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Overcoming drugs and jail time to
flourish as a classically-inspired painter

Struggle, you know?
A lot of struggle, a lot
of difficulty,” he said.
“But I believe there is
beauty in the strug-
gle. I've learned over

George Morton
at work and,
below, his
“Mars,” char-
coal and white
chalk on toned

paper.

Immersed in this
world, his mentality
and one defining mo-
ment led him down
a difficult path very
young.

BY MICHELLE TRAURING lifelike, poignant pieces, and it’s
there—his past, one set against
twas the drug war of the 1990s in
his por- Kansas City, one that landed him
traits that an 11-year prison sentence.
caught One that nearly destroyed him.
Laura Gren- “George Morton is a wonderful ex-
ning’s eye. ample of someone who has successful-

It was his back

story that kept her

attention—one of the most compel-
ling she said she’s ever heard.

When she met him several years
ago, she knew his name wasn’t one
she’d soon forget. She knew it would
grace the walls of her Grenning Gal-
lery in Sag Harbor someday, his name
on everyone’s lips.

“George Morton.”

She was right.

But there is more to Mr. Morton
than his sheer, mostly raw talent.
Take one look at his dramatically

ly faced very difficult life situations,
some due to bad luck and some due to
bad choices,” Ms. Grenning said. “He
was able to dig deep to find a power
greater than himself”

That power is in his art. But what
is now his passion once started as an
escape.

Wrong Place, Wrong Time

Mr. Morton’s first artistic memory
dates back to around age 8, drawing
cartoon characters with pencil in el-
ementary school. Not long after, he

began experimenting with portraits
privately, already honing in on the
human element and its myriad emo-
tions—precisely what attracts him to
portraiture today.

Those moments to himself were few
and far between, and the majority of
his earliest memories are not artistic
atall.

Instead, they are of pure chaos.

Born to a 15-year-old mother, he
was the eldest of her 11 children — all
of them a year apart, living in a drug-
infested household, just trying to get
by.
“With my mother, we pretty much
grew up together. We were basically

co-parenting,” he said. “So, you can
imagine, I've always had the feeling
my mother is just a little girl, but even
more so back then. She had us back to
back. Just babies having babies.”

His talent never nurtured, a young
Mr. Morton kept his art a secret, and
focused on raising a family he didn’t
ask for, and living a life he didn’t
choose—inside a drug house, with
high-level paraphernalia everywhere
he turned.

It was pure survival, he said. This
was normal, and he rarely thought
twice about it.

“I had some very dark experiences,
actually, but beautiful, you know?

time.

“And, so, there’s a
lot of experiences that
come with living in
the midst of a drug
war in your commu-
nity—everything that
we’ve come to asso-

“I actually found
some of my mom’s stash
while she was in jail,
and was keeping it away
from my grandmother,
who was bribing me for
it,” he said. “I ended up
selling it to her, actu-

ciate with struggle,

pretty much,” he continued. “All the
odds are against you, people are dy-
ing around you, having to fend for
yourself. No real childhood. I don’t re-
gret a single day of it. I believe we just
take lemons and make lemonade out
of them. I may not have had the best
hand, but I play it like it’s the best.”

ally, and that’s how it
started—real close to home. At that
time, I had to be 11 or 12.”

As the years ticked on, he watched
the family business grow in depth
and scope. Drug dealers not much
older than the 14-year-old patriarch

continued on page B5
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The author brings yoga to school children in Africa.

TRAVEL
A Light in Africa
Delivering gifts from Sag Harbor

BY EMILY J. WEITZ

dents are encouraged to incorporate this theme into their lives in a variety

of ways. “Around the World” has manifested itself in explorations of how the
winter holidays are celebrated across the globe, in visits from leaders of distinct
and far-flung communities, and in reading challenges that bring students across
the earth together through the written word. continued on page B5

E ach year, Sag Harbor Elementary School sets a schoolwide intention, and stu-

THEATER

Put On Your
Kinky Furs

Making you think twice

about who’s in charge
BY MICHELLE TRAURING

The struggle in staging “Venus in Fur” lives

in the back of actor Tina Jones’s mind.
With every gesture she makes, every
word she speaks and every emotion she feels,
she knows: this play will only live for one night.

