
SP
R

IN
G

 2
0

1
8



Taste the difference with HONEYBAKED.

When you serve the best,
IT’S EASY TO SAVOR EACH MOMENT.

State College • 1724 S. Atherton • (814) 272-4267 • HONEYBAKED.COM

HoneyBaked Ham of State College is proud to support 
State College's only Art Magazine.



COLUMNS

5  
T H I S  O L D  H O U S E
By  Je n n i f e r  Ka n e

10
 T H E  H O B O  C H RO N I C L E S :  H A L F WAY  C O O K S

  By Caleb Berer

INTERVIEWS

14
    K I R K  F R E N C H :  D R .  H O O C H

ART

24
 PAU L  C H I D E S T E R :  T H E  A RT  O F  T H E  WA L K

PUBLISHER       Blue Ribbon Press
EDITOR        D.K. Higgins

ART DIRECTOR       Jorge Jovel
COPY EDITOR        Amy Milgrub Marshall

COVER ART       Kim Bailey
CREATIVE CONSULTANT       Jennifer Kane

CONTRIBUTORS      Joel Jones, Eva O’Leary, Patrick Mansell, 
    Blake Ketchum, Michael Morris, Max Stanley

TOC Art – “Stovetop” by Jennifer Kane

Vol. 8



As we were preparing to go to press, I received 

an email from Cal Berer, who finally 

submitted his second installment of “The 

Hobo Chronicles” for this, the eighth edition of Dead 

Center Magazine. He was responding to my very minor 

edits on the piece, titled “Halfway Cooks,” a profile of a 

loveably psychotic chef named Skippy. “How dare you 

assail the syntactic integrity of my work, you ruthless 

bastard,” Cal wrote, adding that he was headed to 

Chiapas, Mexico the next morning and that he’d “be 

off the map for the foreseeable.” 

He asked that copies of the 

magazine be sent to his parents 

in Silver Spring, Maryland. 

“They can add it to my collection,” 

he explained. “I’ve long since 

dismembered all the old DCM’s 

and turned them into wallpaper.”

     Cal’s email was insulting 

and disrespectful, but not, I 

suppose, unwarranted.  However, 

his mention of wallpaper was 

coincidental (if not appropriate) 

since “Halfway Cooks” is 

preceded by “This Old House,” 

Jennifer Kane’s photo essay on 

the incredible assortment of 

wallpaper remnants found in 

a 19th century house in Pine 

Grove Mills. The structure is 

owned by Jon Kauffman, a 

naturalist from Belleville who 

developed a fascination with older homes while working 

at Envinity, a State College construction firm. “I learned 

about insulation with that company,” Kauffman says. 

“Houses were once built without insulation, and I gained 

an understanding about what’s behind the walls, what’s 

underneath the floor, and how a house breathes. I 

learned what it takes to own a house, especially an old 

house.” Jennifer felt that, during renovation, it might 

be a good idea to document the savage beauty of the 

wallpaper, or what’s left of it. Fortunately for us, Jon 

agreed.

     Paul Chidester, an artist I’ve long admired, also 

draws inspiration from detritus, among other things, and 

his creative process begins with walking. “For over 25    

years my walks have taken me through many kinds of 

urban edges,” Chidester wrote in the artist’s statement 

for his 2016 show Psychotopia. “Images produced from 

these walks (primarily photographs and drawings) 

are used to arrive at the new, imagined spaces.”  He 

has, in fact, walked all over the world—Asia, Europe…

Braddock, Pennsylvania—and he describes his most 

recent paintings as “mash-ups [that] may appear cloaked 

in Romanesque stripes, dazzle camouflage motifs, or 

in various hues of terracotta brick.” A feature on Paul 

Chidester, “The Art of the Walk,” begins on page 25.  

     The subject of the DCM 

interview is Kirk French, the 

legendary gonzo anthropologist, 

educator, former co-host of the 

Discovery Channel’s “Artifacts 

or Fiction,” and one of the 

nation’s foremost authorities 

on alcoholic beverages. Dr. 

French is also something of 

an expert on the Whiskey 

Rebellion, an uprising in 

western Pennsylvania from 

1791-1794 and the first domestic 

crisis of George Washington’s 

presidency. It was, he explains, 

“a disruption over a whiskey tax” 

led by independent distillers 

in western Pennsylvania. “So 

George Washington says, ‘Send 

the troops in to quell this shit.’” 

The nearly bloodless campaign 

set the tone for the remainder of 

Washington’s tenure as commander-in-chief. 

   However, since Dr. French referenced the Whiskey 

Rebellion, George Washington, Pennsylvania history, 

etc., we figured that was reason enough to put a whiskey 

bottle on the cover—preferably the flask-shaped, pint-

size version that’s sometimes called a “mickey” or a 

“short dog”. We then invented a brand of Pennsylvania 

whiskey and gave it a label with a target logo.  The final 

result—a magnificent design for “Olde Rebellion”—is by 

Kim Bailey, and it’s her second consecutive cover. This 

means that she and her husband, Joel Jones, are now 

responsible for half the Dead Center covers, as well as 

a whole bunch of illustrations for Blue Ribbon Press. I 

don’t know how I’d manage without the Joneses, but by 

now, they probably wish I’d try. ~ DKH     

W H I S K E Y ,  W A L L P A P E R  A N D  T H E  A R T  O F  T H E  W A L K
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The Hobo Chronicles

Halfway Cooks

Washington, DC - Skippy sold TVs at the late Circuit 
City before he got into cooking. This was when he 
still drank. By the time I met him he had 18 black 

rings tattooed up his left arm, one for each month sober. But 
back in those Circuit City days about 30 percent of his life 
was fuzzy at best, and the life of a black-out drunk is one 
of boundless mystery. Like the day he woke up in a pile of 
his own hair, bald as a dinosaur. He showed up to work in 
a pair of aviators, looking like he was about to audition for 

“gay Puerto Rican Top Gun.” His words. That afternoon he 
was fired for unrelated reasons. And so, having reasonably 
concluded that he was unfit for the public eye, Skippy applied 
to culinary school. His eyebrows eventually grew back, but he 
kept the shaved head. Who knows why? Maybe as a reminder 
to stay true to himself.

Other Skippy facts: He kept a fermented pig’s head floating 
in a mason jar on the counter. The jar was labeled “Human 
Resources Dept.” Skippy had a beard the size and density of 
a prize watermelon and there’s no telling if he’d ever seen his 
own toes. Not one to be body-shamed, he’d often start sentences 
with “Yo, I might be a fat Puerto Rican motherfucker, but,” 
and then go on to say something appallingly brilliant. He had 
a 14-inch chef’s knife tattooed on one drumstick forearm, a 
naked geisha brandishing a severed pig’s head on his neck, 
and “yes chef” done in gothic print across his knuckles. Skippy 
did not do well at airports.

Generally speaking, not many serious restaurateurs 
want to hire an obese, alcoholic chef who went to prison for 
assaulting a line cook. But this was the spring of 2014, and 
there’d been rumors circulating that the Michelin Guide was 
finally coming to DC. For those who don’t know, the Michelin 
Guide is the Dow Jones of fine dining—strictly blue chip, and 
receiving even one star (out of a possible three) guarantees 
you a spot in the annals of culinary excellence. So I guess 
the owner of Magnolia thought Skippy was worth the risk. 
Sure, maybe he did have a temper. Sure, maybe his body did 
vaguely resemble a big bag of cantaloupes. So what? Over the 
stove he was a 290 pound ballerina. Hell, the man was a local 
legend before he turned 30. If there was anyone capable of 
fish-hooking those truculent Michelin bastards, it was Skippy. 
Besides, sobriety was a condition of his parole.  

