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PART I – COMPOSING A LIFE
1. The Negative That Developed Me
A Bronx boyhood, war on the horizon, and the first glimmer of a photographic calling.
2. Bombers, Brothers, and a Bronx Boyhood
From street corners to B-24s—growing up fast in the skies of WWII.
3. War in the Skies, Truth on the Ground
Fifty-two bombing runs and the first realization that a camera could capture what bullets never could.
4. From Helmet to Hat: Journalism and the Hustle
Trading army boots for city pavement, the stringer years begin.
5. First Roll in Chicago
Discovering the magic—and madness—of the Windy City frame by frame.

PART II – CITY OF SHADOWS AND SAINTS
6. Nelson Algren’s Dirty Halo
The complicated, cantankerous genius who became more than a subject—he became a lens of his own.
7. Simone in the Morning
A trench coat, a philosopher, a morning like no other.
8. The Tough and the Tender: Street Kids, Nuns, and Hookers
Photographing the real Chicago—grit, grace, and everything between.
9. Studs and the Stories That Talk
Studs Terkel’s voice, pen, and unmatched ear for the American heart.
10. The Hustle in Color: Race, Riots, and Rhythm
From marches to music halls—capturing Black Chicago through protest and poetry.
11. Ali Before the Bell
Cassius Clay to Muhammad Ali, through sweat, swagger, and soft moments you never saw on TV.
12. JFK, Capone’s Ghost, and the Man in the Shadows
Photographing power, both on the record and in the shadows.
13. Florence: The Frame I Never Cropped
A life partner in every sense—muse, mother, mind, and memory.
14. The Presidents, the Mobsters, and the Nobodies
A camera sees no titles—just stories behind every face.
15. What Makes a Face Stick?
Scars, silences, and soul—how a face becomes unforgettable.

PART III – TRUTH IN SHUTTER SPEED
16. The Editor Said Yes (Then Changed His Mind)
What it means to fight for the shot after you’ve already taken it.
17. Plays, Posts, and Punchlines
When the words showed up and demanded their own place in the frame.
18. The Alzheimer’s Years: Loving Florence Twice
A slow fade. A second love. And a camera that wouldn’t look away.
19. Cameras I’ve Loved, and Cameras I’ve Cursed
From war-zone Kodaks to Leica love affairs—my life in gear.
20. Missed Shots, Lucky Breaks
The ones that got away, the ones that found me, and the meaning in both.
21. On Death, Memory, and the Perfect Shot
What you chase, what you lose, and what you hold on to when the light goes out.
22. Archiving a Life in Negatives
Contact sheets, cluttered closets, and the proof of a life well-seen.
23. Why I Never Retired
The shutter kept clicking—because the world never stopped being worth it.
24. What the Lens Taught Me
Patience, truth, humility, love—and how to see before you shoot.




CHAPTER 1: THE NEGATIVE THAT DEVELOPED ME
I was born in the Bronx in 1922, the son of Jewish immigrants who wanted me to become a doctor, or a lawyer—anything but a guy with a camera in his hand and his head in the clouds. But it was the darkroom, not the courtroom, that called me. I can still smell the developer and fixer the first time I saw a photo appear like a ghost in the chemical tray. It felt like conjuring, like magic. Hell, maybe it was.
I didn’t start out with a Leica in my pocket. I started out with nothing. Nothing but a war, a nose for stories, and a restless need to see. After flying fifty-something bomber missions in WWII, you get used to looking down at the world. But it was only when I got back on foot, on the streets, that I really started seeing it.
It was Chicago that shaped me—the city of broad shoulders and crooked aldermen, of Studs Terkel’s voice and Nelson Algren’s typewriter. I met Algren by chance, though nothing’s really chance in this life. He called me up after I took some photos of him with Simone de Beauvoir, that French philosopher lady who made breakfast in nothing but a trench coat. That was Nelson’s world—women, whiskey, and words. He didn’t smile much, but when he did, it was crooked and real.
I became a photographer because I couldn’t not become one. I saw pictures everywhere. A kid selling newspapers on a snowy corner. A nun dodging traffic in high heels. The look in Cassius Clay’s eyes before he became Ali. America had a million faces and I wanted to catch them all—before they changed, before they knew they were being watched.
I shot for Life, Time, Sports Illustrated, whoever would pay me thirty-five bucks and let me get close. Closer than anyone else. That’s the trick—you have to get close without making people flinch. And if they flinch, you better catch that too.
Writing came later, when I realized some stories didn’t fit in a frame. I wrote plays, essays, obits, and oddball little pieces for The Saturday Evening Post or Esquire when the editors were drunk enough to let me. I wrote about Chicago because Chicago was the story. It still is.
I lost my wife Florence to Alzheimer’s after sixty-seven years. She was my North Star. The woman who believed in my eye even when I doubted it. She ran our life with elegance and fire. I photographed her, too. Always with love. Always with honesty. Especially when it hurt.
Now, as I write this, I’m not looking to tidy up the past. This isn’t some gauzy memoir where I airbrush out the ugly bits. This is a contact sheet of a life—some shots sharp, some blurry, all real.
Stick with me. There’s a story in every shadow. And I still know how to find the light.


CHAPTER 2: BOMBERS, BROTHERS, AND A BRONX BOYHOOD

We lived on the fourth floor of a walk-up in the Bronx, back when the Bronx still had more egg creams than bullet holes. Our apartment smelled of boiled cabbage and furniture polish, with a view of a brick wall that looked exactly like every other brick wall in the borough. My father worked in a leather goods store and knew every Yiddish curse in the book, which he deployed liberally whenever Roosevelt came on the radio. My mother, bless her forever, had a laugh like a xylophone and the stamina of a steam engine. She raised five of us—three brothers, a sister, and me—with more grit than grace but always with love.
I was the middle kid, the “dreamer,” as my mother put it, usually with a shake of her head. I was the one more interested in baseball cards and books than in synagogue or sweeping the stoop. I read anything I could get my hands on—comic books, The Forward, old dime novels left behind on subway seats. I stole time like other kids stole apples. If I could escape through words or pictures, I did.
My first camera was made out of cardboard and plastic—an Argus or some knock-off that I got for a birthday, maybe from an uncle who didn’t want to spend money but didn’t want to look cheap either. I shot my brothers mugging on the fire escape, my sister with curlers in her hair, our downstairs neighbor who chain-smoked in a kimono like a flophouse geisha. Even then, I wasn’t shooting for beauty—I was shooting for truth. Ugly, beautiful, ridiculous, sacred, all of it.
It wasn’t until later that I realized those snapshots were my apprenticeship. No teachers. No classes. Just instinct and luck and a slow-growing eye. Life was the lab.
The Great Depression was still breathing down our necks, and we all hustled. I had a paper route and hawked peanuts at Yankee Stadium. I once saw Lou Gehrig swing—there was something tragic and electric about him, even before ALS took him down. Years later, when I shot Ali or Sinatra or JFK, I thought about Gehrig’s silence. Fame wasn’t loud. It was deep.
In high school, I found out I had a knack for writing, too. My English teacher, Mr. Rosen, gave me a used typewriter and said, “You’ve got an eye for moments.” That stuck with me. It wasn’t about being a poet or novelist. It was about catching moments, like a ball before it hit the ground.
Then came Pearl Harbor.
I was nineteen, dumb, and eager, like most kids. I didn’t wait to be drafted. I signed up for the Army Air Forces, hoping for action, not really knowing what that meant. They made me a navigator in the 453rd Bomb Group, which meant I got to sit in the belly of a B-24 Liberator and tell the pilot where to go while flak exploded all around us.
I flew 52 missions over Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia. You don’t forget that. The sky doesn’t forget you, either.
We lost men. Good men. Some vanished in flames. Some just… didn’t come back. I learned to compartmentalize. You had to. One drawer for grief, one drawer for duty. And somewhere in there, one drawer for curiosity. I wanted to know what made people tick—even our enemies. Even ourselves.
I carried a camera then, too. It wasn’t standard issue, but I got away with it. Shot roll after roll on base, off base, even in the air. Some of those shots never saw the light of day until decades later. One image, of a pilot lighting a cigarette with shaking hands after a mission, won an award years after he died. That’s how it goes. Sometimes the truth takes time to ripen.
War didn’t make me brave. It made me alert. It sharpened my instincts. Made me a better photographer, and a more cynical writer. You learn quick that death doesn’t carry a press pass.
After the war, I came home. Not a hero. Not broken. Just… changed. I didn’t want to talk about it much. Instead, I shot. That’s what saved me. Not therapy. Not bourbon. The camera.
Back in New York, I reconnected with my brothers. They were trying to find jobs, wives, apartments with working radiators. One of them sold insurance. Another drove a cab. My sister married a dentist. I tried the college thing for a minute, then slipped sideways into journalism. Started working for Life magazine. Then Time. I was a stringer, which meant you chased stories like a dog after a meat truck.
And eventually, Chicago called.
I didn’t know then that I was about to trade the Bronx for Maxwell Street, trade tenements for taverns, trade war zones for jazz clubs and union halls and political rallies where fists flew and cameras got knocked out of hands.
But I was ready.
I had learned how to see. I just needed a new place to look.



CHAPTER 3: WAR IN THE SKIES, TRUTH ON THE GROUND

Flying a bombing run over Vienna at 20,000 feet in a B-24 was nothing like shooting a portrait of a mobster in a Chicago diner—but in a strange way, both jobs demanded the same two things: nerve and timing. One second too early, you miss the target. One second too late, you’re dust.
They called the B-24 the “flying coffin.” A fuselage so thin you could punch through it if you were mad enough, and wings so wide they’d dip like a drunk turning corners. I flew in one of those metal beasts fifty-two times, guiding pilots over enemy territory with nothing but maps, coordinates, and a gut instinct trained over the icy Alps and flak-pocked skies of Europe.
I was a navigator in the 453rd Bomb Group, and we were good. Not safe, but good. You learn to listen to the sound of silence at 5 a.m. before takeoff. That quiet moment, standing on the tarmac in your flight gear, listening for… something. Maybe God. Maybe your own pulse. Maybe a voice reminding you that odds are one in five you won’t be coming back.
It wasn’t heroism. It was duty. We all had jobs to do, and mine was pointing the bird in the right direction. Once you’re up there, all the noise drops away and the world becomes geometry. Vectors, headings, ETA to target. And then, just before the bombs drop, you look out the window and remember that these aren’t just coordinates—they’re cities. Lives.
I never glorified war. I still don’t. I don’t like flag-waving unless the flag has dirt and blood on it. But I did admire the men I flew with. Ordinary kids turned steel. Guys from farms in Iowa, bus drivers from Philly, waiters from Brooklyn who ended up manning tail guns, eyes peeled for Messerschmitts. And they cracked jokes. God, the jokes. Gallows humor. The kind of stuff that keeps you alive by making death blink first.
I carried a camera, unofficially. A little Kodak Retina IIa, small enough to fit in my flight jacket. I snapped shots of pilots shaving, writing letters home, checking oxygen masks. The war machine didn’t want that kind of humanity, but I did. I figured if I ever got back to the States, I’d want proof that we were more than just dog tags and casualty lists.
On the ground, things got stranger. In one village, I met a Czech family who had hidden Jews in their cellar. They served me potato soup and thanked me like I’d saved the world. I didn’t know how to respond. What do you say when someone’s staring at you like you’re Moses and you still haven’t shaved?
After V-E Day, the war was over, but something inside me stayed airborne. You don’t land gently after two years of watching the world explode from above. I was discharged in 1945 and went home to New York with a uniform that didn’t quite fit anymore and a head full of pictures no one wanted to see.
The war gave me stories. It gave me perspective. But it also gave me a thirst—for moments, for people, for messy, honest truth. I wasn’t satisfied watching the world from a window anymore. I wanted to be in it, elbow to elbow with the weird, the brave, the broken.
I tried civilian life like you try on a borrowed suit. Worked in a photo lab for a stretch. Did a stint at Life magazine, initially writing copy. But I was restless. You can’t go from the edge of death back to the office water cooler without feeling like a ghost. I needed something real. Something lived. That’s when I got serious about my camera.
Photography gave me a new kind of mission. Same adrenaline, same need for precision. But now the targets were everywhere—kids on stoops, jazzmen blowing in basements, lovers lit by neon. And no one was shooting back.
War also taught me how to move through fear. That came in handy later, when I found myself on the South Side of Chicago during riots, or backstage with Sinatra, or inches from Ali as he screamed about being the greatest. You learn how to be invisible and unshakable. That’s how you get the shot.
But you also learn how to be human. How to see. I saw a pilot cry over a crumpled letter. I saw a boy who hadn’t shaved yet carry his buddy’s body to a makeshift grave. I saw generals bluffing courage, and privates showing grace.
I carried all of it home. And when I started shooting for magazines, I wasn’t just clicking for beauty. I was documenting survival.
The war didn’t give me PTSD—at least not in the movie-of-the-week sense. What it gave me was an obsession with truth. With moments. With the fleeting beat between one breath and the next.
It gave me the clarity to see the poetry in a street hustler’s smirk, the sadness in a politician’s eyes, the holiness of a woman hanging laundry in a tenement alley. It gave me the backbone to get the shot, and the humility to know when not to.
By the time I hit Chicago in the late ’40s, I had scars you couldn’t see. But I also had tools. A lens. A notebook. And a hunch that stories were everywhere.
And man, was I right.


