
With the celebration, remembrance, and commentary that 
has come with 50th anniversary of the Civil Rights Act this year, we 
should also remember and celebrate that legislation for equal public 
accommodations was introduced on the Kansas House floor as early 
as 1956 by a gentleman who was not yet allowed to join his fellow 
members of the House for a sandwich at the local diner. 

Curtis McClinton Sr., who served in the Kansas state legislature  
from 1956 to 1960 and then became their first elected African-American 
state senator, was determined to create equal opportunity for all men  
and women.

“They played me quite a bit,” Mr. McClinton told me on a cold, winter 
morning back in 2001. We were sitting at a long folding table in his 
home in Wichita, Kansas. I was a very young reporter then, and he was 
a gracious elder, with a touch of wry wit peppering his sharp mind. His 
home was unassuming, much like the man sitting across from me, but 
what caught my eye was the slightly yellowed copy of the Gettysburg 
Address respectfully displayed in an inset in the wall across the room. 
He caught the line of my gaze and continued.

“But finally I took my bill before them, and I began," McClinton 
remembered. “Lincoln said, ‘Four score and seven years ago, our fathers 
set forth on this continent a new nation...’ ”

But before he could continue to introduce his bill that would 
demand equality in public places, another member asked him to yield 
the floor. McClinton respectfully did. Then the man went on to comment 
that with the state of the times being what they were, with women being 
raped and buildings being burned, with Martin Luther King’s activities 
and the fight against communism, couldn’t the House move on to “more 
important” business.

“When the floor was returned to me, I challenged each thing he said,” 
McClinton recalled. “I didn’t have any other challenges after that, and the 
bill passed the House.”

When the same bill got to the Senate, it was delayed there as well. 
But eventually it passed the Senate and became a law. It was 1958, and 
in Kansas, at least, no business could deny service to anyone due to the 
color of his or her skin.

Growing up in segregated Poteau, Oklahoma, McClinton had always 
been interested in history and government and was an avid reader of the 
works of Abraham Lincoln. He was further exposed to politics and social 
awareness early on by his parents William and Agnes McClinton, who 
often took him along to political meetings.

“I remember this one meeting [my father] took me to,” said McClinton, 
“where this fella was making a really good speech. Then somebody said 
something about the Klan and the lights were cut out. I asked my dad, 
‘Why’d they cut the lights out?’ and he didn’t answer me. Not to this day. 
Course he knew what the Klan was about, but I guess he thought I was 
too young for it.”

There was another significant moment that stayed in the memory of 

young McClinton. When he was a child his mother had taken him to 
Arkansas, and they had to move off the sidewalk for a man “of another 
race,” even though that man was unpleasantly drunk.

“There was also the sitting in the back of the bus and that sort of 
thing,” added McClinton. “It all influenced me.”

In 1937, McClinton graduated from Langston University with degrees 
in both education and business. He spent time as a teacher and in the 
early 1940s moved to Wichita, Kansas, where he opened a grocery store. 
He also joined the NAACP.

By the 1950s McClinton was a successful business man and 
politically active; by then he’d already president of the NAACP for a time. 
A friend of McClinton who published a newspaper approached him 
about running for legislature. 

“I said, ‘Yeah, I’ll run for the legislature, but I’m gonna run to win, not 
as a token,’ ” McClinton told him. So they began organizing and putting 
on rallies.

“We were at this one meeting, and a lady came up and asked, ‘Do you 
think that other gentleman (McClinton’s opponent) would help us with 
civil rights?’ I said, ‘I don’t know, why don’t you go over and ask him,’ ” 
McClinton recalled.

It turned out that the opponent did not support civil rights, and 
the community elected McClinton to the legislature. Thinking back, he 
explained that Kansas was not as “bad as other parts of the nation,” and 
that generally most people wanted to do right by the African-American 
community. But, he also knew that often those who were fighting for 
civil rights were ostracized by their associates, and many would not step 
forward to take a stand.

“It’s like the League of Women Voters deal,” he said. Then he recounted 
the time he and members from the League of Women Voters — all white 
women — went into a restaurant in Topeka, Kansas. They were told that 
the women would be served, however McClinton would not be. 

“They didn’t know,” he said, “that we couldn’t go into those places. 
They lived in one section of town, and we lived in another. They never 
had had that experience. A lot of them really weren’t aware.”

During his tenure in the Kansas state government, Curtis McClinton 
also worked on bills for the State Board of Education, One Man, One 
Vote, and Home Rule. He passed away in 2012 at the age of 99 in Wichita, 
Kansas, and continues to be remembered as a man of integrity and a 
dedicated voice for equality and education. He believed that what we 
teach our children will follow generationally and continually affect the 
moral integrity of our society.

“There are some out there who poison the minds of their children,” 
he said. “It just grows up. If your mother tells you something, right or 
wrong, it becomes part of you, and when your children come, it becomes 
the same thing unless something happens in your life and you really see 
that it’s different.”  
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morally poisoned the art dealer. When he arrived at 
Ribbentrop’s castle overlooking the Rhine, Beckman 
found the family full of warmth and love. More 
important, they shared common ground in their 
religious faith. Ribbentrop, pragmatic and earnest, 
suggested that he and Beckman load a moving van 
full of paintings and visit his friends.

“And so we start selling paintings, and we go from 
castle to castle, literally,” recalls Beckman. “Dukes, 
earls — these are serious people.”

Beckman was pleased to see his paintings 
sell well over the next several years. The 
Kestnergessellschaft in Hanover, where Klee, 
Kandinsky, and Picasso had also made appearances, 
showcased a Beckman exhibition in 1996, bringing 
him the level of recognition he had long sought.

