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THE SECRET LIFE OF OVERHILLS

PartT

Two

The Gentleman Painter

Percy Rosseau’s unexpected life at Overhills provided an artist’s ideal sanctuary,
allowing him a foot in two distinct worlds

By Gayvix PowErs

ot long ago,  rustic painting of a hunc called October
on GrassyHill,potait of Transue Bl and ‘Glensale

Harry set the art world aflutter owing to its sale price of
$120,000. Impressionist strokes feature hounds hunt-
ing through a strawsyellow field flanked by a forest full

d needs when planning Rosseau's
cottage, ultimately fund\nvn sctaway that was primarily an artiscsstudio.
Locared on a hilleo
\etin the morcheen lght, To ake fll adv:\n(zge of the light, Rosseau's home
had, as Ed Bruc, . fonlyremembers in Overhills Ol Hisory, a big row

1l the way eight feet off the)

is

floor,” '

d others like it sports-
men for almost a century, but this one has local ties. Itis the creation of

Rercival Rosscau, an atist esding i the Sandhills in the crly 19005

ind
Despic s sasht forward subjec matter, October o rassy Hilportae
of Transe Bl and ‘Glensale Har'is mch more than ts simplicicy weu]d
faded

Rosseau invitation of
Percy Rnckm’cllcr. who was so taken with Rosseau’s work that he built the
rh Overhills, the vanished family retreat

that s now part of Fort Bt
The warm dlinate, promcuve pine rees,plntifulbirds and serene sue

roundings »

ideal wimer recratand rtse inspirason for Roscats. Roekeelr spene
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suggest,

movement and skillfully drawn canines with bodies “on-poinc.” These :ub

tl details are capable by a masterful artist greatly familiar with his subject.
such grand success and wealthy connections, one may think that

Rossca wascharmedfrom b, Not e, Aokt his e evals boch

times of good i Ultimately h

and talen dies in his lfe.

d m.
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With aless than deal sar in lf,how did Rosseau,an orphan, becomnean  teren d Rosseau's lfe. While hisship stopped
d an dlite class o in Hawaii, Rosseau met Nancy Bidwell, another orphan, who was on holi
gain expert knowledge of hunting dogs, and spend the last twenty winters of  day on the island. The two were inseparable; however, Rosseau honored the

his lfe at Overhills?

‘The story of Rosseau'slfe is more suited for
aZane Grey novel or as an accompaniment to
Teddy Roosevelr’ adventurous Rough Riders.
The son ofa Louisiana plantation owner in
Pointe Coupée Parish, Rosscau's father and two
older brothers were killed during the Civil War,
and soon affer that, his mother succumbed
willness. When General WT. Sherman set
fire o his family's planation, Rosseau and his
sister avoided the same fate when they were
rescued by a slave. The two were later raised in
Kentucky bya family friend who instilled alove.
of nature in young Percy, teaching him how
shootand fish.

‘With lctle more than his name and a
handshake to recommend him, Rosseau
decided at the age of 17 that it was time to
make his fortune and acquire a dowry for his
sister. In the spirit of the bourgeoning west, he
worked as a cowboy from Mexico to Kansas
along the Chisholm Trail for six years; filed
as lumber entrepreneur; and was ultimately
prosperous as a fruit importer in New York.
Finally, Rosseau had achieved his financial
ambitions at the age of 35. He made enough
moncy from his investments that he retired,

ship captain's recommendation to take a guard-

. ian's eye while spending time with Bidwell,

allowing the two to get o know each other
while adhering to proper courting ctiquette. At
the end of Bidwell's vacation, she returned o
Chicago and Rosseau contintied on to school
in France, but not before becoming engaged.
They were married in Paris while Rosseau
was artendingare school. Their oy didn'tlast
long, though. In 1898, Rosseau was shocked
o discover that his business partner had fled
o Brazil with al of the company’s funds. Wich
his finances depleted, the two escaped ruin by
living off Nancy's dowry which, fortunatcly, en-
abled Rosseau to continue attending art school.
Rosseau was often quoted by art experts
saying, “In France, | used to spend a great deal
of time in the hunting fied making sketches
from the day that shooting season opened.
Most of the painting over there (in France) was

from such sketches.”