CHAPTER 4: FROM HELMET TO HAT: JOURNALISM AND THE HUSTLE

You don’t just go from war hero to magazine hotshot in a clean line. There’s no ribbon-cutting for real life. You land back in America, 1945, maybe with a medal or two in your sock drawer, and you try to act like the guy who left. But that guy got left behind somewhere over the Danube.
So what do you do?
You hustle.
I didn’t know a soul at Life magazine when I showed up with a shoebox full of prints and a hungry look. I’d shot everything from bombing runs to barracks life, and figured some editor with an eye might see what I saw. Instead, I got the classic brush-off: “Kid, everyone thinks they’re a photographer now.” Still, someone—God bless them—passed my box up the chain. A week later, I got a call. "We liked the one of the GI reading his mail with the bombers overhead. Can you do that again, but here?"
So I became a stringer. The lowest rung on the editorial ladder, but it beat selling shoes. I wrote captions, cleaned up stories, ran film back and forth across Manhattan in cabs I couldn’t afford. I learned fast that journalism wasn’t about truth—it was about deadlines. But the camera? That was different. The lens didn’t lie. At least not unless you told it to.
I split my time between writing and shooting, never quite deciding which one I loved more. Writing let me shape the world in ink. Photography let me catch it off guard. I covered a dog show one week and a murder trial the next. Did profiles on schoolteachers, mobsters, one-armed baseball players. America was cracked wide open and I had a front row seat. You just had to be fast, fearless, and cheap to hire. I was all three.
Chicago was calling, though. New York had too many elbows, too many voices. I wanted grit, muscle, character. I wanted a city that sweated. So when Life offered me a full-time job in their Midwest bureau, I packed a bag, grabbed my Rolleiflex, and took a train west.
Landing in Chicago felt like stepping onto a noir movie set. Steam vents. Trench coats. Cops with crooked smiles. The city had a rhythm—part jazz, part factory—and it got under your skin fast. I rented a one-room walkup near Lincoln Park and started working out of the bureau, covering everything from meatpacking to mayoral elections. You couldn’t throw a rock without hitting a story.
And it wasn’t just the city that was working—I was, too. On the street one day, I saw a woman yelling at her husband outside a bank. I snapped a quick shot just as her hand met his cheek. That photo made the cover of a local tabloid and paid my rent for a month. Timing. Always timing.
I became known around town as the guy who got “the real shot.” Not the staged, posed, plastic thing most editors wanted—but the messy, human, funny, tragic stuff. A kid sleeping under a billboard. A priest smoking after Mass. A cop with his shoes off in Grant Park, rubbing his feet like a working stiff.
I chased my own assignments. If something looked interesting, I shot it. Then I’d figure out who wanted to buy it. That’s the hustle. You don’t wait for a green light—you run into traffic and pray you’re faster than the bus.
My writing followed the same rhythm. Short bursts. Strong verbs. Truth without perfume. I wasn’t poetic, but I was precise. I’d write about a cabbie’s strange philosophy on life and death and get it into Esquire between pieces by Mailer and Capote. I was the guy they called when they wanted reality without the romance.
Around this time I met Florence. You’ll hear more about her later, because a few paragraphs wouldn’t do her justice. But know this: she grounded me. She had elegance without effort, and a brain that could dismantle mine in three sentences flat. She believed in my camera before I fully did. And she saw through the swagger. She saw the kid from the Bronx still figuring out what kind of man he wanted to be.
She also ironed my shirts for interviews, made egg salad on deadline days, and gently suggested I stop photographing drunk jazz musicians at 3 a.m. if I wanted to live past forty.
We got married, moved to the suburbs—yeah, me, Art Shay, in a house with a lawn—and somehow I didn’t go soft. The suburbs just gave me a longer commute to the chaos I loved. I’d cover the city during the day, shoot all night, type copy on trains, then be home in time to kiss Florence and chase toddlers with spaghetti on their heads.
By now, I was shooting for Life, Time, Sports Illustrated, Fortune, Look, Saturday Evening Post—a half dozen magazines all hungry for the next big thing, or at least something that would move on the newsstand. I gave them both. My secret? I didn’t shoot subjects, I shot stories.
A boxer wasn’t just fists and sweat. He was a scared kid from Detroit with a busted jaw and a mom who prayed for him. A politician wasn’t just handshakes and bunting—he was a guy with a scotch in his hand at midnight, wondering if he sold out too soon.
I told the truth, as best I could. Not the facts, always—but the feeling. I wanted you to look at a picture or read a piece and feel it in your gut, like a memory you didn’t know you had.
By the early '50s, I wasn’t just surviving—I was building something. A style. A legacy, maybe. I was making a name, and not just byline-deep.
But I wasn’t ready to settle in. There were too many stories left, too many alleyways, boxing gyms, beauty parlors, and back seats I hadn’t explored yet.
Besides, the next big story was walking toward me in a rumpled coat, smoking Lucky Strikes, and scribbling in a notebook that smelled of gin.
His name was Nelson Algren.


CHAPTER 5: FIRST ROLL IN CHICAGO

Chicago didn’t roll out a red carpet for me. It rolled out a beat cop’s boot, a bucket of steam, and a cold wind that could strip the skin off your face. But I loved it instantly. New York might have been the big stage, but Chicago had character actors. And I was there to shoot them all—warts, whiskey breath, widow’s peaks, and all.
My first few days in town I did what any smart photojournalist does—I wandered. No assignment. Just me, a camera, and a pair of shoes I quickly learned weren’t waterproof. I hit Maxwell Street, where every block felt like a movie set. Merchants barked prices, blues men wailed on corners, and housewives haggled over pickled herring like the fate of the world depended on it. It was part bazaar, part opera, all soul.
I took my first real Chicago roll right there—thirty-six frames of noise and grit and raw humanity. A man selling mismatched shoes from a baby carriage. A kid eating a hot dog he clearly stole. A preacher shouting into the void while drunks ignored him. I didn’t know who’d buy it, but I knew I’d struck oil.
That roll got me noticed.
I brought it to a local Time bureau stringer named Hal, who smoked like a factory chimney and had no time for amateurs. He flipped through the contact sheet with the bored disinterest of a man who’d seen too many “promising kids.” But then he paused. It was the photo of the shoeless boy leaning against a butcher’s pole, eyes older than his face. Hal jabbed his nicotine-stained finger at it and said, “This. You get more like this, you’ll make it.”
I did.
Over the next few months, I roamed the city like a one-man census. I shot the drunks in Skid Row flophouses. The commuters crushed in Union Station. The dames at Marshall Field’s trying on furs they couldn’t afford. I wasn’t staging scenes—I was harvesting them.
You couldn’t fake Chicago. It was too busy surviving to pose.
One night I ended up in a boxing gym on the South Side. The smell hit you first—sweat, old leather, liniment. I was there chasing a tip about a young fighter from Mississippi with dynamite in his left hand. I don’t remember his name, but I remember the moment: his eyes just before the bell, wide and waiting like a child looking into the dark. I snapped that shot and knew I had something. I left before the third round. I wasn’t interested in the win. I wanted the moment before.
That became my style. Never just the event—always the edges.
By then, Florence had joined me in Chicago, and we’d found a small apartment where the radiator clanged like it was possessed and the kitchen could fit exactly one chair. She made it feel like a palace. She didn’t mind my late nights, my film-stained fingers, or the fact that I talked about aperture settings in my sleep. She believed in what I was doing. “You’re catching America before it changes,” she said once. And dammit, she was right.
I started getting regular work from Life, Look, and The Saturday Evening Post. I shot a series on neighborhood barbershops, which were still places where men went to get advice, not just haircuts. I did a profile of a milkman—yes, a milkman—because I saw something heroic in a guy waking up at 3 a.m. to keep families stocked with cream and dignity. That’s what photography taught me: everyone was worthy of a story if you knew how to look.
And then came Algren.
He was already a name—author of The Man with the Golden Arm, chronicler of Chicago’s underbelly, the kind of writer who made editors nervous and drinkers feel seen. We met through an editor who thought “two street guys ought to get along.” Our first meeting was unceremonious. He was hunched over a coffee at Riccardo’s, chain-smoking and cursing Eisenhower under his breath.
“You the camera guy?” he asked, not looking up.
“Yeah. You the guy who sleeps with French philosophers?”
That got a chuckle.
We became unlikely friends. He wrote like I shot—with sharp elbows and tender eyes. His prose was drunk, beautiful, and brutal. I started trailing him with my camera—not for an assignment, but because he was the assignment. His life was the story. He moved through Chicago like a ghost with a library card, knowing every bar, every flop, every con.
One day he invited me to photograph him with Simone de Beauvoir. She was staying with him for the summer, and though he wouldn’t admit it, he was smitten in a way he wasn’t used to. She had that Parisian gravity—like she saw the whole world and wasn’t impressed.
I captured them in his dingy apartment: Simone in a robe, sipping black coffee, Algren shirtless and distracted, papers scattered like confetti from a doomed parade. That shot ended up in museums later. At the time, I just thought, “This is honest. This is what truth looks like when no one’s performing.”
My friendship with Algren shaped the next phase of my work. He made me braver, looser. He reminded me that art didn’t have to be pretty—it had to be honest.
The city was my playground now, and I knew every shortcut and alley. I could smell a story before it happened. And I knew how to wait. The trick wasn’t just knowing where to stand—it was knowing how long to stand there.
I’d spend hours in diners, waiting for someone to cry, or laugh, or confess. I wasn’t some sneaky voyeur. I engaged. I earned trust. Then I clicked. Sometimes people didn’t even notice. Sometimes they did, and didn’t care.
By the end of my first year in Chicago, I’d shot over 5,000 frames, written for four national magazines, and had editors asking for “a Shay-style piece”—which meant gritty, real, fast, and unfiltered. I never gave them what they asked for. I gave them what they didn’t know they needed.
I had found my beat. My city. My rhythm.
And I was just getting started.