One night of kink, one night of power, one
night of dark, strange, erotic suspense.

One night of art.

It is just the sort of play that fits right into
the JDTLab series, according to director Josh
Gladstone, which is all about passion and in-
spiring artists to “play, play, play” on the John
Drew Theater stage at Guild Hall in East Hamp-
ton.

“This is all the mad genius and pure inspira-
tion of Tina Jones, who approached me with a
furious vision in her eyes that compelled me
to respond with enthusiasm and support,” Mr.
Gladstone said. “The play is quite sharply writ-
ten and manages to entertain while simulta-
neously arousing and terrifying the audience.
Oh, and it’s wildly witty, as well.”

It was love at first read for Ms. Jones, too, she
said.

“I first came upon ‘Venus in Fur’ because a
colleague of mine, Joe Brondo, and I had been
discussing making and producing one’s work.

TINA JONES

I was looking for something and he thought
I should read it, that it would be a great role
for me to take on,” she said. “I fell for the play
from the first read. It is funny, intelligent, sexy
and multilayered. It requires comedic skill,
but also power and charisma and adept lan-
guage skills. There is great range. These sort
of powerhouse roles don’t come along often for
women.”

Ms. Jones portrays Wanda, an actress who
bursts into an audition held by writer-director
Thomas Novachek, acted by Tristan Vaughan.
He is opening a new play—an adaptation of
the 1870 novel “Venus in Furs” by Leopold von
Sacher-Masoch, which ultimately inspired the
term “masochism”—and he’s searching for his

TRISTAN VAUGHAN

leading lady.

Upon initial inspection, Wanda is simply
not that. She’s sexy, but clearly unstable—she
thinks the role of Vanda is predestined for her
because they have nearly the same name—and
a bit vulgar.

Yet, suddenly, she begins to transform, first
when she pulls out a vintage dress and puts it
on, and then when she starts acting.

“I think what is most fun about playing
Vanda is just that—that I really get to play,” Ms.
Jones said. “In just letting the words and cir-
cumstance, the shifts between reality and fan-
tasy and what I find in response to Tristan play

continued on page B3
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From pushing drugs to fine painting

continued from page B1

regularly dropped by the house, and he watched
as his mother spent their government checks on
crack, when she wasn’t in prison.

When she was, his grandmother handed over
the money all the same.

“Right away, I knew I needed to reverse that situ-
ation,” he said. “If it was gonna be happening, my
logic was to benefit from it at the time, to keep
the money with us. I was unaware of any other op-
tions, really, although they existed, I'm sure.”

As was nearly predestined, he dropped out of
high school and joined forces with his mother
and grandmother. They were “thick as thieves,” he
said, “running our drug house on an hourly basis,
serving it out the window. It was everything you
see in the movies.”

But then, his uncle got shot. And then his friend.

Mr. Morton spiraled.

“It was like, ‘Why him?’ I was literally right
there. I had just gotten dropped off and he got
killed. I was always with him, it could have just as
easily been me,” he said. “At that time, I started liv-
ing on the run. I was getting a little more reckless
and careless in my dealings in the streets.”

He sighed. “It culminated with me getting
caught in a hotel room as a result of my mother—
accidentally, I think,” he said. “She unwittingly
brought a confidential informant with her that I
kind of knew and warned her against.”

It was February 2004. He was 19. And even when
he was arrested, he had a backpack full of books.

“I thought I was hustling to find my way and get
to an art school,” he said. “In my mind, [ was trying
to come up with the money. Even then. Even then.”

From Behind Bars

A decade later, the 11-year sentence he received
would be ruled as “racially motivated and uncon-
stitutional,” like many drug convictions at that
time.

But then, it was his reality. And any anger Mr.
Morton felt, he transformed into redemption.

“You know, it’s weird because while on one
hand, it was like, ‘F--k’—I mean, ‘Dang’—I'm going
to prison, on the other, it was a sense of relief,”
he said. “I was actually kind of happy that it was
all ending. I could relax. Up until that point, I was
just self-destructing. At any given moment, I could
have lost my life and so, deep down, I longed for
that opportunity to escape. I felt like I was in, just,
hopelessness—poverty-stricken hopelessness.”

