Remembering Caroline
All the beauty of the west could not compare to the visions Ivan
saw as he described to Lee the love he had for his wife. Caroline
had died a few years before Lee met Ivan and the old man missed
her so much that he looked forward to death. Caroline was a
vision in Ivan’s world that made the beauty of the west pale in
comparison and life itself seem worthless. How he missed her.
This is the picture Lee carried away with him from the little
log cabin where Ivan lived; a picture of Ivan, remembering
Caroline. This is the picture Lee waited years to paint because

he didn’t want to remind Ivan that Caroline was over a
mountain he had not yet climbed. So the pictures Lee painted of
Ivan before the old man died featured old ropes and saddles, an
old pistol with playing painting
card designs
in the grips, leather
by carved
Lee Teter
cuffs and other gear Ivan had used when he was a cowboy on
the open plains. But Lee never painted the memories that Ivan
cherished most.

Remembering Carolin

Ivan died in 2004. Now he can be painted, tenderly gripping the
vision of his lovely Caroline.

mountain discoveries

Lee Teter

Legendary Painter from Western Maryland

Lee Teter is an artist with an intense desire to

accurately portray United States history. More than two
decades of research have provided Lee with the necessary
information to create authentic depictions of frontier life
that have become the hallmark of his career. Respect for
the past was instilled early in his life through the inﬂuences
of Jacob Teter, Lee’s grandfather, who lived on a farm in
Flintstone, Maryland. The Western Maryland setting
provided an environment in which the past became part of
the present and a quest to learn more about both subjects
began decades ago.

Dan Whetzel
Painting descriptions and stories by: Lee Teter
Paintings reproduced by: Lance C. Bell
Written by:

The artist’s initial research of his past began at Allegany
Community College in Cumberland, Maryland, where the
library’s stacks yielded some resources on frontier culture.
What couldn’t be found at the local college and other
similar institutions was also revealing. Lee remarked, “So
little is known about 18th Century frontier life, especially
information on everyday technology and people’s real lives.
It is the strangest thing. There are volumes of books on
shelves, but much of it is repetitious and hardly any of it
deals with real life. So, I got caught up in it, trying to ﬁnd

Faded photographs snapped from a Kodak camera
provided the genesis of historical conversations between
Grandpap and Lee. Jacob Teter, who grew up in a small
West Virginia town, received the camera in 1908,
enabling him to photograph family members including
one who served as a Confederate soldier. Grandpap’s
photographs, and conversations about their Appalachian
ancestors, fostered a love of history that began a lifelong journey to learn more about the historical record
of his family and the region they pioneered. The Teter
family’s American roots stretch back to 1727 and an
interest in their lives naturally combined frontier life
with American Indian culture providing Lee with a
desire to “connect the dots of the historical record.”

Song for the Creator
Sometimes, when surrounded by the awesome silence and
expanse of creation, mere human words seem inadequate.
When the light skips across the sage and glistens like a million
diamonds upon the grass and stone, a perceptive heart cannot
help but swell with wonder that such a gift…the gentle quiet
of the land, the softly merging colors of earth and sky…could
be imparted to man. Only music — a Song for the Creator —
can even begin to express the appreciation and reverence of
humankind for the majesty of God’s sculpture.
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Song for the Creator

There are those days when the air is cool and the sun is warm.
It gets so quiet you can hear the wind pass through the feathers
of little birds as they ﬂy over. The only smells are grass as it
turns green and dust that hides in the long fur of an old horse.
Pleasant smells. No one is hungry. There is nothing to do but do
nothing.
The best part of days like this is knowing that this is a perfect
day. This is a day that can forever be reached by closing your

eyes and remembering. This is a day that all other days will
be compared to. Years will pass and the ﬂutter of wings or the
cool feel of new grass will bring it back again and again and
again. Perfect days are never gone forever. If such a day could be
forgotten, it wouldn’t be perfect.
When my daughter was eleven years old a neighbor gave her an
old, very old, horse that was starving. Shawnee Rachael nursed
him back to health. They became extremely attached to one

A Perfect Day

another. One day I was walking past the corral when I looked
over and saw her curled up beside her horse, leaning into his
long fur and oblivious to the world. I was concerned at first
glance because even old horses can be dangerous, but I waited
for a moment and watched. The old guy would swing his big
furry head around, look at her and relax. There was peace in the
world if I ever saw it.