• • •

Returning to America, Beckman couldn’t have 
been more pleased — that is, until he heard the 
rumor that Ribbentrop was being denied entry into 
some of Europe’s most critical art fairs. Beckman 
placed calls to Germany and learned even worse 
news: Ribbentrop was seriously ill, his family said, 
and he needed ample time to convalesce. Just when 
Beckman was poised to become a museum-level 
regular, he was on the brink of financial mayhem. 
Paying off his debt required steady income, but 
Beckman had no product to offer. The majority of his 
work was tied up in Ribbentrop’s inventory.

So began Ford Beckman’s dissolution. His former 
dealers ostracized him. His possessions began to 
slip away from him. First, he lost control of his 
beloved art collection, painting by painting, until 
a bank ultimately acquired the remaining works. 
Then he sold his home in Connecticut to pay off the 
outstanding debt. And finally, there was the IRS, 

which sought its due on the heavy revenues.
The Beckmans moved into an apartment in 

Connecticut and scraped by on a few meager shows 
until 2002, when Cynthia’s father in Oklahoma 
became ill. They planned only a short visit, but due 
to his father-in-law’s deteriorating health, Beckman 
found himself stuck in Tulsa and financially unable 
to return to the East Coast. Beckman left his 
remaining belongings in storage there, and aimed 
to find work in Oklahoma, but the search proved 
fruitless. What kind of income can a top-tier artist 
find in a small Midwestern city? Beckman scratched 
together money from the occasional show in Europe, 
but the rare royalty checks hardly sustained him. 
Most of his income was garnered by the IRS.

Despondent and beside himself with stress, 
Beckman was driving along Tulsa’s strip-mall laden 
71st Street in 2005, when he pulled into the city’s 
only Krispy Kreme franchise and filled out an 
application. Under “previous experience,” he simply 
wrote “artist.” He was hired on the spot. For a year 
and a half, Beckman worked 40 hours a week serving 
donuts, then took on an evening shift packing ham at 
a nearby deli. He had no time to paint, nor the money 
for basic supplies.

“Well, it was very humbling, when you’re working 
with a bunch of high school guys, and they’re asking 
you, ‘Where’d you come from?’ and ‘What did you 
do?’ You don’t tell them at first,” says Beckman. “Well, 
I did painting. ‘What kind of painting?’ And you start 
to talk.”

“He paints like, modern, abstract stuff. I saw some 
of it on the Internet,” said Kimberly Grimes, recalling 
her months working alongside Beckman. “He was a 
real whiz with donuts — a real cool dude, too.”

Humiliation fathers the reclusive, and Beckman 
was no exception. He stopped communicating with 

the art world and left his mail unforwarded and lines 
disconnected. Beckman thought he might remain 
in anonymity, until he was working the drive-thru 
one day in December 2006. An old college pal, Ben 
Farrell, pulled up to the window and reached for 
his order. Farrell had followed Beckman’s rise in 
the art world and was flabbergasted to see him in a 
local donut shop. He immediately offered him a job 
redesigning the offices for his advertising agency, and 
helped Beckman set up a studio in an unused barn 
he planned to remodel.

Although the salary allowed Beckman to quit 
Krispy Kreme and the deli, the hardships persisted. 
Six months into his consulting work, on May 25, 
2007, Beckman suffered a massive heart attack at a 
Tulsa restaurant.

Fortunately, a woman sitting nearby was a nurse 
and responded immediately. Beckman regained 
consciousness in the ambulance, but the experience 
alarmed him. “Your body can only take so much 
pressure,” Beckman says.

Soon after, Beckman suffered what he considers 
a final emotional devastation. The IRS held a public 
auction for all of his remaining items in storage — 
40 crates in total — and raised about $200,000. 
Beckman lost his personal treasures — gifts from 
friends, furniture, even his clothing and his library. 
(Today, he still owes the IRS, but the debt is only a 
fraction of what it once was.)

• • •

The art world is once again in financial 
upheaval — the worst since 1991. The Mei Moses 
Annual All Art Index estimates a 35 percent drop 
in sales this year. In the middle of the turbulence, 
Beckman stands undaunted and productive. He 
walks a few steps into his Tulsa studio, turns, and 

faces a large work, a six-and-a-half-foot-square 
drip painting. Drip works are a litmus test for a 
painter because they reveal so much about an artist’s 
maturity and skill. Beckman’s piece has a surface 
texture as smooth as a printed poster, a subtle 
boast that contributes to its contained but balanced 
gyroscopic whir.

“What you see here is that the black has now 
exploded,” Beckman says, pointing to Rhythm Painting 
#1. The famous black square is gone, replaced by 
swirls of black paint looped over a glazed, yellowing 
background. It looks heavy and solid, and although 
the painting appears to be moving, it also seems to 
have captured a moment in Beckman’s evolution 
as an artist and his journey as a human. His Black 
Wall Paintings depicted a psychological pressure that 
gave rise to the tortured Pop Paintings. Then came 
the intimate Mon Jardinet and the La Roma works, 
exuding the kind of warmth and conviction brought 
about by companionship and fatherhood. Beckman’s 
new work is that of a mid-career artist, severely 
tested. His Rhythm Painting #1 evokes uncertainty 
and discomfort, or a chase between unraveling and 
becoming.

“All my paintings are self-portraits,” Beckman 
says. 

c o n t i n u e d  f r o m  pa g e  1 3  »


