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TAPE I, SIDE 1

My name is Lyn Olsson. Today's date is March 10, 1988. The
following is an interview with John Dirks, professor of Art at
San Diego State University from 1947 to 1976. The interview is a
part of the Oral History Project of the San Diego State
University Archives and is being recorded at Professor Dirks'
home on Mount Helix.

Lyn Olsson (LO): You mentioned to me that you grew up here in
San Diego. Were you born in San Diego?

John Dirks (JD):
seven. We lived
then we moved to

My parents brought me from Wisconsin when I was
in Los Angeles for about a year and a half and
San Diego in 1923 and have been here ever since.

LO: When were you born?

JD: I was born on March 13, 1914.

LO: So, you primarily attended school here in San Diego?

JD: Right, including San Diego State.

LO: Tell me about the elementary, junior high and high school
years.

JD: We lived at what is now the end of Wabash freeway. It was a
wild canyon and we had a one acre ranch. There was no house
within two blocks. Then there were only one or two. We had
chickens and raised a vegetable garden and so forth.

I used to hunt in the canyon for rabbits and quail in
season. I had a lot of fun as boy. I don't think that any other
boy had as much fun as I did. We organized groups. Frank Losey
was one of my boyhood pals who wrote the fight song for the
college. We built boats and model airplanes together. We sailed
them in ponds in the wintertime and in the local canyon in
Mission Valley in the summer. We had our own regattas with two
foot schooners. They were really nice boats. Later I won the
best construction and finally, the fastest three-foot boat in the
Union Model Yacht regatta, which was long ago. I don't know if
they still do it or not.

LO: I don't know, but I remember that my family used to make
model yachts and sail them in the model boat basin in Mission
Bay.
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JD: Right. The one in Mission Bay was not existant at that
time. That's a fairly new creation compared to those dates.
There were dredger ponds in Mission Valley.

LO: Tell me what dredger ponds are.

JD: Where sand companies scoop up sand for commercial purposes.
It sometimes makes a very large and nice pond because the water
table in those days was higher than it is now. When you dug a
hole in the river bottom, it would fill with water.

LO: Do you remember any of the farms that were in Mission
Valley?

JD: The Japanese had truck gardens clear from one end to the
other. For vegetable production primarily. They were, of
course, devasted during the flood which was during about 1923 or
1924. In those days, they didn't have San Vicente Reservor, nor
El Capitan or Murray was in. There were no other dams, so when
there was real heavy rain, it just ran [the width of the valley].
It took out all of the truck gardens and all of their little
houses and everything went out to sea. I was up on the hill
watching it. It was pretty frightening.

They came back after the flood. But of course, property
value increased to such an extent that they couldn't afford to
keep their farms.

LO: Did they own the land, or did they did they lease it from
others?

JD: I'm not sure about that. I think that they leased it.
When World War II came along, I'm jumping ahead a little

bit, they were interned. The Japanese man who owns the big
nursery down by USD was interned with his family [Asakawa].
It's too bad that we had to do that--not trusting people.

LO: Tell me more about growing up here. What was the
environment like in the San Diego State area when you were a kid?

JD: San Diego State was way out in the sticks. University
Avenue was the way to get there and it was a very narrow, paved,
two-lane road. We used to ride out to La Mesa. The La Mesa
Country Club had a small lake. We used to swim in it. It had
sort of just mud around the edges. That was considered quite a
trip from east San Diego to La Mesa. Where we lived was in the
sticks. There were coyotes and bobcats that took our chickens.

I mentioned to you when the San Diego State College campus
was being considered in San Diego they had three possible sites:
one was in Pacific Beach on a slope facing Mission Bay, one was
Balboa Park, the other one was here in what was called Redland
Gardens. When it was given to Redland Gardens, people were very
upset because they said it was way out in the sticks! Why on



earth did they ever decide to build a college there?
I remember that I used to hunt out there with a shotgun. It

was just sagebrush about this high and a little dirt road went in
and they put a flag pole up. I climbed the flag pole and
thought, "Someday I might go to this college!" I really did,
that's no fake! There were rattlesnakes and a lot of wild things
around.

There was one little white house that was visible from the
site.

LO: Do you think that growing up in east San Diego in such an
open, beautiful and pristine area had any influence on your going
into sculpture or art?

JD: That's a good question. I think what caused me to go into
art was that I started making things with crude tools when I was
very young. I just sort of had a natural fiddling for building
model boats and airplanes. They were very nice models that we
made. You couldn't buy them and put them together like kids can
do today. We had to build them from scratch.

LO: Do you have any of them left?

JD: No, I'm sorry. I've got a boat
school, but it's kind of hard to get
sloope. That's the one that won the
boat in its day and still is.

Anyway, the art thing came, I think, as a result of those
early creative things that we did. We made model submarines that
worked and all kinds of things. My father was very helpful and
he helped me build a two-cylinder, steam-powered hydroplane,
which is very fast.

