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prelude -

Flags have always interested me, going back to when I was eight or
nine and filling my dark-green albums with stamps from the U.S. and
around the world. My father was in the export-import business at the
time and brought home his emptied envelopes, primarily from South
Africa, where his brother, who was also his business partner, still lived.
My father's office was high in the Empire State building, a beacon
from below and a platform from above for seeing great distances.

The stamp albums came with perforated sheets of flags
meant to be pasted at the beginning of each country's page. Also,
the countries themselves frequently used flags on stamps, as official
identifiers and seals of authority, and paraded these flags to both
foreign and local door-steps daily. The flags were varied and unique
for each country and for each stamp. They also celebrated historical
moments, with just the right flag painted in miniature into the act,
as in iconic paintings.

On the other hand, the flags at school had only a glance of
meaning and authority. They were a routine part of the architectural
landscape and though they stood out, due to their colors, they were
easily ignored, in spite of the pledge every morning. Simply, the
vocabulary of allegiance was recited before it was understood; the
words were not ordinary elementary school usage. In primary time,
the pledge was automatic, mindless and meaningless. There were no
flags, as flags, at home.

When I was about twelve, my parents, in real estate now, intro-
duced me to a small older spunky lady, Mrs.Williams, whose husband
had started Avon paperbacks, and she gave me, as my father had done
earlier, boxes of stamped empty envelopes from around the world,
that her husband had accumulated before he died. These were much
more varied than the ones my father had given me. I still have them.

Also, in my early teens, I moved alone to the upstairs apartment
in my family home on East Chester street and, with new space and
time, explored every corner of each room. I found, to my surprise, a
heavy rifle-clip, loaded with five large bullets, and a box containing
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five ampules of morphine. These belonged to my favorite uncle,
Harry. I admired him, for being a lieutenant in the army inWorldWar
Two. He'd been severely wounded in an ambush in the Battle of the
Bulge, but had recovered and was always quick to smile and tell me
stories during the card games we played. He visited regularly and used
our house as his address, though he never spent a night there. My
mother disappeared the bullets, but left the morphine, for my uncle,
just in case. The small sealed glass shapes fascinated me in their un-
usualness. The browning liquid inside did not look appealing however,
and soon enough I disposed of the ampules, as dangerously outdated.

My history in photography is another matter. Growing up in
Long Beach, an island, and a resort suburb of New York, meant that
the sights were routinely pleasant. The ever-changing ocean was never
more than a few blocks away, and the mysteries of deep water always
appealed, as well as the reach of the horizon. However, needing
glasses as a ten year old necessitated a compensatory approach to
seeing. Playing rough, I broke my glasses regularly and had to adjust
continually, so I adopted special tricks for seeing, and, if not a unique
vision, at least an emphasis on the visual.

Later, as a graduate student in the creative writing program at
San Francisco State, under HerbWilner and Mark Linenthal, Jr., I
learned an emphasis on specifics, on significant detail, on the use of
evolving metaphors to help build a theme, without directly stating it.

the bicentennial -

Did any of these preceding events influence me? Consciously, no. Un-
consciously, probably. More than likely, they predisposed me to accept
what I saw approaching, and that was an opportunity to document
something, if not entirely new, at least unacknowledged and not fully
enjoyed for a while. The Bicentennial was building in the news. Yes,
the coming event itself and the expressions offered propelled me to-
ward them with my camera pointing. I didn't seek official, approved,
organized, commercial, or planned civic events, but I found them too.
Mostly I sought individual creative expressions of flag consciousness.
If they made a statement and were artful, all the better.

My approach was inspired by a book called the English Sunrise.
It’s a small wordless book of graphic wonders, showing the lines of the
English Sunrise depicted in car doors, cookies, windows, etc. I decided
to follow the colors of the American flag instead, to find images of the
flag though there were no flags in the picture, and conversely, images
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of the flag used unconventionally, to make alternative statements.
In 1975-6, I traveled across the U.S., for AddisonWesley's text-

book division in Menlo Park, California. My assignment, as a photog-
rapher, was to illustrate a social studies series. The fifth book
presented U.S. history as a social studies lesson.Accordingly, I was
supposed to find brotherly love in Philadelphia, desegregation in At-
lanta, high art in New York, and so on.While on the job, I continually
noticed additional possibilities, relating to the flag, and I documented
them at every chance.

