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Not too long ago, while browsing through a family album, I noticed that during my teen years I was absent from many family pictures. No, I was not camera shy, or deliberately excluded. Just one of those things – I was always the one holding the camera.


Strange how sometimes life prompts us with early warning signs of things to come. Signs we often ignore, as the case in point.


The art of photography itself was a big mystery. How pictures went from film to print was a huge gray area I never wondered about. It was a fun thing to do. Never taken seriously; I simply enjoyed taking pictures.

December 21, 1963 marked a very special event. My brother Tony and his girlfriend Linda were getting married. Tony was, and always will be, my big brother. Though he is three years younger than I am, and I still think girls are better than boys are, I’ve always had a special closeness to him. On that day, he was getting married. A very special day to remember.


I don’t think there was ever a question as to who would take his wedding pictures. I would. I remember that morning well. It was a very cold December day; tall snowdrifts blocking the sidewalks, but the sun was out, crowning the day with brightness. A perfect day for a wedding, I thought; crisp and clear as a bell choir.


There’s a picture of Linda getting out the car. It is what I now call an accidental masterpiece. The bright surrounding snow picked up the soft pastel firmament blue, bouncing the most delicate lighting on her. She looked like a little princess stepping out of her carriage, artistically recorded on watercolor. Well, it was my father’s old Ford, but she still looked like a little princess. I never wondered about how that effect was achieved, just thought it was a pretty picture.


I recorded the event with my very first camera. A Kodak Brownie Starmite II. It used those little white flashbulbs that gave everyone red eyes.


Later, Kodak put out that other little Brownie; the one that used blue flashcubes and got rid of red eye to an extent. I had one of those too. Despite the burned little flashbulbs rattling in my pockets, that was a good day, indeed. It was my brother’s wedding.

Photography would remain dormant for a very long time. Theater was my passion then, and would be for many years to come. Fifteen years to be exact, and not a passing fancy at all.


I’ve never been one to tread water gently. When I take the plunge, I swim hard. I went into it heart, mind, and soul. Whatever it took, I was ready to give. But they say theater is a jealous mistress, and rightly so. It possesses; returns not guaranteed for the taking. Applause, a satisfying reward for a performance well done. A good review – a small glimpse of success.


Someone spots you in the light: “call me Tuesday, we’ll do lunch. We’ll talk about getting you some work – great talent you have.”


One thing that characterizes that industry however, is a short-term memory. By Tuesday they’ve seen several productions, a few hundred people, and can’t tell you from the pastry vendor down the street. And so you wait for the next audition, the next production, another small glimpse at success. After a while it all becomes one great big pipe dream.

It wasn’t till I was about thirty years old, that my life took a turn. Once again, it began sending me little warning signals. A transition was taking place.


Some things had changed with me personally, and with the direction in which I was headed. I became very displeased with the way my theatrical career was going, or rather not going at all. It was time to make a decision.


I felt very displaced. I knew a change was due, but I didn’t know what direction to take. I couldn’t see myself outside the creative process. I’ve never had hobbies, never learned to weave baskets, and couldn’t imagine life without some form of creative expression.


I didn’t consciously make the decision to leave the stage. Rather, I simply faded away from it – my Equity dues still outstanding.


I wish I could say that such transition was a planned strategy, a stroke of genius on my part. But it was a lot simpler than that: my dog had puppies.


Well, it’s the way it happened.


Not having had children yet, that was the first time I had witnessed a birth. What an incredibly remarkable event. Suddenly there was new life before me; moving about, whimpering, and they knew instinctively where to go for food. Heavens, a baby would die, if his mother didn’t pick him up to feed him.


“Incredible,” I thought, “that these inferior little beings come into life equipped with built-in survival skills, while upright superior primates have to be taught, and some starve to death.” I was fascinated with the furry little things.


I still had my Brownie and decided to photograph the puppies as they developed. The problem was that by that time, blue flashcubes were not being made any more. I could only take pictures during daytime hours, and it was even difficult to find film for that camera.


