A man and NIS Craft ...em e
Lawrence Irvine carved life into his wooden fish

He had simple passions: his wife,
the outdoors and
carving fish.

And what he loved, he was good
at. He had a loving marriage, his
friends say. His hunting and fishing
skills were legendary.

And he could carve.
Man, could Lawrence Irvine
carve.

It was tradition. For decades in
Winthrop, people brought freshly
caught fish to Irvine, carrying them
to the cramped garage where, in
summer's humidity or winter's cold,
he passed much of histime.

A few weeks later they'd return
and retrieve a trophy cleaved from
wood - a fish, uncannily similar to
the live animal they had pulled
from water.

Irvineis gone now. He died in
1998, at the age of 79.

And in many ways, the rurd,
isolated Winthrop in which he grew
up and lived is also gone. But
Irvine's carved fish remain - hidden
away in dusty attics, hanging on
white living room walls and,
increasingly, posted on Internet
auction sites.

At some point, after Irvine died,
his carved fish became valuable and
collectable. The fish became more
than a way to remember a day on
the water. They became art.

"I think they're phenomenal
work," said Tom Choate of
Winthrop. "I think hisnameis
establish-ed."

"In art, it's nice to have a particular
style, a little bit of impressionism,"
said David Beane of Benton.
"That's what you get from
Lawrence. They look like a

piece of art, rather than a direct
copy of afish."

Choate and Beane are collectors
of Irvine's work, each with dozens
of hisfish. They are not alone.

A bevy of collectors compete to
acquire the work, pushing

$

prices skyward with their bidding.
At least one of Irvine's fish sold
for $13,000, collectors say. Sales
of several thousand dollars are
common.

Beane, who knows someone who
paid $810,000 for a carved duck
decoy, noted that prices for
Irvine's work are still modest in
comparison. But he predicts
priceswill continue to rise.
Irvine's friends say he would have
been flabbergasted by the money
his fish already bring. They admit
they didn't predict the trend.

"We didn't know how good his
stuff was" said Ezra Smith, a
longtime Winthrop resident. “We
took it for granted. No one
realized it would turn into
collectibles.”

Lawrence Irvine was born in
Winthrop, in 1918. He went to
Winthrop schools. And except
for astint in World War Il that

%

showed him Europe and the Battle
of the Bulge, he lived, worked and
died in Winthrop.

It was a good town for him. Deep,
game-filled woods were a short
wak from downtown. So were
fish-filled lakes.

Irvine wasn't a man to sit in the
living room, friends say. From his
earliest days, he loved forest and
water, dipping into the outdoors
whenever time allowed.

"He was a legend for his hunting
capability, and his fishing ca-
pability,” said Winthrop resident
Al Godfrey. "He was catching fish
where nobody else was catching
fish. He was killing deer where
nobody else was seeing deer.”
Godfrey is Irvine's cousin, his
only remaining relative.

Godfrey says he remembers Irvine
taking him fishing when he "was a
little fellow." He remembers him
marrying Donna Stevens, a
Winthrop girl. He remembers him
working in Winthrop mills and for
the school department.

"In art, it's nice to have a

particular
style, alittle bit of impressionism.
That's what you get

from Lawrence. They look like a
piece of art, rather than a direct
copy of afish."

DAVID BEANE

Godfrey and others say Irvine
was a consummate Mainer, not
atypical for his time and place.
He was shy with strangers, but
warm to those he knew.

"Just a Down East guy," Smith
said. "He was very reserved, a
hard worker. When he wasn't
working, he was fishing."

In pictures, Irvine nearly aways
wears aflannel shirt and cap.

In his hands, there's nearly
aways a fish - either rea or
carved He began carving fish in
his 30s after seeing some at a
country fair and concluding he
could do better. He thought they
looked phoney.

Irvine had the patience — and
knowledge of fish — to get good,
real good. Soon he was carving
for othersin town.

In 1969, Lucille Roberts brought
Irvine a monster, an 182 pound
brook trout she caught in
Moosehead Lake. “ | don't
know if there's been a bigger one
caught in Moosehead or not,"
she said. "It's the biggest | ever
caught - that's why | had it
carved."

When someone strolled into his
garage, a till-wet fish in hand,
Irvine would trace it, record its
weight and jot down a brief de-
scription of how it looked. He
used simple materials. Pine
mostly. And he used simple
tools. Quiet saws. Nothing auto-
mated. No electricity.
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But for decades, he was prodigiously productive, carving
at least 100 fish ayear - but only fish.

"You know, lots of people do ducks and birds," Irvine
told the Kennebec Journal in 1985. "l just wanted to
something different than anybody else and do it better
than anybody else."

