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Early Yearsin California

California
Arriving in San Francisco

Somehow | got from San Francisco Airport to downtown San Francisco. It seemed that all the
newsracks had signs, “Herb Caen isBack!” Who was Herb Caen? | soon found out that he wasa
columnist for the San Francisco Chronicle. | began reading his column and continued to do so
until hisdeath 37 years later.

Hocking My Horn

It istraditional that astruggling jazz musician at one time or another in his career hasto hock
his horn, and so, when money was running low, | decided that’swhat | would do. | found apawn
shop off Market St. in San Francisco, walked in, asked how much they would give me for the
horn. The guy behind the counter gave some ridiculously low figure like $30 even though it was
aBach Stradivarius. He explained how the deal worked: you left the horn, they gave you the
money; the horn would be held for ayear, then, if you came back within that time, you repaid the
$30 plusthe exorbitant interest rate. | am amazed now at my confidence inthe guy’s trustworthi-
ness with an object that was most of my identity.

A Room in the Richmond District

Somehow or other, | found a room out in the Richmond District, around 45th Ave. It wasin
one of those traditional San Francisco houses that are packed next to each other, each with a post-
age-stamp-size lawn. There were no trees on the street. The landlady was Mrs. Gold. Her son,
Curly Gold, also lived in the apartment and, as | soon found out, he led a country/western band.
Helooked like a stocky dwarf. He was friendly, eager to know about my experiences as a jazz
musician.

Theroom | rented had apparently once been a living room: big, with heavy curtains, ancient
furniture, an ornate desk, amirror, a place straight out of the genteel nineteenth century. |
thought: thisisn’t a place where you should sleep!.

After | found the room, | phoned Levy to tell him wherel was and why. He said that they had
been looking for me high and low, thought | had drowned. For some reason | sensed him looking
up to me for having put him in adefinitely one-down position. | enjoyed hearing how they had
been frantically looking for me. Thereafter | began along series of letters to him, written from the
depths of my loneliness, and each one typed and retyped so that each page was as perfect as |
could make it. He chided me about this several timesand | sensed that hefelt it was almost
effeminate. But | had no other choice because these |etters were going to be part of my immortal-

ity.

Working in a Government Warehouse

| got ajob through Manpower, Inc. filling orders at a government warehouse in San Bruno.
Except for the fact that there were no stairsto climb, and that the products were fire shovels, mail
bags, rope, it was similar to the job at the drug warehouse in Troy. We had to punch atime card.
Each of us clerkswas given decksof IBM cards, each card containing an order for someitem. We
pushed a cart around between the shelves, filling it with the items on the cards. All day long they
played Muzak in the background, including, over and over and over,“Teafor Two”. The work
was unbelievably boring, yet one guy who said he was an ex-English teacher said he had grown so
attached to it that he was going to make a career out of it. Another guy remarked, as we were all
leaving for lunch on day, after | had remarked about some book | wasreading, “...that Finnegan’s
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Wake, man...” It was clear he had never so much as opened the book, but somewhere had heard
that Joyce wrote dirty books, so he assumed that this one, coming after the others, was the dirtiest
of all.

In order to get to work on time, | had to take a bus from the corner of 45th Ave. and — at
around six in the morning, when the sun wasn't even up. | hated thismost of all, and so | was late
once. They gave meawarning. Several dayslater, | was late again, but only by half an hour.
One of the secretaries was standing in the doorway as | walked up. She said | had been termi-
nated. | said | would gladly make up the time, even at nopay. She said sorry, but those were the
rules. It wasthefirst timein my life | had been fired.

My Mother Remarries

In 1960 my mother married Emil Leuenberger, an acquaintance of my father from his Califor-
niadays. Hewasaretired vice president of Wells Fargo Bank in San Francisco. According to my
mother, they had been introduced by Uncle Gus. He had been courting her by letter and on one or
two trips to the New York area. He was a Swiss and thus acceptable remarriage material. He was
also well off, having been avice president of the bank until his retirement in 1959. He wasthen
closeto seventy. | don’'t remember our first meeting, except that somehow it involved driving in
San Francisco. | do remember his sprightliness, the youthful man-of-the-world manner he had,
like Uncle Gus, as he said, “Of course, we will have to have dinner together at Jack’s” (which he
pronounced “Chaks’), and which turned out to be one of San Francisco’s oldest restaurants. He
was short, had wavy white hair, aglint of gold showing when he smiled and was always addressed
by the staff at Jack’s and any other restaurant he took meto, as “Mr. Leuenberger”. Hisfirst wife,
Olga, had died of alcoholism. Many years later, my mother said that Emil and Olga were both
from the same town, namely, Biel. Emil had allowed himself to be “taken in” by her. Her sister
and brother were aso alcoholics. My mother said that at one point Emil had told Olgato stop
drinking or they would be divorced.

Like all Swissmen of hisage and social position, he regarded a wife as a necessary appurte-
nance of a successful man. The woman cooked and served and arranged for the gardener and
accompanied the man to important business occasions and had his children. The manin return
provided for her, gave her respectability in the community. And that was about the size of it.
“Sharing alife together” meant exactly that and no more. What else could there be?

When | first came to the house, he proudly pointed out the Langenscheidt’ s volumes on the
bookshelvesin the den. These were thick home-study coursesin the European and ancient lan-
guages. | remember he had the one on Italian, and one on Latin. Hetold me, and | believeit was
the truth, that he had gone through both volumesin their entirety, atotal (in the case of the Italian)
of 36 lessons (or “letters’, since each apparently came in the mail when the student had finished
the previous one), for atotal of 809 pages, plus seven appendices,the text for the entire book,
except for the actual passagesin Italian, in intimidating German gothic typeface. Sometimes he
would recite linesfrom Ovid. God knowswhat incredible labor these studies had cost him,
because the truth was he hadn’t an ounce of critical ability, much less of literary creativity. He
never thought about, questioned, what heread. For him, you did whatever was necessary to learn
what the greats had said, and you agreed with them.

The bookshelves in the den also contained sets of English classics— Sir Walter Scott and
MacAulay are two that cometo mind; plus Dickens and Thackeray. They were beautifully bound,
the edges of the pages gilt. He never gave the slightest suggestion that he had read any of them,
or, at least, that they had made any impression on him.
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| would sometimes think, he is one of those whom | would have to please if | wanted to write
aclassic. Him and the professors. Jesus God, far better to be afailure

Beckman Instruments

| replied to help-wanted ads, got form-letter rejections back. | gravitated to technical writing
because it was the only job | knew about that combined writing and technical knowledge. Beck-
man | nstruments was one of the companies that didn’t want me. The reason they gave was that |
had no training in technical writing. | wrote back, asking them what school | should go to to study
the subject. At about the sametime, | came across an ad for a school that was offering asix-
month course. So | wrote back to Beckman and asked whether they would reconsider if | enrolled
in the course. They would. | wasinvited out for an interview. | took the Greyhound bus to Palo
Alto bus station, which was then downtown. | didn’t know how to get to the Beckman plant,
which was several miles south in Stanford Industrial Park, so | took ataxi.

Ken Knapp in the Personnel Department was the guy who had encouraged the hiring manager,
Dick Smith, to give me achance. | was young, bright-eyed and determined to get ajob in an
important part of the economy. Hewasaretired military man, with afull head of graying hair. As
| learned later, he wasin his mid forties, had completed his military career, and was receiving
some three-quarters of hismilitary salary for the rest of hislife, no matter what he might earn in
addition.

Dick Smith was thin, had a boyish face, soft voice, and watery eyes. If he was standing when
talking to you, heinvariably had one hand in his pocket: | sensed he was basically a shy man. He
was then, | think, Assistant Field Service Manager, under Bill Carlson, who wasthe Manager. On
the basis of one interview, he hired me. The six-month course was never mentioned again and
therefore, naturaly, | never enrolled init.

Somehow, | suppose from a newspaper ad (why do we never remember these things?), | found
aroomin Palo Alto. It wasin arooming house on Hamilton Ave., afew blocks west of Middle-
field Ave. Eugene O’ Nelll would have been able to make something out of the characters who
lived there: Mandy, from Glasgow, with her flirtatious eye and magnificent Scottish accent.
Another woman, ablonde, who, | was told, was a prostitute. And then there wasthe crippled
woman who lived in the converted garage in back. Somehow or other | allowed myself to agree
to take her to the movies. At exactly the time we were supposed to leave, perhaps even five min-
utes before, she was calling to me from the driveway down below. For reasons| no longer recall,
we decided to sit in the balcony, which meant she had to make her way up the steep steps. She
clung to my arm, clearly in fear of falling or dying or who knows what. My only thought,
repeated over and over, was, Please God let me out of here.

While | was living in the rooming house, | came across an article or in any case some words
by an advertising executive, praising advertising as a basic force in the economy, allowing the
consumer to make free choicesin the market place, etc. | wasfurious. | wrote him aletter, argu-
ing that the only kind of advertising that matched what he described was what appeared in the
Classified section of the daily newspaper. He wrote back an unctuous reply that left me even
angrier.

Then | moved to Blackburn Ave. in Menlo Park. Actually, my new place was a converted
garage: asingle large living space with asmall bathroom in one corner. A few steps away was the
house, occupied by the nice Mrs. —, amotherly type. She kept pigeonsin a coop next to the side
door of the garage, this being the entrance to my room, the normal large door for the car having
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been converted into awall. | soon noticed the pigeons were engaged in pecking to death a weak
one of their flock. He had abald spot on the top of his head which appeared to be oozing some
kind of liquid through little pin-sized holesin the naked skull. Every once in awhile, one of the
pigeons, would waddle over and peck that spot. The victim would dodge away, try to find a cor-
ner where he could have some peace. The others would let him alonefor awhile, then, quite
casually, asthough it were nothing personal, another would waddle over and give him afew more
jabsin that spot.

At the time, | was reading alittle compedium of Schopenhauer' s works— onethat | still
have: Schopenhauer: Selections, ed. by DeWitt H. Parker, Professor of Philosophy, University of
Michigan, Charles Scribner’s Sons, N.Y., 1928. So the pigeon’s behavior seemed entirely appro-
priate. | weighed what | assumed to be a fact, namely, that they were killing the weak one for the
good of the flock, against what | also assumed to be afact, namdy, that if | saved him, just this
one, pigeons would probably not become extinct. So | asked Mrs. — if | could put him in a sepa-
rate cage, and she agreed. He seemed lonely — seemed to want to get back to hisfellows, | sup-
pose because any attention, even attention that iskilling you, isbetter than none at all.

At home lived like arefugee. | bought no furniture or decorations. Everything was Mrs. —
's. | bought a used, black, three-speed bike and sometimes would ride to work, or to acoffee shop
in Palo Alto at night. The light was driven by a generator powered by the rotating wheels. Thelit-
tle generator wheel hummed asit rubbed against thetire. Asl rode, | would think about the fact
that the brightness of the light was proportional to the speed at which you traveled. 1t made sense
that the faster you rode, the brighter the light. But the slower you rode — wasiit really necessary
that the light should grow dimmer? | tried to reason out the ethics of that, the safety question.
When it was absolutely impossible to avoid not doing laundry, | would pile my laundry on the
bike and ride to a laundromat on Ramona in downtown Palo Alto. | parked the bike outside, went
in (always with abook), and did my laundry. One night, when | came out, the bike was gone. |
ran up and down the street. Like every loss of a possession, this one put me into the deepest
despair. It was now in someone else s possession. It was being mistreated by some jerk of akid,
maybe some Mexican, who had no concern for itsfeelings, itsloneliness at not being with its
rightful owner. Even now, as| write this, | want to know where the bike isnow, after some 40
years. | want to know its history, every moment since it was stolen.

Beckman made biochemical research instruments such as ultracentrifuges and electrophoresis
machines and amino acid analyzers. Actually, thiswas the Spinco Division of the company, the
name evidently that of acompany Beckman had bought. The name was my first exposure to engi-
neering cleverness with words — an ultracentrifuge spins solutions in test tubes and a company
had been formed to manufacture the devices.

In my briefing on my first day at Beckman, | was impressed by something that Dick Smith
said: “We work aforty hour week here. If you find yourself having to consistently work more
than that, there is something wrong, and I’ d like you to come and see me about it.”

They put mein an office with George Flatter, who was Service Manager. It was on the second
floor, next to Dick Smith's office in the northwest corner of the building. George was articulate,
good-hearted, always ready to banter with the other members of the department. My first assign-
ment was to write the Field Service manual for the Model E Ultracentrifuge, the division'sleading
product. | would work under the direction of Rudy Guyon, who was aregional service manager.
He had afriendly, lackadaisical manner, spoke with a dlight southern accent. He wore glasses.
His face was pockmarked from acne.
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| still have a copy of the manual | wrote, with my painstakingly hand-drawn illustrations of
the refrigeration system * and my elaborate prose explanations of simple equations, the prose tak-
ing far more paper than the equations themselves. | was completely dedicated to doing the best
job that had ever been done on afield service manual; | took hours, days, on some paragraphs.
My co-workers, and the boss, were impressed, not with my technical knowledge, which remained
very low, but with my determination.

| worked for Field Service. On the other side of the building, also on the second floor, was the
Technical Publications Dept., managed by Bruce Finson. Inevitably, | met him and the two
women who worked for him, Melva Vollersen and Mari Jo Zeller, whose maiden name, she later
told me, was Neola. Both women were about my age, Bruce, | think, alittle older. He seemed
eager to become afriend. Once he invited me out to hislittle house in Palo Alto, near the Embar-
cadero. Hiswife was Japanese and he was clearly proud to have married into such adistinguished
nationality. They already had a child, | think.

He gave me the first of the nine marijuana cigarettes | have smoked in my life. In those days,
theterm of choicewasa*joint”. | can’'t remember exactly wherel smoked it. | think it wasin my
room in the converted garage. Marijuana, it turned out, had away of making abstractions con-
cretein my mind. After | got high, my thoughts suddenly seemed to become big trucks backing
into the huge, empty garage which was my brain, a slow late-at-night process | was content to
observe from — the other end of the garage. Music — in particular, amelody — becamethe
hump of a groundmol€ s tunnel moving through a lawn. All this, as far as| was concerned, was
much more than | needed in my mental life, so | had no inclination to continue using the drug.
My feeling was that anyone who needs that much to stimulate their imagination is probably not
going to accomplish anything in life anyway.

Technical Publications was charged with doing manual s for the people who actually used the
equipment. One day, for reasons | never discovered, Bruce Finson lost his temper, walked up to
the door of Bill Carlson (who was either Dick Smith’s boss, or who had replaced Dick when he
was promoted, | no longer remember). Bruce banged on the door, demanded to be heard. Sounds
of argument could be heard. A few days later we heard that he had been fired. In those days you
couldn’t appoint awoman to be a manager (it just wasn’t done, they were too emotional, and got
pregnant), so they appointed me. | wasthen 24. The Code of course demanded that | accept, even
though | wanted nothing more than not having to accept.

| sensed the two women watching me with barely concealed smilesto seeif | could really han-
dle the job that they knew they could handle much better. “We are letting you bein charge,” was
theimpression | got from them.

Melvawas a sweet, well-adjusted woman whom anyone would have welcomed as an
employee. Mari-jo was something else. For one thing, she waswhat the French call belle-laird,
“beautiful-ugly”. She had an odd-shaped head, large lips, short hair, big eyes, and not much of a
figure, but she was always on, sexually. | alwaysfelt that, no matter what the subject under dis-
cussion, that thereal subject waswhether | found her attractive and what kind of alover | was.
This made me extremely uncomfortable. | wasaways on the verge of blushing in her presence —
I, her manager! In memory, | oncein awhilecalled her “M-j”, but only when it was clear shewas
in the mood to allow trifling with her name.

One day, in the course of discussing a piece of text in amanual, Melva casually referred to
“parallel structure”. | thought, These people are way ahead of me! She used the term with com-
plete confidence, as though thisis something you’ re supposed to know and it hardly should be
necessary even to mention it.
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Both Mari-jo and Melva had good, liberal arts undergraduate educations. When | first took
over the department, they were gushing over Faulkner, who was very much an in author in aca-
demic circles at the time. Being women who had gone to college, they aso knew French, or at
least afew French words. | remember once, as| entered their office, Mari-jo was saying , con-
cerning something on her desk, Qu’ est-ce que ¢’ est?, and | thought, Christ!, she knows French
and | don’t, what chance have | got to manage her?

Over the months, she told me about her family, | suppose feeling that she was among her own
kind after | had dropped a few remarks about my mother. She had been born into a wealthy
Cleveland family which nowadays we would describe as “ strongly dysfunctional”. She said that
her mother once had hired someone to run down, but not kill or permanently injure, one of Mari-
jo’sbrothers, in order to scare him into obedience. Another of her brothers, John, lived in San
Franciso, where hewas a printer. Eventually, through Mari-jo’s unrelenting persuasion, we began
having some of our manuals printed by his company. John wasin hislate twenties. He had been
partially crippled as a paratrooper although he was able to walk unaided. He had alifetime gov-
ernment disability, and so was free to venture into whatever business caught hisinterest. He was
always friendly, and always delivered the printing jobs on time, but he had the manner of some-
onewho hasbeen relieved of life’sresponsibilities. Mari-jo also had asister, Chris, who lived on
the Peninsula and worked in some sort of publications or advertising or public relations company,
and whom | eventually used as a solution to theinsoluble problem | had with Mari-jo, namely,
that of having arelationship with her (no one then used the term “relationship”) without having a
relationship with her. | somehow felt that if | went out with her sister, that would take care of the
problem. So |l did. Her sister was, in fact, much more attractive than Mari-jo. She had short, black
hair, and sexy legs and a sexy, kind of casually trampy walk, even though her legswere alittle too
heavy. She wore a perfume — too much of it, I thought — which, to thisday, whenever | come
across it, immediately makes methink of her. On dates shewore eyeliner. The trouble wasthat |
knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I would be impotent with her, not the least reason being
that | would keep remembering that | shouldn't really be doing that with Chris because Mari-jo
wanted meto do it with her. On the other hand, | knew equally well that | would be impotent with
Mari-jo because managers weren't supposed to have sex with their employees and therefore the
only real solution to the problem was to do it with Chris, which would be impossible
because...etc.

Around mid-morning and mid-afternoon we had a coffee break. Everyonewent down to what
we called the “ cafeteria” but which was ssmply a place with tables and chairs and vending
machines. You pressed the buttons representing your preference: Black, With Cream, With Extra
Cream, Sugar, then pressed the Brew button. Gurgling sounds came from within, then the paper
cup dropped down and the liquid you had chosen poured in from above. Then, or later, | devel-
oped the habit of swirling the coffee around in my mouth in order to wash the sugar from the
donutsor other morning pastries off my teeth. (I don’t recall the source of these eats at Beckman.)
Clearly, thiswas long before Peet' s coffee would start the coffee gourmet trend in the Bay Area.
The coffee tasted like metal. We drank it only because we were convinced we needed the caffeine
stimulant, along with the nicotine in our cigarettes, to get through the demanding work of our
jobs. No one was a coffee connoisseur in those days.

| was smoking four packs of Pall Mallsaday: sometimes| had one going in my ashtray as| lit
another one to calm my nerves when someone came into my cubicle. Cigarettes gave mestrength
to carry out atough job. Furthermore | was awriter, and all the best writers smoked them. (“Win-
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ston’staste good like a...cigarette should.” “Kools. not acoughinacarload.” “Lucky Strike. It's
the leaf!”)