I painted this picture for my daughter and, truly, for all the
little girls who have grown older remembering those perfect
days with that perfect horse. I want my little girl to never forget
the good things; the perfect things.
I don’t know who cherishes that day more; her…or me.
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Trouble

Trouble
For the defenders of the frontier, Trouble was often hard to ﬁnd. Warriors, whose way of life was in jeopardy,
were elusive. Indians had perfected forest warfare. Armies were often useless in ﬁghting this war. Men like
Wetzal, Brady, and others became very good at ﬁnding Trouble. If they failed, there was no doubt that
Trouble would ﬁnd them.
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out what frontier life was like in the 18th Century.” Lee’s
quest to discover the past became a serious endeavor, and
it is one that is still in progress.
Lee’s authentic style of painting and drawing is time
intensive as it requires detailed information prior to beginning. It is also a style that blends the disciplines of history
and art. “Even mundane scenes, like cooking around a ﬁre,
raised questions for me. What would people be wearing?
What food would they be preparing? What utensils did
they use? I have spent more than 20 years researching that
type of information.” While the information is difﬁcult to
locate and often cryptic, “I have to believe it is not lost but
is in hiding. The real challenge for me is to ﬁnd it because
I know the pieces exist somewhere.” The artist’s research
efforts meant that he became a historian before he fully
developed as an artist. “Up until two years ago, I was a
historian who painted. I was consumed with getting visual
information, putting information together. Now, I can
start concentrating on painting. I have become a more
complete painter the last couple of years because I have
more of the resources that I need.”
While history strongly influences Lee’s choice of
subjects, another constant consideration in his work is that
all paintings and drawings are connected to people’s lives.
“People are the ultimate absorbers of information and the
most interesting thing on earth.” What has not provided a
positive inﬂuence on his work are more recent paintings,
speciﬁcally 20th Century art, a genre he refers to as “the end
of art.” Hundreds of years experience has been passed down
through master painters and “that is important because art
is a visual communicator.” According to Lee, many 20th
Century artists disregard the painstaking training process
developed by the masters. “A lot of modern art is like
writing by a child who doesn’t know how to properly form
letters. The child knows what it means; no one else does.
That is an ‘attempt,’ but it isn’t communication.”
The search for historical authenticity is augmented
by a similar commitment to study 19th Century masters,
those artists who inspired Lee to strive for realism. Countless hours of observation have provided clues to a painting
style he calls “classical realism,” a term that has recently
given way to “traditional painting.” given way to “traditional painting.”

Looking for Peace
A young 18th century woman peers out at life and light
with hope and patience; looking for peace.
Lee’s art has chronicled the young life of one model in
particular. His daughter Shawnee Rachael. Shawnee has
been the subject for many paintings by Lee.
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Uncertain
Iroquois, 18th century. A captured child is uncertain about the new change in her life. And the standing
warrior is uncertain about who might be approaching.

The search for artistic and historical authenticity
extended beyond the traditional academic disciplines
leading him to experience the physical world. Venturing
into the past, by enduring 1830s frontier living conditions
and exploring miles of forest, creates an eye for detail
that is evident in his work. An hour of time may be
required to complete one square inch of painting surface.
It is impossible to separate the artist from his work and
real life experiences.
Lee’s dedication to realism attracted the attention of
Hollywood. The 1992 production of Last of the Mohicans
was different than most depictions of American Indians
because Mohicans were an eastern tribe, while most
movies portray western ones. Visual representations of
Eastern Indians were scarce and the movie producer
recognized Lee as a valuable resource. He was subsequently
hired as a visual consultant on the North Carolina set,
giving advice on frontier life, canoe construction, clothing
styles, hairstyles, and living quarters. Lee was even

