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Thank God for the iron in 
the blood of our fathers

President Theodore Roosevelt once said,  

“Thank God for the iron in the blood of our  

fathers.” In my family’s case it was bronze. 

People used to say the old expression that 

they, “broke the mold when they made your 

Grandfather.” That is literally the case (to use 

a foundry man’s pun), as he reportedly weighed 

over 12 pounds when he was born in 1932. 

My grandfather  
Robert Spring, or Bob,  
was magnanimous in his  
posture and bearing. 

With a large head, a flurry of hair, broad shoulders,  

muscular frame, and Roman nose, he looked 

like the monumental sculptures that he worked 

on at Modern Art Foundry. He fit with the  

Gaston Lachaise and Donald DeLue sculptures 

he loved so much. He was a crucible through 

most of his life, he was sturdy and could 

take the heat. He had the strongest hands of  

anyone I have ever met; vice grips that were 

strong to the end. At times he was a “bull in a china  

shop,” but at times he was graceful like a  

dancer. He was always athletic, and always 

strong; an unbelievable force of nature. He was 

a thick brick wall, but still could be fascinated by 

the wings on a hummingbird, and moved to tears 

by its beauty. When he was younger, he looked 

like the Viking Erik the Red, and he actually  

did have red hair. If you look at photos, my 

Grandpa was a combination of a frontline Norse  

warrior, a young Robert DeNiro (Godfather Part 

II), and John Wayne at his heyday. As he aged, 

he looked increasingly like Mr. Frederickson in 

Disney/Pixar’s “Up,” which he actually enjoyed 

watching (“Oh my God, it’s me!” he shouted, 

when we watched the film a few years ago). 

I had a very special relationship with “The 

Old Man.” Besides spending a lot of time at  

Modern Art Foundry through much of my life 

(up until being hired at Kellenberg Memorial 

High School), I was always around him. For  

the past 35 years, we had a lot of special  

moments together. Whether it was spending 

time floating around Lake Carmel on inner 

tubes, working in the garden, going to antique 

stores together, or driving all over the place, 

the moments were special. We traveled a lot 

together, here in the United States, in England, 

and in Europe. We had amazing conversations 

as we drove through Manhattan, Queens, on 

I-84 going up to Carmel, or down strange back 

roads in the mid-Hudson Valley. We traveled to 

Gettysburg a few times, which was quite the 

experience! We went to Virginia together on a 

few trips, and worked on the repairs of a Civil  

War statue for the foundry. There is nothing  

like attending a Civil War Society’s meeting 

coming from New York, but I tell you though, 

my Grandfather commanded that room of  

“Rebels,” when he spoke, and then they trusted us  

“Yankees.” I thought to myself in that moment, 

“My Grandfather is both Grant and Lee!” 

Driving with Bob Spring in Manhattan was  

equally quite the experience. Sometimes it was  

like riding “It’s a Small World”; calm and easy.  

Sometimes, it was like “Space Mountain” or  

“The Cyclone”; HELP! I would often sit in the  

car, while he ran inside to see Louise Bourgeois,  

because he didn’t want to pump a meter. I was  

even in the car with him once when he drove  

on a NYC sidewalk. Yes, he did that! By the  

way, the man was amazing at finding parking 

in Midtown Manhattan. Seriously, he just knew 

where to find spots! 

These ridiculous little moments were  

important to me, and I hope that they were 

important to him. He once called me “Gunga 

Din” as a joke, but I took that as a compliment 

because we were partners in crime. 

I learned a lot in this partnership. The man 

taught me how to drive (although that involved 

a lot of yelling). He taught me how to tie a tie 

(also, yelling). He taught me soccer (yelling). 

He taught me volleyball (yelling). He gave up 

on how I hold a fork and knife, but would joke 

about it. He taught me how to build a fire (which 

is probably the most important lesson of my 

life). He was there for us when my Opa Rudi 

Bursig, passed away. He was there again, when 

my Oma Ursula Bursig passed away too, and 

took me out to a German dinner at Koenig’s to 

talk. He had a very special relationship with his 

“German” in-laws, and loved my father Richard 

like his own son. He taught me how to cook 
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(sloppily), and together we made the largest  

freaking rouladen I’ve ever seen in my life (from 

the Luchow’s Cookbook)! He taught me that you 

shouldn’t touch a hot recently painted bronze 

statue (also yelling). Yeah, I did that. He taught 

me that bronze statues should be slapped 

when you touch them (this often causes  

complications when I am in museums, haha). 

He taught me how to clean your underwear in a 

hotel sink (I wasn’t expecting or asking for that 

one). He taught me the appreciation for artwork, 

and hand-made things. He taught me how to be 

respectful, and to love. 

He encouraged my creativity, and gave  

me confidence, when I really had trouble 

finding it anywhere else. 

