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A gigantic horse seems
oised ready to soar over
he countryside on a field
rear Riverside School’s dri-
reway off the East Lyndon
oad. It is a sight that stops
nany pedestrians and
motorists. The majestic ani-
mal, made of steel, is the
work of Newark sculptor
Martin McGowan.

The 32-year-old artist
started this magnificent
work in 1989, after return-
ing to his native Vermont
following graduation from
the Pennsylvania Academy
of Fine Arts. He finished the
horse this year.

“It's misleading to say
how long it took to finish the
horse,” the young artist
says. “If you were to build
~omething like that in a
shop, working full time with
no interruptions, you could
probably finish in six
months.” But Martin had to
work on it between dozens
of odd jobs, while building
his house, getting married,
and taking on the responsi-
bilities of fatherhood .

“To  build year-round,
vou'd need a gigantic facility
like Bob’s Welding, big

cnough to bring in a tractor
trailer truck. But that would
mean an incredible amount
of money, so I pretty much
have to hustle and do what
| can in the summer with
this big stuff, then close
down in the winter.” He has
a large scrap metal pile for
his sculptures near his
house and another behind
his parents’” house 'in
Lyndon where he also has a
shop

“From the time | was a lit-
tle kid 1 was always draw-
ing,” he says. “My father's
an artist and got me started.
Then 1 was pretty much
self-motivated until 1 went
to art school.”

Professor Dorian Mc-
Gowan has been head of
Lyndon State's art depart-
ment for many years. When
his son was in the sixth
grade at Lyndonville Graded

a class to learn figure draw-
ing. The year before he
entered the art academy.
Martin  studied witn his
father at the college and
together they put together a
portfolio required for admis-
sion.

Martin’s sturdy physique,
broad face and reddish
beard give him a Viking-
like appearance, a natural
inheritance. His mother,
Kari McGowan, is Nor-
wegian. He has a quiet way
about him, speaking mod-
estly about his art.

“I've always been very
physical, beating on stuff
with hammers, building tree
forts. While going through
high school 1 did a lot of
construction and carpentry.
So | liked handling wood
blocks for print work with
all the tools you use.” With
that background, sculpture
attracted him as a major in
art school.

“I had my choice of paint-
ing, print making or sculp-
ture. | didn’t want to be a
painter, and sculpture
appealed to me. 1
worked in clay in school,
but never really liked it. It
wias 100 enty, too soft, too
simple. What 1 like about
steel is that once you heat
it, you can move it around,
but you have to know what
you're doing. You can't just
pull it around with your
thumbs.”

Martin

described the
rigid tradition at the
Pennsylvania  academy,

which is america’s oldest art
school. “In your last two
years you are supposed to
put together a body of work
for an end of year show.
They take all the famous
works out of the school's
amuseum and stash them
downstairs to make space
for the students’ show.
There's a $300-a-plate din-
ner for people who can
afford to come and look at
the work. Then they get first
dibs on the students’ work.”
Teachers place stars on
prize-winning works and
they are quickly spoken for.
One such work was Martin's
first life-size steel horse
which received one of three

had

Cresson prizes, the school’s
most prestigious award.
Like his older brother,
Nicolas, who also attended
the Pennsylvania academy
and is a master wood sculp-
tor, his work was coveted.

“By mistake the horse
was sold to two people
simultaneously. One person
had to back down and he
said if.1 made another
horse, he'd buy it. So | made
a second one, then [ made a
third.” His fourth horse is a
draft horse, @ ppropriate for
its present Lyndon location
where this rugged horse is
commonly used for farming.

Martin’s work includes a
wrought-iron gate, an
abstract sculpture called
“Leviathar” and a lifesize
torso of St. Sebastian, an
early Christian saint whose
martyrdom fascinated the
artist.

When he approached his
late twenties, Martin began
to wonder if he would meet
a girl who would be willing
to struggle through Ver-
mont winters. By coinci-
dence, he was introduced to
Michael, a Minnesota girl,
who is not only familiar with
the cold but shares his love
of art. She is a graduate of
the same Pennsylvania
academy, but in an earlier
class, though she is
younger than Martin. She
had a young son. Jasper,
when they were married
three years ago, and now
they have a toddler, Bekk.

To support the family,
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Sculptor Martin McGowan is shown with his steel sculpture which attracts passersby on the
East Lyndon Road.

Martin has worked as car-
penter, school bus driver
and janitor, teaching art
part time. When one of
Burke’s selectmen told him
he was looking for a driver
for the town's new trash
truck, Martin thought,
“That looks like a good job
for me.” He started this
spring on the job which
takes a day and a half a
week. One day a week he
teaches drawing at
Riverside School.

“1 have a portabie weider
on my truck,” he says. “I
take care of a lot of small
farmers and their machin-
ery. They call me if anything
breaks. From frying pans to
bulldozers, if it’s metal I can
fix it.”

As he drives around in
his pickup truck, he keeps
his eyes open for discarded
metal objects.

“Yeah, I'm kind of a .junk
man,” he laughs. “If | see a
pile of junk on someone’s
lawn — old tractors and
stuff like that — I stop and
ask if they want me to haul
it away. Very often they say,
“Please do. I want to get rid
of it.”

He added that sometimes
he does a little bartering.
“Sometimes I'll fix some-
body’s tractor or bucket

loader in trade for a hey
rake or something. Found
objects are a big thing with
me.”

He explained that the
rear end of his horse on the
East Lyndon Road is an
antique scoop about the
size of a large table.

“It's kind of funny,
because those scoops,
which are like a gigantic
shovel, were what they used
in the old days, hitched to a
team of horses for digging
foundations back before we
had bucket loaders. i
bought it from a guy in
Barton for exchange for fix-
ing his mangled tractor
scraper blade. If 1 figured
my hours of welding on the
blade I probably paid him
close to glOOO by the time |
was done.”

Martin confided, “I like to
work in big forms and my
dream is to work even big-
ger than I have so far.”

But, with winter jus!
around the corner, it i
unlikely that Martin wil
start another large sculp
ture right away.

He has a sculpture read)
and waiting for the ngh
person, though. “I have
two-ton steel horse which i
for sale,” he says.






