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Autobiography of Carlos

1. 110-405-73 – 9/2005
Not the combination to my safe or athletic locker, but my
route home.
John Carlos Rowe, Professor of English and American Studies
and Ethnicity, stodgily strolling across the USC campus to Parking
Structure D, nodding pleasantly to students, most of whose names
he cannot remember, smiling at a few colleagues, tossing his
computer in the trunk of his little car, and puttering down the ramp
to turn right on Jefferson, heading for the 110. Think Oxford or
Cambridge, a black, dented baby Austin, the professor’s tweed and
leather patched arm leaning out the window, waving at the campus
lovelies. . . . Punts gliding by on the Cam . . . .
I’m wailing down the 110 around 3:00 PM on a Thursday
afternoon, hitting 80-85 mph in the light traffic, then just as the
405 S exit looms, I pull to my left, into the former carpool lane,
which has just opened up to regular traffic. And then I really pour
it on, hitting 90-95 before moving right across four lanes into the
left-hand lane of the three that exit to the 405 South. Hesitant
tourists are already in the middle exit lane, some fumbling in the
far-right lane, only to find it is an “exit only” for 190th Street (Let
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me back in!), and most thinking the third lane on the left is
heading back to the 110 and San Pedro. But not me. I know my
freeways. Drive, she said, and I’m driving, Joan.
When I hit the exit for San Pedro and back to the 110, my
lane splits pulling me down under the overpass, and back left into
the bright sunshine of the 405. The car is swooping through this
chicane as if it’s on rails, and everyone to my right is slipping
away. Don’t change lanes, now, buster! Downshifting from sixth
to fifth, I come up the long merging lane and punch it into sixth,
cutting across five lanes of traffic (if you count the merge lane),
hesitating just long enough in each lane to qualify as a legal lane
change. And, yes, my blinker has been on the entire time. I’m in
the left-hand, the fast lane, and I’ve had to slow down to around
80 mph, because of the lumbering GMC Denali in front of me,
which is just puttering along at that speed. On my left, the carpool
lane is whizzing along, and for a split second I’m tempted: “Take
it, take it, just for a minute. Blow past this mastodon.” But I also
know that there’s a CHP motorcycle officer sitting in the carpool
lane about two miles down, pointing to cars until he has a stack of
them. Then he writes his own chapter.
This opening is embarrassing, childish, hard to read. Fifty-nine
(“Going on sixty!”) years old in September 2005, I’m still playing
James Dean in his Porsche Spyder on that Central Valley road.
Don’t tell Kristin. Don’t tell my students. Don’t read this out loud.
It’s just fiction, anyway, right? It’s an allusion. Didion (v. supra),
Gatsby and that yellow Rolls Phaeton with the green leather,
Jordan, Nick’s athletic girlfriend, who is a “lousy driver,” and the
Owl Eyed Man, who wrecks his car before he exits Gatsby’s
driveway.
If you really want to read good writing about driving, then get
the collected works of Dan Neil, former auto reviewer for the Los
Angeles Times, now hapless but still readable reviewer for The
Wall Street Journal and the New York Times. I’m sorry to feed the
clichéd rivalry between LA and NYC, but when it comes to
driving New Yorkers don’t have a clue. And cars? Why do you
think it’s called a Buick Park Avenue? Perhaps Dan will wise up
and move back here. He can write this chapter.
A good LA driver, especially one who learned here, has a sort
of seventh sense, which combines ultrasound hearing with fish-eye
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vision. I’m driving in the left lane and can see the entire field:
behind me, four cars back, a red metallic Prius is switching lanes
in a quick, jerky motion to the right, the left, back to the right. I
know he’s trying to catch me and pass me, because I passed him
about three miles back. Although a Prius with its tiny auxiliary
gasoline engine and its battery power and its skinny tires is not
likely to catch me, I have to keep it in sight, because this guy is
erratic, not skillful, so he could be trouble. The Denali in front of
me is a braker – keeps tap-tapping her brakes, because she’s
following the car in front of her too closely. At any minute, she
might slam on the brakes in a panic stop, so I have to keep my
distance, but that old rule “one car length for every ten miles of
speed” is impossible on the 405, because eight car lengths would
be immediately occupied by the jacked-up Toyota Tundra on my
right, with “Al’s Electrical” painted on the door and Al also
tailgating with a bunch of track lighting ready to fly off his ladderrack in a herky-jerky move that would further snarl traffic,
whereas his panicky move might be prompted by the black, dented
Kia Rio in front of him, which is moving more slowly than the rest
of traffic – for the moment preserving those elusive eight lengths
in front of it – with Al urging it on impatiently. I’ve closed the gap
with the Denali, making sure Al doesn’t cut in front of me, but
now I’m closing in on the flank of the Kia Rio, which could do
anything, since the windows are tinted and I can’t see the driver.
Knowing your cars is your first defense. I know the
acceleration rates of the Prius, Denali, Kia Rio, and Tundra. Prius?
0-60 in about half an hour. Denali is quicker than you think for a
big guy, because it’s got a huge V-8 and can move pretty well
(realistically, about 9 seconds to 60), whereas the Tundra, with
that scoop on its hood, has got the upgraded V-8 with
turbocharger, and can really haul. Smart buy for this electrician,
who’s probably having trouble with the payments ($40,000 +
truck with all the crap he’s added), but it makes him feel good
when he pushes little old me out of his way. Then there’s the
unpredictable Kia, the Korean wonder whose age makes it even
slower than you would expect and lacks decent suspension to boot.
Toss in the tinted windows and perhaps a couple of kids or an
iPhone (or both) to distract the driver, and it spells double-trouble.
Way in back I hear something and catch in my driver’s side mirror
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a BMW 3-series growling along in the carpool lane. I can see the
car is lowered, may well be an M3, factory hot-rodded (but I can’t
see emblems at this distance), and the exhaust noise tells me it’s
anxious, the driver trying to break free. What, me worry about the
carpool lane, with its legally mandated ingresses and exits by way
of tidy white dashes interrupting the usual double yellow lanes?
No, of course no one in his right mind would enter the carpool
lane as a single driver only to pass the rest of us assholes. Doesn’t
he know about the CHP cop who's usually posted to pick off such
scoff laws? (Oh, yeah, that was five miles back!). Here he comes,
whining down the carpool lane, then snapping into my lane, three
cars back, then back into the carpool lane for a couple more car
lengths, then back into the fast lane, right behind me. His lights are
flashing, he’s as close as he can get to me, and traffic is moving
but crowded. I can’t do anything, have no room to maneuver, and
realize that if this idiot forces me to move, I might clip the Tundra
or, worse, start up a relationship with the black, dented Kia Rio.
We’re doing 80 + as if we were joined front to rear bumper, and
he’s flashing impatiently. What, are we on the Autostrada or the
Autobahn, where flashing means: “Move over immediately or
Die!”? Fuck you, Beemer, we’re in traffic. I’m not intimidated.
That’s because the Denali moves to the right, just ahead of the
Kia and the fast lane suddenly becomes fast, so I mash the
accelerator, the little car leaps ahead and in three seconds I know
the Beemer is decidedly not an M3, just an older 328, lowered,
with after-market wheels (crappier than stock), and some bolt-on
resonator to make it sound fast. It ain’t that fast, but it’s moving to
the right-hand lanes, heading for the outside, thinking it will
simply go around me in heavy traffic, and I keep one part of one
eye on it as the car drops like a stone into the really slow part of
the 405, with cars exiting and merging to far right. And I’m in the
clear for a couple of miles, until the Prius comes sneaking up in
the lane next to me only to be slowed by the large truck lumbering
along on my right-hand quarter. Sorry, Prius, you didn’t make it.
The gap has closed, come back tomorrow.
My little car is a 2004 Honda S 2000. Perfect for a professor,
right? A nice little Honda, except this sports car with its highrevving four cylinder V-tech engine developed by Honda Racing
redlines at 8000 rpm, puts out 245 bhp, and yet weighs less than
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Twiggy, now reduced to doing Marks and Spencer adverts in the
UK. The car is very fast – 0-60 in 5.1 or 5.4 seconds, depending
on which magazine you’re reading, and a top speed in excess of
140 mph (ever driven that fast, even been driven that fast?) – but
speed is really a function of driving, not reading, so let’s just say it
can take almost anything on the road, except for the big boys:
Porsche GT3s and Turbos, Ferraris, M3 BMWs, Bugatti Veyrons,
and such. But there’s something to note about these superfast cars:
they’re rarely moving at anywhere near their potential speeds on
the local freeways. The Porsches are usually puttering along in a
middle lane; the Ferraris are gripped by their beautiful wheels by
elderly gentlemen holding on for dear life . . . and rolling along at
around 63 mph. There’s probably a reason for all that. If you’ve
paid $100, 200, 300,000 . . . hell, a Veyron costs 1.5 million, you
may be a little nervous about ramming the car into that dented,
black Kia Rio, even if you can afford it. And there’s the other
factor: driveability. A Ferrari is a racing car, very hard to control
its power unless you’ve been driving it for years and then some of
that time on a track, where you can really let it sing.
But the S 2000 is made for the road. It has big, wide tires, and
is suspended hard to take curves at warp speed. Honda stopped
making the car in 2009, because it appealed primarily to kids
wanting to street race, whereas adults like me couldn’t stand the
“hard ride.” Hit a paving joint on the 405 at speed, and you’ll
think the engine has just fallen out of the car and your passenger
will be checking her derrière for tailbone fracture. Cornering is the
way this car rules the road, because you can accelerate into curves
while everyone else is hitting the brakes. While we’ve been
chatting here, I’ve whizzed down 10 miles of the 110, 28 miles of
the 405, and am just moving over to the right to pick up the three
lanes sweeping up onto the overpass leading to the 73, a short two
miles to my exit and then five miles of Irvine Boulevard to the
house on Kings Road.
The LA driver doesn’t say, “Well, I took the Harbor Freeway
to the San Diego Freeway, headed south to the Corona del Mar
Freeway, before exiting at Irvine Boulevard.” Only a dork from
out of town refers to the freeways by their picturesque names. No,
we zoom at 85 mph down the 405 on our way to the 73, which
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dumps us right across the two access lanes from the 55 to Irvine
Boulevard. And then we can slow down and resume breathing.
So I’m heading into the overpass sweep of the 73 from the 405
and the red metallic Prius has fought its way free and is coming up
fast on my right. Have you ever driven a Prius? Really? These
hybrids are good for us, necessary to fight climate change,
seriously, but the mushy, unresponsive accelerator of a Prius
makes an LA driver crazy. If you don’t get used to the delay in
acceleration, you can be wiped out as you leave the dealer’s lot.
And if you drive them as fast as they will go (which I think is 90
mph with top speed limited by a governor), then your gas mileage
drops radically and you might as well be driving that GMC Denali
with all the space in it.
So the red metallic Prius must have his mushy pedal to the
floor, because I’m doing 82 and he’s closing fast in the far righthand lane. We’re heading for the big sweeper on the overpass that
leads onto the 73, and I just goose the Honda a little faster: 84, 5,
6, 87 as we enter the curve. Remember, the Prius has the inside
track, which Physics teaches us should make him shoot ahead of
me, if he could keep pace, but he can’t. The skinny tires hit the
curve, the Prius brakes sharply, and by the time I leave the curve
and burst onto the straightaway, Mr. Prius is a dot in my rearview
mirror.
How about the cops? Get a lot of tickets, Speedy Gonzalez?
Well, in fact, no. I’ve had around six tickets since I started driving
when I was 15 ½ years old (“Learner’s Permit” in CA). One in
Maryland, two in New York State, three in California. And I’ve
been driving for almost half a century. My secret? Variable speed.
Never run very long at the same speed, fast or slow.
Up, down, down, up. Your speed changes. So shortly after
hitting 85 mph on a city street, I’m stopped for doing “45 in a 35
zone. Do you have any idea how fast you were going, Mister?”
“85?”
“Oh, no, I mean, I’m not sure, Officer.”
“45 in a 35 zone, bub.”
“Officer, it’s important to establish my credentials as a native
Angeleno, and one way that is traditionally done is to claim
special skills as the driver of a motor vehicle. I have exaggerated,
but for effect. I do know the laws, how dangerous speeding can be,
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and the reasons for those laws.” Apologia pro vita sua. Well, that
was Cardinal Newman, and he never drove. Certainly not in LA.
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2. 700 Kings Road, Newport Beach, California, September
2005
Twenty-five pounds overweight, grey, thinning hair, sporting
a blue knit shirt with a tiny white sailfish, the professor sits with
his back to his desk and stares at a small, open box in the center of
the floor. His study is paneled in rough cedar, the walls covered
with fitted bookcases, filled with books, the peaked ceiling
allowing just enough space to display framed diplomas, a handful
of awards, and the covers of some of his books. He is in his early
sixties, but still boyish in appearance, his near obesity giving him
an aura of childishness, but his frown and narrowed eyes, scowling
at that carton, perhaps originally for twelve bottles of cheap wine,
betray his age.
The books are orderly and the desk neat, if not entirely
uncluttered, so it is not quite the usual scholar’s study with heaps
of ungraded papers, unfinished manuscripts, and a chaos of books
spilling from shelves onto the floor. This study is conventional
enough, but orderly, the desk larger than you might expect,
stretching six feet from the left wall’s window under the front
bank of windows to the right-hand wall of books. So far, so good.
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You recognize the “professor,” perhaps not quite Charlie Ruggles
in Goodbye, Mr. Chips, because this is coastal California, not
England, thus a casual shirt not a tweed jacket. And he long ago
quit smoking, as any good Californian must.
But all is not quite correct. The box is positioned squarely on
an antique Moroccan carpet, which is in excellent condition and
looks valuable. The window to the left of the desk reveals the hills
of California, descending to the Pacific, and the windows above
the desk, open a six-foot expanse of the blue Pacific with Catalina
Island to the right. At the very center of this impressive view is an
enormous cliff-side house, two stories visible above the street, but
on closer inspection encompassing another two rising from a pad
excavated with difficulty from the ocean-facing cliff. This fourstory monster must be 10,000 square feet or more. Just visible in
one of the bays of a three-car garage are the tail lights of a new
Aston Martin Vantage. A Range Rover HSE is hastily parked
aslant in the short driveway leading to the other two garage doors.
I do not belong here, I think almost out loud, amid the usual
and preferred silence. Across and two houses down the aptly
named Kings Road, my neighbor, the bachelor mortgage broker
with the endless series of beautiful, erotic visitors, slowly backs
his white Ferrari out of his garage. Apparently the car is so
expensive that he doesn’t dare drive it too fast; something might
break. Next to his modest, restored bungalow, the Taj Mahal
looms: the name I’ve given to the surgeon’s grotesquely large and
ugly mansion, the largest on the cliff-side of the street until the
freakish four-story across from his study trumped it.
I live in my mother’s house, and I live here with my wife,
Kristin, and our two dogs and our three grown children when they
are in town or we take care of their children. The fact that I live in
my mother’s house explains why a professor, otherwise very
conventional, reasonably boring, apparently modest in his life and
means should be living in a house on a street of $5 – 10 million
mansions, himself lolling about in an ocean-view study, decorated
with antique “Oriental” rugs, and otherwise living as if he had
robbed his hedge fund clients or simply speculated big on the
collapse of the housing market. His neighbors, if they are not
surgeons like the Rajah in the Taj Mahal, are self-declared
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“developers,” “entrepreneurs,” “professionals,” and other
abstractions whose daily lives are unfathomable, impenetrable.
We have nothing to talk about. And Kings Road parades the
fittest, finest of Southern California’s already famously indulgent
bodies. All day and into the night, they stream past, keeping
themselves ready for some apocalypse or “earning” that extra
glass of Chardonnay, the occasional and always shared dessert. So
in my aging, professorial lumpishness, I belong neither to the fit,
taut bodies I admire nor to the wealthy capitalists who are the envy
of the world, the meanings of life for so many.
The box on the Moroccan carpet, beautiful but hardly magical,
contains some oddities left by my mother, but sent originally by
my cousin, Eileen, when her father, my Uncle Carlos died in 1998
at the age of 93. He died in Florida, where she and her husband,
Ken, lived close to Carlos and cared for him in his final days. I
have no idea what the provenance of that box is, if I may use a
term for wine, as in, “What, my friend, is the provenance of that
ancient bottle of Lafite?”
My guess is that the box was sent to my mother around 1999
or 2000, probably later rather than earlier, given my cousin’s
somewhat casual sentimentalism. Its contents shall not remain
suspensefully mysterious any longer, occasions for me to impress
you with my neighborhood or stress my identity as the professor
living on the shore of the lotus eaters. Inside there is a small
notebook with a worn paper cover, an old pale green shoe box,
two of its corners burst, a book in older, pebble textured black
leather binding, and another book in a mildewed, pale blue cloth
binding. There is a sheaf of letters, perhaps containing thirty
sheets, with the edges of old red-edged, green airmail envelopes
visible.
I am a professor of American literature, so I am sure I could
draw out for quite some time the burning contents of this box,
extracting a few yellowed manuscripts, a hot scarlet letter or two,
and other tidbits of the romance to make my story appealing.
“Adultery in a small New England town?” one of my
undergraduates years ago mocked the plot of Hawthorne’s The
Scarlet Letter. Hawthorne certainly needed sentimental rigamarole
to turn his trivial tale into the national narrative. But my story will
never become a “great American novel,” or even a classic

10

Autobiography of Carlos
“autobiography,” like Adams’s anti-autobiography, his Education.
I am about as “representative” as the Platypus, my favorite animal.
The contents are pedestrian and my cousin’s motive in sending
them typically self-serving. Her father died; he should be
memorialized. What happened to the family line and name? Who
were and are the Rowes? So like the college friend who calls you
after twenty-five or thirty years to announce his (or her) divorce
and to “reconnect,” now undoubtedly on email – “details of my
divorce on request” – and on Facebook – “John, you have seventynine friends waiting for you to accept them,” my cousin appears as
if from the dead to deliver the effluvia of her father’s life and our
common name.
The notebook is my Uncle Carlos’s stab at his autobiography,
more like his bare jottings over about 23 ruled pages, of his
“memories” of his nine decades. Like most of these memoirs, it
halts somewhere in his childhood, when nine year-old Carlos
disembarks from an American steamer in Habana. The cheap
notebook was purchased at some Walgreen’s in Florida probably
in the early 1990s, perhaps by Eileen herself with her husband’s
grinning encouragement: “Write about your life, Dad. People want
to know.”