consulted on the script. Unfortunately for the costume
designers who had already expended resources on clothing
before Lee arrived, their work was incorrect as they
portrayed the wrong region and time period. “They
looked like Dances With Wolves costumes.” Dedication to
authenticity compelled him to offer an honest assessment
of the clothing. “I think that is why the director liked me.”
Such honesty caused the dumpster to be filled with
the recently sewn apparel, and while the director acted
on Lee’s advice, “the others became upset with me and
I wasn’t real popular on the set after that. But I didn’t
compromise. Sometimes they did, but I never did.”
Being thrust into a Hollywood movie production
made for strangely contrasting scenes in Lee’s personal
life. “There I was living in a 16 x 20 foot log cabin,
living in the hills of Western Maryland, just a mountain
boy. And then I went to work for Hollywood. As a boy,
even going to Cumberland meant that I kept my eyes
wide open. So for me, it was an event.”
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Returning to his log cabin after completing
Last of the Mohicans only meant a brief respite
from ﬁnancial struggles. The epitome of a struggling artist, Lee never compromised his work,
although he did come close to ending his artistic
career. “I painted and painted but was not selling
enough to get by. I was just not making it. In
those days, I was lucky to get $50.00 for a drawing. So, I gathered pictures and took them to
Betty Betz in Garrett County who owned Crafty
Critters. She sold one of them for $500.00.
That was one of my defining moments in
Western Maryland. If that painting didn’t sell, I
would have quit. I couldn’t do art part time and
that sale kept me going.”
Another deﬁning moment was the unveiling
of Reﬂections, the most recognized American artwork of the 20th Century that depicts Vietnam
veterans at their memorial wall in Washington, DC.
While Lee does not receive money from the sale
of Reﬂections prints, he did use funds from the
sale of the painting copyright to pay off debts
and gain recognition as a skilled artist.
Lee Teter’s days as a struggling artist are over
as his drawings and paintings command much
higher prices than in days past. “What I was trying to sell for $50.00, I can now sell for $5,000.”
Money has never been the center of Lee’s
life and that attitude remains consistent even
after achieving international recognition. He
continues to live simply although in a different
location, having moved to Riverton, Wyoming,
where solitude is a way of life. “Wyoming is a
replacement for the beautiful hills of Western
Maryland. The world turned and the hills
changed from the quiet, slow place I knew as a
child. In a way, Wyoming lets me hold on to my
hills for just a little longer.”

Old News
In the years between 1755 and 1800 many trees were marked
by war parties. The pictographic symbols told stories and
left messages. Tribal people had read them for centuries.
It seems likely the symbols painted on trees were as universally
understood by eastern tribes as the hand symbols used on the
western plains. In 1666 some of them were recorded on paper.
The document is now in France.

36

mountain discoveries

Good Things

Barbara Teter, Lee’s wife, takes care of business
while he paints. “I worked all my life to be in a position
to paint without the distractions of worrying about
paying bills. Now I can concentrate on painting
and make the best art I will ever make in my life.”
Wyoming has also provided the setting for occasional
meetings with dedicated 19th Century enthusiasts
who appreciate the detailed information that Lee can
provide to them.
Lee Teter’s quest to accurately portray historical
images is moving forward and enthusiasts of his work
can expect more offerings in the near future. And
while Lee’s home is no longer in Western Maryland,
the solitude and respect for history that helped to
develop his love of art continues as a constant presence
and a central focus in his life.

Above:
Everything about this painting speaks of the 19th century. This
is a portrait of one of Lee’s mountain man friends. The painting
is framed in a painted arch so popular in the 19th century. The
painted arch was part of the painting and will be part of the giclee
prints, but paper prints will be published with a white border and
no arch. Painted in a “ﬂat” light, so popular with artists of that
period, the focus of the painting is on the bond between man and
animal. Modeled during a Wyoming winter, the clothing was much
more than mere costume; hours in the snow were comfortable for
mountain man Gail Folston. All paintings are translations of reality
that have been sifted through the heart of an artist and it is easy to
sense the affection Gail has for the little horse as well as the affection
of the artist for his friend. Even set against a frozen misty winter
background, no warmth is lost.
Lee acknowledges that this painting represents a turning point in
his painting. After years of experimenting to ﬁnd a technique that
ﬁts his nature Lee developed this “style”. For the ﬁrst time in his
life he feels that this is the painting style that allows him to control
the paint most completely and productively. Combining layers and
glazes like Vermeer’s with textured paint like Rembrandt’s, Lee
brought together in one style all the features and techniques he
admires most about those excellent artists.
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Story of Hope
In the light of campﬁres and the glowing moon,
hope was shared. Dreams were told. Few had ever
taken the steps these people were taking or left a
record of the results. There were no “how to” books
and no guarantees. Each step of America’s development was based on faith and hope. There was no
foreknowledge. We can look back and map the
routes they took but they could only look forward
and imagine a better world. Now we live in the
world their lives made. We build on their success
and learn from their mistakes and failures. The
world has changed and the rutted trails have been
paved because they have been proven. Many things
have changed but we still share their hope for a
better world. We all camp along the paths of hope.
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On the Cover…