My style of management can best be described as Management by Caoling. The Code pre-
scribed that | never get mad, never shout at an employee much less afellow manager, that | be
ableto take any rebuff, any joke levelled at me, that | always appear friendy, but at the same time
always maintain my objectivity. | attempted to be scrupulously fair to my employees, so they
would never be ableto say anything against me. | was constantly on the verge of blushing when-
ever | had to deal with them, afraid that a sexua thought would bleed to my face, that they would
suddenly know what | was thinking about. So | developed all sorts of dodges, excuses, for leav-
ing aconversation suddenly — looking at my watch and pretending to have to hurry off to a
meeting, or suddenly seeming to remember something, and saying, “Oh, God! | forgot some-
thing. Beright back.” That was probably the best one, since you could alwaysthink up the thing
you had forgotten before you came back. Or, if you didn’t want to go through the trouble, you
could always say, when they asked what you had forgotten, “ Oh, nothing. Had to make a phone
cal. Now, wherewerewe?’ Which, of course, came across with the desired comic effect, since
they would have long since moved onto another subject while you were recovering from the
impending blushing. Psychologically | was always bowing, scraping, trying to be nice, trying to
make them like me so that they would do what needed to be done. “The uncertain sickly appetite
to please.” — Shakespeare, Sonnet 147 | wanted to win without ever touching any of them.

But | soon developed an appreciation for the fundamental nobility of management as a craft,
not the least reason being that it was a craft my father had practiced with success. And, of course,
it required full application of the Code: ability to endure suffering without showing it to others, in
particular without showing it to one’s employees; ability to be fair; to lead (because others, who
merely thought of pleasure, needed to be led); ability to be a hero. In those days, management
was viewed as a new craft to be learned, partially because of the studies that had been donein
operations research during and afterWorldWar 11 and through research like Peter Drucker’s. |
read several of hisbooks during thisperiod. | remember taking a course by Charlie Fischer in the
mid ‘60’s. This skinny old guy, chain-smoker, had put together a two-day seminar on manage-
ment which he gave in hotels around the country. He was balding, he had the demeanor of a sur-
vivor, of a man who had seen the worst of it, and once in a blue moon the best, and had lived to
tell about it. He had an oversized hard-cover book which, to my never-ending regret, | since have
lost. It had cartoon characters, lots of white space, and contained various rules for good manage-
ment: Onewas “Never do today what you can put off till tomorrow”, the point being that each day
you should determine what really must be done that day, and do it, and that as a result, what you
don't really need to do will sink to the bottom of the pile, i.e., always be put off until tomorrow.
Another maxim was, “ Always try to get your boss promoted”, the point being that in the process
you will probably be earning good raises, and, of course, once heis promoted, you can fill the
vacancy. Another lesson was to avoid multi-layered organization charts. He pointed out that one
of the longest-lived organizations in Western history, namely, the Catholic Church, had only five
levels of management: priest, bishop, archbishop, cardinal, Pope. However, we young managers
came to the conclusion that this rule might have to be set aside, because it blocked a means of
advancement. There were two ways to advance: one was the obvious one, namely, by being pro-
moted. Unfortunately, the higher you got, the fewer the positions there were. Another way, how-
ever, wasto start building your own empire, one which, of necessity, you were at the top of at the
very beginning. | remember a Technical Publications Manager in Beckman's home officein Ful-
lerton, Calif. — everyone called him “ Pappy” (hisreal name was, | think, Paul Dietrich) — who



Early Yearsin California

was considered a master at this, and had built himself an empire of some 50 people. Therule was
expressed as “Build from within!”, or “Build from below!” | had a chance to meet Dietrich when
| was sent to Fullerton by the company on some technical publications matter. He had a way of
filling in the empty spacesin a conversation with repetitions of a sound something like dahn,
dahn, which was the verbal equivalent of drumming on€ sfingers on the table, and which, trans-
lated, had the genera meaning of, “Of course there is more to say on the subject”, and, “ Of
course | didn't mean that what | said applied in all cases, there are aways exceptions, dahn,
dahn”. Later, someone told me that he had remarked to someone that he respected me because
when | didn’t understand something | would ask questions.

The old assumptions were being questioned and swept away: that a manager must ingtill fear
in his employees, must always be right, that kindness on amanager’s part could only be asign of
weakness. All thiswas changing. And the family legend, via my mother, was that my father had
been an outstanding manager, that on the day of hisfuneral, all the laborersat his project in St.
Louis, observed several minutes of silence. | have no idea how good he actually was by the stan-
dardsthat were then coming into being. | suspect he wasfair but not particularly warm or friendly
with hisworkers.

Some of the young Turks | worked with: John Deutschlander, boyish, very smart, in away
that reminded me of my later psychiatrist, Dr. Riskin; Hedy Ertman, the class clown, always ready
with ajoke: (“Did you hear about the two ninety-year olds who got married? They spent their
honeymoon getting out of the car.”); aguy whose name | can’t remember, Art —, whom everyone
assumed was queer because of his effeminate manner of speaking, and who therefore was consid-
ered fair game for jokes behind his back, and, of course, unreserved contempt, asin all the schools
we had attended. In fact, he was very capable, very efficient at hisjob. There was Bill Russo,
Marketing Manager, who already in his thirties had gray hair (but curly) and who was an adept at
the art of putting the lessimportant people, like me, off, with awell-practiced, “ Pete, listen, | want
to talk to you about that,” as he pushed his sleeve back to look at his watch and headed for the
door for an implied meeting.

Marketing was located in the large open room that occupied most of the southern part of the
second floor of the building. Because | was a manager, | got a private office. The non-managers
sat at desksin rowsin the center of the room.

Manny Gordon

After | became manager of technical publications, a man named Manny Gordon was hired to
take over the Applications Dept. We were put under him. Mari-jo, who knew about hisimpend-
ing arrival before anyone else in our department, said he was “older” (he had just turned 40, we
later learned) and in fact that he had only recently gotten his PhD (in zoology), in other words,
that he got it “late in life”. Once, in the course of conversation, he mentioned that he had had an
article published in Scientific American. During the writing of this book, some 35 years after he
became my boss, | looked it up in the archives of Berkeley’sMain Public Library. (I had no idea,
in those early years, of the advantages you could gain by reading the published work of your
bosses or professors, and then, of course, making sure they knew you had read it, and that you had
likedit.) Thearticlewastitled “The Control of Sex” and appeared in the November, 1958 edition
of the magazine, pp. 87-94. The summary below the title reads, “If sperm cells from arabbit are
placed in an electric field, they separate into two groups. One group, when it is used to inseminate
femal e rabbits, tends to produce male offspring; the other, female.” Manny once remarked how
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he had had to resign himself to a certain amount of ongoing criticism, especially from women, for
killing rabbits, but nothing in the article indicates he did so.

The short biography on p. 24 reads asfollows:

“Manuel J. Gordon...works in the Animal Reproduction Laboratory of Michigan State Uni-
vergity. An Ohioan, he worked hard at commercial coursesin a Cleveland high school until his
second year, when, he says, ‘| became so bored that | wouldbe AWOL for weeks at atime. Asa
result, | came very closeto being expelled.” After hisservice asaWorld War 11 army draftee,
Gordon decided to become a scientist, and asked his high-school principal for grade transcripts.
‘I'll never forget,” he says, ‘how his pleasant face transformed into an expression of sickened hor-
ror and disbelief as he looked at my records. With no attempt to spare hisfeelings, | matriculated
at Ohio State University in June, 1946, and received a B.Sc. in zoology in March, 1949. All of
my graduate work was done at the University of Californiaunder Curt Stern.”

He was below average height, had dark, Gladstone Gander hair, earsthat stuck out alittle,
and the expression of aman who would like, most of al, to tell you thisjoke he had just heard.
He was especially fond of shaggy dog stories: | first heard “Barefoot Boy withTeak” from him.
Oncein awhile, e.g., over the holidays, he would have us all come over to his modest tract house
on Ross Street, near the Oregon Expressway in Palo Alto. There, he, hiswife — a heavy woman,
always on the verge of laughter, it seemed — and his daughter (he may have had two, | don’t
remember) served us drinks (most of them non-alcoholic) and hors d’ oeuvres.

Soon after he arrived, Mari-jo and Melva gave him the nickname of “Mammy Grodon”, pos-
sibly because of his benevolent, paternal, manner.

The truth is he had very little interest in, or understanding of, what we did, and as aresult he
left us alone, except to appear once in awhile to chat with usand tell usajoke. Being left alone
wasfinewith me. It wasthefirst timein my life that anyone had trusted me and | glowed with the
honor. He became, without question, the best manager | ever worked for in my thirty-fiveyearsin
industry. He left me alone most of the time, had aready sense of humor, stood by me when things
were bad, as we will see later on, and wasn’t an engineer, meaning, he was interested in ideas for
their intellectual value, not for the dull objects you could make out of them. He was exactly what
| needed and should have had in aparent. Throughout my life, when someone has said or implied,
we don’'t know, we can’'t be bothered, you’ll have to figure it out yourself, | have felt confident,
have risen to the challenge, and have done agood job. But being forced to work under the thumb
of others, the stupid rules of others, brings out the psychopath in me.

Peachie Nickerson

Among the colorful characters at Spinco wasthe lobby receptionist, Peachie Nickerson. She
was the kind of old dame that everyone loves. She may well have been in her sixtiesthen, per-
haps older. She was like a small-town phone operator, knew everyone by name, although she
called most of us“dear”, knew where everyone was at any given time and when they would be
back if they were away.Y ou could leave messages for other people with her. She sat behind her
switchboard in thelittle front lobby, pushing in plugs, flipping them out. Sometimes, on hot days,
if you looked over the swinging door at the side of her desk area, you could see she had her stock-
ings rolled down to her skinny knees.

Hans Toepfer
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Hans Toepfer worked in the Advertising Dept., under Mac Lawrence, but for reasons he never
made clear, he decided he wanted to become atechnical writer. He was German, and rumor had
it he had been a member of the Nazi Y outh, though, considering his age — he couldn’t have been
forty then — that seemed unlikely, or, rather it seemed unlikely he had done any rea harm to any-
oneif he had been amember, snce he would have been at most in hismid teens during the height
of WW 1. Hewas short, | supposearound 5'6” or so, and very seriousand precise in everything
he did or said. Tothisday, | have never personally known aforeigner who had mastered English
aswell ashehad. He was married to alovely blonde Dutch woman named Rene (I think they pro-
nounced her name “Raynee’), and | sometimes wondered how that went over with the burghersin
her home town in the old country after the War. It was said they had a beautiful house in Los
Altos, with an immaculate lawn: even afew leaves on it were cause for consternation among
them.

He was in many ways an ideal employee, aways delivering his manuals on time, always very
thorough. | only became alittle nervous when | saw how it angered him when one of the engi-
neers was not conscientious about the information he provided for the manual.

| heard that he had |eft Beckman for Hewlett-Packard, and once, many yearslater in alobby in
one of the Santa Claradivisonsof HP, | saw him. Henow had white hair, but still the same deter-
mined, no-nonsense manner. | made sure he didn’t see me because | sensed we both would have
been embarrassed for the other to see how we had aged.

Making a Fool of Myself

Mari-jo decided it would be niceif the whole department came over to dinner at her apartment
in Palo Alto. She and her husband had a nice, ground-floor place on aquiet street. | remember
the trees, and the cool, green, long grass surrounding it. | was extremely nervous about the event,
because | knew that, on the one hand, | had to appear to be aregular guy, no better than any of the
others even though | was the boss, and at the sametime | needed to show that, even in these infor-
mal circumstances, | should not betoo regular aguy, | should still make it clear that | was the
boss, and expected to receive a certain amount of respect.

When | arrived, Mari-jo showed me the pitcher of martinis she had just made, and | immedi-
ately knew that they would be the means by which | could get through the evening. So | poured a
nice, cold glass, downed it, joined in the conversation, went back and poured another, downed it,
and on it went. ** After awhile, | felt the need for alittlefreshar, so | slid one of the glass doors
back and stepped out on the cool yard. | stood there, listening to my anxienties crashing around in
my skull. “Have | said theright thing so far? Do they still like me? Am | being too soft? Am |
being too remote? Oh, God, when will she serve dinner?” And as| stood there, | suddenly
became aware that the ground — the nice, long-haired grass — seemed to berising toward me. It
was quite a pleasant sensation, so | thought | would enjoy it while it lasted. ** Then | smelled the
cool grass up close, the blades were right next to my nostrils, and the damp earth, and the next
thing | knew, | was on the couch in the living room. They were standing around me with amused
expressions on their faces. The boss had drunk so many martinis that he had collapsed on the
lawn. For therest of the evening, | sat, with red face, laughing weakly at the jokes, not saying
much, and knowing that my stature in the department would never again be the same.
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Sam Connery

Another one of Mac's employees was Sam Connery, a guy with awry expression who clearly
didn’t take seriously the earnestness of business or of advertising. Eventudly, he left to work for
Sunset Magazine where he became an editor. | saw his name on the magazine' s masthead for sev-
eral years. | once visited his house in south Palo Alto. | immediately realized that he was, in at
least one respect, anideal Sunset employee, because he clearly was never without ahome project.
His house was apparently in a perpetual state of expansion. Plastic tarps hung from ceiling to
floor in the back, behind which were planks and scaffolding and tools and barrels of nails. His
weekends were spent hammering and sawing and nailing, in accordance with what | imagine was
the unspoken motto of the Sunset management: “There isno home or yard that does not need
improvement, and there is no reason why the homeowner should not do the work himself.”

Jim Heintzelman

| have only met two peoplein my lifewho | felt were as miserable as| was, and one of them
was an engineer in Marketing. | sensed that he too |abored under the same intolerable weight that
| did, that he too knew what so few others knew, namely, that it is virtually impossible to do some-
thing that can justify your right to go on living, no matter how hard you try.

His name was Jim Heintzelman. He had a crew cut, and akind of clenched jaw way of speak-
ing that suggested a military background that he had taken serioudly. | suppose we started talking
to each other when he heard that | was working toward my sailplane license, as| will describe
later. He already had his power plane license, and flew regularly. When | told him | wasalso a
scuba diver, he suggested we fly down to Catalinalsland, off the coast of Los Angeles, where
there were some outstanding opportunitiesfor diving. And so that is what we did one weekend:
he, his girlfriend of the moment, Marcella, and I, plus our tanks and other gear and clothes all
loaded in the back of a Cessna. Hetook the responsibility of being a pilot very serioudy. Every
step of every procedure was carried out with precision and deadly earnestness. It was as though
hisinstructor had told him, “OK, Heintzelman, we' re going to give you alicense, but if you make
one mistake, if you forget one item in one check list, if youjust once allow yourself to experience
levity of heart, we'retaking it away again, permanently. And we will know!”

Catalina Airport is essentially the top of a mountain which has been scraped flat. We camein
from the ocean side. Here was the lower part of the mountain, rising from the sea, and then the
flat part. It waslike landing on an aircraft carrier. At the other end, we could see where the air-
port ended and the mountain dropped off again. Y ou either did thislanding right or you werein
thewater. But he did an expert job of it, and I, hardly able to control myself any longer, fairly lept
out of the plane and raced for the men’s room.

We took a bus down to the little town of Avalon at the other end of theisland. The next day
we rented an outboard motor boat and went back along the landward side of the island to a place
called Long Point. Then, on the way back, we decided to dive down to awreck just outside of
Avalon Harbor which he had heard about. We climbed over the side, checked our watches, he had
the decompression tables on hiswrist, and kicked downward into the green, brown murk. Soon
we were surrounded by nothing but this brown gloom, and had no idea how far above us the sur-
facewas. Then, suddenly, alight, greenish golden glow appeared below us. It wasthe bottom,
and after only alittle swimming along above it, we saw the wreck, ablack skeleton, with afew
little fish swimming aboveit. The top had long since decayed or fallen away. It had been there
for some fifty years or more, and was not much to look at. It was perhaps 75 feet or so in length.
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The water wasicy cold, the only sound that of the familiar undersea crackling. We swam cau-
tiously around the wreck, | keeping a very sharp lookout for what | imagined lurked in such
places, namely, sharks and moray eels. We saw neither. When we were down at the bottom,
beneath the hull, he tapped his depth gauge. | check mine. Wewere at 128 feet, by far the deepest
| had ever gone. | began to try to imagine 128 feet of water over my head, between me and a
breath of fresh ar.

Soon, according to the tables, it was timefor usto begin our ascent. We stayed close together,
|eft the little green cave below us, and kicked for the surface. Soon there was nothing but brown
murk in all directions. But for the rising bubbles from our tanks, we wouldn’t have had the slight-
est ideawhich way was up. We kicked slowly, Heintzelman keeping an eye on his watch and the
tableson hiswrist. 1f we ascended too rapidly, we risked getting the bends; if we ascended too
dowly, we risked running out of air before we reached the surface. It took very little kicking to
keep up with our bubbles, but for along time it seemed we were getting nowhere. | kept trying to
think about what it meant to have, say, 100 feet of water above your head, 100 feet of water
between you and the stuff you breathed so naturally and so unconsciously throughout your life.

Then, the brown began to turn to alight yellow green. Heintzelman motioned enthusiastically
to indicate that yes, we were nearing the surface. Up we went. And there, far above us, we could
see the ripple of waves from underneath. A few more feet and we crashed through surface. We
still had air in our tanks, so we could quite leisurely remove our mouthpieces, and, with snot and
gpit dribbling down past our mouths, we could exult in this adventure that we had survived.

“Where Were You When Kennedy Was Shot?”

It has been said many times, but | will say it again: there are afew events which make such a
strong impression upon us that we remember exactly what we were doing when they occurred: the
Cuban missile crisis and the assassination of President Kennedy are certainly two of these for vir-
tually everyone.

| was walking along a second-floor corridor at Beckman, some papers under my arm, my
mind preoccupied with some problem or other pertaining to the department. | can seeit quite
clearly to thisday. It was acorridor that emerged from a hallway, perhaps near the head of stairs,
| am not sure. Thewallsweregray. It wasa part of the building | didn’t often go to. There were
the five-foot flimsy walls of the cubicles on either side, the bustle of daily lifein acompany.
Then | heard avoice: “Kennedy’s been shot!” It was clear that everyone had stopped work, the
news could be heard repeated throughout the cubicles, along with cries of “Oh, no!” | asked
someone over acubiclewall, “Ishedead? They didn’tknow. Eventudly, | suppose, someone
found aradio, turned it on. | don't recall anything more about theday, only those momentsin the
corridor between the cubicles.

Dr. Riskin

One afternoon in late 1960 | knew | would not be able to continue another day, another hour,
without someone to help me. And so, on my way home from work, | stepped into a phone booth
on El Camino Real, near Page Mill Rd., and began leafing through the yellow pages under “Psy-
chiatrists’. | picked the name “Riskin” because it sounded Jewish and, who knows, perhaps
because it reminded me of David Raksin, composer of “ Serenade”, the haunting theme of the car-
toon “The Unicorn in the Garden” which Jmmy Giuffre played with the Modern Jazz Quartet on
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“The Modern Jazz Quartet at Music Inn” album (Atlantic 1247) that | had listened to so often. |
think Dr. Riskin himself picked up the phone, and must have sensed the end-of-the-road despera-
tionin my voice as| pleaded for him to take me as apatient. In any case, he set up an appoint-
ment right then and there.

