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My God! I’d rather go to Europe than to heaven!

—American painter William Merritt Chase (1849–1916)
     when offered the chance to study abroad

Everyone is going or gone to Paris. With the old shit (that you can’t paint in America). Have an idea they will all be back.

—Jackson Pollock, 1946
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1912–28

Jackson Pollock’s mother, Stella May McClure, was born in May 1875 in a two-room log cabin in Tingley, Iowa, an isolated farming town in the southernmost part of the state. As the oldest child in a struggling pioneer family, Stella was saddled with responsibilities from her earliest years. She quit school after the sixth grade to help raise her six brothers and sisters, two of whom died in childhood. The family was poor but respectable, and it gave them an edge of distinction to earn their livelihood by a means other than farming. Stella’s father, John McClure, was a mason and carpenter who laid most of the foundations in Tingley; and her mother, Cordelia, was known among the townspeople for her weaving. Stella, like her parents, was good with her hands. Besides sewing all the clothes for her family, by the time she was a teen she was sewing beautiful long dresses that she sold to the wealthier women in town. She loved fine, well-crafted things, and it made her proud to be descended on both sides from weavers. Once when she was asked to write a family history, the only people she included were the craftsmen, as if no one else really mattered. “Great Grand Pa Boyd was born in Ireland was a linen weaver,” she noted. “Great Grand Mother Speck weaver of woolens and carpets. My mother wove first piece of linen when she was sixteen.”

Stella’s grandparents were Irish weavers of Presbyterian stock who had emigrated around the time of the great potato famine and settled in Ohio in the 1840s. Her parents, John and Cordelia McClure, both of whom grew up in Iowa, had traveled to Tingley by covered wagon in the 1870s, when land was selling for ten dollars an acre and farmers were burning fields of bluestem grass to make room for corn. Tingley was off the track of pioneer cross-state travel, but rumors of a coming railroad drew enough settlers to fill up the farms. When the Humeston & Shenandoah Railroad Company ran a line through Tingley in 1882, the town prospered quickly. Within two years its population swelled from one hundred to four hundred and its Main Street was lined with sixteen businesses, including two lumberyards, three general stores, a hotel, a blacksmith shop, and a livery stable. The townspeople were mostly farmers who grew crops, raised cattle, and shipped their livestock by railroad to faraway cities that the farmers themselves rarely visited.

Stella grew up at a time when the railroads were changing the country. When she was seven years old the first locomotives had arrived in Tingley. She and her sisters Anna and Mary had spent many afternoons walking along the freshly laid tracks, picking wildflowers and watching the trains pull away. They listened to stories about young newlyweds who had gone west, and surely the McClure girls wondered when their turns would come. Mary McClure, four years younger than Stella, was the first of the sisters to leave, marrying a railroad conductor and moving to Denver. Anna McClure, two years younger than Stella and the first in the family to graduate from high school, never left at all; she died of tuberculosis when she was twenty-two. Stella was twenty-six when she finally left Tingley, but the circumstances of her departure were different from the ones she must have imagined as a girl. She was pregnant, and she was unmarried.

Stella McClure left Tingley to hide the secret of her illegitimate pregnancy from the local farmers and their wives; she was too proud to become the object of their gossip. Alone, she rode the train to Denver, where she moved in with her sister Mary and awaited the birth of her first child, who was born on Christmas Day. She named him Charles. She sent news of the birth home and two weeks later traveled halfway back to Tingley, to Alliance, Nebraska, where she was met by the father of the baby boy. The Tingley Vindicator reported early in 1903: “Word has been received by Tingley relatives of the marriage of Mr. Roy Pollock and Miss Stella McClure, which took place January 13 at Alliance, Nebraska. They are now living in Wyoming.”

The newspaper announcement made no mention of Stella’s infant boy, and the details of her marriage would remain a lifelong secret. She would never tell her children that she had left home pregnant and unwed, and she would never confess to having been married in Alliance in a service conducted by a Methodist minister she did not know. She told her children that LeRoy Pollock had courted her on moonlit sleigh rides through snow-covered fields. She said she had married him at the United Presbyterian Church in Tingley and the entire town had turned out for the happy event. The truth about her marriage, like all the disappointments in her life, Stella kept to herself.
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LeRoy Pollock was a quiet, serious, and sensitive man, a year younger than his wife. His marriage to Stella McClure, however imperfect, at least offered him the illusion of escape from the cruel indignities of his childhood and the town in which he had spent it. LeRoy was born in Tingley, in the township of Eugene, in February 1876, the son of Alexander and Rebecca McCoy, poor, coarse, Scotch-Irish farmers who had married in Pennsylvania and raised two sons in Peculiar, Missouri, before LeRoy, their youngest child, was born. According to the 1880 agricultural census, LeRoy’s father owned only “two horses, one milch cow, and ten swine.” His farm machinery was valued at a scant $30, and his forty-acre farm was valued at $700, which placed the family’s total worth sixth from the lowest among the township’s ninety-six farmers. When LeRoy was three years old his four-year-old sister Nina died of tuberculosis, and her death was followed two months later by that of his mother. LeRoy’s father, broken by hardship, felt he could not care for the little boy. He gave him away to neighbors and eventually returned to Missouri. LeRoy never saw his father again.

LeRoy grew up with James and Lizzie Pollock—uneducated, religious, Ohio-born farmers who were no better off than the McCoys. The Pollocks, who were in their mid-forties when they took LeRoy in, believed they should be compensated for raising the orphan. They exploited him during his youth, sending him out with a horse and plow to labor for local farmers and demanding that he turn over his earnings to them. To the young LeRoy the Pollocks were small-minded, hypocritical people, and it made no sense to him that they forced him to study the Bible and attend services at the local Presbyterian church while keeping him out of school a few days a week so he could attend to farm duties. He managed to graduate from the Tingley School at the age of nineteen.

Twice during his childhood LeRoy ran away from home. Once he went to Missouri, where he worked as a harvest hand; he returned home starving a few weeks later. Another time, inspired by the story of Huck Finn, an orphan like himself, LeRoy and a schoolmate named Ralph Tidrick built a rowboat and traveled down the Mississippi to New Orleans. They checked into a cheap hotel and worked in the kitchen for their room and board. Two weeks later Ralph’s father mailed the boys train tickets back to Tingley. To keep LeRoy from running off again and abandoning his farm duties, his foster parents adopted him ten days before his twenty-first birthday. They didn’t want to lose a cheap farmhand.