When I returned to San Francisco, I asked Ron Partridge, Bill
Owens, Jeffrey Blankfort, Doug Muir, and other photographers I
know, to add to my collection. They did, but in a minimal way. The
flag was only incidental in their imagery. I asked Margee Huntzicker,
a photo editor at AddisonWesley, to find me the most appealing his-
torical images available. She did. I asked Barbara Robinson, the best
book designer at AddisonWesley, to lay out the pictures in the form
of sample pages for a book.And I sent sheets of slides off to Esquire;
its humor, adventuresome attitude and cultural authority appealed to
me. The magazine promptly printed my photos in their Bicentennial
issue (December 1975) with a surround by Russell Baker. Years later
I spoke to TomWolfe who was also in that issue of the magazine. I
told him that he and I had competed for the cover, or so I was told,
by Tom Ferrell, the managing editor. "Who won?" TomWolfe asked.
“Neither of us,” I answered, “We were part of the package.”

But the imagery got attention: the Savings and Loan Association
used one of the images for a commercial, that ran 45 times during
prime-time network news, and Communication Arts, the design maga-
zine, ran a four page spread of the images. I would have preferred to
be invisible behind the pictures, to treat them as two-way mirrors, but
I was revealed and defined differently, with each appearance in print.

The book though didn't materialize.
A film did.

photographic background -

After I learned the basics, my cameras were always Nikons,
older ones with heavy lenses. I've worn out my tripod more than once.
Usually I was hired for my visual ability, and for my ability to make
news, but more so for my ability to think on my feet, to improvise
my way past problems, to illustrate anything anywhere, if it could be
found, and to switch directions, capture alternatives, as necessary, and
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as the reality dictated. I was considered fearless, able to overcome all
barriers and hostilities. In fact, I was often afraid, in the jungles of
Thailand, in the slums of Philadelphia, but I photographed anyway,
before I backed away. In high school I was the varsity wrestler at 165
pounds. After the heavyweight broke his own neck in practice, by
pivoting his weight on his head instead of his shoulder, in a sit-out
maneuver, I had to wrestle heavyweight or 165 pounds, against
whichever slot had the better opposition that match day. This meant
that, once a week in season, my coach required me to go up against
another school’s best, even if he were a 6'5", 300 pounder. Needless
to say, I didn't always win, but I was never pinned or hurt.

Cameras were a lot safer, once I mastered them. I often felt in-
visible behind them, and usually experienced the identity of whatever
I was photographing. That is, I identified with the subject temporarily
and felt I had defined it permanently, in essence and reality. Each
photograph was in effect an icon, with a fixed but subtle sensuous-
ness. Usually, however, when I look away, it no longer existed.

The flag images were shot mostly on Kodachrome 25, in over-
cast weather where possible, to maximize the red saturation. In shade
the colors dim and blue. In bright sun they go harsh. In the end, the
images still blended together. Theme trumped color. Still, it was the
richness of the colors that appealed most to me. For the social studies
series, for more than a year, I emphasized earth colors: orange, green
and brown. The red, white and blue of the flag were newly appealing.
The official Bicentennial designs tended to emphasize the white,
giving it a larger amount of space and coverage proportionate to its
actual use in the flag.

I had come a long way from my first camera, an East German
completely manual Praktika. Originally it belonged to Danny
Hofstadter, the son of the American historian. I had, from scavenging
the Berkeley flats, a black stage curtain, that Danny wanted as a back-
drop against which to photograph his abstract paintings. He had two
35mm Praktikas and traded me one for the stage curtain.We met in
Berkeley, California, over our mutual interest in a rather flirtatious
woman, Leslie Bavor, who talked a lot about his attempts to hypno-
tize her. (Later I lost track of him. The story was that he moved to
Sweden and married a princess there. Nonetheless I did read a fine
article by him, I think, perhaps in the 1980s, in the New Yorker, in
which he interviewed a rather well-known Los Angeles painter.)

The camera did not come with instruction, from Danny or any-
one. An ex-brother-in-law of the woman I was living with at the time
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had photographs in New York’s Museum of Modern Art, but I never
met him. I studied life around me endlessly, through the viewfinder,
and, because I couldn't afford much more than the film, began pro-
cessing the photographs in my bathroom, in the bathtub. I brought
my mistakes and my questions back to the supply store, and Mike, the
salesman, patiently explained what I did wrong. I then returned home
and tried again. I read, studied and enjoyed the reactive chemistry of
creation, as well as the hands-on directness of photography.Within six
months I went from being "a rank amateur to a capable pro," accord-
ing to one friend, and I now carried my camera everywhere. I bought
a very used Nikon and experimented ceaselessly, wanting to travel the
independent self-taught path to its end.