It isno longer possiblein this age to convey the terror which the prospect of homosexuality
held for some men in those years. No totalitarian dictator or Calvinist theologian could have
wished for agreater terror in his peoplethan the one we lived in, and all of it wasfed, day in, day
out, by the mental health community, with their analyses of the signs: to be interested in girlswas
asign of repressed homosexuality; not to be interested in them was an obvious sign of the same
thing; to be only mildly interested, was a sign of bisexudity. The analyses were everywhere: in
magazines, including porn magazines, and in books on the subject which were as plentiful as
books are now on the subjects of women's issues and child abuse. My overwhelming preference
for masturbation was asign of my fear of sexual intercourse, hence of getting close to awoman,
hence of latent homosexuality. My lifelong mother complex likewise. My continual preoccupa-
tion with sex was a consequence of my inability to have anormal, heterosexual relationship,
hence.... My softness as a bandleader and manager, the photography episode in Scout camp, the
incident with Ogden in junior high school, my fear of touching and of being touched, particularly
by aman — all were definite signs of suppressed homosexuality. Yet, in order to keep going, |
had to revert to the same state of mind | had adopted when my father was dying of cancer: some-
how | had to find away to believe that, even though all the facts were against me, somehow | had
to be an exception.

Dr. Riskin (hisfirst name was Jules) had an office on Ramona St. in Palo Alto, perhaps half a
dozen blocksfrom the main downtown street of University Ave. He was bald, with afew strands
sticking up on top. He was soft-spoken but pronounced every word precisely, cardfully. He
seemed to me the very essence of the Jewish professional catering to upper middle-class profes-
sonals. He had areproduction of aPaul Klee painting — three clownlike stick figureson a
brown background — on the wall aong with his diplomas from the University of Chicago He
had no secretary, which bothered me at first, but which | soon took asasign of hisdesire to stick
with essentials, and, incidentally, to keep his charges to his patients aslow as possible.

The Big Book

From the very start, and perhaps even with the psychiatrist in Bethlehem, | was convinced that
there was a book somewhere in his office, about the size of Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, in
which every mental illness was written down: name, description of symptonms, prognosis,
including probability of cure. A book in which “I was completely explained” is how | thought of
it. Therefore Dr. Riskin knew all along what the answer was— if there was any chance of my
being cured, and if so, what | had to do to accomplish that — but, for reasons that ordinary people
simply could not understand, he just couldn’t tell me.

Over the course of my time as his patient, | brought up the Book several times. Each time he
said that, No, thereisno such book. | didn't believe him. Some thirty yearslater | found out from
afriend who was in the process of getting a PhD in psychology that indeed therewas such a book
(athough I don’t know if Dr. Riskin had one in hisoffice). It was (andis) called the Diagnostic
and Satistical Manual (“DSM”) and is published by the American Psychiatric Association. Itis
now (mid-nineties) initsfourth edition. It contains, according to the friend, “the official psychiat-
ric diagnoses used by American psychiatrists and psychologists. Each diagnosis has a numerical
code assigned, and the book gives a general discussion of each disorder as well asthe official list
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of symptoms required to make the diagnosis. If one’s health insurance covers psychotherapy,
then usually the therapist is sooner or later asked to provide an official DSM diagnosisto the
insurer. The DSM doesn’t ... provide recommendations regarding what treatments are best for
what disorders.” Inevitably, during our sessions, | once brought up, resignedly, knowing what the
answer would be, the idea of treating myself, of trying to cure my neurosis on my own. But with-
out amoment’s hesitation he shook hishead. Can’'t be done. The patient alwaysliesto himself. |
believed him, had not the slightest doubt he was right.

A Therapy Session

Two times aweek, typically on Tuesdays and Thursday afternoons, | think, | drove from work
to hisoffice. | think he charged $20 avisit, later raising it to $25. | would sitin the quiet, usualy
empty waiting room, leaf through a magazine, until the previous patient came out — usually (at
least in memory) atense-looking woman who looked like a PhD candidate at Stanford, or an asso-
ciate professor on atenure track, or the daughter of a wealthy family who has had all the advan-
tages and ssmply can’'t seem to succeed at anything.

After hisrather formal goodbye to her, he would look at me, and say, “Pete?” and | would get
up and follow him through the door to the waiting room, past the empty secretary’s desk, and then
turn right into hisoffice.

He would go behind his desk, | would sit down in the soft chair opposite. Behind him was a
window, with leafy green trees outside. On my right was another window looking out onto quiet
residential Ramona street.

He: “So what’s new?’

| would give abig sigh. Silence. Then: “I don’t know where to begin.”

Sometimes he would make no response, sometimes he would say something like, “Begin
wherever you like.”

| would give another sigh. “Well, therewasthisincident in the office... It' sdifficult for meto
talk about.”

Silence. He kept his eyes on me, his expression neither threatening nor consoling, but simply
one of waiting expectantly. | realized | was about to blush, and so started doing my best to fight it
off.

[, half to myself: “Maybelater.” Pause. | was hereto say things. | had to say something. The
audience was waiting. “1 had another fight with my mother.” | felt how shallow this attempt to
avoid the painful subject of the incident at the office was, and how tediousit must have been for
him to have to put up with it.

He: “What about?’

I: “Oh, sheinsisted | come down to see them this weekend and | refused.”

| tried not to meet hiseyes. | sat there with round shoulders, half dumped forward in the
chair, trying not to meet his eyes.

I: “I can’'t stand being in the same room with her.” Pause. “Then | have to go through dinner
with them, listening to her endless complaints. If only...”

He: “If only...?

|, after asigh and along pause: “If only | knew that this didn’t mean | was homosexual. These
problems with my mother...”

No response.

I: “The Book probably could tell me.”
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He: “Thereisno book.” With a sweep of the hand he shows that his shelves are therefor all
to see.

I: “ Anyway, about thisthing in the office... Well, Mari jo, youknow, this woman who works
in my department, well, | heard today from someone who knows her that the reason she doesn’t
have kidsis not that her husband is sterile but that he is homosexual.” (I can’'t remember what
term | used. Probably not “queer”. Certainly not “gay”, which wasn't in use then.)

He “And?’

I: “So it seems pretty obviousto me that the reason | like her and enjoy talking to her isthat |
am like her husband.”

He: “I see. Andif helikesacertain kind of music and someone likesthe samekind, that isa
sure sign they must be homosexual also?’

And so on. But at times the conversation degenerated into something much worse, much
more boring for him, I’m sure.

He: “What are you thinking?’

I: “1 am wondering what you are thinking.”

He: “I’'m just listening.”

I: “But you are waiting for me to say something that will reveal if | am making progress or
not.”

He: “No, I'm just listening.”

I: “Maybe | will say something, or make a certain movement which will be incontrovertble
proof that | am ahomosexual. Now you know what that something or that movement is, and |
don’t. Butif | knew it, then | would of coursetry to avoid doing it. But then maybe you would
know that’s exactly what | would do, and the Book probably tellsyou this. But asitis, | don't
know it, so maybe | am trying to read your own speech and movementsto seeif | have doneit and
you have concealed it.”

Pause.

He: “So what’s going on with ... “ and he would name some other ongoing problem.

And so it would go, session after session, week after week, month after month, year after year.
God only knows the stifling boredom it must have produced in him.

| Show Him the Journal

Early in my treatment, | told him | kept ajournal, that | was ashamed of it, that | wanted to be
awriter — God only knows how many times he had heard that particular confession. It wasclear
he didn’t think much of the activity of keeping ajournal, considering it away of avoiding making
contact with people, and (I assume) away of writing without confronting any of the real anxieties
associated with the craft. He eventually asked to seethejournal. | found away to postpone giv-
ing it to him. Weeks, months, perhaps yearslater, | finaly agreed, selected two of what | thought
were the least dreadful notebooks, and brought themin. | handed them — my life, my identify,
my soul — with their black and white ink blot covers, to him. He placed them neatly on his desk.
| endured the days of agony until our next meeting.

“Well,” | said, “what did you think of them.” He made some preliminary bland comments,
and then, after apause, he said, “But it's not literature, isit.” | was crushed, having hoped, natu-
rally, that he would say something at least along the lines of, “Well, all thisis very crude, and con-
fessional, but you know, you have the makings of a good book here.”

Then, asmy therapy progressed, he dropped the hint every once in awhilethat if | really
wanted to make progress, | should give up the journal completely: throw out all the notebooks.
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Each time he made the suggestion, | felt like my heart had been cut out of mybody. | madelame
counterarguments, but considered my inability to let go of the journal as further proof | would
never be cured.

“Confront Your Anxieties”

Something he would say every once in awhile wasthat if | wanted to make any progress,
sooner or later | would have to confront my anxieties. These included not only giving up the jour-
nal, and, of course, getting into a relationship with awoman, but learning to tell jokes, in particu-
lar, dirty jokes, which | never dared to try for fear of blushing. | knew that people would
immediately recognize how uncomfortable | was and would look down at their feet and somehow
wait for me to get through it, then force alittle laughter and feel sorry for me. | knew that they
knew that | knew how shocking it was that John Franklin, the Swiss boy, was doing this awful
thing. It took yearsfor me even to make atry.

He also kept gently suggesting that it might not be abad ideaif | learned to lose my temper,
or at least learned to show my anger in front of others. This, too, was absolutely beyond me
because it meant risking being cast adrift with absolutely no one to like me. The people who ten-
tatively allowed me to be among them were my only connection with humanity.

He Reveals a Little About Himself

In the course of those years — atotal of six — herevealed alittle about himsdf, usually in
response to my persistent questioning. He said he was dong research on mentally healthy fami-
lies. | immediately liked thisidea— the fact that he was interested in healthy minds as well as
sick ones— and | told him so. Another time he told me that he and hiswife had sold their house
in Palo Alto and bought a smaller one in the same dty, and how surprised his friends and neigh-
bors were at this, since every successful professional normally buys progressively larger houses.
Another time he told me he liked Mozart, another time that he didn’'t believe in God. Strangely
enough, this admission bothered me, because | felt it meant that there was nothing holding him
back from doing whatever theory required.

A Dreadful Remark

| suppose somewhere around the fourth or fifth year of my therapy, we came to discuss the
picture of histwo children which he had on hisdesk. | don’'t know if it was a new picture that he
had set out, and that | had asked him about, or if | only then go around to asking about it, but in
any case hereplied, telling me, | suppose, their names and ages. There was a pause, | looking
down at the carpet. He asked what | wasthinking. | said “Nothing.” And at that moment this
wastrue. But| began tofeel that something bad had to be said. It may have arisen simply from a
sense of envy of thissuccessful man who had all the answers, plus awife and children. He asked
me again what | wasfeeling. Again| said“Nothing.” The tug-of-war continued. Maybe my feel-
ing was nothing more than a reaction to his asking me what | was thinking after we had discussed
his children — as though whatever | said could not be taken at face value but must be concealing
something. But eventually, | was definitely thinking of something. | told him it was pretty awful,
that | preferred not to say it. No, no, | should go ahead, he could handleit. | warned him again.
No, no, go ahead. “All right,” | said, “I’ll tell you. | was thinking about your kids — what nice
lampshades they would make.”

Therewas apause. Then he said, “Yes, that does hurt.”
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Although | cannot say | detected any change in his behavior toward me thereafter, | remain
convinced to this day that forever thereafter | was a different personin his eyes.

He Saves My Life

| think it isameasure of his professionalism that, despite that remark, he came through for me
at atime when, quite literally, my life depended on it. Around 1965 | received notice in the mail
that | was to appear for my physical exam prior to being drafted for the VietnramWar. | of course
discussed it with Dr. Riskin and asked if there was any way he could get me off. He was noncom-
mittal but madeit clear he would do his best. On the day of the exam, we boarded a busin Palo
Alto and were taken to the examination center in San Jose. | don't recall a physical exam, but |
recall being asked several questions, one having to do with whether | was under psychiatric care.
| answered yes and provided Dr. Riskin’s name, address and phone number, saying that he would
have to be the oneto tell exactly what was wrong with me.

While | waited for the draft board’s decision, | endlessly went over what | would do if | was
declared fit to serve. Goingto jail seemed more honorable, even though | knew it would probably
finish my hope for a professional career, but as| was still young, | knew | would have to face the
possibility of homosexual rape and that | couldn’t tolerate. Canada, on the other hand was, for
me, a place for people who would never amount to anything, akind of pleasant, northerly waste-
land for ambitionless whites who were capable of earning adecent living and nothing more. | had
athird option, and that was moving to Switzerland, since, as the son of native-born Swiss parents,
| had dual citizenship. For some reason, this obviously least undesirable third option offered lit-
tle consolation to me at the time. The reason may have been that the idea of seeking refuge in the
country that had produced my mother seemed almost (almost) worse than being killed in Vietnam.

But | never had to consider the alternatives, because within weeks | was declared IV-F and
that was the end of the Vietnam War for me.

My not wanting to fight in Vietnam was purely due to the fact that | didn’t think we had any
businessin that country, and not to any moral scruples against war. During the Second World
War, | and all the other kidsin our block would have given anything to be allowed to join the
armed forces and fight the Germans or Japanese. We would have run away from homeand lied
about our ages. Because we knew, as all the adults knew, that thiswasajust war, that we, our
country, and the other allied countries, were right and that we ssmply had to defeat the evil dicta-
tors who wanted to conquer theworld. Inthe sixties, every left-leaning person knew that the Viet-
nam War was just the opposite: it was a politician’s war, conducted in a remote place we had no
business being in, that the Communists over there didn’t really threaten us. | had by then come up
with aquestion which | felt | had to be able to answer in theaffirmative before | participated in
any war, namely, If you get captured and are tortured, or if you are crippled for life, will you be
able to say that you still think it was worthwhile that you had decided to fight? The answer was
emphatically no asfar as Vietnam was concerned.

| Am Cured

Sometime in my sixth year with him, as| was going over yet again all thereasonswhy thereis
no way to know if |1 was really homosexual or not (this possibly coming immediately after my
confessing how much | wanted to have sex with some secretary at the company but didn’t dare
ask her out), Dr. Riskin said, after a pause, in atone that only slightly revealed how exasperated
he was, “You're not a homosexual”. And that wasit! Finally, the truth had come out! | had no
doubt he said it because that iswhat the Book said. So | was cured.
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Later that year, | met Marcella, aswill be described, and for the first timein my life was able
to have sexual intercourse. | strode into hisoffice at the next visit, shook handswith him, told
him what had happened — feeling particularly proud that | vindicated al his patience and had
brought him avictory — and after few more sessions, brought the therapy to a close.

A Return Visit

Whenever the subject of getting a PhD came up in conversation, | would always think to
myself, “I got my PhD in the sixties under Jules Riskin.” That is how the experience felt to mein
retrospect.

A year or two after ending therapy with him, | ran into him at apark in Palo Alto. He was
with hiswife and two children, both girls| seem to recall. | stopped, took a moment to be sure it
was him, then said, “Dr. Riskin! Hello!” He seemed not to recognize me. “John Franklin, your
former patient.” He nodded, said hello, but clearly wanted our meeting to be as short as possible.
Like any other patient in ssimilar circumstances, | racked my brain trying to figure out what | had
donewrong. | later described the incident to another therapist. The therapist said that the Party
line in psychiatry is that the psychiatrist should discourage anything approaching friendship with
patients; the only relationship should bethe therapeutic one. But that was no consolation. Likeit
or not, he and I had become old friends over some six years of fifty minute sessions usually twice
aweek. Now | was supposed to accept that his behavior throughout this time had been nothing
but professional demeanor?

While | wasworking at Signetics, in the late sixties, he once called me and said he had a
patient who he thought might benefit from talking to me. Would | be willing? | said of course |
would. | gave him my home number aswell. But the patient never called.

In the early seventies, | went back to visit him — just to say hello, and thank him for what he
had done for me. Helooked much the same though it was some five years later, though his hair
was alittle grayer. The same careful, precise speech as before.

He asked about my job, my other interests, about my marriage. | told him | had gone back to
mathematics. He said, “That’'sayoung man’'sgame, isn'tit?” My heart sank. | wasthenin my
mid-thirties. He certainly didn’t say it out of malice, in fact, he was just repeating acommon
belief. But nevertheless, to hear him reveal himself to be among those who take such beliefs for
granted bothered me a great deal.

Thelast time | saw him wasin arestaurant in Cupertino that was popular with the local pro-
fessionals. There he was, sitting several tables away, hishair now white, with avery attractive
young woman whom he was obviously eager to make a good impression on. | thought, “Why,
you dirty old man!” But after the incident in the park | had no desire to go over and say hello.

Dr. Levin
Even though | always had a morbid fear of going to the dentist, | was always morbidly wor-
ried about the condition of my teeth. | somehow found a dentist in Menlo Park namedDr. Stanley
Levin. Records show my first appointment with him was Dec. 3, 1960, for a cleaning, exam, and
X-rays. Total cost: $8. (Within ayear or two, the cost of cleaning had soared to $12, however.)
This good man was my dentist for some thirty years, and he said several times, in good-
natured exasperation, that | was the worst patient he ever had.

Fillings
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My typical preparation for afilling (“composite-” or “amalgam restoration” on the bill) was
two pain killersfrom a plastic container in the medicine cabinet (their source forgotten), or else
the most potent stuff | could buy at the local drug store without prescription (Tylenol, etc.); a shot
of vodka before | left the house, and then another shot from the bottle | stashed under the front
seat of the car; maximum nitrous oxide as soon as| got into the chair; white noise with classical
music behind it — Bach, Mozart — delivered through earphones, the noise turned up so that only
by the highest concentration could I make out the music; and finally maximum nova-caine or
equivalent. Nevertheless, even with all this preparation, | would be clenching the arm rests of the
chair in pain when the drill wasstill inches from my mouth. The image in my mind, which | often
described to him in our black-comedy banter, was that my teeth were made of chalk, no, of a sub-
stance like that of white, peppermint candies; they were ready to crack open at the slightest touch
and reveal the coiled, purple moist nerve which the spinning drill would soon entangle and tear
out by theroots. At the end of the ordeal, which each time seemed unendurable — | was often
just afew seconds away from telling him to stop, | wasleaving, let theteeth rot in my head — |
was wet through my outer shirt and undershirt, and so was he. We soon took it for granted that
we would each have to bring a change of shirts for each appointment. When | finally |eft the
office, after sitting for awhile in the waiting room to make sure the nitrous had worn off, asthey
insisted, my damp hair would be plastered down on my forehead and neck, the crotch of my pants
also damp.

Another guy at Beckman also wasapatient of Dr. Levin's. | forget hisname: Rick | think. He
wasin histwenties, worked in drafting and had the kind of good looks and manner of a man who
always has a beautiful girl friend or wife but also has a drinking problem caused by some grave,
emotional wound that will eventually kill him. He and Levin sometimes when out for drinks
together. Therewasakind of three-way friendly ongoing humorous interchange, two at atime,
between us.

To thisday, | don’t exactly understand why | had this morbid fear of being worked on by
Levin, because everything about him bespoke a man who had no intention at all of hurting you.
Here was a man with a good Jewish sense of humor, aquicknessto respond to his patient’ s jokes
and word-play, an obvious skill and deep concern about doing the best by his patients. But never-
theless | had a profound dread of going to him, understandably, a profound dread of working on
me — and, | think, contempt for me — on his.