My son became a naval architect because of my interest in
boats.

that I
down.
prize.

built in junior high
It's a three-foot
It was a very pretty

LO: Growing up in this open area, you had more of a chance to do
things like that, whereas people who grew up in an inner-city
would not.

JD: We made little cities with lead cars. We made our own cars,
which were bigger with roller-skates for wheels. We learned to
pave the roads and make little buildings and trees, so we had a
whole little town with bakeries and fire engines and stuff like
that. We had a lot of fun. In the canyon there was a beautiful
cliff with sandstone. We made mountain roads in that.

We were never well-to-do at all. In fact, we had just
enough to be very comfortable and no more. I don't think that
our family ever had a bank account.

LO: What did your father do? Was the ranch his business?

JD: He was a painting contractor. Although, he had done a lot
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of things. In Wisconsin he could've been an extrememly wealthy
man. He and two other men invested in a church furniture company
and they manufactured pulpits and things. ~They had this little
carving machine and they made the prophets_ In fact, St. Paul's
in San Diego had one of their products. Their company was just
going one hundred percent when the Treasurer confiscated the
money, went to Paris and gambled it away, so the story went, and
took cyanide potassium. It would make some kind of fiction
story, but it's supposed to be real. People said that they saw
him in Paris way back then, but they wouldn't let anyone see the
body. They had borrowed so much money for the business that they
couldn't borrow any more. They had to go bankrupt.

My father was really an amazing man. He could do anything
because he was extremely skilled.

LO: It's nice to have a father like that. Was your mother
equally so?

JD: My mother was a Scotch-Irish, red-haired lady who was quite
witty. Whenever she was around a lot of people she made fun.
She always made people laugh in a nice way. She was a very good
mother, in my opinion, because she just let me go. She didn't
force me to do anything. With some kids, that would've been
terrible, but it worked with me.

LO: Do you have brothers and sisters?

JD: I had a sister.

LO: Older or younger than you?

JD: She was six years older. She died a few years ago.

LO: Your mother gave you plenty of free reign to do whatever you
wanted, but you had to go to school.

JD: Oh sure! She gave me chores and looked after me, but she
did understand the freedom thing.

We had one of the sheds that the chickens were housed in--we
cut the flock down from 450 to many, many less--and we used
another shed for a workshop. That's where we built all of our
boats and stuff.

LO: Your family evidently made a little extra money by raising
the chickens and selling the eggs. Did you ever know Dr. Harry
Wegeforth?

JD: Yes, I knew him pretty well.

LO: I've heard that he is to be credited for starting such a
great poultry industry in San Diego County. Is that right?
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JD: I'm sorry, the one who I was thinkina of was Wedaewood. I
knew Weaeforth's son better than I knew him.

LO: Milton Wegeforth. He was also a sailor, so maybe that's how
you know him.

JD: Yes, that's right.

LO: What schools did you attend?

JD: I went to Edison Elementary, Woodrow Wilson Junior Hiah, San
Diego High for one year and then Hoover High was built. We were
the Senior class for two years at Hoover because they just took
sophomores and juniors, no seniors. Then I went to San Diego
State.

LO: What year did you receive your Bachelor's degree from San
Diego State?

JD: 1937.

LO: Of course, that was in art.

JD: Yes, and I also got a special secondary credential for
teaching in the lower grade levels. You were encouraged to do
that in those days.

LO: Did you ever use that Secondary degree?

JD: Yes, I did. I taught at Hoover before the war. It was
called crafts, but it was woodcarving and ceramics.

LO: Did you enjoy that?

JD: Yes. I learned a great deal--probably equally as much as I
did going to college. But, I knew that I didn't want to teach
high school any longer. When the war came along, I resigned my
tenure and went to work for Convair in the education department.
After one year, I went into the Navy as an ensign.
LO: When did you start teaching? How old were you?
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JD: I started teaching half-time in 1938.

LO: So you were just about the same age as the students whom you
were teaching.

JD: Yes.

LO: Did you find that kind of odd? Or, did they find it
difficult to deal with?

JD: Well, I didn't have a problem particularly. The principal



was very strict about that. He wouldn't even let a teacher dance
with a woman student, or vice versa. I suppose, there was some
interest on the part of the girls in the young, male faculty.

LO:
have
when

I hadn't thought about that. I just thought that it might
been difficult to exert your authority over the students
they'd see you were just like them.

JD: I was big and strong.
never anything serious.
LO: When you went to San Diego
which instructors did you have?
you were going to school then?

I had a little problem, but it was

State for you Bachelor's degree,
Was it an excellent program when

JD: My father was a great athletic booster and he loved to have
me participate in sports. I was a fast runner. I was Hoover's
best sprinter--lOO and 220. Then, I was the same at San Diego
State except that I quit in my Senior year. I played football.
Being the fastest runner on the team didn't give you the prestige
that it does today. Now they realize that speed is everything.
The pros get salaries depending on how fast they are.

