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				After many years of disapproval and prohibition, the tattoo has become an accepted and often creative form of self-expression. Body art, no longer a badge of rebellion and outsider status, has become fully absorbed into mainstream culture, shown off with pride by bankers, celebrities and ordinary working people alike. 

			

		

		
			
				With this has come a fascinating phenomenon: the rise and rise of the vintage tattoo, developed across two World Wars by seamen and circus artists. And merchandizers have been quick to cater for the demand, emblazoning everything from T-shirts to umbrellas, and baby clothes to pencil cases, with the classic, vivid images of sailing ships, skulls, roses and hula girls. If tattoo art is cool, the vintage variety is doubly so. But where did it all begin?

				The history of the tattoo is impossible to trace: it trails way back in the mists of time, far beyond the reach of archaeologists. The first apparent evidence dates back a mere 12,000 years. It is believed that in the Old Stone Age, somewhere around 10,000 BC, people were inking their skin using grooved needles crafted from bones. For colour, it would seem that they mixed a primitive paste made from coloured iron oxide deposits (ochre), clay and water. This hypothesis arises from the findings of French husband-and-wife team Saint-Just and Marthe Péquart, who excavated a cave called the Grotte du Mas d’Azil in the Pyrenees, southern France, at the start of the 1940s. The Péquarts unearthed a collection of tools, utensils and pieces of ochre that they felt could well point to a tattoo culture among prehistoric Europeans.

				However, the earliest undeniable example of tattooing was discovered quite recently in the dramatic form of Ötzi the Iceman. This unfortunate fellow had been frozen since 3,300 BC in an Alpine glacier, close to the border of Italy and Austria. In 1991, his upper half was spotted emerging from melting ice by a couple of passing tourists – and a well-preserved Ötzi was later found to sport 57 carbon tattoos, none pictorial. They were simply lines and dots. But for whatever reason they existed, they guaranteed this Copper Age corpse – Europe’s oldest natural mummy – a place in history. 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Introduction

			

		

		
			
				-9-

			

		

		
			
				A skull tattoo design by the legendary Bert Grimm. 
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				A Don Nolan sailor girl, circa 1969.
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				It has been shown that, in the ensuing centuries, tattooing flourished in ancient Egypt as far back as 2,000 BC, and among the Russian Pazyryk community, who lived in mountainous terrain near the Chinese border around 400 BC. In the absence of any evidence, it is nevertheless likely that permanent body markings were a fact of life for many other tribes and cultures around the world, up to and including this particular era. 

				Historically, tattoos have been applied to princes and prisoners, kings and criminals, the abject and the aristocracy, for reasons as varied as the experiences of the wearers. Tattoos could denote high social standing, slavery or membership of a family, tribe, gang or secret organization. They could represent skills, fine achievements and wrongdoings. They could invite luck, or hope to ward off misfortune. Used for simple decoration, for inspiration or identification, they could also act as a memorial or a loving tribute. They could serve as a request for the bearers to be endowed with the great qualities of the gods or animals illustrated on their skin, or symbolize hopes, fears, joys, warnings or religious convictions. They could be given as part of a tradition or ritual, or as a punishment.

				In the West, the tattoo existed for hundreds of years before the invention of the first electric tattoo machine, in 1891, by the leading New York artist Samuel O’Reilly. With subsequent advances in colour, equipment and health and safety, the scene was set for the golden age of vintage tattoo.

				By this time, the tradition was travelling quickly by sea via sailors and by land via circuses and fairgrounds, and tattoo artists were able to discover, admire and assimilate the techniques of other nations. The following pages explore the bold and colourful old-school designs that were perfected in the first half of the twentieth century, and which are now much copied by enthusiasts today. The intricate, beautiful and stylized designs of these traditional tattoo artists, some dating back to the 1880s, is recorded on the following pages in their flash – the term for exhibitions of tattooists’ designs on sheets of paper, for display to customers and for sale to other artists.
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				( a tattoo timeline )

			

		

		
			
				10,000 Bc

				Archaeological findings suggest that Stone Age folks inked their skin using primitive equipment and natural dyes.