Teeth Cleaning

Teeth cleaning (“prophylaxis’ on the bill, amost the same word as the one for you-know-
what) always went better because, at the very least, it was done by female hygenists. (Doctor
Levin's assistant, Janet, may, when all issaid and done, be the onereason | never actually bolted
out of the chair, because this would mean that | wouldn’t get to experience her pressing her leg
against mine as she hosed out my mouth after afilling or prepared the tooth for the crown, or put
in the crown at the next appointment. (If only it were allowed for dental patients to stroke the
thighs or breasts of beautiful dental assistants. Just once in awhile.)

To take my mind off the idea of someone scratching, picking away at my soft, peppermint
candy teeth with a sharp piece of metal and sometimes pressing a vibrating fork-like object that
looked exactly like the pens we had to usein RPI for those accursed engineering drawings, | got a
conversation going as soon as possible. Usually it was about the hygenis’slove-life or family
life. Most of the hygenists aroused me sexualy. | liked the way that sometimes one of their
breasts touched my ear as they stood behind me to work on the insides of the upper teeth. | devel-
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oped a genuine affection for some of these women: one was from Pennsylvania and did paintings
at home and later got married and had a child and left the business; then there was Bonnie, who
was suddenly abandoned by her husband who up to then led her to believe that their love would
last forever and who thereafter talked of nothing else, to the point that | really believed her mind
had been permanently affected by the blow; and there was Rita, who was always full of anxiety
over finding the right man, who wanted to read the stories| told her | waswriting about my own
search for arelationship, and who, in her determination to do a good job, to do at |east something
right in her life, frequently caused me more pain and probably drew more blood than any of the
others.

The last and best, without question, was Rochelle Hamm, the only hygenist | ever had who |
can truly say was gifted for thiswork. Her father was a dentist, she had an undergraduate degree
in chemistry, and so could answer your questions about plague and tooth decay on virtually any
scientific level you wanted: atomic, molecular, chemical, you nameit. She was businesslike,
thorough, but always able to track my sense of humor, and has never once caused me a moment of
pain. She frequently asks, as she works away, “Feeling any twinges?” No. “Let me know if you
feel anything.” The simple truth may be that, with patients like me, that isal it takes to cure the
neurosis. adentist or hygenist who obviously respects his or her patient' s anxieties, and does not
consider it the patient’ s business to learn to live with the dental practitioner’ sway of going about
the business at hand, but instead considersit the practitioner’ s business to be mightily concerned
above al not to hurt the patient. None of the “Thisdoesn’t really hurt!” crap | had heard all my
life, even from the most well-intentioned dentists. The simpletask isfor the dental practitioner to
make it clear to the patient that the practitioner considers him- or herself subordinate to the
patient. That'sit. The patient ison top. But normally just the reverseis the case and no matter
what words are said, the messageisclear: “Y ourbusinessisto endure what | subject you to.”

| often told Rochelle that | was going to endow a chair at Foothill College so she could teach
others to practice the craft as superbly as she does.

Nitrous Fantasies

Nitrous oxide may well be the most creative of all anesthetics. Next to feeling Janet’sleg
pressing against mine, it was the one thing | looked forward to in any session under the drill. On
asummer morning, as the nitrous began to take effect, | saw for thefirst time, outside of a paint-
ing, how a shadow, a geometric region of color, e.g., the blue sky seen through the window, could
be every bit asreal asawall or apiece of dental equipment. In fact, | suddenly saw and under-
stood that what was most real, were geometric shapes, and the actual objects that produced them
were only of incidental importance. “That quadrilateral of blue, next to the gray one (shadow on
thewall)...” such, did it seem, was what conversations should be about.

Another insight that nitrous brought was what ego-lessness, in the Zen Buddhist sense, must
belike. “Everything present except the self-awareness of the person who isexperiencing it.” It
seemed to me atruly wondrous state if you could really get insde of it and stay inside of it. A
world in which the only thing that existsisthe world. The world exactly as you ordinarily per-
ceive it, except that there isno you.

Perhaps my best insight concerned away of eliminating pain from dentistry. The ideawas that
people would have the tops of all their teeth removed, down to the gum level. Then, new, syn-
thetic teeth would be screwed into the remaining part. Then, instead of going to the dentist, you
would simply unscrew a couple of teeth at atime, put them in an envelope and mail them to the
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dentist. A couple of dayslater they would come back, all white and beautiful, and you would then
simply screw them back in.

The Battle Over X-Rays

Apart from our on-going battle in the dentist chair, Dr. Levin and | also went at it over the sub-
ject of X-rays. Even before the acne treatment | was X-ray-phobic. The problem only increased
over theyears. | fought off every attempt of histo do full mouth X-rays each year. We would bar-
gan: “OK, I'll let you do partialsin February, but then no more for eighteen months. I'll signa
waiver.” Then | would fight to make it twenty months. | told him how drastically the allowed
maximum doses had dropped during the century. “Do you know how they decided you' d had too
many X-rays at the start of the century?’ | asked him. “By your skin turning red.” | told him
about the cancer deaths from the practicein thethirties of shoe stores X-raying feet inside shoes.
He listened, nodded, and emphasized how safe the equipment was, how often it was inspected,
how the radiation was the absolute minimum that would expose the film, how the patient was
always given alead apron, how there was arisk in not catching serious dental problems. And, to
his credit, | must say that he gave me a paper-back book on the medical use of X-rayswritten by a
woman doctor who clearly felt the medical and dental professions were causing more harm than
they cared to admit.

Inthe eighties, | read an article on the high rate of thyroid cancer in people who had had X-ray
treatments for acne. The peak incidence of the disease seemed to occur about 23 years after the
treatments. | was at the thirty-year point, but | wrote a letter to Dr. Frank in White Plains,
expressing my concern. Hereplied as | had expected: there was nothing to worry about, the
amount of radiation | had received was fully within limits, etc. | knew he was doing what he
could to discourage lawsuits, and | was furious. | talked to my doctor, Dr. McKenna, saying |
didn’t believe what Frank was saying. He said he would write him, ask for copies of the treatment
records. He got them, and said to me, “Well, you had enough X-rays to wipe out the city of
Menlo Park.”

So now there were two swords hanging over my head: early blindness from glaucoma, and
early death from thyroid cancer. And till nothing accomplished.

Dr. Clark Takes Over the Practice

Inthe late eighties, | began hearing, through hygenists, that Dr. Levin was suffering from heart
problems. Since my rate of cavity production had dropped considerably as | approached old age,
| didn’t see him that often any more: sometimes |less than once ayear. Then | heard he had had a
heart by-pass operation. Someone said that during the year or two before, he had been walking
around with abox of nitroglycerin pills, popping them throughout the day to combat the pain.
(Some of which was dueto me!) Another dentist was now occupying the far office, first a
woman, then aman. Dr. Levin wasthinking of taking on a partner, the story went. The man
seemed to work out, and then, one year, in the early nineties, we patients were told that Dr. Levin
was retiring.

Quitting Smoking
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In winter of 1963, after reading a Scientific American article on the health effects of smoking
and, of course, hearing about the Surgeon General’sreport, | decided | had to quit if | was going to
live long enough to complete my life' s work.

In the early sixties| was smoking four packs of Pall Malls a day, sometimes, in my all-con-
suming nervousness, having one cigarette going in the ashtray and holding another in my hand as
| spoke. My teeth were yellow except for the few days each year after acleaning. | had nicotine
stains on my right index and middle fingers. | had aready tried to quit several times. | tried
cigars and even tried to take up smoking a pipe, and would sit in movie theaters with my long,
Peter Stuyvesant pipe and despite the need to constantly puff on it to keep the tobacco burning,
tried to convince myself | was comfortable smoking with this contraption. But in any case it
didn’t fit in with modern office life. Nothing worked.

Somehow or other, possibly through afellow employee (why do we never remember the exact
details of such things?), | heard about The Five-Day Plan for Quitting Smoking. It was sponsored
by the Seventh-Day Adventist Church. (You had to keep the day-count straight when you told
people about the program: it wasn’t the Seven-Day Plan sponsored by the Fifth-Day Adventist
Church.) [ called the number and signed up for the next program, which would bein March. The
woman | spoketo said that | should prepare for it as though it were amajor operation. | should
try to have my businessaffairs in reasonably good order, and have no major stresses in my per-
sonal life. | should consider going through the program to be the equivalent of having alimb
amputated.

We met on aMonday evening in a non-descript church on Almain South Palo Alto, a couple
of dozen nervous, anxious, smokers. We were alowed to smoke during the introductory remarks.
The speaker said we shouldn’t underestimate the difficulty of what we were about to do. Then the
speaker said, gently, as though this weren't really the end of our smoking careers, that we should
now put out our cigarettes. | bent down and crushed out my cigarette in the ashtray at my feet.
We were asked to decide on a buddy, the idea being that before we lit another cigarette, we would
call him or her. | chose the guy sitting next to me. We nervously shook hands. The speaker then
said that, to create the Five-Day Program, they had put together every known, effective technique
for breaking habits. Some 63% of people who complete the program, the speaker said, and who
continue to follow the prescribed guidelines afterward, quit smoking permanently. | immediately
warmed to the fact that they made an effort to keep track of their successes and failures We were
to meet at the same placefor the next five evenings. The speaker repeated what the woman | had
spoken to, had said: that we should make no mistake: giving up smoking is like having alimb
amputated because, in fact, we are giving up a part of ourselvesthat has been with us every day
and night for years.

We were given abooklet that prescribed adaily diet. No alcohol, no coffee, because these
trigger the cigarette response. Each morning when we got up we were to take a shower: first
warm water, then, standing there, we were to suddenly turn on the cold. The shock wasto replace
the nicotine shock we got from our first cigarette each day. We were to drink large amounts of
water each day to wash the nicotine out of our systems. We were to follow a prescribed diet of
which | remember only that | ate alot of canned peaches, cottage cheese, and | ettuce.

Each evening's program consisted of a different argument for the value of quitting smoking.
A young Stanford surgeon spoke to us about operations to remove lungs, then showed us amovie
of alung being lifted from a patient’s chest. Then he passed around a slice of a sheep'slung to
show how white anormal lung looked that had not been subjected to cigarette smoking. (A
sheep’s lung was supposedly very similar to a human lung, a specimen of anon-smoker’ s having
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been impossible to get.) Then he passed around a dlice from asmoke’slung. It was completely
black, as black asthe inside of achimney. It looked like black lace.

But the two best pieces of advicethey gave uswere, first, that you haven't broken a habit until
you no longer think about it. That, | felt, got right to the heart of the matter. The second was that
each time you resist resuming a habit, the next timewill be easier. That got me through — just
barely — the worst times in the months to come.

On the last day they gave us a card to carry with us from that day forward. | still haveit. It
reads as follows:

MY DECISION
Because | believe tobacco is detrimental to my health, and iliness due to smoking would both
jeapordize the security of those | love and hinder further service to my community, | hereby
choose to cease smoking from this day forward.
Decision Date
Signed

In pencil | filled in the date — March 5, 1964 — and signed it.

We were still supposed to call our buddy before we lit another cigarette.

And then began the worst nine months of alife that already was as bad as | thought any life
could possibly be. | kept myself going with Life Savers and chewing gum (Wrigley’s Spearmint
and DoubleMint, mostly). My mouth was bathed in a warm sugar water bath from morning till
night. In addition to candy there was, of course, the usual coffee with sugar and donuts. | would
quickly brush my teeth in the morning or evening but, like most other people then, | never used
dental floss. Hygenists would mention it with amild scold asthey handed you the free toothbrush
at the end of a cleaning session, but that was a degree of dental virtue | smply had no timefor. In
the midst of al thisagony, | had to continue to be a manager. Cor Laan was unusually sympa-
thetic, since he had tried quitting several times also. But there came aday when | made an agree-
ment with myself: one more episode like thislast one and I’ m going to start smoking again. No
one can be expected to live like this.

After making his post-cleaning exam ayear later, Levin said that | had atotal of 43 cavities.
Some of them were still quite small. (According to his office records, | had 2 cavitiesfilled in ‘64
and 21 filled in *65. | cannot account for the discrepancy between the number 43 that | remember,
and these records.) He had never seen anything likeit. In fact, he delivered a paper on me at a
dental convention, during which he projected aslide of my X-raysfrom before| quit, and then
thosefrom ayear later, and asked the audience how many years they thought the patient had aged
in between. Thetypical reply was 20 to 25 years.

| have never smoked a cigarette since, although | still, every year or two, dream that | have
started smoking again, and am filled with self-contempt. “After al theseyears, | must have weak-
end! Oh, no...” | started smoking a cigar aweek, without inhaling, in the early eighties, and now
smoke two or so aweek.

Years after the Five-Day Program, | once saw that Stanford surgeon in the basement foyer of
the Olympic Club in San Francisco. | went up to him, said hello, and thanked him for what he had
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done for me. He seemed pleased, in the reserved way that surgeons have.

My telling my son about the ordeal of quitting may be one reason why he apparently never
had the dlightest interest in cigarette smoking.

Quitting was the most difficult thing | have ever donein my life.

Writing

“If only | had been able to start writing! But whatever the conditionsin which | approached
the task (as, too, aas, the undertakingsnot to touch alcohol, to go to bed early, to deep, to keep
fit), whether it were with enthusiasm, with method, with pleasure, in depriving myself of awalk,
or postponing my walk and keeping it in reserve as areward of indudry, taking advantage of an
hour of good health, utilising the inactivity forced on me by aday of illness, what always emerged
inthe end from all my effort was avirgin page, indefiled by any writing, ineluctable as that forced
card which in certain tricks one invariably is made to draw, however carefully one may first have
shuffled the pack. | was merely the instruments of habits of not working, of not going to bed, of
not sleeping, which must find expression somehow, cost what it might; if | offered them no resis-
tance, if | contented myself with the pretext they seized from thefirst opportunity that the day
afforded them of acting asthey chose, | escaped without seriousinjury, | slept for afew hours
after al, towardsmonring, | read alittle, | did not over-exert myself; but if | attempted to thwart
them, if | pretended to go to bed early, to drink only water, to work, they grew restive, they
adopted strong measures, they made mereally ill, | was obliged to double my dose of alcohoal, did
not lie down in bed for two days and nights on end, could not even read, and | vowed that another
time | would be more reasonable, that isto say lesswise, like the victim of an assault who alows
himself to be robbed for fear, should he offer resistance, of being murdered.” — Proust, Marcel,
The Guermantes Way, Part |, tr. C. K. Scott Moncrieff, Modern Library, N.Y., p. 200.

| continued to try to write short stories. Sometimes prose poems. All of it wretched, hopeless,
girlish beyond belief. | got an ideafor a science fiction story, which | spent countless hourstrying
towrite. It was about a spaceship on along journey. The pilot sat alonein acockpit similar to
that of an airliner. He was so lonely for Earth that he put a box of earth behind his seat, so he
could smell it during the interminable hours he sat in hisdark compartment. 1t was another “Long
Way Home". Perhaps some writer could have made something out of the idea, but | wasn't the
one. Assoon as| had written a sequence of more than five words or so, | would always know that
that wasn’'t among the sequences of five wordsthat the story needed. And thisfailure wasjust
another one of many to drive meinto further hatred of myself.

“The Guardian”

In that barren garagein Melo Park | began ayears-long effort called “ The Guardian”, based
on adream | had on waking, in which at sometimein the future | wasflying through black clouds
back to New York City, where | got ajob asadraftsman. | wasinvited to a strange weekend party
in astatue like the Statue of Liberty, left over from centuriesbefore. It wascalled “ The Guardian”.
The men, all wearing dark blue suits, began fondling each other. | found awoman with too-large
legs, small breasts, we went into another room, made love, afterward sat back against the wall and
made half-hearted conversation. Suddenly the statue began to shake, we al ran downstairs, out
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into the plaza. We saw the Guardian’sfist shaking, stones falling off it, watch the fist descend
toward the head, and we knew that, when thefist struck the head, anuclear explosion would be set
off, destroying us and the dty. We realized that the statue had been placed there to detect a scene
of depravation such as| had just witnessed and participated in. “Leaning against thewall! That
didit!” | shouted to the woman.

| spent more hours on this poem/story than on anything elsein my life with the exception of
attempting to prove Fermat's Last Theorem and sove the 3x + 1 Problem in my late forties, fifties
and sixties. | knew from the start that the task was hopeless unlessthe story werewrittenin a
trance. Nevertheless, | kept on trying, endlessly revising, attempting to turn off my criticial mind
and trying again, trying to write it from the word sounds only, climbing the walls in desperation
for away to find the right words. Wasit doomed to failureif it began with “1”? Wasthere a
somewhere where the right expression of the story existed, and if so, how could | find that some-
where? Just give methefirst few words, that's all | ask!

The Insurmountable Dilemmas

Here are the dilemmas | faced as an aspiring writer.

What isthe correct number of wordsto write each day? | was convinced that there was a
correct number of words, that if | wrote that number of words, my immortality would be assured.
Furthermore, | was convinced that anyone who was, in fact, destined for immortality, knew what
the number was, and the fact that | didn't was avery ominoussign. | had read something that
Hemingway had written about how he wrote one of his novels; how he got up in the morning, and
went to his typewriter, and kept working throughout the morning until he had completed the 500
words he had set as his required daily output. Then he wrote down the exact number of words he
had written, and did other things for the rest of the day, and next morning repeated the process. |
absolutely detested theidea of counting words like that, of running on€ s artistic life as though it
were no different than working in factory, or, even worse, working for Mom and Dad. Y et he was
famous and | couldn’t even get published, so hisway must beright. After Lehigh, | aso detested
the worship of quantity of output among the PhDs and professors. how these bureaucrats would
be beside themselves with envy of the one of them who could publish more papers per year than
any of the others. How they loved thick booksthat were difficult to understand! | felt, although |
didn’t think of it in these words: Haven't any of you sons-of-bitches any integrity? Suppose you
can think of nothing to writefor afew days. So what? Suppose that what you want to say can be
expressed in afew paragraphs, and doesn’t need a paper, much less abook. Shouldn’'t you have
the courage to circulate the few paragraphs, and not to waste al that time and effort padding them
out to meet the self-serving interests of journal editors and deans of departments?

What isthe relationship between sound and meaning? | was completely at sea on this
guestion. | didn’'t even haveaclear ideaof the difference between syntax and semantics. Had
you asked me then, | would have said that, since changing even one word in a sequence resulted
in achange in the sound of the sequence, that therefore the meaning of the sequence — at the
highest level, the poetic level — might well change drastically. But there was no way to tell how
drastically. | tried to write by beginning with the sound, and produced part of a novel thisway,
namely, by blurring my mind so that it heard only verbal tones and rhythms, to which I fit what-
ever actual words | thought might produce something immortal. | wrote a number of short short
stories and prose poemsthisway, al of them rubbish. (The oneliterary agent | managed to findin
my life said as much when | sent some of these thingsto her.) | didn’t know then that James Joyce
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had already explored this approach to writing in Finnegan's Wake.

What right do you have to be sdlf-confident? | had absolutely no self-confidence, yet | had
anagging feeling that no writer worth his salt can produce anything worthwhile if he doesn’t have
it. Butl felt that | had no right to be self-confident until | had produced something that others
would admire, or at least publish, and that couldn’t be done without self-confidence. | felt that |
had no right to want to be accepted as awriter until | had been accepted.