He taught me how to appreciate people, and 

to actually talk to them. He taught me how to  

appreciate the human form artistically,  

especially the female shape (I’m not being 

crude, it is simply true). He taught me the idea 

of responsibility, through his strong devotion  

to the American Dream, and his brief service in 

the United States Air Force during the Korean  

War. He taught me resilience, through his  

explanations of growing up during the Great 

Depression and World War II. He taught me 

how to create art with clay, with paint, with wax, 

with metal, and with love. He taught me to use 

your talents because they make you happy. He 

taught me how you could be devoted to your 

family, especially through his marriage to my 

Grandmother Betty, and the love of his children, 

grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. He 

taught me how to be devoted to his profession 

through his work at Modern Art Foundry. 

He taught me how to defend your family. 

He taught me how to be loyal to your friends, 

especially when he visited his dying best friend 

weekly, just to be by his side. He taught me 

how to laugh, and to be silly and corny (he 

once suggested adding another darker line to 

a $100,000 Mark Rothko painting; the building 

manager didn’t appreciate that humor, hahah). 

He taught me the appreciation for a good glass 

of whiskey, cognac, or port. He taught me how 

NOT to drink gin and vodka (he mixed the two 

together and called it a “Death Wish,” and that’s 

why I don’t drink it, hahah). He taught me that 

duck is an underrated meat to eat. He taught 

me the value of a good block of cheese.

He taught me love for 
America, through his  
patriotism (he’d salute  
the faded and torn  
American flag in Lake  
Carmel regularly).

He taught me how to be cautious in the ocean, 

and how to watch the waves. He taught me 

random German, Polish, and Japanese words, 

which I don’t think he actually understood  

himself. 

He loved the extravagant, and the decadent, but 

a lot of times he was content with the simple, 

the easy, and the home-made. He loved jelly 

donuts, rice pudding, stollen, strawberry short-

cake, mashed potatoes and creamed spinach. 

He had to give up beef, beer, and shellfish  

because of the gout, but he loved those too!

He was ahead of his time with Japanese 

food, he gobbled down sushi and sashimi  

before it was “cool.” He adored his soccer. He 

lived and breathed it. He knew exactly how 

to yell at the TV screen, and surprisingly the  

players still couldn’t hear him (if you experienced 

watching World Cup games with him, you were  

blessed for entertainment). Boy did he know that  

“beautiful game” though! He loved his Jeopardy,  

and would push you out of the way to watch 

it. He loved SpongeBob SquarePants because 

it made him smile. He hated Mickey Mouse, 

but loved Mary Poppins. He loved the toilet, oh 

yes he did. Did you know that toilet paper also 

makes a great bookmark? Musically, he sang 

even if he didn’t care how his voice sounded. 

. . .continued
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Personally, I think he had a good voice, and he 

danced very well. He was always disappointed  

that he never learned an instrument, but he  

appreciated music terribly, and used to tell me 

to, “Keep playing the guitar when you’re 

near me, it makes me happy.” He’d crank the 

volume on Bing Crosby, “Time in a Bottle” by 

Jim Croce, the final movement of Beethoven’s  

9th, Stan Getz, John Philip Sousa, Simon and 

Garfunkel, and yes, even Janis Joplin. He loved 

cellos, saxophones, and bagpipes. To this day, 

I cannot watch “Mary Poppins” without crying 

because his favorite song was “Feed the Birds” 

(it was Walt Disney’s favorite song too!). All in 

all, he loved little things. 

He once told me a story of how he and the  

famous artist Jacques Lipschitz were in an  

antique store in Manhattan, looking at artwork. 

Mr. Lipschitz turned to my Grandfather and said, 

“Bobby! Bobby! Look at this piece. Can’t you 

see the love that went into making it!” Now that I 

think about it, that truly was how my Grandfather  

appreciated things. He focused on the love, 

the craftsmanship, the story, and the work that 

went into artwork, antiques, politics, economics, 

a person, you name it. A couple of years ago we 

were watching “Pinocchio” on television in the 

basement of their house in Lake Carmel, simply 

because it was just on TV. He was fascinated 

by the artwork, and afterwards said to me,  

“Matthew, you know that was very special, that 

movie, that art. I had never seen it before.” 

My Grandfather truly loved three women in his 

life, his wife Betty, his artist and muse Louise,  

and ultimately the mistress Modern Art  

Foundry. He and my Grandmother were married  

for 67 years. They raised a beautiful, albeit it 

loud, family. He and my Grandma were devoted  

to their children, and like many parents in the 

1950s and 1960s, were involved in Church 

groups, local teams, and clubs. His children, 

and his grandchildren all have our personal  

stories of love and devotion. Ultimately, he 

wanted his wife and family to be happy and 

safe. As for his artist friend, his work with 

the famed artist Louise Bourgeois should not 

go unmentioned. He became an essential  

part of her creative process, and they  

worked extremely well together. They created,  

expanded, developed, and pushed the  

boundaries of modern art. They had a symbiotic  

relationship. His work with Louise through 

Modern Art Foundry, took him across the  

United States and throughout the World,  

including the northernmost reaches of Norway! 

As for the mistress Modern Art Foundry, the  

foundry encapsulated his whole focus and life.  

Born the same year the business opened, he 

spent much of his 87 years connected to 18-

70 41st Street. It wouldn’t be the “Artist’s 

Foundry,” if it wasn’t for my grandfather’s  

relationships with artists. To use another  

foundry pun, he “welded” his technical  

knowledge with his people skills. Even in 

his 80s, Robert Spring was probably the  

foremost art foundryman in the United States. 

He knew the craft, the art, and the trade.

He was the MASTER of his craft. I am proud  

he was recently recognized by the National 

Sculpture Society for all his work. 

My grandfather was not a college-educated  

man, and yet, he was the most intelligent  

person I have ever met. He was reading all the 

time, and loved books (talk about having a lot  

of books!). He knew about everything; art,  

literature, philosophy, music, sociology, etc. 

and he recalled tiny details. Granted, getting  

into an argument with him was serious  

business, and he was “never wrong,” even  

when he was actually wrong. Being stubborn  

is an understatement, and we probably were  

all on the receiving end of an outburst. My  

Great Aunt Alice (his sister, “you know he has  

a sister, right?”) once said, 

“ �Your grandfather is the 
type of person who asks 
you what time it is, and 
then proceeds to tell you 
how the watch is made.” 

On only a few occasions did I see him yield his 

ground and apologize, and it often involved me  

and the history of the Civil War. He always 

wanted to learn things, to read more, see 

more, observe more, absorb more, eat 

more, drink more, live more! His softer side 

coupled well with his monumental stature. 

. . .continued
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As he grew older, he became more emotional; 

crying and tearing up for the beauty of things 

around him. A hummingbird, a memory of a  

departed best friend, or a patriotic moment. 

They all touched him deeply. One of the first 

times I saw him cry was on a trip to Gettysburg, 

Pennsylvania. We were on Little Round Top, 

while the sun was setting, and he turned to me 

and said, “You know, now I really understand 

what happened up here.” 

If you knew my Grandfather, you all have a  

“Bob story.” You also know that he loved 

most of the people he came into contact with; 

friends, family, etc. If you didn’t know him, he 

would have loved you in about 30 seconds, 

as he would immediately start talking to you 

about something. He was all about people,  

listening, arguing, learning, and yes, he did like 

being the center of attention too (my Aunts in  

Germany called him a true “Bayern”). He exuded  

kindness to others, and could easily drop  

money on goofy and unnecessary items at a 

thrift store, because he wanted to support 

the local Putnam County Humane Society 

(“It’s for the doggies,” he’d say). He could 

talk to friends, strangers, the wall, the 

rocks, and the trees. He also developed  

“Bob-isms” which were snafus and trips of the 

tongue when it came to phrases and quotes. 

Some of them were legitimate missteps and 

mispronunciations, but the truth is he was very 

clever with his word choices, and was actually 

very funny (even when it was inappropriate... oh, 

it was often inappropriate). His Queens accent  

never left him, and like any good performer,  

he developed a character for himself. 

President Theodore Roosevelt was truly right 

when saying that quote about the “blood of our 

fathers.” 

I am proud that the  
blood of my Grandfather 
flows through my veins, 
and although my heart 
now aches for missing him, 
I can take solace in the 
fact that he isn’t really 
gone. 

He is always with me, especially in the lessons  

he taught me, and in the memories, we shared 

(and I definitely didn’t touch on all of the  

moments). I will continue to tell stories about 

him to my History Classes, because, as my 

Cousin Dana said, he was our “celebrity.”  

Ultimately though, I am going to miss sitting 

near him; just watching TV, looking at Lake  

Carmel together, or gazing at the Atlantic Ocean 

at White Sands in Amagansett on a summer 

evening. Besides the lessons and memories, I 

have a further burst of pride, as I can beam 

looking at thousands of bronze sculptures 

in this country and in this world. I can say  

“Modern Art Foundry made that!,” and 

even more proudly I can say, “Bob Spring 

made that.” So, the next time you sit on  

“Alice in Wonderland” in Central Park, look at the  

patina on a Lipschitz, gaze at the  

“Auswanderer” Monument in Bremerhaven, 

ponder upon the “Books” at the Library of  

Congress, or view a Louise Bourgeois sculpture 

at the MOMA, please think of my Grandfather. 

That’s the legacy he left to the world, and all  

I hope is that I can live up to that legacy in my 

lifetime. Robert J. Spring, my Grandfather, 

was my hero, my mentor, my friend, and 

the heart in my chest. He always will be,  

forevermore.

. . .continued



15



Remembering and celebrating the life of Bob Spring
September 25, 2021

All photos property of Modern Art Foundry and the Spring family. 