True to form, Skippy came down on Magnolia like a one-
man carrier group. Standards were raised and any lingering 
tolerance for fuckery went out the door. Skippy made it clear 
from day one that it was Michelin or bust, and to that end I 
don’t think a shift went by without at least five major outbursts. 
On his first day he found a pair of tongs on my station. Skippy 
had no patience for tongs. He snapped them in half like a 
wishbone and chucked them across the room. “Be honest with 
me, Isaac,” he squinted dangerously, “are you some kind of 
fucking muppet?”  Skippy raised an eyebrow, leaned in close. 

“Did Kermit send you here?” I had no response to that. “’Cause 
what the fuck did I do to Kermit?!”  He screamed. “Jesus help 
me. Tongs.”

  
That’s how it went. Plates were smashed, egos shattered. 

Everybody cried. Sometimes you’d be passing by the walk-in 
fridge and you’d hear a long, muffled scream coming from 
the other side of the thick metal door and you’d wonder who 
it was this time, and what unforgivable muppetry they’d 
perpetrated. Over time those anonymous screams became a 
profound source of comfort.  

Human rights aside, the Skippy Regime got results. The 
food at Magnolia had always been great, but under Skippy 
it became something else entirely. The man could take a 400 
year-old tortellini recipe, perform a few edits and turn it into 
something cutting edge and sexy. The local critics ranted and 
raved that the man was back, and the better things got for 
the restaurant, the crazier things got for us. Twelve to 14-
hour days. Breaks? Overtime pay? Health benefits? Please. 
But nobody quit, and even complaints came out in whispers, 
like there was something sick and treasonous about feeling 
the need to complain in the first place. Skippy was like Stalin 
to us. Following him wasn’t a matter of love or fear. It was a 
matter of necessity.  

Gradually, I got to know him a little. Most nights after 
closing we’d sit out back, perched on a pair of milk crates, 
chain-smoking, waxing brutal on life, the universe and 
everything. I learned that, like most dictators and/or people 
with knuckle tattoos, Skippy’s personal life was less than ideal. 
He told me about his mother, who came to Brooklyn at 19 and 
stood shivering in the slush outside JFK airport, craning her 
neck for a man who never showed. She had Skippy growing 
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in her belly and his 4-year-old brother stuck to her wrist, and 
for the first time in her life she could see her own breath. That 
was 1984, when there were Checker Cabs everywhere and the 
whole city reeked of trash and violence.  

When his older brother died, Skippy became the man of the 
house. He was 12.  He never told me exactly what happened, 
just that it was a “Brooklyn-related accident.” For 12 years 
he’d never seen his mother cry, and suddenly it was all she 
did. That, or scream. One time she got so mad she chucked a 
sewing machine at him and broke his whole foot, and when 
she saw the damage she started sobbing so hard she couldn’t 
even tell the ambulance their address. At 15, Skippy got his 
GED and left New York for good. Something to do with The 
Sewing Machine Incident, perhaps.  

Circuit City, culinary school, celebrity, cocaine, cognac. 
And then one morning he woke up to a phone call from his 
mother, whom he hadn’t seen in over a year. She spent 15 
minutes complaining about her mailman before mentioning 
her throat cancer. There was a long, phone-crackling silence 
as Skippy weighed the right thing against the thing he wanted. 
I’ll be there in two days, he said finally. He moved her from 
Brooklyn to DC on a Greyhound bus, the two of them weighed 
down with 10 suitcases and about 50 kinds of unaffordable 
medicine. She took his bedroom and he bought a sofa that 
was also a bed, and about a week later his sort-of girlfriend 
turned up with a pregnancy test, announcing that she too 
would be moving into Casa del Skippy.  Between his two new 
roommates, his 16-hour work days and his nightly blackouts, 
Skippy was beginning to feel as if things were getting out of 
hand.  

So, can you really blame him for losing his temper one 
night? I mean, that cook had it coming to begin with. We’re 
talking about four overcooked pieces of mackerel in a single 
night. Legally, that should be grounds for maiming. And 
all Skippy did was bash him upside the head with a measly 
frying pan. The judge didn’t really see it that way, though. 
Two months into his sentence his daughter was born. A month 
after that his mother died. Jessup Correctional Facility was a 
short drive from DC, but these events seemed to take place on 
the far side of the galaxy.  

They named the girl Ruby, after her late grandmother, 
and she was nearly 2 when he got out. He only really saw 
her awake on Mondays, when the restaurant was closed. 
But every day at exactly 4:15 p.m. he’d excuse himself for 
15 minutes to go out by the dumpsters and Skype with his 
little girl. I spied him out there one day, hunched up on a 
milk crate, wiggling those fat, prison yard fingers and pulling 
funny faces at a cracked screen, his gut sagging over all four 
edges of the milk crate to the point you could almost hear the 
thing creak. It was odd, seeing him happy. I mean actually 
happy, as opposed to merely entertained, and at that moment 
I wondered if maybe the reason he was such a bastard was 
that, like everyone, he had a finite amount of goodwill and he 
just chose to spend it where it counted the most. Or maybe I 
just needed to think that.  

That first summer with Skippy went by in a matter of hours. 

My whole life became a sweaty, profane blur. I took my meals 
standing up, and a 90-second cigarette break became a thing 
of true luxury. All any of us could think about was Michelin, 
Michelin, Michelin. The Guide is notoriously secretive about 
its methods, so nobody had a clue when they were coming, 
if they’d already come, how many restaurants were getting 
looked at, nothing. So we overreacted. We actually hired 
someone whose only job was to scan the dining room and 
report back every 15 minutes. If anybody looked Michelin-y 
we’d cook two of everything they ordered and throw out the 
ugly ducklings. And it wasn’t just Magnolia; the whole city 
went nuts for about four solid months. And then, one fine 
morning, the Guide came out.  

It was a full-on snub. They didn’t even give us a mention, 
much less a star. Needless to say, that was a black day. I was 
reminded of something Skippy once told me—that the key to 
success in this industry is never asking yourself why you’re 
doing it. “’Cause once you start with that shit, you know,” he 
took a long drag of his menthol and ashed it in a mason jar, 

“there’s a lot of follow-up questions.” Well, starting the morning 
of The Snub, I couldn’t get that question out of my head. 
Suddenly there was no mission, just a series of pointlessly 
associated actions. The whole premise felt slanted, warped, 
straight-up crooked. Kind of like if my fiance turned out to be 
a blowup doll, and then the blowup doll popped. Who wouldn’t 
take that personally? Staring around the kitchen that day, all 
of us looking like change on the sidewalk, I wondered how we 
got so goddamn lost, so desperate. I was reminded of Natalie 
Portman’s character in “Heat,” who turns manic when she 
hears her estranged father might be coming to visit (he bails). 
Overcome with disappointment, she slits her wrists in Al 
Pacino’s bathtub. Which is more or less what happens when 
you let strangers tell you what you’re worth.  

     Immediately there followed a profound, collective loss 
of faith in everything. In ourselves, in the critics, but most 
of all in Skippy. Imagine if Stalin’s first five-year plan didn’t 
deliver. Imagine the outrage, the raw fury of having withstood 
so much in exchange for a promise that never materialized. 
Now scale that down to a mid-size DC restaurant, and there 
you go. Point is, something had to give. I’m sorry it had to be 
Celine, though; she was a decent person and a gifted saucier. 
I don’t even know what exactly happened, but all of a sudden 
she’s screaming at Skippy that he’s the devil and someone 
should just put him out of his goddamn misery once and for 
all. Which nobody likes to hear.  