I liked football and track, but I saw that because it was
early into the Depression, there weren't many teaching jobs. At
that time I didn't think about teaching at a college level. If
you wanted to be a high school coach, you almost had to be a
four-year letterman. I only did two sports. Also, I was doing
much better in Art as a minor than I was in Physical Education.
I was getting all A's in art. I wasn't too interested in the
P.E. program, really.

Mr. [Everett Gee] Jackson, who was chairman for thirty-seven
years, he hired me. In those days the chairman did it with the
approval of the President. Before that time, when I was still a
student, he said, "Dirks, I can assure you that you can get a job
much better in Art than in coaching." I knew what a job a coach
had and also a terrible life because you can't win them all and
then you're sad. So, I switched majors and I had to go for an
extra semester. I had a lot more units than I needed in the
wrong subjects.

In my last semester, I became the assistant supervisor under
the N.Y.A. program, which paid a little money. Patti Patterson
was then one of the top professors in Art Education in the USA.
She was about number two ranked in the nation as an authority on
children's art. She said, "I'm so busy in my classes over here
with the college students, if you wouldn't mind supervising the
Campus Lab School's art, then I'll give you the title of
Assistant Supervisor." So, in the last semester of my senior
year, I did that.

That was very interesting because I had experience working
with all levels of children, which is what they wanted you to do
in those days, so you could have a complete understanding of the
development of a child. I even taught first grade a couple of
times! The regular supervising teacher sat in the back and
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smiled the whole time!
words so the kids could
communicate.

I knew I was supposed to use little, tiny
understand, so it was hard to

LO: That must have helped you in your future teaching.

JD: Yes. We made kites by tying strings and things. We flew
them and everybody got one up in the air. I had a couple of
assistants though. There were some lower level art majors who
were going to be doing art teaching, so they'd come over and sort
of work like teaching aids. The three of us got all of these
kites together and we flew them. The kids had a great time.

LO: What part of the campus was that on?

JD: Near the Campus Lab School. That's the building immediately
north of the Student Union.

LO: Is N.Y.A. the National Youth Association?

JD: Yes. They paid peanuts--something like eighteen dollars a
month--of course, that was a lot more money back then.

LO: So, you did have quite a bit of activity and change of plans
when you were getting your undergraduate degree.

JD: I did do some practice teaching with Marguerite Brydegaard
who was the supervising teacher at the Campus Lab School. That
was a good experience. My other practice teaching was at the
high school level.

LO: Could you tell me about Marguerite Brydegaard?

JD: I know her quite well.
anything about her lately.
and stuff like that.

She's faded away--we can't find out
We used to go out to dinner together

LO: What was her speciality?

JD: Mathematics. She's Ph.D. in Mathematics and wrote a text
book for elementary use.

LO: Do you know when she came to State?

JD: No, but I could look it up. She's an old-timer--way ahead
of me. She was also a good friend of lIse Ruocco who was in
those days was known as lIse Ha••an. She used to teach in the
Art department. Those two ladies roomed together until they both
got married. Do you know about the Foundation that was
established for Ruocco?

LO: Yes.
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JD: It is very successful. The funds have been used by the Art
faculty so that the interior design facilities at San Diego State
are greatly enhanced by the additional funds. I don't think that
any school on the West coast has a better interior design
department facility because of it. It's just beautiful.

LO: After you got your degree at State, then you moved on to
Convair?

JD: After the War, I went to-Convair in the Education Department
and was being trained to be a flight service engineer for B-24's.
I didn't particularly like the way things were going. A lot of
the people whom I associated with were dishonest and would take
advantage of me.

I wrote a lot of the tests to train the Army crewman and
there were some people who would tell the boss that they did it.
The man in charge was caught by the FBI for stealing; he had a
garage full of tools that he took.

Also, the Flight Service Representative had a very dangerous
job. The fatalities were something like thirty percent because
you had to go to anywhere in the world where they were flying B-
24's and find out what was wrong with the plane that had bugs in
them. Then you had to go up and see if it was alright. They
weren't killed by that type of thing so much as they were in the
fact that they had to fly in almost any kind of airplane at any
time of the year in anyplace in the world. One of my friends was
killed going to Alaska. They had to fly in inclement weather and
the plane went down.

When the Navy advertised and said that they would give a
rank as ensign or higher to anyone who had a Bachelor's degree in
Art. That was because of the Renshaw Program. Psychology
professor Renshaw at Ohio State University sold the Navy on the
idea that people who studied art could see better than other
people. He invented the system of flash testing for
identification. So, actually what I went into was aircraft and
ship identification. There were great tragedies where we shot
down our own planes and ships and things because they couldn't
tell one from the other. This program was to try and correct
that.