On the day he left home to meet his bride in Nebraska, LeRoy knew he would never return to Tingley to see his foster parents, nor would he ever practice their faith. He didn’t even want their name. He visited a lawyer to request that his name be changed back to McCoy. The lawyer asked him for a large fee, and it was more than LeRoy had. He could not afford his real name.

After marrying in Nebraska, LeRoy and Stella and their infant son traveled by train to Cody, Wyoming, the last stop on the Chicago, Burlington & Quincy Railroad. The prairie town of five hundred had been founded six years earlier by Colonel William “Buffalo Bill” Cody, who, in an attempt to draw settlers to Wyoming’s Bighorn Basin, was constructing canals, irrigating the soil, and promising free land to anyone willing to build a house. For people as poor as the Pollocks, however, the boomtown offered virtually no opportunities. As LeRoy and Stella quickly learned, they could not claim land, for they could not build a house; they could not afford the considerable expense of freighting raw timber to Cody from across the Shoshone River. They ended up renting a tiny frame house on Bleistein Avenue, two short blocks from Buffalo Bill’s new Irma Hotel, where LeRoy found work washing dishes.

The Pollocks remained in Cody ten years, but their situation hardly improved. LeRoy eventually left the Irma Hotel to join a friend from Tingley in a rock-crushing business, hauling boulders by horse and wagon from the banks of the Shoshone River to a plant where they were ground for construction. It was hard manual labor, and after six years he was too sick to continue. Meanwhile he had a large family to support. Besides Charles there were now two other sons, Jay and Frank, who had been born in 1904 and 1907. For lack of a better alternative, LeRoy accepted a job in 1908 as the manager of the Sanford Watkins sheep ranch, on Lower Sage Creek, and moved his family onto the ranch. Here, in a two-room frame house surrounded by wild sagebrush, at the base of the twin-peaked Hart Mountain, the Pollocks’ last two sons would be born, the first of whom they named Sanford after their employer.

Stella went into labor with her fifth and last son early one afternoon in January 1912, and though the birth should have been her easiest, it was her most difficult. Later that day LeRoy rode into town on his horse to ask a Dr. Waples to come out to the ranch and assist the midwife with the birth. Stella struggled with the delivery all through the night, and the following morning, in the predawn darkness of January 28, 1912, a healthy boy was born. He weighed more than Stella’s other infants had, almost twice as much as the average newborn. As the Cody newspaper reported: “A fine son, weighing twelve pounds and a quarter, was born Sunday morning to Mr. and Mrs. Roy Pollock of this city. This makes five sons that have come to live in this happy family and the Pollocks are quite the envy of the whole community.”

They named the boy Paul Jackson Pollock, although by the time he was three everyone called him Jack. The name was probably chosen after his mother’s favorite town—Jackson, Wyoming, an open valley swept with sagebrush at the base of the Teton peaks. Stella was particularly enamored of Jackson from the moment he was born. She knew he was her last child, for Dr. Waples had told her that at age thirty-six, she was too old to have any more children. “He’s my baby,” Stella used to say, “Jack’s my baby.” Though Stella was not outwardly affectionate, she adored her sons and expressed her feelings by doing things for them. She was never idle. She had large, capable, graceful hands, described by one of her children as “the busiest hands I’ve ever seen,” and Jackson’s earliest impressions of life may well have been the image of his mother’s hands in motion: churning butter, pumping water, canning preserves, pouring candles, kneading bread, sewing clothes, crocheting the unadorned edges of bedspreads, curtains, and handkerchiefs.

Many years later, when Jackson was in his twenties, he would offer a symbolic version of his birth that shares some interesting parallels with his actual birth. The painting Birth (Fig. 12), an early, undated work, is a semiabstract painting in which it is possible to decipher several recognizable forms. The central image consists of a woman lying flat on a bed, with an oversized fetus, painted fiery orange and blue, reeling inside her body. In the lower right corner a claw-shaped hand reaches toward the fetus, threatening to yank it from the womb. Beside it is a second hand, raised in a stop gesture, as if trying to stop the birth. Did Stella actually tell Jackson the details of his birth—how she labored through the night trying to force him from her womb? How her efforts were impeded by his unusually heavy weight? Whether or not she did, Pollock envisioned the act of birth as a terrible ordeal, thrusting the fearful infant into conflict. That he chose two hands—the yanking hand, the halting hand—as symbols of this conflict is altogether appropriate, for it was the very problem of what to do with his hands and the abilities he was born with that would put Pollock in excruciating conflict with himself.
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Soon after Jackson was born his father was diagnosed as having rheumatic fever and was advised by Dr. Waples to move to a warmer climate. That October, after the sheep had returned from pasture, the local newspaper reported: “LeRoy Pollock took the noon train out of Cody Thursday, his point of destination being San Diego, California, with a view of looking up a location.”

The following month the newspaper noted: “Mrs. L. R. Pollock and five sons expect to leave in about two weeks for San Diego, California, where they will make their home. Mr. Pollock went out to San Diego about a month ago, where he is now at work at his trade. He has purchased a lot in the city and expects to build in a short time.”

From mid-November through Thanksgiving Day, 1912, this notice appeared in the classified section: “For Sale—All my household goods, baby buggy, canned fruit and everything. Call at the house. Mrs. L. R. Pollock.”

On Thanksgiving Day, 1912, Stella and her five boys took the train to San Diego. Jackson was ten months old. He never returned to Cody, and his memories of the town were based on photographs and the stories his family told. So the fact that Pollock was born in Cody, a town named for a frontiersman who slaughtered 6,570 buffalo, had virtually no influence on his youth, considering how little time he spent there. In later life, however, Pollock referred often to his Cody birthplace, mentioning it in every interview and usually before he mentioned anything else. “I was born in Cody,” he’d start off, in a flat, soft, slightly strained voice, as if the comment was supposed to mean something. He liked being identified with the fabled town of Cody and the wildness and virility of the American frontier, even if it wasn’t his real heritage. On the other hand, Pollock’s connection to Cody was perhaps more profound than it might have been had he grown up there, for in his imagination and in his art he really did live on the frontier, a place that was all the more authentic because he had to invent it for himself.
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Though the Cody newspaper had reported in its “society” column that LeRoy had found a job in San Diego and purchased a piece of land, no such events had ever occurred. One imagines it was Stella who fabricated this news, unwilling to admit to the townspeople that her family was leaving Cody after ten years to live like drifters in a rented house in an obscure, fruit-growing suburb of San Diego. Better for people to think that the Pollocks were prosperous.