Now. I truly don’t think he meant to hit her. I just think 
his aim was off. Kind of a moot point though, considering. 
The plate ricocheted off her temple, shattered against the far 
wall and she hit the ground like a sack of flour. For about 
90 seconds nobody moved, like someone hit the pause button 
on the whole room. We all figured she was dead. And then, 
slowly, she got up.  A single, perfect stream of blood ran from 
her temple to her jaw and her hands shook as she carefully 
packed her knives into a small black bag. Skippy’s eyes were 
quivering; the rest of him was made of glass. Holding her 
bag, Celine stared back at him. “Fuck you, chef,” she said 
quietly, and then she left. Still, nobody talked. But one by one, 
everyone packed their knives and walked out the door. Some 
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made eye contact as they went, others watched their feet, and 
pretty soon it was just me and Skippy standing in an empty 
kitchen. The entire front-of-house staff was crowded together 
like well-dressed livestock, their jaws suspended in bovine 
amazement. “Well,” he sighed, “I guess just fuck it then.”  

With that, he walked behind the bar, grabbed our most 
expensive bottle of scotch and poured two glasses. He looked 
so focused, even kneeling down to check the glasses, making 
sure neither of us got more than the other. I watched from 
across the room and my eyes couldn’t help but stick on those 
black rings running up his arm, all those careful months, and 

I wondered how he’d face that arm after this drink. He caught 
me staring and I looked away, but he didn’t seem to care at 
this point. “Come on,” he said, “it’s about that time.” 

So we raised our glasses. “Here’s to 22 months.” Slowly, 
almost lovingly, he ran his nose around the rim of the glass, 
inhaling, leaning back, closing his eyes, shuddering just 
slightly. The first sip was tentative, like a first kiss on the 
threshold of a closed door. And then the door opened.  

We didn’t talk about any of what just happened, or any 
of what would happen if Celine pressed charges, or what the 
mandatory minimum was, or how old Ruby would be when 
he got out this time. We just sat and drank, watching the 

customers come in their two’s and three’s to stand at the 
locked door, peer inside and then drift away, confused and 
a little angry. When I felt drunk enough I asked him the one 
thing I’d been dying to ask: if he knew why he was doing it.  
He looked at me, all cock-eyed, and smirked. “You know how 
the Michelin Guide got started, Isaac?” I shook my head. “I’ll 
tell you. It was a fuckin’ scam, yo. Just a couple a’ French 
fucks tryna sell tires to rich idiots. Look it up.” 

And that was all he had to say about that. We kept going 
until we couldn’t feel the silence between us, and two drinks 
after that he snatched a bottle off the wall and lurched for 

the door. I didn’t get up. I probably should’ve known I’d never 
see him again. Now when I think about him, I mostly think 
about that last night, how he went stumbling out into that 
wide empty street, all quiet but for the jangling of keys, the 
staccato shuffle of feet, a distant siren. How he tripped and 
fell to his knees, slumped with both palms on the pavement, 
peering this way and that as if to find the man who’d tripped 
him in all that darkness and, finding nobody but himself, he 
cursed and stood and went on down the road, weaving in 
between the lanes and waving off the ghosts who came to help 
him, and I remember wondering how many more times he’d 
fall before he got wherever he was going. ~ DCM
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K i r K  F r e n c h   D r .  h o o c h
    Prior to the start of my first interview with the esteemed anthropologist, Dr. Kirk French, a bottle of Bushmills is opened in 
his honor. It’s Protestant whiskey, after all, and therefore appropriate since Kirk was once a child evangelist saving souls for a 
Southern Baptist congregation in the vicinity of Dayton, Texas. “This is very, very wrong,” Kirk says as he reaches for his glass. 

“What, drinking in the morning?” I ask. “Anytime,” he says. “It’s against Southern Baptist doctrine. No alcohol whatsoever.” 
     I remind him that Jesus was a drinker who had wine with every meal, including his last. “That’s because the water was 
bad,” Kirk explains. “That’s why people drank a lot of wine back then. But it wasn’t like they were saying, ‘I wish the water 
was better. I hate the way this wine makes me feel.’ That’s probably why water purification plants took so long to come about. 
People liked the fact that they could just drink alcohol and get by with it.”
     Kirk, presently an associate professor at Penn State, speaks rapidly and with the rhythm of a stand-up comic, which brings 
to mind another boy preacher, Sam Kinison, who went on to become the first primal scream comedian. Dayton is but a 45 
minute drive from Houston, where Kinison launched his stand-up career with The Texas Outlaw Comics, an ensemble that 
included Kirk’s idol, Bill Hicks. “His dad was a big-time player in the Southern Baptist church,” Kirk says. “And Bill Hicks 
worshipped Sam Kinison. His style was even a little Kinison-esque, except more political.”
     Kirk had pretty much lost his faith by the time he finished high school, and his search for a career, if not a purpose in life, 
brought him to Austin, where a community college professor inspired him to take an interest in an advanced, ancient Meso-
american civilization—the Maya. By then, Sam Kinison and Bill Hicks were gone. Kinison was killed in a car accident in 1992, 
and Hicks succumbed to pancreatic cancer two years later. But between the loss of those  comedic paragons came the rise and 
fall of another performer in east Texas who was more Charles Manson than Lenny Bruce. Of course, Kirk can recall, relate 
to, and quote verbatim Bill Hicks’ irreverent (but classic) comment about the tragedy in Waco: “So, David Koresh was a failed 
musician, had a ton of guns and a messianic complex. Shit, sounds like half of my friends in Austin!” ~ DKH 
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D.K. Higgins: Despite your proxim-

ity to Dayton, you actually grew up 

in the same zip code but 10 miles 

away, in a nameless, rural area. 

Kirk French: Yeah, off a country road 

in the middle of nowhere…on about 18 

acres. 

So it was farm?

Not really a farm, because we didn’t 

grow anything. We had five cows, ten 

chickens and a big cedar barn that my 

dad built, with a tin roof and a hay-

loft. But my parents never called it a 

farm. That word was never mentioned.  

Because when people in that area say 

farms, they usually meant 300 acres 

and they were growing soybeans, cot-

ton, alfalfa, things like that. But my 

dad realized that if you had at least 

four heads of cattle, you could claim 

that you were on agricultural land and 

didn’t have to pay as much tax. And he 

loved it! He loved having cows and bal-

ing hay and mending fences, but he’s 

saying it’s for a financial reason, be-

cause he’s not going to admit that he’s 

doing it because he likes it. That would 

be almost sinful, just to do something 

for pure enjoyment. But it was the tax 

break that he was always talkin’ about. 

Your dad sounds like someone who 

knows a loophole when he sees one. 

But as a child evangelist growing 

up amongst the cows, going to col-

lege for either   theology or dairy 

science wasn’t even a consider-

ation?

I didn’t know what I wanted to do. But 

I was the first person on either side of 

my family to go, and my parents said, 

“You’re gonna go to college.” Because 

college equated with money. It’s not 

about education. You just get a degree 

and you’re gonna make money. So 

I was going to be a business major. I 

didn’t know what else to do. But it was 

iffy, so my parents suggested I go to a 

community college for a year…to save 

money. So I moved to Austin and went 

to Austin Community College for two 

years. And I was there and I took a phi-

losophy class—just getting my basics 

out of the way, everybody’s gotta take 

philosophy—and it was MLK, Con-

fucius, Socrates, all the normal things, 

right? But the guy who’s teaching the 

class—Greg Whitlock—he spent the 

last three weeks telling the story of 

the Popol Vuh, which is the Maya sto-

ry of creation. And he told the story, in 

detail, every class, with images from 

the Maya era—from pottery to carved 

sculptures—and he talked about Maya 

philosophy because that was his own 

personal research interest.

And I had never really read about oth-

er religions before. To me they were 

pretty much the same. Funny thing, 

though, my dad always said that the 

Catholics were goin’ to hell because 

they don’t talk directly to God, they 

talk to an intermediary, so they were 

goin’ to hell. Everybody’s goin’ to hell 

except for Southern Baptists. Really, 

really small population in heaven. 

Yeah, like two million, tops. 

