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For a limited time, receive  
30% off your next custom 
framing project.*

* Maximum discount of $30 per project  
  Offer expires 07/31/12
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SpecialtieS
Water features

Brick sidewalks, patios & driveways

Retaining walls

Residential & Commercial Landscaping

Lawn maintenance

Senior Citizen Discount

Mention this ad for a discount

Full Service
landscape company

www.madcitylandscape.com
Free estimates

608-333-9948 

For years, word snobs and Scrabble 
players alike have avidly poured over 
the “Word of the Day” provided by 

the good folks working for the Merriam-
Webster dictionary, gloating when it is a 
familiar word and quickly adding it to their 
personal lexicon when it isn’t. Originally 
published in newspapers, this daily dose 
of wordiness is now available online, just a 
click away under your “favorites.” But you 
may not know that there is also an added 
feature built around each word, also sitting 
in cyberspace awaiting the click of your 
mouse. For years, John Ambrosavage had 
the Word of the Day emailed to his in-box 
and one day thought, “Someone should do 
a cartoon for each word — wait a minute, 
I am a cartoonist!” So for the last year-and-
a-half, each day, every day, John has high-
lighted the entry with a drawing and quip to 
tickle your funny bone (fi nd them on www.
cartoonoftheword.com). He does get the 
words in advance from his editor, Ray C. 
Freeman III, but only one at a time, just so 
he doesn’t tackle only the easy words. With 
a daily deadline and a stream of words from 
Bob at Merriam-Webster, there are no easy 
words. John is a widely published, nation-
ally syndicated and distributed cartoonist. 
He was the fi rst hired to produce electronic 
cartoons for Amazon.com’s e-card section, 
and his long-running “Ambrotoons” was 
the fi rst web-based cartoon offered by the 
“Seattle Weekly”. He has been called an 
“American Treasure” by Dave Lijengren, 
editor of Pandomag.com, a rock and roll 
webzine based in Seattle, and his works are 
featured in several Seattle galleries.

John currently lives in Seattle but he 
grew up running on the Northside of 
Madison. He and over 70 other kids 
called Sunfi eld Street their home turf. If 
you have ever wondered why Sunfi eld has 
curb, gutter and sidewalks when the rest of 
Lake View Heights does not, it is because 
John’s mom thought it would be safer for 
the kids to play on a sidewalk rather than 
in the street and persuaded the neighbors 
that the increased assessment was a wise 
choice, even with Lake View Heights Park 
right in their own yards, since you can 
bring a park to the kids but can’t neces-
sarily bring the kids to the park. When the 
family of nine outgrew their house, they 
walked through the backyards and landed 

on Mayfi eld Lane, where three genera-
tions of the Ambrosavage clan still live. 
John comes back whenever he can and 
marvels that not much has changed. 
He knows the neighborhood well from 
his paperboy days. Many of the houses 
sport the same paint color that they did 
in the 1950s and ‘60s and although a 
number of his customers have passed 
away, the names on the mailboxes re-
main the same as a new generation of 
the same family takes over.  

A free day would often take John and his 
buddies on a bike ride over to the airport. 
Not the sleek, busy terminal it is today, a 
blue awning welcomed passengers and of-
ten the boys were the only people there to 
greet them. He remembers such an occur-
rence the day he met Senator Bob Dole. 
Ever a perpetual candidate for something or 
another and never one to miss opportunity to 

campaign, the Senator shook hands with the 
boys and asked them to “Say hello to your 
parents from Bob Dole.” But people watch-
ing and chance political encounters weren’t 
all that drew the boys to the airport. The lure 
of far away places gets its hold on you and 
you wonder where those planes are going. 
After graduating from UW-Madison, John 
decided to fi nd out. He went to a New Year’s 
Eve party in New York City and decided to 
keep moving. Six months on the road took 
him to Seattle. His road trip ended when the 
highway ended, literally. 

 John’s career ebbs and fl ows with that of 
his adopted city. “My career pretty much 

followed the trajectory of the Frank Sinatra 
standard, “That’s Life.” ‘I have been up in 
April and shot down in May so many times, 
I have grown to dread Spring.’” There was 
a stint at the plant building airplanes that 
contain the number seven, but then an 
extraordinary thing happened — venture 
capital started to seemingly fall from the 
sky. “It was an upside-down world. Se-
attle was fl ooded with dot com’s that had 
money to burn and no identifi able inten-
tion of ever making a profi t. It was party 
time — big time.”  Even “non-tech, liberal 
arty people” could get jobs with software 
startup companies and that is just what 
John did. He and a co-worker then engaged 
in another Seattle cliché — they started a 
band. “We started the band at work. The 
software company was so small every 
employee was also in the band.” Sporting 
the moniker “Bro”, with his buddy, the 
aforementioned Ray C. Freeman III, now 
known as “Spud”, and friends/coworkers, 
Octothorpe performed in the local club 
circuit and sold cds through, you guessed 
it, a website. The band outlasted the com-
pany by quite a few years. But John needed 
more of a creative outlet. He and Spud pro-
duced “The Mighty Octothorpe Comic” 
(in which John becomes known as “Mad 
Dog” even though “Spud” stays “Spud”), 
documenting the workaday world as they 
experienced it in those heady days of boom 
or bust. John went on to produce a syndi-
cated comic strip, “Where is My Slice?”, 
win Seattle’s prestigious Toonie Award and 
help Amazon move into the electronic card 
world. “The Cartoon of the Word” evolved 
from there.  

John’s latest venture (February 2012) is 
a new book that shares his humorous take 
on words, “Cartoon of the Word Volume 
1”, with Spud still on board as editor. You 
can purchase it from Amazon.com, or di-
rectly from www.cartoonoftheword.com. 
Just click on the “buy book” icon.  It could 
prove to be the best $12 bargain on your 
bookshelf — a treasure even — one that 
you will share with friends and never bury.  

Seattle-based cartoonist, John Ambrosavage, refl ects on growing up on Madison’s Northside and his new book, Cartoon of the Word Volume 1.

“American Treasure”
has roots buried deep on Northside

By Char Tortorice

The cartoonist’s Wisconsin roots are apparent in his take on the word “gridiron”, 
from Cartoon of the Word, the online Merriam-Webster “Word of the Day” series.

From www.cartoonoftheword.com
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