CHAPTER 6: NELSON ALGREN’S DIRTY HALO

Nelson Algren wore the same rumpled coat for a decade and had the same look in his eye the entire time: part scorn, part heartbreak, and part hangover. He was the kind of man who could quote Nietzsche in a skid row bar, pick a fight with a cop in the morning, and be teaching a college seminar by afternoon. But don’t let the academic gigs fool you—Nelson never sold out. He just made enemies with better vocabulary.
He lived on West Evergreen in a third-floor walk-up with peeling paint and a ceiling that leaked when it wasn’t even raining. The first time I visited, I had to step over three cats, a pile of rejected manuscripts, and a French woman in a bathrobe. That was Simone. Yes, that Simone. Simone de Beauvoir, who considered Sartre the love of her life but spent her summers in Chicago with Nelson, who had neither teeth like Sartre nor a proper passport.
I didn’t plan to become Nelson’s photographer. There was no assignment, no pitch. I just knew he needed to be documented. The way he lit a cigarette like it was a protest, the way he frowned when anyone said “literary,” the way he saw Chicago not as a city, but as a confession—raw and stinking and beautiful.
He wasn’t easy company. He grumbled, cursed, and made enemies like most people make breakfast. He had contempt for institutions and anyone who had more than two suits. But he had a soft spot for losers—the kind of people life chewed up and spit out onto the sidewalks of Division Street. Pimps, junkies, prostitutes, day laborers, veterans with no medals. Nelson saw them all and wrote them better than anyone.
He called his friends “gravy,” and he wasn’t being sweet. If you were gravy, you had to pour smooth and stick through the heat.
Photographing Nelson meant following him through dives, alleys, pawn shops, pool halls, and the occasional university lecture hall—where he’d walk in late, reeking of gin, and deliver a speech that made even the snobbiest undergrad sit up and take notes.
He hated being posed. Hated the click of the shutter when it felt staged. “If you’re gonna shoot me,” he said once, “shoot me like you’d shoot a stray dog. With mercy.” So I did. I caught him mid-sentence, mid-sigh, mid-regret. Never smiling. Always seeing.
There’s a photo I took of him in front of a Wabansia tavern sign, shoulders hunched, cigarette dangling, trench coat cinched against the wind. The sign reads “No Minors Allowed,” but Nelson looked like the ultimate minor—forever minor-league in the eyes of the literary elites. He hated the East Coast book world, called it “a club of grinning bastards.” He was proud that Hemingway had blurbed The Man with the Golden Arm. “Papa liked it. That’s all I need,” he said.
But the public? They moved on. The Man with the Golden Arm got adapted into a Sinatra movie that Nelson hated. He thought they softened the edges, cut out the heart. “You can’t dress up heroin and call it Hollywood,” he told me. “It’s still a needle in the arm and piss in the alley.”
I photographed that bitterness, too. In one shot, he’s sitting at his desk, surrounded by yellowing pages, a bottle half-empty, and his Royal typewriter looking like it just lost a fight. It wasn’t glamorous. It wasn’t tragic. It was truth. Writers like Nelson didn’t die at the top of the charts—they slipped down slowly, page by page, like a cigarette ash falling into coffee.
But he still had magic in him.
One night, he took me to a Polish dive near Milwaukee Avenue. The bartender had one eye and three teeth. We sat in a booth with ripped upholstery and watched a stripper named Lidia do the same routine she’d been doing since 1947. Nelson leaned in and whispered, “She used to dance like she believed in something.” He wasn’t mocking her. He was mourning her.
That’s how he saw the world. Not with scorn, but with sorrow.
He wrote about the forgotten because he was afraid of being forgotten. He wanted his books to outlive him. He didn’t care about bestsellers or prizes—he wanted immortality. And when I asked him if he thought he’d get it, he said, “Only if you keep taking pictures of me looking like hell.”
We fought, of course. One time I submitted a photo of him to Life without asking. It ran under the headline “Algren’s Lonely Chicago.” He called me a parasite. I told him he looked good in black and white. We didn’t speak for six weeks.
Then he called me at midnight and said, “You free for pancakes?” That was Nelson’s way of saying sorry.
I don’t want to mythologize him too much. He could be cruel. He broke hearts. He nursed grudges. He aged like wet wood—warped, hard to read. But he never lied. Not on the page, not in life. And he taught me more about storytelling than any editor ever did.
He taught me that you don’t photograph what people look like—you photograph what they are. You wait for the moment when their mask slips, even if just for a second.
Nelson gave me that moment a hundred times.
And when he died in 1981, I didn’t mourn him with words. I mourned him with pictures. I assembled the best of what I had and put it on gallery walls—not to elevate him, but to remind people that he had been here. That he’d seen them, written them, understood them.
He wore his dirty halo proudly. And I was lucky enough to catch the glow before it dimmed.


CHAPTER 7: SIMONE IN THE MORNING

There are mornings you photograph because the light is good, and then there are mornings you photograph because history walks into the kitchen half-dressed, lights a cigarette, and starts speaking French to a man with holes in his socks.
Simone de Beauvoir was unlike anyone I had ever met. She didn’t smile at you unless she meant it. She didn’t care if you liked her or not—she assumed you’d come around eventually. She had the gravity of a philosopher and the sensuality of a woman who knew she didn’t have to try hard to own the room. The first time I saw her with Nelson, she was wearing one of his shirts, barefoot, hair pinned up like an afterthought. She looked like she belonged to no one and nothing, yet she was the moment.
Nelson met her in Paris, of course, and he always downplayed it, like he’d bumped into her at the butcher’s. “She’s just a dame with ideas,” he said. But he never spoke of her lightly. Simone was in Chicago off and on during the late ‘40s and early ‘50s, long enough to leave a mark on the city’s intelligentsia and longer on Nelson. He never wrote about her directly, but the women in his fiction got smarter and sadder around that time.
I never intended to photograph her. Not formally. But sometimes you carry your camera because something tells you to, and sometimes that thing is a philosopher in your friend’s apartment making instant coffee.
One morning—I think it was a Sunday—I stopped by Nelson’s place on Wabansia to drop off some prints. Florence was visiting her parents, so I had time to kill. I knocked and let myself in when no one answered. The door was never locked. It wouldn’t have mattered—Chicago thieves wouldn’t have bothered with Algren’s typewriter or unpaid bills.
There she was.
Simone de Beauvoir, in nothing but a trench coat, padding across the floor, cigarette in one hand, coffee cup in the other. The sunlight hit her shoulder, and for a second, she wasn’t a feminist icon or Sartre’s partner or even Nelson’s flame. She was just a woman. Awake. Unbothered. Real.
I lifted my camera out of instinct.
She turned her head and looked at me—not startled, not posed. Just looked.
Click.
It was one of those moments you don’t plan and you don’t ask for. She didn’t object. Didn’t flinch. She sipped her coffee and said in French, “You are always watching.” Then she smirked. “That is your power.”
That photo, taken in one shot, no adjustments, no second frame, would become one of the most famous I ever took. Not because of nudity or notoriety, but because it was honest. It showed Simone as a woman becoming—not in some abstract philosophical sense, but right there, in a room that smelled of books and burnt toast, with the light catching the curve of her neck like a sentence unfinished.
It was the only time I ever shot her directly. The rest of the time, she and I existed in polite orbit. She was always cordial, never warm. I think she respected me because I didn’t fawn over her. I was too busy chasing Chicago’s underbelly to be dazzled by a Parisian intellect, no matter how legendary.
But I watched her. The way she scribbled notes while Nelson read. The way she observed the city—its noise, its coldness, its vulgar grace—with curiosity instead of judgment. She took long walks alone. Nelson told me she once got lost on the South Side and ended up drinking with three retired porters who had no idea who she was. She found it refreshing.
She understood America in a way few outsiders did. Not as a promise, but as a puzzle. “You are a country of contradiction,” she told me once. “You glorify freedom but worship money. You love the underdog until he wins. You want art, but you pay for entertainment.”
That stuck with me.
Simone left behind more than notebooks. She left behind a different version of Nelson. Softer, sometimes. He never admitted it, but he missed her every time she left. He’d get more bitter, more solitary, write fewer letters and drink more coffee laced with gin. When she was around, he wrote better. When she was gone, he sounded better—but it was hollow. Like a saxophone without a reed.
I published the photo years later. It caused a stir, as expected. Some said it was exploitative. Others called it iconic. A few feminists accused me of reducing her to her body. But what they missed—what I knew—was that she controlled that moment. She let it happen. She owned it. I didn’t catch her off guard. I caught her at peace.
Years later, when I had a retrospective at a Chicago gallery, that photo was the centerpiece. People stared. Men. Women. Scholars. Nobodies. One woman whispered, “It’s like she sees through you.” And I thought, Yeah, she did.
Not many people got to see that side of Simone. Not even Sartre, I’d guess. But I did. For one sliver of a second, I saw her not as legend or lover or leftist—but as a woman at home in her skin, on borrowed sheets, with nothing to prove.
And that, to me, was the truth worth capturing.


CHAPTER 8: THE TOUGH AND THE TENDER: STREET KIDS, NUNS, AND HOOKERS

They say a city shows its soul in who it hides and who it hails. I spent the better part of a decade photographing Chicago’s soul in full color and high contrast. And it wasn’t found in City Hall or the skyline. It was underfoot—scuffed knees, busted heels, mascara-streaked faces, open palms. The city’s real face was down low, on the sidewalk. That’s where I aimed my lens.
I never had patience for glamour shots. Give me grime. Give me the crack in the lipstick, the loose shoelace, the dented saxophone. Give me the guy who just missed his train and the kid who sleeps on the fire escape. That’s where the truth was. Still is.
The street kids were my favorite. Not because their lives were easy, but because they didn’t pretend they were. I photographed boys with fists for defense and girls who flirted like it was a survival skill. They weren’t innocent—but they weren’t broken either. Just sharp-edged and fast-moving. Like sparks from a railcar.
One of my best-known shots came from a vacant lot near Halsted. A boy—maybe nine—barefoot in winter, holding a baby pigeon like a sacred object. He didn’t flinch when I snapped the shutter. Just stared straight through me. That photo ran in Look and got me a letter from some woman in Vermont who wanted to adopt him. I never saw him again. That’s how it goes. You don’t follow up in this line of work. You capture, then disappear.
The nuns were a different story.
Chicago’s nuns weren’t the dainty types you see in Hollywood films. These were steel-spined women with weathered hands and eyes like radar. I met Sister Bernadette on the South Side, running a home for unwed mothers and wayward teens. She stood five-foot-nothing and once cold-clocked a john with a Bible. When I asked to photograph her, she said, “Make me look like I work.”
I did.
One shot has her bending over a sink, scrubbing a young girl’s bloody dress. Another shows her lighting a cigarette after midnight, rosary in one hand, paperwork in the other. She didn’t pose. She allowed. There’s a difference.
She told me, “The streets are God’s unfinished business. We’re just mopping up.” I don’t remember the Pope ever saying anything that good.
And then there were the working girls. Hookers, hustlers, women whose names changed nightly. I met them under El tracks and outside bars that never closed. I didn’t come with judgment. I came with a camera and respect. That’s all they ever wanted.
One girl—Angela, I think—told me, “You’re the first man to ask me for a picture instead of a price.” I shot her sitting on a stoop, heels off, makeup smeared, eyes alert. She looked like the Madonna after a long shift. That photo never ran. No editor had the guts. But it hangs in my office still, framed in oak, a quiet monument to lives lived out loud.
Photographing the street meant blending in. I wore the same coat every day, carried my camera like a lunchbox, and moved like I had nowhere to be. I didn’t ask for permission. I earned it by being there. Not once, but often. I became familiar—familiarity being the only form of trust in those parts.
Sometimes I got threatened. Once, a pimp pulled a knife and told me to scram. I didn’t run. I just handed him a copy of a photo I’d taken the week before—his girl laughing with a stranger, real joy in her face. He stared at it, then folded it and walked away.
The camera saved me more times than I can count.
Florence didn’t always understand it. “Why not shoot something happy?” she’d ask. I’d shrug. “I do,” I said. “I shoot honest. That’s happy enough for me.”
People assumed I was exploiting these lives, but I wasn’t. I was witnessing them. I showed what I saw—good, bad, noble, ugly. The nuns and the hookers had more in common than anyone wanted to admit. So did the kids and the aldermen. Chicago is a city of doubles. Saints in the morning, sinners by nightfall. Sometimes in reverse.
I remember photographing a funeral once for a girl who died of exposure. No family. Just Sister Bernadette and two other girls, holding candles in the wind. I shot it from a distance. No flash. No sound. Just one frame. That photo never ran either. But it lives in me.
That’s what this work does—it fills you with people. Not names. Moments. Fragments of lives that pile up in your bones like old negatives.
And when I look back at those years, it’s not the covers or the paychecks I remember. It’s that kid with the pigeon. That nun with the cigarette. That woman with mascara running like rain.
They weren’t subjects. They were stories. And I was lucky enough to tell a few of them.