But there was a virgin birth, there was 

a great flood…I mean, there are cra-

zy similarities with the Maya religion 

and Christianity…actually, with all 

religions. But this was the first one in 

the New World, and they didn’t seem 

to be influenced by the other religions—

Western religions—until much later 

on. So this is goin’ back to 1500 B.C.  I 

thought, “This is fascinating,” so I talk-

ed to Dr. Whitlock after class, and he 

said, “You should take an anthropology 

class.” And I said, “What the  hell  is 

anthropology? I don’t know what that 

means.” But Lee Bartelow was the pro-

fessor of anthropology [at Austin], and 

I took her physical anthropology and 

cultural anthropology classes.  

Then I transferred to Texas State Uni-

versity to major in anthropology. I went 

there in the summer for orientation or 

whatever, and there was only one fac-

ulty member that was around, a cul-

tural anthropologist. Richard Warms 

was his name, and I could tell that he 

didn’t want to be meetin’ with some kid 

who didn’t know what the hell he was 

talkin’ about. Some transfer kid that 

just walked into his office. 

And he’s thinking, “This kid is gon-

na be a pain-in-the-ass.” 

Yeah! It’s summer! No one’s around! He 

can get work done! I know what it’s like 

now when a kid wanders in and says, 

“I wanna be an anthropologist.” And I 

remember him telling me, “You real-

ly need to be sure that you wanna do 

this, because it’s not like you can just 

get a degree in anthropology and bam! 

You’re an anthropologist! It’s not like 

engineering. You get a degree in en-

gineering and you’re an engineer. But 

with anthropology you’re gonna have 

to go to graduate school, get a Ph.D.” I 

didn’t even know what that shit meant. 

A Ph.D.? So I’m like, “Sounds good to 

me.”

But you’d also get to go to shithole 

countries now and then. 

Right! That was the other thing—I 

would get to hang out in shithole coun-

tries! That was exciting! But he was 

real negative about the whole thing. 

He said, “If you think this is about trav-

el and research and fieldwork, it’s not. 
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It’s about 80 or 90 percent reading and 

writing and about 10 percent fieldwork. 

So I hope you like to read and write a 

lot.” And I was like, “Oh yeah.” (laughs) 

Anyway, while I was at Texas State, 

I met a young instructor—Ed Barn-

hart—who had just started up a proj-

ect in Mexico, mapping Palenque, this 

major site. I mean major. And I kinda 

cornered him and forced my way into 

volunteering to come down there. I 

told him I’d sleep in a hammock out 

in the jungle, I would pay my own way 

or whatever. And he was like, “Jesus, 

well…you can come, then.” And so I 

did. I was part of his 

mapping team—there 

were three of us—and 

we mapped the whole 

site, 1500 buildings in 

three years. 

Three years?

Well, it wasn’t 36 

months. It was three 

seasons—for me it 

was two months the 

first season, then six 

months, and the last 

was eight months. 

So…that was the 

Maya stuff. But I 

would say that my 

choice to go to Palenque  had very little 

to do with it being Maya. It was just an 

opportunity. And I actually remember 

telling myself, and telling others, “I’m 

doing this project to get experience, I’m 

never gonna become a Mayanist. It’s 

an oversaturated field, people don’t get 

jobs…everybody wants to study the 

Maya. Every graduate student that 

comes to our department, half of ‘em 

are like, “Maya, Maya, Maya.” Every-

body’s all Maya, you know?  There’s 

not enough jobs, there’s not enough 

grants…some job calls from universi-

ties will say: Looking for an anthropo-

logical archeologist who looks at land 

use change and blah blah blah. Please, 

no Maya researchers apply. 

Really?

It’s the only time you’ll have that in a 

call. If they don’t do that then they’re 

going to get about 200 applications 

versus a normal pool of 50 to 75. It’s 

totally oversaturated, and it was when 

I was in school. And I said, “I’m never 

gonna do this.” But it was an opportu-

nity to work in a place and get experi-

ence, which was gonna help me get into 

a good graduate program. But I went 

down there and it was like a frickin’ 

hook in my mouth. It was beautiful, the 

people were amazing, the structures 

are awesome. Everything about it—you 

just become consumed with it. And so I 

did. I ended up becoming a Mayanist, 

though I don’t consider myself that.

Sounds like a cult.

(laughs) It actually is. But hey, so are all 

religions. The only difference between 

a cult and a religion is the number of 

followers. But we only had an under-

graduate program at Texas State, and 

I remember people telling me, “Yeah, if 

you wanna get into grad school, it al-

ways helps to get as much experience 

as possible.” So now I tell my students, 

“I don’t care if you’re busy! Intern, vol-

unteer for a professor, enter data, get 

experience as soon as possible!” Mainly 

it’s about figuring out what you don’t 

want to do. Figuring out what you don’t 

want to do is almost as important as 

figuring out what you want to do. 

And while you 

were mapping 

Palenque, you 

took an interest 

in water.

Yeah,  I started 

looking at wa-

ter management 

around the site, 

crawling in aq-

ueducts on my 

elbows... (laughs) 

When I think 

about that now, I 

get chills. I would 

never, ever do 

something like 

that now. But I’m 

crawling in an aqueduct with water 

rushing out of it, and I’ve got a mea-

suring tape, the kind you roll up, in my 

mouth…and I’m trying to get to the 

back of this thing, but it’s splitting off 

into different directions, like a sewer 

system. Bats are flyin’ at me and I’m 

crawlin’ through bat shit and it’s like…

it’s crazy! I could’ve gotten killed like 

30 times, but I was just like…21 or 22 

years old, full of piss and vinegar, and 

never even thinkin’ that some bad shit 

could happen. 
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But anyway, I started to study water 

management and that’s all I’ve done, 

up until the last couple of years. I’ve 

been looking at how land use and cli-

mate change affect water availability 

and…that’s what I became passion-

ate about. All the tattoos on my back, 

they’re all water symbols.

You have tattoos on your back?

Yeah, they’re all down my spine—Az-

tec water symbols, Olmec water sym-

bols and Maya water symbols—water 

was everything! And now I study uisce 

beatha—the water of life. But I’m still 

doing water management, just…high-

er octane water. (laughs) I’ve kinda 

moved away from that aspect of it, but 

that’s the trajectory—knowing nothing 

about anthropology and becoming fas-

cinated by it, all because of religion. So 

religion was this driver that made me 

so hungry to find out why it was such 

bullshit. I mean, why do people need it? 

And the irony in all of it is that I believe 

religion is the opiate of the masses, but 

if it wasn’t for religion, I wouldn’t be 

doing what I’m doing.

You know, the irony of my parents 

wanting me to be this preacher—and 

pushing religion so hard on me—is that 

it gave me tons of knowledge about re-

ligion. But it also helped that pendu-

lum swing the other way. So for them, 

it turned me into the exact opposite of 

what they wanted. They wanted some-

body who was going to go to church and 

raise a family around church—be that 

kind of person. And I’m completely the 

opposite of that, in regards to religion, 

in regards to politics.

So you’re no longer a believer?

I’m definitely an atheist. But the church 

was a huge part of my life, and it’s also 

been a big driver for what I do now. So 

for that reason, I have an appreciation 

for it. Religion’s fascinating. It’s just 

not something that I subscribe to. But 

it’s something I believe in, in the sense 

that it’s a real thing that occurs. People 

do this, these are their beliefs, and this 

affects so much of what they do on a 

day-to-day basis. Even if they’re not be-

lievers, they’re still drastically affected 

by religion.

Anthropology used to be called 

“the science of savages,” so it makes 

sense that this is the logical field 

for you. It’s not really a huge leap 

from the Holy Spirit to “the water 

of life.”  

And I want to preach anthropolo-

gy to people, to the students. I don’t 

want them to become anthropologists. 

Christ, we don’t need any more of them. 