The two books are easy for this professor. Goethe’s Faust, I,
in German and Gothic script at that (you know, that old-fashioned,
unintelligible, high-cultural German that was abandoned in postWorld War II Germany). Published in Frankfurt in the 1890s,
lacking volume 2, so effectively worthless. Signed in the cover by
Carlos’s and my father’s father, “Clarence Rowe, Santa Clara,
Cuba” and dated, “1909.” The second volume, the mildewed one,
with a few gilded crystals on the cover, The Study of Minerals and
Crystals, is signed in the inner cover, “Truman Rowe,” no date, no
place. The bundle of letters and envelopes, held together once by a
couple of rubber bands now fused to the paper, are quickly
identifiable as letters from my grandmother, Anna Rowe, to her
parents in Germany, her husband in Cuba, and her grown sons in
America. The airmail envelopes, most dating from the ‘teens and
twenties, bear German, U.S., and Cuban stamps. All of them
worthless, my philatelic eye immediately notes.
The shoebox is a different matter. On a slip of paper barely
scratched in Eileen’s nearly illegible penmanship, there is a brief
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note: “Thought you might be interested in these things. Perhaps
John should publish Dad’s diary. The box contained Nona.” No
mention of the books or letters. Cleaning out the attic, more or
less, Cousin Eileen? Can’t bring yourself to leave this trash at the
side of the road for pickup? Ship it to your relatives whom you
haven’t contacted for thirty years or more.
The only oddity of her note is her spare sentence: “The box
contained Nona.” “Nona” for “nonna,” the Italian colloquial for
“grandmother,” Anna Uller Rowe, Carlos and Paul Rowe’s
mother. The box “contained Nona”? I’m baffled, which is why I
am scowling at the open box on the Moroccan rug as my
neighbors rev the engines of their fabulous cars. I lift the fragile,
pale green shoebox from the larger box, wondering at its burst
corners. Turning it quizzically I notice at the bottom edge of one
short side a small, typed label, curling from its yellowed tape.
“Nona’s ashes, 1962.” But the shoebox is empty, except for the
barest grey dusting of the inner corners. Dust bunnies?
“Yegads!” my maternal grandmother would say without much
eloquence but with rhetorical force. “Yegads,” it’s the box that
once contained my paternal grandmother’s ashes, most of them
scattered somewhere – Eileen does not tell us where or when – but
the sacred container betraying a few dusty traces. A shoebox?
Were my father and his brother so cheap as to forego the ceramic
urn usually provided, admittedly for a price, to hold the remains of
the cremated loved one? Untraceable and best to leave in its utter
weirdness, as in that of the witches in Macbeth or some other old
text in which “weird” means uncanny, the archaic “Far out, man.”
The cenotaph of my grandmother’s absent ashes is thus the
beginning of this story. Not a grand marble urn, some equestrian
bronze to the Conditorri, but a pale green and useless shoebox, the
heart of the matter, aptly the empty center, the comic tomb without
a body, just a little dust we might as readily mistake for the
detritus of time, not someone’s burnt body.
By now, the contents of the carton are arrayed on the
Moroccan rug, its geometric patterns suggesting frames for each
item. Impulsively, I stack the two books on top of each other, put
the diary, letters and envelopes and stamps on top of that, toss my
cousin’s cryptic note into the empty carton, followed by the dusty,
pale-green, broken shoebox. I take the carton and its useless
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contents outdoors to the trash. Like Huck Finn, I don’t have no
truck with dead people.
Their lives are other matters.
Or are they? Why should a particular life matter? Spare me the
sentimental answers and medical morality, at least for a few
minutes, and entertain the abstract idea that individuals may not
self-evidently have value and thus deserve memorialization.
Think. Think. What matters?
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3. 700 Kings Road – Thanksgiving 2005
The Thanksgiving celebration has moved to the garage. People
are bored, stuffed with food, and don’t want to help with the
dishes. It is 4:00 PM, and the adults are slightly bombed.
How often do we drink wine in the afternoon? Before we
drifted to my garage, I had considered giving a canned lecture
about this phony holiday, ranting about Sarah Josepha Hale,
sometime author (“Mary Had a Little Lamb”) and full-time
meddler, who had pestered Abraham Lincoln into making this our
“national” holiday. But I know the assembled company could care
less, or perhaps really would care a lot, thinking in their collective
heads what a little pedantic spoilsport I am.
So I reach for the decanter, pour myself a fortifying shot of
wine and find myself moving with the crowd into the garage. My
neighbors might take their guests out to admire their exotic cars,
but our aging vehicles are parked in the driveway. The garage isn’t

14

Autobiography of Carlos
exactly stuffed with old newspapers and broken furniture, but it is
not quite vehicle accessible. The dog beds, water bowls, and crates
are all moveable, but it’s the rack full of framed paintings that
really fills the visual field. Two rows high, about four feet deep,
and stretching the entire length of the far wall of the garage, it
occupies more space than a Chevy Suburban.
Moving toward it in a crazy wiggle, the crowd breaks into
parts and arms begin to pull out paintings, swinging them into the
poor light cast by a single overhead bulb, some stepping back to
give muttered “hmms” of artistic judgment, others barking out
abruptly, “Not for me!” as they lean their selections against the
rack or the back wall of the garage. Within minutes, the floor is
littered with angled canvases throwing off a crazy-quilt of color,
texture, design.
It’s my mother’s collection of more than three hundred and
fifty oil paintings, with a few watercolors, pastels, and monoprints
mixed in among them. Most of the paintings are framed, but there
are unframed canvases being pulled hastily out of the rack and
there is a flutter of dry paint chips already littering the concrete
floor. Family members are looking for a party favor, a canvas to
haul home with them and hang over the fireplace.
The actual family members present don’t really matter for this
chapter, and I would prefer to keep them anonymous, even at the
risk of violating the proprieties of narrative. The date of this
Thanksgiving is fortunately far enough in the past that few will
remember if they were actually there, so they can blame other
people for leaving this huge mess in the garage to match the one in
the kitchen. I don’t really mind them going through these
paintings. In fact, I’ve invited them to do so, and I hope I’ll send a
few pictures to nice new homes.
But I also know what will happen. People are looking for
landscapes, still-lifes, marines. They want color, light, sky, sea,
baskets, bottles, chairs, tables, houses, but not all these people! My
mother was primarily a portrait painter, so most of her work
focuses on human beings, many of them models hired for classes
she took or taught over the years. And these models are often
costumed for some particular effect and technical problem for the
artists to overcome: the Cowboy with his ten-gallon hat, the wise
rabbi with his long beard, the teenage girl with chubby thighs
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poking out of her white short-shorts, an African woman in colorful
fabric and matching hat. No one wants these portraits, even though
they ask over and over again: “Who is this? Could this be Aunt
Sadie? Is this Uncle Bill?”
My answer is invariably, “No, that was a model. Don’t know
his name.”
“Oh.”
But then there are the portraits of relatives, and family
members pass over those quickly, Kristin’s relatives having little
interest in a portrait of my father, brother, sister, mother, aunt,
uncle, and my relatives generally recoil from most of them as if
these images had just emerged from the underworld.
Someone takes the still-life of the red crab with striped ivory
and green sea shells on the bright chrome yellow and Prussian
blue tablecloth; another accepts somewhat reluctantly the dory
filled with whimsical pears, some drooping like Dali watches over
the gunwale, afloat in a deep-blue sea with a starry sky above.
“Night Pears in a Dinghy”? There is no title, of course, because
the images are their own stories. My mother loved the shape of the
pear and used them for design effects in many still-lifes, usually
giving them the hint of human attributes. Pears walking, bending,
forming a group, jumping, even one blowing its volcanic top,
which I’ve dubbed “Pearcano.”
8:00 PM, everyone has gone. We’ve finished the dishes. We
hunted and found materials to pack up those two paintings for
airport check-in and transport. The house is quiet. Kristin is
upstairs watching the news, and I’m back in the garage to put
away the paintings.
My father, Paul Henry Rowe (1910-1968), stares out from
behind the wheel of a yacht. He’s attired in duck trousers, a dark
blue windbreaker, which the wind has blown open to reveal a rope
belt. His hair is light brown and thin, his face narrow, a full
mustache doesn’t quite hide his upper lip, and a bare smirk is
visible on his face. He looks fortyish in the painting, which is
notable for being unfinished. The head and upper shoulders are
filled in, but the wheel, deck, boom, and sail are just sketched with
light strokes of paint, and the background ocean is simply offwhite canvas. The painting is fantastic, because my father’s two
boats, Snoozy Q. and La Golondrina, had long wooden tillers, not
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spoked wheels. But the incompletion of the painting is quite
correct, designating what happened to his relationship with the
painter, my mother, his first wife, then ex-wife.
I think as I put it away, “This must be the only painting she
ever did of Father. I don’t remember it at all.”
Next is a tall, narrow painting in an exquisite, ornate frame of
a woman in a tight-fitting wedding dress, the white satin with
sequins and pearls twisting around her graceful form, like one of
those spiral columns in the Vatican, the train of the dress pooled
on the floor. She looks like some exotic flower, and the
narrowness of the canvas accentuates her form like Sargent’s
portraits of “Madame X” and Isabella Stewart Gardner.
Is it my sister, Diana?
No, of course not, I’ve seen this one many times and can’t
believe my initial mistake. It’s my mother’s mother, Sonia
Harrington MacConaghy (1877-1970), aka “Goghye,” thanks to
my brother’s infant gurgle, some preverbal version of “gagagoogoo.” She’s dressed in her wedding gown, probably 1895 in
Philadelphia, marrying my maternal grandfather, Albert
MacConaghy, M.D. As a young woman, she is a dead-ringer for
my sister, or is that the other way around?
I have some trouble fitting this one back into the rack and
have to slide it in on its side, but then at four-feet long it sticks out,
so I fiddle and fuss with it in another spot until less of the frame is
exposed. My mother loved good frames, and this one is a handcarved, gilded beauty.
Reaching for the next painting, I nearly step through the
canvas of a small portrait head that has fallen flat on the garage
floor, stretcher down, image up. It’s an old painting, perhaps from
the 1950s, and the background is muted purple. The head and
shoulders of a middle-aged man, with dark-brown hair, receding
hairline, long, thin face, and the glint of gold-capped eye-teeth on
either side of his mouth, give him a wolfish look. He’s smiling,
but almost as if he’s just captured an animal he plans to eat. He is
wearing a red flannel shirt with suspenders over the shoulders, and
against the purple background light is surrealist. It’s unmistakably
my Uncle Carlos, namesake of this memoir, aka Herman Karl
Rowe or Carlos H. Rowe (1905-1998), using the name that best
suited his location. When in Germany, it’s Herr H. K. Rowe; in
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Cuba, Sr. Carlos. Oddly enough in the U.S., still Carlos, Cuban
bandido.
I hold up this small, unframed portrait to the dim light,
thinking perhaps its Satanic colors are somehow an effect of the
single bulb, but it’s Mother alright taking her vengeance on her
brother-in-law. And it’s not just the color or the grin or those teeth
but also the suspenders and flannel shirt. Everything else is the
painted truth, so to speak, at least as far as I remember him, but the
get-up is a joke, somehow lost to time. What did she mean? Carlos
was really a lumberjack? But he never lived further north than
Washington, D. C. and loved best the tropics of Cuba and then
Florida. Carlos, hick from Appalachia, snapping his suspenders
instead of sneering at everyone’s pretenses, except his own? But
he hated his impoverished background, as much as his own
mother, my grandmother, tried to live it down with her German
airs, her European hauteur. Or was my mother just canny, seeing
into the heart of things, uncovering the farming roots from which
Carlos and my father came, that Missouri plot where they buried
the memory of their grandfather Moses, their Uncle Truman, their
own wandering father, George Clarence?
That’s him, George Clarence Rowe (1877-1930), my paternal
grandfather, over there, leaning against the washing machine,
painted according to the only photograph I’ve ever seen of him.
He is standing stiffly, dressed in black jacket and trousers, crisp
white shirt, narrow black tie, hands at his sides, his narrow face
sporting a full Van Dyke moustache/ beard combination and those
piercing eyes, color unknown in the black-and-white, but here
painted a penetrating thalo green, Pre-Raphaelite style. In a
departure from her usual free-style, colorful backgrounds, Mother
has painted an electric generator or at least the greyish-blackish
suggestion of one, similar to what you might find in an early
power station, hint of the one he managed in Cienfuegos, Cuba.
“Grandpa!” I say out loud, croaking with laughter, since I
never knew him and see that image as the last one in the world I
would identify with an old, friendly grandpa.
I turn his face to the wall, putting him back in among the
heads and torsos.
There are two more left to fit back into the rack, which has no
particular order, just available space. It would be reasonable to
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find a self-portrait here: Gloria MacConaghy Rowe (1914 or 1915
– 2004), my Mother, artist of the beautiful but also of the
occasional grotesque, storyteller in her own way, novelist of
heads, shoulders, and colors.
But I know already there isn’t a self-portrait. She never did
one. There is no way to picture my Mother, unless you read this
story. It’s not so much that she’s unrepresentable, like some
ineffable goddess, just that she drew from the others as an artist
becomes herself by painting or writing others. She is they; they’re
her story.
Anna Uller Rowe (1875-1962), my paternal grandmother, Paul
and Carlos’s mother, in a very small portrait, perhaps a 2 x 2
square canvas, which may explain why we see only her face and
neck, no shoulders, like an old cameo, but this one featuring a
large hat with a pointed brim, accentuating her direct stare at the
artist and viewer, basically saying she means business. It’s a stare
so stern that her mouth is turned down, her thin lips tightly closed,
as if pulled together by that gaze, meant for you. No iridescent
green here, but instead dark grey eyes, like those in a photographic
negative, the opposite of life. Pale, nearly translucent skin, looking
unhealthy, and a nearly masculine head, made more so by the bare
tufts of hair escaping the hat, rather than a feminine coiffure. The
face is round; the hat is sharp and angular. Somehow they go
together to create a threatening effect.
With a little comic shudder, I mutter, “Nona! Brrrr!” as I put
her away.
And the last, no relative at all, just Father’s old pal, his
“drinking buddy,” even though my father drank little, Bourne
Eaton (1912-1957), son of Hubert Eaton, founder of Forest Lawn
Memorial Park and the modern cemetery system. Dazzling blue
eyes, medium grin of self-satisfaction, swept back light brown hair
piled high on his large, domed head, Bourne has the look of an
intellectual, perhaps a professor, looking out from the canvas at an
uptilt to the corner of the garage, as if seeking divine inspiration or
just offering God advice. The background is blue and white swirls
of paint applied with a palette knife, thickly striped across the
canvas, just suggestions of sky and clouds. And passing through
that heaven, just behind his head, giving the effect it might be
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penetrating that skull, a red rocket, one of the Rocketdyne beauties
he helped design.
“Oh, mother!” I bark out, echoing my maternal grandmother’s
exclamation at the perversity of humans: “Oh, brother!” Mother
had him figured from the start.
And suddenly I’m sitting on the cold concrete amid the oil and
gas stains, the old outlines of spray paint projects, laughing
hysterically. The laugh is a cry, because my mother has been dead
just over a year, and I haven’t really figured out how to mourn her
loss. Does anyone know how to do that, to “get over” the death of
the person from whom you came? It is not, it should not, be
possible, because you are left truncated, broken, unfinished.
My laughter does not turn to tears; I giggle uncontrollably for
a while. Then I get up and notice the pictures were all back in their
places in the rack where I had put them. You couldn’t see a face or
a pear or a still life, just the edges of those expensive frames.
I turn out the light, tiptoe upstairs, where Kristin is already
asleep in her chair. And it dawns on me as I fall asleep, “Those
paintings matter. Yes, they matter.”
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4. Santiago de Cuba, 1898
I don’t belong here, he thinks. What possessed me? Am I out
of my mind?
The US Naval supply ship has just left Tampa, where George
Clarence Rowe, farm boy from east of Grain Valley, Missouri, has
spent two hot, swampy weeks in a camp of sweltering canvas tents
with little to do. Biding their time, members of the 16th Co. of the
U.S. Signal Corps, are not exactly raring to go, but prefer
movement of any sort to the rot of these humid camps. Yellow
Fever, everyone says. That’s what’ll get you down there. But he’s
already imagined he’s come down with it here in Tampa. He
sweats in his sleep, his narrow face is florid with the heat, his
scalp prickles. And he itches everywhere, but especially his
privates. Crotch, testicles, butt cheeks. He’s always pulling his
long, government-issue drawers out and around the various parts
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that are raw and red with the heat, the sweaty, stinky
accumulations. And, of course, the lack of showers, baths,
anything to beat the heat.
Can’t we just take a quick dip? He asks this over and over, but
his CO just shakes his head. Is it the ‘gators? Couple of the men
have a small one in a cage as the Company mascot.
Never seen one before, but Akers says it’s a Cayman, not
really an alligator. Whatever. No swimming! No bathing! Just
stew in your own juices, son. Very unhealthy. Disgusting in fact.
So now at last they’re on the move after two days of loading
gear. Horses and mules, along with huge coils of cable, cameras,
photovoltaic cells, field telephones, telegraph sending units, sight
scopes, mountains of the modern bringing the latest science to the
battlefield. We’ll smoke the antiquated Spaniards, who will
probably still be using harquebuses and pikes! Word is that the
Spanish Admiral Pascual Cervera y Topete is blockaded in
Santiago harbor with seven clunky old Spanish ships, wondering
what to do. Sampson’s got him trapped, and all we need to do is
get a bead on them from land – the heights around the harbor.
Should be easy, not exactly the Civil War here.
But in the meantime, they’re steaming along in this troop,
mule, horse, and supply ship, out of sight of land, and this
Missouri boy who’s never been to sea is wondering what he’s
done by volunteering. Seemed like a good idea at the time back in
Missouri, with him just 21 and all, fit as a fiddle and ready for
some adventure. But after a month of training, two weeks waiting
in Tampa, and now this Caribbean cruise, he’s pretty sure he
doesn’t belong here at all. Only gun he ever fired was hunting with
Pop and his brother, Truman, and those were just rabbits.