How much should you describe? | had absolutely no idea how | or anyone else figured out
how much to describe. Y ou imagine ascene. It takes place in aroom. How do you know how
much detail to give about the furniture, the walls, the ceiling, the floor, the characters? Why not
give the exact dimensions of the chairs and tables and the room? Why not provide a drawing?
But then why not provide a painting, done by someone elseif necessary? Why not give the names
of thereal or fictitious stores where every item in the room had been purchased, and then describe
the people who had purchased them? Where did it stop? Who would have the gall to |eave some
of thismaterial out? Furthermore, once having decided that this or that thing should be
described, how could you know what words would do the job best? There were many possible
combinations of words that could convey some idea of the scene, and the associated feeling, you
had in mind. How could you possibly find out the effect that each possible description would
have on each reader, or on various groups of readers? | felt the only honest way would be to sub-
ject each description to a poll of prospective readers, with a questionnaire, to seeif they were see-
ing what | had in mind. Nothing lesswould do.

What sequence of wordswill beremembered? All of which boiled down to what seemed to
me a question that had to be answered but could not be answered, namely, given that only afinite
number of stories, books, will be remembered by posterity, there are only afinite number of
sequences of words that will be remembered. In other words, thereis only afinite number of
beginnings of stories and books that will be remembered. Maybe several of these stories and
books will begin with, say, “The”, maybe only one will, maybe none will. But if you began a
story or book with aword or sequence of wordsthat was not the beginning of one of theimmortal
works of your time, your subsequent efforts were utterly futile! Why waste time talking about
character development and prose style, much less about being true to yourself, when the real
guestion, the only question, was, How do you guess or otherwise figure out what the first word,
then the second word, then the third word, then the fourth word, ... in at least one of the books and
stories that will be remembered, is? Y et the number of possibilities was astronomically large.
Even if, by some miracle, all the books and stories that would be remembered used only a vocab-
ulatory of Basic English, i.e., 10,000 words, then already by the fourth word, there were 10,000 4
possible sequences to be considered — ten trillion!. True, if you alowed only grammeatical
sequences of words, or, rather, potentially grammatical sequences of words, that number would be
decreased. But even if, by some miracle, God boiled the possibilities down to, say, 100 four-word
phrases, you still would have no way of knowing which ones would be the start of books and sto-
ries that would be remembered. Thisthought more than any other made writing seem a funda-
mentally hopeless activity — like trying to live a hgopy, normal life while believing in
predestination.

How can you learn the names of furniture, decor ations, fabrics, female clothing, without
becoming queer? All the good novdists seemed to know the names of these things, but how did
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they learn them? If | went up to agirl or awoman and said, “ Excuse me, but what is the name of
that perfume you are wearing?’, they might laugh in my face, maybe reply with sarcastic disdain,
“Why, do you want to wear some?’ |f you managed to get into a wealthy home, how could you
ask the woman who lived there, “ Excuse me, but what kind of material isyour dress made of 7’
“What style of shoe are you wearing?’ “What material are your curtains made of 7 “What style
of sofaisthisthat we are sitting on?’ Unthinkable. They would judge me, without the slightest
doubt, to be queer, and therefore | would become quesr.

What wasthe correct way toreviseastory? | could never understand people saying that
they had rewritten a story several times. Why rewrite the phrases and sentences that were fine as
they stood? Why not just rewrite the inferior parts, and then insert them where appropriate?

| had the squashed down feeling that | imagined the professor of English in an obscure, gen-
teel liberal artscollege, had. 1, aworthless man, was carefully shaping, working over, every scrap
he wrote, whether it was aletter or a page for amanual or astory. | wanted to be likeT. S. Eliot
and write perfectly. | spent days over lettersto Levy and Heim. Levy sensed this, and kidded me
about it. And at the sametime | despised this abominable eagerness to please theimmortals,
despised my weighing every word so that it would accomplish all things: show | had exquisite,
irreproachable manners, was original, was daring but yet not so daring as to arouse the contempt
of those who know. | would spend alifetime sucking up to immortality.

One night when | was facing up to the full degree of my failure, my lack of talent, my useless-
ness, | heard a police car siren somewhere in the distance. | thought of the red light on the police
car blinking on and off asthe car raced down the street. And it occurred to methat, even with this
kind of despair, | would never be able to beat Kafkaat suffering; mine was all too superficial, and
therefore he would be remembered, and | wouldn’t. The realization that even my suffering was a
failure, reduced the rest of my life to amere killing of time.

Another night, suffering from diarhea, having filled the toilet with lots of pieces of soft bown
shit which turned the water a deep brown, and having made the bathroom rank with watery diar-
rheastink, | pressed the handle, lowered the toilet seat and was in the process of washing my
hands when | heard a sickening splash on the floor, and turned to see the brown liquid pouring out
from under thetoilet seat. In aninstant it was at the bathroom door, | dancing ahead of it. | had
no carpet to pick up, but | grabbed shoes and socks and flung them onto the bed, plus whatever
books and magazines were on the floor. The smell filled the room, the water, with the little bits of
brown matter in it, covered the floor, seeking, exploring, finding, new placeswhereit could go. |
would haveto tell Mrs. — what had happened.

| don’t remember how | cleaned up the mess, but | doubt if | could have brought myself to
have someone else do it. My self-contempt was boundless: I, the failure at everything except
holding an office job, had now received aclear message from theworld of how worthless| really
was.

The Two Lesbians

For reasons | can’'t remember — possibly simply adesire for more space, possibly becausel
liked the term “ studio apartment” (astudio iswhere an artist works) — | moved to a studio apart-
ment at 1523A Woodside Ave., next to acreek in Palo Alto. It wasone leg of asquarish, U-



Early Yearsin California

shaped house. The interior was knotty pine, the furniture drab but perfectly adequate for me. In
the other part there lived two lesbians, one clearly butch, the other clearly femme. The butch one
was the type of woman | despised: she was from arich family in the Southwest, and was at Stan-
ford in the process of getting aPh.D. in linguistics, the subject of choice for brainy, upper class
women then, and | suppose, now.

My contempt for her wasincreased by her rough, masculine-looking face. She of course wore
no makeup. She had short, black hair. 1 thought, *Y ou miserable bitch, you hate men and yet you
want to look like them.”

She made it clear that she was interested in me, not, of course, sexually, but, | think, because |
was an intellectual. Sometimes | got the impression that her questions about what | was working
on were mainly aimed at reassuring herself that she was, if not aways smarter — after al, | did
work for atechnical company in Stanford Industrial Park — but then far more knowledgeable
about the important subjects and what opinions to have in them.

Her girlfriend, thefemme, had an even shorter haircut and was truly ugly, with large eyes,
and pimples, and largelips. She worked as agrammar school teacher. But in personality, she was
much softer, and | took aliking to her. Oncewe went out for coffeein Whiskey Gulch, the street
of bars and a couple of third-rate restaurants a few blocks away, right next to the 101 Freeway.
While | wasstill living in my studio, she got married (to aman), and of course moved out. Her
lover took an extended vacation after that.

Hooray for the Visiting Chairman!

Each day when | came home from work, | had a glass of beer, maybe made some soup or a
salad, and then settled down to the ordeal of forcing myself through two hours of work on anovel
| decided to title Hooray for the Visiting Chairman! It was a comic fantasy about a man, the Vis-
iting Chairman, who is hired to take over ameeting in a place called the Palace of Glass. A plot
of sorts develops out of his attempt to track down a man named Krantner who was supposed to
attend the meeting but didn't. TheVisiting Chairman has a dutiful, al but mute, assistant named
Kariostacklich. In the course of the search, the two meet various characters including a beautiful
girl, aboozy old woman, and the chief administrator of the Palace. The style was an attempt at a
fond derivation of Dickens' in Pickwick Papers.

It was excruciating agony. Thework table wasin the middle of the studio, with my typewriter
in the center, the completed pages on one side, blank paper on the other, a pencil or two handy. It
was the old problem of having to go out of myself, being pulled out of my one and only secure
hiding place to be judged by apublic | hated and despised and feared, namely, supercilious editors
and professors. Each word was written before this Gallery. | could see them shaking their heads
as| placed my fingers on the keyboard — “No, he won’'t succeed that way, oh, no, that much is
clear: he didn’'t review yesterday’s pages first: there hasn't been awriter in — how many yearsis
it now? — 130 — yes, of course, 130 years, who has written anything worthwhile sitting down
the way he did and ssimply pulling the chair forward and rolling in the blank sheet of paper — of
course, there was the case of ... but his case doesn’t apply here for the reasons set forth in the
paper by Abramowitz and Stern...”

| set the goal of two hours anight, five nightsaweek. After | had put in my two hours, | could
dowhat | wanted. But the pain of sitting there in the middle of the room in complete solitude and
forcing the next what-happend onto the page, knowing it was no good and would have to be end-
lessly revised and even then would be no good — the pain was so bad that | seldom completed the
full two hours. Which meant that | had to pay back the time on the weekend. | was alwaysin
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debt, always falling behind, just like in school.

Orwell remarks, in The Road to Wigan Pier? that “to write books you need not only comfort
and solitude...you also need peace of mind.” He speaks of the “spirit of hope in which anything
has got to be created.” | may have had physical comfort and solitude, and | may have had ades-
perate kind of hope — the kind that the condemned man hasin the last hours prior to his sched-
uled execution, but peace of mind | had absolutely none of. Very few things | have done have
been more difficult than writing that book. | wastormented by the questions described above. |
spent hours and hours polishing a sentence, a paragraph, absolutely convinced that | would be
saved if | could somehow figure out the right sentences.

| After my two-hour ordeal was over, | went to abar called The Tunn on El Camino Redl in
Menlo Park. It wasrun by afat young blonde whose father, so it was said, had given her the
money to buy the place. I’'m not surewhat | drank: maybe a beer, maybe just coffee. | know that
| smoked my usual Pall Mall cigarettes. | sat at the high, thick, dark-wood bar with the raised,
rounded edge and tried to read in the bad light. It was herethat | first heard about Wittgenstein.
Another regular and | were talking — perhaps | had been reading a philosophy book — and he
commented that this guy Wittgenstein had said that all philosophical problemswere really lan-
guage problems, and that the aim of philosophy was to show the fly the way out of the fly bottle.
| thought that a thoroughly original idea, and sometime afterward bought and began reading Wit-
tgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, which | considered very deep because of its barren
style, especially given the ponderousness of itstitle. Later | bought the Philosophical Investiga-
tions, considering that an even deeper work, in both cases because they were so austere and
because | didn’t really understand them.

Another guy | met there, or maybe it was the same one, wanted to write a computer program
that would keep track of all races by all racehorses, the track conditions, date and time of each
race, jockeys names— everything that could possibly influence the outcome of arace — and
from thisinformation the program would tell you what horseto bet on in any given race. |
reminded him, and | think rightly, that the cost of simply keeping all that data current would prob-
ably be greater than any amount he could win.

| finished ...the Chairman — | should say, | allowed myself to regard it as finished — after
about ayear. Somehow | got the name of Lynn Nesbhit, who was not then the famous New Y ork
literary agent she was to become. She thought enough of the book — she said it was “ pungent”
— to try peddling it to afew publishers. But none were willing to publishit and | don’t blame
them.

| cameto refer to the book as my “good failure” because (a) it was acomic novel, (b) in one
or two places (afew lines here and there) | felt | had achieved the rotund, droll, comic effect | was
after. In the next few years | wrote parts of a couple of more novels, but they were much worse
than the ...Chairman.

A Beautiful Blonde
Dr. Riskin decided that maybe, after so many years of individual therapy, | would make more
rapid progressif | got into group therapy, and so, around the mid-sixties, | joined awoman thera-

1. Orwell, George, The Road to Wigan Pier, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, N.Y., 1958, p. 82
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pist’s group which met weekly in alarge room near the therapists' offices on Welch Road on the
Stanford campus. | can only remember afew members: an obnoxious guy who managed an
inherited stock portfolio, spending his daysin abrokerage office in Palo Alto; ayoung woman,
skinny, distraut, from Tennessee | think, who had a child, no job, and problems so deep that |
don’t think we ever really found out what they were. And then there was a blonde named Barbara
Rosenauer. Nowadays, | suppose we would only rank her asvery attractive, but to me, then, she
was gorgeous. She always wore fluffy dresses, white and pink, and it seemed her only real busi-
nessin life was to look feminine and of the upper class. Naturdly, | had to seeif | could seduce
her, so | began sending her eye messages, and voice messages (in the metaharmonic register) and
body language messages, during the therapy sessions. | made sure that, somehow, points | made,
matters | brought up, always had a kind, considerate, thoughtful reference to something she had
said. | alowed myself the treat of frequent, though brief, looks at those perfect legs revealed
below the abundant white ruffles of her dress. | am sure she saw medoit, and | am fairly sure she
was impressed at my skill at making it so unobvious Wetalked during the breaks. | showed
interest in her problems, which | vaguely recall as having been a husband who was always more
interested in making money, which he was very good at, than in her, and a childhood under a
father who spoiled her, babied her — or maybe it was that he deprived her of things, tyrannized
over her. | can’t remember. She seemed to be drawn to me, possibly because | seemed intellec-
tual. | don’'t know if she was Jewish. | assume her husband was. She had away of putting every-
thing she said in the form of a question: “...do you think the reason might be... do you think it
would helpif...” Nothing wasasit was; it wasasit might prove to beas a cure for her problems.

| was avuncular, fatherly, brotherly.

Once, she had us al over to her house for agroup party in one of the wealthier parts of San
Carlosor Belmont. | remember the house was near the end of along street with trees. | think |
met her husband, who was young, distracted looking, eager to seem like a decent sort in the face
of hiswife's new-found constituency.

More eye music in the therapy sessions. Then one day, she and | arrived at the conclusion that
it might help both of uson our way to overcoming our problemsif we met in my apartment during
lunch hour. Thiswas still the drab studio apartmenton Woodside Rd. in Palo Alto. All | remem-
ber iskissing her and then helping her out of all that fluff and that soon we were in my bed. Cer-
tainly I must have had a chanceto feel her puffy between-legslips, stroke the fur. | am certain |
did not go down onher. There was only one thought on my mind: Succeed or else! Thiswasit: |
would never get another chance at awoman this good-looking. What would the group say if they
found out | had failed? Men would give their right arm to bein my postion. We fumbled, |
pressed my soft cock against her soft opening. | tried to will it straight and hard. | concentrated
on the depths of her womb, could see the inside of the dark red tunnel. Please God, let me be able
todoit. Please God, don’t make me go through with this. (Why can’'t they love you without your
having to do this?) | kept kissing her, feeling her perfect breaststo take her mind off of what was
not going on down below. That | enjoyed, that was no problem. It wasjust that final proof that
you had to deliver that proved you were aman, it was just that you could briefly lose your mind
while inside them — inside them: Jesus! What a grotesgue stupid, crazy absurdity. If you had
asked me, and | could have brought myself to believe | could have trusted you, | would have said
that, most of al, I’d like to lie on this bed with her and just kiss her and feel that lovely hair and
play with her breasts and talk and do nothing else. Maybe jerk off afterward: who cares? | am
sure | had broken out in asweatby now. The poor thing wasat aloss what to say or do. | am cer-
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tain this had never happened to her before. She tried to be helpful, say comforting words, reach
down for my thing, not reach down for my thing.

Eventually, we sank back onto the bed and listened to me say I'm sorry. She continued to be
at aloss: she reminded me of the wife whose engineer husband has just called her down to the
basement to see his marvelous new invention work, and then see it not work, and see her hus-
band’s frustrations, and have not the slightest idea what buttons to press, what knobs to adjust.
Poor wife.

Sailplaning

“...however high oneflies, oneis prevented to some extent from enjoying the silence of space
by the overpowering roar of [an] engine!” — Proust, Marcel, The Captive, vol. 5 of Remembrance
of Things Past, Modern Library, N.Y., 1956, p. 214.

In the mid -sixties, in my search for something that would save me, | began recalling that my
father always used to say, when we talked about airplanes and flying, “ The best pilots are the sail-
plane pilots.” Somehow or other — | think through Jim Heintzelman, who already had a pilot's
license — | found out about Sky Sailing Airport in Fremont, across the Bay, and one weekend
day went over to investigate. | think | took a demonstration ride in one of their three-seaters (a
Schweitzer Model 2-32), along, sleek ship with a bubble canopy, so that, although you were trav-
eling through the air at some 60 mph, you felt asthough your head was sticking up into com-
pletely still air. Theideaof flying by your wits among puffy white clouds had the same
metaphysical excitement as flying and parachuting had had in my childhood. | decided | would
get my glider license. | felt my father would have been proud of me.

Learning to Fly

Sky Sailing was owned and operated by Les Arnold, a husky, serious, middle-aged guy with
black hair who looked like one of those old-time pilots from the thirties you seein old photo-
graphs. The airport was located off the Nimitz Freeway (Route 17, now Route 880) near the Gen-
eral Motors Plant in Fremont and right next to the Fremont drag strip. The airport, too, was like
something left over from the thirties: you reached it by taking the Durham Road exit from 17, then
turning left onto alittle asphalt road which then turned right past one end of the drag strip, then
became a half dirt, half asphalt road, full of potholes. On hot days, you could smell the asphalt as
you drovein, and the exhaust from the roaring dragster engines.

There was alittle office at the far corner of the low hangar, and beyond it, alow, pointed roof
aluminum shed in which Les kept his Hummingbird, which was a glider with afold-away engine,
so that you could fly it into the air without it having to be towed by another plane and then, once
you found some rising air, you could fold the engine back down into the fuselage until you needed
it again. Neat!

The runway was a single asphalt strip just long enough to allow asingle-engine plane to take
off. Therewasgrasson either side, where various kinds of planes were parked, tethered to stakes
in the ground. The runway was oriented northwest-southeast. A few yards from the downwind
end was awire fence, with a meadow beyond; afew yards from the upwind end was a stone wall,
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with a plowed field beyond. It was, in essence, alittle country airport in the middle of the subur-
ban sprawl.

| had a good instructor, Robert H. Fisher he signs himself in my log, aquiet, patient man prob-
ably in hislatethirties. 1 wondered how he was ableto live on what must have been very low pay,
since I’'m sure Les couldn’t afford to pay much. (A pricelist from 1984, 20 years after | started
taking lessons, listsinstruction rates at $24 an hour.) Did he have alittle house somewhere in Fre-
mont, with an overworked wife, two out-of-control kids, constant money worries, she nagging
him to find ajob that would enable them to live decently, and to replace the threadbare wind-
breaker he insisted on wearing, he replying, by his actions if not hiswords, that he was unable to
give up what he was best at?

We flew in two-seat trainers, Schweitzer 2-33s, which only had aglide ratio of about 14-to-1,
but were sturdy and reliable. (14-to-1 meant that, in still air, the plane flew foreward 14 feet for
every foot it descended.) The wing was above the fuselage, with struts supporting it like on the
old Piper Cubs. Thus, it was easy to see the earth below you just by looking out of the window,
unlike the planes that had the wing below the fuselage. Strangely enough, | don’t remember the
exact colors of the planes — cream undernesath, brick red on top? | am not sure. They had blimp-
like noses and were definitely not much to look at. All the planes available for rent were Sch-
weitzers. They were made in EImira, New York, awell-known soaring center in the East. They
may not have looked elegant (except for the Model 2-32), but they were sturdy, reliable ships,
they recovered easily from stalls, required very little effort to fly on the straight and level, or to
keep inside athermal. | never heard of an accident occurring because of a mechanical fault in any
of these planes. The 2-32 | have described. The 1-26 was a blue-and-white or brown-and-white
single-seater that you rented after you had earned your license.