				3300 Bc

				Ötzi the Iceman was frozen in an Italian glacier, where he remained until 1991. His body, patterned with lines and dots, was proof of early tattooing.

				2000 Bc

				Tattoo culture was alive and well in ancient Egypt.

				400 Bc

				Russian tribes are known to have been tattooed.

				1691

				The world’s first exhibition of a human being for entertainment found tattooed slave Giolo, the famous Painted Prince, being shown at English carnivals.

				1768

				Captain Cook set sail for the first of three great voyages in which he discovered and chronicled native tattooing, stimulating great interest in body art back in Britain.
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				1772

				The world’s first circus was held in Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens, London. American circuses, which would start touring in the 1800s, became centres of tattoo culture, as in Europe.

				1774

				Omai, a tattooed Pacific Islander, thrilled London’s elite.

				late 1820s

				John Rutherford, England’s first homegrown tattoo attraction, went on the road. Circus attractions including illustrated people, fat ladies, fire-eaters and other showmen and oddities were exhibited away from the big top, in sideshows. 

				1841

				James F O’Connell became the first tattooed man to be exhibited in the United States.

				MID 1800s

				New York and Chicago became the United States’ first major tattoo centres. At the same time, the coming of the railway enabled circuses to reach more towns. Circus attractions and tattooists therefore met more easily and frequently, and gradually formed a network. 

				1870s

				The elaborately decorated Prince Constantine joined Barnum’s Great Traveling Exposition, inspiring many young men to take up tattoo art, including New York’s Charles Wagner.
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				1882

				America’s first tattooed lady, Nora Hildebrandt, made her first professional appearance.

				1891

				New York tattooer Samuel O’Reilly patented the first electric machine, making tattooing quicker, less painful and, unsurprisingly, more popular.

				late 1890s

				Lewis “Lew the Jew” Alberts embarked on a campaign to raise the standards of tattoo flash in New York.

				1904

				O’Reilly’s apprentice Charlie Wagner patented a new, improved version of his mentor’s tattoo machine. In the same year, Londoner Tom Riley tattooed the body of a buffalo in a three-week exhibition in Paris.

				1911

				Norman “Sailor Jerry” Collins, the legendary tattooer, was born. He expanded the range of colours available.

				1927

				The Great Omi, an ex-Army major, visited London tattooer George Burchett to arrange his transformation into the wildest circus attraction ever seen.
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				1939-45

				Business was booming for tattooists in the Second World War, with soldiers and sailors queueing up to be inked with the emblems central to the vintage craft. 

				1950s

				State-run authorities in America targeted tattooing by either banning it or insisting on such strict conditions that many parlour owners moved on, or retired. At the same time, moral opposition to circus sideshows was building. 

				1970

				Texas singer Janis Joplin started a craze for rock ’n’ roll tattoos, bringing the curtain down on the old-school era. 

				1979

				Long Beach Nu-Pike closed down. The amusement park, once filled with eminent tattooists such as Bert Grimm, had deteriorated, with the renowned Owen Jensen dying in 1976 after being stabbed and robbed in his own shop.

				2000

				Retailers, advertisers and promotions companies set the scene for a resurgence of vintage tattoo art. 
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				( artists' gallery )

			

		

		
			
				A sample of artists featured

				in this book

			

		

		
			
				amund dietzel (1890-1973) 

				Born in Denmark, Dietzel was a sailor before settling in the United States. Known as the “Master in Milwaukee”, his designs were charming and confidently drawn. 

			

		

		
			
				george burchett (1872-1953)

				Trained by English tattooists Tom Riley and Sutherland MacDonald, Burchett’s designs were influenced by his international travel.