I have never liked flat lighting – never turn on an overhead light for that very reason. I like shadows, backlighting, and texture. Little creative touches stemming from my days observing the theatrical lighting designers and technicians at work. I began creating lighting effects simply by opening and closing shutters, pulling curtains, or bouncing sunlight on to a subject with cookie sheets, or any flat white surface I could find.


In all honesty, I didn’t know this was going anywhere. I was just playing – having a little creative fun.


It all changed one day, when I showed my puppy pictures to a photographer friend. Not because he was a photographer, I wasn’t looking for a critique of my humble achievement. I shared them with him because he was a friend, and I was terribly proud of my little furry babies. 


He spent some time scrutinizing each picture, a lot longer than I though the snap-shots deserved.


“You have an excellent eye for lighting and composition,” he finally said to me. “Get yourself an SLR, and I’ll be glad to coach you.”


Just to show how well versed I was on the subject; I had no idea of what SLR meant, but was much too embarrassed to ask him.


“OK,” I said, then decided I needed to figure it out.


Didn’t waste any time at all. A couple of days later, I went to a camera shop and first looked at some photo magazine issues. I found the SLR; I also found the price tags.


“I’ll have to find one under a rock,” I muttered.

My first single lens reflex was a Pentax MX – got it second hand from another friend who had upgraded his equipment. My little Pentax was fancy enough form me. Still have that one too.


Once again, I took a dive head first into unknown waters. I read every photo journal I could get my hands on, and learned all the technical aspects of photography. My good friend took me under his wing, I became his assistant, and he taught me all the tricks of studio photography. Later I assisted other commercial photographers, and pretty soon the mysteries were gone.


I had become a photographer – sometimes, actress.

I couldn’t keep this new involvement down to a manageable level. It quickly came to occupy my every waking moment. Little by little I began to acquire equipment, and the last and final hook into this fascinating art came when I decided to build a darkroom. There’s where the real magic began. There’s where it still happens.


During that time, just thirsting for a project, I went to Griffith Park. It was the day after John Lennon’s death, and a memorial prayer meeting was scheduled there. I took my camera, and carrying a bag full of film and lenses on my back, I took a long walk up the hill.


An eerie silence encumbered the hilltop. All that could be heard was the muffled sound of moaning, and the camera shutters from news photographers clicking away like crickets in a summer night.


Something exited me about it though. It was story telling. It was like directing a play with real people as actors, only the emotions they evoked were not practiced, but heart-felt.


John Lennon’s death hurt me; it didn’t make sense for someone like him to get killed. But despite my feelings, while shooting this memorial I made an unexpected discovery. I had feared giving into my emotions, and not being able to shoot, but I found that behind the camera, I could be detached. That objectivity quickly took over, and that the bad, the ugly, or painful, could become a work of beauty when seen through a lens and removed one step from reality.


Years later I realized the danger of this phenomenon, for it can quickly work itself into callous pragmatism.


“Get your shot, apologize later – you don’t shoot it, someone else will and you lost your exclusive.”

Though shooting for the media was still some time into the future, soon enough I realized that photography was too expensive to be a hobby. I needed to generate an income from it; at least enough for my newfound expression to be self-supporting.


With my left foot still in the theater, I decided to make good use of my connections. Productions always need photographers, and actors need head shots – simple as that.


Quickly, a lot more so than I expected, word got around. My work was good, and my prices reasonable. I think reasonable, was the operative word. I was in business. I had made a complete transition, or had I? Soon enough I thirsted for more.

I was a storyteller at heart, and that was what got me into acting in the first place. I liked reenacting the playwright’s words, creating reality from make-believe, touching people with its magic.


What I was doing photographically was loosing its fizz. My technique was by then so tight under my belt, that it became automatic. Not challenging, or significant enough to satisfy.

Soon enough a new window of opportunity opened up when one of the local newspapers advertised their need for a photographer.