“L. R. Pollock and family, from Wyoming, are recent arrivals in National City,” reported the San Diego Sun in December 1912. It was the last time the Pollocks would be mentioned in that newspaper, for their stay in National City was so short no one had time to take note of them. A month after the family’s arrival a blizzard struck the area, killing the orange crop, bankrupting farmers, and convincing LeRoy that he never wanted to be a citrus farmer. By the time the city’s 1913 directory was published, listing LeRoy as a “plasterer” who lived on Sixth Street, the family had already departed.

Again LeRoy went by train ahead of his family, this time traveling east, to Phoenix, Arizona. He was immediately fond of the city, and it seemed to him that Phoenix, which called itself the “City of Progress,” really did offer hopes of advancement even to an impoverished farmer like himself. Land was cheap, loans were easy to secure, and the Roosevelt Dam, completed two years earlier, guaranteed that the land would be fertile. In September 1913, with a down payment of ten dollars, LeRoy purchased his first piece of land, a forty-acre truck farm six miles outside Phoenix, on the road to Tempe. Then he sent for his wife and sons.

It was there, in the low-lying valley of the Salt River, that LeRoy and Stella spent the four happiest years of their lives. For the first time—and also the last—they were slightly prosperous landowners. They stocked their farm with Holsteins and Jerseys, the best dairy cows they could find. They planted corn, okra, tomatoes, sweet potatoes, and other seasonal vegetables, which, in the growing months, LeRoy sold downtown at the farmers’ market. He paid off his mortgage, his savings grew. Besides selling produce at the market, LeRoy picked up extra money by selling milk to a nearby sanatorium and apricots to cities in the East. He won blue ribbons for his produce and was proud of his success. His sons recall how he’d lead them into the alfalfa fields and, pointing into the distance, tell them, “One day we’ll own that land.”

The three-room adobe house in which the Pollocks lived was small and cramped, encouraging the children to spend most of their time oudoors. They slept in the yard from the spring through the fall, in a huge brass bed that the five of them shared. On nights when the sky crackled with lightning the boys would run into their parents’ bedroom all excited, dragging their rain-splashed mattress behind them. Most often, though, the sky was clear and glittery with stars, and the boys spent the nights beneath the tall cottonwood trees, with cottony wisps tumbling down around them. Though the outside world was already at war, LeRoy would later look back longingly on the four years the family spent in Phoenix, writing to one of his sons, “I wish we were all back in the country on a big ranch with pigs cows horses chickens. . . . The happiest time was when you boys were all home on the ranch. We did lots of hard work, but we were healthy and happy.” The fullness and richness of the years they spent in Phoenix is perhaps best captured in this postcard from Stella: “We are having lots of wasting ears [of corn] watermelon and such fruit just going to waste there is so much of it the trees are almost broke down with weight I put up 59 qt of apricots last week I am making crab bullion today and baking bread.”

Though LeRoy has been characterized before as a lackluster farmer who drifted through life leaving little record of his existence, his sons would not agree with such a description. They considered their father an intelligent, sensitive, purposeful man and held him in high esteem. One day Frank, the middle son, returned home from school and reported that a teacher had denigrated the Industrial Workers of the World, joking to the class that IWW means “I Won’t Work.” LeRoy was outraged. Though by no means a political activist, he identified with labor’s struggles and was acutely sensitive to any form of injustice. He taught his sons that life is harsh and unfair but that one can rise above it through inner fineness. If cultivating the land “gave him a deep inner satisfaction,” according to his son Charles, so did the cultivation of his mind. He liked to listen to classical music, and though not a voracious reader, he traveled with a small library and often read aloud to his children from Dickens, Stevenson, and Huckleberry Finn. After LeRoy’s death his son Sande would write to his brothers that their father’s absence “will leave a gap in our lives which can only be filled by our untiring efforts towards those cultural things which he, as a sensitive man, found so sordidly lacking in our civilization.”

While LeRoy tried to improve himself by cultivating inner qualities, Stella distinguished herself through appearances. Even in rural Phoenix she managed to live her life with style. Her sons recall how she loved to rub her face and hands with fragrant rosewater, put on a veiled hat and white gloves, and drive a team of horses into town. At the general store she would purchase her favorite magazines, Country Gentleman and Ladies’ Home Journal, and at Goldwater’s department store she would shop for fabrics, buying yards of fine silk pongee, imported from the Orient. She sewed her own clothes, as well as clothes for the boys: full, flowing shirts of gingham and chambray and knee-length corduroy trousers. In school photographs the Pollock children are invariably the best-dressed in their class, their clothes finely tailored and adorned with such details as military epaulets and fancy buttons. “You have to look important,” Stella used to say, determined to fashion her sons into distinguished young men.

Not the least among the reasons for Stella’s satisfaction in Phoenix was her fierce pride in the talents of her eldest child. Charles, who was ten years older than Jackson, bore a distinct likeness to his mother, with thick, wavy hair, classical features, and a self-restrained, stoic demeanor that added to the sense of strength conveyed by his bulky figure. Like Stella, Charles was good with his hands and had shown an impressive ability for drawing from the time he was three or four years old. One day on the Phoenix ranch Charles picked up a grocer’s pencil and drew a picture of a hog on a paper sack. His brothers marveled: A hog. It looked exactly like a hog. To encourage Charles, Stella sent him to weekly art classes at the home of a “drawing tutor,” Mrs. Bidwell. Though LeRoy sometimes complained that the classes interfered with Charles’s farm duties, Stella invariably defended her son. “He’s entitled to it,” she would say, quickly silencing her husband. It pleased her profoundly that Charles had natural taste—reflected, she felt, not only in his interest in drawing but in his fondness for sitting beside her as she sewed and admiring swatches of fabric. She often told Charles that she thought he would make an excellent jeweler, which seemed to her an ideal profession for a boy who possessed an instinctive appreciation of rare, beautiful things.