I went to Ohio State University for indoctrination and then
they sent me to aero-gunnery school because on my program I said
that I had done a lot of game shooting. My grandfather was a
champion shooter and my father used to hunt. That's how I
learned how to hunt. I t'inished third in the class. The Navy
called the top five in and said that their policy was to send us
wherever we would like to go. So, I said that I'd like duty in
the United States Naval Air Station. They sent me to Qaunset
Point, Rhode Island.

So, that's what I did in the war. Later I became designated
as Sighting Officer. The Admiral's office would call and say
that they need a refresher course for the squadron at Santa Rosa
or Monterey, etc. The lieutenant would fly me to Santa Rosa and
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I would give my talk. It was pretty neat.

LO: Were you ever disappointed that you didn't go see the world
and tryout your skills on aircraft identification?

JD: Yes I was in a way because I was good at it.

TAPE I, BIDE 2

LO: One thing I didn't ask you about was about the terrain out
here. You had told me a story before about Adobe Falls. Did you
visit there when you were a kid?

JD: Oh yes, lots of times. Adobe Falls was a favorite place for
us. There was also Little Murray Dam, the reminents of which are
near Alvarado. In other words, it was right about where College
Avenue hooks into Highway 8--there's a little dam there with cat
tails around the edges. We used to swim in that. Adobe Falls
was about a half mile downstream. We'd hike there in the summers
especially and sometimes we would ride our bikes.

There was also good fishing for perch. You know how boys
are! We had fish fights--they never killed each other though.
The males are very territorial so we'd put five males in a tank
and they'd fight! (laughter) Losey and I would have our
champions and take them to each other's tanks for fish fights.

LO:
that
that

About the Adobe
you didn't know
it turned out a

Falls story, you said before the interview
that the sewer system wasn't that good, and
lot of that water was polluted.

JD: There was only one house that you could see from Adobe
Falls. We drank the water that came out of Murray Lake--it seaps
out under the dam apparently--and I never knew anyone who got ill
from it. It was pretty much pure water because no pollution
could get into it. If there was, it was so small that it never
bothered us. It was during the hot, hot summer days and the
water was cool and tasted fine!

Although, I must say that late in the summer one time I got
scummy when we swam in it. It made a scum on our eyes and we
were really scared because everything was foggy for about two
hours. It finally went away, but we thought we were going to
lose our eyesightl (laughter)

LO: Did you receive your Master's of Fine Arts before starting
to teach at San Diego State or after?

JD: I started at USC and took two summer sessions. That was
before the war. After the war, USC didn't have what I wanted.
One of my professor friends, a man whom I met in ceramics class
said that he was teaching over at Claremont Graduate School and
they could give me credit for some of the art work that I did. I
did a whole series of little animals that were quite well
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publicized in Gump's, in San Francisco. Gump's is a fancy art
store there. They wholesaled them for me. On their line they
had Carson-Perry Scott, Bullock's Wilshire and several other
little art galleries in New York, Alaska, and even Hononlulu.

I made bowls with what they called "exotic woods" in those
days. I also had this line of animals. Those got me quite a lot
of publicity and they were covered by House and Garden, and
Architectural Forum had a whole page on them. That gave me a
start and it looked like I was going to be a real famous artist!
One of the big magazines came· out with an article which said,
"Vocust, Dirks, Silveruy and (another artist) Setting the West
Coast on Fire", or something like that. It was a nice big
article about all four of us.

LO: Which magazine was this?

JD: In those days, the only valuabe art magazine was Art News; I
think it was in this one, or it may have been in National Home
and Garden Magazine.

At USC I was working more
Claremont. The faculty at USC
to Claremont Graduate School.
up in the summers.

in ceramics. Then I changed to
had deteriorated. I transferred
I did the whole thing by driving

LO: After you had already gotten your lecturing position?

JD: Yes. I started as an Assistant Professor and it took a long
time because I didn't have the right degrees to get promoted.

LO: I was looking in a 1949-50 catalog and they said that you
were self-employed. Is that because you were able to sell your
work?

JD: Yes. I ran a studio and we did a lot of furniture. Like
this table. My main thing was making music systems for people.
That was my moonlight job, you might call it. I became a dealer
in electronics too. I've always been interested in music, so I
went to all of the big shows and listened to the products and
then asked them if I could be a representative. I had some of
the best lines, like JBL loud speakers and such.

In those days, just one woofer and one high frequency unit
was four hundred and something bucks! They were the best that
there were. They still use them because they're so good.

Anyway, I made music systems for the Ruocco's in both of
their houses. I did this for a whole lot of people. At first I
built them free-standing. Then I incorporated them into the
architecture so that they didn't show so much.

LO: Did this kind of work ever blossom into you doing
architectural work for them as well?

JD: Yes, I had some bad luck with that. Two people asked me to
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design houses for them because they liked this one, but they both
sort of flubbed out. One of them was Professor Shields. He
couldn't get a loan for a modern house. I had a hard time
getting a loan on this house forty years ago because it was too
modern and we got turned down by a lot of people.