I jumped to it. I knew I’d be a natural. Just knew it beyond a shadow of a doubt. I took samples of my work to them, and was hired on the spot.


The very idea of telling stories through pictures. Now, the transition was complete, or so I thought.


It would take a lot of very hard work and dedication, I knew that, but I didn’t lack determination, or energy. Where I couldn’t drive, I walked. Just as it had been in the theater, whatever it took to meet my assignment, and no matter what was the subject before me, I always approached it with vigor and creativity. 


I began freelancing for several news publications along the coast of Southern California. What an exciting prospect that was. I was on my way to becoming a photojournalist. Quite a step from my accomplishment of shooting Tony’s wedding, or photographing puppies. I was going to bring the daily news into people’s homes.

I must have photographed hundreds of children indulging in pie-eating contests, Halloween at elementary schools, some guy from who knows where, giving a speech about who knows what, at some benefit lunch, and church bazaars coming out of my ears, just to name a thing or two.


I started looking for my own ventures.

One day, on my way to a neighborhood event, I stopped at the scene of an accident that had just occurred. A car gone out of control, had swerved off the road, and had gone through the parking lot of a convenience store at such speed that, after thrusting through the glass window, which slowed it down considerably, was finally stopped by the candy counter.


“The neighborhood event will be there all day,” I thought, “this is news by golly!”


I stopped my car and was on my way in, when the police stopped me. Now I had to convince them that I was a news photographer. Well, I didn’t have a press pass. I was never assigned to anything important enough to need one, and in every place I was sent to shoot I was expected. I never gave it a thought. So, I decided to test my begging skills.


“I won’t cross that yellow line, sir,” I said, palms facing front. Palms to the front is a good sign of honest intent.


 “I’ll just shoot from here, how’s that?” 


I flashed a most sincere smile, and they agreed to let me shoot from a distance. Baby steps slowly shortened that distance, and twelve frames into the shoot I was inside. By the time they pulled me out of the convenience store, the job was done.


I felt very, very smug. I knew then, I had what it took.


After immortalizing the neighborhood event, I rushed to the newspaper office and handed them the roll of film hoping it would make front page. I began savoring the fifty dollars it would bring, and a little recognition wasn’t going to hurt either. 


One whole car inside a small store covered by debris, bubble-gum, and speckled by multi-colored candy wrappers, surely a point of interest, at least.


Well, one lesson learned. With no casualties, and nothing unusual about the driver, like a criminal background, or driving under the influence, the car simply going out of control was nothing that deserved front-page coverage.


It was published three days later on page seven, and it occupied the space of a two-column inch, with a small caption below that simply stated the obvious.


My editor complemented my journalistic instincts.

Another assignment took me to an industrial school to photograph a group of Russian exchange students. In the middle of my shoot, a fire broke at a factory across the street. It was a textile factory. Heavy smoke filled the streets almost instantly. Firefighters arrived at the scene, and soon I noticed they were climbing the side of the building and stepping onto the roof.


I couldn’t resist the temptation, and left my subjects waiting while I plunged head first to capture news in the making. I didn’t just want to photograph a smoky building. I wanted to shoot the action. So I climbed the rooftop of the school building, and from across the street, with my 200-millimeter lens, photographed the men at work.


Despite the sweat drops that frequently fogged my vision – I’m fearful of heights. I took some very beautiful shots, one in particular showing the men lugging the fire hose across the rooftop, was favored by the newspaper.


It took a small space on the third page, but my editor was pleased with my initiative.

My front-page breakthrough, was a guy from the YMCA flipping pancakes on the Sears parking lot. It was a worthwhile cause though; they needed money to buy new uniforms for the neighborhood soccer team.


Amazing what sells neighborhood newspapers. The fact that a textile factory building caught fire was not news. Not unless it had burned to the ground, putting a lot of people out of work or causing somebody’s death.


