
 
                                  GEORGE AND ST. JULIAN
 

Sometimes coincidences lead to consequences.  This was a happy one.
Gabriel Laderman, a colleague of George’s, a city boy trapped in the wilds

of New Paltz, was fleeing to a job at Hunter College  He and his wife Carol had 
found a place to live in Brooklyn, in the area called Park Slope.  On moving-in 
day he met a neighbor who was moving  out.  They chatted a while, and the 
man mentioned that he was moving upstate, to a town called New Paltz.  
Gabriel said, “ That’s where I was living.  Why don’t you look up a friend of 
mine?  His name is George Wexler”.  He did, and that’s how we met St. Julian 
Fishburne.

St. Julian was a painting conservator and a wonderful artist.  He and his
family moved to a house and 23 acres of land on Old Ford Road.  He and Betty,
his wife, and young daughters Audrey and Janet, settled in and became the 
hospitable center of a large circle of friends.  It was a happy time.  The location,
for St. Julian, was a convenient one, because his work was divided between 
NYC and Albany.

One day George was out painting.  His canvas was well on its way, when 
he accidentally brushed it against a limb and tore a hole in it.  Frantically, he 
rushed over to St. Julian’s studio and asked him if he could save it.  St. Julian 
took a look and said, ”leave it here.  I’ll call you in a few days”.  Sure enough, 
when he went back,  the canvas was as good as new.  He wouldn’t take any 
money.  All he wanted was George’s promise not to tell anyone how quickly he 
repaired it, because he usually kept his clients waiting for a month or more.  
And you can imagine what he charged for repairing a Picasso.

One of St. Julian’s clients was Nelson Rockefeller.  He and his first wife 
had decided to divorce.  They owned two floors in an apartment building on 5th 
Ave. in Manhattan.  One of the connections between floors was a spiral 
staircase in the back hallway.  On the walls (spiral also) was a mural painted 
by Miro.  Mrs. Rockefeller wanted the floors closed off, which would necessitate
the removal of the mural, no mean feat.   Destruction was out of the question 
because of the scandal concerning the destruction of the Diego Rivera mural 
during the building of Rockefeller Center, when Nelson was a young man of 25.

St. Julian was hired to do the job.  He in turn hired a crew, including us.
The work required removing the wall itself while preserving the surface.  We 
put layers of special paper, gauzy stuff, glue, etc.  When everything was in 
place, Julian took a jackhammer to separate the wall from its background lath,
a long, slow, extremely careful process.  It was done in sections, and took 
weeks.  Each section was prepared for removal, and lowered from the building 
to large trucks.  Quite a sight to see, on tony 5th Avenue.  The whole thing was 
driven up to the Rockefeller estate and put in storage.  I assume it’s still there. 

The irony of the story is that soon after this job was done, Mrs. 
Rockefeller decided to move somewhere else.

 



Some years later, things began to fall apart.  Schools were established  
for students to learn restoration, and St. Julian lost a lot of his clients.  We 
wondered why he didn’t get involved in teaching since he was such an old pro.  
It took a long time to find out the secret he had been hiding from everybody  all
his life.  He was dyslexic and had a hard time with it.  Betty was the one who 
kept the books, and did all the clerical work.

Then, when the girls were grown, he and Betty divorced.  Soon after, 
Julian married Donna, a younger woman and began to raise a new family, two 
more girls and a long-awaited son.  We didn’t lose contact, just saw them 
rarely.   Eventually, Donna left Julian for a younger man, and divorced him.  
Julian resettled in Woodstock, while Betty stayed on Old Ford Road, selling the
house, but remaining in part of it.

We continued to maintain our friendship.  Life went on, we all got older.  
Now Julian is very ill, in a nursing home in Rhinebeck.  George is gone, but I 
visit with Julian every summer when I come to NY.

 
  

 