One of the first things they taught beginning pilots was that, before flying an airplane, you
always checked it out (“did the pre-flight”). This meant slowly walking around it, checking that
all the nuts were secure — the bolts had cotter pinsto prevent the nuts from unscrewing, but ill
you were supposed to visually check them all. Y ou also checked the fabric covering, moved the
ailerons up and down by hand, and the rudder from side to side. Y ou looked at the underside of
the wings to be sure there were no ripsin the fabric. (All thiswhile your heart was thumping like
mad with impatience to be up in the air.)

Then the student climbed into the plane, which was leaning to the side on alittle wheel at the
end of onewing tip. These planes had only a single wheel underneath the fuselage, as opposed to
thetwo in the old Piper Cubs, or the three on the new Cessnas. This single wheel was |located
directly under the pilot' sseat. Aslong as the plane was moving fast enough (say 20 or 30 miles
an hour) over the ground, you could use the controls to keep the wings horizontal — in essence,
fly it level asit rolled adong. When theair speed got sufficiently low, however, then the plane
tipped to one or the other wing tip. On windy days, we sometimes were ableto “fly” the plane
whileremaining The plane as always, was tethered to the ground by arope from the nose: the
lineman, that is, the airport employee who lifted up the wingtip that was on the ground and raised
it so thewings were level prior to takeoff, would raise the wing and then, in the wind, you had suf-
ficient airflow over the exterior surfaces so that, with ailerons and rudders, you could keep the
wings level with no one holding them.

So, when the pre-flight was completed and your instructor was ready, you opened the little
metal door on the side of the ship (“ship” was the respectful term, the one that serious pilots and
lovers of aviation used: “plane” waswhat the public and beginning pilots and weekend renters
used), climbed into the front seat of the metal and canvas box which the plane was, and buckled
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the wide seat belt and shoulder strap around you. Now, leaning at an angle because the plane was
still at an angle due to its wingtip being on the ground, you moved the stick back and forth and
looked out the window to see that the ailerons moved in response, then you waggled the rudder
pedals. Eventually, the instructor climbed into the seat behind you, put on his seat belt with its
shoulder strap. He might say afew words about what you were going to work on that day. Then
the two of you waited for atowplane to come back from towing another planeinto the air. Sooner
or later one arrived, rolling aong from behind on your left, having just landed, the tow rope drag-
ging behind it, the ring on the end dancing and jingling over the asphalt runway. The towplane
pulled up ahead on the runway and stopped. The line man ran forward, grabbed the end of the
rope, came running back, shouted “Pull!”, at which point you pulled back on the red ball mounted
in the center of the control panel. Thisopened the hook in the nose of the plane, so that the line-
man could hook on the ring. Then he gave another command, you released the knob, and he took
afew steps backward, pulling on the rope to be sure it was secure. He then walked around to the
wingtip on your right, lifted it up, looked to seeif any planeswere landing. Y ou shouted “Clear?’
and, if there were no planes, he shouted back, “Clear!”. Y ou then pressed your feet alternately on
the rudder pedals, so that the rudder wagged from side to side. Thiswasthe signal to the tow
plane that you were ready to go. He saw it through a rear-view mirror in his cockpit, the top of the
cockpit being clear plastic or glass. He started the tow plane moving forward slowly until the tow
rope was taught. Then he turned on the power, and you slowly began moving forward, the nose
skid at first scraping over the dirt at the side of the field, and then over the asphalt, until you had
enough air speed to lift the nose up. Now you were bouncing aong on your single whedl. The
takeoff had to be accomplished in only half the length of the runway, since you had started at the
middle. However, the flying speed of the 2-33 was only about 40 mph, so that you were very
quickly airborne. The towplane took afew seconds longer, but soon he too was off the ground,
and afew seconds later the end of the runway was passing beneath you, then the little dirt patch
beyond, and the grass, then the stonewall, then the plowed field. If it was spring, you could smell
the freshly plowed earth. The towrope was now stretched taut between the nose of the 2-33 and
the tail of the towplane. Now the towplane started turning slowly to the right toward Mission
Peak. You kept the 2-33 alittle higher than the towplane, so the pilot could see you through this
rear-view mirror.

Below, sounding asthough it were only afew feet away, came the snarling, blasting roar of
the dragsters at the dragstrip. A constant revving of enginesit seemed, an endless getting reedy.
Then the Nimitz Freeway passed below you, the concrete funnels of the General Motors Plant of f
to theright. Now, at an altitude closeto 1000 feet, you were over the suburban patchwork of Fre-
mont, and a few minutes later you reached the farmers’ fields below Mission Peak.

Onthisinitial part of the flight, the instructor would have you practice afew maneuversaimed
at giving you skills you might need in case of sudden turbulence during the tow. He might have
you do a square around the tow plane: up, then to the left, then down below the towplane, then
across the prop wash (the turbulence from the propellor) to the right side, then up to the right cor-
ner then left back to where you started. Then he might have you practice “slack rope”’, which was
aimed at teaching you how to recover if the tow rope suddenly went slack, as, for example, could
occur in heavy turbulence. The maneuver was simple: ssmply dive down to increase the slack,
then decrease your speed dightly and at the same time turn so that, at the exact moment when the
rope became taut again, you were in precisely your proper position directly behind, and slightly
above, thetow plane. It wasasurprisingly difficult maneuver to perform. Either the rope became
taut when you were in the wrong position, or it was slack when you were in the right position.
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Furthermore, the whole maneuver had to be done in a single, continuous maneuver, and not with
constant adjusting and trial and error. Another maneuver was flying below thetow plane, keeping
your plane in position even though now the tow plane pilot couldn’'t see you.

The towplane just kept going up until you released the tow rope. Afterward, you paid for the
height you had been towed to, your word being taken by whomever was behind the counter. The
1884 pricelists $13.50 for atow to 2000 feet, $16.50 for 3000 feet. So you just let the towplane
keep climbing until you felt your plane start to shake and jump alittle in an updraft. If you didn’t
find one, you could steer the towplane to an area you felt might have an updraft. Y ou did this by
moving out to the left side of the towplane if you wanted to turn right, out on the right sideto
turn left. Usually, you found an updraft around 2500 or 3000 feet. Y ou then rel eased the tow rope
by pulling back on the red ball in the center of the instrument panel. There was asound like apis-
tol shot, and the tow rope suddenly darted forward, wiggling through the air. The tow plane dove
down toward the right while your plane seemed to mush into the soft air, which was simply the
effect of no longer being towed at towplane speed.

You kept your eye on two instruments on the front panel: the altimeter, which showed your
current altitude, and the variometer, which showed how fast you wererising or falling. Y ou soon
adopted the pilot’s affectation — | don’t think it was more than that — of tapping the altimeter
and variometer to make sure reading was correct — that the needle wasn't still stuck at aprevious
reading. Thishabit was, | am sure, aholdover from the early days of flying, when instruments
were much cruder.

There was also a compass, which we never used, and, on some of thetrainers, | seem to recall
aturn-and-bank indicator, but this was unnecessary, since the same purpose was served by the
string attached to the canopy in front of you. Thisstring, some six or eight inches long, wasa
simple but effective means of indicating if you were flying straight ahead through the air, or
“skidding” sideways. You were supposed to fly in such away that the string always pointed
straight back at you, because this meant you were flying at maximum efficiency. If the string was
off at an angle, then you were, in effect, skidding sideways through the air, resulting in the plane
achieving lesslift than it otherwise would. The situation issimilar to that of car skidding down a
road. So you had to keep an eye on the string most of the time, and coordinate the movement of
stick and rudder pedals to keep it pointing straight back at you.

It isnot true, as some peopleimagine, that, because a sailplane has no engine, it therefore
fliessilently. What you hear isthe steady hiss of air sweeping over the fuselage. It always
sounded to me like very fine sand being poured over the fuselage.

The instructor would put you through a series of standard maneuvers. He would tell you to
make turns, then perhaps do a stall, which meant that, beginning by flying straight and level —
well, not actually “level” since, unless there was an updraft, you were always descending at
around 15 to 20 feet per second — you pulled slowly back on the stick, watched the nose rise up
above the horizon, felt the great ship slow down, doing its best to do your bidding, to go up when
there was no power to enableit to do so except what was left from the forward momentum that
gravity had given you, up, up, slower and slower, and then, when it had no more speed, it sud-
denly gave up the ghost and flopped downward, tossing your head forward toward the front of the
canopy. Now you suddenly had all the speed that a dive granted you, and to get back to normal all
you had to do was gently work the stick forward and back not once but twice— to thisday | don't
understand why the operation had to be done twice — and soon you were back the way you had
been.
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The instructor would have you practice turns, to the right, to the left, always looking out the
window on the side you planned to turn in, just as you did in a car, and then gently turning, keep-
ing the nose in the same position relative to the horizon as you made the world go round, all the
while trying to keep the string pointing back at you. Once in awhile he had you go into a spin, so
that you could learn how to recover from them.

Throughout these maneuvers, even as | was concentrating on what | was supposed to be
doing, | couldn’t get over theideathat just this arrangement of sheet metal and plastic and nuts
and bolts gave you flight, gave you command of the ar, whereas some other arrangement of the
same materials— one wing attached to thetail, the canopy underneath, the fuselage shaped like a
box — would not get off the ground. | often wished | could open the window and stick my hand
out, feel the rush of the cold, fresh air which wasin fact holding us up, the air having accepted the
bargain that if we agreed to ridein metal and plastic deviceslike the onewe werein, theair would
agreeto alow usto go up init. But opening the window was not allowed.

We were told the rules about the minimum altitude we were to alow ourselves to descend to
before turning back to the airport, namdy, 1800 feet if you were in front of Mission Peak ridge.
At that point, like it or not, and regardless of how optimistic you were about finding lift in the
vicinity, you were supposed to head for home. The minimum altitude to begin alanding was 800
feet.

Part of every student’straining was, of course, training in soaring. To the layman, the term
“sailplane” impliesthat the plane is somehow held aloft by the wind, or blown forward by the
wind, like asailboat, but thisiserroneous. Thereisno soaring if the air in which the planeisfly-
ingisn'trising. Wind — if itishorizontally moving air — is of no usein gaining atitude. A sail-
planeisawaysaglider, meaning, that it is always descending, due to the force of gravity, relative
totheair in which it flies. Thefact that it doesnot descend vertically, but at an acute angle to the
ground, is due to the fact that air isflowing over itswingsand providing thelift which determines
the rate of descent. The more thelift, the slower its descent. What makes soaring possible — in
other words, what makes it possiblefor the sailplane to stay at the same altitude or to gain altitude
— isthat the surrounding air may berising. Sailplane pilots often refer to thisas“lift” but strictly
speaking that isamisnomer. “Lift” iswhat air flowing over the wings provides. The less seldom
used term “updraft” ismore accurate. If the surrounding air isrising at a faster rate than the sail-
planeis descending, then the sailplanerisesrelative to the ground. So the goal of a sailplane pilot
isalwaysto find rising air.

One source of rising air isathermal, which simply means air that is rising due to the fact that
it iswarmer than the surrounding air. The phenomonen occurs frequently over freshly plowed
fieldsin spring, when the sun warms the soil and causes the moisture-laden air to rise. A miscon-
ception in connection with thermalsis that they are somehow like invisible tornados. The source
of the misconception is understandable, since sailplanes (and birds) soaring in athermal go
around and around in a spiral pattern, like the air in atornado. But thethermal itself issimply a
funnel-shapped stream of rising air, with no particular circular motion, and the reason for the spi-
ral pattern that sailplanes and birdsfly issimply to enable them to stay inside the stream of rising
air.

And so, in between the maneuvers, the instructor would sometimes say, perhaps even taking
over the controls, “Feels like we might have somelift there. Let’s seeif wecan...” and dutifully
looking over hisshoulder first to check for other planes, he would turn the plane and feel hisway
back to the bumps, then hand control back to the student so that he could practice trying to stay in
the updraft, which, of course, wasinvisible. (I heard later that someone was investigating the pos-
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sibility of designing infra-red goggles that would enable you to see the updrafts by seeing the dust
particlesin them. | never heard anything more about this proposed invention, nor have | ever
attempted to find out if in principle it would work.)

| remember a spring day when it seemed there were updrafts everywhere. The sun was shin-
ing, the sky was blue and filled with an army of cumulus al up and down the vdley. We got into
athermal below an enormous cumulus cloud. Other shipswere going around above and below us.
My instructor let me do the flying, and with the fuselage booming in the onslaught of the updraft,
we went around and around, all the while rising at well over 500 feet a minute. We were rapidly
approaching the base of the cloud. Other planes, including another trainer, werein virtually our
same circle. Theracket of the air made us have to shout in order to make ourselves heard.

Now one of the basic rules of flying sailplanes was, No flying into the base of clouds! The
reason was that, as hard experience had shown in the early days of flying, if you lost sight of the
horizon, or at least of the ground directly below you, and didn’t have special instruments to give
you your orientation, you soon didn’t know which way was up, or at what angle to the ground you
were flying, which meant that you could easily go into adive or spin that could, at the very least,
do damage to the plane. Orientation relative to the ground was not something instinctive, despite
what we might think. You couldn’t just “remember” which way was up! So, no flying in clouds.

But what if the base of the cloud was concave! What if it was a huge dome going up inside
the cloud? Because that is where we found ourselves. The updraft was so strong that it actually
had hollowed out avast cavernin the base of the cloud. Aswe went roaring around and around, |
kept thinking of lines from Coleridge’ s poem:

“In Xanadu did Kubla Khan
A stately pleasure-dome decree...
It was amiracle of rare device,
A sunny pleasure dome with cavesof icel...
...that domein air...”

| kept shouting, “Thisisamazing! Incredible! Everybody’sup here! Thisisgreat!” | caught
aglimpse of the instructor’ s face and could see that he, too, was caught up in the excitement. We
in our snug metal and fabric box were riding on top of the world.

But we couldn’t stay up there forever, and so, in the nicest possible way, eventually he had to
suggest that we should start down. | pushed the stick forward in order to start the descent. Noth-
ing happened. The updraft wastoo strong. | pushed the stick farther forward. We stayed exactly
wherewe were. “It won't go down!” | shouted to him. “You'll have to use dive brakes!” he
shouted back. So | grabbed the dive-brake handle with my left hand and began pulling it back.
The rumble and vibration produced by the the air trying to get around those vertical tabs on the
wing now were added to the thunder of theair. Finaly, with the dive brakesfully extended, and
the nose aimost vertical (or so it seemed) we slowly began to descend. (If that hadn’t worked, we
could havetried side-slipping out of the cloud, and if that didn’t work, we would have been forced
to break the rule and escape up the inside of the cloud itself.)

We sank below the cloud into the sunlight and finally made our way out into calmer air. It had
been a unique experience for me: however briefly, not to have been able to get back down to the
ground.

A few times, | had Les Arnold himself asinstructor, especially when | was getting ready to
solo. He was, without question, the best pilot | ever flew with, truly a master of the art of flying
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an aircraft. When, for some reason, he took over the controls, I noticed that the stick never
moved. “Hedoesit all by pressure”, the pilots on the ground would tell me when | marveled at
this. A student, and even a pilot with a certain amount of experience, moved the stick forward,
back, right and left, to control the plane. The movement of the stick wasobvious. ButinLes's
case, al you saw was a motionless stick, and yet the plane turned, gracefully, smoathly, to the
right or left, the string always pointing straight back at you. On the one or two occasi ons when he
felt he should show me how to handle the complete landing process, | noticed that the degree of
dive brake he set on the downwind leg remained unchanged all the way till the plane cameto a
stop. Utterly remarkable. |, and | suspect the vast mgority of pilots who rented his planes,
changed the setting continually as we descended, the interior monologue going something like:
“... too much, ease up (i.e., push the handle forward), we're dropping too fast!...wait! we're going
to overshoot, yank em back on! (pull the handle back)... we're going to undershoot! let up, let up
alittle! (push the handle forward)...” The last exercise before you soloed was designed to see if
you could recover if the tow rope happened to break afew seconds after takeoff. Y ou were given
warning that, on one of the next few takeoffs, you would be subjected to thistest, so you would be
on the dert. (I remember the instructor saying a few wordsthat | couldn’t make out to the line
man on the flight before my test occurred.) Then, asthe tow plane pulled you over the stone wall
and the plowed field, suddenly the familiar pistol shot would snap in your ears, and the instructor
would say something like, “Broken rope. It'syours,” meaning that he had taken hands and feet
off the controls. Y ou remembered your |essons, though: looked around quickly to be sure there
were no other aircraft in the vicinity, then you turned sharply, put on dive brakes and descended as
rapidly as possible because now the wind you had been flying into was pushing you over the
ground: your speed relative to the ground was flying speed (about 50 miles per hour)plus the
wind speed. The runway was short. Get down! Nope, still too high. So amaneuver wasrequired
that you had practiced afew times and was called “ side-slipping”. It involved crossing the con-
trols, that is, simultaneously putting the stick to one side and pressing down on the opposite rud-
der pedal, so that, in effect, you smultaneously tried to turn in one direction with the stick, and in
the opposite direction with the rudder pedals, with the result that the plane banked sharply without
actually turning, causing arapid descent until you uncrossed the controls and straightened out.
The tow plane pilots did this routinely when they returned to the airport to rapidly descend to the
runway. So now you sideslipped down to what seemed like only afew feet from the surface of the
runway, and then, with dive brakes, you managed to get the wheel on the asphalt, and haul back
on the wheel brake before the wind pushed you into the stone wall at the other end of the airport.
Fortunately, we only had to do the broken tow rope maneuver once.

Along with all thisflying, there was also written material to master. We had to pass awritten
exam about flight, rules, etc.

Soloing

And then, one or two flights after the broken tow rope exercise, as we came to a halt after a
training flight, the instructor climbed out of the cockpit and said, ailmost casually, “OK, | think
you're ready to solo.” I: “Redly? He: “Takeit up and just do acircuit” (that meant, smply go
up, release the tow rope and land again). And so, the tow rope was reattached underneath the
nose, he gave awave to the tow plane pilot. | sat up straight, adjusted my safety belt, waggled the
ailerons, looked to left and right, hollered, “Clear?’ to the line man, he hollered back “Clear!”, |
waggled the rudder, heard the tow plane engine rev up, heard the nose of my plane scrape along
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the asphalt, felt it lift up, and then we were rolling and bouncing down the runway until the rum-
ble of the wheel underneath had stopped, the plane was in the air, and for thefirst timein my life,
| was flying an airplane all by myself.

The circuit was easy, of course, although | was scrupulously careful to start the landing proce-
dure at precisely 800 feet. Then the right turn at the end of the downwind leg, and right again,
careful over the fence, down, down, watch the air speed, keep it at 50 miles per hour, then gently
onto the runway surface with the single wheel, roll forward, then onto the grass, full brake, until
the nose drops to the ground and the plane tips onto one wing tip.