Jackson, by comparison, did not draw as a little boy. As much as he admired Charles, he made no outward effort to emulate his oldest brother, resisting the creative possibilities that lay within his grasp. A photograph dating from the time he was six years old shows him to be a pretty youth with fine blond hair, a dimpled chin, and a shy, sweet smile that hints at his sensitive disposition. His brother Sande, the closest to him in age, once described him as “the sweetest guy, the most unselfish boy. I never saw Jack cruel to any animal—dog, cat anything. He was gentle to an unnatural degree.” Sande, a dark, small, self-sacrificing boy, instinctively felt protective toward his baby brother, as though recognizing a certain helplessness in Jackson that left him unequipped for the rigors of farm life. On most afternoons, while his brothers tended to their farm chores, Jackson, who had no chores, would simply wander around the barnyard with Gyp, the family dog, a white mongrel with a patch of black around one eye. In his naïveté Jackson often got in trouble for allowing Gyp to drink from the buckets of fresh milk in the yard. His brothers all agreed that Jackson took after their father, for LeRoy too was fond of animals. He couldn’t stand killing them, not even a chicken. It was Stella who slaughtered the poultry on the farm.

Four years after moving to Phoenix, Stella became disenchanted with the city. Farmers from the South were arriving in large numbers, planting fields once reserved for corn and alfalfa with long-staple cotton and replacing family-owned dairy farms with large operations staffed by itinerant farm hands. To Stella cotton farming was “low-down drudgery,” and she wanted no part of it. She complained to her husband that Phoenix was becoming a cotton town, and a cotton town was no place to raise a family; she wanted to move. LeRoy, however, was unsympathetic, pointing out to his wife that they had managed to build up a first-rate stock of dairy cows, chickens, and hogs and that their farm represented a foothold into the future.

But Stella became obsessed with the idea of moving. One day she returned from town with a stack of postcards and a map of the western United States. She wrote to the chambers of commerce in most of the cities on the map and was answered with dozens of brochures. Night after night she read the brochures aloud to LeRoy, reeling off facts about distant cities, each with its promises of ideal climate and perfect location and opportunities for success. Though LeRoy still felt they had nothing to gain by leaving Phoenix, he grew tired of arguing with his wife, who, in her eagerness to leave Phoenix, could not be reasoned with. Besides, Stella had already made up her mind: she wanted to move to Chico, California. Though she had never visited the town, she had read in a brochure that Chico had tree-lined avenues and the largest oak in the world. She had read that Chico was the “Rose City of Butte County” and that Butte County was the largest olive-growing center in the state. What impressed Stella the most about Chico were its schools, which included a state college. She told her husband that Chico was a place where their sons could receive a good education.

In January 1918, against his better judgment, LeRoy auctioned off his animals and sold his Phoenix farm. One month later he purchased an eighteen-acre fruit farm in Chico, California, a town he immediately disliked. The family’s large white house was their first with running water and electric lights, but such modern conveniences were no consolation to LeRoy. He resented having to work as a citrus farmer but had no choice, for Chico was a citrus town in which all human effort was spent growing fruit, entering statewide agricultural contests, and staging pruning demonstrations; the town of nine thousand desperately wanted to become the citrus capital of the Sacramento Valley. When the Pollocks first settled in Chico, LeRoy went to farm bureau meetings to try to learn new techniques for pruning and spraying trees, but the truth was he just did not care. He missed working with cows, chickens, and hogs, and he longed for the Phoenix farm. Sometimes, after dinner, he would take a bottle from the pantry and sit down in the living room. Stella would tell him to put the bottle back. LeRoy would start chewing tobacco, but Stella didn’t like tobacco any more than she liked alcohol. She would tell LeRoy to quit chewing tobacco in her house. LeRoy would end up sitting around the living room looking sad, and Stella would tell her boys, “Stay away from Dad. He’s got the blues.”

LeRoy was desperate to get out of Chico. He spoke to a local real estate man, Chris Sharp, who offered to trade the Pollocks’ fruit farm for a small mountainside inn near Reno, Nevada. The prospect of running an inn did not particularly appeal to LeRoy but certainly seemed preferable to working as a fruit farmer. Less than two years after moving to Chico, LeRoy told his wife he wanted to move. Stella immediately opposed the suggestion, arguing that their sons were doing well in school and she had no intention of moving them to some backwater town whose educational system consisted of a one-room schoolhouse. But LeRoy was adamant, forcing his wife to agree to a compromise: they would move to the inn near Reno but leave their three older sons in Chico, arranging for them to board with a friend and continue at the local high school. The two younger boys would remain with their parents—though that too posed problems. Jackson, age seven, had just completed the first grade at the Sacramento Avenue School, and his mother was upset at having to disrupt his schooling so soon after it had begun.
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In January 1920 LeRoy acquired the Diamond Mountain Inn in Janesville, California, a tiny town near the Nevada border. The inn, named for the mountains that surrounded it and located on the town’s one road, was a twenty-two-room establishment catering for the most part to gangs of road surveyors who needed a place to spend the night on the desolate stretch between Reno and Susanville. Unlike the other towns of Jackson’s youth, Janesville really resembled the Wild West of legend. On cold nights old codgers who lived nearby would gather at the Pollocks’ inn, sitting around the wood-burning stove in the dining room drinking whiskey and bragging about gunfights. At the Janesville School, Jackson and Sande met their first roughriders. In the months when the town was snowbound, local cowboys, armed with six-shooters, would sit in the back of the classroom making eyes at the pretty teacher.

As anxious as he had been to leave Chico, LeRoy only became more discontented after moving to Janesville. The job of running an inn, which required mainly that he clean the guest rooms and assist his wife in the kitchen, gave him none of the satisfaction he derived from farming. In retrospect it seemed to him that he had ruined himself irreversibly by selling the Phoenix farm, losing not only his land but the modest financial security he had worked so hard to obtain. He was furious with his wife, who, in her stubborn desire to improve her situation, had seemed instead to have trapped the family in obscurity. Though Stella tried to assure him that they could always acquire another farm, LeRoy was long past the point of listening to anything she said. Early one morning he packed up his belongings and left Janesville with a group of surveyors.