Scattergun, not a Gatling gun, repeating rifle, canon.
He won’t be in the heat of battle, just in the background
figuring out the communications.
No weapons needed, just some cameras, phone lines, telegraph
cable, so they can let both sides of the pincer-movement know
how tightly they are squeezing. Shouldn’t be too hard, but then
again it’s the third week of June and it’s not getting any cooler. In
fact, it’s downright blistering here on board this iron tub.
“Hey, Clarence, how ya’ doin’? Feelin’ it at all?”
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It’s Akers, another farm boy, but from Indiana. He’s tall,
skinny, like George Clarence, but blond and funny.
“Nope, I think that’s about the only good thing about this trip.
I don’t seem to get sea-sick. Our buddies are puking their guts
out.”
“Me, neither. Don’t understand it. Never been on a boat other
than a fishing boat on a lake, but this doesn’t get to me.”
“Could be a little cooler, I guess, and not smell so bad, but it’s
good to be on the move.”
“Yeah. I was sick of that swamp camp.”
The next morning they’re anchored offshore from Santiago de
Cuba, the far eastern end of the island. They’ve been passing two
pairs of glasses around to check out the harbor, where you can just
see the bows of Cervera’s ships.
“I hear we’ve already landed 10,000 infantry,” Akers says.
“We’re next, I guess.”
“Hope I can bear up hauling the cables and crap up those
hills.”
They’re looking at the heights surrounding the city and the
harbor. San Juan Hill and El Caney would be the big battles, but
right now all they know is that the heights is where they’ll be
needed. Communications will connect the infantry and Admiral
Sampson’s fleet. With any luck, Cervera will surrender without a
fight. He’d be nuts to run the blockade. Those old Spanish
clunkers could never beat the swifties in Sampson’s pack. He’d
hunt them down like dogs.
Clarence bumps into Teddy Roosevelt on his way up the hill.
The Colonel, all leather and wire-rimmed glasses, swings off his
charger to notice George Clarence Rowe slogging along in the
dust and the heat. “Young man! Fine work! Anything I can do for
you, you just holler!” Looking up, surprised by TR’s undeniable
reality, Clarence is dumb-struck until Akers elbows him hard.
“I’m okay, sir, we’re getting there, I guess,” Clarence feeling as if
he’s missed some opportunity.
Never happened. Like everyone else, these two were just
humping along, their noses pointed at their boots, the tropical heat
wringing their bodies. Others shouldered rifles, gun tripods, and
other artillery equipment; Clarence and Akers hauled the field
phones in their cases up the hill to the rear of the battle. No side
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arms or bullets for these two either. Not their job. They’re the
science guys, didn’t sign up to get shot to pieces, even if it could
still happen.
Neither of these young men had any idea what was going on
around them. Artillery noise, crackling rifle fire, the gatling clatter
that kept the Spanish down, heat they had never experienced,
sweat blinding them, dragging their asses past whomever and
whatever. Could have passed Jesus Christ on the twisting animal
track they were following, and they wouldn’t have recognized
him. Clarence and Bill are there for real, part of the strategy, but
hardly bigger than the cicadas singing along the way, bugs in the
scheme of things. Useful, but not much more than that, and about
as expendable. Quick to be crushed by a runaway horse or swatted
by a stray bullet.
Keep moving. What are we doing here? I don’t belong here.
They chant it in their heads.
Maybe no one will notice us. Sweet. Keep moving.
Clarence and Akers, made it up San Juan Hill, carrying field
telephones in their bulky canvas cases, set up a field position near
the brow of the hill, and scoped across the harbor and the
Caribbean to get a line-of-sight to Admiral Sampson’s ships. No,
the telephones weren’t satellite controlled, wireless smartphones,
so they weren’t able to reach the fleet, but the line of sight helped
them establish telegraphic communications via their supply ship,
which had dropped a cable on landing and had moved closer to
Sampson’s battleships and opened combat communications. With
a line-of-sight, Clarence, Akers, and the rest could send messages
about the movements of Cervera’s ships and the effectiveness of
the naval bombardment in support of the infantry on San Juan Hill.
El Caney was too far for their guns to reach, but that wasn’t the
real battle on July 1. It was San Juan where 1591 Americans, 10%
of the entire force going up the hill, were killed or wounded.
Another forgotten statistic from a celebrated American war.
Two days later, July 3, Cervera makes a break for it. They
could see the ships heading for the entrance to the harbor. The four
cruisers and three destroyers are in battle formation, Cervera’s
flagship, the María Teresa, in the lead, but it’s almost comical to
watch them emerge, lumbering along so slowly, as if in a dream,
and it would be funny if it weren’t also so terrible.
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From the shelter of the hill, they look like toys moved on the
floor by children at play, but Clarence knows Spanish sailors will
die today. And the 16th Company is sending the whole time the
messages that will be relayed to Sampson’s fleet, which for the
moment is simply sitting quietly, the great ships rocking in the
gentle movement of the sea outside the harbor.
At first, it appears the Spanish dots might escape the
encircling U.S. fleet. History records that Cervera tried to drive the
María Teresa straight for the Brooklyn, close to the western shore
outside the harbor and separated from the rest of the fleet. His plan
was to ram her and open a passage for his ships, but the Brooklyn
had already turned away from the coast, nearly running into the
Texas, which had to come to an emergency stop, so Cervera’s fleet
had a clear opening close to the western coast and try their run for
Habana. Had the Spanish ships been made of steel, they might
have made it.
Then the little puffs of smoke, distant little thuds, hardly
audible, as Cervera’s cruisers steam down the coast, just beyond
the northern headland of the Bay de Santiago de Cuba. It’s no
longer a dream, but a nightmare as the big naval guns puncture
Cervera’s offensive line and his ships go into crazy maneuvers,
like crabs suddenly discovered beneath a rock in Florida or fish
scattering in some creek at home in Missouri. Men are cheering,
“Get him, boys! Blow him out of the water.” So interesting that
they’ve changed all those men so far below into a single enemy,
Cervera, earning their insults as he drives his burning flagship on.
The U.S. naval artillery set them all afire, the wooden decks
catching with the first strikes and the rigging pulling the flames
upward like good chimneys.
Even Bill Akers is cheering, but Clarence is thinking of his
father, Moses, fighting in the Civil War, hand-to-hand combat
amid the cannon balls, Gatling fire, his father, a young volunteer
from Ohio then, another farm boy, who starting as a private made
it to sergeant by the end of the war, and for all intents you would
never know he had seen a day of combat. No visible wounds, no
missing limbs, no battle-weary stare. A stern, disciplined, nononsense man, stubborn to a fault, all part of the Missouri farmer
package. What else would you expect from a man like Moses
Truman Rowe? A survivor.

25

John Carlos Rowe
And survive he had from a long list of battles his son could
hardly recall without a shudder of terror, remembering the
photographs by Brady and others of the heaped dead, the headless
horses, the forests shredded by artillery fire. Bull Run, Antietam,
Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, just some of the names made
legendary by the carnage. Moses was at all of them and more.
How did he survive? One tough bird. Clarence feels a rising retch
as he watches seven large Spanish ships on fire, sinking, running
aground, and although he can’t see them at this distance, knows
sailors are floundering in the water, most unable to swim,
drowning the moment they hit the water. Are they thinking like
him, “What am I doing here? Cuba? Where is it? I definitely don’t
belong here.”
And that was it. Clarence saw three weeks of the eight-week
war in Cuba, which was pretty much all over by mid-July when
Santiago de Cuba surrendered on July 17, 1898, but those three
weeks plus the two weeks in Tampa plus the one month of training
changed his life forever. Because Clarence stayed in Cuba for the
rest of his short life, his home, where he fell in love, got married
(1903), died (1930). And spent most of that life in the central and
eastern ends of the island, within reach of Habana but still the
boonies, part of the American project to electrify the cities, bring
Cuba into the modern era, make it fit for democracy and American
business, all the while not quite understanding what he was really
doing, except knowing that he wasn’t farming. And that was a
relief.
Bill Akers? He went home to Indiana. To farm? Law school?
Congress? Poverty? Clarence never saw him again. Two
Midwestern boys bonded by their experiences in Florida and
Cuba, but just as suddenly separated, gone, history.
Clarence stayed. There was work for young men who
understood electricity, and he moved rapidly to the front of the
class, even if the pay wasn’t that good, but it seemed okay at the
time. You could live in Cuba on nothing. Then again, he had
nothing to compare his pay with, having grown up in rural
America. There must have been money somewhere to keep the
farm running, but his father was the silent type. They raised their
own food, monthly supplies were credited at the stores in town, no
checkbooks, credit cards, ATMs.
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The first jobs were military, and he hung around with the
Signal Corps until May 4, 1899, when he was formally discharged,
but that’s about the time the military occupation of Cuba was
taken over by commercial enterprises, still very much under the
control of the U.S. government. The Cuban Electrical Company,
owned variously by big U.S. electric utilities over the years,
assumed responsibility for the numerous efforts to electrify small
to mid-size cities throughout the island. Clarence was one of the
lead men in all of this, a well-trained, well-intentioned, eager
American, who was nonetheless doing the work of a new imperial
power with territories in need of modernization from the
Philippines – the Philippine-American War just getting underway
as he was demobbed in Cuba – to Puerto Rico and Cuba, our eyes
already on Asia.
He not only stayed, but he survived. What followed the war,
had dogged its tail since the swampy camps in Florida, had been
disease, and Yellow Fever burned through postwar Cuba,
especially as basic services collapsed. In the eastern end of Cuba,
Oriente, the death rate was the highest, with 200 per day dying of
Yellow Fever in Santiago after the Spanish had formally
surrendered in August. The Spanish troops must have been happy
to leave on January 1, 1899, and in their enthusiasm polluted wells
with feces, left slaughtered animals, and did what they could to
add to the chaos.
Norteamericanos were not too popular in those intervening
years. The noble American warriors were poor administrators,
understood little of the long Cuban desire for independence, and
ignored their compadres, the Cuban guerillas, while honoring their
defeated enemy, Spain, which managed to dump its $40 million
Cuban debt on the U.S. and yet still poisoned the wells it left
behind. The Spanish Admiral Cervera, who had swum ashore from
the sinking María Teresa and set up a hospital for the Spanish
survivors before surrendering to U.S. forces, was greeted as a
military hero on his arrival in New Hampshire to visit Spanish
POWs. But the Cuban rebels were treated as incapable of rule, so
in the first few years the Americans put the old Spanish authorities
back in their positions.
How did Clarence survive? When the death toll from Yellow
Fever mounted in Santiago, the U.S. sent African-American troops
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to work in the hospitals, assuming they had greater resistance to
the disease. Almost all of them died. How did Clarence, a six-foot,
skinny farm kid from Missouri, escape the postwar pandemic?
Was it because he was in the field, laying cable for the
electrification projects? Like Boccaccio’s storytellers hiding from
the plague? No, just dumb luck is all I can figure, because he was
in and out of the cities and towns of the eastern provinces from the
end of the war to the end of his life.
He’d read the manual: a white man taking on the “burden” of
his Latin brothers, lifting them up on his shoulders, cleaning up
their messes, bringing the light to their dark, Catholic souls, saving
them from themselves, as he literally carried his torch into their
impenetrable gloom. So if he survived physically, how did he
manage emotionally as the Cubans grew ever more hostile to the
Americans who could not stop reminding them how they had
liberated them?
And amid the chaos of American misrule and Yellow Fever
spreading like a biblical pestilence, weirdly, exotically, Cuba
became a postwar tourist destination. Not in the first few years as
the Spanish troops withdrew, Spanish officials still in power here
and there with American permiso, but sooner than you would
think, by 1901, Cuba is a tropical paradise, luring turistas with its
cheap thrills.
It must have been in Santiago de Cuba with its beautiful
harbor, its recent military lore, and the colonial architecture where
they met. Anna Uller, the German immigrant struggling to make a
living as a schoolteacher in Tennessee, having just applied for her
U.S. citizenship in 1902, and George Clarence Rowe, tall,
courteous Midwesterner, appearing as if out of thin air in what was
in fact the thick, humid atmosphere of Santiago in the first year of
the first term of the first president of the Republic of Cuba, “the
Quaker ex-schoolmaster of Happy Valley,” Tomás Estrada y
Palma, whose cameo bust graces those early Cuban stamps, as if
he were Washington.
Well, he was in a way, “Don Tomás” built roads and schools,
imported livestock to replace those slaughtered by the retreating
Spanish, and ironically Spanish immigration to Cuba boomed, as
did home building and land prices.
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There is nothing like those tourist romances, when a young
woman looking for adventure suddenly discovers in the jungle,
just pushing back a plantain leaf and vine, the face of some
familiar, a countryman, whom she wouldn’t have given a second
glance back home.
“Buenas tardes,” Clarence says in his best pronunciation,
hoping to impress her. “Are you an American?”
“No, no,” she surprises him. “I am German. Just visiting.” But
her English is impeccable, her stern glance strangely appealing,
perhaps a trace of his old man? Now, that would be weird,
wouldn’t it, Clarence? But who knows how love tracks, really,
through our bodies and souls?
“German! Well, what brings you to Santiago?”
They are sitting close to each other at a small café near the
harbor. It is July and very hot, sticky wet, and they both appear
overdressed, although her long, white dress with the high collar
and hem covering the tops of her ankle-length boots is a light
fabric, lace-like, and her broad-brimmed straw hat casts her in
mysterious shade. Clarence is in black trousers, black jacket, black
tie, and crisp white shirt, which inside his tight-fitting jacket is
already damp in his pits and other bodily folds, but he knows how
to hold himself. It’s the white man’s outfit, after all. His hat is on
his lap, a sharp, black felt Borsalino (or affordable facsimile).
It is Carnaval de Santiago, an old tradition oddly set in the
summer, not Easter, and only vaguely linked with religion. They
are sipping traditional drinks of the fiesta; she has a cool chocolate
drink; he has a “yarra” rum and pineapple drink he hopes she
doesn’t know has alcohol. After all, it’s early afternoon; she might
think him a tippler. He is not, but it is a special time of year.
“What are they doing?” She is gesturing to a group dancing
along the street, perhaps fifteen people, linking arms, then some
breaking apart, turning left and right, then moving ahead, as a
Latin horn sounds among them.
“Comparsas. These are the informal parades of carnaval. You
can hear the Conga music played on the trompeta china. You see
that man is playing it, on the far side.”
“But they are not in costume. I thought carnaval meant
costumes, masks, and all of that.”
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“Not here. There are masked balls at night, as in Habana
carnavales, but las comparsas are for the ordinary people, who
can’t afford costumes, but want to celebrate as well. Listen and
you’ll hear them begin to sing.”
And she cocks her ear and hears some Spanish lyrics drifting
above the moving crowd, a sort of happy gang. “What are they
singing?”
“Cantos de pullas. They are mocking the Mayor of Santiago.
He is a flea-bitten dog, a muddy pig, a . . . well,” he laughs, “I’d
better not translate the rest.”
“Won’t they get into trouble?”
“No, this is the time of year when you can make fun of your
betters.” Ah, “betters,” he wonders about his choice of words.
What are her backgrounds, her politics, what does she believe?
“Like the colored in Tennessee? Once a year they get to play
the white man, mock their master? Is that what you mean?”
“Something like that, I suppose.” He pauses, looks intently at
her. Wonders if they have anything in common. “What are you
doing in Tennessee?”
“I teach ten-year olds. All subjects. It’s a small rural school
outside Memphis.”
“But you are German?”
“Well, I came to America to work. I’ve just applied for my
citizenship.”
“And you’ll be staying?”
“Yes. Jawohl!” With a bitter laugh. “There is nothing for me
in Germany.” And I don’t belong here either, she thinks to herself,
almost saying it.
“And how do you find Cuba?”
He reaches over and touches her bare forearm, as if to stress a
point. She recoils and casts a reproachful look, as if to recite a
Catholic school lesson, Noli me tangere! But he cannot resist, and
leaning further seizes her round, very Southern German face in
both hands before kissing her powerfully on her lips, and pulling
away with a victorious, Entonces!
But no that is impossible! Absurd! Right out of some cheap
romance.
As she recoils, the curve of her breast pulls the fabric of her
white tulle dress, so that he can just make out the shadow of her
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nipple. Later, reclining nude on his narrow day-bed, she reaches
languidly for a glass of water whose beads of condensing coolness
draw her as the light draws a moth. She turns toward him, his
narrow, bony body, white as some mummer’s face, and . . .
¿Quién sabe?
A little more than a year after they met in Santiago, Anna
Uller and Clarence George Rowe were married in Habana on
August 23, 1903 by the Presbyterian Minister Lowel C.
MacPherson. Five feet tall, broad forehead, blue eyes, straight
nose, wide mouth, square chin, brown hair, fair complexion, and
oval face, Anna was Clarence George’s physical opposite, just
what he desired.
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5. Oakland, 1909
An urchin is playing in the dirt of a vacant lot between two
decaying tenement buildings, their sagging porches showing only
traces of color, like ancient temples, just less durable. The earth is
a mangle of unmatched objects: rocks, sticks, rusty nails, shiny
sharp glass, dried turds, dead weeds, a small yellow flower. He is
scratching in the urban soil with a stick, then pushing a small
greywhite rock for no reason. His short pants are dun, his shirt a
gray rag, his buster browns are split between toe and sole. He has
a precocious goatee of mud. He focuses sharply, closely on the
dirt, the rock, the stick.
Carlos is four, out of place, not exactly a refugee, but certainly
as confused as one. What were they doing there, the city Gertrude
Stein would define in her radio interview: “There is no there
there”? How easy for her to say that, living comfortably as she did
in Paris and the French countryside most of her life, on her annuity
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from the family’s Oakland Street Car Co. Carlos must have ridden
those cars many times, knowing nothing of Gertrude Stein, who in
1909 was still as unknown as he is and would remain, not yet a
celebrity until her return to America in the 1930s, giving her
famously oblique lecture, “Poetry and Criticism,” at Harvard in
1934, a year before Carlos would be busted for building a radio
transmitter for the ABC Radicals, who helped drive Machado from
Habana to Miami in 1933.