CHAPTER 9: STUDS AND THE STORIES THAT TALK

Studs Terkel talked like a man who’d been waiting for years to be asked a question. Then he’d talk like he didn’t have time to answer. Then he’d keep going anyway, winding through digressions, jokes, politics, jazz riffs, and war memories until you forgot what you asked in the first place—and didn’t care.
He was a walking Chicago story. Not the tourist version—the real one. He knew the union guys, the longshoremen, the jazz drummers, the waitresses, the radicals, the priests who drank too much, and the professors who didn’t drink enough. He wasn’t a journalist. He was a listener. And in that, he was better than most of us who carried notebooks or cameras.
I met Studs through Algren, of course. The two of them were opposite sides of the same subway token. Nelson saw the darkness and loved it; Studs saw the same darkness and kept lighting matches. They needled each other in public and backed each other in private. You had to earn your way into their conversations, and even then, you might only get a grunt.
The first time I photographed Studs, he was in the middle of interviewing a retired steelworker on a bench in Grant Park. He didn’t know I was shooting. I was a few feet away, crouched by a trash can, using a long lens. Studs leaned forward, hands open, head cocked like he was trying to catch a song on the breeze. The steelworker was crying.
Click.
That image ran in Life, under the caption “The Listener.” Studs hated it. Called it “self-indulgent schmaltz.” Then he asked for ten copies.
He had a laugh that could shake a bookshelf. He wore red socks and rumpled suits and carried a bag of books like it was a badge of honor. He looked like a man perpetually running late to a broadcast, and he often was. But he was never unprepared. He read everything. Underlined in four colors. Scribbled in margins. Studs didn’t interview people—he excavated them.
I shot him dozens of times over the years. At WFMT studios. In his car. In courtrooms, jazz bars, union rallies. Once, at a protest, someone threw a tomato at a cop and hit Studs instead. He licked the juice off his collar and kept talking.
When he started compiling oral histories—Division Street, Working, The Good War—editors said it would never sell. Who wants to read the thoughts of janitors and waitresses? Turns out, America did. Because Studs knew something most journalists forgot: everyone has a voice, but not everyone gets asked to use it.
I learned a lot watching him work. I’d watch his hands more than his mouth. They moved like a conductor’s, coaxing rhythm from strangers. He knew how to get a bus driver talking about the moon, or a prison guard talking about kindness. He had no pretense. That’s why people trusted him.
There’s a photo I took of Studs in his kitchen, flipping through LPs while his wife, Ida, stirred soup. The table was covered in books, cassette tapes, newspaper clippings, and a half-eaten sandwich. He looked up mid-rant and said, “Art, you’re the only guy I trust to make me look bad.” That was the compliment.
Studs believed in Chicago. Not the buildings, not the government—the people. He saw the poetry in a plumber’s hands, the theater in a grocery store argument, the philosophy in a tired cabbie’s sigh. He didn’t romanticize work. He respected it. That’s why the workers opened up to him—they knew he wasn’t taking notes to win awards. He was doing it to tell the truth.
The last time I photographed him, he was in his eighties, sitting on his front steps with a copy of Working in one hand and a cigar in the other. He looked tired but not finished. I asked him, “You ever think about quitting?” He barked, “Quitting what? Listening? What the hell else am I supposed to do—shut up and die?”
That was Studs.
He died in 2008, just shy of ninety-seven. The city tried to memorialize him with plaques and dedications. But that wasn’t necessary. He’d already etched himself into the sidewalks, the bus stops, the back rooms, the kitchens, the hearts. If you’ve ever told a stranger your story on a train, thank Studs. He taught us how to talk—and more importantly, how to listen.
I still hear his voice sometimes, late at night when the city quiets down. That gravel drawl, that relentless curiosity. And I remember his advice to me, scrawled in the margin of a letter: “Catch ‘em when they’re not looking. That’s when they tell you who they are.”
That’s what I tried to do, too.


CHAPTER 10: THE HUSTLE IN COLOR: RACE, RIOTS, AND RHYTHM

You can’t photograph Chicago and avoid race. You can try, sure—stick to downtown, keep your lens pointed at Lake Michigan and the white marble of the Tribune Tower—but you’d be lying. You’d be cropping out the truth. And I wasn’t in the business of lying.
Race wasn’t a subject in Chicago. It was the street. It was the cracked sidewalk. It was the cop’s squint. The school map. The red lines drawn in pencil by bankers who never set foot on the blocks they condemned. It was in the way people moved, where they stopped, and where they knew not to.
I didn’t grow up in the Black community. I wasn’t from the South Side. But I knew how to see. And I knew how to shut up and pay attention. That’s how I earned trust on streets where other white men didn’t last five minutes with a camera. Not because I was special—because I showed up again. And again. And again. I didn’t treat people like photo ops. I treated them like neighbors. Because they were.
My work in Black Chicago started with the music. You couldn’t ignore it. The blues spilled out of bars like smoke, and jazz poured from upstairs windows like prayer. Maxwell Street had both—the hustle and the holy. I shot street performers who played one-string diddley bows made from broom wire and nail heads. I shot gospel singers at makeshift altars and saxophonists blowing their last clean breath into dented brass.
There was rhythm in everything. In a boy jumping double-dutch. In a woman setting her curlers while reading Ebony. In the preacher's finger raised to the sky, like he was conducting God Himself.
But the city was boiling, too. The 1950s rolled into the '60s, and everything that had been politely suppressed was starting to erupt. Martin Luther King came to Chicago in ’66, and I covered one of his marches in Marquette Park. It was supposed to be peaceful, but the air had teeth.
White kids threw bricks. One hit King in the head. He didn’t fall. Didn’t even stumble. He just steadied himself, straightened his coat, and kept marching. I caught that moment. That’s the photo that ran—King mid-stride, with blood drying near his temple, looking like a man walking straight through history.
After that, I started covering more civil rights stories. I wasn’t assigned—I chose to. I shot tenant meetings, school protests, sit-ins at greasy spoons. I watched young activists age ten years in a summer. I watched cops hide behind riot gear like it was a badge of honor.
And I got scared. Not for myself—but for what we were becoming.
I remember one night I was on the West Side during a blackout, after a skirmish broke out over a police shooting. I wasn’t trying to get a headline shot. I was just documenting. I crouched near a burned-out pharmacy and caught a girl, maybe sixteen, holding a frying pan and a loaf of bread, her dress torn, her eyes defiant. She didn’t see me. Or maybe she did and didn’t care. That image still haunts me. Not because of what she was doing—but why she had to.
Florence worried. “You’re not Black, Art,” she said once. “They might not want your camera there.” I nodded. “Maybe. But the ones who do—they need it there.”
I never claimed to be a voice for the community. I was a witness. That’s all. A good witness pays attention, doesn’t interrupt, and doesn’t rewrite what they see. My job was to hold the frame steady while America came apart at the seams.
But it wasn’t all riot and ruin.
There was joy, too. I shot high school dances on the South Side that felt like Broadway shows. I shot a wedding at a church where the bride and groom kissed like they were inventing love. I captured block parties where barbers cut hair on the curb and grandmas passed lemonade to boys too proud to ask.
Those images didn’t always sell. But they mattered.
The editors in New York wanted “grit,” which was their code for Black pain. I gave them some, sure—because that’s part of the story. But I also gave them tenderness. Laughter. Style. Dignity. I wanted America to see Black Chicago the way I saw it: alive, layered, brilliant, complicated.
And music—God, the music. I photographed Muddy Waters in a basement club so smoky I could barely focus. I shot Sam Cooke backstage in a white suit, adjusting his cufflinks like he was tuning an instrument. I got a young Curtis Mayfield on a stoop with his guitar and a notebook full of anthems he hadn’t even written yet.
Music was protest. And protest was music.
You had to be careful not to romanticize it. I wasn’t there to make suffering beautiful. I was there to document the truth, and sometimes the truth was ugly. But I’d be damned if I’d let it be the only thing in the frame.
Sometimes I caught smiles that didn’t make it into the magazines. But they made it into my archives. Because when the textbooks come calling, when the documentaries get made, when the museums dust off the history—they’ll need those smiles, too. Otherwise, they’ll get it wrong.
The hustle wasn’t just about money. It was about presence. About holding your place in a city that didn’t always want you. About creating rhythm where there was chaos.
That’s what I saw. And I kept my shutter ready.



CHAPTER 11: ALI BEFORE THE BELL

When I first saw Cassius Clay, he wasn’t the champ yet. Hell, he wasn’t even the main event. He was just a kid with a mouth, a grin, and a body made of wire and lightning. This was before the gold medal, before the name change, before the world started arguing about whether he was a genius or a disgrace.
To me, he was a camera magnet the moment he walked in the room.
I was sent to cover him for Life, a small piece on rising fighters. They told me, “Get a few rolls of this Louisville kid—they say he’s fast.” Fast was an understatement. He floated. Not just in the ring, but in life. He floated into rooms, into people’s heads, into headlines. He didn’t enter—he arrived.
The first time I shot him was at a gym on the South Side. He was shadowboxing in front of a cracked mirror, talking nonstop. “I’m so pretty I make mirrors blush,” he said. I snapped that line and the reflection at the same time. That frame’s in museums now. Back then, it was just one of thirty-six on the roll.
He liked the camera. No—he loved it. He preened for it, posed, performed. But every so often, he’d forget it was there. That’s what I waited for.
You don’t capture Ali by shooting him when he’s talking. You catch him when he’s listening. When the crowd’s gone and the robe’s off. When his face relaxes and you see the boy beneath the boxer. That’s where the truth is.
One afternoon, we sat in the locker room after a sparring session. He was breathing heavy, hands wrapped in gauze, sweat running down his ribs. No trainers, no press—just me and my Leica. He said, “You think they’ll ever let me be me?”
I said, “Who’s stopping you?”
He grinned. “Everybody.”
That was before he refused the draft. Before the Nation of Islam. Before they took his title and called him un-American. But he knew it was coming. You could see it in his eyes—he saw the storm on the horizon and leaned into it.
I photographed him on and off for over a decade. Before and after his transformation into Muhammad Ali. Before and after the controversies, the exile, the comeback, the Parkinson’s.
He changed in name, in purpose, in scale—but not in presence. He was always larger than the frame.
When I shot him at his Chicago apartment, he had books everywhere. Malcolm X, the Quran, The Autobiography of Frederick Douglass. He was no fool. He wasn’t just loud—he was thinking. Every soundbite had scaffolding. Every joke had teeth.
People think Ali was about arrogance. What they miss is that his confidence was necessary. If he didn’t declare himself the greatest, the world would have buried him. He carved his name into the sport with both fists and words.
There’s a photo I love from a press event where he’s doing magic tricks—pulling scarves from his sleeve, making quarters disappear. Reporters laughed. He smiled, but his eyes were somewhere else. That’s the shot I published. Not the trick. The look behind the trick.
He once told me, “They want me to be a clown. I’ll give them the circus, but I’ll be the ringmaster.”
And he was.
I saw him train with kids in Cabrini-Green. I saw him kiss babies in church basements. I saw him pray alone in a locker room, lips moving, hands folded, the camera forgotten. I never ran that photo. That moment wasn’t for me.
During the ‘70s, when his speech began to slow just slightly—barely noticeable unless you’d known him a while—I asked how he felt. He shrugged. “Even the sun goes down, man. But I’m still shining.”
Some subjects shrink when the shutter clicks. Ali expanded. But not just in ego—in intention. He knew photography mattered. He knew his image was a weapon. He wanted kids to see him and believe something about themselves they weren’t being told.
In one of my favorite shots, he’s standing outside a gym in winter, breath visible in the air, gloved hands in pockets, no smile. Just stillness. Not performing. Just being. That’s the Ali I wish more people knew. Not the shouter. The seer.
Years later, when the tremors came, when his voice cracked like old vinyl, he still had presence. It wasn’t in his volume—it was in his gravity. You could feel it when he entered a room. The silence. The respect.
People ask me, “Was he really the greatest?” I say, “He was the greatest at being himself, in a world built to erase people like him.” That’s what makes a champion.
Photographing Ali was like photographing America’s conscience—restless, brash, bruised, and unbowed. Sometimes wrong. Never silent.
And I still hear his voice when I go through my contact sheets:
“Don’t blink, Art. You might miss something historic.”