The courage of firefighters, I though would have made a good human-interest story, but courage was not on the best seller list. Another problem stacking up against my efforts was that the publications I worked for were weekly, or bi-weekly, meaning most of the time, I was too late for the early news.


I began wrestling with the whole concept. I wanted to tell a story no matter what it was. If it had human value, it was a story worth telling as far I was concerned.


My pictures were good, the paper was pleased with my work, but I wanted more; something real and worthwhile. I had to take a step up the ladder. I didn’t know at the time, what it would take to create something of journalistic value, but I was determined to find out, and began the quest for that one shot in a million. Something the Los Angeles Times would want to buy.

August is fire season in California. The vegetation is very dry. Instantly, a small fire will start somewhere and rapidly spread out of control.  Days will go by before the blaze can be contained, and often enough, that’s all that can be done. Many acres of land, hundreds of homes, are destroyed every year. Though many of those fires are believed to be the work of arsonists, few are ever caught, and every summer the desert land burns.


One morning, I got a call from my photographer friend. He had intended to call me the night before, but was too busy protecting his house from a brush fire that had started down the hill, and across the street from him. Knowing me, he probably figured I would be chasing the fire trucks.


That part of California is rich in eucalyptus. Very fragrant trees, but they also ignite very quickly. They burn crisply, giving the visual effect of a billion fireflies rapidly eating their way through the dry limbs, then shooting in every which direction like yellow darts on the night sky. Rather spectacular, if it wasn’t so deadly.


Amazingly enough, it was the burning eucalyptus that saved my friend’s house. Because the house was built up hill, the trees, also going up hill, aided by the breeze that had lifted, directed the flames over his house, beyond his backyard, and burned the house directly behind his, to the ground.

Camera in hand, and ready to get my exclusive, I made it there as quickly as I possibly could. When I got there, I couldn’t believe the devastation before me. Much less believable was that my friend’s house was still standing. 


A chance had opened up for me to come up with the shot that could place me on the map. I put my journalistic objectivity to work. Time being of the essence, I knew it was too late for the early news, but figured there was enough good material there to do a photographic essay, maybe in combination with other deadly blazes the season had to offer. 


The fire had displaced entire families. They wandered about the ruins of what the night before had been their kitchen, their family room, or their children’s bedrooms. I saw the grief on their faces as they rummaged through ashes, looking to salvage small fractions of their lives.


I knew what the winning shot had to be. Not having captured the fire itself on film, pictures of the aftermath alone wouldn’t quite do it. I needed an angle. I needed to capture the expression on their faces. I had to somehow record the pain encumbering that hilltop.


Since I was on private property, I would have needed to ask those I photographed to sign releases.


I simply couldn’t do it.


Unexpectedly, the search for an exclusive seemed like a very crude desire at the moment.


I did take some shots of the burned buildings, then took my camera and left them to grieve in private.


Maybe I didn’t have what it took after all. Maybe I was not aggressive enough, or invasive, or callous enough, maybe my respect for privacy was greater than my ambition. 

Family members and neighbors offered their warmth and friendship. They gave those who had lost all to the fire, a place to stay, food, comfort, and clean clothes to wear.  Someone took pity on the family pets, many of which I’m sure perished in that fire, but the hope was that most were able to get away. Overnight, someone put food and water on the front steps of some of the burned structures hoping the animals would return. 

What I didn’t know then, was that another transition was in the making. It took a long time coming, and was just as unplanned by me, as my dog having puppies.


It would be years later as it turned out. I had been under a lot of stress, and one evening, right after supper as a matter of fact, I suffered a mild stroke. When I came out of it, miraculously, or not so miraculously, for I’m told that it is a common experience, my mind was sharper that it had been in years. I seemed to be more assertive; suddenly memories surfaced from behind the fog, as crisp and clear as that December morning and I knew then, that I had completed the cycle of transition.


Storytelling is still my passion; that has never changed. But what a surprising development, when my own words, and snapshots of the past became my tools.


Now I can tell stories forever; however late for the early news.

The End
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