Stella was deeply upset by her husband’s departure. Whatever differences the couple may have had, she seems to have genuinely loved LeRoy and refused to accept the possibility that their marriage was over. In the next four years she would move her children to five different towns, following LeRoy around the West in hopes of bringing him back into the family. For Jackson, whose itinerant youth had already deprived him of any semblance of community or continuity, his father’s departure signaled the complete loss of childhood security. Despite his mother’s best efforts to see that he received the same advantages as his older brothers, Stella was incapable of providing Jackson with the attention and affection he needed. A rigid woman to begin with, she pulled deeper into herself in her husband’s absence, internalizing her unhappiness and becoming a remote presence to her children. The deprivations of Jackson’s youth left him with a weak, uncertain image of himself and an unfathomable sense of loneliness that no amount of acclaim or recognition could ever help him overcome.

Soon after LeRoy left, Stella talked with Chris Sharp, the real estate man back in Chico. With his stylish suits, fat cigars, and gregarious nature, Sharp struck the Pollock boys as the very opposite of their father. “Tell me where you want to go,” he used to say to Stella, “and I’ll send you.” Stella asked him to find her a California dairy farm, thinking that her husband would return to the family if only they lived on a farm. She ended up trading the inn in Janesville for a twenty-acre dairy farm in the nearby town of Orland. In August 1921 the Orland Unit, according to its masthead “The Only Absolutely Honest Newspaper in California,” announced on page one that “L. R. Pollock . . . will come with his family to this place to take possession of their Orland property about the first of next month, bringing his family to make their home at this place.”

The Pollock family was considerably smaller than the newspaper item indicated. LeRoy, who was working as a surveyor for the U.S. Bureau of Public Roads, never visited his family in Orland. And Charles, the oldest son, had also moved away from home, to Los Angeles, where he found a job in the layout department of the Los Angeles Times and where he would soon be joined by his brother Jay. More important, Charles had enrolled at the Otis Art Institute, the most prestigious art school in the West. He had decided, at age eighteen, that he was going to become a great artist.

Charles’s decision to pursue a career in art is almost startling considering the cultural isolation of his youth. The towns in which the Pollock boys grew up offered no evidence of a living tradition in the fine arts. Painting and drawing, if they were practiced at all, were considered little more than leisure pastimes for women. As an example of the frivolous status accorded the arts, one can look to the Fifth Annual Glenn County Fair, held in Orland two months after the Pollocks’ arrival. The fair’s so-called art department, according to the local newspaper, offered cash prizes for “paintings on china . . . contestants are also invited to design a lampshade.” And it was not only in rural California that art was defined as painted plates and lampshades; the United States itself had yet to produce a self-sustaining tradition in the fine arts and was still dependent on Europe for its cultural identity.

On the other hand, Charles’s decision to pursue a career in art seems almost inevitable given his natural talent for drawing and the reinforcement he received from his mother. Stella, as one might expect, was thrilled by his decision to study at a leading art school and harbored grand visions for his future. In 1923, when Jackson was eleven, the family visited Charles in Los Angeles and was immediately impressed by the suave and sophisticated young artist who greeted them. As Frank once exclaimed: “He was wearing spats, and we had never known anyone to wear spats before!” Inspired by their brother’s example, the two younger Pollock boys, Sande and Jackson, soon declared that they too were going to be artists. As Sande has said, “Charles started this whole damn thing. He left home damned early. Charles was the fellow who had the intellectual curiosity all along.”

Stella once told a newspaper interviewer that whenever Jackson was asked what he wanted to be when he grew up, he invariably replied, “I want to be an artist like brother Charles.” Unlike his brother, however, Jackson had not yet demonstrated a facility for drawing. In his entire youth, according to his family, he did not produce a single sketch. This in itself is significant. It’s almost as if Pollock suffered from “painter’s block” years before he ever picked up a paintbrush. As much as he wanted to be an artist, the subversive aspects of his personality prevented him from even trying. He was a solitary, withdrawn boy who seems from his earliest years to have felt dissatisfied with himself, as though conscious of a certain unworthiness that set him apart from his talented older brother. These feelings of inadequacy unleashed in him an anger so overwhelming that it all but paralyzed him during these years, while hinting at the makings of the fiercely competitive artist that Pollock would prove to be.

The farm in Orland, which the family had traded for the Janesville inn, soon fell idle. The land went untilled, the crops unharvested, the cows unmilked. Depressed by her husband’s absence, Stella simply watched out for checks from LeRoy and waited for him to come home. To make matters worse, she realized after having purchased the property that it lay outside the central school district. Rather than attending the new modern school downtown, Jackson, Sande, and Frank had to go to an obscure one-room schoolhouse on the edge of town, a two-mile walk from their house. A group photograph of the Walnut Grove School’s entire student body—twenty-five kids in grades one through eight—provides us with our first intimations of Jackson’s relations to his peers. He is a large, intense, self-conscious blond boy who is standing by himself at the end of the middle row, conspicuously alone. While other children appear to be fidgeting, Jackson stands at perfect attention, his expression solemn, his arms rigid at his sides, as though making a deliberate effort to assume the correct pose and to minimize any differences between himself and the other children. This image of self-restraint contrasts sharply with his brothers’ spontaneity, with Sande standing behind him (as Sande always would), smirking at the camera, and Frank, who is next to the teacher, obviously amused at having to stand there.

Unable or unwilling to run a farm by herself, Stella sold the Orland property in January 1923, eighteen months after purchasing it. As the Orland newspaper reported on page one, at considerable embarrassment to LeRoy, “Mr. Pollock found it impossible to attend to the development of the land and at the same time attend to his duties in other parts of the state.” It was the end of the family’s real estate holdings. As partial payment for the Orland property Stella accepted a secondhand Studebaker Special, unwisely trading the security of farmland for the mobility of the automobile. For the first time she had a car and could go wherever she pleased, but she no longer knew where she wanted to go. She drove back to Chico to seek the help of Chris Sharp, who, taking pity on the family, generously offered to board them for the winter. In the spring, after LeRoy had visited his family in Chico and informed them that he had accepted a job in the Sierra Ancha Mountains in Arizona, Stella decided that she too would return to that state. Though LeRoy wasn’t sure exactly where his work would take him, Stella was determined to be at least within a few hours’ drive of him and moved her family to Phoenix.

