was an old friend, Margaret Edwards. On a visit to
Missouri in 1960, she asked me to paint her portrait because her family had always
wanted a picture of her with her violin, for she was an accomplished musician. I agreed
to do it but because of time constraints might have to ship it home to finish. We both
enjoyed the several sittings. I tried to capture her expression of quiet inner pleasure,
and asked what she was thinking about. She said she had been playing Debusssy's "La
Mer." 1 had completed the face and figure when it was time for me to leave. The
violin was just a charcoal outline. I said I could finish the painting at home, and would
get another violin to copy. I did not realize what a grievous error this was. Margaret
was aghast, and cried, "Not MY violin?" So I had to stay another day to do a true
portrait of her violin.

In 1962, I was asked by the Alumnae Association of Stephens College to paint
Governor John Dalton of Missouri, for he had been a valued trustee of the college. He
and I had been friends when I was at Stephens and he was a law student at Missouri
University at Columbia. He agreed, so I stayed at a hotel near the Capitol in Jefferson
City, and painted in his Capitol office for five days. He sat in his big leather chair, but
continued with visitors and appointments. He would introduce me and carefully resume
the position in the painting — most of the time, explaining that this was why he had to

look at a certain spot so much. But, in between times we enjoyed reminiscing.



I had to bring the painting home to finish, but I wished that I had had a little
more time to work on the hands. At home, Carl posed for the hands! Mrs. Dalton said
she preferred this portrait to an official one hanging in the Capitol.

Before leaving, I had lunch one day with the Governor and Mrs. Dalton at the
lovely mansion overlooking the Missouri River. Then, I went on to Sedalia for a short
visit.

The portrait of Mrs. Harned's Mother was of an 1890's lady done for her
daughter, another Sedalia friend. The family treasured the photograph they had of the
mother as a young woman in her graduation gown. They had a lovely silver gilt frame
about 30/40 inches, which they wanted to use for it. So, I made a canvas to fit, and
copied the photograph. The rose, sash and bows are pink, the hair a rich brown, as the
family directed. Some time later, the daughter told me they loved the portrait more all
the time.

After one of my visits to Missouri, I went down to Memphis, Tennessee, then
across the Mississippi River to the flat, rich, cotton and pecan country of eastern
Arkansas. Situated several miles west of the river was the lovely pillared Colonial
home of a Stephens College classmate, Virginia Tucker Oliver. The name of the
plantation was "Revilo", Oliver spelled backwards. A pecan grove near the house, and
cotton fields extended for miles in every direction. A little village with a store, offices
and houses for the workers lay a little distance back of the house.

The whole ten days or so of my visit was a story book experience; the trip to
Memphis to attend a Governor's ball during the Cotton Festival which was going on
then, helping as a hostess at Revilo, one of the plantations tour homes of the Festival,
and enjoying my friend of many years and her family.

1 painted several portraits while there; one, just the head and shoulders of my
host as a gift for the Olivers, also a portrait of their young daughter-in-law who lived
in a small "Revilo" across the road. And then, the daughter of neighbors on a nearby
plantation. This painting was done at Revilo, in several sittings, one of which was an

occasion for Virginia to invite in a few friends to sit quietly in the back corners of the



room and watch. This made me a little nervous, but the painting went well. At a rest
break, a maid brought in refreshments.

In payment, the father of the young girl, my subject, peeled off two hundred
dollar bills from a fat roll, and gave them to me. I had never had one in my hand
before! Many of the farmers around there, I learned, did a certain amount of trading
among themselves and for local business carried large amounts of cash. Perhaps not all
transactions were reported.

I have painted three generations of the Bynum family. A watercolor of Margaret
one time, an oil portrait of Bill Jr. when he was fourteen, and years later a portrait of
Bill's daughter Betsy, when she was here visiting her grandmother Margaret, whom she
resembled very much. For the painting, Betsy wore a pretty little ruffled party dress
that her grandmother had worn at the same age, nine.

Two generations of Gammills were painted when Eleanor, at 15, the daughter
of our friends, Elbridge and Katherine Gammill, was the subject of a portrait that
became her parents' treasure. Years later, when Eleanor had two little boys, I must
make portraits of them, too, for her home. They were about four and five when I did
these paintings.