But the tiny message is: all cultures 

throughout the world get drunk. Ev-

eryone has produced alcohol. You can 

do the same thing with food, but food is 

food. It’s a necessity. You don’t have to 

have alcohol. But you want it and there 

is a rebellious nature to it, which for 

students…that’s perfect! Because you 

want something that’s edgy, you want 

something they’re all after, and then 

you use that as the vehicle to bring 

them in to say, “I want to talk about 

human evolution,” and how all pri-

mates sought after alcohol. So do other 

animals. Mammals love alcohol. So do 

birds. 

Birds love alcohol?

They do. There’s all these instances 

where wrens get all crazy over some 

berries that’re starting to ferment on 

the vine, and they start eatin’ the shit 

out of them,  then they get drunk and 

start slammin’ into houses. There was 

a whole scene that happened in Cali-

fornia last year, I saw an article about 

how hundreds of these goddamn things 

got drunk and just started flying into 

buildings. 

Where’s the pleasure in that?

The pleasure is just that they’re over-

eating, they’re overindulging on some-

thing that’s very rare. They metabolize 

alcohol differently than we do, but if 

they eat enough of it, they’re still go-

ing to get intoxicated. But it’s not just 

about the intoxication; they’re seek-

ing it out because our olfactory sens-

es evolved so that we could seek out 

things that have the highest caloric 

value. That’s why bacon smells so won-

derful. We know things that are going 

to have high caloric value because we 

can smell it. As humans, we’re not as 

good at it. But other animals, man, 

they know. That’s why they seek it out, 

but they don’t usually get highly intox-

icated off of it. They have to consume 

way more than we do. But there’s been 

cases of drunken elephants eatin’ all 

these gourds that have been ferment-

ing out in a field, and then running 

through a goddamn city, knocking ev-

erything over. It’s pretty wild. There’s 

some Indian elephants that broke into 

a brewery in India a couple years ago. 

Killed a bunch of people. But they 

smelled that shit and they busted into 

a warehouse and started drinking all 

this mash and got frickin’ loaded. And 

then they’re runnin’ down the street 

knocking over motorcycles and killing 

people. I mean…they went on a drunk-

en rampage like a bunch of goddamn 

fraternity brothers.

How did they stop them?

They had to kill them, I would imagine. 

But yeah, alcohol is something that’s 
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natural, it happens in nature, and an-

imals have been seeking it out for as 

long as it has been around. Even be-

fore animals were around. There’s ev-

idence—in the primordial soup—that a 

lot of fermentation was going on, basic 

alcohol molecules, and some of the ear-

liest single-cell organisms were feeding 

off of it. 

But availability changed every-

thing.  

And I always have to let my students 

know this: That [drinking alcohol] was  

something that happened a certain 

time of the year, in a certain environ-

ment. It’s not like you could walk into 

a store and buy alcohol every day, ev-

ery hour, every minute. That’s what 

we can do now. You can gorge your-

self on it and get drunk on it, but it 

was something that could only happen 

during one particular time period of 

the year. And that’s if everything lines 

up perfectly. So alcoholism was not 

something that could have happened 

then, because you couldn’t consume 

that much of it consistently. And even 

when we started producing it we could 

only do it at certain times of the year 

because you’re harvesting your grains 

or whatever, you’ve got some left over, 

you let a little bit ferment. Then you 

have to wait until the next year when 

you harvest to do a little of that again. 

But once we started storing enough 

grain, and there were tons left over, 

we could just do it all the time. That’s 

when things really shifted. 

Thus the invention of alcoholism.

Yeah. Alcoholism is a relatively recent 

thing. Recent meaning the last couple 

thousand years, and not since the ear-

liest [periods of] alcohol production. I 

mean, you didn’t have alcoholics 9,000 

years ago in China—they’re producing 

just enough rice to have just enough al-

cohol for certain times of the year, like 

for ceremonies. They’re not drinking 

that shit all year ’round. Having five, 

six big drinks every single night, and 

doing it from the time they’re 16 to 

the time they’re 40. I mean, that just 

wasn’t a thing. It’s not until you have 

this continual access to it that alcohol-

ism can even happen.

One of the reasons you wanted to 

do your Booze and Culture class 

was to stress the importance of re-

sponsible drinking, not an easy sell 

in an environment where binge 

drinking is considered a standard 

part of the college experience.

And that’s why I’m also working to-

ward starting a project on just that. I 

actually just submitted a proposal for 

the Penn State Party Behavior Proj-

ect. I’m using students to collect data 

at parties. So…really what I’m doing is 

just taking an anthropological or eth-

nographic approach to understand col-

lege drinking. Instead of sending out 

surveys—surveys they get online or 

a survey you give ‘em in class on how 

much they drink or how much they 

spend or whatever. I’m doing what 

an anthropologist would do—go to the 

source, watch them. But I personally 

can’t do that because all their behav-

iors would change immediately if some 

old dude walked in. 

So how much data have you gotten 

so far?

I already have over 200 parties docu-

mented and about 1400 students sur-

veyed that  my students are collecting 

for their projects, where they interview 

about 10 students at a party. They’re 

asking questions like, “How much did 

you pre-game?” “I did three shots of 

vodka and then we smoked a joint be-

fore I came to the party.” They’re being 

very honest because they’re talking to 

this person that they already know. So 

[my students] only go to parties they’re 

invited to. They’re not just going to 

some random party. So they’re talking 

to their friends, essentially. And if you 

have a class of 400 students, you have 

every kind of student, you have every 

kind of ethnicity—foreign students. 

You have sports—student athletes. 

You have Greek …you have everybody 

in the class. So they’re all documenting 

the parties that they’re going to, and 

you start to see patterns emerge.

If we want to…I don’t want to say ‘fight’ 

the drinking problem, but if we want 

to address it and really try to do some-

thing about it, you have to get them to 

think slightly different about the way 

they drink. That’s all! Not make things 

more illegal or outlaw more parties. If 

we can understand what they’re doing 

and why they’re doing it, then we’re 

better informed to make other deci-

sions about trying to curb it or alter 

it ever so slightly. Even a 5 percent 

change in drinking behaviors is a huge 

impact. But we can’t even approach 

that until we understand what goes on 

at private parties, and you can’t under-

stand what’s going on at private par-

ties without being at a private party. 

And since we can’t go to a private party, 

the students are the only ones who can. 

How much is the grant proposal 

for?

This is a $250,000 grant to do this for 

two years. After this is done, we’ll apply 

for NIH—National Institute of Health 

money—and then we’ll end up, hopeful-

ly, starting an institute here that focus-

es on college drinking. So that’s where 
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I’m going with this. Part of the money 

is for staff, so I can hire some post-docs 

for a couple of years.  

Now everybody else in the class can 

still do their party behavior stuff, but 

this would be official. They would go 

through an ethnographic training, and 

also a risk-management training about 

what to do in certain situations. So you 

train them for a couple of days, and 

then you send them out to do this. And 

when they’re doing this at a party, they 

tell the people that, “This is for a class. 

This is anonymous.”

And if that’s not 

enough? 

There’s a video 

of me that they 

can show on their 

phone: “This is my 

professor.” And I 

say, “Hey, I’m Dr. 

French and I teach 

a class on booze and 

culture. I want to 

better understand 

drinking behavior 

at your party. But if 

I came, you wouldn’t 

act the same way, 

because I’m an old 

dude. So, I have one 

of your friends there to ask some ques-

tions. Totally anonymous, nobody’s 

going to get in trouble. I don’t care if 

you’re 19 and drinking. It doesn’t mat-

ter. Just be honest.” I mean, I just want 

them to give the information. Nobody’s 

going to get into trouble. So we’ll see 

what happens with it. I presented a bit 

of this to a group the other day, like 

about 50 people, academics that are ap-

plying for grant money, and the room 

went “Whoa!” as soon as I said “Penn 

State Party Behavior Project.” 

Because of the Tim Piazza death 

last year at Beta Theta Pi. 