The Pollocks’ second stay in Phoenix was a difficult period for them. They lived in a small rented house on Sixteenth Street, in a rundown neighborhood, struggling to get along on occasional checks from LeRoy. For Jackson, who was eleven, it was a particularly unrewarding time. Whereas in Janesville and Orland he had attended school with his older brothers and could depend on Sande to watch out for him, Phoenix had a modern school system that separated students by grades. At the Monroe Grammar School, which occupied the largest school building in the Southwest, Jackson was an outsider among the other sixth graders. Besides being new to the school, he was a noticeably poor student and was repeating the sixth grade. As Sande once said, “His grades weren’t passing in any school he ever went to.” While this may be an overstatement, Jackson made no discernible effort to excel at his studies, as though hampered by a poor self-image that condemned him to failure before the school year even began.

One positive consequence of the family’s second stay in Phoenix was that Jackson developed an interest in American Indian culture. He and Sande often visited the ruins near Pueblo, where they explored the cliff dwellings and fooled around with arrowheads. On Sunday afternoons the brothers sometimes stopped by a park downtown where Maricopas and Pimas from nearby reservations traded their handicrafts for practical goods. The boys felt sorry for the Indians, who, as Sande later recalled, at times bartered their blankets or jewelry for as little as “a bag of beans.” For Jackson, who grew up at a time when the West was synonymous with rootlessness and change, Indian culture offered a connection to the past.

The family’s situation in Phoenix worsened over time as LeRoy’s checks dwindled to almost nothing. With no means of support, Stella proposed to a widowed farmer named Jacob Minsch that she and her sons help him with his farm work in exchange for room and board. The irony is that ten years earlier the Pollock farm had bordered the Minsch farm. When LeRoy had stood in the alfalfa fields pointing into the distance and dreaming about acquiring additional land, he had been pointing to the Minsch land, where his wife was now working as a maid and his sons were reduced to farmhands.

One afternoon in the fall of 1923 Jackson was playing in the barnyard of the Minsch farm when he picked up a branch from the ground and tried to break it. But it wouldn’t break. He walked over to a woodpile on top of which rested an ax in a block and started to remove the ax. A boy named Johnny Porter offered to cut the branch for him, insisting he was too young to handle a heavy ax. Jackson, surrendering the ax, placed the branch on top of the woodpile and pointed to the spot where he wanted it cut. As Johnny raised the ax above his head, Jackson continued to point. When the ax fell, a third of Jackson’s right index finger was severed from his hand. He ran inside the house to his mother, who sewed up the wound and applied some sugar to it to help it heal.

Jackson’s finger eventually healed, but it would always be deformed. He felt self-conscious about the injury. In later life, whenever he was photographed, he almost always switched his cigarette from his right hand to his left and concealed the maimed hand in a pocket or at his side or behind his back. One does not want to make too much of an accident, except to say that from childhood on, Jackson showed a tendency toward self-injury and that his first serious injury involved his hands.

In the spring of 1924, after school had let out for the year, Stella and her sons left Phoenix. With the hope of seeing her husband, who was laying roads in Arizona’s Tonto National Forest, Stella accepted a job as a cook at Carr’s Ranch, a summer resort on the edge of the forest. It turned out to be a disappointing time for her. LeRoy, based only thirty miles away in Miami, visited his family only once in the course of the entire summer. No longer could Stella pretend that distance alone accounted for her husband’s long absences. Unable to reconcile with LeRoy, Stella decided it would be best to return to California, where she could at least rejoin her two older sons, both of whom were in Los Angeles. On the advice of a friend, she settled on Riverside, a prospering citrus town that was connected to Los Angeles by a trolley line. That September, after camping for a few weeks, the family rented a small frame house at 1196 Spruce Street, the first of their three addresses in Riverside in the next three years.

For Jackson, who was almost thirteen, the years in Riverside were a time of excruciating loneliness. Besides being a poor student, he had no friends at school, isolated from others by anxieties that left him all but incapacitated. His brother Sande already had a girlfriend—Arloie Conaway, the pretty daughter of orange growers, would later become his wife—but Jackson was much too shy around girls even to attempt conversation. Among boys he fared worse, wanting desperately to be part of a group but forced into solitude by his hostile distrust of his peers. While he managed to graduate from the Riverside middle school without incident, a troublesome event occurred in his freshman year of high school. One day Jackson showed up for an ROTC practice drill in a uniform that was slightly tattered, prompting a student officer to reprimand him for his appearance. In a fit of anger disproportionate to its cause Jackson grabbed the cadet by his coat and called him a “Goddamn son of a bitch” in front of the whole platoon. The outburst cost him his ROTC membership. Deprived of his one incentive for continuing school, Jackson dropped out of Riverside High in March of his freshman year.

He spent the remainder of the school year at home, afflicted by a discontent so profound that his mother and brothers found it impossible to talk with him. He seldom showed any warmth or compassion, even in response to wrenching events. One day Jackson walked into the backyard to find his brother Frank crying uncontrollably. Cradled in his arms was Gyp, the family dog, who had died only moments before. “What are you crying about?” Jackson shouted angrily. “It’s just a goddamn dog!” But two decades later, when Pollock was in his thirties, he visited a dairy farm and saw a litter of puppies. He picked one out for himself and named it Gyp.

Jackson’s years in Riverside were not entirely without consolation. He grew closer to his father, whom he and Sande visited one summer at the Grand Canyon, making the trip in a used Model T, which they bought for twelve dollars. With LeRoy’s help, the two brothers were able to obtain their first jobs, joining their father on a surveying team and assisting with the laying of roads along the northern edge of the canyon. For Jackson, who was fifteen, it was a rewarding, purposeful summer. As Sande later recalled, he was a conscientious worker and took pleasure in physical labor, as if rigorous work helped clear his mind of distractions. A photograph taken that summer shows Jackson seated on a cliff, leaning casually against a boulder. He appears in profile, his long blond hair combed straight back to reveal an impressively large forehead and fine Roman features. His gaze is steadied on the sweeping scenery before him, and a pipe dangles from his mouth. The image hints at Jackson’s self-composure in the months he spent with his father.

