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M

ost days in the open air, James
Pollock uses a sketchbook, a Ninji
waterbrush and a couple of Rotring
pens – one loaded with ink as black
as earth, another with walnut ink
the color of wood. The ink is watersoluble and he uses the waterbrush
to create washes from light to dark
in his sketches of trees and bluffs along Lake Sharpe.
It’s the best he can do to try to capture the way the
land is, short of tossing dirt against a canvas. He tried
that, too, one time, but it didn’t work out.
In the Army everyone’s a critic.

Great-grandfather’s town
James Pollock of Pierre is what’s called a plein air
artist – one who prefers to paint on location outside –
and he’s been one since at least eighth grade.
“I grew up in a town called Pollock, which is in
north central South Dakota. It was named after my
great grandfather – the railroad named it. He was a lay
preacher and knew most of the people who lived in the
area. Most likely he was a key person in helping the
railroad obtain the necessary rights-of-way,” Pollock
said.
“I always wanted to be an artist. Matter of fact, I have
a painting that I did when I was 3 years old. It’s called
‘God in a storm.’ Somebody saved it and I had it framed
up a few years ago.”
He’s quick to say it’s nothing exceptional – the same
sort of thing any 3-year-old would draw. But Pollock
never stopped drawing.
“Pollock High School’s where I went to school, and
there was no art program at all, so I would read about
artists in encyclopedias and wherever I could get a
book about art. My folks gave me an oil painting set
when I was in the eighth grade. That’s kind of when
I got interested in going outdoors and painting – I
used to take that oil paint set and go outside.”
The outdoor setting
was good training for

at artist in
ck as a comb
James Pollo

college, where he first learned to use one of the tools he
loves – watercolors.
“I went to South Dakota State University and I
was an art major. Most of the classes would actually
require you to go take a sketchbook and do sketches
daily, so I was able to do it with watercolor and sometimes pencil and sometimes pen and ink. I think that’s
a good way for any artist that wants to start out, to keep
a sketchbook, just like it’s a good idea for a writer to
keep a journal.”

Move to the top of the list
He finished at South Dakota State University when
reports from the Vietnam War were blaring across
the network news each evening. He started looking for
work.
“Seemed like whenever I’d go in for a job interview,
one of the questions they’d ask you is whether you’d
been in the service or not. At that time they were drafting very heavily and no one wanted to hire someone
who potentially was going to be drafted. So finally I
went down to the Draft Board. I didn’t want to enlist,
because that was three years. I just said, ‘You can put
me at the top of the list and I’ll just get this over with,
if you want to do that.’ They were happy to do that
because a lot of guys wanted to be at the bottom of the
list.”
He was drafted, went for basic at Fort Leonard Wood,
Mo., then for advanced training at Fort Benjamin
Harrison, Ind., to learn to be a postal worker for the
military. The expectation was that more than 90 percent of the people who graduated from army postal
school would end up overseas.
“I put down that I wanted to go to Europe. I suppose
every else did, too. When they posted where we were
going to be going, I can remember very clearly sheets
were posted with different countries on them. I was
hoping mine wasn’t going to be Vietnam, and it wasn’t
– I was going to be going to Korea. That was fine with
me. I was shipped over to Korea.”
He was assigned to a small post office in a place
called Camp Ames.
“At the time I never knew what the function of that
base was. It was kind of a secretive deal. It was kind
of like in a mountain. Since then the base has
been closed, but I found out what
they actually kept in those
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