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Michael Joseph's photo of the World
Trade Center towers has consumed
his life since Sept. 11, Now, it may
be headed for a U.S. postage stamp.
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tween the twin towers of the
World Trade Center. That's

pace a little.
"When I reached the end of

for me."
Hesitation has
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lay. Suddenly, his constantly
evolving life was brought to
a standstill.
Joseph's resume is built
upon creation, wonderment
and the joy of discovery1. That's
why he got serious about his
fine-art photography in 1995.
He began capturing everything from the heart-shaped
reflections at the base of the
Eiffel Tower to the mesmerizing possibilities of the inside
of a dryer — a world of whimsy and mystery.
"And now here I was with a
memorial ... that I wasn't
ready to share," he says. "It
felt too personal."
The weight of this single
photo had become profound.
"A shot from tiie heart," demons says, it was a shot that
would take Joseph on an
odyssey from Ground Zero
to anonymous deliveries at
New York firehouses to the
prospect of a U.S. postage stamp.
"When I first saw the image,
it gave me goose bumps,"
says Cindy Stoddart, director
of the Fort Lauderdale-based
organization ArtServe. "It almost has a premonition
quality to it."

Call it the aftereffects of
shock. Call it paranoia.
"I wanted to preserve the
image, but what I was doing
was hiding it,'' Joseph says.
Locking the photo away in his
mind like a winning lattery
ticket, he feared it would fall
into tlte wrong hands.
He could envision it quickly
ending up tubed in a cardboard display at Spencer Gifts,
sandwiched between posters
of Gandolf and Austin Powers.
"I've never been motivated bymoney. Why sell out now for
one photograph?" he asks.
"He really did agonize over
what to do with it. There was
a lot of stuff out there at the
time, and he didn't want this
to be something that ended up
plastered all over the place,"
Obrig says. "He had a hard
time accepting that it would
be OK to be recognized for a
piece like this. He didn't want
to capitalize on it. hut he
wanted to share it. We prayed
and meditated."
And they continued to keep
it hidden away.
Joseph could hear voices
calling it a "lucky shot."
"But I don't feel special
about this," he admits. "1 don't
feel lucky. This is what I do.
Capturing the image is no miracle. But when you're a struggling artist trying to validate
what you do ... Lucky? Is it?"
Joseph is not a lucky guy by
trade. He's up at 8 and on the

phone every morning, trying
to find homes for his images,
trying to build interest in his
body of work. He wavered at
the thought of the old adage,
timing is everything. "In the
weeks that followed, I even
called A'eic.s'i/wA' and Time,
but I'm not a journalist — that
world is completely alien to
me," he says.

— Cindy Stoddart,
director of ArtServe

Bom in the industrial town
of Methuen, Mass.. Joseph
grew up in rural Southington.
Conn., where his introduction
to photography was. in a
word, "magic."
The "magician" was his engineer father, pinching the
edges of a Polaroid and shaking it in the summer air as
continued next page

Every picture tells a story: Even this less
remarkable photo Joseph took from the top of
the World Trade Center has gained meaning.

art collector Larry demons

A picture is worth a thousand words:
Joseph shares his photo with a New York
fireman after the tragedy of Sept. 11.
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the image slowly appeared.
"There it was — fantastic,"
Joseph says, as if he were
only days removed from
the discovery.
Dressed in baggy denim
shirt and black pants with the
type of long, dark Brillo hair
that gets away from him even
though it's anchored in a
ponytail, Joseph seems to be
living in vampire time. He'll
be 40 in June and has a 20year-old daughter, but both
physically and internally, he
seems only steps away from
that kinetic kid who was enchanted by family photos
materializing before his eyes.
When the phone rings in his
studio, he punctuates the conversation with exclamation
points: "Fabulous! Great! Excellent!" His enthusiasm is
overwhelming. While the rest
of us may have one "fabulous-

great-excellent" phone conversation in a lifetime, Joseph
obviously has several a day.
"He has always been overly
enthusiastic and the type to
live life to the fullest," says his
daughter, Michelle Surace.
"But now that he has done
something that's really having
an emotional impact on people, he is really driven."
That drive, along with his
inability to sit still, led Joseph
to skip college and spend the
decade following high school
as a.light-designer and director for touring road shows,
including musical acts, ballet
and the Ice Capades. "It left
me cultured," he says.
He promised himself he
would retire from that business by age 30. In the early
'90s, he settled in Florida "for
the sunshine." Joseph was no
more than a bug drawn to the

