
NEW ROCHELLE

I have been working on this book for a long time. To me, it has a life of its own . It

breathes. It grows and changes. It ages. The young man who begins the book is not the old man

who is still writing it now. I want it to be immediate. I want people not only to read my life, I

want them to see it, feel it. I hope in these pages, you will find a mostly comic portrait of an

artist and the time in which he lived. More importantly, I hope you will find a human being.

The hurts ofchildhood. The wounds that stay with us all our lives.

I was born in New Rochelle, New York , in 1928. My father was Franklin Wulp. My

mother was Ida. I had one brother two years older than myself named Franklin Jr.



Ida Wulp



Franklin Wulp



Franklin and Ida Wulp



I know very little about my family history . My father came from Staten Island , my mother

from Hell's Kitchen, New York, where her own mother, Sophie , ran a delicatessen. From

whispers behind closed doors, I know that my father's mother, Louisa, committed suicide . My

father was raised by his sister, Edna. My own mother , if not indifferent to me, was self-involved.

I was raised more by my grandmother and my aunt. I have always found it curious that my father

and I were both cared for in our young years by the same person. Another curious thing. In

second and third marriages, my father's father married my mother's mother, so when I was

growing up, I only had one set of grandparents.

Through my great aunt and uncle , Helen and Karl Heisenberg, I am dimly related to Werner

Heisenberg, Karl's nephew , the 1932 winner of the Nobel Prize for his Uncertainty Principle. I

met him as a child. Because of Werner, I have often thought about what constitutes genius. I have

decided that a genius is someone who changes the way we perceive the world . I, most decidedly ,

am not a genius -- multi-talented perhaps , but not a genius.

Like many Americans of my generation , my life began with a painful confu sion about my

sexual identity . At a very early age, I was forcibly made aware of the difference between the tenets

of our society at that time and my own being .

My father owned the Bluebird Taxicab Company in New Rochelle , New York. To his

drivers I seemed a very queer child. I was precocious. I played with dolls . I even had a small

wicker doll carriage in which I pushed them around. The drivers called me Mary .

One day when I was not more than four or five years old, they grabbed hold of me and

dragged me to a spot behind a billboard on my father's property where they went to urinate .



There in that place reeking of piss, they pinioned my arms and held me tight while Joe Creeley, the

leader of the group, smeared my lips and cheeks with lipstick.

"Hold still, Mary ," he said. This isn't going to hurt you."

Even though I kicked and screamed, even though I kept turning my head from side to side,

they were too powerful for me. When they were done with me, they threw me like a rag doll onto

the floor of my father's office.

I can't remember my father's reaction to this incident. All I know for certain is that none of

the men were punished in any way.

I couldn't have known it then, but in that single act of mutilation all the patterns of my life

were set. I was a sissy. I was no good. Even my father seemed to share the feeling of Joe Creeley

and his group.

Over and over again the same incident would repeat itself throughout my life. The

relationships I formed were variations on what had occurred. I wanted to be punished for my

existence.

Unconsciously I sought out the means of my destruction. I couldn't conceive why so often

throughout my life people seemed to punish me. There was no way for me to know that I myself

sought them out.

There was a blessing in this as well as a curse. I feel the incident with Joe Creeley sparked

an enormous creativity. I was desperate for some kind of approval. I would do almost anything to

win it. I would write plays. I would act in them. I would teach myself to paint. I would take

photographs. Approval was always forthcoming in one form or another, but it was never enough

to satisfy me. If I wrote a play, it would be optioned immediately. The same with paintings. If I

did a painting there were always buyers at hand , so that I now own only a few of my paintings.



My photographs were immediately picked up by book publishers, by newspapers or magazines.

But I never stuck with anything long enough to make a career out of it. I kept telling myself over

and over again that I was no good. I was continually making new beginnings.

I paid an enormous price for one moment of Joe Creeley's gratification. Very late in life, I

have come to realize that the price was worth it. I take pride in the fact that I have survived my

own self and others. In spite of all the obstacles I set or that others set for me, I have cleared them

all. It might be late in the game, but I want to declare the value of the work I have done.