CHAPTER 12: JFK, CAPONE’S GHOST, AND THE MAN IN THE SHADOWS

Chicago’s got a memory like an elephant and a conscience like a card shark. You can smell the past here—cheap bourbon, cold gunmetal, fresh ink off a precinct printing press. For a photographer like me, that meant the ghosts were never far away. And sometimes, the living didn’t look much different.
I covered John F. Kennedy during his swing through the Midwest in 1960. Young, crisp, with a jaw carved by gods and a haircut that probably had its own publicist. He didn’t move through a crowd—he surfaced from it. People reached for him like he had the cure for everything, which, at that time, most Americans were starting to believe.
I wasn’t assigned to cover the campaign nationally. But when JFK came through Chicago, I had my Leica loaded and my shoes tied tight. I caught him on stages, shaking hands at greasy spoons, stepping over potholes in Bronzeville like he’d never seen a street that wasn’t swept twice daily. He had the look of a man aware of the camera without being ruled by it. He used the lens. But he didn’t let it own him.
My best shot of him wasn’t at a podium. It was in the back of a car, just after a fundraiser. He was loosening his tie, eyes distant, lips slightly open like he was rehearsing an apology no one would ever hear. It was the face of a man who carried secrets. That ran in Life with the caption: “A quiet moment between applause.” But I knew better. It was after the applause, and he was already somewhere else.
He had charm, sure. But behind those Catholic-boy smiles was a machine. And Chicago knew machines. Ours was run by Mayor Richard J. Daley, the boss of bosses, who could flip precincts like pancakes and make indictments disappear faster than a magician’s coin. Kennedy needed Chicago. And he got it—in part because the city owed the Democratic Party a win, and in part because there were still shadows on Michigan Avenue who carried favors for the price of silence.
I never photographed the mob directly. You don’t. Not if you like your kneecaps. But I saw them. Knew the back doors. I’d sit in a booth at a steakhouse and watch two men shake hands over a deal that wouldn’t make the papers. I once photographed a union boss at a bowling alley—innocuous, harmless, except for the envelope he passed to a city inspector between frames.
Capone was long dead, but his ghost lingered like cigar smoke. You could find his fingerprints in ward offices, union meetings, and the velvet-lined booths of Rush Street lounges. I once walked past a basement club in Little Italy and heard someone say, “If Big Al were here, this town wouldn’t be so damn messy.” That was in ’73.
The man in the shadows? That could’ve been anyone. But in my line of work, it usually meant someone who didn’t want to be seen but needed to be heard. Fixers, fall guys, bag men. The sort of people who knew when the headlines were going to break—because they wrote them.
I had a contact—a guy named Louie “the Pipe” who worked sanitation but knew more about zoning boards and backroom deals than the city clerk. I never photographed Louie, but I owe him half a dozen tips that turned into front-page stories. He once warned me not to show up to a city council vote “unless you want your camera confiscated and your teeth rearranged.” I stayed home that day. Florence made pancakes.
JFK made his famous “ask not” speech in Washington, but the gears that got him elected were oiled in cities like this. Places where votes didn’t always come in ones, and a good precinct captain could raise the dead—and get them to vote Democrat.
After Kennedy died, I went back to that car photo. I studied it for hours. Was there something in his face? Did he know? Could anyone know?
I don’t romanticize power. I saw too many good people steamrolled by it. But I respected Kennedy’s theater. He played the part better than most. And I respected his risks—civil rights, cold war diplomacy, space. He bet the country’s future like a man playing poker with loaded dice. And he almost got away with it.
Chicago didn’t mourn JFK with wailing or parades. It mourned him with silence. Daley wore a black armband. The Tribune printed his photo above the fold. Men in barber shops shook their heads and muttered, “What a damn shame.” Then went back to reading the racing forms.
But the gears didn’t stop turning. The machine never pauses. One man goes down, another steps in. The shadows remain.
That’s what I learned in those years—that the face on the podium is just the tip of the picture. The story’s underneath. In the alley. In the unlit hallway. In the handshake that happens after the door closes.
That’s where I aimed my camera. Not always to publish—but to know. To prove to myself that I wasn’t crazy. That beneath the pinstripes and parades, the real story was always there, waiting for someone who didn’t mind the dark.



CHAPTER 13: FLORENCE: THE FRAME I NEVER CROPPED

Florence wasn’t a photograph. She was the frame that held everything together. Sharp, steady, smarter than me in ways I could never photograph, and I tried—Lord, I tried.
We met in New York, in a library of all places, which is fitting because she had the patience of a librarian and the spine of a war novel. I was back from the Army, lugging around a camera, a few notebooks, and more charm than furniture. She had just finished her shift and was reading a paperback with her shoes kicked off. I made some crack about the Dewey Decimal system, and she gave me a look that said don’t push your luck—and then married me six months later.
Florence didn’t marry a photographer. She married a dreamer. The photography came after. So did the late nights, the chemical smells of darkroom trays invading our kitchen, the stacks of contact sheets on the dinner table, and the nights I missed dinner entirely.
She never complained. Not once. That’s not revisionist memory. It’s just fact.
She followed me to Chicago without blinking. We lived in apartments with more character than insulation, raised five kids on a freelance budget and rationed miracles between mortgage payments. She typed my stories when editors demanded legibility. She sorted negatives by candlelight during a blackout. She made coffee like it was sacred and handed me cups with the look that said, Get it done, Art. The world won’t wait.
But she was more than a homefront general. She had taste—classic taste. She could walk through a flea market and pick out the one object that had soul. She’d hang my photographs like they were Rembrandts, even the ones I thought were throwaways. “You’re too close to them,” she’d say. “Let them breathe.” Florence let me breathe.
And she could read people. She had this uncanny radar for phonies. I once brought home a young gallery rep who wanted to “elevate my brand,” whatever the hell that meant. Florence shook his hand, smiled, then whispered, “Watch your wallet.” She was never wrong.
She was in my photos constantly, not always posed. Often just moving through the frame—putting away dishes, wiping a kid’s nose, glancing out a window. I shot her barefoot, pregnant, laughing, scowling, sleeping, humming. I have hundreds of images of her. Thousands, probably. But none of them capture her.
She couldn’t be reduced to grain and shadow. She was always one step ahead of the shutter.
We’d fight, of course. I’d stay out too late. Miss birthdays. Call her from a payphone to say I’d gotten the shot of Ali or Algren or some woman in a fur coat feeding pigeons in the Loop—and she’d hang up before I could say when I’d be home. But she never stopped supporting me. Not for a second. She was my first editor, my best critic, my truest believer.
When Alzheimer’s came, it came like fog. Slowly, then all at once.
At first, it was small things. Keys. Dates. Repeating questions. She laughed about it. “I’m finally forgetting the bills,” she said. But then it got heavier. The laughter dimmed. The questions came too close together. Eventually, she stopped remembering the names of our grandchildren. Then our kids. Then me.
But I still had my camera. I documented the decline—not to exploit it, not to grieve in real time, but to hold on. I shot her brushing her hair when she no longer knew why. I shot her staring at photos of herself and asking, “Who is that?”
And I shot her sleeping, the same way I had fifty years earlier, her lips slightly parted, one arm tossed over her eyes like she’d had a long day. Some things never changed.
I showed those photos once, in a quiet gallery, not a big show, just a room where people could see her—really see her. Not just as my wife or my muse, but as a woman walking through the mystery of memory. Some cried. Some walked out. One woman whispered, “You were brave to show this.”
No, she was brave.
Florence passed in 2012. At home. Peacefully. Surrounded by noise—the good kind. Kids, grandkids, the soft hum of a record player spinning Sinatra, her favorite. I held her hand. She didn’t squeeze back, but I didn’t expect her to.
She gave me everything. She gave me back to myself. Without her, I would’ve drifted. Burned out. Maybe vanished into a bottle, or worse, into my own ego. Florence kept me grounded, even when she forgot where she was.
There’s a photo I took the first year we were married. She’s in the kitchen, hair up, apron on, frying something that probably wasn’t very good because we were broke and the stove barely worked. She’s laughing at something I just said. That photo is framed in my office. I look at it every day.
It reminds me that I never shot anything better than her.



CHAPTER 14: THE PRESIDENTS, THE MOBSTERS, AND THE NOBODIES

There’s a strange kind of democracy in a camera lens. Once someone’s in the frame, whether they’re a president or a pool hall hustler, they’re equal—at least for that fraction of a second when the shutter clicks. That’s one of the reasons I kept doing what I did. Because when you look through a viewfinder long enough, you realize: everyone has a story. Some just come wrapped in better suits.
I shot Eisenhower once. Briefly. A stiff handshake, a forced grin, the usual. He was already more monument than man. He smiled like he’d practiced it in the mirror. I wasn’t moved. The guy had led armies across continents but couldn’t hold eye contact with a press photographer. My shot of him never ran. Probably for the best. He looked like he was trying to remember where he put his war medals.
Then came JFK, whom I’ve already talked about, but he deserves mention again here, if only because of how damn photogenic he was. You’d raise the camera and he’d just lock in—chin up, eyes lit, like he had his own inner key light. I always said Kennedy was the first president who truly understood the camera. He wasn’t just comfortable with it—he used it. Posed for history like a man who knew he’d be dead young and wanted the angles right.
Nixon, by contrast, looked like he was trying to survive the camera. He never blinked, which made him look guilty even when he wasn’t. I photographed him once at a fundraising dinner in Chicago. I think he saw me as a threat. He stared at the lens like it might explode. I caught him mid-bite, chewing chicken and blinking just once—click. That photo didn’t run either, but I kept it. Sometimes the image doesn’t need an audience. Just a witness.
Now, the mobsters—those were different animals entirely.
You didn’t photograph the Outfit. You noticed them. You nodded. You remembered what not to remember. But you didn’t raise a camera unless you wanted to find your Leica in pieces—or your kneecaps, for that matter.
Still, I got close. I shot a funeral once for a guy who ran numbers in Cicero. The church was half cops and half crooks, and no one could tell the difference. The widow wore black, the pallbearers wore Armani, and there were more Cadillacs outside than in a dealership lot.
I stayed at a distance. Long lens. No flash. That was the trick—shoot like a ghost. Get the frame, disappear.
One of the best mob photos I took was never published under my name. It was a handoff—anonymous credit, just a “Chicago freelance photographer.” It showed a known fixer whispering into the ear of a city alderman behind a restaurant kitchen. Steam everywhere, waiters walking by like it was nothing. But that shot said it all: the real power wasn’t at the podium. It was behind the fryer.
Mobsters had a look. Quiet confidence. Greased hair. Hands in pockets. One eye always on the exits. If you saw a guy wearing sunglasses in a poker game at 10 p.m. in a tavern with no windows, he wasn’t there to bluff. He was there to listen.
But you know who I liked photographing best?
The nobodies.
The bus drivers. The school janitors. The women waiting in line at the welfare office with kids asleep on their shoulders. The man ironing his only dress shirt for a job interview he knew he wouldn’t get. The teenage girl trying to balance grace and danger in the alley behind her apartment.
You can learn more about America from a ten-minute conversation with a barber than you can from a press conference. You can learn more about truth in a tired woman’s shoes than in a mayor’s speech.
Once, I followed a garbage man on his route for a week. Not assigned—just interested. I shot him at dawn, in the snow, dragging cans down an icy alley. On the fifth day, he looked at me and said, “Man, are you ever gonna stop taking pictures?” I said, “When the story’s over.” He said, “Then you’re gonna be stuck with me till garbage dies.”
That series never ran anywhere. But it was some of my best work.
People talk a lot about celebrity now—who’s famous, who’s trending. But that’s not what matters. What matters is who’s real. Who shows up. The presidents show up with cameras rolling. The mobsters show up with silence. But the nobodies—they show up every day, with no audience, no applause. Just effort.
I tried to honor that. With my lens. With my time. With my respect.
If you line up my contact sheets from fifty years, you’ll find them all there. Kennedy. A janitor named Reggie who danced in his breaks. A mob guy with blood on his lapel. Florence folding towels.
No hierarchy. Just moments. All of them equal, for the blink of a shutter.
That’s photography.
That’s life.


CHAPTER 15: WHAT MAKES A FACE STICK?