bright light of Florida's furnace, but he immediately
looked for avenues of expression in Fort Lauderdale, becoming the art director at the
old Squeeze nightclub and
eventually narrowing his
scope to photography.
"At some point, you stop
entertaining yourself and
start developing an existence," Joseph says. "I had to
focus on that."
He doesn't feel that his
choice of photography as an
art form is very far removed
from his work with the touring
companies — involving light,
colors, shapes, symmetry.
Since 1995, he has certainly
received his share of accolades, both locally and nationally, and his work appears
everywhere, from the hallways of Royal Caribbean
International cruise ships
to the rotunda of the Florida Supreme Court Building
in Tallahassee.
"He's held in very high esteem in the art community,
and not just because of his
wonderful photography, but
because he gives back. He's
very involved," says Stoddart
of ArtServe. "Last year, when
we presented our annual
awards, instead of plaques,
we gave original framed
prints of Michael's work that
he donated."
Joseph was certainly confident that he'd been making a
real contribution to the art
world, but now, he believed,
he had a piece of work unique
enough to validate what he
had decided to do with his life
a decade ago.
"And I didn't want to be
seen as a one-time photographer with a lucky shot. Hey,
I've been nurturing this career
for years. Here I am representing this photograph, but
the photo is also a representation of me," he says. "All I
knew was, I trust the photo."
And about three other people.
That's why he formed a
covenant with the handful of
others who knew of the
photo's existence. One of the
selected few was demons,
who had been collecting
Joseph's work for about
six years.
"He's the barometer I had to
gauge tliis by, and I thought
with his guidance, I could do
the right thing," Joseph says.
"He brought it to me, and I
was just, 'Wow. I'm not sure
what you're asking me.'
demons recalls. " "This is a
memorial; it can't be a moneymaking venture. It has to be
a gift."
Share it with the world.
Give it away.
"I knew this was the way to
go," Joseph says. "But I didn't

even have any prints, so I
went and had a boxful
made up."
He started giving them to
close friends. "At first, people
would look at it in disbelief.
They thought the cross was
drawn in," Obrig says.
Joseph kept making the
rounds, handing out copies of
the photo to his associates in
the art community, but short
of running down the street
and sticking them under people's wiper blades like fliers
for a car detailer, he felt limited in his reach.
Then, one morning in October at about 3 a.m., as the
anniversary of the day he
took the shot approached, he
picked up the phone and
made reservations to fly to
New York City.
"I threw the box of prints in
a duffle bag." Joseph says.
"And all I knew was that I
would give one to the first
fireman or policeman I saw."

killed while administering
last rites to a firefighter at the
base of the towers.
"Coincidence or not?" Joseph asks.
The officer led him into the
church and then to a makeshift office up the street
where church workers had
been relocated. "I gave them
a photo and asked, 'Is this
comforting in any way?' "
Joseph remembers. "I wasn't
doing this for my ego. I just
wanted to get a gut reaction."
"Yes, yes," they answered
him, gasping.
"It was eerie just being in
the church, the ground covered in ash. There was something otherworldly about
the whole experience." Smace says.
Just weeks after the
tragedy, it was way too soon
to think about healing, but
Joseph could see in their

— Joseph

The forgetting
He instinctively rubs his
eyes when he talks about it.
The smoke and the fumes are
still in his face from that day
at Ground Zero.
With his daughter at his side,
he made his way to Lower
Manhattan. It was Oct. 19.
The cops didn't have time
for him and his silly pictures.
"The first thing I wanted to do
was take a shot from that
same spot in front of the
church, but it was impossible
to get to. I'm waving the picture, but the police didn't have
time for me. It was, 'Move it
along, move it along.' "
Some would look at it in
disbelief, a ghostly image
coming at them from the
smoke and the wreckage.
"You could imagine their perspective. They're surrounded
by the rubble, emergency
vehicles, hundreds of volunteers, candles and vigils and
never-ending smoke, and
there's this guy flapping a
photo in their faces," Joseph says.
But here he was, on the
ropes, within reach of the
exact location where he took
the picture a year to the dayearlier, when an officer quietly walked up behind him and
asked, "What is that you're
showing everybody?" He
took one of the photos in his
hand, looked down, and then
slowly looked up and said,
"Oh, yeah."
The policeman had his own
story to tell. He was one of
the officers who had carried
the body of Father Mychal
Judge, chaplain of the NewYork Fire Department, to St.
Peter's after he had been

