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Our first view of Canadian, Texas, was via Google Maps. Having never heard of Canadian before, the 
internet was the first place we went to get a sense of scale, location, and history. As we zoomed out 
on the small grid of streets, we saw that this place was an oasis of people surrounded on all sides by 
thousands of square miles of cow country. We were excited to make art there.

For the past few years we returned to Canadian and were charmed again and again to find ourselves 
in long and earnest conversations with people that we had just met. We heard stories about all sorts 
of things: classic small-town history, local and state politics, the victories in sports, academics and 
arts in the schools, recoveries from the types of tragedies that can happen out there in the panhandle 
of Texas, about times when people helped other people despite differences, and about the love this 
community has for its own. When we ventured to Canadian in the fall of 2018, our art goal was to 
capture some of these stories and draw them on the walls of the town itself. 



A story of everyone coming to say goodbye.
River Valley Pioneer Museum

A story of levity in the face of danger.
Canadian City Hall

A story of a wealth of hospitality.
Citadelle Art Museum

1.

2.

3.

A story of keeping the town weird.
Canadian High School4.

A story of two totally normal teens.
Happy State Bank5.

A story of sharing local flavor.
Hemphill County Hospital6.

A story of shining civic pride.
Canadian Elementary School7.

CANADIAN, TX



Frank “Toppy” Clark was the first African America to 
permanently settling in Canadian. His story cuts across 
a remarkable time in our country’s history. He was 
born into slavery in Louisiana, in 1842. He was a Baptist 
preacher before serving in the United States Colored 
Infantry Union Army.  After the Civil War, Frank enlisted 
as a Buffalo Soldier in an all African-American unit 
assembled to confront the Comanche, the Ute, and the 
Apache as pioneers moved west.  

He then spent three decades working on ranches in the 
Panhandle and Kansas before settling in Canadian in the 
early 1900s. What few records exist of his time in the 
town illustrate a man who must have been immensely 
charismatic and hardworking. The biggest tribute to the 
affection he had garnished unfolded at his funeral.

The Canadian Record reported on May 25, 1922, that his 
funeral was attended by the white citizens of the region 
who showed up in 40 cars to pay their last respects. A 
remarkable life concluded in the loving embrace of the 
citizens of Canadian.

This mural stretched the length of the River Valley 
Pioneer Museum, inside which the only known photo 
of Frank hangs as an exhibit. Along the museum’s outer 
walls, the ghost of Frank as a buffalo soldier watches on 
as his body is carried to its final resting place. While his 
burial in the town cemetery speaks to his place within 
the community, his grave was still relegated to the far 
back edge, which speaks to the how far the town still had 
to go on racial integration.

1. Frank “Toppy” Clark



Looking at photos in The Canadian Record from February 
2012, we saw something that we do not often see—
firefighters battling a blaze with smiles on their faces. 

The ranch house burning in the photographs had been 
donated to the Canadian Volunteer Fire Department for 
a controlled burn as practice putting out stucco house 
fires. The burn was an event. We were told that people 
even brought lawn chairs to watch. The firefighters were 
giddy. What a treat to be able to navigate a fire that does 
not include the usual stress and sadness of loss. Images 
in The Canadian Record show firefighters taking selfies in 
front of the blaze. According to Editor Laurie Brown, who 
covered the event, one volunteer firefighter requested 
that his photograph not be published, because he had 
skipped out on work that day to participate.

Of course, Fire Chief Scott Brewster was on hand for the 
ranch house burning. Brown remembers a time more 
recently when Scott was not smiling, but was using 
his fire knowledge and leadership skills to save lives 
during the devastating wildfires that raged through the 
Panhandle in March 2017. She remembers that after 
two long days and nights of fighting one of the largest 
wildfires in Canadian’s history, exhausted firefighters 
were seen catching a few minutes of sleep in their trucks 
before heading back to the fire line.

Across from the fire department, on the side of City Hall, 
we used photographs of the practice burn to recreate 
the scene of celebration. Firefighters take selfies as Scott 
Brewster shoots a starting pistol to get things underway. 
Notice that everyone is wearing party hats.

2. Scott Brewster



In the late 50s, a family of Hungarian immigrants was 
moving to Canadian to escape a civil war. As a town 
already home to many immigrants, Canadian residents 
pitched in to prepare a house to welcome the Horvath 
family to their new life in America. 

One Canadian resident shared a memory with us of a 
woman named Sandra Mathers, who he described as 
always being impeccably dressed whenever she was 
in town. That did not stop Sandra from rolling up her 
sleeves to make sure that the house met her own sense 
of domestic standards. He recounted seeing Sandra—
her hair in an up-do, wearing a diamond ring—

3. Sandra Mathers

with cleaning brush in hand, scrubbing 
the bathtub in the home’s bathroom. 
It was not clean enough for her new 
neighbors.

The mural on the Citadelle Gallery imagines a moment 
where the immigrant family arrives at their new home 
to find Sandra still scrubbing their bathtub in her 
fine clothes. How welcome they must have felt by a 
community so dedicated to hospitality and generosity.



The first thing we saw driving into the town of Canadian was a large, green 
dinosaur atop a mesa along the highway. “That’s Aud.” Not, odd, but Aud, 
a 50-foot-long concrete and steel brontosaurus sculpture named after 
Audrey Cockrell, the wife of the man who built it. That man was local 
maker-of-things, Gene Cockrell, who has made many sculptures over the 
years, including: an alien flying saucer, a woolly mammoth, a two-headed 
dragon, and a Jesus figure praying with a lamb and a lion. The charm of 
these figures is in the clarity with which Pig viewed his efforts. He made 
them for the pleasure of making them.