Irvine usually refused to accept more than $25 for his
work, just enough to cover the cost of materials.

Even decades ago, people realized that wasn't enough
money, but to the frustration of friends and others, he
wouldn't accept more - though friends say he and Donna
could have used the money.

The Irvines, who never had children, lived simply and
frugally in a trailer at U.S. Route 202 and Highland
Avenue. If they were poor, they didn't seem to mind.
“They were as happy as could be” Godfrey said.
“Happy asaclam at high tide.”

Decades passed, and Irvine continued to carve, getting
better with experience. He continued right until Donna
died in @988. Then the carving mostly stopped.

“When she died, he died,” Godfrey said. “He lost his
will to live.”

Shortly after Donna's death, Irvine had a stroke from
which he never fully recovered. He died in a Winthrop
nursing home.

It isn't true that Irvine died without recognition for his
talent.

His carvings had aready garnered attention, if

not prices.

Everyone in town, it seemed;. knew of his work,

and newspaper writers and book authors found

their way to his garage.

Apprentices eager to learn from the hands of a

master came, too.

Paul Mailman, for example traveled to Irvine's
workshop from Vermont, after seeing the

carver featured in a book.

Mailman and Irvine spent weeks together. They

Made severa fish together with Mailman

watching closely.

Today, Mailman still carves. His fish are collected,
too, and he has benefited from a market Irvine
never saw - an "Antique Roadshow" world in
which work done by "amateur" or folk artists has
found new appreciation.

“All of the woodcrafts have seen a heck of an
increase.” Mailman said. "It's too bad Lawrence
had to pass away before the real money hit the
market."

Opinions differ on what makes Irvine's work
special though most seem to agree that he was
particularly skilled at painting. He captured the
complexity of fish coloring.

"His painting is perfect,” said Choate, the Winthrop
collector.

"No one can copy that."

For Choate, part of the charm of Irvine's work lies
in that he worked and lived in Winthrop, the fish
mostly caught in central Maine lakes by centra

Maine people.

For Beane, of Benton, part of the charm lies with
Irvine's pure love for fish and his craft, that he
carved without regard for money.

For everyone, it seems, the charm of Irvine's work
lies in the beauty of his work and the natural world
it mirrored.

“Lawrence was areal master,” Mailman said. “He
was a true artist, | think. | guess a lot of other
people think so too.”

Chris Churchill — 623-3811, Ext. 431
cchurchill @centralmaine.com

Paul Mailman is a member of MWCA.
Also a big thank you to Marc Johnson who sent
thisarticle for inclusion into the newdletter. Ed.

Two more photos from the Peter Benson Polar Bear carving seminar. They are, photo on the left, Francis Fedrizzi
displaying his finished bear; and photo on the right, Paul Andorn with Rip Stangroom barely visible behind Paul’s
head...and, of course, you recognize Loyd Clark (left side) and Ed Beach (right side).

Photos provided by George Gunning.
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Loyd Clark, Jr.
226 S. Belfast Road
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Pat Cornwell
193 Harpswell Islands Road
Harpswell ME 04079
(207) 725-6537

Directors
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P. 0. Box 157
Readfield ME 04355
(207) 685-4779

John & Linda Jewell
Marc Johnson
George Gunning

Capital Carvers Bob Perry
Dale Ackerson Bob Philippe
11 Maple Street Barbara Wade
Hollowell ME 04347 Kathy Webster
(207) 622-5347 Donn Wolfe

Carver Street Carvers
William Gordon

1 Carver Street
Waterville ME 04901
(207) 873-1675

Central Maine Carvers
Donn Wolfe
RR 3, Box 2870
Waterville ME 04901
(207) 873-5850

CURATOR OF BIRDS

Marie Arnold
38 Chase Farm Road
Newcastle ME 04553

(207) 586-5111 — marnold@gwi.net

Bird studies available for loan to members.

2006 DOWNEAST
SHOW COMM.

JANUARY 21, 2006
LOCATION -TBA

Coastal Carvers

Karen Knowles
15 Crawford Drive
Bath ME 04530
(207) 443-3262

South Coast Carvers
Bob Philippe
11 Deborah Avenue

RESOURCE LOAN PROGRAM - If you would
be willing to loan books, magazine articles, video tapes,
study casts or anything else related to carving and
painting, send your list to browndd @adelphia.net

Sanford ME 04073
(207) 490-1003

Streaked Mountain Wood Carvers
Robert H. Perry
80 Gammon Road
Sumner ME 04292
(207) 388-2472

MWCA web site

address:
htto://mwca.trinod.com

THE MAINE CARVER PAGE 11