LO: Were the construction techiniques too unusual?

JD: What they wanted then was Ranch style/Spanish style and
modern wasn't in. They didn't think that the resale value would
be any good. I had to go to a private party to get a loan in
order to start building.

Shields and I built a model of his house to my design out of
balsa wood. They just had enough money to buy the lot and no
more. They had to go to a contractor's box. It's just a
standard house that they had to tolerate. It's probably the
worst house in this area today.

LO: What happened to the other house?

JD: I made a design for a studio not too long ago for Dr.
Crouch. His daughter said that he didn't need a place like that!

LO: He's a naturalist. Is he continuing that on?

JD: He goes to the college quite often and maintains an office
there, even though he's been retired for ten years now. He's a
great guy and one of our best friends. He's also very modest.
He has these two books which are really tremendous.

LO: When you came to San Diego State as a lecturer, what did you
have to lecture about?

JD: Everett Jackson hired me to teach one class in sculpture and
the other in furniture design. At that time, the Art Department
had only seven faculty members. I was half-time, so that's all I
did. When I became full-time, I taught beginning design and
maybe even lettering once. The faculty had to spread out because
there weren't enough to cover the area with high specialization.
Everett and lIsa worked full-time in their fields. Marge
Morrison and Patti Patterson were the other two who were there
when I was a student--that's all there were. They each taught in
their fields and nothing else. Everett taught life drawing and
painting. That was his speciality.

LO: For some reason, when I see somebody listed as being a
lecturer, I think of them lecturing art history or something like
that. You were actually out there teaching.

JD: No, they used that term rather loosely. It's a way of
getting people in who have only Bachelor's degrees. I don't
think you can start on the tenure track unless you have at least



a Master's degree.
The situation changed a lot. Dr. Love had always had the

dream of getting University status fo'r our school, and that was
very hard for a State institution and very easy for a private
school. For example, National University of USIU. Their
connotation was very weak. They didn't have a library near to
what we had and yet, they could call themselves a University.

Love had the idea of the percentage of Ph.D's or doctoral
faculty. He was bragging that 45% and then 65% had doctorate and
that was his argument for San· Diego State becoming a University.
He came over to the Art Department and told Mr. Jackson that the
next person whom they hired had to have a doctorate. (Laughter)
Since that time, it has been nationally established that the
M.F.A. is terminal. It's supposed to be a sixty unit degree.
It's a very tough program with Art History on top of it. It's
not an easy degree. .

LO: How was your program structured?

JD: I divided it up into Ceramics, Furniture design and
Sculpture. I did all three for my "one man shown at the end. At
Clairemont at that time they required a very tough oral
examination that took two hours. You had to prepare four
lectures that you went over with your advisor. Then you had to
choose from those areas.

I did Archaic Greek, Baroque and I've forgotten the other
ones because that was so long ago! They were really tough. The
whole faculty sat around and drilled you. This was in addition
to the sixty units of Art.

Now they made it, perhaps, easier. They allow to them to
take six units of Art History and if they get an "An or a nBn,
then they don't have to take the test. That's a lot easier than
what I did! It took me a long time to study for it. In a way,
it was a little detrimental. It helped me to talk with my
students about knowing art history better and made me a better
teacher, but it weakened me as a creative artist to some degree.
I could observe how great the masters were and I realized that I
wasn't a master! That was discouraging. I don't think that a
creative person should be required to take a lot of art history
because it's the wrong type of training for creativity.

LO: Do you feel that you have caught up at all?

JD: Yes, I've caught up some.

LO: Murney Gerlach will be talking to Jack Adams and Everett
Jackson about the art community during the thirties, forties, and
fifties. He told me about an organization know as the Padres.
Do you know anything about it?

JD: I've never heard of it. The big art organization was known
as the A.A.C.--Allied Artists Council. I was one of the original
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members of it. Lloyd and lIse Ruocco and Fred Hawks, a German
painter, and Dan Dickie. Also, quite a few of the Allied
Craftsmen were in it. For one year we put on art functions for
the community. There was one every two weeks and there were some
really good ones. We got so tired that we slowed down and we
never did anything that good after that. It was the parent of
many groups, certainly of the Allied Craftsmen which still exists
today.

LO: That was the active art organization in San Diego?

JD: That was the big one. I don't know of any others that were
of that aptitude. The Art Guild was the other one. I was
president of that once. I was almost a charter member of that
one too, I think. It is now called the Artists Guild and they
are now having problems with Brezzo who is kind of pushing them
out. Brezzo is a very competent administrator, but I think his
understanding of art is based on what the critics whom he
respects say. They play it safe, in other words. They only
collect the "biggies".

LO: The Artists Guild think that it should be the other way
around?