I think my interest in theatre began in kindergarten when I was dismissed from the sand

block orchestra. Miss Schopp, the teacher , said I had no rhythm. At a rehearsal in the school

auditorium , in front of my classmates, she took my sand blocks away from me, she stripped me of

my blue silk cape, and she sent me back to the kindergarten classroom to remain alone while the

other students continued to rehearse. I sat there bawling and biting my fingernails. At one point I

looked up and, through the glass window in the door , I saw Miss Schopp cruelly mimicking me.

Later, in an effort to console me, Miss Schopp let me stick cookies and candy canes on a

gingerbread house we were making of wood blocks . Still later I saw a real gingerbread house in

one of the school's display cases. And after that a touring production of Hansel and Gretel was

presented in the school auditorium. The gingerbread house became fixed in my mind as a symbol

of comfort, of make-believe, of wonder and enchantment.

By the third grade I was writing plays, directing them, and playing leading roles. When I

graduated from Daniel Webster Elementary School , we had presented my adaptation of Walt
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Disney's Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs , my adaptation of Charles Dickens's A Christmas

Carol, and my adaptation of Clarence Day 's Life With Father. My fellow classmates were

dragooned into playing the supporting roles.

I can pinpoint with greater accuracy the moment at which my interest in painting began.

In third grade we had an art instructor named Miss Griggs. One day she told us to bring in some

object to paint. I brought in a small branch of a tree. As I sat there with my box of Prang

watercolors trying to render in paint what I saw before me, I was filled with excitement. I

thought the top of my head would come off I had always had a great fascination with nature.

My favorite book at the time was called Mother Nature and Her Children. In it the seasons of the

year were personified by children wearing flowers, autumn leaves, snowflakes, and so on. The

book filled me with delight. I could sit for hours turning its pages, and the wonder of the

seasonal changes never lost its fascination for me. I feel that in Miss Grigg's waterco lor class, I

found a means of expression and a theme that has lasted my entire life. I am still painting that

branch. I am still fascinated by the seasonal changes of nature.

Our summers were idyllic, largely due to my Aunt Edna. During the years when I was

growing up, we rented two summer houses. One was a great old mans ion with a wrap-around

columned porch on an island called the Isle ofPines on Lake Sunapee , New Hampshire. The

other was a cottage on Lake Morey, in Vermont.

Our entire family lived in the house on Lake Sunapee - My grandfather (while he was

still alive) and grandmother, my father and mother and brother, my aunt and her husband, and

their three boys. We all pooled our maids, so we had three. They worked under the supervision

of my grandmother. One, named Johanna, was an ancient retainer from my Aunt Edna. We had
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many delicious breakfasts of blueberry pancakes and maple syrup. We lived rent free. It was

during the Depression, and my father made arrangements with the owner of the house, so that we

could stay there for nothing as part-payment on an outstanding mortgage.

The house on Lake Sunapee had once been an inn. There were gold numbers on all the

bedroom doors. We seldom saw anyone outside of the immediate family. Even though the

house was connected to the mainland by a wooden bridge my family had built, we never left the

island. Groceries could be purchased by a short motor-boat ride to nearby Morgan's Landing.

We were thrown back on one another for our own amusements. I was not a participant so much

as an awe-stricken young observer.

At night, my aunt would play the piano, and we would all join her in song. Sometimes,

my cousin Eddie tap-danced. Once my Aunt Edna set up a sheet with a strong lightbulb behind

it, and she did silhouettes of all the people we knew. To this day, I remember with great pleasure

her impersonation of Fred Martus, our neighbor, and a butcher in New York. He was standing

on a diving board in an old fashioned one-piece bathing suit, a cigar jutting from his mouth.

On many a lazy afternoon, my brother and I would get into a canoe and drift idly about

the island, eating blueberries which we picked where they hung over the water's edge.

