INTERVIEW! J.F.caDo

FONVILLE WINANS

His photographs of Cajun fishemen, trappers and nural ife are bemg shown a3 faraway as New Yok City—a
special exhibit has been scheduled in London. His portraits of beauty queens, pobficians and promment locals bine
thie walls of Fonwille Winans® studio at 667 Laure] Street where he's worked since 1941
While long m demand as a portrart photozrapher (for years he's mnmortalired the Sweethearts of Sigma Cha
end the Datings of LSLT), an older. more revealing dimension of Winans' work is now available in 2 senes of
new prints, some made from Jo-year-old negatives. They chronicle 2 lost Louisizna in the faces of its forgotien
people. Fonville Winans has not forgotten them, though, as he looks back wath Gns Gris on 2 rambling and
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Club. I'd play sax and clanmer all
night and make two or three
dollars. I made movies, too. [
stamed a thing called "Campus
Newsreel” where I made plenty of
movies that mncluded Huey Long.
They used my films to recruit boys
for the football and basketball
teams. The school subsidized my
films and gave me an office in the
basement of the Miuisic Bullding.
Those films, by the way, have
disappeared. [ only have a few
cuftings, mostly football games,
et

Did you finish LSU?
Mo, I only went for two years.
Twas in jounakism. [ left in 1936

What then?

Well, while [ was at LEU I got
acquainted with a woman named
Neen Emory She ined me up with
job with Herbert Benjamin [ came
back in 1935 to work for him. But [
never did I'd also gotten
acqumnted with Francis
Pullen—he was the state
photographer. [ called on ham to
chitchat and he zaid, "How would
wou like to work for the state?”
Deck Leche had just fired the outfit
from Chicago and put in his own
publicity department. Well I told
Pullen that [ wanted to go back and
see my friend Alfred Danziger first.
He was surpnsed and thought that
was ke knowing the president.
When [ did come back he said
"You're late for work!" [ was
already on the payroll. That job
paid 563 2 month.

Is that when you made most of
your pictures?

1 started making photos on
that first tnp to Grande [sle—the
first photo I made there was of my
boat while in the foreground a
fellow is castmg a net. Another
photo is of the wirnmners of the 1934
Tarpon Eodeo. I took a shot of the Nez Coupe house where Lafitte and hus men gathered to divade the spoils. Thers
were others—"Bathing Beauties™ [ lske and the one of Colonel Stevens, Before there were any roads st all on Grand
Isle he personally walked the site. Cme day it rained so hard [ just took a photo out of the front door.

Criher photos—I have several thousand negatives—I just took over the vears, mostly in the 1930z and 19403,

The “Pintail” (Bayou Ramaos, 1932)
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When did you
get your
airplane?

| started flying
in 1938. | learmed to
fly using-a rented
plane_ | finally
tought a small
plane of my own—a
36-horsepower
model which waould
cruise at &8 mph in
still air. No radio.
The airports would
bring you in. They'd
give you 3 green
light and you'd
acknowledge by
rocking the wings.
You navigated by

compass and maps—dead reckoning—mwers, railroads, crossroads and checkpoints. Later on, | acquired a better
plane and navigated by radio. When you were on the beam you got a steady tone. If you were to the left you got a

dot-dash, and if you were to the nght a dash-dot

When did you leave your job with the state?

The state relieved me of that job. They dont fire you—they would ask you to resign. So | "resigned” when

Sam Jones win the alection in 1940



was kept on long enough fo break in the new guy,
Hudson Wolfe. [ bought all of his equipment from
him. That's what [ operate my studso with
today—camera, lenses, evervthing.

What did you do then?

The first thing T did, T opened my own portrait
studio. I went down to wisit Dick Tache to sea 1if ha
could help me. He couldn't, but I did all right,
though. I personally think I'm the world's best
wedding photographer. I was a pionger m 35 mm
weddmg photography. I was so unobtrusive most
people didn't aven know I was thers.

What are some of the high spots in your life

between then and now?

Ome time I got into a competition with Tex Benske,
who later became Glenn Miller's saxophomst. I won
and that was fun. Another time Paul Newman and [
boarded a plane together and he asked to sit with me,
We got to Shreveport and for about thres hours had
the best time drnking scoich and beer at a bar there.
I tend to have a'good time wherever [ go.

But I'd have fo say that many of my fondest
memones are from when I was state photographer. 1
made 2 lot of good acquaintances—Naggis Dixon,
Hamett Kane. Dick Leche had what he callad a
pressroom gang—ijournabsts and photographers hke
myseif and Cleve LeBlanc i the pressroom at the
State Capitol. We had wild parties—I got a photo of
Maggie Dixon sitting in Dick Leche's lap whils he
was dressed up as a judge. Fortunately most of
thosze have been destroved—they should have been
destroved.

You are an inventor of sorts, aren't you?

I have four patents. A dsveloping machine T made—I
zhill nze-it in the smdio today. The other mventions
serve the purpese of adaptme the adult piano to
children. It was a music rack and a foot rest to
attach to the piano, convertmg it to child-ste.

Any other memories, like of your travels?