LeRoy, however, was incapable of providing Jackson with a lasting sense of direction or purpose. He was a weak, melancholy, self-pitying man who, by his own admission, felt trapped by circumstance. “I am sorry that I am not in a position to do more for all you boys,” he wrote to Jackson in Riverside, “and I sometimes feel that my life has been a failure—but in this life we can’t undo the things that are past.” It has been said that LeRoy had little influence on his son, but a lack of influence is of course its own kind of influence. To Jackson, his father was more vivid as an absence than as a presence, leaving him with a fierce need to find someone or something he could believe in completely. A few months after Jackson dropped out of school, his family would make its last move—to Los Angeles—and Jackson would soon declare his ambition to become “an Artist of some kind.” The unassuming phrase perfectly captures the dual aspects of the young man’s personality: his need for a capital belief and at the same time a subversive unwillingness to commit himself to any one belief in particular.
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Manual Arts High School
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In September 1928 Pollock joined the sophomore class of Manual Arts High School in Los Angeles, a public school specializing in the industrial arts. The school, a ten-minute walk from the Pollock home at 1196 Thirty-ninth Avenue, near Exposition Park, was a large, impersonal institution, with more than four thousand students and a standardized curriculum that took little account of individual needs. Although Manual Arts was a “boresome” place of “rules and ringing bells,” as Pollock described it, it was in this unlikely setting that he recognized his ambition to become an artist. One class made school worthwhile for him. He studied art under Frederick John de St. Vrain Schwankovsky, or Schwanny to his students, a man who provided Pollock with the guidance and inspiration so sorely lacking in the rest of his school day, if not in his life.

Schwankovsky, a tall, bespectacled painter with a cropped mustache, a goatee, and long black hair, was a highly unorthodox teacher, known in Los Angeles for his espousal of occult mysticism and his equally heretical advocacy of modern art. His customary outfit included a burgundy velvet jacket and sandals, and his appearance, at once refined and bohemian, confirmed his students’ quaint notions of how an artist should look. “I’m going to make serious painters of you,” Schwankovsky used to say, although he was much less interested in molding his students than simply joining them in the practice of art. Soon after Pollock started school Schwankovsky stirred up a citywide controversy by bringing models into the classroom and having his students draw from life rather than follow the traditional method of copying antique casts. “We are very fortunate in that this is the only school in the city [to] have models,” Pollock wrote appreciatively to his brothers Charles and Frank, who had since moved to New York City. Charles was studying at the Art Students League, and Frank, who had followed him east, was studying part time at Columbia. “Altho it is difficult to have a nude and get by the board,” Pollock continued, “Schwankavsky [sic] is brave enough to have them.”

Under Schwankovsky’s influence Pollock quickly fashioned an artistic identity for himself. Like his teacher, he grew his hair to his shoulders—“a style associated with European artists and poets like Oscar Wilde,” according to a classmate. He subscribed to Creative Arts magazine, read modern poetry in the Dial, and in letters to his brothers abandoned capital letters (“my letters are undoubtedly egotistical but it is myself i am interested in now”). And in a notable display of bravado, he changed his first name to Hugo, after Victor Hugo, in the hope of impressing his English teacher, a lady he admired from afar. To his classmates, who continued to call him Jackson rather than Hugo, Pollock radiated an image of artistic vanity in spite of his shyness. To Harold Lehman, a classmate, he was “an immature person with fancy ideas but no discipline.” Manuel Tolegian, another classmate, observed, “That fellow thought he was someone important, but to me he always seemed like an orphan.” The sculptor Reuben Kadish, referring in particular to Pollock’s flowing blond hair, once commented, “Jack didn’t want to be mistaken for anything other than an artist.”

In Schwankovsky’s class, which met five times a week in a basement studio, Pollock first began to draw. He felt immediately dissatisfied with his work, and his high school image as a cocky young artist contrasts sharply with the insecure, self-disparaging person who emerges from his letters. Writing to Charles, his accomplished oldest brother, Pollock confessed to being “doubtful of any ability.” He went on to offer a devastating appraisal of his earliest artwork: “my drawing i will tell you frankly is rotten it seems to lack freedom and rythem it is cold and lifeless, it isn’t worth the postage to send it.” While the asperity of these comments is surely related to Pollock’s sense of unworthiness in the shadow of his older brother, his harsh self-criticism was not entirely unjustified. None of his high school drawings survives, but it may be said on the basis of later work that by no means was Pollock a precocious draftsman. As his brother Sande once said, “If you had seen his early work you’d have said he should go into tennis, or plumbing.”

Whatever Pollock lacked in facility, however, he made up for in vision. It is rather extraordinary that in his first written appraisal of his artwork he should have faulted his drawing for lacking “freedom and rythem,” qualities he considered important, if not the essence of drawing. While most students were trying to master perspective and learn how to draw a realistic likeness of a face, a hand, or a bowl of fruit, Pollock had no patience for such details. The rules of art ran against his instincts. Already he was seeking “freedom” from formal conventions, sacrificing detail to the whole. He could not achieve what he wanted; on the other hand, he fully intended to. “i think there should be an advancement soon if it is ever to come,” he noted to Charles with characteristic self-disparagement, “and then i will send you some drawings.”

At school Pollock felt uncomfortable among his peers. People “frightened and bored” him, he wrote, forcing him to remain within his “shell.” But for all his timidity, Pollock had no difficulty befriending—and at times alienating—his fellow students in Schwankovsky’s class. Philip Goldstein, a dark, angular, intense young artist who worshiped Piero della Francesca, would later become well known as Philip Guston. He and Pollock spent many afternoons at the home of Manuel Tolegian, an affable, powerfully built youth of Armenian descent, who had converted a chicken coop behind his house into a studio for himself and his friends. Together, working in the dark, cramped, low-roofed studio, the three boys would pick out reproductions from their favorite art books and spend long hours copying the pictures. Both Guston and Tolegian had a natural talent for drawing; the studio walls, covered with pencil sketches after Uccello and Piero, offered testimony to their ability. Pollock’s work, by comparison, was noticeably undistinguished. But no matter how frustrated he may have felt, he was unwilling to admit to his classmates that he considered his work lacking. To the contrary, Pollock would criticize his friends’ work. “You think that’s original?” he used to say, eyeing his schoolmates’ copies of Renaissance masters. “What’s so original about that?” Though Guston tended to ignore these boyish displays, Tolegian would become furious, reminding Pollock in his deep, booming voice that to be a great artist one first had to master anatomy, linear perspective, and so on. Pollock apparently delighted in rousing his friend to anger. He signed Tolegian’s yearbook “For more and better arguments. Hugo Pollock.”