eyes that they welcomed the
spirit of the photo. Later, he
visited several fire stations.
"And they immediately put it
in their windows," he says.
"At one, I was showing them
my photo, and they were
showing me pictures of
30 guys who had been lost
from their house alone. It
was overwhelming."
After a few stops, the photo
of the towers was speaking
for itself. "That's what I wanted, not a lot of words," Joseph says.
It was a long day, perhaps
the longest of his life. "But
the whole experience reassured me of what the goal
would be." he says, "to have
one displayed in every firehouse, police department and
Port Authority station in
the city."
continued next page

To protect and serve: Some of New York's
finest were happy to receive the image from
Joseph and his girlfriend, Paige Obrig.

from previous page

— Joseph's daughter,
Michelle Surace

Singing the praises of the Big Apple:
Joseph presents a print to entertainer
and New Yorker Tony Bennett.
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Back in Fort Lauderdale.
Joseph and demons discussed the mechanics of
doing such a thing. They
designed a commemorative
print, and demons agreed
to publish it. "Maybe I'll
make some of the money
back down the road, but it's
not about that now." demons says.
Little by little, as finances
allow, they have been framing
special editions and sending
them up to New York firehouses. "Right now, we're
doing about three to five a
week," demons says. "We
just ship them up anonymously, no return address."
It's a noble undertaking, but
demons seems to get an even

bigger kick out of the box of
prints lie keeps in his SUV.
He calls them his "drive-bys."
"Whenever I see a car with
New York plates, I reach back,
roll one up. and flag them
down: 'Hey, I've got something for you.' You wouldn't
believe the reaction."
Obrig says she gets a similar reaction when she shares
the piece with people. "They
love it. but then they want to
give me a donation or something, and I have to say, 'No,
no, it's a gift.'"
Gradually, thanks to the
grassroots effort, Joseph's
image is becoming a signature memorial of the towers
and the infamous t ragedy.
"We want the whole world
to see it." demons says.

"But as a piece of history,"
Obrig adds. "That's what
it is."
The inscription on the print
reads: "We will always remember where we were and
how we felt. We shall never
forget how we feel."
It's the forgetting .that
haunts Joseph now. "When
they look at this piece. I
don't want it to remind people of the horror aud the terrorism," he says. "I want it to
remind people of how we
reacted in those initial
weeks, all the compassion
and effort to re-invest ourselves in things that really
matter. Why does that have
to disappear in six months?"

Thirty-seven cents
Seven months later, Joseph's life is still dominated
by I he shot he took two
autumns ago. "I haven't seen
him focus on anything else
since this happened," his
daughter says. "He's totally devoted."
Presently on another excursion to New York, Joseph is
photographing the twin light
beams currently being projected into the sky from
Ground Zero. He captures
them magnificently, but this
task is secondary' to the continuing odyssey of the memorial photo. He presented a
print to the Delta Air lines
pilots on the flight up.
he says.
"Oh, did he tell you he just
saw one we presented last
January in the front window
of a precinct right in the center of Times Square?" Obrig
asks. "To think of all the thousands of things they must
have received in the wake of
what happened, and they
chose to display this like that.
That is such an honor."
By Joseph's standards, the
photo may be short of technical greatness, but it's certainly reaching its potential.
In his studio, he keeps a
scrapbook that houses a picture of Janet Reno holding
the photo and one of Tony
Bennett holding the photo
and another ...
The second Joseph gets
back to town this weekend,
he'll go out holding petition
drives at local libraries to
build support for the use of
the image on a U.S. postage stamp.
"We're setting it up so he
can take signatures in the entranceway," says Kara Geib,
programming director for
Broward County's West Regional Library and one of the
first people to see stamp potential in the photo.
"When she saw it, slie im-