He had a choice. Continue the pattern of drugs,
poorness and prison, or change.

He chose the latter.

“People expected me to be just another statistic.
It started a fire in me,” he said. “I started looking
at it as an opportunity, brilliantly disguised as a
setback. Early on, I had decided that I would nur-
ture and develop my craft—right away, before I was
even sentenced. I took advantage of it right away,
literally, from day one. I had already resolved to
have that singular focus of fine art. And I obsessed
over it.”

The proof still lives in the six prisons where he
was held, from maximum security—"It was a first-

time offense, and I'm in there with, literally, terror-
ist bombers,” he said—down to minimum security.
By cooperating at every turn, the executive staff
allowed him to splash murals on the cold walls,
and even commissioned portraits themselves.

So did the families of his fellow inmates.

“Irealized I could make a living for myself when
Iwas away. When I wasn’t painting, I would always
be studying,” he said. “There was a deep, deep pe-
riod of growth and development in the most in-
tense way. Sometimes, I found myself hoping I'd
get released soon, before I'd developed as much as I
could. But I would often find myself content by the
fact that I knew I wasn’t as developed as I wanted
to be before I got out, anyway.”

In 2013, after serving 85 percent of his sentence,
he found himself a free man—albeit on parole—
and released to a new city, Atlanta. He had gone in
a boy and came out a man. He hadn’t even bought
alcohol legally yet.

He arrived at the local halfway house with a
six-foot easel and a new determination. While the
former inmates watched television, he would draw
them. While they complained about the economy,
he got to work. Within a week, he had ajobata gym,
kickstarting a serendipitous sequence of events that
would eventually lead him to Sag Harbor.

“Choosing life over death, choosing success over
failure, it wasn’t a choice at all,” he said. “I wasn’t
going to give up, you know? [ wasn’t going to give
up, that was not going to be the end of me. I felt
like I was on a world stage. Here’s my chance, I'm
going to take off sprinting from the gate.”

A New Life, And True Freedom

What happened next was completely strategic,
Mr. Morton said. He walked into a private gym, in
an affluent area, and asked for a job as a personal
trainer. He even offered to work for free.

Owner Andrew Hemming couldn’t say no, espe-
cially after hearing Mr. Morton’s story, and created
a position just for him—primarily manning the
front desk and helping out with odd jobs around
the facility.

Immediately, in the halfway house, the artist
painted a huge portrait of him.

“I knew if I could do a good job on that painting
and hang it in the gym, the right person would
see it and it would lead to more opportunities,” he
said. “Sure enough, that’s exactly what happened.”

The portrait caught the eye of architect Keith
Summerour, who sought out Mr. Hemming and
asked, “Who painted that?” the artist recalled.

“You know, George,” Mr. Hemming had said.

“George? George who?”

“The guy down there cleaning those toilets,” he
had replied. “You know, George.”

“No way,” he said, immediately leaving the
painting to find Mr. Morton, who was practically
waiting in the eves. Little did he know that Mr.
Summerour served on the board of the Florence
Academy of Art, and insisted that Mr. Morton ap-
ply.

He did. And he was accepted to study in Italy,
except his parole did not allow him to travel. No
exceptions.

“Right when I thought my dreams to get aca-

demic training were denied, I was shortly after
informed that The Florence Academy was coming
to the states to open their inaugural U.S. branch,
and that I was invited to come be one of the few
students to christen the new space,” he said. “At
this point, I knew there was a force behind this, a
force of positivity, in a predestined way.”

But fate only goes so far when faced with a heavy
tuition bill and zero savings. With the help of Ms.
Grenning—who became a fast friend and support-
er of Mr. Morton early on—he launched a Kickstart-
er campaign called The George Morton Project,
which raised $14,055 in 30 days.

It was enough to get him started, but not enough
to let him graduate.

By Christmas, Ms. Grenning said she hopes to
raise the $12,000 it will take for Mr. Morton to com-
plete his studies. This summer, he will finally travel
to Florence, Italy—after the gallerist worked with
his lawyers and wrote a heartfelt letter to the pre-
siding judge, requesting that he be released from
his 10-year parole, which was recently granted.

