
 
“I can get a hard on just as much as any 

man.” My girlfriend Elena didn’t flinch 

when I said this as she held tightly onto a 

ball of wet Kleenex. She knew I was passionate and L.A. 

was on my next life’s agenda. She was afraid for me. 

Detroit was a chilly 31 degrees. A thin sheet of ice covered 

the car windows, the chain link fences looked like icy 

pretzels crunchy and shiny. Up till then any fast powerful 

car was a turn on. The bigger the engine, the more power it 

has, the better, and if it is stick shift that is the ultimate. I 

was a thrill seeker. Seeking thrills throttled me towards 

men, political endeavors, jobs, art and artists.  

 

Once I hit L.A. my interests took a full turn toward artists. 

I entered Spandau Park’s dirty penthouse loft at 228 S. Los 

Angeles Street in downtown L.A. His 25’ paintings 

covered the walls reeking with oil paints and turpentine. 

The smell of turpentine overwhelmed my senses turning 
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me on in an instant. Before I met Span, I married a man 

who I considered an artist even though he was a painter 

working on the line at the Truck Plant in Wayne. After 1 

year spent with Span in that loft building, I would bring 

Jean from Michigan to L.A. It got complicated.  

 

 

I would try to visit Span’s loft as much as he could bear. 

Sparsely furnished the artist cared little for creature 

comforts. The paintings were everything to him. After 

working a long day as a scenic artist supervisor he would 

return home to work on the paintings. Most days he would 

not allow me to come up.  

 

Curiosity coupled with obsession has dogged me my entire 

life. My life in the loft fit perfectly into my obsessive 

nature. 

 

Alone in his 12,000 sq. ft. 4th floor loft, me alone on the 2nd 



floor with the only piece of furniture I bought for the space 

a good king size bed. The bed centered near the bathrooms, 

the bathrooms I had to clean for 2 weeks because it had 

been a sweatshop before I took over the space, and they 

never cleaned the bathrooms.  

 

We would leave our hellhole to dine next door at Captain 

Perry’s in the Miyako Hotel. Span would offer this little 

perk to me when he could see that I was totally exasperated 

from the dirt. It was like being in heaven for just a little 

while.  Fat steaks, good wine, good conversation kept me 

going.   

 

A giant painting of a wing chair centered perfectly in most 

of the paintings in his loft. Each time I would visit I would 

say this is an incredible painting. But the next day he would 

ruin it by creating another version of the painting and place 

it on top of it. He never told me why he painted chairs. It 

was frustrating to see his master works each covered up by 



another. He said that one day the museums would x-ray his 

paintings to see all of the paintings underneath the other.   

 

When I knew Span he seldom veered from the muted tones 

of greens, whites and tans. Up close it was a whole different 

story. The strokes of paint contained a Milky Way of colors 

including reds. Many of the colors were unseen from 10 

feet away. 

 

Span’s skills with color could only be known if you spent 

time with him. After a while I could see the world in his 

paintings. We would go to the roof of the building and 

watch the blue moon, drink wine, talk, argue, really argue 

and BE in the midst of his paintings.   

 

The smell of oil paint and turpentine had penetrated me; 

there was no turning back.  

 



  



It was the air that felt the worst downtown. With 

each new day we would breathe in the thick black 

soot. The heroin addicts, winos, homeless and other 

peripheral people living on the edge downtown passed 

through the dirt. We were all dirty downtown. Afraid of the 

dirt then you were not one of us. Life was a purgatory with 

artists. At this point in my journey sunny California was 

not the place I dreamed it was. We were living the life of 

artists. Poor almost starving, sometimes unable to buy pot 

and we were living on the edge of something, I am not sure 

what, but it definitely felt like the edge of something. 

 

Immersed in the art crowds, I mean the real art crowds, not 

the cleaned up version. You know the ones from the clean 

schools that dressed in pretty clothes combed their neatly 

cut hair and spoke art talk, the intellectual babble about 

nothing. We were in the world of insane alcoholics, 

thinkers, and intellectuals, crazy brave people that dared to 

spit back at the world with their talent. The artists we met 

Dirt 



were workers, working to make a space for their art in the 

world. They worked hard too. They had to because they 

were not going to go to school no matter how many people 

told them they should go to school. For me when I met 

artists such as this, they were acting as the champions for 

our cultural society. These artists see the world, as it should 

be not the way it is and that is the primary reason that these 

artists are always demoralized. Cutting the throats of the 

establishment will never be a good political stance for 

anyone. But these artists are the ones doing it every day. 

Yeah, they really don’t care what the world thinks of them. 

As my art career progressed it was an illusion of 

monumental proportions that managed to create paradigm 

shifts beyond my scope of reality when I began the project.  

 

 

  



 

From my yellow industrial chair I glanced down 

from my 2nd floor loft onto Los Angeles Street in 

the middle of downtown L.A.The dingy window with the 

dead fly on it was the only thing; between me, the gloomy 

grey sky and the sea of cement outside. This was a long 

way from my corner lot house in Michigan with trees, 

green grass and wild morel mushrooms near my old oak 

tree. For the next 3 years, ads and copy for ads would be 

my life at the L.A. Times. As I began to dress into my 

white-collar uniform, the typical blue suit, blue pumps and 

white cotton shirt, I sighed heavily and said, “another day 

another dollar.” 

 

On my way walking the two blocks into work I had to pass 

by the Chinese Toy Importers working on the 1st floor of 

my building. Thousands of boxes stacked 18’ high dwarfed 

the scowl faced workers. The Chinese workers were 

always in a bad mood. I tried to avoid them.  

TK 



 

I left my building, walked into the sea of grey up 2nd street. 

A scraggly white man with dirt all over his clothes face and 

hands is on my path. His eyes are open wide he is about to 

say something. “I don’t have any money on me,” I said, as 

nonchalantly as possible, to make him go away.  

 

Once I got over to the Times building, I had to leave 

immediately. I was an outside sales rep; I had an 

appointment with Black and Decker and Adray’s 

appliances. There was a lot of money at stake. Adray’s had 

accrued thousands of dollars in co-op money to place ads. 

Black and Decker was in Orange County, two hours away.  

I was exhausted driving back to L.A.  

 

That night back at the loft I jumped up when I heard our 

make shift door bell ring. There was a skinny Asian guy 

with a Hawaiian shirt downstairs. The circular wooden 

steps were just a heartbeat away from a friendship that 



would last for 30 years. Hi, I am TK Nagano I live in the 

arts district; I heard you were starting a gallery.  I said, Yes, 

yes I am starting a gallery. Well I think I can help you, said 

TK. 

 

Our first conversation was a mix of accounting, business, 

investment and more importantly art and culture. Yes he is 

American but clearly he has an ancient Japanese soul.  His 

demeanor is of a quiet aristocrat. His Japanese roots 

provide him with a natural pathway to think about art and 

culture. In later years TK would create strong conceptual 

works of art with symbols that direct, lead and comment on 

what is in his internal mind as a resident of the arts district.  

 

The first exhibition at the Rico Gallery was curated by TK 

Nagano and Richard Lubrich and organized by me. 

Drywall was donated to create walls in the space to hang 

the art. A tall black local architect and artist came up with 

the idea that we place the walls in between the pillars to 



create a way for the guests to see the art on both sides. More 

than 100 artists were in the Exhibition called Success de 

Scandel. The energy was high in 1988 with hundreds of 

people at the opening. TK did help then and later he 

brought me an unexpected friend, Robert Reynolds. I 

would help change his life and he mine all in the name of 

art.  

 

The kick off event was an auspicious beginning to an 

alternate course in life.  
 