mediately said, 'This would
make a great stamp.' That's
something I never would
have thought of," Joseph
says. "It's a monumental
undertaking, but we're starting by trying to get the postmaster general to recognize it
as a legitimate submission for
a commemorative stamp."
demons worries the religious connotations might nix
it. "But it's a patriotic piece —
the Twin Towers, the flag, the
cross, America was founded
on Christianity. Big whoop:
It's part of who we are."
Joseph knows that what he
first saw as a simple image
can be seen from many different viewpoints once it hits
the public eye. It is now featured in the gift shop at the
Coral Springs Museum of Art,
where the reaction has been,
"Wow," museum director
O'Keefe says. "The cross can
be seen as a symbol of protection, but it also reminds
one of the strife caused by
religious diversity."
When Joseph's girlfriend
gave one to a Jewish gentleman, he said, "Oh, I wish it
was the Jewish star, but 1 still
like it."
People close to Joseph say
this whole ordeal has
changed him. "It's changed
how he feels about the path
he's chosen," demons says.
"Artists struggle, and they
make career choices that
don't fit into the norm or
aren't accepted by their families or whatever, so, there's
always doubts. But this has
made him realize, 'This is
who I am and it's OK. It's OK
to chase the dream.' He was
building a nice reputation
before this all happened, but
this piece substantiates what
he does for a living."
"He is more comfortable
with the work he does,"
Obrig affirms.
Joseph says this whole ordeal really hasn't changed or
disrupted his life. "But it's
given it deeper meaning," lie
notes. "In my mind now, it's
become a confirmation of
what I've decided to do with
.my life: to offer your best, to
follow your instincts. You
know, I love to watch everything from car racing to basketball to a 15-year-old playing Chopin. And it doesn't
have anything to do with any
particular sports or anything.
I am just enthralled by someone who goes all out and
excels at something they are
extremely passionate about."
When Joseph takes to the
streets, it's a solo existence.
"You and your environment.
You and your subject. I don't
like to think things occur by
happenstance or accident,"

he says. "The freedom I have
just allows tilings to happen
to me. And then I have onefive-hundredth of a second to
make the shot."
Michael Joseph will hold
petition drives to get his
photo on a i'.S. postage
stomp noon-ti ji.m. Friday at
flit1 Broicfird County Main
Library, I0(j s. Andrews

— Barbara O'Keefe, director
of the Coral Springs
Museum of Art

O

Avf., Fort Lauderdale; noon6 p.m. Saturday at the Broward Comity West Regional
Library, 8601 W. Broward
Blvd., Plantation, and noon6 p.m. Monday at ArtServe,
1350 E. Sunrise Blvd.,
Fort Lauderdale.
Contact T.M. Shine at
tshine@citytinkmagazine.com.

Winning votes: Perhaps even Florida
gubernatorial candidate Janet Reno will
sign the petition to feature Joseph's
photo on a U.S. postage stamp.

Your signature can help make
this photo a U.S.Stamp
Name

Address

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

"In God We Trust" 6 2000 Michael Joseph Photography

13.

U.S. stamp
campaign update

14.
15.
16.

Michael Joseph is preparing to embark on a crosscountry, three-month quest to bring his "We The People"
postage stamp campaign to America's heartland.
Beginning just after the July fourth holiday. Michael will
be traveling through major cities and small towns across
America, stopping at universities, shopping malls, fire
stations, hospitals and other public areas to collect signatures for the postage stamp and additional personal
messages on commemorative banners in memory of
Sept. 11.
Departing from Fort Lauderdale, Michael and his assistants will make their way to the West Coast, the
Northwest, the Great Plains and through America's
heartland. They will continue through the Southeast, the
Great Lakes, and into New England, collecting signatures and personal messages throughout the trip. In tribute, the group will be in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, on _.
Sept. 9: Washington, D.C. on Sept. 10; and New York City ;q
on Sept. 11.
<

17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.

Local activities

28.

Please mail this

to;

Citizens Stamp Advisory Committee
J.S. Postal Service
471 L'Enfant Plaza SW, Room 5670
Washington, DC 20260-2437

Michael Joseph and volunteers will hold petition drives
to get his photo on a U.S. postage stamp on Thursday, July
4, from 3-6 p.m. at Las Olas Riverfront and from 4-9 p.m.
on Fort Lauderdale Beach at the intersection of A1A and
Las Olas Blvd.
On Friday, July 5, they will be at the Golden Jewelry
Exchange, Cocogate Plaza, 5109 Coconut Creek Parkway.
Margate from 3-6 p.m., and at Victoria's Attic, Gateway
Shopping Plaza, 1928 E. Sunrise Blvd.. Fort Lauderdale,
from 8-10 p.m.
For additional information or to volunteer, contact
Michael Joseph at 954/760-9727 or m tchafljosepk.fom.