“Although counter-intuitive, it’s my guess that
Morton’s struggles during the first third of his
life have created a sensitivity and emotional
depth that will always be reflected in his work,”
she wrote. “Ironically, this sets his pathway above
many of [his] fellow artists. I have dedicated the
last 20 years to helping find and develop young tal-
ent, and when I find a talent like Mr. Morton, I feel
strongly that we should all do what we can to give
them wings to soar to their own highest level.”

These days, the artist spends between 10 and 14
hours a day in his Atlanta studio, nearly seven days
a week, surrounded by graphite, charcoal and oils,
meeting the needs of an “impossibly rigorous pro-
gram,” he said.

As he works, he finds himself inspired by the
world of realism, the full range of human emo-
tion and capturing it on a canvas. As he moves, he
is truly free—free from his childhood, free from
the drug war, free from prison, free from his dark-
est memories and free from the mental bondage
of failure and low expectations that plagued his
drug-infested community.

It is an inescapable reality that the majority of
his relatives are still entangled in to this day, he
said.

“Unfortunately, my siblings haven’t been so
blessed. We are all such a product of a very hope-
less and hostile environment,” he said. “Those that
are still blessed to be among the living are also
serving as my inspiration. They are observing my
every move, and [ work hard every day to be the
best example of human potential unleashed as I
can possibly be. They, along with many others in
underprivileged communities, are counting on me
and I intend to let my life serve as a beacon of hope
and inspiration.

“When I look back on how far I've come, I feel
it is nothing short of a miracle,” he continued. “I
survived a massacre. So many people who I believe
to be far greater than me didn’t make it to see this
day, and so I am inclined to believe that I am here
for a real reason. That reason is becoming more
clear with each day.”

For more information about George Morton, visit
georgeanthonymorton.com.

OPEN HOUSE

APRIL 22 AT 10AM

Register at stonybrookschool.org or call 631-751-1800 ext. 1.

Almond’s new chef de cuisine Jeremy Blutstein at the Bridgehampton restaurant. heller
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A Travel Ban Dinner

Five courses from countries on Trump’s hit list

Imond Chef Jason Weiner has partnered with Channing Daughters Winery to host a wine
Adinner featuring dishes from countries listed on President Donald J. Trump’s travel ban. The

dinner will be held on Wednesday, April 19, at the restaurant on Ocean Road and Main Street
in Bridgehampton.

“Whether you are talking about the Medicis bringing pasta to Italy from the Far East 500 years ago, or
Korean tacos now being served in Inglewood, cooking is a cultural interchange,” said Chef Weiner. “We're
in a moment where some folks think cultural interchange is a bad thing. Well, um, we don't agree.”

The meal will feature five courses inspired by the cuisine of six countries, according to Chef
Weiner. Falafel/Fattoush from Syria and Iran, Salaat Jazar (a spicy Sudanese carrot salad), Mafaiya
(a Yemeni fish stew), lamb and chicken kebabs inspired by Libyan cuisine, and Kac Kac, a Somalian
beignet, will round out the menu of dishes featured at the Trump Travel Ban wine dinner.

As per the restaurant’s continued commitment to all foods local, Chef Weiner and chef de cuisine
Jeremy Blutstein said, in addition to local wines from Channing Daughters, the event will use Harissa
and pickles crafted in the Almond kitchen last summer, and expects to include produce from Quail
Hill Farm, Amber Waves Farm, from Marilee Foster, Pike Farm and Goodwater Farm.

The dinner will cost $85 plus tax and gratuity, and is $80 for members of Slow Food East End and
the Channing Daughters Winery Club.

For more information, call (631) 537-5665.

EMBRACING
THE SERPENT

1 Embrace of the Ser-
pent,” a film that tells
the story of the Amazonian
shaman Karamakate and his
friendship with two Western
scientists, will be shown
at the Parrish Art Museum
on Friday, April 14, at 6 p.m.
in collaboration with the
Hamptons International Film
Festival.

COLLEGE PREPARATORY
CO-EDUCATIONAL
CHRISTIAN

GRADES 7-12

BOARDING AND DAY
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