I must’ve photographed a million faces. Okay, maybe not a million—but if you count the contact sheets, the outtakes, the half-blinks and background extras, the unintentional geniuses and unforgettable nobodies, it’s got to be close.
And yet, only a few really stuck.
People always ask me, “Art, how do you know when a face is worth photographing?” Truth is, I never knew until after. You only realize it’s unforgettable when it refuses to fade. Some faces grab you right away—bold, theatrical, headline-ready. Others sneak up on you. They linger. They whisper. They follow you into the darkroom and tug at your sleeve.
It’s not beauty. Never was. Beauty photographs like a statue—it doesn’t move. The best faces aren’t smooth. They’ve got texture. Wrinkles, smirks, scars, crooked teeth, and eyes that know more than they say. Faces that tell you they’ve been through something.
I still remember this steelworker I shot in South Chicago, 1952. He was on break, sitting on a crate, holding a tin lunchbox like it was a sacred relic. He had one eyebrow that always drooped and a lip split from last week’s bar fight. But his eyes—man, they had miles. That photo never ran in a magazine. But I printed it big and hung it in my hallway. Every time I walked past it, I thought: That’s America, right there.
Or the kid who stared through a barbershop window while his older brother got a shave. He had the kind of curiosity you can’t fake. Not performative, just hungry. I snapped him once, didn’t even focus properly, but the frame worked anyway. I called it “Waiting His Turn.” It got picked up by a museum a decade later. Go figure.
Then there’s Ali, of course—whose face demanded attention. And Florence—whose face gave it grace. But the most surprising faces I ever photographed were the ones that told me a story before their mouths did.
You want to know how I choose a face to shoot? I look for tension. Some friction between who someone is and who they’re trying to be. That’s the flashpoint. That’s where truth hides. Not in the smile—but in the hesitation before it.
I remember photographing a jazz trumpeter on the West Side. His name was Wendell—nobody famous. He played in clubs for tips and gin. His face looked like melted wax, and he always wore a battered fedora that shaded half his expression. But when he played? That face transformed. I caught him once mid-blow, cheeks ballooned, eyes shut, sweat catching the light. The frame burned like a lit match. I never forgot him. Still haven’t.
Some faces stick because of timing. One frame too soon or too late, and you miss it. I had a rule: never put your camera down just because the moment seems over. Because sometimes, that after moment is the gold. The sigh after the laugh. The blink after the speech. The instant someone thinks no one’s watching.
Politicians are pros at face control. They smile in rehearsed arcs and squint with manufactured sincerity. But if you wait long enough, the mask slips. I once caught a senator with his hand still raised from a wave, but his eyes had dropped—tired, almost hollow. That’s the frame I printed. Not the smile. The truth.
Kids are different. They don’t hide. That’s why I loved shooting them. Street kids, school kids, barefoot kids dancing in broken fountains. Their faces were raw, unfiltered—pure emotion. A kid doesn’t know what to fake, so you get the real stuff: the joy, the boredom, the rebellion, the defiance. Every face a telegram.
And then there were the invisible ones. The janitors. The waitresses with smudged mascara. The mothers riding buses in silence. I made it my job to see them. To let their faces speak, if only for one shutter’s blink. Because those were the people who carried the city. And they deserved to be remembered.
A face sticks not because it’s famous, or perfect, or symmetrical. A face sticks because it tells a story without asking permission.
Sometimes I’d take a frame, walk away, and forget it. Then, weeks later in the darkroom, the image would appear in the developer tray and bam—it would stop me cold. That’s when I knew. That face had entered the archive of my memory forever. Not as a subject, but as a presence.
I’ve come to believe photography is less about capturing light and more about catching soul. You can’t fake it. You can’t force it. You can only see it—if you’re looking hard enough, long enough, honestly enough.
And once you do?
It never leaves you.


CHAPTER 16: THE EDITOR SAID YES (THEN CHANGED HIS MIND)

If you’ve ever worked in journalism—or any version of the truth-selling business—you know one thing’s constant: the editor giveth, and the editor taketh away.
I've lost count of how many stories I pitched that got the green light on Monday and the red stamp of death by Friday. The story would be “timely,” “urgent,” “right in our wheelhouse,” until someone higher up—usually a guy who hadn’t been on the street in decades—decided it was too gritty, too risky, too real. That’s the word they use when they’re scared. Real.
One time, I shot an entire photo essay on Chicago's unofficial city within a city: the janitors, elevator operators, and mailroom clerks who moved through the city like ghosts—vital but invisible. I called it The Underhanded City. Thirty-five shots, all heart. Black-and-white, close-up, no gloss. I brought it to an editor at Life who said, “This is brilliant, Art. Let's run it next month.”
I never saw the story again.
When I followed up, he coughed into his phone and muttered, “It’s not the right moment politically.” Translation: the advertisers weren’t going to like seeing their lobby scrubbed by someone making $1.40 an hour.
Another time, I spent weeks photographing a single mother in Bronzeville raising five kids on welfare and wit. She was smart, funny, worn out, and defiant. She worked nights at a bakery and napped in a chair between shifts. I shot her braiding her daughter’s hair by refrigerator light. I shot her reading the Tribune with a pencil, circling job listings like they were lottery numbers. The editor at Look loved it.
Until he didn’t.
“We’re leaning toward aspirational content this quarter,” he said. “You know, uplifting profiles.”
I said, “You want uplifting? She raises five kids on less than your lunch budget. You want a damn parade?”
He didn’t run it.
That happened more than once. The best stories—the true stories—often ended up in a drawer. Or on the wall of my studio. Or in Florence’s hands, where she’d study a contact sheet and say, “This one… this one hurts, in a good way.”
I didn’t need the editors to tell me I had something. But I needed them to publish it. That was the dirty contract of the trade. You see the world as it is; they decide if it sells.
There were victories, of course. Stories that made it through. A photo of a homeless vet in Lincoln Park got picked up by The Saturday Evening Post. A spread on South Side school protests ran in Time after three rounds of editorial ping-pong. But every win came with a dozen losses. That’s just the math of truth-telling in a commercial world.
I remember photographing a boxer—up-and-coming kid, working two jobs, fighting on weekends. His story was pure poetry. His fists were hope, his face was the before-picture of greatness. The piece was slated for Sports Illustrated. Then his next fight? He lost. Bad. Down in two rounds. Suddenly the editor didn’t want it anymore.
“People want winners,” he said.
“But this is real,” I said.
“Real doesn’t sell.”
He was wrong. Real sells, but only when it’s safe. Sanitized. Branded. Wrapped in the illusion of narrative closure. Editors wanted arcs, not ambiguity. I gave them open-ended stories. They wanted resolutions; I gave them questions.
So I kept the rejects. Printed them myself. Hung them in modest galleries. Eventually, the same editors who once said “Not for us” started coming to my shows, sipping white wine and pointing at the very images they passed on like they’d just discovered the Rosetta Stone.
Funny how rejection ages well when hung on clean walls.
The lesson was this: You can’t chase approval. Not in this business. You take the shot because it needs to be taken. You tell the story because someone has to. Whether it runs in a magazine or gets taped to a fridge, it matters.
Florence had the right idea all along. She once told me, “You’re not working for the editors, Art. You’re working for the people in the pictures.”
She was right.
The editor might say no. Might say not now. Might say nothing at all. But the woman sweeping the diner at 3 a.m.? The boy jumping turnstiles to get to school? The cop asleep on a bench after a double shift?
They didn’t say no.
They let me in. They let me see.
And I kept every frame.



CHAPTER 17: PLAYS, POSTS, AND PUNCHLINES

Photographers have a reputation for being silent. Observers. Watchers. But I’ve never been able to shut up for long. At some point, words started demanding their own space—leaking into my captions, curling around my contact sheets, bouncing out of my mouth in bars and classrooms. So I gave them a home.
I started writing.
At first, it was necessity. A caption here, a short write-up there. Editors would say, “You’re already out there, Art—might as well send some copy with the film.” What began as practical turned out to be liberating. I didn’t need permission to shoot or to write. That’s a dangerous kind of freedom, the best kind.
I wrote for The Saturday Evening Post, Esquire, Time, Life, The New York Times Magazine—you name it. Short essays, observations, oddball profiles. I wasn’t Mailer or Roth or Baldwin. I didn’t have their polish. But I had the eye. And that transferred just fine to the page.
I treated words like photos. Focused on framing, tone, composition. You could build an entire story around one image—or one sentence. “He looked at the moon like it owed him money.” That line got me a second assignment from a wary editor. After that, I was in.
My writing voice was like my lens—unfussy, curious, a little unshaven. I wasn’t interested in literary gymnastics. I wanted truth with teeth. If I could make you laugh, cry, and squirm in a paragraph, I considered it a win.
But plays—that was a different animal.
I’d been chewing on dialogue in my head for years. Conversations I’d overheard, bar arguments, late-night rants with Algren or Studs. One day I thought, What if I put this all onstage? Let these voices bump into each other under lights?
So I wrote a play.
It was called Where Have You Gone, Jimmy Stewart?, a black comedy about nostalgia, lies, and the American myth machine. It was raw. Probably too raw. I sent it to a small theater company that owed me a favor. They said, “This is either brilliant or nuts. Let’s find out.”
We mounted it in a shoebox theater with folding chairs and coffee-can lighting. It got decent reviews. One critic called it “a Polaroid of postwar America, curling at the edges.” I liked that. It felt accurate.
I wrote a few more. A Clock for Nikita, A Clock for Einstein, A Clock for Everyone Who Ever Forgot What Time It Was. Okay, maybe I had a thing about clocks. Time was always on my mind—how we waste it, stretch it, freeze it in frames. Writing plays let me unfreeze it. Let people live inside it.
The theater folks were different from the magazine people. More tolerant of weird. More broke, too. But they got it. They understood that stories weren’t just for reading. They were for feeling out loud.
Around the same time, I started dabbling in postscripts, back-page columns, and what the French might call petites observations. I wrote about everything—why people walk the way they do in Chicago, how a face changes after 80 years, why street signs look lonely at 3 a.m. I had no plan. Just a voice. And I let it run.
Punchlines came naturally. If you’ve seen what I’ve seen—nuns punching out pimps, jazz players using hot dogs for mouthpieces, a man proposing marriage with a Cracker Jack ring—you develop a sense of humor. Sometimes it’s the only thing keeping you from losing your damn mind.
Florence always said I wrote like I shot—“up close and unapologetic.” She edited my early drafts with a pencil and a sideways smile. “You’re not Hemingway,” she once said, “but you’re not bullshitting either.”
I took that as high praise.
The writing didn’t replace photography. It supplemented it. Deepened it. Gave context where an image couldn’t. A face tells you what. A sentence tells you why.
And it let me reach people I couldn’t photograph. A woman once wrote me a letter after reading a column about photographing a homeless man in the snow. She said, “Your story reminded me of my brother. He died without a picture in the world. Now I imagine yours was him.” That stuck with me. That stays with me.
The best thing about writing? No darkroom. No film to load. Just fingers and truth.
I still prefer a Leica. Still trust the honesty of a well-timed frame. But I’ve come to see that sometimes, the story wants both. The photo and the phrase. The shutter and the sentence.
Because some memories need more than light. They need language.


CHAPTER 18: THE ALZHEIMER’S YEARS: LOVING FLORENCE TWICE

When people say Alzheimer’s is a thief, they’re only half right. A thief sneaks in, takes what it wants, and disappears. Alzheimer’s stays. It doesn’t steal so much as unravel. One thread at a time, until the fabric of the person you love becomes something looser, lighter, harder to hold.
Florence’s decline was slow. Gentle at first. She’d forget where she put her keys, then joke that maybe I stole them. We'd laugh. She’d ask twice what day it was. Then again, and again. I told myself it was just age, stress, the weight of raising five kids and babysitting grandkids and living with a man who hadn’t sat still in sixty years.
But I knew.
The day she forgot our wedding anniversary—our sixtieth—I didn’t say anything. I just watched her pour coffee into a cup she didn’t recognize and hum a tune from a song she couldn’t name. That’s when I picked up the camera.
Not out of habit. Out of need.
I had photographed Florence for decades—dressed and undressed, laughing and glaring, pregnant and poised. But now I was photographing her in reverse. Not aging. Disappearing. Her smile stayed the same. Her hands still folded laundry like muscle memory. But her words wandered. Her stories got rerouted. Some memories vanished like mist in morning light.
I didn't ask her to pose. I never had to. She gave me her life freely. Even in forgetting, she gave it.
One morning, I found her standing in the kitchen, staring at a frying pan like it had betrayed her. She looked at me and asked, “How do I know you again?”
That was the moment. The first full tear in the curtain.
I lifted the camera. She didn’t flinch. She just looked at me. No recognition. No performance. Just a quiet, curious gaze—as if I were someone new she might be about to love.
Click.
People ask if it was hard to photograph her during those years. It was impossible not to. When you’ve made a life documenting truth, you don’t get to turn away from the part that breaks you. That’s not honesty. That’s cowardice. And Florence didn’t marry a coward.
Some days, she’d slip back into clarity like a swimmer surfacing. “Art,” she’d whisper, and the name felt like a warm coat being found again. But those moments came less often. Eventually, the recognition stopped altogether.
And still, she smiled. Still poured tea. Still rested her head on my shoulder, unaware that she’d done it a thousand times before and would forget it five minutes later.
I kept shooting.
I shot her in bed, sleeping with the pillow clutched like a child’s toy. I shot her hands—thin, translucent, still with the same ring I placed there in 1947. I shot her brushing her teeth with the wrong end of the toothbrush. I shot her holding an old photo of herself and asking, “Who’s this pretty lady?”
I didn’t photograph her for sympathy. I wasn’t after pity or shock. I shot her because it was still her. Beneath the decay, the disorientation, the vanishing—there was still Florence. The woman who built me, steadied me, saved me more times than I can say.
I showed a few of those photos once, in a quiet little gallery with muted lighting and soft jazz playing in the background. Some viewers wept. One man told me he lost his wife the same way but never thought to take a picture. He thanked me. Said my images gave him back some part of what he lost.
That’s what art can do. Not fix, not cure, but echo. Remind.
There’s a photo I keep by my bedside. Florence is sitting in a chair by the window. It’s late afternoon, and the light hits her like it always did—perfect, golden, forgiving. She’s looking outside, not at anything in particular, just… looking. Her expression is soft. Not lost. Just elsewhere. It was taken the week before she stopped speaking entirely.
I don’t need to look at it to remember her. But I do. Often.
The day she passed, the house was quiet. The kids came in and out. The phone rang and didn’t get answered. I sat beside her and held her hand. She didn’t squeeze back. But the warmth was there.
I didn’t take a photo that day. I didn’t need to. Some frames live only in the heart.
People talk about loving someone once. I got to love Florence twice. Once when we were young and loud and full of plans. And again when we were old and quiet and full of memory’s shadows. Both times, I loved her with everything I had.
And she let me.
Even when she forgot my name.