Six degrees of separation? Consider 180 degrees of separation,
opposite ends of the scale, despite Stein’s own efforts in those
years leading up to World War I to define herself through the
downtrodden, the marginalized, the “colored,” bisexual Melanctha
Herbert of “Melanctha” and the German-American immigrant
women, “Good Anna” and “Gentle Lena,” of Three Lives (1909).
Would Stein ever thought to have written about Carlos Rowe, the
immigrant from Cuba, wanderer from Germany, descended from
Missouri farmers, traceable back to his father, Clarence’s Cornish
origins? Cornwall, not Germany, is where Rowe prevails as a
common name for the common work of farming, putting rows in a
field.
But it was German they were understood to be when Anna –
not Stein’s Anna Federner but his mother, Anna Uller Rowe –
showed up in Oakland with four-year-old Carlos, carrying her
unborn, unnamed child, gender still unknown, and without her
husband, Clarence, alone in Cienfuegos, Cuba, on the southern
side of the island, geographically distant from Habana but subject
to its whims. Why were they there, in the place that must certainly
have impressed them personally as having no “there there”? A port
city with a military heritage, Oakland was no town for a single,
pregnant mother speaking English (and German, Spanish, French,
Italian) with a heavy Southern German accent, a toddler in tow,
and no husband on display.
Stein’s Three Lives (1909) expresses well the anti-German
sentiments in early twentieth-century America, well in advance of
World War I and the popular discrimination against les boches,
whose spike-helmeted faces glared from war posters with the
occasional Belgian baby pierced by a bayonet. Like Italians and
African Americans, Southern German immigrants were “people of
color” too, only later and easily the “enemy” as the imperial
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legacies and tottering monarchies of Europe produced the war that
would not end all wars, but initiated the century with a series of
unresolved, escalating conflicts. Catholics to boot. German
Catholics, not really from Bavaria, but further north, from Bonn, it
was always said, where Anna’s parents were small grocers,
completely bürgerliche Volk, but in America tainted by the “black
arts” anti-Catholics had used to demonize Catholics since the
Reformation. In fact, Anna grew up in the small village of Mayen,
east of Bonn, in a different state, the Rhineland-Palatinate, not
Bonn’s North Rhine-Westphalia. “Bonn” must have been a
convenience, especially after World War II, when it was the
capital of West Germany, close enough. But “Mayen,” a tiny
village so obscure that it was misspelled on her passport as
“Mayem,” not a German word, but close to Mayhem, the true
home of every immigrant.
Nine decades later, Carlos would recall those days in Oakland,
persecuted by children at school and on the streets as a German,
even though he had learned only a few words, spoke English with
a Spanish accent, and was identified with a Cuban given name and
a Cornish surname. America, land of the free. Stein’s weird,
rambling family history, The Making of Americans (1934), would
try to account for the immigrants’ bizarre experiences of
misrecognition, renamed at Ellis Island by careless or helpful
Immigration officers, reclassed by work and place, stuck in
categories that changed so rapidly there was no hope of escape,
most fobs (fresh off the boats) oddly racialized to prohibit any
dangerous mixing of the nearly alabaster purity of capitalist
whiteness and the ineluctable “darkness” of the working body.
And yet the hapless immigrant was too often clueless about
this shared racial heritage. Carlos would remember his whole life
the jibes and taunts of his classmates, never once noticing that he
wasn’t really German, then just as angrily condemn his black
neighbors for their “laziness,” “dirtiness,” “childishness.” But is
this what the child Carlos experienced in Oakland – the confused
emotions of a displaced child negotiating an urban nowhere – or
was this reconstructed by Carlos in his old age – the conflicted
mind of a man whose life had been marked by ideological
contradictions he never understood? Whatever her problems in
treating race and ethnicity in Three Lives, Stein comprehended the
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bond that connected the German immigrant, the African
American, and, yes, the lesbian, too, because Melanctha, Lena,
Anna were all Stein, all sexually “other” than the deeply heterosex
culture of twentieth-century America.
Dirt and laziness? Hadn’t Carlos already learned all about that
in his Cuban tropics? It was the conventional wisdom of
modernity. Those Carib isles needed clean water, trained doctors,
macadam roads, schools, organization, Ordnung muss sein! All of
which were why these castaways had washed up on this Oakland
shore. Yellow Fever in Habana. Bodies littering the streets in the
early days of the century, Father never tired of telling us. Clarence
would take them on horseback to a vinca in the mountains, safe
from the urban pestilence. Where? Which mountains? Whose
ranch? A friend’s? Did they borrow, lease, rent, or squat it? They
did not own it, although the story was told as if they did.
But Anna would not have given birth to Father in the
mountains and not have entered a Cuban hospital – “Filthy!
Schmutzig! You cannot imagine the conditions. And the Cuban
nurses shuffling about in that disorder. Puddles of water on the
floor. No gloves. Mañana for everything. My child could only be
born in Germany,” she had told us, but it appears Paul was born in
Oakland, Bonn am Pacific, nicht Rhein. And Carlos had been born
in Habana or were they already in Cienfuegos, where Anna would
have found medical conditions even less satisfactory? What had
changed her mind? Carlos. Why name him Carlos, in an island
nation only recently formed out of the ruins of Spanish
imperialism? Father enjoyed the perversity of telling us, “Your
grandfather fought in the Spanish-American War . . . but on the
Spanish side. He was awarded a sword by the King of Spain.” We
spent hours searching the house for that sword, never realizing its
impossibility. Mysterious iconoclasm, odd irony, almost
impossible to understand through all these years. Why mystify
children, confused enough already? Let’s say it had nothing to do
with the children, but an imaginary audience, his fellow citizens
listening in: “That Paul Rowe is a rebel, after all, but an odd one,
to be sure! Descended from a Spanish hidalgo? Really? Holding
back the Moors at Roncesvalles? A sort of modern Roland?” Who
knows? But another issue that will return to trouble memory.
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All those reyes named Carlos, Carlos V, Holy Roman
Emperor (1500-1558), worst among them, sleeping in his coffin,
mad as a hatter toward the end, overseeing Virreinato de nueva
España that was perhaps the clearest sign of his personal and
national insanity. The bodies of los indios dragged from the mines,
smallpox and influenza sweeping through villages, destroying in
weeks what had taken millennia to build, not just bodies but entire
cultures and polites, swept away in pox and unimaginable
suffering. For what? The yellow metal that drives the white man
crazy, as the Lakota Black Elk put it. Still today in Rome, the tour
guides point to the ceiling of Santa Maria di Maggiore: “Look!
The first gold from the New World! Given by the Spanish Crown
to the Pope.” Ah, what a treasure! Che bella!
Father was perverse, but there is little record of Clarence as
wit or ironist, no evidence of rhetorical play in my grandmother,
Anna. Carlos was for his native land, Cuba, not “Charles,” as he
would have been named, had he stayed in Oakland, or “Karl” in
Deutschland. Yet the trace remains in the misplaced middle
names: “Hermann Karl” of “Carlos H.” sometimes “H. K.”
Rowe in documents and correspondence throughout his life.
What’s in a name, Gertrude? Would a Carlos by any other name
smell as sweet as a tropical flower blooming in Habana? How
would a Hermann Karl smell in Oakland in the run-up to the first
world war? Did the baby simply put them on when he visited die
Groβeltern in Mayen or was it Bonn by then? “Hier ist Hermann
Karl, dein Enkel.” “Groβartig! Ausgezeichnet! Sehr nett! [Und so
weiter].” How English were Oakland and California in 1909, only
sixty-one years after the yanquis invaded Alta California?
Thoroughly English, as linguistically conquered as most territories
are in the first generation of Conquista. Spanish still spoken
everywhere in early twentieth-century Oakland, but inaudible,
mere murmurs or babble, except to those who comprende, as did
polyglot Anna and her Cuban Carlos, more fluent in Spanish than
English in those early days on the American shore.
Carlos Finlay, then, an imaginary namesake, but good for the
story, since he was the Cuban doctor who in 1881 claimed that
Yellow Fever was spread by mosquitoes, rather than human
contact. Walter Reed’s “Mosquito Hypothesis” acknowledges
Finlay’s pioneering work, and thus without Dr. Carlos we would
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never have completed the Panama Canal, the Good Neighbor
Policy might have remained a political abstraction, and the
Panamerican utopia might have been something other than another
U.S. Dream, closer to Martí’s hope for “Our America.”
Without Carlos Finlay, no Walter Reed and no William
Crawford Gorgas, Chief Sanitary Officer in Habana as of 1898,
charged with eradicating Yellow Fever and Malaria (different
diseases, after all, albeit sharing the mosquito) from Cuba and
crucial in the disease prevention in the construction of the Canal.
“I will not let my child die in this filthy hole!” Anna would have
screamed at Clarence. She must have looked the part of the mythic
Germania, still a youthful and fabricated goddess for the nation,
only a few spare decades old in 1909, still visible in the armed
feminine bust, defiant and aggressive from the German postal
stamp of that period. That was Anna in the old photographs, minus
the armor, but plated with that stolid German peasant face, the
fierce determination in those eyes, the survival mode that had
carried her ancestors through the Hundred Years’ War, the bizarre
political fates suffered by so many at the hands and arms of those
petty princes who ruled the Palatinate, Rhineland, Bavaria, and the
entangled lands contested for centuries.
So perhaps Anna and Clarence agreed she would travel to
Bonn, certainly not Mayen in 1909, to have her second child,
where German medical care already had a reputation for hygiene
and modernity, but it is more likely they could not afford such
luxury. She went instead to Oakland, five years before the Canal
would open in 1914, so they must have taken a steamer from
Habana to New Orleans, then a transcontinental train to the Bay
area. Why Oakland?
But there were undoubtedly other reasons in these years to
send the women and children out of Cuba, especially the white
ones. Teddy Roosevelt rejected the terms of the 1898 Treaty of
Paris, ending the Spanish-American War and granting Cuban
independence. With the passage in 1901 of the Platt Amendment,
the U.S. formalized its control of Cuba as a protectorate, realizing
a long-held imperial fantasy in which Cuba danced like a sugarplum in the U.S. imaginary. Guantánamo Bay Naval Base dates to
the Cuban-American Treaty of 1903; the first necessity of such a
“protectorate” being military control. The lease that has survived
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Castro’s revolution and has nearly wrecked U.S. democracy with
offshore “terrorist detentions” was a first step in formal U.S.
control of the island, the Caribbean it commanded, and ultimately
the Canal it would guard.
It wasn’t just Yellow Fever and Malaria that frightened Anna
and Clarence, but it was the political anarchy that was the usual
legacy of imperialism, this time produced by their own homeland,
not Germany, but America. After the War, General Leonard Wood
served as Military Governor of Cuba (as well as Governor General
of the Philippines) until general elections could be held. In 1902,
the first President of the Cuban Republic was elected. Tomás
Estrada y Palma (1832-1908), a veteran officer of Cuba’s early
rebellion against Spain. Although born in Cuba, Estrada y Palma
was closely allied with U.S. interests, followed Teddy Roosevelt’s
foreign policies, and had the support of both liberal political
parties in the election of 1902, but by the time of his bid for a
second term in 1906, he had lost the support of many moderates
and his re-election was contested.
Did the violence that broke out in 1906 in Habana also prompt
Anna and Clarence to decide Paul would be born outside Cuba?
Political instability caused the U.S. to appoint Charles Edward
Magoon as Governor of Cuba in 1906. From this date until
Castro’s revolution, Cuban politics were tied intimately to U.S.
influence and the social, economic, and political corruption of the
early republic. The motives for both Carlos’s small rebellion
against Machado and Castro’s more enduring coup against Batista
date to Magoon’s governorship and the temporary end of
republican institutions.
These events might have shaped their personal experiences
with the birth of Carlos in 1905, giving some credibility to Anna’s
memories of poor medical conditions in Cienfuegos or Habana at
the time. Leonard Wood was a physician as well as Chief of Staff
of the U.S. Army, and as Military Governor of Cuba in 1902 he
was charged with improving medical conditions that had declined
dramatically on the island during the War.
So the political and the medical were entangled, although
1910, the year Anna gave birth to Paul Rowe, probably in
Oakland, not Bonn, the macropolitical situation in Cuba was at
least temporarily stable under President José Miguel Gómez,
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perhaps because the island republic was still ruled primarily by
U.S. interests. Two years later, Cuba would again be divided by
conflict when the Partido Independente de Color attempted to
establish a separatist black province in Oriente Province, but was
bloodily suppressed by the government.
And then in 1914, the beginning of the world war, nine-yearold Carlos is alone, descending the gangplank of an American
steamer, just docked in Habana, about to be met by his Pa,
Clarence, on the quay, but not quite yet, because he pauses to
embrace the humidity of the tropics, the spicy smells of cooking
chilis, and above all the women he notices in their loose fitting,
flowered dresses, their damp breasts visible, the laughter and
Spanish, which makes him think he has arrived home at last. The
palette of human colors, skin swapping from the palest white
through tans and coffees to mochas and Prussian blues to the
deepest ebony. All of it oddly comforting him, dimly awakening
faint traces, wispy memories. How the world should smell, look,
sound, feel. Hogar, Heimat, home?
And yet, what was he doing there? And where were Anna and
the infant Paul?
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6. Santa Clara, Cuba – 1909
Anna was right. In her square-jawed, oval face, the intensity of
her blue eyes, her severe countenance loomed over him like the
full moon above the rocky peaks. Yellow Fever had broken out
again from Habana to Cienfuegos and Santiago, especially in the
densely populated areas. She was right to get the hell out,
especially carrying their second child. That child, nameless so far
as Clarence knew, may have even been born already, not in Bonn,
but somewhere in Oakland, a place utterly foreign to him. ¿Quién
sabe? Clarence was an electrical engineer, not a doctor or public
health specialist. His science was limited to machines, power,
nature converted, not Nature itself. Like most people, he hardly
understood his own biology, occupied a foreign body.
He had fled to Santa Clara in the mountains, above
Cienfuegos, where the air was good, they said, and the fever had
not spread. He was lean and angular. Compared with native
Cubanos, they lived well, but frugally on his modest salary from
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the Hidroelectrica San Blas, a subsidiary of Habana Electric
Railway Lights and Power (HERLAP). Meat once or twice a
week, but usually tortillas y frijoles, like the Cubanos, so they
were healthy and thin, with little fat to spare in such crises, but
both came from tough, peasant backgrounds: Clarence from a
Missouri farm by way of Cornwall, old farming stock; Anna from
dirt-poor Bavarian farmers, her Catholic grocer parents in Mayen
moving up and off the farm with the greatest difficulty. Their
ancestors had survived troops burning farms in the Hundred
Years’ War, the European Black Death, nobles wrangling for
power in coastal England, Indian raids on the American frontier in
1820s’ Ohio, endless religious wars on both sides of the Channel
(fought over property, the true god). You name it, their forebears
had seen and borne it, enough of them surviving that the Rowes
and Ullers are still here, wherever that was for these castaways,
still drifting to a shore.
And yet he was a professional in a new field. Electrical
engineering was the promise of a new era. Comical to refer to
Clarence as a member of the “professional managerial class,” but
so he was before the expression: Director of the Municipal Power
Plant of Cienfuegos.
Responsibilities to two dozen employees, ranging from
foreigners like himself to the Afro-Cubanos who moved
equipment, cleaned the generating rooms, assisted the technicians
and engineers only to vanish at the end of the day to only dios
knew where.
So Clarence looked the part. Black hair parted in the center
and slicked back on both sides framed the narrow blade of his
face, which drew down to the sharp Van Dyke that framed his
mouth and drew his chin to its black point. Had his look not been
the style, he might have appeared diabolical, some colonial imp
arrived to terrorize the natives, a spirit from Santería able to
possess you, ghost from the slave past not so distant at that
moment in early Republican Cuba. Next to Brazil, Cuba was
second to the last to abolish slavery in the Hemisphere – 1884,
half a century after the British West Indies. And the Afro-Cubanos
still felt its power and terror in the racism of Cuban nationalism
and the peripheral colonialism Cuba just could not seem to shake,
especially living in the shadow of its greedy northern neighbor.
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In Cienfuegos at the Power Plant, he would have worn a dark
frock coat, a crisply ironed (but linen) white shirt, a dark bow tie,
and black trousers and shoes. Hot, confining costume for the
tropics, but necessary to set the standard, keep his distance, make a
statement that he was the Director, not a worker, native, AfroCubano. However white his translucent, northern European skin, it
was hard to tell who was who in the complex casta categories
invented by the Spanish and Portuguese. Without some uniform,
identity lost form in these tropics. “Americano, americano,” he
said a dozen times a day to inquiries from all corners, but usually
in Spanish.
Clarence looked European, cultivated, dignified, scientific. He
would have seemed prosperous to most, even though he and Anna
were barely surviving in the middle-class professional existence
they maintained in the old Spanish colonial grandeur of
Cienfuegos. Yet here in Santa Clara, he was dressed casually: a
loose, tan linen shirt meant to be worn with the tails flapping,
khaki shorts, local sandals, a sharp, once white Panama. All
designed, as anyone knew, to let the breezes circulate, the body
breathe, the juices flow, and that near snappy Panama telling the
locals that Clarence was a man of quality, if not many pesos.
He had rented a comfortable casa on a vinca outside Santa
Clara. “Casa” hardly meant a house, really a small, one-room
cottage, an outbuilding of the farm, which grew primarily bananas
and some other local fruits, a few cattle, chickens, and pigs, a
family farm in the truest sense, whose owner had rented before to
Clarence on his field trips to the region. He did not think of the
family farm in Sin-a-bar, Missouri, outside Grain Valley, because
there were few similarities. Besides he didn’t care to think much
or often about the old home, now leased to his brother-in-law,
John Pratt, for a bare pittance Clarence and Anna still needed. No,
the mountain farms in Cuba hardly resembled the wheat and
alfalfa farms back home. This vinca was just one step from a
complete return to the jungle, take over by the critters, the
buildings rotting into the soil.
Here he was reading – preposterously under the circumstances
– Goethe’s Faust, part I, in that nearly unintelligible Gothic-script
German still in use at the time. Die Sprache des deutschen Volk,
but of course the medieval appearance something of a fraud, given
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the newness of the “German Nation” in 1909. After all, how
German was Johann Wolfgang Goethe, dead in 1832, nearly half a
century before Bismarck’s “Germany”?