Yeah, but it’s not just Penn State. A 

tragedy like that could happen any-

where. So what I want is for this meth-

odology to go to other campuses. For 

this initial study, it’ll be Altoona and 

also Harrisburg campuses. But if it 

works like I think it will, then other big 

state schools like Michigan, Ohio State, 

Florida State, LSU…they could utilize 

this same approach to better under-

stand the drinking behaviors at their 

campuses. 

So what are some of the questions 

these kids are asked?

“How much money did you spend?” 

“How was the alcohol provided?” “How 

much alcohol was there, in total?” They 

take photos of the kitchen or wherev-

er the alcohol is so they can quantify 

it later. So they can say there were 30 

eight-packs of Natty Lite, a keg of this, 

or six handles of the Crown Russe, this 

really cheap Russian vodka that all the 

kids drink. It’s like $12 for a handle, a 

plastic handle. And they make jungle 

juice and they make Jello shots. And 

this one party had five puke buckets 

set up in the basement, with gloves 

right next to them so that people could 

hold their hair back. It was all set up.

They thought of everything!

Well,  this alcohol thing really started 

because of the TV show I did. I mean, 

that first show, 

that Discovery 

Channel show 

came out and 

there were 1.4 

million viewers. I 

have a message 

of anthropology. 

I have a message 

that we’re much 

more alike than 

we are different. 

And if you under-

stand those simi-

larities, then you 

can start to better 

appreciate the 

differences. And 

to me that’s at 

the core of what 

anthropology is. 

It’s like…the better you can under-

stand anyone, then the more sympathy 

or empathy you’ll have for what’s going 

on in their lives. 

The Discovery Channel show, that 

was originally called “American 

Treasures,” right?

Yeah, and we renamed it “Artifact or 

Fiction,” which is the name we wanted 

to begin with. But…it was exciting be-

cause, when I found out Discovery had 



2.1 billion subscribers world-wide, not 

that 2.1 billion people would be watch-

ing it, it’s just that the potential was 

there. And I remember when I found 

that out I was like, “What?” The ability 

to reach that many people with a mes-

sage about the importance of diversity 

and anthropology and cultural heritage 

and protection of our shared past, and 

all these things that are so important 

to me? That’s so crazy! So…I kind of 

got hooked from that point on.

How many episodes did 

you shoot?

Ten. We actually didn’t 

have a true pilot, we had 

this four-minute sizzle/

teaser that we did in 2011. 

The History Channel 

bought it and then they 

went to Discovery, who 

said, “We’ll buy six one-

hour episodes. We’ll buy 

a whole season. And they 

turned it into 10 episodes. 

Instead of six one-hours, 

they turned it into 10 half-

hours. 

But how did the show 

come about to begin 

with?

A guy contacted the de-

partment in 2009 and said he had the 

Knight’s Templar Treasure buried 

in his backyard. So we went out and 

filmed him, and then submitted that 

shit to the production company and 

they turned it into a television show. 

Like, this idea of people contacting 

archeologists and saying we got some 

shit, and we go out and look and see if 

it’s real or not. So what sucks about it 

for me—I’m not too jaded about it any-

more—but the television show was ac-

tually a documentary that I was mak-

ing, and they turned it into a TV show, 

which was great. But then I asked 

them where my creator credit was, that 

this was my idea, and they said, “This 

wasn’t your idea. What’re you talkin’ 

about? You’re just the talent.”

And so, I spent almost all the money I 

made on the show on attorneys fight-

ing them over all this shit. But I was 

fighting the Discovery Channel, so, it 

was like fighting a goddamn monster. 

But the show was my baby, it was my 

creation. It was really exciting, but also 

really sour at the same time because of 

all the shit that was going on. I was so 

naïve about the whole thing, so I really 

didn’t know what to do. I thought we 

were just doing something cool togeth-

er. I didn’t know I was gonna get [sod-

omized].

Well, the show was terrific, and 

you had great chemistry with your 

co-host, Jason DeLeon.

Well, they told me, “It’d be great if we 

had a co-host. Do you have anybody 

in mind, or should I put out a call for 

somebody?” And I said, “Oh, this guy, 

he’s a friend of mine. He’s an archeol-

ogist at the University of Washington. 

He’s very outgoing and a musician and 

very savvy. So they got us together to 

do the pitch tape, and they loved it. So 

they bought it. And ironically we filmed 

that sizzle reel in Pittsburgh about the 

Whiskey Rebellion.

Which was the “back 

story” you pitched 

for the fictional Dead 

Center brand whiskey, 

“Olde Rebellion,” cur-

rently on this cover.  

Well…the Whiskey Re-

bellion…that’s Pennsyl-

vania all the way. I mean, 

that’s the first battle that 

America got into after the 

American Revolution. The 

first battle we got into as 

an independent country 

was about whiskey! And 

George Washington sent 

10,000 troops into western 

Pennsylvania, and he rode 

in on a horse to lead the 

army. Can you imagine a 

president in the last 150 years riding 

on a goddamn horse, leading his army? 

And George Washington did that. He 

didn’t go all the way to western Penn-

sylvania, because the thing was quelled 

down before he got there, so he turned 

around and went back. But yeah, the 

Whiskey Rebellion of 1794 was a dis-

ruption over a whiskey tax and all this 

shit happened out in western Penn-

sylvania. So George Washington says, 

“Send the troops to quell this shit.”
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And that’s an exact quote. I think 

it’s on the base of a statue some-

where.

And they got out there and they calmed 

it down, and actually very few people 

died. Nothing really happened, and 

everything kept going on as normal, 

which is what you want in 

a stable government. So, 

if you’re looking for a tar-

get, a Dead Center-kind of 

target, Pennsylvania and 

the whiskey bottle really 

ties into the formation of 

our country, and with this 

whole alcohol thing. Be-

cause what you’re really 

talking about is what is 

central to this issue. And 

this issue was about why 

they upped the tax. It 

equated to almost a dollar 

per gallon. And the thing 

is, big distillers, the com-

panies? They could pay, 

in advance, a much lower 

rate. So, in other words, 

the independent distill-

er, the one that’s making 

moonshine to use as cur-

rency to buy sugar, to buy 

whatever the hell he needs 

to buy, pigs or whatever…

he’s being taxed at a 50 

percent higher rate than 

the big distillers that are 

producing hundreds of gal-

lons or whatever. They’re 

paying a lower rate, and they have the 

money to do it.

Lower taxes for the rich. That has a 

familiar ring to it.

It’s just like…exactly like today—let the 

small people pay the vast majority of 

the taxes, and let the big corporations 

pay very little. They were doing the ex-

act same thing with whiskey production 

in 1792, when this all started. “You’re 

making a lotta whiskey, so we’re letting 

you pay less,” not the poor farmer out 

in western Pennsylvania, because that 

was the frontier. When you got over the 

other side of the Alleghenies, there’s 

nothing. That’s it. That was the edge 

of the frickin’ world. They were depen-

dent on making alcohol. It stores better 

than corn, and it’s easier to transport. 

That’s what they used as currency, but 

you don’t get taxed on currency! And 

because their product was used as cur-

rency, they don’t have any money to pay 

the taxes on it. They’re pissed. So they 

kidnapped a tax collector out in western 

Pennsylvania, kept him in a goddamn 

house and said he ain’t comin’ out. And 

then these local troops came in, and peo-

ple were shot and all this shit happened. 

Kick-ass story. There should be a movie 

about it. The Whiskey Rebellion—the 

name alone sells itself. 

So you just capsulized 

your first “Artifact or 

Fiction” episode. But 

isn’t “Booze and Cul-

ture” kind of structured 

like the TV travelogue 

show?

It’s set up as episodes. Ev-

ery 50-minute lecture is 

just one culture—one ep-

isode. And that’s another 

element of my upbringing, 

how religion has affected 

me. And that’s being sur-

rounded by people in the 

congregation that are re-

ally enamored with that 

person who’s on the pulpit. 

