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NANTUCKET 

 In June 1962, I moved to Nantucket.  I had gone there first in the early fifties when I was still in 

the Marine Corps.  My brother’s in-laws had bought a house on the bluffs in Siasconset, and I went to 

visit them.  After that I visited for a period of time nearly every summer.  When I arrived in 1962, I 

learned that two friends had found a house for me where I could live rent-free if I painted the interior 

and did whatever repairs were necessary.  It was an old house, built in the early 1700’s, just off Main 

Street.  As soon as I moved in, the house took possession of me.  I worked all summer making it 

livable, and when the fall came I didn’t want to leave.  I decided to stay on for the winter.  Each day I 

would go down to the docks and watch the ferries leave.  The decks were loaded with summer visitors. 

The girls would throw flowers into the harbor, and the young men on shore would dive in after the 

boats.  It was as if they were desperately trying to hold onto the summer. 

 I felt abandoned by a world that no longer had any use for me.  It was a melancholy time, but a 

pleasant, autumnal melancholy.  The house had no central heating, but was heated instead by kerosene 

stoves and fireplaces.  I began putting up storm windows and piling wood for the winter.  Eventually I 

settled down at my typewriter to write a comic novel about my recent experiences in New York. 

 I had enough money from the sale of the Barbara Harris photographs to get me through the fall.  

Then in early December, just when the money began to run out, I received a telephone call from one of 

the editors of Esquire saying that they wanted to publish an unfictionalized section of the novel I was 

working on.  A check arrived a few days later. 

 I made it to spring, but by then I was in serious financial trouble.  I had to think of some way to 

make money, and I had to think of it quick.  I had painted a few watercolors over the summer.  On the 

basis of these, I persuaded the local art museum to include me in a two-man show to be held the 

following July.  I had always wanted to paint, but the results up to this point had been unsatisfactory.  

The only real training I had was as a set designer, and my watercolors seemed to me tight and 
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constricted. 

 But then one bright day in early March I went out into the fields to paint a tree whose shape had 

caught my eye.  I got out my stool, my jar of water, my palette of watercolors, and I sat down to paint 

with my block of watercolor paper on my knee.  To this day I don’t know exactly what happened, but 

all of a sudden the realization came to me that I was actually painting.  It was a feeling similar to what I 

had experienced in Miss Griggs’s watercolor class so long ago.  My hand seemed to know exactly what 

it was doing, and as my brush moved rapidly over the paper, the mass of the tree that I was painting 

began to appear.  The sun was beating down.  My golden retriever, Rufus, was lying stretched out on 

the ground nearby.  I felt magically joined to the world around me, and for the first time in a long while 

I was truly happy. 

 After that I began to paint on every sunny day.  I worked entirely in watercolor because it was 

the only medium I knew.  Right from the start I had no trouble selling the paintings.  It seemed I had 

only to show them to people, and they would buy them.  By taking on a job as a summer cook at a local 

inn, I was able to eke out enough money to get me into the second winter.  Even so I still had to take 

whatever additional employment I could find.  At night during fall and winter I began to work as a 

weaver at the recently formed Nantucket Looms.  The local garbage man and I threw a shuttle back and 

forth between us as we worked on a broad loom to weave rugs for the Jared Coffin House, which was 

in the process of being restored.  I wasn’t making much of a living, but I was surviving. 
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Autumn Tree 