But he was studying, not for some advanced degree in German
literature, for which he would have been utterly unprepared, but to
figure out his wife, Anna, the German woman he still did not
understand, a foreigner in their own home, a presence who
frightened him with her stern determination, her force of will, her
odd refusal of the life she had nonetheless accepted in the tropics.
He could not fathom her.
Ihr naht euch wieder, schwankende Gestalten,
Die früh sich einst dem trauren Blick gezeigt.
He’s struggling both with the German and the Gothic script, trying
to parse those few lines of the Introduction:
You approach us again, ghostly forms,
Who once before cast your somber glance upon us.
Not bad for his situation, he thinks, with the Yellow Fever rolling
through the lower elevations, especially in the marshy coastal
areas. But tough going for Clarence, who never studied German
and knows only what he’s picked up from Anna. He has to look up
nearly every word, even after deciphering the script.
He was reading one of her school books, but it told him
precious little. Anna Uller would have been twenty-two when this
schoolbook was published in 1899. Where was she studying? Or
did she simply buy it on her arrival in America out of some
Sehnsucht, a deep homesickness?
Distracted now, Clarence skips around in Professor Calvin
Thomas’s introduction, relieved by the English, just a little baffled
by its scholarly turgidity, with occasional moments of clarity:
“The gist of this story, as seen by those who created it, is the
awful fate of a bad man who is led by the study of magic into
dealings with the devil.” Faust? A pact with the devil for
knowledge?
Goethe’s moral applied far more to Clarence, the engineer,
than to Anna, whose magic was her dazzling command of
languages. German, French, Spanish, Italian, English. She picked
them up like ripe fruits in a green grocer’s. Clarence’s Spanish is
clumsy, so he relies on hers. He doesn’t even have a functional
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reading knowledge of German, and she long ago gave up trying to
speak it to him at home, merely burbling along in private
conversations with herself. French? Que? Je ne parle pas la
française was all he could struggle out in those parts of the
Francophile Caribbean where they’d traveled. Neither a linguist
nor a scholar, Anna just could speak them, perhaps teach them if
need be, but she hadn’t yet. Her knack for languages seemed oddly
more the avocation of some leisured aristocrat with the time and
the opportunity to study languages for their cosmopolitan aura.
And, of course, for what they told others of power over the
peoples and cultures of the earth. But that was hardly Anna’s
story, a poor young woman cast far from home looking for a living
and a life.
He sipped a local beer from a bottle without a label. He had
purchased a dozen when he arrived and carried them in a small
galvanized bucket, which was really for the water pump in the
overgrown yard, but he was not about to drink the water here or
anywhere, at least not until the Yellow Fever passed. He didn’t
care for the taste. It was sweet and cloying, but the alcohol was
there, protecting him. He hardly drank alcohol, but this was the
time.
He put down Anna’s Goethe. It made no sense to him, both
because his German was so bad and the script baffling. His
stumbling translation was bad enough, but Professor Thomas’s
scholarly English made the connection a little too personal. A bad
man, lured by the study of magic? “That’s not me,” he thought.
“I’m not a bad man, although the locals think electricity is magic.
Stuff and nonsense. I’m a good man, after all, look at how poor I
am!” Goethe was not worth the effort, not a key to Anna, except in
the most gnostic sense of some transmigration of spirit from the
great author to his German descendants who had claimed him as
their national poet. But that sort of transcendental gibberish just
made his head hurt. He drank his beer when awakened by noises
from the jungle behind his cottage but mostly napped in the
relative coolness of his tiny casita.
He feared he was “going native,” long the colonial malady
discussed in their American and European circle in Cienfuegos.
Today a comic cliché, but to Clarence and his expatriate
colleagues a genuine risk. Not some Heart of Darkness madness
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up the Congo, skulls on the fence posts, malarial fever pumping up
the colonial voice to shriek, “The horror! The horror!” but simply
the slow slide into local inertia, a loss of momentum, the sheer
power of the climate finally defeating him, so that the frock coat,
the crisp shirt, the schedule of work at the power plant, all of these
outer signs of order might vanish like swamp mists, replaced by
the ineluctable rot, creeping vegetation, swarms of insects,
ambient temperature of a place that defeated the best laid plans,
the most orderly progress. Sandals, beer, and shorts were signs of
incipient decline, so Goethe sat on the small rattan table as a
talisman of salvation. He slept fitfully.
In a dream, he was back on the farm in Sin-a-bar, Missouri,
where his father rotated crops of wheat and alfalfa. Bar all sin!
Without a bar! Both were more or less true, but it’s CanadianEnglish for a side channel of a creek, the backwater of Missouri,
nowheresville. But if so, where had the Canadians come from?
Frontier Missouri was a polyglot mix, traces of the Spanish,
French and English-speaking Canadians, and the Yanks. Are such
places forgotten by history or confused by it? Grain Valley was
the big city, or town. They lived; they did not prosper. But they
did live, as so many others had not, in that late nineteenth century
when seventy percent of the family farms on the frontiers would
fail for lack of water, unpredictable weather, “critters” from
locusts to rabbits to deer, and countless other natural enemies. And
then there were the humans, more dangerous by far than the most
unexpected twister. The big landowners, the railroad men, those
who ripped up and moved water, people, resources in ways that
left what land you owned dead and worthless.
That wasn’t the dream, of course, which was a bizarre
kaleidoscope of childhood memories, fears, and colorful images.
His father striding toward him out of the waving wheat like some
animal charging aggressively. His mother leaning out the
farmhouse window screaming as flames leaped from the kitchen
window and in the next panel the world itself was ablaze. It hadn’t
happened that way, just a small fire that gutted the kitchen and
storage shed, but the losses had so nearly starved them that winter
they ate bark and even boiled some leather on an outdoor fire. But
the prairie fire of his dream captured his sense of danger then,
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when the entire world threatened them and they were reduced to
the barest life, surviving every new day in ingenious ways.
In the dream it was the Father swimming through the crops,
the Mother craning out the window, Clarence frozen in fear in the
farmyard amid the white chickens, recalling the rushing Father as
a threat, not a savior, the Mother as his imperiled, attenuated self.
The Pentecostal tongues of flame leaping not from the window
now but from the Father’s roaring, gaping mouth, consuming the
entire nightmare landscape until he wakes with a start.
“Dusk and I haven’t lit a lamp, only two oil lamps in this
musty cabin. Where are the matches? Oof, I’ve spilled the
verdammt beer! Where’s that rag? What is that noise?”
And out of the semi-darkness a shape appears, barely rustling,
nearly glowing, as if it has absorbed all the remaining light in the
room, a sort of white aura, moving silently now toward him until
he recognizes Florinda.
She is smiling, which adds to the whiteness, but her face is
very dim, almost lost in the gathering darkness of the room, but he
can see her bare feet sliding across the floor, kicking up puffs of
dust as she passes across the earthen floor to stand before him,
with her hands outstretched. “Ah, Florie, qué tal?” he asks
helplessly, relieved she has answered his call.
She doesn’t bother to remove her túnico albo, which is little
more than a coarse burlap slip, dirty white with tears in it, but he
sees nothing but the whiteness of it in sharp contrast with her
black body, exposed as she just pulls the hem above her hips,
undoes the buttons of his khaki shorts, and settles herself in a
wriggling motion on his lap. Faust, his Father, Anna, the Devil,
Germany, Missouri, Cornwall. . . these faces and places all
disappear in a rush. And it is only Florinda.
On the table, in the pool of beer, beneath the overturned book,
Professor Thomas continues to no one in particular: “Speaking
broadly and from a modern point of view, what we see in the
Faust-legend is the popular Protestant theology of the Reformation
period expressing itself upon the great intellectual movement of
the Renaissance; upon the new spirit of free inquiry, of revolt
against narrow traditions, of delight in ancient ideals of beauty.
Faust is representative of this spirit.”
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Clarence is oblivious, having briefly entered this Cuban
heaven, high in the mountains of Santa Clara.
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7. St. John’s, Newfoundland – October, 2011
37,000 feet above Newfoundland, to be exact. En route via:
SNA, ORD, LHR, TXL, LHR, CAI, LUX, CAI, LHR, LAX. On
my way to one of those multiple stop lecture-tours. Very romantic
to the uninitiated, but “lecture tour” for a scholar means a lot of
crowded seating in economy class, bad food and wine at host
universities, intense talk with young scholars until the early hours
of the morning, memorization of your travel plans, and rolling jetlag. To say nothing of the catch-up required on your return:
rescheduled classes, delayed reports and memos on speed-dial,
family and friends cranky about your absence, sulking dogs.
En route to Cairo and Luxor in the aftermath of the January
Uprising in Egypt, but I’m focusing on the more pedestrian
stopover in Germany, where I travel routinely. Am I following the
tracks of my grandmother, who in her later years traveled to
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postwar Germany whenever she could save the money for the
fare? To that end, she was frugal to a fault, infamously washing
her used paper napkins (drying was complicated), for example. As
a child, I was horrified, especially living in privileged, uppermiddle-class splendor for which I did nothing but attend school.
She lived, if you can call it that, on the remains of Clarence’s
Signal Corps pension, social security she had earned from her
work for Berlitz, and an allowance from my father.
From around 1950 to her death in 1962, she lived in a 1920sera four-story apartment building on Rampart Street off the
Hollywood Freeway. Yes, the “Rampart Street” of the infamous
LAPD “Rampart’s Division” police scandal, but in the period of
her residence LAPD was just an organization to avoid. Anyone
living in LA in the first half of the twentieth century knew the
score. The LAPD and graft go together like the Church and sexual
abuse. Not exactly recent news. It was an ochre-brick building
with some terracotta tile trim along the eaves, the entry arch, some
first-floor windows. The apartment must have been a one
bedroom, with a Pullman kitchen, and a small living-dining room,
with an upright piano to the right of the entry door. I visited her a
few times by myself on the pretense she would teach me to play
the piano. The apartment had the typical mustiness of an oldperson’s dwelling, factually the result of aging possessions,
organic matter, including the person, and relative lack of hygiene.
Such places always smell of death.
Her apartment was a place of dignified poverty. In her sixties
then (my age now), she was slowing down, didn’t clean regularly,
but there were no piles of dirty dishes, cigarette butts overflowing
ashtrays, coffee cups growing mold. She was poor, proud, and as
tidy as a woman of her physical ability could be. I don’t recall
much else of her apartment, except that it was bare of decoration.
No paintings or prints on the walls, framed samplers. The place
seemed spare, not unlike her. Nona frightened me with her steely
gray hair and her even harder stare. She never taught me to play a
lick on that upright piano, and I can’t recall her trying very hard. I
think she stuck some sheet music of Chopin’s sonatas in front of
me and ordered, “Play what you can!” I had taken some lessons,
and I think my visits were occasioned by her discovery one
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holiday that I could not play “The Easter Bunny.” So there I was
facing down Chopin.
Her neighbors must have imagined she had lived her life on
Rampart Street, but Anna Uller was all about travel, movement in
space. Long before commercial jet travel, she was taking ocean
liners back and forth across the Atlantic, rumbling pregnant along
the rails from New Orleans to Oakland, dividing her time between
Cienfuegos and San Diego, to say nothing of her upbringing in
provincial Mayen, schoolteacher outside Memphis, with sightings
of the spectacled Anna bird loose in uncatalogued photos: Salt
Lake City, San Juan (PR), Paris, St. Louis, New York.
What did she do in Germany? By then, her parents were long
dead, two more casualties of war. Extended family? Onkeln,
Tanten, Nichten, Neffen? Kein Brüder oder Schwester; she was an
only child. Why head back to the Vaterland in the charged
atmosphere of Cold-War American righteousness and European
ruin? The practical purpose, if there was one, is now buried with
my parents and eponymous Carlos, but Nona’s trips to Germany
gave her panache, an identity tied to European cultivation, an aura
Henry James understood and lived, but for her weirdly connected
to a defeated, hated nation.
Knowing as much, why should I follow her lead? The German
heritage she so celebrated at all the wrong times and in all the
wrong places turns out to be a minor strand in the family tapestry.
My grandfather, Clarence, and his geologist brother, Truman, and
two younger sisters came from Missouri, their father, Moses
Truman, moving there from Ohio after surviving the Civil War.
His family came from Cornwall, probably in the early nineteenth
century. How German am I? Not very, I suppose, especially if you
toss in my Scots-Irish heritage on my maternal side, so far more
“Anglo-American” than German. How German Am I? A title,
more or less, close to Walter Abish’s 1981 novel about his own
family flight from the Nazis to Italy, Nice, Shanghai, Israel, and
America. Or perhaps the real question, How German Was She?
Nona had suddenly left the piano bench, where I’d been
hurting the keys, perhaps heading to weep as George Bernard
Shaw’s mother did when he played, quietly in her bedroom?
No, she came back, turning me toward her, both of us on that
piano bench without a cushion. At first, I thought she simply
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wanted me to stop, my timing worse than the missed notes, but
instead she rotated her face toward mine, very close up, then
dropped her eyes to her right-hand, which opened as a flower. In
the center of her palm was a small brooch with a silver filigreed
frame holding a mosaic of blues, greens, reds, and a white cross in
the center. “Twelfth Century,” she said. I was silent, mentally
calculating, “1100s or 1200s or . . . ?” I wasn’t sure. “Order of the
Knights Templar, one of our ancestors.” She placed it in my hand.
I looked at it, turned it over, and wondered. The mosaic bits
weren’t grouted together. It looked very old. The white cross
meant something religious. Nona was educated. In 1129 the
Catholic Church recognized Pauperes Commilitones Christi
Templi Salominic, the Poor Fellow Soldiers of Christ and of the
Temple of Solomon, the charitable order founded by Crusaders.
My ten-year-old brain was on fire with the Uller family’s direct
descent from religious knights driving heathens from the Holy
Land. I was ready to sign up. “For your mother,” she said. “Give it
to her. She should wear it proudly.” Anna and Gloria hated each
other, so there was some drama here the child was unable to
fathom, but I see now instantly. A gift, like the German word for
poison, was passed by the Wicked Witch of Rampart Street to
Snow White at home. I was the dwarf.
How German Was She? Poor Anna just wanted some identity:
a lineage, home, land, family, significance. The sacred brooch was
among my mother’s jewels when she died. It’s a cheap Florentine
tourist item, available today in the winding streets near il Duomo,
in the shops on the bridge across the Arno, a trinket. Was some
distant Uller a poor foot soldier dragging his sword and lance from
the Palatinate across the Alps through Rome to fight for his
armored and mounted master, the Black Knight, in Palestine? No,
but she dreamt it so. And she wanted the ten-year-old boy sitting
on her piano bench to see her as a glorious herald from the past,
whether Germany, the Vatican (she was raised a Catholic, after
all), or bloody Palestine. Back and forth to Europe, to ruined
Germany, the Witch was also an archangel.
I’m on my way to Potsdam to give the keynote lecture at a
conference for a friend’s sixtieth birthday. German academics
celebrate such thresholds in obsessive fashion. His sixtieth soon to
be followed by the sixty-fifth and the Festschrift to honor his
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retirement. We barely recognize the passage of time in the U.S.
academy: ars longa, vita brevis, I suppose.
Still, it’s odd that I have ended up traveling to Germany on so
many occasions, turning myself into one of the advocates of
“transnational American Studies” with a special emphasis on
German-American relations. Why? Undoubtedly some bizarre
memory trace, but not quite the tribal path, since I have spent no
time in Cornwall, little in Ireland, far more in Italy and France,
where I have no ties, but prefer the food and wine, as well as the
ruins.
What are the connective tissues here? Purely imaginary, I
think, fabricated from the deep passion for Germany my father
displayed during my childhood. I studied German in college,
pursued it as my other language in graduate school, went on a
Fulbright to Saarbrücken in 1974-1975 out of some odd sense of
fidelity to the Vaterland. Weirder and weirder, but here I am at
nearly sixty-six heading back to the bosom of my fantastic
Heimat.
The “uncanny,” Freud wrote in 1919 is something familiar and
well-known to us (“heimlich”) but rendered strange and foreign
(“unheimlich”) through repression. Add to this psychic formula:
the repetition compulsion is directly proportionate to the strength
of the repression. Back and forth to Germany for more than forty
years must say something about Rowepression. But what does it
mean? I’ll spare you the sudden revelation, the burnt baby doll in
the locked closet, the trauma dredged from countless hours of
analysis. “Germany” was constructed by my grandmother, then
passed to her sons, in compensation for the dead husband-father,
who no longer signified for them. Toss in a bit of snobbism as the
bürgerliche Dame tried to forget her in-laws’ Bauern heritage.
Clarence was an electrical engineer and Truman a geologist, but
the father-in-law was decidedly a peasant farmer in Missouri, and
those Cornish backgrounds! Yegads.
But what a bizarre decision for Anna to make in the years
before and after World War I, when anti-German sentiments in the
U.S. were running at their highest. The memories of the Great War
were too close for comfort. It must have given Anna some odd,
perverse attention to promote her Germanness, but also reaction
formation against her absorption, not assimilation, into Cuban,

52

Autobiography of Carlos
then American cultures. Ironic that Clarence was trying to figure
out the German connection, reading Gothic Goethe up there in
Santa Clara, working at the rebus of Anna, whose obsessions with
hygiene, punctuality, discipline were stereotypes. Anna’s exile
from Germany was a loss of identity, even if she had never really
known her Heimat, just the daughter of a couple tending a small
green grocery in the village of Mayen. Germany was barely
Germany when she was growing up there, so the flag-waving,
Würst wagging, clock winding, goose stepping Quatsch was
hardly established by the time she left. So why did she imagine it
all at the worst possible time and place for Germanophilia?
“Señora, por favor,” the steward of the S. S. Belgenland
reaches for her two bags as she struggles toward the gangway in
New Orleans. Señora? Anna hustles past him, clutching her bags
with Carlos in tow, her pregnancy already showing. “Señora!” he
is shouting now, confused, but Anna Rowe is no Señora, even if
their ship has come directly from Habana, en route to Rotterdam.
“Look at me!” she wants to shout. Round-faced, pale white, blue
eyes, sharp, aquiline nose, thin hair, she’s Teutonic to the core.