Downtown Berkeley one day, I wandered over to "People"s
Park" as its building began; intriguing faces were everywhere, enjoying
the attention of the many cameras moving among them: idealism and
enthusiasm dominated. I also began photographing. A man tapped me
on the shoulder. “The magazine I work for would like to see your pic-
tures,” he said. I believe he picked me because I looked the part. Or
perhaps it was my intense focus; I still become oblivious to everything
but the image before me. It turned out he was a film-maker and didn't
do much more than sweep the floors at Ramparts Magazine, but he
brought me in and introduced me to editors, David Horowitz and
Peter Collier, who introduced me to Dugald Stermer, the art director,
who promptly gave me a press pass and told me to get back out there
and use color. I did and prevailed, through police charges, cs gas at-
tacks, and buckshot blasts from the police. Because I couldn't afford
more than two rolls of color film, I tried to make every shot count.
I stood calmly, as though invisible, my arms pressed to my sides, to
steady the camera, waiting for just the right moment to press the
shutter just once; then I moved on. Robert Scheer, Rampart's main
editor, also went into the street on his own.When the mass arrests
began, he put his press pass into his pocket and went to jail with the
rest of the marchers, so he could write a first hand account of events.
Nonetheless, my photographs dominated the magazine. In one article,
a street map with added footnotes was included. Below the map,
the caption read, "Blotnick takes photos 2 and 3." Curiously I felt
disassociated from the photos, as though I had no relation to them,
but I was most pleased with the caption itself. It gave me a sense of
significance, control, and presence.

Indeed I knew the photographs were good and, long before
they appeared in Ramparts, I called the San Francisco office of Life
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Magazine, to offer my extra images. The editor said, “Well, if someone
gets killed, we might be interested.” I told him that the riots would
start the following day. In fact they did, and James Rector was shot to
death by the sheriff's deputies. I called Life once more, and the editor
said, “Well, if three or four more get killed, call me again.” It was many
years before I contacted Life again, or responded to their queries.

However, as a result of the photographs in Ramparts - they
were appealing and revealing: clean, clear, simple shots - textbooks
companies contacted me. Jeri Brown, the daughter of Gogi Grant, the
singer, asked me in to interview with Field Educational, in San Fran-
cisco, where she worked.And for six years I traveled, photographing
on a free-lance basis, even after the company was bought by Addison
Wesley. My last major assignment there was the social studies series.
It took me to Norway, Thailand, India, Canada, Mexico and Japan and
up and down the California coast, as well as across country here.

In Asia, I expected to be viewed as the ugly American, there to
demand and take away a piece of the culture, but for the most part, I
was welcomed. In India, the police had to chase class after class back
into the schoolyard, when they mobbed me on the street, wanting
their picture taken. In Japan, an official walked me through customs,
without inspection, saying that it was important for my country to
learn about his. I was honored as the first caucasian and American to
visit many Japanese homes. In Thailand, my translator explained that
his country's real enemies were at the border, in Burma, China, and
India: "The Burmese are stealing our Buddhas. and the Chinese - if the
king would let us, we would kill them all, the ones living here; they
like selling too much." He had worse to say about Indians. In Norway,
the royal ballet school dressed just for my cameras. In Mexico, the
government fixed my parking tickets. In Canada, I was simply ignored.
I blended in well. There were many pluses and minuses and memo-
rable moments, determined by the simple fact that I was recognizably
American. I wore cowboy boots and a tan leather jacket, as much for
the protection they offered as for self-image. The negatives I attracted
were brief and hardly inconvenient: curses in the dust of the rental car
in Hokkaido; oranges tossed at me in a remote Thai village; and the ire
of a Muslim boss in a Bombay cotton cloth factory. In his office, the
heat was overwhelming and he brought me a Coke. I passed it to my
driver, as a simple courtesy. The boss grabbed it out of the driver’s
hand and said, “Sir, he does not drink with us!” I had offended his
cultural norms. He realized though that he had offended mine, and
added quietly, “We will get him his own.”
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the film -

The flag book wasn't to be. Ernest Scott, president of the San Fran-
cisco book company, which was funded by Harper & Row, said he'd
exhausted his budget for the year, though it was only May, but he gave
me a letter of introduction to Hugh Van Dusen at Harper & Row in
New York. Hugh already had two flag book proposals on his desk. His
editors tried to combine the different books, and, being unable, pub-
lished none. The marketing department at Harper & Row had decided
that the flag book might draw out 7,000 buyers, and, given that color
books needed to be printed in 20,000 copy runs, to be priced eco-
nomically, the flag was a money loser.

I wasn't deterred. I returned to Berkeley and went to see Ron
Partridge, the son of Imogen Cunningham.We had met at the original
People's Park exhibit, at the Phoenix Gallery on College Avenue in
Berkeley. My color slides, supplemented by the work of other photog-
raphers, had been presented in slide show format, in an endless loop.
Ron had been asked by the gallery owner, Si Lowinsky, to help me set
up the show. (Ron wanted multiple screens, to emphasize the drama.
I chose instead to follow a narrative line, using one projector. The
imagery, in sequence, without words, told the story well enough.)
Ron's take on the flag was rather different. This time, he thought
the presentation should be fairly simple, like a “whoop-um-up” at a
county fair. I agreed, but sequenced the imagery for its interplay, to
bounce the audience around, emotionally.