JD: Yes, the Artists Guild should really have something of its
own. If they had been smart, they probably could have gotten the
building that Longenecker got, though that was offered to
Gardener who was the director of the Museum in those days. The
developers of these shopping centers are supposed to devote
specific space for the arts. Gardner was not interested in an
annex for the Museum of Art. Martha Longenecker heard about it
and said she wanted to have a Folk Art museum, so she got it.
She's done a very good job with the Mengei.

There's a certain prestige in being in a show at the Museum.
I got in one once. They had the Focus Gallery and I was next to
the last to have a "One Minute" show in there. Lingren followed
me and then it was cancelled.

LO: How long ago was that?

JD: About three years ago.

LO: How many shows have you had?

JD: Not too many. I had a one man show at USD. I had another
one at the Jewish Community Center. I have not exhibited too
much really.

LO: Of course there are the yearly faculty exhibits out at
State.

JD: Oh yes. When the Gallery opened, Swiggett, Jackson and
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Dirks had a three man show. When the gallery was first opening.

LO: When was that?

JD: Four years ago.

LO: I'm thinking about back in the forties or fifties.

JD: I don't remember. We had faculty shows where we put in one
or two pieces. We didn't do anything for single faculty members
as I recall. They just had that little gallery now which is
called the Master's Gallery. The big gallery is very nice.

An interesting thing happened when Swiggett, Dirks and
Jackson were in there. Somebody came by and talked to Janice,
who's the Department secretary, and they said, "Can you tell me
where the Old Master's show is?" (Laughter)

I am not very aggressive in exhibiting. I used to send only
to invitational things. I've been a juror for a lot of places.
I was an invited participant in the First World Congress of
Craftsmen in New York. They did show slides of my furniture and
bowls. That was a very important thing.

As a single man, I could have had two very good things: I
could have been a member of the World Congress Executive Board,
which Arlene Fisch did. I also had an opportunity to go under
the USIU to Nicaragua to help them design furniture. They have
nice wood, but they made ugly stuff and nobody would buy it.
Information Service in the U.S. wanted to send someone down.
They got Sam Melouf(?), the best guy, to do it. He's probably
the best furniture man on the West Coast. He doesn't teach. He
just has a studio.

LO: Do you think that there was any particular theory that held
sway in the Art Department at State when you were there?

JD: Everett Jackson is very philosophical and he's an extremely
bright man. He was a little old-fashioned in the respect that he
said that if we had quality, people would know about it. P.R.
was something we didn't seek. He was low key and that was the
attitude of the Department in those days.

LO: How did he run his department? Did he pretty much let the
faculty do their own thing?

JD: We had faculty meetings and he would let everyone speak. He
was extremely democratic. He just outlined that basic policy
which I just mentioned. He was always interested in aesthetic
quality. That, of course, is now scoughed at by certain schools.
Truth in beauty was very important. A lot of modern art has
nothing to do with truth and beauty.

TAPE II. SIDE 2
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LO: John Theobald was Chairman of the English Department at
State?

JD: Yes. We have two or three of his poetry books in the
Library'. He's a very good poet indeed. He learned to debate at
Oxford in his undergraduate work. His memory is fantastic. He
can't memorize anymore, but it's all stored.

LO: Do you know when he was at State?

JD: He retired before I did and I've been retired for about
fourteen years now. He's 85, or maybe more, now. He really is
quite famous.

LO: When did you serve as Chair of your Department?

JD: I don't remember, but I can look it up and give it to you.

LO: Did you serve more than one time as Chair?

JD: No, they asked me to, but I didn't want to.

LO: Did you enjoy it?

JD: Yes I did. I was a member of the Senate. I was on the
Senate for five to eight years, something like that.

LO: What projects did you work on?

JD: In those days, the Administration outnumbered the faculty.
The Senate was very important to San Diego State. Although,
there are differences of opinion. I know that some of the
presidents didn't like it. I'm not sure which ones. Love
approved of the Senate, but I'm not so sure that Hepner did.
I think it was established during Golding's time.

The faculty meetings were very interesting because of some
of the things that the faculty members would say. Steinmetz was
the biggest thorn. He was very critical of Hepner especially.
He'd stand up and say, "How much longer are we ,oing to have to
listen to this?" Frank Johnson was always witty in the English
Department. Jack Adams too. Those two had quite a bit of humor
in whatever they would say. They could ,et a laugh from
everybody.

Jack Adams gave the best address at Graduation that I ever
attended at State. We were required in the old days. John
Kennedy apparently ,ave his address ri,ht off the cuff. It was
stunnin,. I sat in the front row and was very impressed with
him. But, what Adams said was very meaty and strong in
philosophy. He waB right on.