Pollock preferred sculpting to painting or drawing. He and his friends sometimes visited a quarry near the Los Angeles River, where they purchased blocks of limestone and sandstone for carving. Pollock, who stored his materials in Tolegian’s backyard, soon accumulated a huge pile of stones, much to the dismay of Tolegian’s mother. Whenever she spotted Pollock arriving at her house with another block of stone, she would run to the back door and scream in her native Armenian, “What has this crazy man brought to my backyard?” With a chisel and a hammer Pollock chipped away at one block after another, and on weekend afternoons the backyard studio would reverberate with the sounds of his labors—the chime of the hammer as it struck the chisel, the plink-plink-plink of the chips as they splintered from the stone. His friends felt sorry for him, thinking he was no better at sculpture than at drawing. Nonetheless they recognized the pleasure he took in carving. Tolegian described Pollock as “more at ease with a rock than a human being.”

In his groping efforts at self-understanding, Pollock looked to Schwankovsky not only for artistic guidance but spiritual guidance as well. His teacher was a friend and follower of the noted Hindu philosopher Jeddu Krishnamurti, who, in the spring of 1928, had visited Los Angeles and founded a camp in the Ojai Valley, eighty miles north of the city. Schwankovsky, immediately impressed by the Hindu’s ideas, asked him to give a talk to his students, and one Saturday afternoon, amid predictable controversy, the “world teacher” visited Manual Arts. For Pollock, who had never attended church in his youth or practiced any religion, theosophy was a virtual epiphany. With marked enthusiasm, he visited Ojai, read theosophical tracts, and shared his findings with his father, who, a month after school began, assured him, “I think your philosophy on religion is O.K.” It is not difficult to understand Pollock’s identification with Krishnamurti, a gentle, sensitive heretic who, according to his writings, had been unhappy in his youth and determined to find a goal, any goal, to which he could devote himself completely. His teachings, a paean to individual rebellion, confirmed a precept that Pollock had divined on his own: the moment you follow someone else, you cease to be your own leader. Appropriately, then, a year after starting school Pollock tired of following Krishnamurti, bluntly informing his brothers, “I have dropped religion for the present.”

Early in 1929, during his second semester of school, Pollock joined Guston, Tolegian, and several others in his art class in the publication of a newsletter. The Journal of Liberty was flagrantly subversive, exhorting the student body to “awake and use your strength.” Though issued only twice and consisting of a single mimeographed page, the Journal acquired impressive notoriety after attacking the school’s sacrosanct department of physical education. In an unsigned editorial the students protested the school’s emphasis on athletics and proposed, rather imaginatively, that varsity letters be awarded to “our scholars, our artists, our musicians instead of animated examples of physical prowess.” Pollock, one of the founders of the newsletter, attended all the meetings and made every effort to contribute suggestions, though it was hard for him to talk in a group. As he confided to Charles about one occasion when he ventured a comment, “I was so frightened I could not think logically.”

One morning, a few hours before school began, Pollock and his friends sneaked into Manual Arts to distribute The Journal of Liberty throughout the building. They were slipping some copies under a classroom door when a janitor caught sight of them and started chasing the boys down the hall. He managed to catch Pollock, whom he reprimanded for trespassing. The following day Schwankovsky’s class was interrupted by a visit from the janitor along with the school principal. A hush fell over the classroom as the janitor pointed to Pollock, singling him out as the student responsible for distributing the Journal on school grounds, a violation of policy. As Pollock was led from the classroom, his fellow revolutionaries remained curiously silent. “I wanted to graduate!” Tolegian explained. Pollock was suspended from school for the remainder of the year.

Guston eventually confessed to being the editor in chief of The Journal of Liberty, and he too was suspended from school. Unlike Pollock, he would never return to Manual Arts. He soon found work in the movie industry; in Trilby, starring John Barrymore, he played an artist, with a beret and a pasted-on beard. He continued his studies at the Otis Art School, where, on the basis of his talent, he was awarded a full scholarship. For Pollock, by comparison, it was a discouraging, unproductive time. It did not occur to him to apply to any art schools, for he had hardly found his bearings at Manual Arts. He very much wanted to return to school, and, accompanied by his mother, visited the principal to apologize for his behavior and request that he be readmitted. His mother asked if he could at least attend Schwankovsky’s class, but to no avail. Pollock spent the remainder of the school year at home.

Pollock continued to see his friends from school, particularly Guston, who, though no longer editor of The Journal of Liberty, still managed to involve his friends in radical causes. He took Pollock to meetings at the Brooklyn Avenue Jewish Community Center, in East Los Angeles, where aging Bolsheviks, most of whom spoke only Russian and Yiddish, tried to convert the boys to communism. Although Pollock had no interest in joining the Communist party, he developed a genuine appreciation for the revolutionary art the party was promoting. Lectures were given on the Mexican mural movement, and Pollock learned of Diego Rivera. “I certainly admire his work,” Pollock wrote to his brothers, adding that he had managed to obtain a back issue of an art magazine containing pictures of Rivera’s work. Though Rivera and his compatriots Orozco and Siqueiros had not yet painted any murals in the United States, the triumverate was rapidly becoming known outside Mexico for having inaugurated the most dynamic revival of fresco painting since the Renaissance. Compared to Los Angeles, whose art scene was dominated by the California Watercolor Society and the Western Painters Association, Mexico seemed to Pollock and his friends like Parnassus itself. “I have thought of going to Mexico city if there is any means of making a livelihood there,” Pollock noted in a moment of daydreaming, an idea he soon abandoned for more practical plans.
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