CHAPTER 19: CAMERAS I’VE LOVED, AND CAMERAS I’VE CURSED

They say a writer is only as good as his last sentence. A boxer, his last round. A photographer? His last camera—and the shot he missed because it jammed.
I’ve had love affairs with cameras the way some men have with cars or cigars. Each one had a personality. A temper. A way of seeing the world that shaped how I saw it. My camera wasn't just a tool—it was a partner, a conspirator, a necessary evil. And like any longtime companion, some of them betrayed me. Others, I betrayed first.
My first camera, if you can even call it that, was a cheap box model, a giveaway or maybe a war souvenir. It taught me the bare basics: point, click, pray. It had no controls worth mentioning and produced images so soft you could use them as pillows. But it was a start. It gave me the disease.
Then came the Kodak Retina IIa, a sleek little German number with a lens sharp enough to shave with. I carried that one through the war. Shot the boys in the barracks, the clouds over Dresden, the haunted faces in liberated towns. That camera saw things I’ll never forget. I still have it, dented, smelling faintly of leather and history.
But it was the Leica M3 that changed everything.
That was the camera I grew into. Rangefinder focus, 50mm Summicron lens—sharp, discreet, and faster than you think. It became an extension of my eye. I could shoot with it in my sleep, and sometimes I did. I wore it across my chest like a priest wears a cross. I took it into backrooms with Nelson Algren, alleys with Ali, funerals, riots, jazz clubs, quiet mornings with Florence, and a thousand moments in between.
The Leica was a jazz camera. You didn’t compose—you improvised. It taught me to shoot quick, shoot smart, and never ask twice.
But even the Leica had moods.
I remember once, on assignment in the Loop, I saw the shot of the day—a man in a business suit asleep standing up, wedged between two pillars while the crowd swirled around him like water. I raised the Leica, adjusted focus, framed it perfect—and the shutter froze. Jammed. A tiny spring, older than the Pope, had finally given out.
I almost threw the damn thing into the river.
Then came the Nikon F in the ‘60s. A workhorse. Loud as a revolver, heavy as guilt. Built like a tank and just as subtle. You didn’t sneak up on anyone with a Nikon, but it could take a beating. I used it during protests, riots, and one memorable night where I nearly got trampled by a marching band in Garfield Park.
The Nikon could see through smoke. I trusted it to shoot fast-moving chaos—and it delivered. But it wasn’t elegant. The Leica was a scalpel; the Nikon was a sledgehammer. Both had their place. Depends on what you’re trying to cut.
In the ‘70s and ‘80s, the gear got fancier. Motors. Meters. Auto-this and auto-that. I tolerated it. But I never trusted automation. Autofocus was like handing your camera a blindfold and asking it to guess. The machine started deciding for you—what the subject was, how bright the scene should be, how to crop the light.
I didn’t like it. Photography is personal. And machines don’t have instincts. That’s your job.
Digital arrived late in my life. I held out longer than most. Friends were switching over, praising LCD previews and ISO wizardry. I nodded politely. Then I muttered under my breath, “I don’t need a screen to tell me I got it.”
Eventually, I gave in. Bought a digital body with more buttons than sense. It wasn’t love at first click. But I’ll admit, it grew on me. The speed, the flexibility, the ability to shoot two hundred frames without swapping film—it was like cheating, but legal.
And yet… the soul was different. Digital images were too clean. Too perfect. I missed the grain. The smell of developer. The thrill of uncertainty—the long wait in the darkroom, watching a face emerge like a secret in silver.
I still shoot film when I can. Still love the ritual: loading, winding, shooting slow. There’s intention in every frame. You mean it when you only have thirty-six chances.
And I still keep every camera that’s ever mattered. They sit on shelves and tables around my house like aging family members. The Leica that caught Algren looking lost. The Nikon that shot smoke rising from protest signs. The Retina that caught the clouds over Europe in '44.
Each one holds a ghost. A moment. A lesson.
Cameras don’t make photographers. But they shape them. You don’t just use a camera—you become it.
You learn its rhythms, its vices. You curse it when it betrays you, kiss it when it nails the frame.
People assume my favorite camera was whatever made me the most money. They're wrong.
My favorite camera was whichever one was in my hands when life showed its face—and I didn’t flinch.


CHAPTER 20: MISSED SHOTS, LUCKY BREAKS

You don’t make it through a lifetime of photography without regrets. The missed shots hang in the back of your mind like coats on a rack you never had the time to take down. And if you’re honest—and I try to be—you’ll admit that the moments you didn’t capture haunt you more than the ones you did.
I missed Sinatra once.
Not the man—the moment. I had access backstage, a press pass, the whole red-carpet deal. He was standing under a bare bulb in the green room at the Chicago Theatre, hands wrapped around a glass of something dark, head tilted toward the mirror. It was quiet. He wasn’t Frank Sinatra, The Voice, The Chairman. He was just a tired guy about to perform for the thousandth time.
I had the camera around my neck. All I had to do was raise it. But something told me: Don’t. Maybe it was respect. Maybe it was fear. Maybe I just hesitated.
And the moment passed.
He turned, saw me, nodded once, and the curtain went up. The shot’s still in my head. The bulb. The shadows. The glass. The weight of being Sinatra. I missed it. And I never forgot.
Then there was the time I showed up late to a civil rights rally in Washington Park. I was delayed by a flat tire and a cop who didn’t like the look of my car—or maybe my hair. By the time I arrived, the speech was over, the signs were down, and the main shot—of a young Black girl standing on her father’s shoulders, holding a sign that read “My Life Matters”—was already taken. Not by me.
A photojournalist from New York got it. It ran in Life, won awards, got blown up in gallery windows. I never begrudged him. It was a hell of a shot. But I still see that sign in my sleep sometimes, like it’s accusing me.
The missed ones sting.
But the lucky ones? Oh, they hum. They play in your mind like good jazz—unexpected, alive, improvised.
I once caught Eleanor Roosevelt walking alone along Michigan Avenue in the rain. No entourage, no press. Just her and a long coat, head bent against the wind. I was across the street, raised the Leica, and click. That shot wasn’t assigned, wasn’t expected, and barely got published. But it was true. It was her. And it’s one of my favorites.
Another time, I was on assignment to cover a high school basketball game. Boring stuff. Local flavor, filler copy. At halftime, I wandered into the locker room and found a janitor sitting alone, his mop bucket by his feet, watching the game through a small window in the door. His face—soft, worn, transfixed. I took the shot.
A week later, the janitor died. Heart attack. The school asked to use the photo in a memorial pamphlet. That image—not the game, not the players—became the way he was remembered. That’s how it works sometimes. The frame you don’t even think about becomes someone’s most important picture.
You chase the big fish, but sometimes the minnows make the meal.
People love to ask: “What’s the best shot you ever got, Art?” I give them a different answer every time. Because it depends. Depends on what you mean by “best.” Technically perfect? Most published? Most true?
Truthfully, I think it was a shot I got of Florence—yes, her again—sitting in the passenger seat of our car, laughing at something I said. She had just turned her head, her hair caught the light, and I caught her mid-laugh, eyes crinkled, mouth open, joy unposed. It wasn’t for anyone but us. It still sits on my desk.
But lucky breaks aren’t just about pictures. They’re about people. That time I showed up early to a lecture and met a nervous kid with a stutter who turned out to be Studs Terkel’s assistant. He got me into more rooms than my press badge ever did.
Or the day I bumped into Nelson Algren at a used bookstore and offered him a ride—he gave me a week’s worth of material and a lifetime of stories.
Or the publisher who rejected my first book of photos, then called a year later because his daughter saw one of my prints in a gallery and said, “Dad, you missed the boat.”
Yeah, he published it.
The truth is, photography—life—isn’t just about talent. It’s about timing. About being there. About staying there after everyone else has gone home. It’s about watching the frame and waiting for the light to change, the face to shift, the truth to show.
And when it doesn’t?
You keep the camera ready anyway.
Because the next break is coming.
And this time, you won’t miss.


CHAPTER 21: ON DEATH, MEMORY, AND THE PERFECT SHOT

Death is a lousy editor.
It cuts without warning, drops the frame before you're finished, and doesn't ask if you're ready. But like every editor I’ve ever had, death has its own rhythm. You learn to anticipate its edits—not avoid them. You learn to shoot anyway.
I've photographed death. Up close. Quietly. From the periphery. On battlefields and in bedrooms, in alleys and in funeral parlors, in faces that hadn't yet realized the end had arrived. I never glorified it. Never chased it for shock. But I never looked away either. You can’t spend a life shooting truth and then flinch when truth wears black.
I remember once photographing a hospice patient—permission granted, family present, a last favor to a woman who loved photographs more than flowers. She was on her back, eyes closed, a Bible open beside her on the pillow. I caught her hand gently curled over the edge of the blanket. Not clutching. Not fighting. Just resting. I snapped one frame. That was all I needed. Her daughter later said, “You got her soul, Art.”
No. I just saw it.
See, that’s the thing about death—it clarifies. It strips away the performance. There are no false smiles in those last hours. No posing. Just raw humanity. It’s the most honest light I’ve ever shot in. And it humbles you.
Florence’s death, of course, was the one that gutted me most. Not because I wasn’t prepared—we both were—but because it made everything before it shimmer with new meaning. I looked back at all the photos of her, and suddenly they weren’t memories—they were miracles. Proof. Evidence that she lived, that she laughed, that she carried children and casseroles and grief and me. That’s what memory becomes, if you’re lucky: a photo you can still hold.
I’ve been asked a thousand times, “Art, have you ever taken the perfect shot?” And I always answer the same way: No. But I’ve gotten close.
Perfection in photography is a myth. There’s always something slightly off—the light a second too sharp, the focus a hair soft, the moment almost-but-not-quite. But the best frames? The ones that last? They have something better than perfection. They have truth.
Perfection is a catalog cover. Truth is a baby crying while a soldier stares out a window. Perfection is staged. Truth has sweat. Perfection demands symmetry. Truth loves the crooked tooth.
I once shot a man proposing to his girlfriend on a bridge in winter. The ring box fumbled, the words tumbled out. She laughed through tears. He dropped to one knee and slipped the ring on the wrong hand. The shot was tilted, the background blown out, the composition sloppy. But it was real. They used it as their wedding invitation.
That’s as close as I’ve come to perfect.
Memory is a tricky business, too. You think it’s solid, but it’s gelatinous—like undeveloped film. Unstable. Fading if you don’t fix it. That’s why I kept photographing long after the assignments dried up. I was saving pieces of time before they vanished. My house became an archive. My life a contact sheet.
Now, in the late hours of my years, I realize the real gift wasn’t the published pages or the gallery walls. It was the ability to remember. Not just for myself—but for others. For the janitors and jazzmen, the marchers and mothers, the crooked-smile kids and camera-shy priests.
I remembered them with film. With ink. With patience.
And maybe—just maybe—they remember me, too.
The shutter is a heartbeat. The photo is a pulse.
If I have a legacy, I hope it’s this: I was there. I looked. I didn’t blink when it mattered. I paid attention when no one else did. And I told the truth, frame by frame, without flattery or filter.
I never got the perfect shot.
But I got damn close.