Recognition of his artstic talent was swift. In
1903, while scllin art school, Rosseau received
significant notoriety for his untitled exhibition
of Diana and two wolfhounds;critiques looked
past the naked version of Nancy as the Greek
‘goddess Diana and took special notice of the

leaving the business in the hands of his partner. Thi fche lrish wolfhounds. The next yeara che 1904 Salon,

him the financial freedom to make a dramatic change and pursue his artistic ~ he . and the respor unlikeany-

aspirations. *d received before. The d he exhibiti d, he reccived
dy art at Académie Julian in Paris, a ch I price for his pai boch sold tout site.
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‘This solidified his demand as an ardist.

1930, Overhills was the pinnacle o this type of lfestyle and society.

ince this 1 Content with his prosperous professional and personal lfe in France,
Rossen s eying “Theree e toubl sllin oy work A man Rosseau y traveled to the United Star atwealthy patrons’
should paint what he knows best, homes and hunting estates to ful
and I knew more about animals fill commissions until 1915. With
than anything lse” World War | devastating Europe

Asportsman himself, Rosscatis
talent and interest in painting dogs
came at the perfect moment in
time, aligning him with a national
pastime of the clite. The steady
surge of wealth in the United
States was increasing thanks to
“the rapid growth of apitalist
enterprise, industrial corporations
and investment banks, primarily
based in New York, (and) created
asportas well as common aspects
of worldview, atitude, morivation,
and social afiliations,” notes the
Overhills Oral History. “With mas-
sive wealth came the huxury of e
sure time, which many filed with
hunting for their social standing”

and threatening Paris, Rossca
moved his wife and two sons

toa permanent home in Lyme,
Connecticu, where the summers
were pleasant and winters were
astonishingly cold.

With the war waging in France,
fora second time in life, Rosseau
averted disaster. Earlier, in 1914,
Rockefeller had buit Rosscau’s
cotage at Overhills for him and
Nancy, providing them an open
invitation. The Rosseaus accepted,
spending the late aurumn through
early springat Overhills anually,
placing them in an interesting
caregory among the staff o ste.
Rosseau walked with a foot in

Stchindled il oy kil sy welhy e howere ekl gt who e b i ooy e et
of

prime cxampes of“work ard, oy hard” long bfore the phrase became

popular. T like Rosseau hel

his personal

love of hunting and their social standing. From the carly 1900s through the 1
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Backdro forRossadscamases,thenthe Wl Foxand Manand hound st the cutside workd: A the el e, Rosea raded he cadidon
at Overhils were b o, d foun canvases
the 19305, when he and Nancy would escape from the TS fled with golde bues and Enckgzound wit loose Hines,thscreating the

winters. Even though the subjects
in his paintings were similar, no
two animals in lif are identical, nor
were they portrayed that way on.
Rosseau's canvases.

Susan Leask, senior curator at
San Jose Museum of Art and the
daughter of an Army officer in the
82nd Airborne at Fore Bragg, re-
calls during her childhood “seeing
one of Rosseau’s paintings on the
wallin my friend’s fathers scudy.
It was a yellow dog with a beauti-
fully described head and a chin so
well rendered that it ‘felt’ warm
and soft”

I¢s the “warm and soft” detail
Leask mentions that hearkens back

‘warm, romantic effect on canvas that Leask
remembers as a child.

‘Though Rosseau and his wife faced trag-
edics inlfe, they found an idyllic sancruary
among the pines, reveling in the vircually
untouched landscape and days filled with ar,
beauty and sportsmanship. A unique refuge
not found clsewhere, Nancy continued visic
ing the retreat long after her husband's death
in 1937,

Akin to modern day photographers,
Rossecau captured a beloved part of Overhills,
memorializing a forgotten time and place in
Sandhills’ history. A bit ofa rogue aristocra
whose story would il the pages ofa western
novel, Rosscau s like an old cowboy with
mysterious past who rides offinto the sunset

cking solace at Overhills —a place that

0 Overhil 2 dreamy Landcape unknown o most excep o theclte who  proved 1o bea haven o him and hisfmily unlhe s of the northern
visited, their friends or the workers, who remained hush about their employ-  light faded.
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