			

		

		
			
				joe darpel 

				With head-to-toe body art by Bert Grimm, Joe Darpel worked a a circus attraction and tattoo artist. He and his wife Mabel, a knife-thrower in the circus, tattooed together from about 1927.
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				jack dracula 

				Born Jack Baker, he started working as a tattooist in Brooklyn’s Coney Island in the late 1950s. Heavily tattooed, with eagle and eye mask designs on his face, he operated shops in Camden, New Jersey, and Philadelphia. He was famously photographed by Diane Arbus.

			

		

		
			
				doc forbes

				A Vancouver-based tattooist, Doc Forbes got his name from the medical magazines he kept in his studio and the white coat he wore.

			

		

		
			
				bert grimm (1900-85) 

				A Chicago-, then St Louis-based tattooist who moved to Long Beach, California, and set up shop at the Nu-Pike. The parlour was claimed to be the oldest continually running in the continental US and the place for sailors to get inked before shipping out. He sold the shop to Bob Shaw in 1970.
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				owen jensen (1891-1976) 

				Born in Utah and a serviceman in World War One, Jensen tattooed across many US cities in his lifetime, working last at Nu-Pike with Lee Roy Minugh.

			

		

		
			
				trevor hodge

				From Bristol, England, tattooist Hodge was immortalized in the song “Mermaid and the Swallow” by Ian Bell. 

			

		

		
			
				herbert hoffman (1919-2010) 

				Beginning tattooing in 1930s Germany, Hoffman went on to become one of the stars of European tattooing in the 1950s. Along with fellow tattooists Karlmann Richter and Albert Cornelissen, he featured in the 2004 film Blue Skin (Flammend’ Herz).
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				captain don leslie (1938-2007) 

				Sword-swallower, fire-eater and tattooed circus attraction, Captain Don Leslie made numerous television appearances and is pictured in the Smithsonian Photographic Historian.

			

		

		
			
				lee roy minugh (1911-94) 

				After learning the trade via the circus, Lee Roy settled in Los Angeles, later working at Nu-Pike. His work dates to the 1950s, when hearts, eagles, snakes and insects were drawn in dark, heavy lines and filled in with the simple colours.

			

		

		
			
				don nolan 

				First learning the art of tattooing in 1955, he opened a studio in New London, Connecticut, and had many other shops across the US before opening Acme Tattoo Company, in Minnesota.
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				floyd sampson 

				A carnival tattooist, working in the 1920s and 1930s.

			

		

		
			
				bob shaw (1926-93) 

				Having learnt tattooing from Bert Grimm (Grimm tattooed his sleeves) in St Louis, Missouri, he worked with many other artists, such as Jack Tyron, before joining Grimm again at Nu-Pike. He was president of the National Tattoo Association from 1983–88.

			

		

		
			
				paul rogers (1905-90)

				A carnival worker, tattoo artist and inventor of tattoo machines, he worked with Cap Coleman in Norfolk, Virginia, for five years from 1945.
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				les skuse (1912-73)

				Hailing from Bristol, England, Skuse was a fan of the Coleman school of tattooing, rather than the single-needle technique of English tattooists. After working at the tattoo shop of Joseph Hartley, he joined the RAF during the Second World War before setting up his own business. He formed the British Guild of Tattooing and the Bristol Tattoo Club.

			

		

		
			
				percy waters (1888-1952) 

				Waters built a successful tattooing business in Detroit, Michigan, during the 1920s and 1930s, receiving a patent for his tattoo machines in 1929. In 1939 he returned to his birthplace of Anniston, Alabama, where he ran a tattoo supplies business.

			

		

		
			
				milton zeis (1901-72) 

				From the mid 1930s, Zeis set up a tattoo studio business supplying supplies and flash. He publishing Tattooing the World Over from 1947 and set up his mail-order Zeis School of Tattooing in 1951.
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				Joe and Mabel Darpel’s tattoo signage from the 1940s.
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				The tattooed lady and the illustrated man, long immortalized in songs and films, were staple “freak” attractions at the circus and fairground sideshows that began touring their native lands in the 1800s. This took extreme tattoo culture into virgin territory. The coming of the railways was a huge advantage, especially in the vastness of America during the second half of the nineteenth century. It opened up many new opportunities for the travelling shows and the tattooed people who found work with them. 