Several years later, a third boy came along and on a visit here, it was his turn.
One of the other boys was holding a toy boat in his picture, so Slade, the third son,
wanted very much to hold in his painting a large black rubber spider — which was his
favorite possession. His mother had a special frame that she wanted to use which had
an oval opening within the rectangular frame. We solved the problem thus: in the lower
left-hand corner of the canvas I painted Slade's hand holding the spider as big as life.
The oval opening covered it up, but he knew it was there, so all were satisfied.

When Margaret Brockway sat for her portrait, she was a very busy person,
writing her column, "Letters to Susan" for the newspaper, and serving on many boards
and committees. I was pretty busy, too, in those days. During her sittings, we
exchanged philosophical thoughts. She gave me some insights I've always remembered,

one on the need for "patience, patience."



One day, about 1960, I had a call from a doctor who was visiting his home area
in Fulton. He lived and practiced from his hospital in Cristobal, Panama. He had seen
a painting of mine he said, and he wanted to know if I would undertake painting a
portrait of an elderly lady in Fulton who was 95 then and who had meant a great deal
to him in his growing-up years. I would have to go out and persuade the lady and her
daughter with whom she lived, that this would be a good thing to do for him, and that
it would not be a tiring, embarrassing or difficult experience for the mother, and that
he wanted her to consent, etc. I would finish the painting and leave it with the daughter
to send, and he would send payment to me as soon as I notified him. I did not know
the doctor, and it seemed pretty crazy, but I did agree to go out and visit the ladies.

We hit it off, though. The mother was so charming, very stately, with a
beautiful bony structure, beautiful head and a halo of soft, white hair. Her fine brown
eyes were completely blind. We talked about the Indians of the early days in that area;
she had known many in her youth and she invited me to come back soon to paint. So,
that adventure was launched. I went out three of four times, and the doctor sent his
check from Panama.

Two or three years later, Dr. Eno came back on another visit, and called again
to ask if I would do a portrait of his wife from a photograph. His wife was with him
this time, but very busy with engagements and visits, and anyway he wanted the
painting exactly like the photograph which he had always loved.

I finally met him when he brought the photograph out to me. It was a picture
of a pleasant looking young woman in a typical dress and hairstyle of the early 1920's,
and a chain of spaced bright beads around her neck, hanging several inches over the
dress. The doctor explained about the color of her eyes, hair and complexion, and said
she still looked very much like that picture.

I pitched in, and did get the doctor to bring her out for one check-up sitting. He
was right, she had hardly changed from the photograph of many years ago, and I could
see why he wanted it this way. I would finish background and details and ship it to him

later.



I had not thought of inquiring about the necklace, but asked, finally, before he
left, "What color were those beads?" "Beads?" he asked, "They were diamonds!"
Then, he told how the necklace had been lost shortly after the photograph was taken.
I thought that was the reason, perhaps, for wanting the painting like that particular
photograph. So, I painted luscious sparklers.

Shortly after the Rosamond Gifford Charitable Foundation was established, after
Miss Gifford's death, and in its offices in the Onondaga Bank Building, a committee of
the board members asked me to paint a portrait of Miss Gifford for their board room.
There was no portrait or adequate photograph of her.

She had shunned publicity, and lived almost as a recluse on a family farm.
There was a small packet of newspaper clippings and snapshots of her; usually she was
wearing a cloche hat or was one of a group. But, I studied them, and started a
drawing. Several people who had known her offered clues, like the composites made
for police from eye-witness accounts. Since she rarely came to town, they said, her
clothing was country-style, and she rode horses a great deal. So, I made an out-of-
doors composition, and put her in a riding habit.

She was a small woman, with a wealth of brown hair, and a rather harsh
expression. The work went on but I was unhappy with the forceful chin and grim look;
and set it aside for a while. Then, Miss Cornelia Hiscock came to see it, and remarked
that she remembered Miss Gifford's beautiful speaking voice and had always loved to
hear her talk. Somehow, after that I was able to paint with the lovely voice in mind,
and it was finished in no time. Unfortunately, after it had been at the Foundation
offices, and had been loaned to the Everson Museum for a time, somehow during a
move there was an automobile accident and it was destroyed. This photograph is now
all that remains.

About 1957, I think, I was asked to paint a portrait of Mr. Harold Stone who
had died shortly before. He had been president and chairman of the Onondaga Savings
Bank for many years. This was to be a somewhat informal portrait for the officer's

room. I was given a collection of photographs and snapshots taken over the years,