He came over, congratulated me, we shook hands. | asked him if thismeant | could now take
up one of the 1-26s. He said, sure! Sol went into the office, told them | had soloed, and asked for
permission to rent one of the planes. | don't remember if | had to wait for one or not, but soon |
was going through the pre-flight check, as carefully and conscientiously as only a new pilot can
do. The plane was blue, as| remember. The bubble canopy opened via hinges on one side. The
top of the canopy was only about three feet above the ground, so, by any reckoning, thiswas a
“small” plane. A tow planereturned. | climbed inside the 1-26, carefully buckled the wide safety
strap around me, pulled the canopy over and down, clicked the latch, and then, from inside this
new metal and clear plastic helmet, watched the leisurely line man retrieve the tow ring, hook it
underneath, giveit acouple of tugs, then take hisplace at the end of theright wing, his manner all
rather bored and matter-of-fact. |: “Clear?” He, dutifully looking back over his shoulder.
“Clear!” | wagged the rudder, the tow plane engine revved up, the tow rope went taut, soon the
nose was scraping along the ground, then came up, and now the plane was bouncing along on its
center wheel, then the tow plane lifted above the runway, | with it, and up we went.

| did nothing on that first flight that | hadn’t done many times beforein the trainer. Naturally,
the smaller plane was much more maneuverable, more sprightly. | did afew stalls, turned left and
right — there was no lift that day — and then carefully returned to the airport.

The instructor sauntered over as | was climbing out of the cockpit. Again we shook hands. A
great moment, even in this day and age! | was on the verge of tears. This noble thing!

Early Flights

The fact that | was now allowed to fly aplane alone whenever | wanted did not contribute to
my productivity at HP. Waiting for agood soaring day became like waiting for the mailman when
| was achild. Year round, but especially in fall, winter, and spring, | now had something elseto
think about on the job, namely, was this agood sailplaning day? The weather report in the Chron-
icle acquired a new character, became something filled with potentia excitement, the symbol for
scattered showers carried the promise of agood day; “ Northwest Winds at 20 miles per hour” pro-
duced heart thumping excitement. On such days, weekday or weekend, | would call the airport,
ask them how conditions were, how long of await for planes. We weren’t allowed to reserve a
plane, and so a status of no wait reported on the phone could become an hour’ s wait once you
werethere. A report that the conditions were good meant “Thereis still hope for you!” And on
days when everything went well, | drove home with afeeling as though the cowboy suit had
arrived and everything for afew hours would be al right.

Thermal Soaring
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The best season for thermal soaring was spring, because then the sun warmed the moist, dark,
plowed fields, and sent up invisible bubbles of air, each culminating, at 2500 or 3000 feet or o, in
abig, white, juicy cumulus cloud, frosty blue-gray and, as | knew from experience, cold under-
neath. We towed up to about 2000 feet, sometimes only 1800, and the air was already bouncing us
around. Release the tow rope — Bang! — and you could hear the sound of the updrafts against
the fuselage. Hard right turn! Y ou looked down the right wing and saw the patchwork quilt of
farmers fields. The variometer needle danced at 500, 700 feet per minute up. Stay in this one!
You kept the turn astight as you could, because the narrow radius kept you in the center of the
thermal where the updraft was strongest. Around and around, thumping, bumping, thelittle plane
rosein the torrent of rising air, the moist, fresh, white, tight cloud above.

Sometimes, on an especially good day, you would be circling in a thermal, and look down
your near-vertical wing and see not only other planes, but also seagulls, hawks, who knowswhat
other kind of bird? — as though everything that had any chance whatever of flying had been
heaved into the widening gyre.Y ou had no real senseof the distanceto the ground, however. All
you knew was that hat thin line was aroad, those little white squares were houses, the patchwork
of green wasfarmers' fields, meadows, empty lots.

Sometimes the updrafts extended to the sides of the clouds. Or, to put it more correctly, some-
timesthe cloud did not form over the entire breadth of the updraft. This meant that it was possible
to soar around the outside of the cloud, and I remember one beautiful day in which that idea first
occurred to me. | madeit up to the base of the cloud, then flew out to the edge, and found there
was still enough lift to carry me higher. And so, with one wing practically sticking into the ragged
white whisps around this beautiful blue-white snow structure with the all-new, fresh, blue sky
above, the sun beaming down, | slowly made my way around the cloud, thinking, asin those days
at RPI, Oh, God, if only I could get out and walk!

Asaresult of my excitement in describing this new sport to my employeesat Beckman, Cor
became intrigued, asked if | would take him up. | was delighted. We went up in a2-32, he sitting
in the back. It happened to be agood thermal day, and as soon aswe were at 2000 feet | released
the tow rope (warning him in advance what was about to happen, so the pistol shot sound
wouldn’t make him nervous) and | immediately put the planeinto a steep bank to stay in the ther-
mal. |: “Hey, thisisfantastic!” Around and around we went, afew other planes down below us.
No sound from the back seat. | turned around, and saw for thefirst time, aface that could fairly
be described as being green, or at least yellowish-green. |: “Areyou al right? He, with his
Dutch accent, words to the effect: “Well, maybe we could stop going around for alittle while.” |
immediately straighened out and as calmly as possible said that, if worse came to worst, there
were plastic bags in the sleeve on the back seat. | didn’t blame him, since | knew from my own
experience that thereis aworld of difference between doing reckless things when you arein
charge, and when you are not.

Even though summer was the worst time for soaring, once in awhile you could even manage
to find afew thermals then. These were days when the air was like gray paste. But any good sail-
plane pilot always respected the challenge of staying up onweak days. “Nothing much”, the guys
in the office would say when you walked in with the yearning, hopeful expression on your face.
“Dead air today.”

But if the day was sufficiently hot, the roof of asheet metal shed near the General Motors
plant got so hot that it sent a shimmering tower of hot air rising into the ky. We would get into
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this updraft and sometimes, if the tower of hot air was of sufficient diameter, we could maintain
atitude by staying within it. But as often as not, it wastoo narrow, and the angle at which we had
to turn to stay in it was not sufficient to give the plane enough lift from itswings. But still, it was
agreat test of thermalling ability to soar above that shed. If we becamereally desperate— and |
only tried this once or twice — we would attempt to soar in the hot air (and pollutants) rising from
one of the smokestacks at the GM plant itself. Thisvery quickly revealed itself not to be agood
idea, since you were soon choking on the soot and who knows what el se that filled the cockpit.

Ridge Soaring

Probably the most frequent kind of soaring available at Sky Sailing was soaring along the
Mission Peak ridge. In thiscase, you needed wind blowing from the wes or, less desirably, from
the northwest, so that the air could flow up the sides of the ridge and provide an updraft. This
type of soaring was best in fall and winter. Altitudes attainable were seldom over 3000 feet, and
often less. We simply flew back and forth over the grass covered ridge, and sometimes farther
south, in the updraft produced by the steeply rising side of the Peak. Below wasalittle farm
house, and | often wondered what it was like for the family to live there under the soft hiss of
metal ships going back and forth overhead.

On agood day, when you released the tow rope half amile or so before the ridge, you would
get a sudden kick from beneath the fuselage as you flew into the updraft. Then, up you went,
bouncing in the rough air, the grass field noticeably falling away as you gained altitude. Then, a
minute or so later, when the updraft began to weaken, you turned out from the ridge, made a 180
degree turn, and started back again, feeling your way through therising air.

Some of the best ridge soaring days were cloudy, the base of the clouds as low as 3000 feet,
which meant that you could soar right up into them. However, as| explained earlier, we weren't
supposed to fly into clouds,although | made the experiment a couple of times, the first time
believing, that, well, maybe all those others, who weren't asintellectual as| was, couldn’t remem-
ber which way was up, but | would be ableto: it just took a little concentration. A few seconds
after | wasin the gray, blowing mist of thecloud, | realized that all the brainsin the world weren't
going to do me any good here. Wasl| flying straight and level, was | banking to the right or the
left? Theonly thing | could be certain of wasthat | wasnot diving. And so | pushed the stick for-
ward, and put the plane into a deliberate dive in order to get out of the cloud before | got into real
trouble.

There was a specific reason we weren’t supposed to fly in the clouds above the Ridge, and that
was that one of the aircraft approach pathsto Moffet Field, in Sunnyvale, was above the ridge.
The big Navy sub-chasers returning from their day’ s mission, flew through the upper regions of
our air space, and if we werein acloud at the time one came through, there could easily be a col-
lison. Here, too, | was skeptical. We seldom saw the planes on cloudless days, why should we
believe they would come near on cloudy ones? And so one day — | remember it was snowing
above the ridge, arare phenomenon — when | was making my second or third attempt to prove
the professionalswrong, | suddenly heard asound that at first | took to be a stronger updraft than
usual flowing over the fuselage. But the sound got louder, and | realized it was coming from an
engine. Well, probably far above, nothing to worry about. But it got louder, and louder, and soon
it dawned on me that | wouldn’'t get so much as half a second’s opportunity to get out of the way
before the plane hit me: | would see, suddenly looming through the cloud mist and only afew feet
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from my little 1-26, the front edge of large wing, and a spinning propeller, and that would be the
end. So | got out of there very quickly, and never flew in clouds again.

On some days, there would be awind from the southwest, meaning that we could soar over
the barren, loping south end of the Mission Peak ridge. Since the slope was much milder than
that at the front of Mission Peak, the wind had to be correspondingly stronger to give us sufficient
updraft. On these days, the wind seemed warmer, more deeply depressing. And yet it seemed
amazing to me that we, in our tin boxes, could pass so low over the brown grass and wet stone
walls of the fields below and still not crash.

Wave Soaring

In ridge soaring, you rode the upward current of air asit blew over Mission Peak from the air-
port side. Wave soaring was the just the opposite: here, you rode the upward current of air pro-
duced by the wind blowing in the opposite direction, i.e., from over the back of Mission Peak.
Theair flowed up the mountain behind the Peak, came over the top, then descended the front side,
and then, for reasons| never understood, rose again, then descended, etc., in what engineers
would immediately describe as asine wave. Thismiracle occurred much morerarely than ridge
soaring, and it was far more exciting, because on wave days, as we called them, you could soar
many thousands of feet into the blue, which is what the skies always were on these days.

It was on awave day that | reached the highest dtitude | ever attained in asailplane. More
about that below. But when the weather report indicated conditions might be setting up for a
wave, it wasimpossi ble to concentrate on work at HP. | wouldn’t hesitate to take time off to go
over to the airport, although, of course, | always hoped the waves would be on weekends.

On awave day, you had to get there early, since they never alowed pilotsto reserve aplane
over the phone and, of course, every pilot who could possibly make it, would want a plane. And
so, with heart pounding, you raced across the Dumbarton Bridge, turned right onto the Nimitz,
traveled the mile or two to Durham Road, then turned off onto the road leading to the airport,
bounced over the pot holes, parked, tried not to run into the office, but, as soon as you got thre,
asked it the wave was holding and werethere any 1-26's available. A gruff reply from whoever
was behind the counter, “ — isdue in in about fifteen minutes, you can have that one,” and he
wrote something down.

Oh, the agony of waiting, looking off toward Mission Peak, seeing the specks exploring the
blue, thinking of this massive, invisible mountain of moving air up there! Then one of the specks
turning toward the airport, hardling moving, it seemed, but growing bigger in theinfinite blue,
coming closer, then when you could see the canopy, and perhaps even thetiny head inside, it
made its turn to the left on the downwind leg, then the right turn beyond the end of the airport for
the crosswind leg, then another right turn bringing it in line with the runway, now descending,
approaching. Would it make it over the stone wall? Y es, and now it issettling down onto the
asphalt strip. 1t bounces and scrapes to a stop on the grass, you run up. He opens the canopy.
Slowly undoes the safety belt. “How wasit?’ you ask. “Great! Y ou've got to stay far from the
ridge, though. Hell of alot of down any closer.” He climbs out finaly, you help him drag the
plane forward to the midpoint of the runway. You stand there next to your ship, a peaceful breeze
inyour face, giving not the slightest suggestion of the vast, orderly torrent just afew milesaway.
The 1-26 canopy isopen onitshinges. Then you see atowplane heading down, parallel to the
airport. “Here he comes,” you say, as you climb over the side and settle down into the seat, pull-
ing the straps over your shoulder, buckling the belt. Theline man watches patiently, you hear the
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tires squeak as the towplane touches down, then the silver sound of the tow ring as it dances along
therunway. The line man runs forward to pick up thering. Bringsit back. “OK”, he says, and
you pull down the canopy. The tow planeisahead of you on the runway. Y ou shout, from out of
your sheet metal chamber, “Clear?’. Theline man casually looks back up the runway, says,
“Clear!” The pedals make their thump, thump on the floor as you wag the rudder, the tow plane
engine revs up, and now, with a scrape of the nose, the 1-26 starts to move forward, the line man
holding thewing level. You lift off the runway with the tow plane, stay right behind and a little
above him as the two of you rise into the blue. No need to steer him on aday like this, he knows
where to go.

You stay in precise position, watch the towrope, try to see the other planes up in the infinite
blue. The altimeter reads 2000 feet, 2400, 2500, and then suddenly it feels as though something
has gone terribly wrong. Something has given the plane a kick undernesth, it is so sudden that
your head bangs into the canopy, and now you and the plane are bouncing around, the towplane
doing the same, the two of you are lurching, falling, rising, as though you were suddenly on the
world’'s bumpiest road. And yet theair al around is perfectly dear.

Thisisthe rotor, the storm before the calm. If you want to get into a wave you must go
through it. It isthe turbulence at the bottom of one of the waves Y ou ride ‘em cowboy, hoping
that whoever put the plane together remembered to tighten all the nuts that hold the wings on!
You are jouncing, bouncing in every direction, the metal creaks, the turbulence thumps against the
fuselage, and then, as suddenly asit started, it stops. Everythingisas still and smooth astheair in
Heaven. You can't believeit. You feel you could get out and walk. Y ou release the tow rope —
Bang! — the towplane dives down to the right and races back home to get the next anxiously
awaiting customer.

You look at the variometer in the center of the instrument panel and can hardly believe where
theneedleis. Isit possible? It saysyou are going up at 1100 feet aminute! You're on averitable
air elevator. And yet the air isso free of turbulence that if the front panel had atray, you could put
aglassof water on it and not haveit spill adrop. The extraordinary rate of climb continues. Y ou
are ascending straight up into the bright blue sky. If you watch the ridge below, you can seeit
dowly dropping away below you. Now you can see the hills behind Mission Peak, arumpled
green carpet, you can see for miles over there. And up you continue to go on the air elevator, at
1100 feet aminute. You hardly need to touch the controls. Y ou can take your hands off the stick
and your feet off the rudder pedals and for afew seconds at |east the plane flies by itsdf. You see
acouple of other planesto your right. But everyone is spread out, thisisn’t like all of you going
around and around in athermal. Y ou can’t contain yourself. You shout “Yahoo!” asyou sit there
in your metal box which is suddenly in complete harmony with something so different from itself,
namely the thin air.

But, uh-oh, what’s this? Now we're only going up at 800 feet per minute. Rate of climbis
dropping. Think! We werein arising wave of air, but we have allowed ourself to be gently
pushed back into the lessrising part, and if we let this continue, then eventually we will be back-
ing into the descending part of thismassive, invisible, air mountain, and then we will be going
down as fast as we were going up. So you have to push forward on the stick, increase forward
speed so that you move forward into the fastest rising air again.

| took Elliott Boulter, a salesman for a printer in Stanford Industrial Park which we used for
high quality work, up for aride twice in the 2-32. He had listened to my rapturous anecdotes and
expressed an interest. Now here was perhaps the |east likely man to be willing to subject himself
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to such adventure. Tall, with glasses, bald, he too had a mother problem, except that he hadn’t
advanced to openly expressed his hatred, as| had long ago done. Based on some of the things he
said, | imagined a big dining room table with alace table cloth, in an elegantly decorated dining
room and sitting there with somber faces, he, his wife (who was aways sick with one thing or
another), and the glowering look of hisold mother. | saw thethree sitting in silence, eyeslowered
in perpetual saying of grace, or prayers that this would end soon, and amaid bringing in soupin a
silver tureen. But he always put a brave face on hisfate, always seemed ready with the appropri-
ate sympathy for the invalid wife and the demanding mother.

But on the first flight we happened to hit one of the great wave days. According to thelog, it
wason Jan. 7, 1967. | warned him about the rotor, he took the jouncing and shaking without a
word, then expressed genuine amazement and pleasure at being in the smooth wave. Thistime
the elevator took us up to the highest altitude | ever achieved in a sailplane, namely, 6,800 feet.
Sky Sailing Airport was bearly visible, even Mission Peak and the ridge seemed lost in therolling
folds of earth. The Bay glinted serenely behind us. Another 3,200 feet and we would have been
required, under FAA regulations, to wear oxygen masks, which the plane didn’t carry.

| let him take over the controls afew times. He was by no means a natural, but he seemed
genuinely enthusiastic, excited, by the whole thing. When we got back home, he thanked me
warmly. In April, | took him up again, athough that time we found no lift. But nevertheless he
told me later that had started to take soaring lessons.

Two other kinds of waves deserve mention here. One we called “the Evening Wave”, and
occured in summer around five or six, when the cold, foggy air from the ocean made its way up
the Bay and lifted the lighter warm air of the day. If you got into the right position — which
tended to be above the highway that ran east behind the Ridge **get exact name** — and if you
had every fiber of your being tuned to the feel of the air around you, while at the same watching
every nuance of the variometer needle, then you could keep the plane at the same atitude for fif-
teen minutes or so. But it took agreat deal of concentration, because the lift was so weak. But on
arosy evening, with the fog coming up the Bay, it was a specia pleasure.

The other kind of wave we called a* Shear Wave”, and this one took place in front of the
Ridge, sometimes right above the Airport. It occurred when a cold front moved in and raised the
warm air of the previouswarm front. It presented a more “technical” challenge than any of the
other waves, because no one really knew the altitude where the boundary between the new cold
air and the old warm air was. In theory, the cold front camein like akind of wedge of air, and the
idea was to position the plane right above the wedge, because the warm air, and hence the plane,
would be moving up the wedge. | don’t think | ever successfully flew one of these waves — or at
least could confidentally say that the reason for my increases in altitude that day had been due to
one of them.**

| took al my flying very serioudy. Heintzelman once happened to have landed at Sky Sailing
in his power plane, and happened to see me bring a1-26 in for alanding. He kidded me about
earnest | looked in the cockpit, concentrating, leaning forward, eyes straight ahead, clearly deter-
mined to do the job right.

Landingin a Cow Pasture

One side of awave may have consisted of air that wasrising at 1100 feet a minute, but the
other side consisted of air that wasdescending at the samerate. If you “fell out of thewave’, as
the expression had it, you got into this descending air and then had two choices: either fly forward
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asfast asyou could (namely, by putting the nose down to gain speed) or else head back to the air-
port before you lost too much atitude. Otherwise, you would be forced to land wherever you
happened to be when you ran out of altitude.

The last happened to me three times. Thefirst time, at nearly 4000 feet, | noticed the rate of
ascent decreasing. | looked for other planes — and, let me repeat that unlike thermal soaring,
planesin awave seemed awaysto be spread out. They weren’t dots, exactly, but you had to scan
the sky carefully to pick most of them out. | looked for other planesin order to get closer to them
and to be sure | was pointed in the same direction they were. But even though | took care of the
latter precaution, for some reason the rate of ascent continued to decrease, until it was at zero.
Well, that meant | was staying at the same dtitude. Thingscould beworse. And soon they were.
Now | was going down at several hundred feet aminute. The question now was, Should | attempt
to dive forward, through the down part of the wave, and try to reach the ascending part again, or
should | turn and hightail it for theairport? | made long passes along what | conceived to be the
wave, but the variometer kept dropping. Then, | suddenly realized that not only was | not going to
reach the front part of the wave again, | was also not going to be able to make it back to the air-
port. Sofor thefirst timein my sailplaning career, | was going to have to land off-field. | was ner-
vous, but not panicked, because there were plenty of fields below. Most of the housesin Fremont
wereto the north. Thewordsin one of the instruction books went through my mind clearly: “Pick
your field...” All right, that one over there looked good. Off to one side cows were grazing, so it
must be ameadow. But what about rocks? No way of knowing. Of course | had no prior instruc-
tion in landing in this or any other field, and so now | had to go through the reasoning about
down-wind leg, cross-wind leg, and approach. Which way was the wind blowing? Noidea. Look
for smoke from a smokestack, the book said. No smoke from the GM smokestacks. In retrospect,
the landing direction | chose was exactly the opposite of the one that reason would have sug-
gested: reason would have suggested landing in an easterly direction because that was the direc-
tion the wind was blowing from; | landed in a southwesterly direction.