CHAPTER 22: ARCHIVING A LIFE IN NEGatives

If you live long enough and keep your shutter finger limber, you eventually end up with more negatives than memories. Or maybe they are your memories. Just curled strips of light and shadow, organized in yellowing sleeves with smudged notes like “Jazz Club, ’59,” “Florence – Picnic,” or “Ali, 2nd Round.”
I never considered myself an archivist. I was too busy chasing the next frame. I wasn’t thinking about history—I was thinking about tomorrow’s deadline. But somewhere along the line, the piles grew. File cabinets turned into storage units. Drawers filled with contact sheets, prints, slides, and envelopes labeled in my crabby handwriting: “KEEP,” “MAYBE,” “DAMN GOOD,” and “WHO IS THIS?”
Organizing it all became the work of my later years. Not because I finally got tidy—but because I realized something frightening: I’m the only one who knows what’s here. And if I don’t say it—write it, label it, explain it—it dies with me.
So I started sorting. Not just by date or subject, but by feel. There’s the Florence drawer, of course. Then there’s “Chicago,” which needed its own file cabinet. “Famous People” is stuffed with everything from Carl Sandburg to Malcolm X to a blurry photo of a young Hillary Clinton I didn’t realize I’d taken until forty years later. Then there’s “Street Work”—my favorite—because it contains the nobodies. The janitors. The priests with hangovers. The lost children of Maxwell Street.
I went through thousands of frames. Many I hadn’t looked at since the day they were developed. It was like opening a time capsule with your own handwriting on it—half-familiar, half-surprising.
I found one frame of Nelson Algren staring out a window, holding a beer in one hand and a stack of rejection slips in the other. I’d forgotten I took it. But seeing it again? It came back with full sound. His grumble. The radiator hissing. Simone in the kitchen, humming.
Another strip held a sequence of Florence tying her hair up. No reason. Just a quiet morning. The light was good, so I shot. She didn’t even look at me. Those are the ones that break your heart later—the photos you didn’t know were goodbye.
And in between these treasures? Mistakes. Misfires. Overexposed cityscapes. Out-of-focus alley cats. Half a roll of some political fundraiser I must’ve wandered into by accident. And yet… even those felt worth keeping. Because they were part of it. Part of me.
I’ve always believed that the photograph you almost didn’t take is the one you’ll need most later. So I shot everything. I didn’t wait for stories to unfold. I chased them down the street.
Now, holding these negatives up to the light, I see it differently. Not as isolated images—but as evidence. Of a life lived looking. Of time spent in the margins. Of America becoming itself, one person at a time.
Florence once asked me what I wanted done with all of it after I was gone. “You want a museum to take it? A university?” I shrugged. “Whoever asks first.”
Truth is, I don’t care about prestige. I care about access. I want some kid in 2050 to stumble across my shot of a nun lighting a cigarette or a boxer tying his shoes and think, so that’s what life used to look like. Because life doesn’t stop—but it forgets. Unless someone leaves a trace.
These negatives, these prints, this mess of a career—it’s my trace.
Archivists have come around lately. Smart people. Gloves on. Asking questions. “Art, where’s your original print of that Simone de Beauvoir photo?” I point to the linen closet. “Third shelf, under the heating pad.” They wince. “We’ll fix that,” they say.
Let them. I did the seeing. Let someone else do the sorting.
And when I’m gone, I hope they remember that none of this was about fame or even art. It was about witness. I looked at the world like it mattered. Like every blink of light had value. And I tried to prove it with a camera and some courage.
You can’t archive a life completely. But you can suggest it.
Frame by frame.
Negative by negative.
Story by story.


CHAPTER 23: WHY I NEVER RETIRED

Retirement, to me, always sounded like a bad idea someone else invented. Maybe it works if your work is digging ditches or filing tax returns, but when your life’s built around seeing, you don’t just stop. The eye doesn’t retire. Neither does the urge to tell a story. Not unless something inside you dies first—and I wasn’t ready for that.
People asked me when I turned seventy, then again at eighty, then again at ninety: “So, Art, you still working?” Like maybe the batteries would’ve finally run out. Like maybe I’d traded in my Leica for a rocking chair and daytime television. I’d smile and say the same thing every time:
“I’ll stop when the world stops showing me something worth shooting.”
Still hasn’t.
It’s not that I needed the money. I won’t pretend I made millions, but Florence and I were fine. The kids grown, the mortgage paid. It wasn’t about keeping busy either. I had plenty of excuses to slow down—aches in new places, editors who couldn’t remember how to spell my name, galleries that asked for "retrospectives" like I was already embalmed.
No, I kept working because the camera gave me breath. It kept me curious. It made me get up in the morning and walk the block with my eyes wide. When you’ve trained yourself to see, really see the world, there’s no “off” switch. Every bent sign, every old face in a diner, every kid doing something weird with a stick—that’s a story. That’s purpose. That’s medicine.
I photographed a woman on a park bench at 88. She was younger than me by two decades but looked like she’d already retired from the world. I asked if I could take her picture. She blinked, then asked, “Why?” I said, “Because you’re sitting in a shaft of light I can’t ignore.” That got her to smile. I got the shot.
Later, I realized I’d probably taken a thousand shots just like that one—simple, quiet, almost nothing. But they all meant something. Because each one said, “I’m still here.”
The truth is, I never wanted to be done. What would I do? Watch from the sidelines while someone else missed the moment? Trust some kid with a smartphone to notice what I spent a lifetime chasing? No thank you.
Besides, I liked being the old guy with the camera. It gave me an invisibility cloak. People didn’t take me seriously—which made them let their guard down. That’s when you get the good stuff. The real life. You don’t need to be fast when you’re honest. You just need to show up.
I taught workshops well into my eighties. Kids in their twenties would call me "sir" and ask about aperture like it was a secret handshake. I’d tell them: “Forget F-stops. Tell me why you’re pointing the camera.” If they couldn’t answer, I’d tell them to try again.
That’s how you know if you’re a photographer. Not whether you know the gear—but whether you give a damn what’s on the other side of the lens.
Retirement means retreat. I wasn’t built for that. I wasn’t retreating from anything. Not age. Not memory. Not even grief.
Especially not grief.
After Florence passed, I needed the camera more than ever. It became a lifeline. I’d go out at sunrise, just to find a face I hadn’t seen yet. I’d walk past our old grocery store, our favorite corner café, the park bench we used to sit on. I didn’t shoot those things to remember her—I shot them to remind myself I was still capable of seeing.
That’s how I grieved. Not by sitting still, but by witnessing what was left.
So no, I never retired.
I just kept watching.
Because the world kept moving, and I wasn’t about to miss the next great frame because I listened to someone with a gold watch and a pension plan.
We get so few years to really look. To look hard. To look long. To see something and care enough to make it last.
I wasn’t going to waste mine.


CHAPTER 24: WHAT THE LENS TAUGHT ME

You spend your life looking through a lens and eventually, the lens starts looking back. It shapes you. It teaches you—not just how to frame a picture, but how to frame a life. It becomes your second eye, your better eye. One that sees without judgment, without excuse, without flinching.
That little circle of glass and mechanics taught me more than any classroom or newsroom ever could. It taught me how to wait. How to listen. How to read a face before a word was spoken. It taught me what mattered—and what didn’t. The world moves fast, but the lens told me, slow down. Wait for the truth to surface.
The camera taught me that beauty isn’t the smooth face or the sunny day. It’s the scar. The pause. The moment between the moments. The instant someone forgets to pose and just is.
It taught me that people lie with words all the time—but not with their eyes. Not if you’re patient. Not if you know how to watch. A camera doesn’t lie either. But it can mislead, if the photographer lets it. That’s the part the amateurs don’t understand. The lens is only as honest as the hand behind it.
You can manipulate. Crop out the context. Frame the narrative. Sell one angle while hiding another. But if you really respect the medium, you don’t cheat. You witness.
The lens taught me humility. You can shoot the greatest photo of your life on Monday and screw up six rolls by Wednesday. You’re never finished. Never a master. There’s always one more face you missed, one more shaft of light you didn’t catch just right. That’s the job. That’s the joy.
The camera taught me empathy. It’s easy to walk past the guy muttering to himself on the corner. Harder to look. To kneel down. To notice the details—his shoes, his hands, the photo he’s clutching like a passport to a better time. Once you shoot that frame, he’s not a statistic anymore. He’s human. The lens forces you to see him that way.
It taught me that the most powerful thing in a photo isn’t the subject—it’s the silence around it. The part you don’t shoot. The air. The absence. The edge of the frame where the mystery lives. That’s where the viewer steps in. That’s where memory takes hold.
The lens taught me how to love. I mean that literally. I learned to love Florence frame by frame. Through the camera, I saw her not just as wife and mother and partner—but as a person the world deserved to know. And I shared her with that world, image by image. When words failed us, the camera still worked.
The lens taught me how to live with loss, too. When Alzheimer’s crept in, the camera was the only tool I had left that could hold her steady. I couldn’t stop her memory from fading, but I could capture it as it went. And in doing that, I honored her.
It taught me to find light in the darkest places. In bomb shelters. In backrooms. In hospice. In alleys. And even in my own grief. Light is always there. You just have to look long enough.
The lens also taught me when to put the damn thing down. That’s a lesson most shooters never learn. Sometimes you don’t shoot. Sometimes you just live. Some moments belong to memory alone. You hold them, not in a frame, but in your chest.
It taught me legacy isn’t about trophies or bylines. It’s about connection. Did you see the world? Did you let the world see itself? Did your work make someone pause, feel, remember? That’s enough.
In the end, the lens didn’t just help me photograph a city, a family, a century—it helped me understand it. One frame at a time.
So when they ask what I learned from a life behind the camera, I say this:
I learned to look. Really look.
And because I looked, I lived.



CHAPTER 25: FINAL FRAME: SAY CHEESE TO THE VOID

At the end of it all, you start wondering what you’ve left behind. Not in terms of legacy or estate or some self-important footprint in history, but in terms of evidence. Evidence that you were here. That you saw things. That you meant it.
That’s what photographs are. They’re not trophies. They’re not wallpaper for galleries or Instagram fodder or page-fillers in coffee table books. They’re evidence. Of light and moment. Of being alive and awake and lucky enough to have noticed.
I never expected to live this long. When I flew bombing runs in WWII, we figured we were buying it at 22. But I made it to my 90s. Not gracefully. Not quietly. But fully. I saw decades flicker past like contact sheets on a light table. War. Jazz. Civil rights. Sweat. Steel. Love. Disease. Laughter. Chicago. Florence.
And now, here I am. Nearing the darkroom of it all. The last processing station. The great final exposure. I don’t fear it. Not because I’m brave—because I’ve spent my life making peace with moments. I’ve stood in front of corpses. I've shot funerals. I've clicked the shutter as a man took his last breath. That’s not morbid. That’s human.
You want to know what death looks like?
It looks like the last moment someone didn’t blink. And the frame that caught it.
People ask what I think happens after. I tell them: probably nothing. The void, the black, the same silence that came before we got here. But I’m okay with that. Because in between those two silences—before and after—we get this brief window of noise and color and meaning.
That’s the shutter click.
And in that flash, we get to say: “Here. This is what I saw. This is what mattered.”
I hope I mattered.
Not because of my name, but because of what I caught when others weren’t looking. A boxer’s doubt. A nun’s exhaustion. A hooker’s grace. A president’s pause. A dying wife’s final smile.
I hope someone, decades from now, flips through my prints and says, “He saw people. Not just events or icons. People.”
I hope some young kid picks up an old Leica and remembers that photographs aren’t just images—they’re witness. They’re love letters to a world that rarely gets still.
And if there’s some strange afterlife—and God help it if there is—I’ll be the guy in the corner with a camera around his neck, still framing the angels from a better angle.
So go ahead. Keep chasing your perfect shot. Keep missing it. That’s how you get close.
And when your time comes?
Say cheese to the void.
Click.
Frame it.
Fade.