			

		

		
			
				the artists responsible for decorating the star exhibits were usually themselves inked from head to toe. They stood to gain a great deal from the staring crowds, since the acts served as a living advertisement for their work. It was hoped that at least some of the spectators would be impressed enough to splash out on a tattoo. 

				The freaks, for their part, were generally happy with the day job. Some had grown up in the circus; others joined as runaways or out-of-work sailors, or simply as individuals seeking the freedom and community of an itinerant lifestyle. Many hoped to become tattooists themselves, and often succeeded. For whatever reasons they ended up displaying themselves to the public, the performers all appear to have viewed exhibition work as an easy way to earn a good living, and they submitted to endless hours under the needle to make the grade. The arrival of the electric tattoo machine towards the end of the nineteenth century caused flurries of excitement. Dozens of prospective human exhibits flocked to the craftsmen who owned such equipment, seizing the opportunity of a fast track into showbusiness.
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				Above and Overleaf

				Circus tattoo banner advertising a tattooed man – the Tattoo Wonder – with a whole-body tattoo, undated. 

				Circus sideshow stalls depicting the various attractions on offer, with a tattoo stand front and centre, undated.
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				In order to be able to persuade the crowds to “Roll up! Roll up!”, the performers had to be elaborately tattooed over every inch of flesh. Spectacle was everything. Accordingly, the tradition of tall tales grew up around the circus acts, who invented sensational stories about their lives and body art so as to become larger than life. Many claimed to have been captured by hostile tribes in far-off places and tattooed against their will. Few, however, could compete with the legend of James F O’Connell, the first tattooed oddity ever to be exhibited in America, in the early 1840s. O’Connell professed to have been taken prisoner by natives on the North Pacific island of Pohnpei (formerly known as Ponape), where he claimed he was then subjected to extensive tattooing by a succession of beautiful young virgins, the last of whom he was made to marry. O’Connell wowed the crowds as he told and retold his remarkable story through a 20-year circus and vaudeville career. 

				Tattooists, too, saw the benefit of reinventing themselves. The more colourful and self-aggrandizing their stories, the more punters flocked to their parlours, intrigued. The legendary Bert Grimm was a master of this, regaling customers in his St Louis shop with vivid anecdotes about tattooing Bonnie and Clyde, Pretty Boy Floyd and other notorious outlaws in the early 1930s. Grimm’s reputation soon spread across many states, where he was hailed as the world’s greatest tattooist – largely because that’s what he told everyone, and they believed him. Still, he remains a revered artist and one of the numerous tattoo personalities whose fact has become inseparable from his fiction.

			

		

		
			
				Right

				 An illustration of Irishman James F O’Connell showing his chest tattoo, acquired while travelling in Micronesia in the 1820s and 1830s.

			

		

		
			
				( storytellers and circus stuntmen )
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				“Painless” Jack Tryon with his full-body tattoo by Lew “Lew the Jew” Alberts and Charlie Wagner.
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				Paul Rogers balancing a handstand on chairs in March 1928. A tattoo artist and performer with the JJ Page and the John T Rea Happyland shows in the 1930s, he worked the carnival circuits before joining Cap Coleman’s tattoo practice in Norfolk, Virginia, in the mid-1940s.
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				Many of the tattooed attractions developed spectacular circus skills to further enthrall their audiences. “Painless” Jack Tryon, a favourite on the American circuit at the beginning of the 1900s, would eat flames, perform magic tricks, walk a tightrope, balance on one hand and banter with his snake-brandishing wife when he wasn’t simply flaunting his illustrated body. Paul Rogers, who took to the road in the 1930s, performed daring handstands high above the ground, supported only by a couple of wobbly chairs. And the inimitable Captain Don Leslie, a circus sideshow sensation from the mid 1900s who spent a number of years with the King Brothers Circus, was a fire-eater and a prodigious sword-swallower. He didn’t stop at swords, 
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				though; knives, bayonets, screwdrivers – nothing was too much trouble for Captain Don.