“Could it be Carlito? Why in God’s name did we name him
Carlos?” But she says nothing, waddling indignantly down to the
quay.
Anna cannot shake her Cubanismo on the long train ride to
Oakland. The porters and the passengers simply do not
comprehend a Cuban-German-American. It makes no sense to
them, and they won’t listen to her, especially because she speaks a
stiff, pedantic English, intended to distance strangers, maintain her
space, succeeding only in conveying a strained aloofness and
pomposity.
“Yes. We are traveling to Oakland, California, where I shall
deliver our son in hygienic conditions and under proper medical
care. You cannot imagine the conditions in Havana. I nearly died
bringing him into this world.”
“Did you grow up in Cuba?” asks a young woman in a bright
yellow dress with two small children on either side of her, one
pulling at her necklace, the other sleeping on her shoulder.
“Of course not.”
“I only meant . . .” the woman breaks off, confused by her
apparent affront, not quite understanding what she has said wrong.
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“I was born and raised in Bonn am Rhein, as I think I said
before,” she reminds the woman. Bonn, not Mayen, the obscure
village. “He was born in Havana,” gesturing to the child reading a
tattered Spanish language comic book. “My husband is an
electrical engineer, the head of the Municipal Power Plant of
Cienfuegos, Cuba.”
“So you met your husband in Cuba?”
“Certainly not!” she is more emphatic now, as if speaking to a
child needing discipline. “Mr. Rowe is American. Born and raised
in Missouri. We met there.” The lies begin to multiply.
“I see,” says the woman, who sees nothing at all, is more
confused than ever. This trip is in fact her first away from her
home in Florida, and she is bringing her two children to her
parents-in-law’s home in Houston, where she hopes to find work
and help with her children.
“I’m not sure you do,” Anna answers emphatically, turning
away from her with an unmistakable gesture of contempt.
What did Anna expect? Americans were quite provincial in
1909, excepting those Vanderbilts and Astors who crossed the
Atlantic seasonally and built their own castles and empires in
democratic America. Poor Fiona Campion would have been
mortified, had she understood the word, by the offense she had
given and still didn’t understand. Her family, the Clarys had come
from Ireland fifty years’ ago, but she knew nothing of Ireland,
much less where or what Cuba was (an island somewhere to the
south, she thought, as if answering a question at school). Her
husband, Jim, had driven the family from Baltimore to St.
Petersburg on the rumor of work on the docks, then left her and
their children when he was fired for fighting with another
longshoreman. Fiona didn’t miss “Big Jim,” who beat her as
regularly as he drank himself to sleep, but she did miss the money.
With two children, a sixth-grade education, and no work
experience, she was adrift in the world, clinging to the hope Jim’s
parents would keep their promise, rather weakly given, to help her
and their grandchildren get “back on their feet.”
So Fiona Clary Campion was afraid of the strong woman
across the aisle, afraid of the conductor, afraid of the black porters,
afraid of her children, so fearful she couldn’t imagine what she
shared with Anna, with the porters, the conductor, as they all
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rumbled along toward Fiona’s Houston and Anna’s Oakland,
displaced persons who did not understand the country rushing past
their windows, much less their company on the train.
Anna’s own version of High German probably began
somewhere between Habana and Oakland in 1909, and it must
have grown even loftier after the accident in 1930, when Clarence
wasn’t around to confirm their Americanness with his Missouri
country drawl, despite the small Van Dyke, the piercing eyes, the
tall, angular frame. Once the Missouri farm boy was gone, Anna
must have reverted to her German origins, making them up as she
went along, building their walls stronger as she ran headlong into
the anti-German sentiments of Americans still recovering from the
Great War, recalling their dead and wounded children, and those
posters of angry Huns in spiked helmets.
Anna Uller planned to travel from Habana to Germany on the
S. S. Belgenland by way of Rotterdam to deliver her second child,
my father, Paul Henry Rowe, in 1910. Clarence had agreed that
she should take Carlos and her unborn child to Germany for the
safety of her family, modern medical care, and distance from the
Cuban Yellow Fever and assorted hazards of post-revolutionary
Cuba. Thus far she is authentically German, heading back to her
parents, the home she knew as a child, her tidy, tiny room with its
dolls and Bücher, that part of her life I will never try to recover.
But as usual there was not enough money. Passage for a
pregnant mother and a child on the S. S. Belgenland cost more
than they had or could earn in the available time. So they
compromised and booked passage to New Orleans, then overland
by rail to Oakland, sitting in the third-class seats all the way,
sleeping in place, eating food she purchased quickly at stations,
even then cursing the cost. She spent a year in Oakland, but then
returned to Cuba with her baby and Carlos, then five, going on six.
Two years in Cuba, 1911-1913, and she’s back in California, this
time San Diego.
And nine-year-old Carlos, disembarking alone from that
steamer in Habana Harbor in 1914, the first year of the Great War,
was he running away from home? I don’t know for sure, but
there’s a likely explanation. She couldn’t handle him, a fussy
adolescent, with the baby and her cats, alone, angry at Clarence,
herself, America, Cuba. Full of rage, she telegraphed him:
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“San Diego, Calif. 5/1/14. Carlos home to Father. 6/15/14, on
Nevada. A.U.R.” Did the initials give her away? The telegram was
clear enough, even as she saved every penny she could. “Not sure
I’m coming back. Anna Uller Rowe.” Not “Love” or “Miss You”
or “Honey Bun.” Meet your eldest and heir when he disembarks
from the S. S. Nevada (prophetic ship, Paul!).
There are other possibilities, of course, but each one would
have needed the stories Anna would tell, Clarence embroider, and
their sons keep revising the rest of their lives. Something was
wrong with the marriage, Cuba, Missouri, Germany. Take your
pick. Better yet, all of the above; the motives for metaphor.
Perhaps in 1914, there in San Diego, she began to thump her
deutsche Identität, staring down shoppers and neighbors, some of
whom had already sent relatives to the War, well before we
entered it. Ambulance drivers, Red Cross workers, Canadian
flyboys. And she acting le caboche, the German idiot, in a world
of enemies. But arguably earlier, in 1909, on the ship from
Habana, the train to California, it was there, her Germanness,
playing out against her Latinidad, two ethnic minorities in
America vying for her soul, and of course the northern European
winning while she helped those Vanderbilts and Astors keep the
“colored” of all sorts, but especially those mestizos from south of
the border, at bay, avoiding the contamination of their diseases,
dirt, laziness, sensuousness, their. . . tropicality.
Just what Carlos loved.
And me? They’ve just announced our descent, preparations for
landing, all electronics off. Heathrow, grande cappuccino at
Starbucks, connecting flight to Tegel, taxi to Potsdam.
Anna’s obedient grandson, heading back to the Mutterland.
Saving the file. Saving, saving. Shutting down, shutting down.
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8. Hanabanilla River, Provincia de Villa Clara, Cuba – 1930
This chapter title is clear: it provides the spatial and temporal
coordinates of George Clarence Rowe’s accidental death in 1930.
If my speculations are right about Anna and Clarence’s rocky
marriage, they had been separated off and on for more than twenty
years when he died. As it was told in the family, the death was
mythological, pure fiction, made up I now realize to cover the
facts, make a clean break with Cuba, explain Anna in San Diego,
and a whole bunch of other stuff.
In other words, it was a typical family story.
You can’t just jump right into these tales; they require what
vaudevilleans call “warm-up acts.” I need to ease you into it all.
Ernesto “Che” Guevara. Let’s start with a real legend. In 1963,
Che inaugurated the Hanabanilla Hydroelectric Plant, the first in
Cuba. El Primero Central Hidroelectrica Cubana (PRICHEC to
you) utilizes “the waters of the Hanabanilla, Guanayara, Negro,
Jibacoa, Pretiles and Boquerones rivers” to produce electrical
power serving Las Villas Province (before Castro, Villa Clara
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Province), including the three major municipalities in this region:
Cienfuegos, Trinidad, and Santa Clara.
Why Che? Big time dam enthusiast, collector of rural
electrification projects, organizer of concrete pourers, or just local
hero? If you used your “clicker” on “just local hero,” you get extra
credit. Che Guevara and Camilo Cienfuegos led two rebel columns
into Santa Clara in late December 1958 and on December 31, 1958
won the Battle of Santa Clara, last act of the Cuban Revolution.
Twelve hours later, on January 1, 1959, Fulgencio Batista fled
Cuba. Incidentally, Guevara and Cienfuegos were aided by
William Henry Morgan’s (1928-1961) Segunde Frente that
operated against Batista’s soldiers in the Escambray Mountains,
near the city of Santa Clara, as well as the Revolutionary
Directorate guerillas, who were also in the Escambray Mountains.
Morgan was a U.S. citizen, sometime CIA operative, and one of
only two foreign nationals to hold the rank of Commandante in the
Cuban revolutionary forces. A vigorous opponent of Batista,
Morgan was also staunchly anti-Communist, fighting for Castro’s
Revolution under the delusion that Castro was not a Communist
and actually an advocate of national capitalism and parliamentary
democracy, both of which Morgan expected to be instituted by
Castro’s new government. He was executed by Castro’s regime on
May 1, 1961, largely for his refusal to accept Castro’s Socialist
state. Perhaps a remake of Our Man in Havana (1959), starring
this time Billy Morgan, American privateer, is in order today.
Back to the dedication of the Hydroelectric Plant in Las Villas
Province, then way back to Clarence, who is about to drop dead.
Although dedicated by Che under Castro in 1963, the
hydroelectric project dates to 1958 under Batista: “The project has
gone forward, thanks to early and continued encouragement from
President Batista’s government, with legislative measures to
ensure the plan’s being carried out in the way it was conceived.
Thanks also to the cooperation of the ‘Financiera Nacional’ and
the ‘Comision de Fomento Nacional,’ which together with the
BANFAIC, put up the original capital for the PRICHEC. And to
the guardian mediation, which harmonized everything while
urging it forward, of the National Bank of Cuba, and its President,
Dr. Joaquin Martinez Sáenz.”
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Sáenz. A name that will return, as the repressed haunts us, and
a major figure in modern Cuban history. Here he appears twentyfive years after having survived the turmoil of the mid-1930s and
then Batista’s brutal regime. Dr. Sáenz is in 1958 President of the
National Bank of Cuba he had advocated in his days as leader of
ABC Radical, with its urban guerilla warfare – car bombings and
political assassinations among its tactics – against Machado. Saenz
has not only made his bed, he’s sleeping comfortably in it, only
occasionally rolling into his bunkmate, Fulgencio Batista, onetime enemy. But in January 1958, the dams and hydroelectric plant
are begun in earnest a year before the Battle of Santa Clara,
Batista’s hasty departure, and the triumph of the Revolution. Dr.
Sáenz is on the verge of another political crisis, perhaps even
staring into the abyss.
The consortium funding PRICHEC comes together in 1953.
Knappen-Tippett-Abbett-McCarthy of Manhattan “undertook the
survey which led to the conclusion that the work was
economically feasible, and whose services were later contracted in
a consulting capacity.” In 1953, Time would praise KnappenTippetts-Abbett-McCarthy for “planning and designing foreignbuilding projects in more countries (15) than any other U.S. firm.”
The Cuban and American ducks are all in a row(e).
Flashback to 1930: Clarence is somewhere in the mountains
near the “beautiful Hanabanilla river,” or perhaps one of the five
other rivers that would feed this project on completion in 1963,
more than three decades later. Hidroelectrica San Blas, La Sierra,
Provincia de Santa Clara was his employer at the time.
But make no mistake about it, according to my father, George
Clarence Rowe died in a cantina collapse in Habana during a
crowded lunch seating, along with 150 or so other surprised
diners. On the other side of the island from Santa Clara.
The story had been told countless times, usually at the dinner
table in the 1920s-era Norman-style house my parents had bought
for a whopping $48,000 in 1953, interestingly enough the very
year the Hanabanilla Hydroelectric project finally got underway in
Cuba. Let it be known that most of that stuff you heard at the
dinner table was rich bullshit, usually cast about to distract fellow
diners from the tawdry, pathetic, and ignoble heritage of your
desperate ancestors. In that house with its vaulted, twenty-foot
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ceilings, butler’s pantry, garbage chute, backyard koi pond
complete with waterfall, and other niceties testifying to the
owners’ breed, the stories might have been about our plantations
in the South, our tragic history of slave owning, but good fortune
to have sold out in 1859, heading West to invest heavily in orange
groves, our persecuted aristocratic forebears in James I or II’s
England, hence our rapid departure with bags of jewels and gold
necklaces (now lost, but still recoverable, if we could only find
that map), etc., etc.
Less hyperbolically, the stories were told that Clarence,
paternal grandfather, had “fought in the Spanish-American War . .
. on the Spanish side, been awarded a ceremonial sword by the
King of Spain! (Is that sword somewhere in a trunk with the jewels
and gold?) And was Director of the Municipal Power Plant of
Havana. . . .” Havana? Don’t you mean Cienfuegos? Un-uh,
Havana. Bigger, more impressive. And always drove his 1920
Hispano-Suiza to the Polo Grounds on Saturdays to play a crafty
game with the Duke of Buccleuch, Prince Samarband of
Samarkand, and el Presidente.
“And then one terrible day, your grandfather, Clarence, was
eating his lunch at an elegant restaurant in downtown Havana.
Surrounded by smartly dressed diners, sipping an exquisite wine
while sampling the lobster thermador, he never heard the ridgepole
snap like a toothpick and the entire roof come crashing down on
the 150 or more unsuspecting diners.” We are agog, leaning over
our Sunday lamb, staring at our storytelling father, whose joy in
life seems to be conning the locals, of which his wife and three
children constitute the village. “The next day’s newspaper [nice
touch of realism, Pop!] reported that a construction crew
demolishing an adjacent building had mistakenly removed a
shared support for both buildings. In an instant, your Nona was a
widow, your father and uncle Carlos fatherless in a foreign
country.”
Who’s going to argue with such a story? I don’t think anyone
has for close on sixty years now, so here goes, in the form of a list
of corrections, more or less copyedits to my Old Man’s memoir:
1. Clarence Rowe never worked at the Municipal Power Plant
of Habana, much less ran it.
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2. Clarence Rowe was employed as Director of the Municipal
Power Plant of Cienfuegos on the other side of the island.
3. Clarence Rowe was hired in 1929-1930 as a consultant on
the proposed hydroelectric project on the Hanabanilla River in
Provincia de Santa Clara (now Las Villas) in the mountains above
Cienfuegos.
4. Clarence Rowe died in a construction accident in those
mountains in 1930 as an early team investigated the feasibility of a
hydroelectric dam in the region.
5. Those fatherless toddlers, Paul and Carlos, were twenty and
twenty-five, respectively, at the time of the accident. Paul was
working as a private detective in Los Angeles; Carlos was working
in Habana as an electrical engineer for the Cuban subsidiary of
General Electric. Dry your eyes.
Here’s how it goes. It’s the sweltering afternoon of July 18,
1930 in an especially narrow cañon through which the
Hanabanilla flows. Three engineers accompanying Clarence have
taken by hand core samples to test the suitability of this cañon for
the massive concrete construction and rebar inserts in the cañon’s
walls for a dam. Four workers are carrying the heavy cylinders
with the core samples, which have been drilled by hand (by the
workers, in fact, not the engineers). They’re sweating like puercos
as they return to camp for their dinner – the mid-day meal, after
all, is still “dinner” in the Anglophone 1930s, especially among
working folk – and they collapse in their canvas chairs in the
recently completed commissary.
It’s a jury-rigged building, open on the sides, which have been
filled with mosquito netting. The roof provides much needed
shade and is supported by posts at the corners and at key support
points along the sides. The floor is tamped earth and Afro-Cuban
servers are offering tortillas, frijoles, arroz, queso, salsa, bowls
with slivered puerco y pollo. In a galvanized washtub with a few
handfuls of ice, there’s some tepid cerveza.
They’re huddling around the tub of beer when the excavator
backs into a nearby column and the roof collapses on them. There
are about twenty-five people in the enclosure, and seven die that
day: two engineers, four workers, and one Clarence. End of story.
Is that how it really happened? Of course, I have no idea. I’ve
made it up, but my story makes more sense. Clarence wasn’t the
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Chief Electrical Engineer of Cuba, good pal of President
Machado, polo player in Habana, or anything like that. He had two
grown children, twenty-five and twenty, a German-American wife,
a small, rented house in Cienfuegos, and a job as Director of the
Municipal Power Plant of Cienfuegos, a city of perhaps 25,000 in
1930, just going through the process of electrification of streetcars
and some other public services, about one third of the private
houses connected. Since he was demobbed from service in the
Signal Corps in 1899, Clarence had worked between Cienfuegos
and Santiago de Cuba, principally in Oriente and neighboring
provinces, far from Habana.
So now we know how it really happened. Or do we? Does it
matter? What does matter is that Clarence was involved in the
early development of hydroelectric power in Cuba, part of the
modernization process of the island, deeply involved in the U.S.
global expansion that would take the U.S. consulting engineering
firm for the Hanabanilla Hydroelectric Plant from Cuba to Burma
and China in the years following World War II. And the U.S.
military from Okinawa and Tokyo to Saigon and Phnom Penh,
rolling then on to Baghdad and Kabul.
Clarence is a footnote in that story, small as he was in the
canyon of the Hanabanilla, crushed by a splintered 6x10 from the
Commissary’s roof, three years before Cuba would also fall apart,
albeit on a grander, scarier scale.
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9. Castillo del Principe Prison, Habana, Cuba – 1935
Carlos in Prison: A Play in Two Acts
CHARACTERS
Carlos Rowe, 30, Electrical Engineer for the American
Electric Share and Bond Co. and Revolutionary with the ABC
Radical Group
Eduardo “Eddie” Chibás, 28, Student Organizer of the
Directorio Estudiantil, opposed to President Machado
Prison Guard
Political Prisoners
Act I, scene 1: Midnight in the courtyard of the Castillo del
Principe Prison, Havana, built by the Spanish in the late
eighteenth century as a colonial fortress. Carlos is stage center,
with a full moon illuminating him, and visible around him are
twenty prisoners in various stages of fitful rest and in semidarkness uttering occasional groans and curses in Spanish. On a

63

John Carlos Rowe
catwalk above the courtyard, a prison guard can be seen pacing
back and forth. He stops occasionally to light a cigarette, then
smokes it rapidly, so that smoke drifts in and out of the light.