The Branch

By: Lee Teter

A warrior balances delicately on a limb to
watch. He is Iroquois. He is a hunter and
a protector of his people. He hunts because
he understands that hunting is the lifeway
he was created for. He ﬁghts because there
is honor in fulﬁlling his duty to his relatives
and his tribe. He knows he is only a part of
his people. Like the limb that holds him high
above the earth, he is only part of a larger
entity; he, too, is a branch.
It is the middle of the 18th century and the Iroquois have been in
contact with the white race for more than 150 years and have felt
the impact of European technology even earlier. The goods acquired
by trade have cost more than the few deer or beaver skins initially
paid for them; a growing dependency on foreign goods has attached
itself to this people as quietly and unobserved as a leech.
At this moment however, the Iroquois are powerful. They are landlords of a territory whose size most white people alive at this time
can’t even comprehend. The Iroquois do. They have ranged its length
and breadth in exploration, hunting, and in war. They have invited
other tribes to settle in various regions under their leadership. The
Iroquois are strong.
A gun is strapped to this man. Its wooden stock has been replaced
with one of curly maple. Guns are valuable and when a stock is
broken, a replacement is sometimes made at a great expense of time
using a hatchet and a knife. This warrior carries extra parts in his
pouch; a frizzen, a few extra ﬂints, and a main spring.
From his belt hangs a burden strap that is used to carry his bundle of
meat. His belt also supports his breech cloth that is drawn between
his legs and the ribboned and beaded ends drape over in front and
behind. A large wooden spoon hangs with the burden strap. Its
size makes sense to the Tribal peoples and they ridicule the tiny
spoon used by white men, laughing as they watch him return his
little spoon to his bowl again and again in order to satisfy his hunger.
A knife with its handle and sheath decorated with dyed and
ﬂattened porcupine quills hangs at his chest. Its strap hangs around
his neck along with strings of beads. He is used to these since beads
were part of his dress even as an infant.
A powder horn scratched with designs is at his side to hold his gun
powder. Gunpowder has become a necessity and suppression of its
availability is enough reason to begin a war.
Vermilion pigment mixed with oil is painted on his face and feathers
decorate a scalplock along with beads. Ribbons and silver ornaments
are sometimes used for hair ornaments and hours are devoted to
perfecting these and other forms of body designs. The helix of his ear
had been cut and stretched and weighted with ornaments, but the
ear has been torn as sometimes happens. There is no doubt that the

pain caused by the torn ear was minor compared to his wounded
pride. Ears that are cut and stretched and remain untorn are
considered quite beautiful.
The trade items he is wearing and using have become native
traditions that his grandparents were familiar with. His people have
adapted their lives to these things, and more often, adapted these
things to their culture. He still retains much of his precontact culture
in both things material and invisible. The invisible things are why
he knows who he is and why he hunts so hard and ﬁghts so long…
he knows the tree without branches will die.

More of Lee Teter’s work and a list of dealers may be
viewed on his web site at www.leeteter.com or in person
in Western Maryland at The Art Gallery, 1059 National
Highway LaVale, Maryland (see The Art Gallery’s ads on
pages 7, 39 & 48 in this publication for phone number and
information).

Editor’s note:
We did everything possible to recreate the beauty of Lee Teter’s
paintings in this story. You need to see his work in person to
appreciate the true color, authenticity, attention to detail and use of
light. I, personally, as a photographer, am drawn to Lee’s paintings
that have a strong use of woodlands, which he captures very well. I
know these are difﬁcult to do because of varying light. Lee’s research
into Native American and early American attire, ﬁrearms, and all
other implements is impeccable. I hope you will enjoy and appreciate
his work as much as I do.
— Lance Bell