The main thing I remember that [ liked is that T could
hitchhike or ride a freight train anywhers I wanted to
go. [ was a real hobo—I'd hitch a ride with a trucker
and maybe wind up~ helping him unload salt. Or one
time [ was riding 3 freight tram with a whole bunch
of hobos when a cop came and chased us, T hid
urider the boxcar and when they ran [ had the whols
car to myself all the way to Houston. Another tima I
got black, black, black in a coal car gomg back fo
Fort Worth. T was a sight when I got back home.
Nothing bothered me then and although T didn't
panhandle T didn't starve to death. T did yard work
for something to eat. That was the Depression.
What did your parents do?

My father was a well-to-do contractor until he lost
everything in a flash fleod. Evervihing. He was
reduced to detivermg handbills door-te-door for 50
cents 3 day. I got the same kind of job and T worked
with him. My

mother was 3 professional musician—she plaved
trompet for the Fort Worth Symphony—and she gave
music lessons. That's what kept the wolf from the
door.

My dad was 2 real character, though. He later did a lot
of jobs for the government. Ha built buildings m
Trinidad in preparaiton for Werld War IT. He was the
chess champion of the South Pacific—he plaved by
radio and sometimes by mail. He budi the naval ar
station at Manhattan, Kansas, and he rebuilt the island
of Guam after the Japaness attack Thers's a plaqus
dedicated fo him at the church there.

You've told me you give them most of the credit

for your long and happy life?

Yes, I'd had a good lifs, a happy one. ['ve done
evervthing I wanted to do, except mavbe for
ambitions 1 shouldn't have hadin the first place. I
think I've besn happy because I come from a good
family—no hassles of any kind. I think that's the
sacTet.

When was the last time you went to Grande lale?
About two months ago

Now did it look?

Strange. It had telephone poles. When I first went
thers thers weren't aven any cars—no cars until 1934
I made a lot of pictures_ but thew were unimportant
untl now. I recently had a show at the new
commimnity bullding on Grande Isle. I also had a show
ai the Norman House in Morgan City,

Does it make you sad to see the landscape

changed in Louisiana?

I wasn't conscious of the change because it was so
gradnal and becanse [ was here. [ think if T had laft
here in 1934 and come back m 1980 I'd see the
changes. But Louisiana is beautiful and that doesn't
change!

You never wanted to go anywhere else?

I never even thought about gomg anywhers alse.
Why?

The peopls. The Itakians and the Czechoslovakians m
Morgan Citv. [ especiallv love the people of French
descent. I love the wav they think. the way they talk,
especially in Marmgoum, Louisiana has been special to
me simce the first moment T arrved, from the tme my
cousin Arthur Yancy loaned me a book called Lafitte
the Pirate bv Lvile Saxon. This iz the book that led to
my gomg to Grande Tsle. [ still prefer aligators, moss
and palmettos to rattiesnakes, cactus and sagebrush,
What ia the strangest job you ever had?

I worked m Kansas City as a chicken photographer. 1
travelad to chicken hatcheries. I learned about
chickens, particularky baby chicks. Thev had a
profession called sexing. Particularly Japanese women
had a techmiqua—it could kill a chick, If she ssxed 08
ot of 100 she was a pretty good girl We look up to
certain gods in our profession—one particular guy
excelled m photographing chickens. One
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day he came to the hatchery and 1
thought I'd met God himself
Other than chickens, who are
some of your favorite aubjecta?
I've got photos of the likes of
Edwin Edwards, Leander Perez,
Dudley LeBlanc, Bob Kennon.
Gus Weill thought aobody could
take a photo but me. I think [ ke
the pictire of Leander Perez best.
But most of the photographs in
your studio are photographa
you've taken of women?

Lots of girls, veah. My very first
was Margaret Landry. Through my
pictures she became "sweater gul’
and made a film, The Leopard
Man.

Tony Fiorelio with Helen (Mrs. Fonville)

Winans south of Iln.rgan Grqr in 1938,

1 saw it less than a week ago. [t
was a homble, homible movie. The
worst movie | ever saw in my life.
Then Elzabeth Ashley—she
wanted to go to New York and be
a model

Joamme Woodward [
photographed for the Cotton Maid
contest. [ did all the homecoming
queens, all of the Sweethearis of
Sigma Chi, all the Darlings of LSUL
LSU made them go to the LSU
studio. The few who got
permission to be photographed off
campus came to me. Abways, a gl
who came to me won. There were
no excephions.

Your secret?

I don't know, [ just really don't. [
get personally mterested, maybe
that's it. I guess I fall in love with
every girl I photograph. Small talk,
favorite food, whatever. Dhuning the
comversation, it just happens. [ do
know the most flattering lighting is
the flat light, to get the butterfly
shadow under the nose. [ use that
quite a bit but 'm not aware of it



What do you like to photograph
today?

I photographed Paul
Prudhomme, that was fun. Patts
Boemer booked a sitting.
Portraits mosth—I don't take
pictures outdoors any more.

Do you have any advice for
young photegraphers?

| don't know how they ever
become photographers because
there are so many experts i the

L5l Homecoming Cueen Debbie Evans (1971

Elizabeth Ashley [1358)

field to tell them what to do.
Magazines too. There's too
much information, too much.
Don't worry about fine grain
developer. Find out vourself.
Take pictures,

Leander Perez (1968)

Paul Prudhomme [1833)

get a darkroom and stick with
black and white so vou can do
the processing yourself.
Remember that likeness and
color don't have anything to do
with each other.

Why have you never taken color
photoegraphs?

Color fades. It rarely lasts more
than 25 years [ want my pictures
to last.