He has their undivided at-

tention. And what he’s do-

ing, he’s trying to convince 

them that this way is the 

right way. That this way 

is what matters. That’s 

what the preacher’s saying, 

“This scripture means this.” 

That’s strikingly similar to 

what I’m doing now.

That reminds me of the immortal 

words of Sam Peckinpah: “I don’t 

care if it’s Jesus Christ or Jack Dan-

iels, as long as it gets me through 

the day.” It’s the same gig, but a dif-

ferent message.

Yeah, and now I get to talk about every 

P h o t o  b y  Pa t r i c k  M a n s e l l
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aspect of cultural differences and how 

alcohol is used. Linguistics, biological 

anthropology, cultural anthropology and  

archeology…what we see on the ground. 

I can talk about all these things, but it’s 

all through booze. And I do sometimes 

feel that I’m a little preacher-like in my 

approach, in my passion. I think, “If ev-

eryone could buy into this just a little bit 

more. If they got just a tiny taste of it.” 

This isn’t a joke, right? It’s a shot of an-

thropology. I know it’s cheesy, but that’s 

exactly what I want the masses to get. I 

want them to get a tiny taste, a little sip, 

of what I had a long time ago that kinda 

got me into all this, that helped me see 

things just a little differently. So that’s 

it—that’s the class. 

“A Shot of Anthropology” is the slo-

gan on a lot of your merchandise. 

But “Booze and Culture” isn’t offi-

cially the course name. 

No. It’s called “Anthropology of Alcohol.” 

A few folks in Anthropology didn’t like 

“Booze and Culture.” They thought it 

was demeaning to the scientific research 

of alcohol to use a term like “booze.” But 

the associate dean of the college, Paul 

Taylor, loves the title “Booze and Cul-

ture.” 

Because it sounds a whole lot better 

than “Anthropology of Alcohol.”

That’s why I wanted to use it. I want to 

attract the broadest number of students.

And you are! The way you’re mar-

keting the class, and the not-for-

profit merchandising…it’s all pret-

ty impressive. But nobody calls it 

“Anthropology of Alcohol” and they 

never will. Speaking of which, how 

many classes are you teaching now?

Two in the fall and three in the spring. 

“Booze and Culture” and “Intro to Arche-

ology” for both semesters, and “Aztec-In-

ca-Maya” in the spring. But I do lots of 

independent studies with students, plus 

a study abroad each semester. 

What about the Moonshine Arche-

ology class? Aren’t you introducing 

that in the fall? 

Yeah, but that’s a small-scale thing. It’s 

called Ancient Brews, but in the book 

it’s Special Topics, because it can’t get a 

real name until it’s been approved by the 

faculty senate. So it’s a seminar-style, 

400 level class, mainly archeology and 

cultural stuff, but I guess some biolog-

ical stuff as well. We’ll be looking at 

the ancient technologies used in alcohol 

production. And the types of materi-

als, the types of ingredients that would 

have gone into it, the basic things, and 

looking at those early domesticates—be 

it early domesticates of rice, early do-

mesticates of wheat or whatever alcohol 

we’re talking about. 

But you’re actually going to make 

ancient beverages in this class?

Yeah, a basic honey mead, a basic ale. 

We’ll make chicha, which is the Peruvi-

an or Inca drink that you take blue corn 

and chew it and spit it out. And then a 

basic wine. Oh, and I’m hoping to make 

some fermented horse milk, because the 

guys that run the horse barn at Penn 

State have agreed to milk a few mares 

to get a few liters, so we can make some 

of the Mongolian airag, but we’ll call it 

Penn State airag. We’re going to use 

the kitchen over by Café Laura—the 

research kitchen—to cook this stuff up. 

Not the horse milk but the other stuff, 

and let it ferment.

That sounds…appetizing.

Oh, it’ll all be real nasty shit because 

we’re not going to do anything special to 

make it good. It’s all going to be basic al-

cohol. And we’ll use the technology that 

would have been available back then—

the grinding stones, the clay pots, stuff 

like that. It’s just an experiment to see 

the basic process, and to taste it. So you 

have to be 21 to take the class, and they 

need to have already taken Booze and 

Culture.

But the thing I want to add, which I have 

to do in the next month and a half, real-

ly, is I want to plant at least two crops 

out in the Ag lands, that we can harvest 

in the fall. I’ll probably do the Peruvian 

corn, because I think we can get some of 

that and then the students can chew it 

up. So we can harvest it, and then they 

can go through the whole process of har-

vesting it, processing it, to making the 

alcohol. They can see the whole process, 

but it’s just 10 students. 

The best and brightest, no doubt. 

And I had to meet with these attorneys. 

These two suits from Risk Management, 

they came to my office and scared the 

shit outta me. And they say, “So…you 

want the students to make their own al-

cohol on campus?” And I say, “Yeah.” So 

they talked to me for a while, and then, 

after they’d lightened up, they thought 

it sounded like a good idea. And one 

of the lawyers, who had gone to Penn 

State, he said, “Damn, I wish this class 

had been around when I was going here.” 

~ DCM   
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PAUL CHIDESTER 
THE ART OF THE WALK

Paul Chidester grew up in a Maryland suburb, 25 miles north of Baltimore, in a house that was filled with the paint-
ings and charcoal drawings of John Chester Mattoon, his great-grandfather. “I never met him,” Chidester says. “But 
I escaped into those paintings and drawings as a child. They really shaped how I see and, in some ways, I think 

my work resembles his. In the late 19th  century, he attended the Maryland Institute of Art and was offered a scholarship to 
the Sorbonne in Paris. He couldn’t go because he had family responsibilities at home, so he remained something of a regional 
painter. He designed wrought iron gates in Baltimore, taught manual arts at a technical school down at the Eastern Shore, 
and later at Indiana University.”

Chidester’s formal art education began during his grade school years, when he took lessons at the Baltimore Museum of 
Art, but his notice of sordid (if not beautiful) landscapes took root during family excursions to the city. “We used to go down to 
the harbor and it was just sort of a creosote-dripping, post-industrial wasteland,” he recalls. “You go back there now and the 
Inner Harbor is like Disneyland and everything’s all gussied up. It’s a different city. But I drew all the time, from an early 
age. And no matter what my interests were, I pursued them through drawing and painting.  So, when I was a teenager, I was 
airbrushing everyone’s skateboards and helmets. Then, when I left for university, I just wanted to keep making art. That’s 
when I started figuring things out.”

The University of Colorado, in Boulder, had a highly regarded art department in 1979, the year Chidester enrolled. “It 
was also a community that was very supportive of alternative points of view on just about everything,” he says. “It was consid-
ered the Berkeley of the Rockies at the time, and I thrived there. It was a place where the leaders of the university, from the 
president on down, encouraged people to ‘go big’ with their thinking and embrace all kinds of different, affirmative ideas. The 
standard undergraduate training at the time allowed for a certain amount of drawing and painting, and a good bit of perfor-
mance, installation, etc. So, I enjoyed all that—mail art and conceptual multi-media, which they called ‘intermedia’ back then. 
I never stopped drawing and painting  through those years, and eventually the other forms just kind of dropped away from me.”

In Boulder, two teachers in particular had a strong influence on Chidester: the Chicago painter Hollis Sigler, a visiting 
instructor; and the great experimental filmmaker, Stan Brakhage, who made silent movies that featured hand-held photog-
raphy, rapid editing, multiple exposures and painted celluloid. He also pioneered the practice of scratching film stock with a 
razor blade, which was used to good effect in 1995 by motion graphics wizard Kyle Cooper for the main title sequence of “Seven,” 
directed by David Fincher. “I took a couple classes in film, with my super 8 movie camera,” Chidester recalls. “Stan was a big 
presence—a real force in the avant-garde film world. He was kind of an abstract expressionist film maker.” 