Carlos speaks in a nearly inaudible mutter, speaking to himself.
CARLOS – The old limestone blocks of the fortress are cold
and damp, weird in the tropics. I should have been more careful.
Under the tiles beneath the bath tub! What we’re we thinking?
Muriel had warned me, but I wouldn’t listen. “A radio transmitter,
Carlos, can be tracked. They will find it. And then us.”
So here I sit, cold, thirsty, starving, along with a thousand or
more of Batista’s other pobres, united in fear but also our rage. Tú
estás muerto, Fulgencio. But so may we all be before that
happens. ¿Quién sabe? I have a little fear, but it doesn’t
overwhelm me. Batista’s goons have picked up many before me,
little rebels, hardly worth their attention, and tossed them into
prisons all over the island. They beat us, starve us, leave us, then
forget about us, until the local watchers don’t want to feed us
anymore. Then, we are set loose by these carceleros again.
Because they know we will come back. “Casa por todos! Por
los muertos!” Heeheehee! We’re in the open here, exposed to the
elements and each other in this huge interior plaza. There are cells
and dungeons somewhere in this old pile, but it is much easier to
keep track of us here in the courtyard with a single guard above us,
turned inward instead of toward the old gun slits in the outer walls.
Sort of initiation: the new prisoners must sleep in the open, the
cold, without water, unless it happens to rain.
We’re an odd bunch, some undoubtedly left from Machado’s
last days in power. Bus drivers from the general strike downtown,
students protesting the arrest of their professors for sedition, street
car-conductors and others as the strike took hold across the island,
green-shirt followers of Sáenz’s ABC taking revenge on
Machado’s reign of terror, who knows what others are scattered
here sullenly, afraid to speak to each other, much less rise up?
Any real criminals? Murderers, pickpockets, rapists?
An incredible, chaotic, anarchic year, 1933, when Muriel and I
hardly knew where to turn, whom to trust. I was only twenty-eight,
just seven years out of university myself, so I understood the
students of the Directorio Estudiantil, who only wanted some
justice for their professors and respect for the truth. Cuba, isla de
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la mentira. Way back, not just these times, seems like all times. I
also knew they had no chance to reform a broken system.
Students, just like me, living in cloud lala land, unable to
understand the realities of modern politics in Cuba. ABC was
violent, but it was perhaps just this edge we needed. Those
bombings in Habana, assassinations of Machado’s officials, just
loco to me, but ABC had friends, seemed to me the most likely to
counter Batista, even though in the early going Batista claimed to
be one of them, ABC himself. Un falsedad, sargento. Guiteras’s
communists I never trusted, although Muriel was less cautious,
idealistic, more committed to some redistribution of wealth on the
island. Machado and his elites never considered reforms that
would have given small bits of land to peasants barely able to
survive before the Crash, but by 1933 dying of starvation,
murdered by competing political groups, who were difficult
enough for me to follow, much less sorted out by illiterate farmers
who understood nothing about the state, politics, the economy.
I’m cold, unbelievably frio in this stone joke, this testament to
Spanish power that was dying the moment this castle was built in
the late eighteenth century. Harquebuses, horses, armor, and canon
against poor indios, most still using flint tools on these islands.
¿Dónde está el oro? What a bunch of idiots, Cortés, Pizarro, De
Soto, Coronado, all of them, pathetic adventurers, but little has
changed. Gerardo Machado y Morales, youngest general of the
War of Independence, not the “Spanish-American War,” as those
norteamericanos insist on calling its last stage. No, our
independence, begun in 1895. So Machado was okay, right? Duly
elected in democratic elections in 1924. In 1926, second year of
his first term, I had just come back to Cuba after university, ready
to work, to help build the nation. Pa helped me get a job.
Nationalists all over the place – liberals, like Machado,
conservatives, everyone hoping for real independence, not some
leash from Washington, an American pet, perro of the tropics.
But then the Crash – who the fuck cared down here? Why
should we? A bunch of greedy Wall Street bankers and brokers
anyway. Who would have guessed that sugar prices would also
dive, pushing Machado toward protections, the Vejeda Act of
1926, letting him cut sugar production to stabilize prices? Ah, you
can’t piss on your American cousins’ shoes; don’t ever get into a
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pissing contest with that bunch of skunks. They’ll out-stink you
every time. Sugar and tobacco since the slave days; we’re nothing
without the sweet tickler and the divine smoke.
Our fight wasn’t really with Machado, wrecked as he was by
1933; we knew he would have to go, sometime or other. He was
nasty enough, of course, a President turned dictator. He started out
okay until his campaign of 1928, when he changed the
Constitution to extend the Presidential term from four to six years.
It worked, and as soon as he was re-elected he started to play the
dictator – six years would have become sixty. By 1933, we had all
had it with Machado, one year or sixty to go. Pa was three years
dead then and I was glad he didn’t have to struggle through it. By
the end of the year, Machado was finished, and it was just a
question of who would take over.
Act I, scene 2: Still set in the Prison courtyard, but the
setting has been reduced to focus on Carlos sitting cross-legged,
huddled under a coarse, gray blanket, as if a camera lens has
moved us from the previous scene into an extreme close-up.
Instead of the full moon, a bright spotlight illuminates his head
and shoulders, as if he were being interrogated by the police in a
1930s’ gangster film. His best friend, the student organizer,
Eddie Chibás, does not actually appear, but a large photograph
of him as a student at the University of Havana appears above
Carlos’s head, partially illuminated by the spotlight, and in
the place of the guard in scene 1.
Eddie’s voice comes from off-stage and plays through the
audio system. Eddie’s presence or absence is confusing. Is Eddie
really there in the prison? Or is Carlos dreaming? The
hallucinatory quality of the past returning should be the
impression in this scene.
EDDIE CHIBÁS – You know why it happened, Carlos. Your
compadres, los camerados from the home team!”
CARLOS – Who’s there? One of you sleeping, groaning,
grunting radicals over there? ¿Ay, qué tal, amigo?
Silence. Carlos remains sitting cross-legged, but swings his
head and shoulders around, as if checking for someone awake.
EDDIE – “Yo estoy aquí, hermano! Over your shoulder,
amigo. Right behind you, man.”
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CARLOS – Is that you, Eddie? Or just in mi cabeza? They
didn’t get you, did they, Eddie? You’re okay, supporting Grau,
who’s cool with Batista, but you’re just biding your time, right?
You always said Batista would mess us up.
EDDIE – Yeah, el problema grande was our BigBrother al
norte. Don’t mess with American business, especially when it’s in
trouble. You and I know why FDR sent Benjamin Sumner Welles,
that little aristocratic prick, to “mediate” our troubles two years’
ago, when Machado spun out of control. Dr. Sáenz’s ABC fired up
its guerilla tactics, we the students tried to protest Machado’s
arrest of those professors – “sedition,” are you kidding me, try
patriotism! – and Batista saw his chance. Get in line, of course.
Juan Blas Hernández, Antonio Guiteras, Ramón San Martín Grau,
and otros looked to fill the vacuum: conservative, liberal,
communist. You name it, everyone saw an opening, an
“opportunity,” and they seized the day, pretty much turning 1933
into el Año de Anarquía.”
CARLOS (looking around again, but seeing nothing, not
looking up at the oversize photograph of the young Eddie Chibás)
– It is you, Eddie! How ya’ doin’, mi amigo? If I’m dreaming, it’s
still good to have someone to talk to. This joint is pretty dead. Haha-ha!
EDDIE – Who was right or left? Who predicted that Batista’s
“Revolt of the Sergeants” was a coup encouraged by his North
American handlers, Sumner Welles and Jefferson Caffery, two
blue-bloods committed to American “interests” on the island?
Look at me, Carlos, I got duped, too.
CARLOS (wheeling around, finally looking up at the
photograph at stage rear) – I am looking at you, and you are a
sight for these eyes. Twenty-eight this year, two years younger
than me, my friend, and yet your hair is already thinning! And
those steel-rimmed spectacles! You look like some professor, one
of them you tried to protect.
EDDIE (in a laughing voice) – Sí, I’m losing my hair, and I’m
turning into un viejo, no longer the radical I was two years ago,
eh? But we were fuerte then, ay?”
CARLOS – But you sold out, Eddie, much as, because I love
you, I have to tell you, you sold out to those pricks. Batista is
running Grau, mi amigo.
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EDDIE – And that’s why I left, that’s what drove me away,
hombre. Remember? I quit in 1933, after only months in office
with Grau. They stunk up the palacios. They were stuffing their
pockets as we poor estudiantes were talking reforms. What a
bunch of niños, we were. Are.
CARLOS – But you are not en detención, amigo. You think
you were childish? I’m the prime sap, the baby at the teat of silly
idealism. Never learn my lesson. Yes, the folks who approached
me in 1933 were committed and honest, at least in that historical
blink of the eye, although you know how they could murder in
those same names. The bombings, the sniper shots to the head.
Pero Carlos, el creyente. “A radio, Señor Carlos, just a means to
get our word out. Nothing fancy, no danger. We promise.” You
especially would appreciate that, Eddie, a radio, your favorite!
EDDIE – You believed Sáenz? You are ingenuo. He’s just
another Batista goon now. Who approached you?
CARLOS – I was mad already, ready to do something,
anything. Sáenz himself asked me, showed up at the house one
night.
EDDIE – He’s fucking Secretary of Finance since last year,
hombre, his reward for helping rid the island of Machado.
CARLOS – I had met Sáenz once before, when he had just
joined ABC, but the meeting had nothing to do with politics, at
least not on the surface. Sáenz was visiting the American Electric
Share and Bond Company to discuss plans for a hydroelectric dam
– a huge project that would likely involve funding from
Machado’s government and from the U.S. I was just one of the
engineers in the board room in Habana. I didn’t say a word, just
another good face with six other electrical engineers for the
Company.
EDDIE – Did he know about your father in Santa Clara?
CARLOS – No, of course not. Didn’t seem relevant anyway.
It was an accident.
EDDIE – You sure about that?
CARLOS – You are paranoid, friend! What would you have
done? “Hey, Sáenz, you know my Pa died near the Hanabanilla,
doing preliminaries for this big deal?” Lose my job that way.
EDDIE – We come from the same stock, hermano. Mi padre
también ingeniero, just like yours. Sáenz is a corporatist, wants
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Cuban companies to run the country – el futuro. Fuck FDR and the
Americans.
CARLOS – Guess he’s not all bad, then!
EDDIE – Like other ABCers, he wants a Cuban national bank
to fund the whole thing, and he got it last year, soon as Machado
was gone.
CARLOS – ABC was a weird group, but it had its attractions
for me and other young Cubans and expats, too. Anti-fascist and
anti-communist, ABC wanted to manage foreign influences,
especially American. We liked that, wanted to be part of
something. America wasn’t for us, otherwise why were we here
south of the border?
EDDIE – Yeah, ABC bought the whole free-trade thing, still
thinks Cuba can compete hemispherically with the right economic
and political infrastructure. Anti-monopolists, trust busters, taking
their lead from – guess who? Teddy Roosevelt, the old Rough
Rider himself, who was worshipped for breaking up the big
American trusts.
CARLOS – In Cuba, that meant the large agribusinesses, the
huge sugar plantations, the latifundios, which stifled competition
and controlled small businesses.
EDDIE – You got it. That was la problema! My old man
know all those rancheros. Hell, he shipped their sugar, brought
‘em their supplies. Good old Central Oriente ferrovía, ran up and
down la provincia. Couldn’t get anything without my old man
delivering it, Señor Eduardo Chibás, el Primero.
CARLOS – Hey, how do you think we met, amigo? Pa
worked for him, more or less. All those electrification projects
right after the war. Cuban Electrical Company, American Electric
Share and Bond, all of them had tie ins with your old man.
EDDIE – “Exactemente! Correcto! You are el estudiante
perfecto! So why didn’t you work for us, in el Directorio?”
CARLOS – You didn’t ask, but Sáenz did. Muriel made
coffee, and we talked at first casually about the chaos of the year.
Streetcar conductors on strike, university professors arrested, you
students protesting, political parties jockeying for power, and
Machado making his last, desperate stand. “ABC is pequeño, but
we have a chance to grow múy grande, because we appeal to
everyone, Cubanos todos.” Saenz spoke this way, his English
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formal but smattered with Spanish words, as if to appeal to Muriel
and me, the americanos, without reminding us our Spanish was
not quite fluent.
EDDIE – We’re doin’ lo mismo! But we didn’t want to get
you fired, kicked out of the country. You are my friend, Carlos.
CARLOS – You know, he was Dr. Sáenz, educated, Ph.D. in
Economics from your university. Very cosmopolitan.
(The large photograph of Eddie Chibás as a student is pulled
up and underneath there is a 1930s’ photograph of Dr. Joaquín
Martinez Saenz)
EDDIE – Sí, I can see him right now: he’s tall, bald on top, a
little portly, with black-rim glasses, always looked like a banker or
a professor, even in those days, hardly a radical. More the banker
now with his London bespoke suits, patronizing smile. Got the
pesos and la fuerza, colega. Very smooth operator.
CARLOS – Muriel and I knew ABC was radical. But he
assured us, guaranteed it, “Señor y Señora, you will be segura.
ABC is very private, very discreto.”
EDDIE (laughing voice) – You mean, Dr. Sáenz, we shouldn’t
get caught?
CARLOS – Pretty much. I see it now, but didn’t then. He took
us in, offered little confidences, secrets of the group, but of course
the big secret was that no one knew the . . .
EDDIE (interrupting and picking it up) – . . . the secret! Of
course, that was the good part. Everyone wants to know, “So what
did ‘ABC’ stand for? “Already Been Chewed,” “American
Broadcasting Corporation,” “After Batista Chingado”?
CARLOS (laughing loudly, calling attention to his
solitariness, suggesting a madman in his cell). – Simple. ABC,
like the letters of the alphabet, each one standing for a separate
cell in the group. Maybe ten people per cell or letter. A doesn’t
know B; B doesn’t know C.
EDDIE – Right, ten hombres in C group assassinate the mayor
of Cienfuegos; Machado’s police question, interrogate, torture one
of the ten. He gives up the other nine. Next day, A shoots down
the chief of police. “Round up these pendejos!” Machado screams,
and they herd another ten into this joint.
CARLOS – Truth is, I wasn’t even part of one of those cells.
Sáenz thought it would be safer for Muriel and me if I was kept in
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the dark as much as possible. Of course, I knew why and for
whom I was building that radio, but had no idea who would use it.
EDDIE – Probably not too hard for someone in your line of
work to get the parts and do the job.
CARLOS – A radio? Easy as pie, couple of nights assembling
spares from the Company. The frame, tubes, condensers were the
easy parts, the crystal a little harder to come by, but you can get
anything you want or need in the backstreets of Habana. So a
couple of nights, and ABC was in business, in all senses of the
word.
EDDIE – We all heard their message, pretty simple, even if
the broadcasts changed. Machado ésta un pendejo, chingado, get
rid of him. And it worked, although Machado’s flight from Cuba
was inevitable, hardly the work of ABC, but they claimed it.
CARLOS – Hey, man, I’m the one in prison, maybe give me a
little credit? How about a formal announcement?
(Announcement from the stage audio, in the manner of a radio
broadcast, with a little static for authenticity) – At six o’clock in
the morning of 12 August 1933, the Aviation Corps’ radio and
ABC Radical once more came on the air. They proclaimed that
Machado had already resigned in favor of Herrera.
EDDIE (laughing voice again) – Radio supplied to ABC by
Carlos H. Rowe. A golden day, la revolución under way, Machado
fleeing Cuba with tail between his legs (and oro in his luggage).
CARLOS – And the good Dr. Sáenz was right: we didn’t get
caught, at least not that time, not in 1933. But they didn’t see
Sergeant Batista coming! ABC never thought Batista would sell us
to the norteamericanos and help them squeeze our pelotes until we
screamed. (The photo of Dr. Sáenz is pulled up and a 1930s’
photograph of Batista, in full fascist uniform, appears in its place)
EDDIE – Hey, I remember, ABC broke with Batista after his
big “Revolt of the Sergeants” in September 1933. Same day: “Not
us; we didn’t do it. Don’t come knocking on our door. This is the
Army’s revolution. Cuidado.”
CARLOS – You estudiantes were even less daring, pretty
much still caught up in university politics, unable to go public,
staying on the sidelines, bickering in committee. Did you think a
military coup would lead to democratic elections?
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EDDIE – Of course not, but we were tímido. We had no guns,
no fuerza. They rounded some of us up, sticking them here and in
El Morro. We were just kids.
CARLOS – What revolution doesn’t have its problems, its
atrocities? Shit happens, you know, and Machado was killing his
enemies even faster and more brutally than Batista, or so it
seemed. Everything seemed okay in September when your buddy,
Ramón Grau San Martín, former professor and general good guy,
assumed the presidency, and a coalition government confirmed
with the vice-presidency of Antonio Guiteras, leader of the
Communists.
EDDIE (voice imitating a public-address announcement,
rising inflection at the end of each statement) – Tuition free
education for students without means! Voting rights for women!
Land reforms! New country schools!
CARLOS – ABC didn’t like it. A Communist in the federal
government, five years before his party was legal! Guiteras wanted
nationalization of many latifundios, and ABC wasn’t having it.
Land reform, yes, but not collectivization.
EDDIE – Hey, join the club, we were worried about all that,
too, suspecting Batista was pulling the strings. That’s why I quit,
tú recordes?
CARLOS – Some of us just thought it was the leftist threat,
never saw the right-wing, military assholes taking over.
EDDIE – History happens, my friend, and few see it coming..
October 2, 1933, the Batista shit hit the fan!
CARLOS – Right. Batista’s noncoms take down the Army
officers still supporting Machado and holding out in the Hotel
Nacional, shooting down the first dozen or so who surrender and
walk unarmed from the hotel.
EDDIE (reciting again, as if reading from a history book) –
November 9, Blas Hernández and some of the ABC folks are
besieged at Castillo del Atarés by Batista’s gunmen and
bombarded by the big guns of the Patria, firing on them from
Habana harbor.
CARLOS – Pretty sad, when you think how the good Colonel
Hernández, el Sandino de Cuba, named to remember that first
Sandinista, Augusto César Sandino, surrendered honorably with
his forces.