He ,ave a prime speech for the Gulick memorial. I was kind
of the organizer of that. Denny Gulick has the tape of that. He
,ave a wonderful memorial talk with a lot of humor which set the



tone so it wasn't a sad occassion. He really made the audience
laugh good when he said that Sidney was the President of the ACLU
and fought for human rights, and liked all animals and he kept
building this up--he loved dogs, and birds, but he hated gophers!
(laughter) Everybody laughed. He did too! I knew Sid pretty
well. I built him a music system way back.

LO: Did you find a lot of students from your Art Department
going directly up to Los Angeles instead of staying in San Diego
to get their art degree? Or did you have a problem after UCSD
came along?
JD: We sent a few when I was on campus to the MFA program up
there, but not very many.

Gillian Theobald's boyfriend was UCLA oriented and he got
her into galleries in Los Angeles and helped her to get
established.
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LO: Did you find that you had to help your students along in
getting established here in San Diego?

JD: When I was there we were working on an MFA, but we didn't
have it yet. I think I was chairman for thirty-three M.A.'s. A
lot of those students became faculty in mostly local community
colleges. We are proud of our students who go to top notch
schools and we give recommendations for them to go there.

LO: What was the caliber of the student when you were just
beginning your teaching at State? Was it as high then as it is
now?

JD: No, I don't think so. I don't think that all the students
were as dedicated and under so much competition and pressure as
they are now. Students would have time to play cards on the
campus, for example. They had time to do that. They didn't have
to fight to stay in a class because there were plenty of seats to
be had. Very few classes closed in those days.

LO: The old Art Building was outgrown rather quickly and a lot
of the classes were being taught in the Life and Natural Sciences
buildings.

JD: Especially Art History.
were taught there.

I don't think that the Lab classes

LO: The request for a new Art Building went to the Chancellor's
office in 1962 or 1963, when was the old building really
outgrown?

JD: I think probably around 1950. We had a long wait before we
got our building finally. It was passed over and there were no
funds given by the Department of Finance. When they did fund the



building, they didn't have anything for equipment. We had to
improvise and move all of our stuff in. It took about three
years after the building was finished that there was any decent
equipment at all.

LO: When did you move into the new building? I thought you had
retired before it was completed.

JD: Yes, it was completed the year after. I never did teach in
the new building. I retired in 1976, so they must have moved
into the building in 1977.

LO: Did you have a lot to do with the planning of that?

JD: Just in the sculpture area, which included the furniture
design room.

LO: And they took your suggestions?

JD: Yes. I think that our main 1iason was Paul Lingren. He was
the liason between the faculty and the architect. Each faculty
member put down what they wanted and they got it--except for
equipment. The Administration tried to give us some from other
areas so that we could get along.

LO: Maybe one of the reasons that you didn't have the money for
the equipment because the building was so horribly expensive
itself?

JD: lIse Ruocco had one come into her room. She chopped it up

JD: I don't think that was it--it could be. They did have to
drill holes and put concrete pylons in to keep it from slipping.
I think that the kitty in Sacramento just dropped off and there
wasn't any funding for equipment. The building probably was
expensive.

LO: You mentioned something to me about a duck pond in the quad
many years ago, could you tell me about that again?

JD: When I first went out there in 1932-33, there was no lawn
north of the Bell Tower. That quad was a mudhole after the first
rain. There was a pond there of some size and so the kids put a
little row boat in it. I don't remember seeing any ducks on it
though. They put a sign in the boat saying "For Rent".

LO: How about any other unusual features of the campus that
nobody knows about?

JD: Rattlesnakes, of course.

LO: Do you recall any close encounters with snakes?
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with a hoe. Of course, now you don't kill them but take them out
to the country and let them go.

LO: Did you work with Donal Hord on the statue of Monty?

JD: Donal Hord was invited to teach one year by Everett. He
could've taught longer if he wanted to, but he didn't. To quote,
he said that teaching absorbed all of his creativity. He felt
that this hampered his work. He taught two classes, one each
semester. He was a very nice. man. He had a life drawing class
at his studio and some of us would go and draw.

LO: Where was his studio?

JD: It was out at Crown Point. It was just a few students by
invitation. He was very good at life drawing.

LO: Did his attitude about teaching rub off onto his students?

JD: He was a very interesting man. Everett Jackson had camped
with him. He was [a hiker and mountain climber], so it's
interesting that he died so early in life.

So we had this sculpture which was done by the WPA [Hord]
that needed a base. A fellow who worked with Donal Hord, George
Baker, who invented alsenine(?), was president of the Art Guild
and we raised money for the base for Monty. It was three or four
hundred dollars for the base of granite.

To raise the money we had a dance in the gym and we
decorated it up. I don't think the gym ever looked so nice!
It's the old Peterson Gym which I think the women have now. We
made a Maya temple out of it. We went to the beach with plaster
of paris and burlap and made big masks which we hung all around
the wall. They were somewhat based on authentic ones.

I think that they had special lighting effects or the
candles because it was very dramatic.

LO: Was it written up in the Daily Aztec?

JD: I don't really know. I think Frank Losey's band played for
us.