I was closest to my brother in the rented cottage on Lake Morey. My family lived here

with only my Aunt Edna. My brother had heard the rumor that Captain Morey, upset that Robert

Fulton had built a steamboat before him, had scuttled his own craft on the floor of Lake Morey,

and he decided to find it. He constructed a diving helmet out of an old half-boiler, with a plate

glass for viewing purposes, affixed to the front. Someone would stand on the seat of a nearby

rowboat, and, with an air compressor, pump air into the contraption. It was necessary to put

bucket weights filled with concrete on the diving helmet to hold it underwater. I seemed to be



The Isle ofPines - Lake Sunapee

Photograph by John Allen



The Bridge to the Mainland

Photograph by John Allen



the only one who could fit into the rig, and I was sent on innumerable missions to explore the

mud on the bottom ofLake Morey. We never found Captain Morey's steamboat.

What I have never been able to understand was how the imaginative family that shared

these glorious summers could morph into the mean and brutish family that my own later turned

out to be.

I have spent a lifetime trying to reconstruct the house on Lake Sunapee in my own

homes.

In New Rochelle High School I continued to act, but I also developed an interest in stage

scenery. Under the direction ofEmerson Burke, the high school drama instructor, I learned the

techniques of building flats and painting them. It was my first real encounter with painting

techniques, and the methods that I learned then are the methods I still use in my work.

I had a second run-in with Joe Creeley around this time. It happened on one of my first

dates. I had asked a girl to go with me to see a play in New York. Because we would be getting

home quite late by train, my father suggested that I go to his office and get a taxicab to take the

girl to her home and me to mine. The taxicab office was up a flight of stairs from the train

station. When we entered the hot, smoky room - the office was heated by a defective coal stove

- I immediately spotted Joe Creeley sitting there .

"Hello, Mary," he said.

"Why didn't you slug him?" my father asked me the next morning when he heard about

the incident. I had often wondered the same thing about him. But I said nothing.
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In my early teens , I told my parents I knew for certain that I was indeed homosexual. They

took me to our local doctor who gave me a physical exam, and pronounced that I was "sound". I

should put such .rnorbid fears out of my mind . I do remember, sometime after this my mother

attended a performance of Arthur Miller's , A View From the Bridge. She came home to report

that the sight of two men kissing in that play made her "want to vomit."

By the time I reached Dartmouth College, I was no longer interested in acting. I had

become frightened of appearing before other people , but more importantly, I felt that an actor was

not in control of a production. What I wanted to be, more than anything in the world, was a play

write, but for one reason or another, this interest was always shunted aside .

At Dartmouth, people quickly discovered my ability to design, construct, and paint scenery ,

and I was continually called upon to do that. On occasion, I would also direct.

Durin g my junior year I labored away at a play that I was convinced would make my play

writing abilities known to all. I can't remember anything about it now. It was supposed to be

some sort of contemporary American family tragedy, very much influenced by Greek classical

drama . Warner Bentley , the head of the Drama Department, set up an appointment for me to read

the play to him in his office one evening.

The play was full of endless philosophical monologues and , as I made my way through

them , Warner Bentley grew not only more and more bored, but also more and more angry . Finally

he could stand it no longer and he stopped me.

"John, this is god-awful ," he said .

I was stunned. With as much dignity as I could muster, I packed up my manuscript and

slunk away into the night.

1
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I felt I had to redeem myself somehow. I immediately sat down to write another play.

This one, I hoped would please Warner Bentley. Within two weeks , I asked him ifhe would be

willing to read my new effort. He must have been taken aback by my productivity, but he agreed

to do so. He liked the new play so much he even considered doing it as a major production.

He never did, but when I got to the Yale School of Drama a year later, one of the

professors there, Leo Lavendaro , also read the play and said he wanted to do a production. He

never did it, either.

From this I leaned that people are not interested in high-minded philosophical drama, at

least as produced by me. I was more apt to get their interest if I could be comical. Also, a play

should move fast. There shouldn ' t be a single wasted moment. It was a painful lesson to have

learned, but a useful one.

At Yale, I pleaded with the authorities to let me study play-writing but my pleas went

unheeded. By then my skills at designing were so far advanced that I was advised to continue

with that. Grudgingly, I consented.

I had already put in three summers as a set designer for the Boston Summer Theatre, an

enterprise run by cartoonists Lee Falk and Al Cappo

At Yale, we each week had to produce a design prospect for class , so I continued to hone

my watercolor techniques. My instructor was Donald Oenslayer. My design model was Robert

Edmond Jones.
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