My Father’s Shadows: The Depression, God and the FBI

“Car and Agent” and “Orizaba, 1940” are two scratchboard panel drawings from an in-progress graphic narrative based on my father’s FBI file from the 1950s and 60s and his oral history recorded in 1976, augmented with remembered stories and snippets told about his youth and political awakening over the years. 

My father, Norman B. Henderson’s narrative begins with his arrival in Fresno at the age of 12, where his father had been engaged as pastor of the First Congregational Church. It was 1929, the beginning of the Great Depression which had a profound and lasting effect on all who lived through those hard times. His father’s fervent Christianity steeped in social gospel philosophy and the wrenching misery of the Depression combined to persuade the youthful idealist that socialism was the only answer to creating a state of general welfare for all.

In 1940 my dad, with his lover who later became my mother, drove his 1939 Ford to Mexico City to meet with exiled Russian Revolutionary Leon Trotsky introduced and invited by his Socialist Workers Party comrades who lived in the Trotsky compound and assisted with the family’s security. Strangely, incriminating proof of my father’s membership in this proscribed organization does not appear in his FBI file, but his visits with Trotsky were among my father’s the most memorable and influential of his life. “Orizaba, 1940” is a depiction of a brief respite when my parents traveled in Mexico away from the Trotsky milieu where the mood had been serious, studious and focused on furthering a socialist revolution. Orizaba was a little vacation, a pre-nuptial honeymoon. The last image in the panel depicts another brief holiday and is from a photograph taken in Xochimilco, the famous “floating gardens” on the outskirts of Mexico City.

In 1951 my father applied for a job with the US government that triggered an FBI investigation. It was the era of loyalty oaths and the Cold War and no one was above suspicion of holding nefarious, “communistic” beliefs threatening to governmental power. The FBI file does not offer any physical evidence of my father’s Party membership, only hearsay— opinions from various people who knew him as a youth, professionally as a member of the Teachers’ Union or as a union organizer for packing houses and wineries in California’s Central Valley where he grew up. “Car and Agent” is part of a series showing that the FBI’s only “evidence” of my dad’s membership in the forbidden SWP is the presence of a car whose license plate is linked to my parents’ address, parked in Los Angeles’s Elysian Park near a site where an SWP picnic was being held in 1946. There is no evidence that my parents actually attended the picnic.

For many years my practice centered on painting, figurative at first, abstract briefly, then gradually moving toward nature –landscape, still life, birds—in watercolor, and oil. In the past fifteen years I returned to drawing, finding scratchboard a never-endingly absorbing medium. Combined with my background as an English Literature major and years of writing in my capacity as a director and curator for community and artist-run galleries, I embarked on an exploration of graphic narrative to make use of both skills. My work has always addressed social justice and environmental issues, sometime obliquely, but always consciously. The graphic narrative format feels appropriate to the kind of stories I want to tell and those I want to hear and see.				—Robbin Légère Henderson