Then I went back to Ron’s.Warren Franklin, a friend of Ron’s
daughter Betsy, was there in the house, helping Ron animate another
film, and he volunteered to step in on mine, as Taylor-Franklin pro-
ductions. (Dee Taylor, his partner then, is Dorothea Lange’s step-
daughter, and an accomplished cinematographer.) After considering
then rejecting the popular romantic harmonies of rock music, by
Jonathan Richman and others, unreleased but available to me, from
Bezerkeley Records, I chose an old John Phillip Sousa march, for its
long standing association with national holidays and parades. Record
companies freely offered me the use of the march in more recent
philharmonic releases. Instead I bought an old piano roll of the march,
hired a sound engineer and a piano player expert and recorded a high
key version, slowed down and speeded up, as the mood struckWarren,
Barbara Robinson and me. By pumping the peddles on the player
faster and slower, and by literally gripping the piano roll to slow it
down even more, we accomplished, in three takes, a variety of
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rhythms, so as to suggest both serious and comic effects. I wanted the
music, like the flag, to play off audience expectations, and keep the
surprises coming.

Then I turned everything over toWarren. He created an edit
decision list and. working in 16mm film, a final product, five minutes
long. I sent him back twice to badger the lab to adjust the colors to
match my slides. He succeeded.

We thought we were done, but much to my surprise, showings
at the San Francisco Art Institute and the Oakland Museum went
extremely well. There was a moment of silence each time the film
ended, and then a burst of applause. It was as if viewers didn’t know
what to think, at first, but soon enough they let the film overwhelm
them. I brought the film to the Roxie Theater in San Francisco, and
the projector tore it up after a dozen showings. Editors began calling,
and I released promotional stills, that ended up on magazine covers.

Then Leslie Bavor introduced me to Michael Lamoureax, once
in film distributor with Paramount, but working independently now
in San Francisco. Michael brought the short to a screening of Tristar
features for exhibitors in San Francisco, and the owners of the
Regency and Act One requested the short, to accompany different
features.

I promptly took everything to CFI and Todd-AO in Los Angeles
and had them recreate the short in 35mm.TheWalter Reade theaters
in New York, the Kennedy Center inWashington and the Mann
Theaters in Los Angeles also took 35mm prints for exhibit. The
16 mm prints went to non-theatrical agents, like Bernice Coe, who
placed the film on French and Irish national television, as well as on
Showtime for seven years running every July Fourth week.

The film ran the festival circuit also. As a result, Polish national
television offered to pay me for a showing. The print came back
completely worn out, as if it had been shown several hundred times.
I complained and promptly received an additional check, to cover
replacement costs.

I decided it was time that I went with the film. Poland had
offered to pick up all my expenses if I came to its festival, and I had
declined. I wanted to let the film speak for itself. I had no intention
of stepping out of the shadows to make political pronouncements in
a communist country. The festival I chose to go to was the last of the
season, the London Film Festival, held at the National Theater. (I’ve
written elsewhere about that trip, under the title: Crystal Thinking in
the Mother Country.)
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Prior to going however, I suddenly began receiving official calls,
first from the USIA, and then from Simon Nathan, representing the
CIA. He wanted to remake the film for me. I told him that I was
aware of his associations, and he demanded to know who had told
me. (It was not a secret in the magazine world. No one really cared
however: with his “Simon Sez” column, his work on nine James
Bond films, and his camera inventions, he was clearly a photographic
genius.) We corresponded for a while, but never worked together.
I felt I’d be in over my head. Simon complained about my caution,
but I told him that I made my own decisions, and, once made, felt
comfortable with them. Indeed, I thought I’d achieved a good
balance of imagery and didn’t want to tilt in one political direction
or another and end up with a permanent limp.

Then the film was banned in Mississippi, and prevented from
being on television there. Bernice wanted to go to the press. I didn’t
encourage her and she backed off. Decisive for her was the fact that
I had been married and was not a loner, and so, whatever my political
or aesthetic stance, I had credibility in the community, and belonged
to it, and could represent it. It wasn’t till many years later, when I had
my own child, and became considerably less reckless and restless, that
I fully understood her reasoning.

Curiously, several years after the Bicentennial, I got an excited
call from one of the people in the film. “It’s on Romper Room, right
now!” she shouted. I tuned in to the children’s program and watched.
The film really was being shown. The host made no comments. She
just went on with her show. I surmised that the title was responsible.
The film wasn’t wrong for Romper Room, but it wasn’t a duckfest
either. It had been shown, I was sure, without pre-screening, on the
strength of Bernice’s reputation and my title, which derived from the
parody version of the march that we sang way back in elementary
school. (“Be kind to your webfooted friends, for a duck may be some-
body’s mother. Now you may think this is the end.Well it is!”)
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