				 Joe Darpel and his knife-throwing wife Mabel also started out in the circus life in the 1920s before teaming up as tattoo artists and plying their trade throughout the states, including Virginia, Kansas and Texas. Decorated head to toe in Bert Grimm tats, Joe worked for the Greater Alamo Show and the Wortham Show in the 1920s.

			

		

		
			
				Rea’s Museum of Oddities hosted many attractions in the 1930s, including Paul Rogers and his wife Helen.
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				one person who took the premise of showmanship to extraordinary lengths was Britain’s Tom Riley, who developed his skills as a tattooist during army service in the late 1800s. Thanks to Riley, countless numbers of his fellow soldiers returned home from tours of duty in South Africa and the Sudan with regimental or military emblems etched indelibly into their skin. 

				Riley also happened to be the cousin of the noted New York tattoo artist Samuel O’Reilly, who, in 1891, invented and patented the first electric needle machine. This revolutionized the whole tattoo scene, and in Britain, Tom Riley was the first to benefit. Quitting the army, Riley set up a parlour in London and, using his cousin’s invention, he soared to prominence in England and Europe. Rich and titled people demanded his services for many years to come, although it is fair to speculate that even with the new machine, he would not have held his own for as long as he did without his innate flair for drawing, spectacle – and public relations.

				In 1904, Riley performed a stunt so breathtakingly audacious that it now seems almost impossible to believe. Over the course of three weeks at the Paris Hippodrome, he tattooed the entire body of an Indian water buffalo in front of an incredulous audience consisting of the press and public. Some awestruck observers decided that they must immediately celebrate and worship the hapless animal, and did, amid billowing clouds of incense. 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite above and below

				 Samuel O’Reilly tattooing a customer in the late 1880s or ’90s.

				The Darpels’ business card after they moved from Norfolk, Virginia, to Fort Worth, Texas.

			

		

		
			
				tom riley and the tattooed water Buffalo
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				Above and opposite

				Joe Darpel vintage tattoo flash, circa 1937.
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				Above and opposite

				Joe Darpel vintage tattoo flash, circa 1937.
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				Above and opposite

				Joe Darpel vintage tattoo flash, circa 1937.
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				Above and opposite: More tattoo handiwork from Joe Darpel.
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				Above and opposite: More tattoo handiwork from Joe Darpel.
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				Above and opposite: More tattoo handiwork from Joe Darpel.
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				captain don p leslie

			

		

		
			
				Born in the state of Massachusetts in 1937, Captain Don P Leslie became a legend of the circus sideshow, regularly appearing in mainstream magazines, newspapers, films and TV shows. He was an all-round performer, comprehensively tattooed but also famous for his spectacular feats of knife-throwing, sword-swallowing and fire-eating. In one especially dramatic trick – the “human volcano” – he would blow a massive ball of fire from his mouth. 

				Captain Don, it’s said, ran away to join Ringling Brothers circus aged fourteen, starting at the bottom by selling confectionery to the audiences. Determinedly, he applied himself to learning a host of circus skills until he became an accomplished entertainer, although he was never too proud to busk the streets out of season, wintering in warm states such as Florida and California. A true itinerant, he worked with all of the big touring circuses and lived where he landed. Almost inevitably, the irrepressible Leslie started painting circus signs, and tattooing on the road. He wasn’t naturally gifted, and his designs were rudimentary. They were, however, packed with personality. His friend Lyle Tuttle explains: “He didn’t tattoo that much. He had a style, but he wasn’t a Rembrandt. If you look at his flash, it’s not sensational, but there was a call for it because of his renown as a showman.”
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