Well, might as well follow the same practice as at Sky Sailing, and go to the far end of the
field, turn around and come back along the left-hand side of the field, turn right until | waslined
up with the middle, then turn right again and land. But now, as| was turning into what would
have been the cross wind leg (except, for al | knew, it was the up wind leg or the down wind leg),
| saw that the approach would take me right over (or under) high tension wires. There were the
towers, big and strong, and there were the lethal strands they supported, each carrying many thou-
sands of volts. The dilemmawasthis: pull back on the stick to temporarily gain alittle altitude, at
the cost of alossin forward speed, and subsequent need to regain that speed by diving, but with
that gain in altitude allowing meto make it over the wires, or else jam the stick forward, going
into asteep dive, and try to make it under the wires. Fully aware that it was entirely possible |
was about to die a particularly unpleasant death — how long did it take for several thousand volts
to knock you unconscious? — | decided on thefirst aternative. | kept the speed steady so there
was no chance of astall. Thewires came nearer. The plane was clearly descending toward them.
A little more speed (which, on the one hand meant | was moving faster over the ground, hence
toward the field beyond, but on the other hand meant that | was losing altitude more rapidly). |
thought that, if | felt | was getting too close, asalast resort, | would pull back on the stick and
hopefully make alittle hop that would take me over the wires, after which | could worry about
recovering from the near stall, and get back to the business of landing in the field.

Asit happened, | watched the wires pass below me with what seemed room to spare. Then on
went the dive brakes, producing the familiar rumble of air and vibration in the cockpit, and now,
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with an inept, half sideslip, | got down to the level of thefield. | could seeit wasfull of dirt clods
on which grass had started to grow. | wasonly afew feet above the ground now, and for a
moment thought of Neil Armstrong landing on the moon. Hold off, hold off, ook for agood spot.
Air speed now down to less than 50 mph hour. Nothing bad could happen at this point. | tried to
stay asfar as| could from the cows and as close as| could to afence, so that | could make aquick
dash to theroad and, | hoped, aride to a phone, before the cows decided to mosey over and check
out the machine that the human had landed in their yard.

The plane cameto rest, | climbed out, looked back at the graceful power lines, tried to make
out afew lucky specksfar above in the pale blue, then galumphed through the dirt clodsto the
fence, climbed over, | think hitched aride with some friendly nick-of-time guy in apickup to a
phone booth conveniently placed in the middle of nowhere for downed sailplane pilots, called
information, and then Sky Sailing.

They handed the phoneto Les Arnold himself. “Les? Thisis John Franklin. I'm afraid | had
to land away from thefield. I'min acow pasture. The planeis not damaged. Let me emphasize
that... South of the airport. Near the corner of ...” and | named the two cross roads, which | had
made a point of remembering. He sounded a little gruff, but not angry. “I’ll come and get you.
Keep the cows away.” Heexplained that, for some reason, and thisinformation was no doubt
based on actual experience, the cowsliked to rub against downed sailplanes, usually causing con-
Siderable damage to the planesin the process. So somehow | made it back to the field, climbed
over the fence, and took up my sentinel position at the side of the plane.

Soon, | saw the swift Piper Supercub approaching the field, then turning and heading ear-
nestly down toward the high tension towers, following the same approach that | had made. | can’'t
remember what his decision was regarding the high tension lines, but he was soon side-slipping
down and then bouncing along on the dirt clods, the trusty tow rope ring dancing along behind
him.

He stopped, climbed out of the plane, sauntered over, wearing his usua striped overalls. |
told him the details of what had happened, he listened, nodded, but | got the impression that he
approved of my handling of the situation.

Heknelt, knees cracking, hooked the ring into the nose hook, told meto lift off as soon as pos-
sible, so that he wouldn’t have to keep dragging me over the dirt clods, and thus could gain alti-
tude sooner. We weren't all that far from the fence at the end of the field. He did everything
rather matter-of-factly, like a guy who comes to tow your car.

When we were each inside our craft, he wagged hisrudder, asking if | wasready, telling me he
was ready when | was, | wagged the rudder of the 1-26 and off hewent, at first bouncing along so
badly I thought we really might not be able to attain flying speed. These 1-26s had a flying speed
of only around 42 mph, which meant that | could soon pull back on the stick to lift the plane into
the air. Then he cameoff the ground, now we were both climbing, the cows growing smaller
beneath us, we were over the wall, climbing, climbing, over theroad, up, and up, back into our
natural element. | don’'t know if | attempted to get back into the wave or if | smply returned to
the airport.

| have to say at this point because it is important when considering caseslike mine, that at no
time during the whole adventure could | be said to have been in anything like the morbid despair
inwhich | normally lived. And yet, at least at one point, | was definitely facing the prospect of
death. | who normally had no confidence about my performance in even the most ordinary duties
and activities of life— managing a group of people, speaking in public, being agood husband,
making love to my wife — was here quite confident about myself. So my father had been right.
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Coming Down on the Back of a M ountain

My second off-field landing was caused by an optical illusion. | had been sitting in awave a
few thousand feet above Mission Peak, when | noticed that several planes below me seemed to be
soaring, motionless, behind the Peak. This was unusual, but | thought that there was no reason
why the ascending part of the wave couldn’t coincide with the ascending air climbing up the back
of the mountain, instead of it having to go over the top, and down, and then rise. So, | pushed for-
ward on the stick to get over there with them. Soon | was above them, and noticing that my rate
of climb was dropping. Well, | must not be far enough forward, so | pushed forward again on the
stick. The rate of climb continued to drop, and now | was over the top of the Peak and behind the
mountain. But suddenly, no planeswerein sight. The variometer showed an increasingly rapid
descent. Unlike the previous off-field landing, here there were woodlands and hills surrounding
the few fields that could be seen. Should | keep pressing forward, in hopes that up air would be
found way behind the Peak? If it were, then | could ride it up to a sufficiently high atitude so that
| could make a dash back through the down, and get onto the western side of the Peak with
enough altitude to get back to the airport. But that ideadidn’t seem wise. The Peak wasrising
rapidly below me, and | made the decision to try to make a quick dash back over it. | made a180-
degree turn, and headed back toward the mountain. | kept thinking of William Holden in The
Bridges of Toko-Ri, in which he runsout of altitudein his Korean War jet fighter and can’t make it
over the last mountain range that separates him from the ocean and safety. | pushed forward on
the stick and tried to get as much speed as | could, but the rate of descent wastoo great. It
occurred to me that it wasn't so bad to stall the plane on the back of a mountain because, in effect,
the rising ground provided you a landing even though your nose was pointing up. Asl write this,
| realize that something strange must have been going in: given the normal flow of wave air from
east to west, | was in the process of attempting a down-wind landing, a dangerous proposition
because your speed over the ground just before you touched down was then flying speed plus
wind speed. But down | came, heading into the grassy side of the mountain. Again there were
cowsin thedistance. | saw a deep gulley dead ahead (just like in the movie). | knew | had to land
on the other side of it. | did, and touched down in the bumpy field. The plane slowed, going
dightly uphill, but so strong was the wind (coming in the opposite direction than it should have
been), that despite all my efforts, it turned the plane around and sent it back down the mountain,
heading straight for the gulley, which was easily 10 or 20 feet deep. | hauled back on the dive
brakes and the wheel brake and tried to veer the plane to the side, so it wouldn’t just plop into the
ditch, and I managed to bring it to astop afew yards short. Exactly, again, asinthe movie,
where William Holden lands afew yards from a drainage ditch.

| climbed out and tried to imagine what my reception would be thistime when | called theair-
port. Giventhewind, thefirst order of business was to prevent the plane from being flipped over.
So | took the seat cushions out of the cockpit, placed them on thetip of the wing that was upwind,
and then found some rocks and piled them on the cushions. The cows seemed to be passing the
word that there was a nice sailplaneto scratch on in their field, so | started down the mountainin
the direction | thought was aroad or ahouse. There werefields, some lined with trees, wooden
fences, no building in sight. | found aroad, walked along it, and then, down along driveway,
spied what looked like afarmhouse. | walked up to it, began calling if anyone was there. Some-
one appeared, amaintenance man, | assumed, because the place seemed to be a hideaway of some
millionaire. What isit liketo live like this, | wondered? Milesfrom anywhere, near the back of a
mountain, an empty house, with merely a handy man going about some myserious business. |
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was alowed to makeacall. | can't remember the interior, except that it smelled of money and
eccentricity. Again Les Arnold onthe phone. Thistime, however, the situation was more seri-
ous, or rather more expensive, from his point of view, since there was no way he could fly in and
haul me out. He would have to get atractor, with atrailer behind. |1 wasto go back and stay by
the plane and keep the cows away.

Eventually, more than hour later, he arrived, chugging along in allittle farm tractor, with acou-
pleof other guysfrom the airport standing on it. He once again wasimpressed that | had kept my
head and weighted down the wing. They had to remove the wingsin order to put the plane on the
trailer. They got both wings off and laid them down in the grass, while they put the fuslage in the
center of thetrailer. Then they got one wing attached to the side of the trailer when suddenly a
gust of wind picked up the other wing and sent it tumbling down the side of the mountain. They
eventually were able to retrieve it, but it was badly damaged. The whole escapade cost me over
$200, avery fair price, | thought, considering that not only did Les have to bring the tractor out,
but also had to repair the wing.

Oncel landed at thelittle airport practically next to Sky Sailing on the southern side. | am not
sure what the reason was, probably curiosity — could | actually land this plane on another run-
way? But here, of course, it was no problem to tow me out. Once airborne, all | had to do was
glide straight ahead to land on the Sky Sailing Airport.

Challenges and Contests

The Soaring Society of America offered various badges and certificates for achievements.
One of these was for afive-hour flight. | thought | would try for it, picking aday of steady ther-
mals. Unfortunately, | was only able to stay up for 3 -1/2 hours before the lift ran out.

Several times, the Airport would have a series of contestsof itsown. Onel remember was a
landing contest, in which you had to land and bring the plane to a stop within asquare afew yards
onaside. A surprisingly difficult task, asit turned out: either you stopped too short, thinking you
had more forward speed than you did, or else you came bouncing along right through the square,
the brakes not able to stop you precisely where you wanted.

The Experts

Although there was no such thing as a professional sailplane pilot, apart from the instructors,
there were amateurs who were definitely expert pilots. Mostly, we knew them as the authors of
books, or as subjects of articlesin the sailplane magazines. They flew expensive (more than
$10,000) high performance planes which they owned and, sometimes, built themselves, and they
occasionally set distance or altitude records. A few of these expert pilots used Sky Sailing some-
times. | am not sure how many stored their planes in the hangar or how many drovetheminon a
trailer, but on agood wave day, there they were. The only one | remember was Carl Herrold. |
can still see him, on an exceptional wave day, sitting in his expensive white ship next to the han-
gar, talking to admirers. He was encased inside the fusel age which was crammed with equipment,
black plastic panels with white dials, and oxygen equipment. People asked him guestions, he
answered them, smiling, explaining. | heard later that the wave that day was so strong that he had
soared the entire length of the southern branch of San FranciscoBay, from San Jose down to San
Francisco and back, atotal distance, probably, of close to 200 miles, and that he had at one point
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attained an altitude of 21,000 feet. | seem to recall reading about it one of the local papers, or at
least in one of the sailplane magazines. That was what a high-performance plane (glide ratio of
45-to-1, or more) in the hands of an expert pilot, could do.

These high performance planes were so well designed that they could fly the length of the run-
way while staying only afew feet abovethe ground. If you were standing near the center of the
runway, they would go by, flying, below you, with the top of the fuselage at about your waist
level! The phenomenon that made this possible — in addition to superb design — was called the
“ground wave”, which was essentially a rotating mass of air that was set up under the wings.

Pilots’ Stories

Sailplane pilots weren’t given to telling tall tales, or, for that matter, to engaging in very much
conversation at all, at least, not among the renters. But in the course of the ten or so years| went
soaring out of Sky Sailing, | did hear a couple of storiesthat have stayed in my mind. Onewasin
connection with the famed Sierra Wave, which is the wave that occasionally is set up by the Sierra
Nevada mountains, which are about a five hour drive east of the Bay Area. Thiswave, asthe
reader can imagine, is much bigger than the ones we experienced as aresult of air flowing over
the 2,000 foot Mission Peak ridge. The Sierras were well over 10,000 feet high, and the wave that
they sometimes created was capable of carrying sailplanesto an altitude of nearly 50,000 feet. In
fact, for awhile, the world's altitude record for sailplanes was held by two pilots who, wearing
pressurized suits had soared to some 47,000 feet in the Sierra Wave.

Anyway, the story was that an Army C-47 — atwo-engine transport plane that is essentially a
DC-3 — was being flown over the Sierras on a day when the Sierra Wave was in full force.
Someone in the crew who had been remarking on the altitudes that had been achieved in the Wave
by sailplanes, began wondering aloud if it might be possibleto soar a C-47 in the Wave. And so,
I”’m sure after some heated discussion, they decided to try it. The pilot positioned the plane so that
it was gaining atitude rapidly in the wave. Then he shut off one engine. The plane continued to
fly and, in fact, to gain altitude. He then shut off the second engine. Amazingly, the plane, now
with both propellors motionless, continued to maintain itsaltitude. 1 don’t know how long it was
before they started the engines again, but the story gives some idea of the enormous power of the
SierraWave.

Another story, not related to soaring, but amusing nevertheless, was told about one of the mil-
itary performing groups, | think the Blue Angels. Apparently, they were flying along on the way
to some airport when they found themsel ves between two cloud layers: a ceiling of clouds above,
afloor of clouds below, and clear air in between. They spotted some sort of commercia planein
the distance, possibly an air liner, and decided to have alittle fun, so they immediately did a half
roll so that they were now flying upside-down. In this attitude they passed the commercial plane.
They heard later, so the story goes, that the airline pilot immediately thought that he was flying
upside down, and so attempted to roll his plane over so that it would be rightside up. Apparently
the truth dawned on him in sufficient time to prevent a major accident.

Fatalities

In the ten-some years | flew at Sky Sailing, | heard of only three fatalities; two were dueto
egregious pilot error, for very student was told several timesin the process of getting his license
that you were not allowed to do any ridge soaring until you had been checked out by an instructor.
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(Every student did a certain amount of ridge soaring as part of histraining.) One guy ignored the
rule. What apparently happened, based on reports from other pilots, was that he got into a down-
draft in one of the little canyonsin the front of Mission Peak. This often happened, and the rem-
edy was to turn around immediately and head toward the airport. 1f you found an updraft on the
way back, then you could regain altitude and resume soaring. Otherwise, you landed. But this
guy, finding the plane going down, began pulling back on the stick, which iswhat you do to make
the plane go up. However, if you keep pulling back on the stick, the airspeed drops — thisisin
fact how you stall aplane. The guy forgot this basic fact of histraining and, as he kept losing alti-
tude, kept pulling back on the stick. Eventually, the plane stalled. He was then too close to the
canyon wall to recover, and he crashed into it and waskilled.

Another guy, who had a reputation for breaking the rules, flew too close to the ridge and
crashed.

A third guy, whom | vaguely knew, did everything right and still lost hislife.He had been con-
sidering buying a home-made plane that had been built from one of thekits that were advertised
in the sailplane magazines. Hetook it up for several test flights, each time wearing a parachute as
required. But on one of these flights, the plane got into an unrecoverable spin, this being known
asapossible risk with that type of plane. He was then near the Nimitz Freeway, above the houses
and farmlands. He climbed out and pulled the ripcord. The chute opened and pulled him away
from the plane but then the chute caught on thetail of the plane, which wastill going around and
around, with the result that plane, chute and pilot hit the ground at a high enough speed to kill
him.

An accident that could have been fatal occurred when one of the planes hit ahawk. | remem-
ber seeing in the hangar a 1-26 with a huge dent in the front of the right wing. A guy standing
nearby told me that he had hit the bird above the ridge at an impact speed that may have been
close to 100 mph. But such was the sturdiness of the Schweitzer planes, he was able to get back
to the airport safely.

Sailplane Days Come to an End

Months passed when | didn’t fly. Once or twice | had to renew my license, avery sensible
requirement of the FAA. Asthe sailplane pilots said, “Landings go first.” After not flying for
several months, it was no problem to fly the plane into the sky behind the towplane, to resume
doing turns and stalls, to find athermal or some ridge lift. But when you attempted to land, you
suddenly realized how much you had forgotten. The seemingly simple routine for flying the
downwind leg, starting to apply the air brakes, then turning right for the cross-wind leg, then turn-
ing right again into the upwind leg and bringing the plane safely down to the runway, had sud-
denly become a new experience: either you landed halfway down the field, and had to jam on the
brakes, forcing the lineman to help you drag the plane back to the normal parking placejust
before the halfway point, or else you just barely made it over the fence, and cameto a stop a
pathetic fifty yards short of the middle, again forcing the tired lineman to run down to you and
help you drag the plane to its parking place.

My log showsthat my last flight was on Feb. 8, 1974. The Remarks read, “ Sunday — clouds
looked very good but ailmost al down; high clouds occasionally obscuring sun; strong south
wind; bad landing.” In the roughly ten yearsof my sailplaning career, | had made atotal of 177
flights, 9 hours, 35 minutes of them with an instructor, 68 hours, 45 minutes solo.
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| still have an occasional recurring dream about those years. In the dream, the airport is situ-
ated near a cliff overlooking the sea, the runway almost perpendicular to the cliff, Les s office
perched right on the edge. Dark green pine trees grow along the edge of the cliff. Itisaways
foggy. | arrivein early morning, look up, wonder about thelift, see afew planesgoing by. But
they are small, stubby, and only afew yards away asthey bob along in the cold, seaair. | could
reach up and touch themif | wanted. | aways have the same anxiety over whether a plane will be
available for me so | can join them.

And when, in early spring, | walk out of my house and see the sky full of cloud streets extend-
ing to the horizon, the cumulus white on top, gray underneath, with few ragged edges (*volup-
tuous steam”) | till have the old longing to get into the car, drive to the airport, race to the office
and breathlessly ask if thereisa 1-26 available. And if the guy behind the counter nods and says
something like, “Well, there’s one coming in in about ten minutes. We'll put you down for it,”
then | will know that, for an hour or two, my misery will not exist, and all that will matter isriding
those updrafts, feeling the rush of air all around me, banking so steeply that when | look down the
wing | see the ground below me, climbing so fast that | have to put the plane into a dive not to be
swallowed up inside the glorious cold white mist of the cloud, the sun and blue sky above, and |
having not a doubt that my father would be proud of me.
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