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EDDIE (laughing sarcastically) – Got to watch that honor
stuff!
CARLOS – Leading his men out of the fortress and answering
proudly when Batista’s men called out his name.
EDDIE – And they promptly shot him to pieces. I would have
pointed to the guy on my right!
CARLOS – If it had only been that easy. Batista’s goons came
after us next, the small timers, the petty revolutionaries. They had
learned their lessons from Meyer Lansky and other mafiosos who
were already cutting deals for Cuba nueva.
EDDIE – Right you are. When you go after the competition,
make sure you get them all! It was a clean sweep of ABC,
Machado’s faithful officers, anyone else in the way.
CARLOS – Meyer Lansky got to Batista first, seeing how the
wind was blowing, and three days later Batista met Welles, and
they had cut a deal. Which deal was the most crooked?
EDDIE – Who knows, Carlos, no need to get all indignant
with me. We all got fucked.
CARLOS – I was so clever, I thought, gouging out the poor
concrete slab beneath the Spanish tiles under our footed bathtub. It
amused me that the concrete was so shabby that I could cut
through it with the claw of my hammer, chipping away, then
digging the sandy concrete slab, until I had a cavity, a secret
cavern for our transmitter. Tiles on top. Floor swept. You couldn’t
tell the difference. ABC broadcast at night from their cars, parked
all over the suburbs of Habana. Hoist an aerial, connect a car
battery. Moveable radio, seemed untraceable, shut it down when
the “program” was over, never more than 10 minutes or so, but
every night, so that our compatriots knew we were there, alive and
kicking.
EDDIE – Had they thought it would reach beyond Spanish
language Cuba, I’m sure they would have liked to add: “And fuck
you, too, Sumner Welles, James Caffery, and especially you, my
lordly FDR, ‘saving’ America from the Great Depression while
carving out a new territory for your growing empire in ‘Pan
America.’”
CARLOS – But they didn’t broadcast any of that, knowing
that anti-Americanism would reap the whirlwind.
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EDDIE – So what happened, amigo? Why are you stuck in
here with the other campesinos? Want my old man to spring you?
He’s still got some influencia, you know.”
CARLOS – I’m getting there. Well, they didn’t catch us in
1933. ABC was strong then, in its element, radical in both practice
and content, or so we thought. We imagined we could survive
Batista, the government would come round democratic, that the
Cuban Army would straighten out after a few purges.
EDDIE – Hey, we all thought that might happen.
CARLOS (voice strident now) – But in 1935, Dr. Sáenz made
a private deal with Batista, and he gave us all up, the whole ABC
Radical or whatever had survived. He had to prove himself, I
guess, kind of like those mafiosos making their bones, and he did
it by fingering the smallest of us, knowing we weren’t worth
much, if anything, just his credibility with Batista.
EDDIE (laughing) – So the good Dr. Sáenz rolled on you,
exposed his sources, traded tú por un banco! You are worth
millions, Carlos!
CARLOS – I was living in the past, in 1933; 1935, Batista II,
it all changed. And here I am in the slammer.
EDDIE – Hey, what took them so long! You guys hadn’t
broadcast since 1933! What did they care?
CARLOS – Just cleaning house, I guess. This place (he
sweeps the prison courtyard with his right arm outstretched) is full
of small-timers.
EDDIE – Ah, sí, los chingados!
(They are both laughing now, friends cursing each other for
their mutual stupidity, naivete).
CARLOS – Easy to understand how I can blame Machado,
Batista, his noncoms, and now that traitor Sáenz, even you, Eddie,
or maybe your father, el primero, but ironic I suppose that I should
condemn my own country, even if America is not quite my
homeland. But since this old pile was built, right around the time
of the American Revolution, we’ve been fucking with Cuba. We?
Where in fact do I belong?
(Silence on the stage. The photograph of Batista is drawn up,
the spotlight on Carlos at center stage narrows to a single beam,
illuminating just his face)
CARLOS – Eddie? You there?
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(Sounds of other prisoners sleeping: grunts, groans, farts, a
couple of words in Spanish by someone talking in his sleep).
CARLOS – I know no one here, at least not anyone who cries,
“Hola!” across this ancient, blood-stained plaza. Pedro, Antonio,
Juan, Ludovico, and Eddie aren’t among the human heaps
scattered across this stony plain, a Spanish fantasy, built to
terrorize los indios, crush the spirits and bodies of their African
slaves. They were the first revolutionaries, murdered and
forgotten, surviving in the barest facial features, mere traces in the
interior, barely recognized stones of the maroon communities on
these islands, where Afro-Cubans and Indians lived together for a
while, until they were hunted down, first by those fierce Gran
Canary Island dogs, trained on blood, and then simply erased by
the growing Republic with its empty promises. (Carlos’s voice
drops to a weary whisper). Time to sleep, if it’s possible here in
the open.
(A voice is heard off-stage, crying out urgently) – Agua, agua!
(Answered by another voice, appealing) – Yo, también,
hermano!
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Act II, scene 1: CMQ Radio Station, Habana, August 5,
1951 (Broadcasting booth of a 1950s’ radio station, Eddie
Chibás seated at the desk with headphones on, a microphone in
front of him, and a wall behind him covered with dials and
gauges, a library of record jackets, and related paraphernalia of
a radio station from that period. Above the wall facing the
audience are the station’s call letters, “CMQ,” and “Habana”
just below them. In a prominent position next to the call letters
on the wall, there is an “ON THE AIR” sign, illuminated in
green light. On the desk in front of him, on top of the clutter of
records and record jacket sleeves, there is a small, shiny,
chrome-plated pistol within reach of his right hand. As the scene
opens, Eddie is clutching tightly the neck of the microphone)
EDDIE – Good morning, Cubanos! It is, as always, an honor
to spend time with you for my weekly broadcast.
You know me, I hope. Your also-ran candidate for Presidente
just three years ago. Way to go, Carlos Prío Socarrás, you beat me,
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even if it wasn’t fair and square! How many of you out there really
believe this party deserves to be called, the “Autenticos”?
(Silence. Chibás seems to be waiting dramatically for an
answer, which of course can’t come over radio).
EDDIE – Are you kidding me? The “authentic ones”? Really?
Not much left to me, so I tried, you know, the Orthodoxos party.
For real, friends! We wanted to change things legally.
But you know what I was after: not just el Presidente and el
palacio, but my same old purpose, boring by now, I suppose, old
Eddie the Tiresome, or something like that. Wanted to expose
corruption, change Cuba through legal, constitutional means. Even
Fidel loves me, all you radicals out there. I’m legit, believe me, an
honest man in politics, wanted to get rid of these crooks.
Because you know they are all crooks, don’t you? Batista runs
them all, no matter what their names, he’s the boss, just not el
presidente at the moment.
Hold on, friends, got to cut to a commercial here, help pay the
bills.
(The green light switches to a red sign beneath it – “OFF
THE AIR” – and Eddie takes the headphones off, checks his
watch, gazes straight ahead at the audience as if in a trance)
VOICE OVER (with some Cuban popular music playing
before, during, and after the words) – Café Pilon! The best in
Habana, where the service is friendly and your friends are served!
Join us for your afternoon coffee, listen to your favorite Cuban,
our own, dear . . . Eddie Chibás!”
EDDIE (putting back on the headphones as the green “ON
THE AIR” sign lights up) – Is el sargente coming back as el
presidente? Again? Didn’t we have enough of him during the
War? That one term, ’40-’44? You want more? Well prepare
yourselves, Cubanos, he’s coming back, but it’s not as if he ever
went away! Next year, mark these words, you heard it first on
CMQ, Batista for President, just no election this time.
(Silence. A long pause as Eddie fiddles with record jackets,
rearranges his desk, pulls the pistol closer, as if tidying up).
EDDIE – I know what you are thinking: “Stop stalling! Eddie
said he would deliver: the goods on our sainted Education
Minister, Aureliano Sánchez Arango.”
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You are right. He’s been embezzling government funds for
years, stripping the budget meant for our children, robbing Cuba
of its future.
(Lowering his voice in a sort of conspiratorial whisper). But
he’s not alone, he’s not just some common thief. He’s got help.
(Pause)
Yes, you are right. Batista!
“So where’s the proof you promised?” (Eddie speaking in
another voice, plaintive, high-pitched).
I’ve got . . . nothing, nada. My sources abandoned me. Too
risky for them. Bunch of cowards, Batista’s flunkys!
So I’ve failed you, despite my promises, cross-my-heart, so
you know what!
What I got is my call to you: Batista ésta un chingado, time to
bring him down. My sources chickened out. Why? Batista. Cuba is
afraid. Why? Batista. Your sons are drafted into the army. Why?
Batista.
Need more proof? Look at him; he looks just like Hitler,
Mussolini. Fascist to the core. Bring him down! Don’t wait! Bring
him down! Now is the time!
But I failed you, I know, couldn’t deliver on my promises. I’m
as good as my word, believe me. I love you, Cuba!
(Eddie removes his headphones, reaches for the revolver, lifts
it up in dramatic fashion, waves it to no one in particular, since
the audience can’t see him. Gestures toward his head, as if this is
it, the Big One).
(Behind him the “ON THE AIR” green light goes out and the
“OFF THE AIR” red light comes on)
VOICE OVER (same Cuban music playing while the words
are spoken off-stage) – Café Pilon is selling café y tartaletas, lipsmacking good! Home-made! With real Cubano azúcar!
EDDIE – Do not forget me, friends, I love you and love Cuba.
Adiós!
VOICE OVER (Cuban music playing with final words of the
commercial) – Café Pilon, the best in Habana, where the service is
friendly and your friends are (pistol shot is audible as Eddie
shoots himself in the right-temple, slumps to the desk, just as “ON
THE AIR” comes back on in green).
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10. Daytona Beach, Florida – 1973
Unprinted Letter to the Editor of the Daytona Beach News
Journal (August 11, 1973)
Dear Sir:
Your editorial of August 7th eulogizing Fulgencio Batista
contains some inaccuracies and is misleading with regard to the
dictator’s impact on Cuba and on the citizens of that misruled
island.
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I am an American citizen. I have lived in Cuba many years
and have first-hand knowledge of some of the barbarities
committed during Batista’s first regime. Having been a political
prisoner during part of that period, it is of course difficult for me
to make unbiased comment. With a few exceptions, I will limit
myself to disputing those items of your editorial that are
historically inaccurate.
Certainly, there are similarities between Batista’s dictatorship
and those of Hitler and Mussolini. The differences are only of
degree. Even with the forcing of castor oil down the throats of
their enemies, did Batista’s men emulate Mussolini.
When Batista, through his puppet presidents, suspended the
Cuban Constitutional Guarantees, and Emergency Courts
(Tribunales de Urgencia) were set up to bypass the normal process
of law, comparison with Hitler and Mussolini seems appropriate.
Though Batista was a nominal member of the ABC Society at
the time of President Machado’s flight, he was the ABC’s
implacable enemy very soon thereafter when he became dictator.
Batista did not overthrow the regime of Machado in 1933.
Incidentally, the name is Gerardo Machado, not “Luis,” as you
erroneously stated in your story. Batista’s (at that time Sergeant)
first coup was against his own army officers in September 1933, a
month after Machado had fled Cuba. His coup was well timed as
the Cuban Army was in disrepute for having kept the hated
Machado in power so long. True, this famous Sergeant’s Revolt
was at first bloodless – the bloody part of it came a few weeks
later. Batista had no support from Cuban Army officers (with one
exception). His support came from fellow NCOs (NonCommissioned Officers – sergeants and below). Most of the
commissioned Army officers were uncorrupted; their only crime
was that they had been doing their jobs and had failed to see the
corruption of the government that paid them.
I met Batista personally for the first time in October 1933 – at
an artillery (75 mm) emplacement at the Hotel Nacional in
downtown Habana where the ex-army officers, deposed by
Batista, were “holed up.” At that time I was “persona grata” with
the regime, having built a clandestine radio transmitter for the
ABC Society which was used in the campaign against Machado
(this was to be my undoing later)). Batista had recently appointed
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himself Colonel and his ex-sergeant buddies, who were now also
colonels, had chosen him Chief of Staff. There were no Generals
in the Cuban Army at that moment. I will not quote our
conversation since Batista can no longer confirm nor dispute it,
but it did concern the situation at hand.
Even at this early date, 1933, Batista was the de facto dictator
of Cuba and he was directly responsible for the most barbaric
military actions of recent history. That was the shelling by artillery
and naval guns of a large hotel in a modern city, occupied by exarmy officers armed with rifles and pistols.
The worst came when the ex-army officers surrendered and
were leaving the hotel by twos, with their hands up. Twelve of
them were wantonly murdered, many more severely wounded.
These officers were shot either by Batista’s soldiers or by civilian
gunmen, or both. The fact remains that although more than 800
soldiers surrounded the hotel at that time, nothing was done by the
military to prevent these atrocities. Nor were any disciplinary steps
ever taken by Batista or his subordinates against those directly
responsible for these murders or those that permitted the murders
to be committed.
That was only the beginning. I will not dwell on my own
troubles with Batista’s regime – these were minor since I was able
to get out of Cuba alive.
The father of one of my good friends was arrested, then shot
without a trial. I will not name him here without permission since
my friend now lives in the U.S.A. In 1935, I saw another friend,
Enrique Fernandez, ex-mayor of the city of Batabano, and his
secretary arrested by Colonel Pedraza’s men, who were in
uniforms. Col. Pedraza, Batista’s ex-sergeant buddy, was then
Military Governor of Habana. The next morning the bullet-riddled
bodies of Fernandez and the secretary were found beside the
highway.
During my political imprisonment in the Castillo del Principe
in 1935, I saw Col. Arsenio Colóma, Military Commandant of the
prison, tolerate abuse of prisoners and personally threaten them by
sub-machine gun in the courtyard of the prison. As a standard
softening-up procedure, all newly arrived prisoners were made to
spend the first night outdoors on the concrete floor of the
courtyard, without bedding of any kind. I can remember that I was
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thankful it didn’t rain on my first night. There was a “cage” on the
roof of the fortress for the confinement of recalcitrant or
“difficult” prisoners. The “cage” was made of corrugated iron,
without windows and had but one door. Ventilation was provided
by a narrow opening under the eaves of the iron roof. It was
exposed to the full heat of the tropical sun. The ill-fated survivors
of Guiteras’s group, when they arrived, about a dozen men, were
locked in this cage for no other reason than that they were sworn
enemies of Batista’s regime. I can still hear their cries for water.
Typhoid broke out in the prison; every morning we could
watch the sheet-covered cadavers being carried out on stretchers.
Col. Colóma did nothing to control this epidemic until Dr. Chelala
Aguilera, an MD and cellmate, convinced the Commandant that
the epidemic could be stopped at very little cost by simply
requisitioning some serum that was available for horses at nearby
Military Camp Columbia. This was done and the good doctor
supervised the dosage and inoculation of the horse serum at the
infirmary. I and many other ex-prisoners feel that Dr. Chelala
saved our lives.
Most dictators, even the most horrible ones, can point to some
solid achievements but at what price? Machado built the first
Cuban Central Highway and the great Cuban Capitol building.
This is not to minimize Batista’s establishment of 2000 rural
schools; they were needed, but it is only fair to point out that the
teachers in these one-room rural schools were to be exclusively
army sergeants! When puppet President Miguel Mariano Gomez
balked at this mixing of the military and education, Batista,
through his controlled congress, had the President impeached!
I will not repeat here the many, well-documented facts of
torture and murder perpetrated by the two Batista regimes about
which I do not have personal knowledge. But I will make an
exception of the Moncada Massacre, which is history. Although it
occurred twenty years after the Hotel Nacional incident, it shows
how little Batista’s military had changed. Batista was then
President but still – dictator. He did not personally have a hand in
the repugnant, sordid tortures and murders that were perpetrated
by his military at Moncada Barracks, which were aided and
abetted by the Commanding Officer, Col. Chaviano.
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As Hitler bears responsibility for the crimes of his
subordinates, so does Batista share in the atrocities committed by
Chaviano and his underlings. Again, as twenty years before, the
crimes were done on helpless men and women that had
surrendered; sixty-eight were killed. No action was ever taken by
Batista to prosecute, or even demote, his “brave” Colonel for his
overt and publicized atrocities. Col. Chaviano continued in
important military commands right to the end of the last Batista
regime. True to form, he and his men slaughtered scores of
unarmed peasants suspected of aiding Castro.
Without a doubt, Batista had the best of intentions for
improving his country. History does not judge rulers by their
intentions but by their accomplishments. At the end, it was the
corruption of Batista’s regime that prevented him, with a
thousand-to-one military manpower advantage, from making a
successful stand against a handful of zealots under Castro.
Carlos Rowe, 11 August 1973.
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11. University of Southern California, Los Angeles – Fall 2013
AMST 200: Introduction to American Studies, M/W
11:00-12:20; John Carlos Rowe. Von Kleinsmid Hall 256.
Office Hours: M/W 12:30-2:00; by appointment (x-18193).
“Open the text, please, and let’s get started. No Internet today,
okay?” I’ve already projected the text of Carlos’s 1973 letter on
the smartboard, but the students are opening it on their iPads. They
like to add comments or otherwise fiddle with the text, perhaps
even sneak a peak at Facebook, check email, daringly play the
newest version of Warcraft with the sound off. “No Internet
today?” Might as well have invited them to download
pornography. For some of them it’s just the challenge.
“Yes?” It’s Amy in the third row – I think it’s Amy, anyway,
but we’re in the fifth week, and I still haven’t got all their names
straight. “Yes?” (Here it comes: “Will this be on the test?” I know
it’s Amy now).
“Will this be on the test?”
“Everything we do in class can be on the test.”
“Why? This isn’t even published!”
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“Yes, Walter, that’s just the point. We’re considering a letter
written to a local newspaper and never printed. What’s the
importance of this?”
“Seems kind of stupid to me.”
“Thanks, Walter. Anyone else?”
“No newspaper would ever print a five-page typewritten letter,
much less a smalltown rag like the Daytona Beach News, right?”
“Right, Mike, but is there more to it than that?”
“Don’t overdo it if you want to get printed, especially in the
‘Letters to the Editor’ section?”
“Yes, