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Creating hearts and skulls, her life 
is spent in a parlor to ... 

--
alloo yOu 

By Wendy Norgaard 
Feat'-'res Editor 

.... · .. · ... ·· ... 

Fine delicate lines of a black rose begin to take shape, dis
guising a crude, unwanted butterfly. Patricia 'Swede' Kane's 
easel rests on a short mushroom shaped stool as she applies 
the water soluble ink through a hand held machine operated 
by a foot pedal. The machine contains six needles within a 
quarter-inch space. Swede's hand is calm and untrembling as 
she gently carves and designs. Her easel is the shoulder of a 
young girl. Her artwork - tattoos. 

Concentration covers 'Swede' Kane's face as she tattoos one of her customers. 

For fifteen years, Swede had been an illustrator and de
signer in San Francisco, California. She said that the commer
cial art business wasn't too good in San Francisco so she went 
to Helena where she began to apprentice tattoo art at Reed
er's Alley. Swede recalls her first professional tattoo job. 

"This guy drove up on a big bike with black flames and I 
decided I'd either have a heart attack or do a tattoo," she said. 

Although she enjoys all types and gets a variety of custom
ers, Swede's main cliental is women. 

"Seventy-five percent of my work is done on women who 
are often middle class and nice looking." 

She said the amount of "weirdos" that come by are mini
mal. Often times, Swede said, she gets about 30 drop-ins a 
week who " just stop to rap." 

Swede said, "I'm a talker. I'm like a back hand counselor. 
I've had people come back and show me pictures of their cats, 
dogs, family. I ask them about themselves and they ask me 
questions." She said she had one lady tell her " it's more inter
esting talking to you than getting a tattoo." 

Swede said she gives five to eight tattoos a week. Some tat
toos take four hours or more, but Swede said, "The muscles 

A close-up view of a seahorse tattoo shows Its aetall 

and creative design. 

begin to spasm after four hours of tattooing." So, the cus
tomer makes another apponitment and returns to obtain the 
finished product. 

Other tattoos take only an hour, such as the most common 
women's tattoos ; hearts, butterflies and roses. The most fre
quent place for tattoos is on the thigh, shoulder or leg. Swede 
said one lady bad a thundercloud and a lightning bolt put on 
her thigh because she wanted to be called thunder thighs. 
Skulls and eagles are the most popular designs for men and 
are generally put on the arm or chest. 

Other of Swede's interesting experiences include the time a 

"Diamonds are forever and so are 
tattoos, but tattoos are a heck of a 
lot cheaper." 

lady came in with tattoos of . a female and male cat on her 
arm. The woman had Swede tattoo hearts on the felines "in 
case they came alive. " 

A patron from Hamilton especially sticks out in Swede's 
mind. She said that be comes in every now and then and says. 
" I have some cash today. Start drawing on me." So Swede 
proceeds to tattoo him with various designs. She said she 
would like to try some 30's and 40's art on him. 

Swede said the youngest customer was an eight-year-old girl 
· who had a tiny heart tattoed on her. Swede said, " Never 
again," because the young girl was so upset and in such pain. 

Swede performed the extremely delicate task of tattoing 
eyebrows on one lady. She said, " I wasn't going to do it, be
cause if they didn't look natural it would be bad business for 
me." But Swede was very pleased with her finished artwork. 
" It had to be perfect." 

One woman had roses tattoed on her feet and later returned 
with her daughter to have matching roses tattoed on her 
daughter's shoulder. 

Swede said that the mother-daughter decision was to have 
matching roses because the two were so close and got along so 
well. Swede said she would like to design tattoos according to 
her clients' personalities - like the roses on the mother
daughter pair. 

" I want to design tattoos that reveal the person's charac
ter." She uses some designs such as "Harley Wings," a trade
mark of Harley-Davidson motorcycles. Swede said, "You get 

into trouble if you have Harley wings tattooe,dl 
ride a Honda." , 

Swede said that when someone comes in 
they usually pick something common. " H it is 
I try to talk them out of it. " One exceptign 
ley." Charley is " the best biker mechani 
taken several months to draw up some 
Swede to combine into one major design for 

Swede said it was normal for someone to 
tattoo and end up talking themselves out of.it. 
lot of space. I'm not pushy." 

Since personality counts as one governing 
ing a tattoo, the other factor is money. 
hour and $25-$40 for common designs, 
said she also barters. She said one man 
mond earrings and she gave him a tattoo in 

In the process of getting a tattoo, Swede 
teddy bears to hold to ease the pain. She 
tooed feels like a bee sting or a burn. 

" It upsets the skin, tearing it off in an 
She said the women have a higher wLt:rdt:u.:t~ 

men are more sensitive because their 
face. Swede said, "The pain is all a mental 

Every skin type reacts differently to the 
lighter the skin," Swede said, " the better the 
and lhe easier it is to work with." Swede 
is all doped up, the purple and reds won't 
always be infected," because of the reaction 
and drugs. 

H alcohol is in the person's system, the 
Swede said, "They (the customer) can 
tattooing him, but I won't ta~too anyone 
unaware of what they're doing." 

Why does Swede tattoo? " It's fascinating . 
enjoy and I like drawing on people," she 
that she likes to generate work through he£ 
ness through word of mouth." 

Tattooing has become more than a hobby 
come her lifestyle. " I make enough money 
want to." · 

As a final air of optimism, Swede said, ' 
ever, and so are tattoos, but tattoos are 
cheaper." 


