


George Pitts

condensed from a talk by Pam Cullen in 2012

George Pitts, wood carver, hunter, fisherman, sailor, and
tinkerer, was born in Harrison, Maine, in 1911. He
apprenticed at Browne and Sharpe, an enormous machine
tool factory, where he was encouraged to innovate. He
worked at the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard 1940-1970 as a
project engineeer.

He lived in the large riverfront house at the end of Becker
Lane for 50 years, dying in 1998. He built houses in his spare
time, on Cranfield Street and Colonial Lane.

George began carving in 1962. With a simple knife, he first
carved the eagle figurehead for his boat and continued
mastering his art for the next 20 years. At seventy-six years of
age, he carved the eagle for the Liberty Pole at Prescott Park.

His daughter, Pam Cullen, says “George was a person you
either loved him or hated him, no grey area here. For a small
man, he commanded a large presence.”
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er Magazine, May 2017, p. 14.
er Magazine, October 2017, p. 28.
er Magazine, March 2018, p. 7.

Rye Reflections, July 2008.
Text of talk by Pam Cullen in August 2012.

e Smithsonian art catalog entries (4 of 7 are no
longer in place).

e photography by Jim Cerny, unless noted otherwise.



Eagle at the Recreation Building entry
{Jirn Cerny-photo)

Eagle at the fire station (JimCerny-photo)

Eagle on the flag pole atTown Hall Jim Cemy-photo)

historical society

George Pitts Fagles

by Jim Cerny

George Pitts lived for 50 years at the end of Becker Lane, until his death
in 1998. He was a man of many facets, as his daughter Pam Cullen de-
scribed in a talk to the Historical Societyin 2012 when she noted:

e you either loved him or hated him, no gray area here. Fora
small man, e commanded a large presence, always opinioned
and ever boastful; he was never afraid to share his opinion, even
i you didn’t want to hear it.

In retirement, he took up carving, and eagles were his specialty,
with some mounted prominently in town and some privately
owned. The metal sculptor Walter Liff said that George taught
him how to render feathers. One ofhis eagles was at the top of

the Liberty Pole at Prescott Park in Portsmouth for the years be-
tween the original eagle by Laban Beecher and the current eagle
by Ron Raiselis. Seven of his eagles are cataloged in the Smith-
sonian’s SIRIS database of painting and sculpture.

The accompanying images show his eagles on the flag pole at
Town Hall, at the entrance to the Recreation Building at the
Common, and on the Public Safety building above the fire engine
bays. That is his masterpiece: it is painted in gold with wings
raised and a hose and nozzle gripped in the talons. The inscrip-
tion reads Urina in eum, alleged Latin for “piss on it,” after a time
when a water supply failed!
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ANOTHER PITTS FAGLE.

By Jim Cerny

In May I wrote about some of the eagles carved by
George Pitts that are on outdoor display. Pitts also
carved many indoor eagles, with zome on loan at
the Historical Society in 2012. Our display catalog
then noted:

"George began carving in 1962 fat age 51 Witha
simple knife ke first carved the eagle figure head
for Fis boat and continued mastering his art for
the next 20 years. At seventy-sixyears of age, he
carved the eagle on the Liberty Pole at Prescott
Park.” [since replaced by a Ron Raiselis eagle]

The Society was just given a Pitis eagle for its own
collection by Sue LeBosquet. It the finest example
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of his work that I"ve seen, in terms of
overall form, detail of carving, finish,
and preservation — as shown in the
accompanying images. The overall
size is 28 inches high, by 19 inches
wide, by 20 inches long.

Finally, do some Googling about
eagles and other raptors and you
will discover a special vocabulary to
describe their features. For example,
the nostril holes on their beaks or
bills are called rares and the single
talon oriented bacloward from the
front three is called the kallux
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THERE’S MORE PITTS FAGLES!

-

Pitts eagle above the firplace at KPYC. Pitts eagle on the wall at KPYC,

(im Cerny photo) (Jim Cerny photo)
George Pitts was New Castle's distinctive and accomplished carver of eagles, two more eagles by Pitts that arein
and we've shown examples found both outdoors and indoors (May 2017 and the Kittery Point Yacht Club, donated
October 2017). Recall, Pitts was Pam Cullen’s adoptive father, and he lived in by him in 1987—one on the wall and
the historic house the Bush family now owns on Becker Lane. Here, we have one over the fireplace
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Rye Reflections

The Portsmouth Liberty Pole connects to our history of
Independence

Eagles are our patriotic icons

Jim Cerny, text and photographs

— ‘ A
Original Liberty Pole eagle attributed to Laban Beecher in 1824. Now
preserved and mounted in the Portsmouth Public Library.

The Fourth of July is a time to reflect on our history and to take a fresh look at
the symbols of our history, such as eagles and flag poles. A fascinating Seacoast
example is the historic Liberty Pole in Portsmouth, on the grounds of Prescott
Park, facing Strawbery Banke in one direction and facing the old Point of Graves
Cemetery in another direction.
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Locatlon of Liberty Pole, shown by red dot. (Google map)

The Liberty Pole Today ...

We wonder how many visitors
to Strawbery Banke and the
facing Prescott Park stop to
look at the Liberty Pole, to
read its plaques and crane
their necks to gaze at the
eagle on top of the 110-foot
flagpole? Even with good
eyesight it is difficult to fully
appreciate the eagle and to
make out the symbols with
the eagle: a large beehive-
like liberty cap surrounded by
thirteen balls.

The current eagle was carved
by Ron Raiselis, made of
mahogany with gold leaf, as a
reproduction of the original
Beecher eagle, and installed
in 2002. The eagle gleams
with wings spread and feet
planted on its globe-perch
atop the flagpole, where it
pivots with the wind. Between
the Beecher and Raiselis
eagles, there were carvings
by George Pitts.

The pole itself has been
replaced several times, most
recently in 1984.

The Liberty Pole today, with Raiselis eagle on
top.
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Primary dedication plaque on the Liberty Pole.
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