LO: Tell me about him. He wrote the school fight song.

JD: That's right. He's a very successful dentist near San
Francisco. I saw him when he came down for a meeting of the
Planning Committee of the Alumni program. I was on that last
year and we had a little get together because we used to play
together.

LO: He donated to University Archives a little scrapbook that he
had put together of his band days at State.

I was wondering if you had anything to add to sort of
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recreate what it was like on campus during the forties and the
fifties before the incredible growth. What was it like when you
were a student as compared to when you were a member of the
faculty?

JD: The field house was about where the Aztec Center is now.

LO: What's the field house?

JD: That's where the football players and all the athletes put
on their dudds for participation. They also had wooden bleachers
and a track. That was pre-Aztec Bowl days.

I know that they used reclaimed sewer water for watering the
grass. Something else that was weird was that there was no
budget for landscaping. The plumbers were supposed to water the
plants. There weren't many plumbers, so a lot of the trees that
were planted just died.

LO: What kind of plants did they originally try to put in?

JD: Eucalyptus trees and things like that. Shrubs and bushes
and such. It was only in the last ten years that the campus
began to look good.

LO: Whose idea was it to plant all of those flame trees along
the entry way?

JD:
it.

I don't know. I think the Senate had something to do with

LO: Do you know if they were a donation? Somebody said to me
that they may have been a donation to the University.

JD: I don't know anything about that.
rated" trees--beautiful, but they grow
because of treatment.

They're sort of "over-
huge. They vary in size

LO: How about some of the other landscaping on campus? There
are some individual courtyards that look like some people took
personal interest in planting their pointsettias, or their
bananna trees, or their orchids. Did the Art Department have
anything like that?

19

JD: The Art Department had a tree for Patti Patterson which was
dug up when they built the new building. I think it's nice that
they're naming Sycamore trees after faculty members and staff.
Ned Joy got one last year. Sycamores have a long life, but they
don't live forever and that can be a problem. I can remember
kidding Crouch about the fact that the tree that they named after
him looked kind of sick! (laughter) That's where the row of
Sycamores are outside of the Love Library. It's one of those.
There are three of them with bronze plaques.

----------------------------------- -------_.
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One of the problems is that the pavement comes right up to
them.

LO: I've noticed that those trees suffer from Sycamore blight.

JD: The ones in Aztec Center do.

LO: Are there any faculty, staff or administrators whom you
really admired, or who had a strong impression on you?

JD: The quality of the faculty when the college was small was
superb. Ned Joy came here from Princeton. A lot of the faculty
were attracted to the small campus and they liked the climate.
Dr. Leonard, Dr. Adams and Dr. Leslie. Of course, there was
President Hardy. He was a top notch administrator. In those
days you didn't go out and tell all the things that you had
accomplished in order to get promoted. Hardy just observed and
would give promotions.

LO: So it was all according to him. Of course, he had to clear
it with the other faculty?

JD: Yes. He might have had his deans with him when he did it.
He was a good judge.

Of course, I think Everett Jackson is a top notch man from
many points of view. He just had a one man show in the Museum of
Art about one year ago, and they call him the "Dean of San Diego
Painters". He's pretty important. He's illustrated a lot of
wonderful books, including Conquest of Peru. They are beautiful
illustrations.

LO: As Chairman of the Art Department, how did he ever find time
to do his artwork?

JD: He did. He had an agreement with President Hardy from the
very beginning. He had one day off so that he only taught four
days a week.

Another thing about him is that he'll listen to anybody
until 3 o'clock, and when that time came and you still wanted to
talk with him, you had to walk with him to his car. That was
because he always had a painting on his easel that he was working
on. He still does. He's an extremely creative man. He also has
a strong tenor voice for singing.

LO: Were there any
impression on you?
Or, custodians?

staff members at State who made a big
Any secretaries who were extremely helpful?

JD: Lois Sisson was one of the good ones. She got an award
because she helped everyone with their retirement.

I had Jack Adams for a class, and he's a very fine
professor.
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The professor who helped me the most was Paul Pfaff in
Speech Therapy. In those days, it was called the Department of
Speech. I was a member of Skull and Dagger in Drama and he took
special interest in me and helped me a great deal.

I took several oral interpretation classes with him. I used
to be very timid in front of an audience. He taught me how to
get over that.

I was in several plays. I played the ghost in Hamlet. Our
American Cousin and several other plays like that.

I had a class from Sybil-Eliza Jones who was the main
dramatist at the time. Whatever we'd do was wonderful. Paul
Pfaff had us do one act plays. One time I played the part of a
sculptor, which was pretty interesting.

He used to take us to Los Angeles and he'd get us free
tickets at the Pasadena Playhouse. We saw Hamlet and Macbeth
many times. He was a big influence on me. I would've finished
college a lot later if it hadn't been for him. He told me to
stick it out.

END OF INTERVIEW