Meanwhile, the quality of Sigler’s paintings—she had recently switched  from photo-realism to a diaristic, faux-naif 
style—inspired Chidester to move to Chicago. “I wanted to find out what it was about Chicago that animated the work of the 
Chicago painters,” Chidester says. He would receive a graduate degree, in 1988, from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, 
Sigler’s alma mater. “But it wasn’t a direct line to Chicago. Right before I graduated from Boulder, a friend and I spent five 
months up in Alaska working in a sport fishing lodge, as guides. And then I drove a fork lift for the rest of the fall. By Christ-
mas we got two one-way tickets to Kuala Lumpur and for the next 10 months we just woke up every day and wandered. There 
was no plan but to intuit our way around the world, and then make our way back. Most of my time was spent in Indonesia and 
Irian Jaya. I went through Thailand and Hong Kong, went through China and across the Trans-Siberian Railway to Europe. 
By the time we got back to Boulder I had all these sketchbooks full of drawings, so I finished my senior year and just painted 
all that stuff out.”

It was in Chicago—where Chidester lived until 1992 when his former wife, Helen O’Leary, accepted a teaching position at 
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Penn State—that he started “wandering” again. These were 
generally short-distance walks around the neighborhood 
with his young daughter, Eva, but they eventually became 
a ritualistic, integral part of his creative process. Chidester 
has since come to notice a similarity in what he was doing 
to the practice of “Psychogeography,” which he describes as, 

“a somewhat vaguely defined practice of urban exploration 
handed down from 19th century flaneurs, to a host of modern 
wanderers.”  

“The walks really were occurring because my daughter 
was a little thing, and we walked every day around the block,” 
Chidester explains. “Where we lived at the time was west of 
The Loop and right on the edge of a residential district and 
an industrial ‘brown zone.’ And it was right there in the back 
yard. So as you’re walking around, you start seeing the world 
from the height of a little toddler. But as an artist who’s kind 
of interested in the role landscape has played in art histor-
ically, my frontier became these little, scrubby parking lot 
ruins.” 

Of course, the walks continued after Chidester moved 
to State College. As 
with the Chicago ex-
cursions, the camera 
is his usual “notetak-
ing” tool. “I’m trying 
to rely less on the 
camera as time goes 
on,” he admits. “But 
I’m looking when I’m 
walking and I don’t 
want to slow down to 
take out my sketch-
book. Mostly I’m tak-
ing a lot of pictures. 
But back then I was 
putting together paintings of these fragments and details of 
urban spaces, and decided to use egg tempera as a medium to 
paint on. I thought this was kind of funny, painting in an an-
cient medium associated with the depiction of sacred subjects. 
But instead, I was painting ruins, which, in this country, you 
think of with some embarrassment. You know, one political 
party blaming the other for everything that’s falling apart. I 
mean, these are not markers of a noble past here—they’re ex-
amples of someone else’s failed policies. And so, to paint these 
profane sites with the kind of reverence normally given to 
the Virgin Mary was my intent at that time. And then I came 
across some of Robert Smithson’s photographs that were very 
similar. Similar sites. I was always aware of his Earthworks 
but not his photographs—and they influenced me strongly. I 
still have high regard for the way he envisioned the Passaic 
and New Jersey area as if it were some sort of monumental 
Roman forum.” 

Robert Smithson was a Jersey-born photographer, es-
sayist and land artist whose most famous piece was Spiral 
Jetty, a massive, salt-encrusted appendage to the Great Salt 
Lake, completed in 1970. He died three years later, at the age 
of 35, in a plane crash while surveying another Earthwork 

site in Amarillo, Texas. Smithson remains an important in-
fluence—atop a list that includes Phillip Guston, Giorgio de 
Chirico and the poet Russell Edson—although British novel-
ist J.G. Ballard is perhaps Chidester’s chief influence among 
wordsmiths. (Ballard was also one of Smithson’s favorite 
writers.)

“When I read descriptions of landscapes in Ballard’s writ-
ing, there’s something amazingly beautiful about his descrip-
tors and what he sees and what he focuses on,” Chidester ex-
plains. “But then, at the same time, there’s a certain twisted 
reality to it as well. And that sort of goes back to what I was 
seeing in Chicago. I would gear my walks towards the edges 
of cities and towns and places that are in a state of transi-
tion, where you come across anachronisms in the landscapes, 
these kinds of contradictions that you see. His writing is real-
ly infused with all of that. You see things—Roman ruins right 
next to a culvert—you know, that kind of free zone between 
those things that he’s able to draw out that had an influence. 
And he’s such a fantastic writer. It’s not his dialogue that 
moves you through—it’s the ideas, it’s the circumstances, it’s 
the contrast and their anachronistic kinds of mash-ups in 

his work that, for 
me, really animate 
them.”

 
The home/stu-

dio that Chidester 
and his wife, Ken-
dall Munk, bought 
five years ago in 
State College is 
credited by the art-
ist for his “recent, 
larger scale, light 
and airiness.” The 
studio, roughly the 

size of a squash court, has a 30-foot ceiling and incredible 
light, courtesy of an east wall made entirely of glass. Psy-
chotopia, a 2016 show at the Juniata College Museum of Art, 
featured seven new paintings, and a year earlier, Chidester 
had a joint show with Rudy Shepherd called Lake Harvest at 
the Unsmoke Systems Artspace in Braddock, Pennsylvania.

Braddock was a 1920’s steel industry boom town—a 
veritable “mill-hunky utopia” 10 minutes from Pittsburgh—
but it never recovered from an economic slide that began 
a half-century ago. Braddock has since become one of the 
higher-profile industrial wastelands of the northeast, and, 
Chidester adds, “a minor Mecca for young urban pioneers 
trying to reinvigorate what’s left with what could be. I think 
60 percent of that city is now in the landfill. I think it’s gone. 
It fell down and then they just covered it up. Ninety percent 
of the people have left. It’s really what happens when a city 
undergoes that kind of economic devastation and then…what 
are you going to do with it?  But one of the interesting things 
about Braddock is that they’re making an attempt to start 
over, to build it back. And that’s happening all over the Rust 
Belt.”
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Chidester admits that he was attracted to the Unsmoke 
Systems Artspace because of its brown zone location. “It’s 
uniquely situated across the street from a giant, 20-foot 
flame coming out of this refinery or some sort of steel mill. 
And you’ve got these strange, industrial forms all around 
that are so compelling to look at.” One such form, protruding 
from the hazy skyline backdrop of Stillwater—one of the Psy-
chotopia pictures—is a looping, tubular structure that rep-
resents Kennywood, the iconic amusement park that borders 
Braddock. But the source of another recent painting, Trade, 
is much closer to home—specifically, the limestone plant in 
Bellefonte. 

   
 “My walks in Pennsylvania haven’t been quite as ex-

tensive as they were in Chicago,” Chidester explains. “But 
when I get out and see an area, and walk around…that’s 
the difference. You don’t get it by driving around. You park 
your car, you get out and you start to walk. So those kinds of 
anachronistic ‘arrangements’ that you actually see out there? 
I try to capture some of that. I feel sometimes like I’m making 
still-life paintings of these different things instead of bowls of 
fruit. It’s like a furnace and a spring; a fender and a sunflow-
er leaf; a zucchini leaf and a garden hose. They just look good 

together, and they create a tension. That’s what’s been moti-
vating the most recent work. With Braddock—where you’ve 
got the traditional depiction of ruins that have forms with 
leaves growing out of them and ivy growing off the walls—af-
ter you look at that for a long time, it starts to go all different 
ways. You start to see other things coming out of trees, things 
that are like cyborgs, almost.” 

“So the newer paintings and drawings I’m working on 
now are more about treating certain objects as hybrid forms. 
It’s nice to see the world with new eyes, and that things can 
be combined in ways that make no immediate sense, oth-
er than they just belong together. In some ways, putting a 
painting together mimics the feeling of coming across some-
thing while walking.”  ~ DCM

Tex t  b y  M a x  S t a n l e y
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