The biggest sculpture by far is the dinosaur that overlooks Canadian. So 
we went to the biggest wall in town, the High School gymnasium, to draw 
a life-sized version of Aud and her life on the mesa. Here she grabs a 
mouthful of grass as she stares into the face of a local cow.

4. Gene “Pig” Cockrell



Cooper and Carsen Norris are two of a handful of young ladies in Canadian who 
compete and win in statewide and national rodeo competitions.  Hearing about 
their achievements, we had visions of rodeo superheroes in our heads. It turns 
out we would not be the first to try to capture their portraits. Polish photographer 
Ilona Szwarc’s photographs of the twins at age 10 was featured in National 
Geographic Magazine, and local artist Ronda Bartlett has painted Carsen riding 
her horse, Joe, at full gallop, roping a calf. 

But as we were told by those who know the girls, Cooper and Carsen are two pretty 
normal teenagers.  When we asked questions about what they like to do outside 
of rodeo, they said that they mostly just like listening to music and spending time 
together doing homework on the couch. Our portrait has them doing just that, 
hanging out surrounded by evidence of their achievements in the arena.

5. The Norris Twins



Canadian hosts, not one, but two 
world-class marksmen living a 
sniper’s distance away from each 
other on opposite sides of the town. 
David Tubb is one of them. An 11-
time NRA National High Power 
Champion, Tubb can boast of being 
perhaps the winningest competitive 
rifleman in the history of the sport.

Throughout the year, the population 
of Canadian occasionally increases 
by a few dozen Navy Seals for a few 
weeks as they train with Tubb to 
improve their shooting skills. When 
the Navy Seals are in town, David 
and wife Sue host get togethers, and 
bring in professional chaos-maker 
Jason Pelham to give these soldiers 
a unique Texas experience.

On the side of the local clinic, we 
drew a firsthand account we heard of 
one of these evening get togethers. 
On top of the usual fixtures of a 
party—families, children playing, 
a full spread of food—we were 
told about the excitement of an 
albino rattlesnake in a cat carrier, a 
porcupine, and bull-whips. Imagine, 
if you will, some of the most accurate 
shooters in the world trying to get 
a bull-whip to hit a bottle or a can 
from fifteen feet away coupled with 
the novelty of a rattlesnake poking 
its head out through its cage wires.

6. David Tubb



Spending time in Canadian means spending time 
with the railroad. No matter where you are in 
town, every few minutes you are reminded by a 
loud train whistle that this town is a railroad town. 

Like many towns in the American West built to 
support railroads, Canadian has weathered its 
fair share of ups and downs. A particularly hard 
blow hit the town in 1952, when the Santa Fe 
Railway announced it was moving its workers 
back to Amarillo. Almost overnight, 150 families 
left Canadian. 

7. Maouf “Oofie” Abraham The Amarillo Daily News predicted that Canadian would be the 
next ghost town of the Texas Panhandle. But Canadian did not 
disappear. Instead, the residents of Canadian took the term 
“ghost town” as a challenge. In the words of Canadian’s then-
Mayor Malouf “Oofie” Abraham, “If we’re going to be a ghost 
town, we’ll be the best-lit ghost town in the United States!” He 
began a campaign to fund new gas vapor streetlights along Main 
Street and modernize the town.

On the side of the elementary school, we drew the parade 
of families boarding onto a train to leave Canadian. Their 
silhouettes are “lit” by blue cones representing the absent 
streetlights. Behind them, Oofie defiantly plugs in the first of the 
new streetlights, which produces a hopeful green cone of light.



Laurie Brown and The Canadian Record
When trying to source these stories, we found ourselves going 
back to the local newspaper, the Canadian Record, time and 
time again as one of the greatest repositories of local history 
that a town could ask for. We found ourselves talking to reporter 
Laurie Brown about all of the news that she had covered over 
the years and that her father had covered before her.

When thinking about portraits of small towns and even large 
cities, local newspapers can provide the consistent record when 
those who witnessed or remember events and people pass away. 
For this project, our stories mostly came from verbal accounts 
talking to the residents of Canadian. But we were struck that for 
almost every story we were told, Laurie could dig up an article 
from the Canadian Record that provided a view of the events at 
the time.



Exhibition at the Citadelle
We designed the exhibition of this project at the Citadelle Art 
Museum to give visitors the context for each mural’s story 
and to capture the connections that would inevitably exist 
between people of Canadian and the portraits that we drew.

The central figure from each of the murals was carefully 
removed and reinstalled in the Citadelle Gallery, stuck directly 
onto the walls using only the original tape adhesive. To play 
with the idea of street art in a gallery setting, we drew tape 
frames around each figure that matched the personality of 
the portrait’s subject. Next to each figure were: a description 
of the story, a photograph of the original mural, newspaper 
and primary source records of the events or people, and a 
historical object that related to the story.

Visitors were invited to write connections they made with 
any of the stories so that the many intersections of the 
community could be seen by all.


Above, you can see part of the process of removing 
the central figures from the murals. Each figure was 
made with many over-lapping layers of tape so that 
they could be carefully peeled off the wall, placed on 
a fabric backing, and stored until the installation of 
the exhibit. 



tapeart.com


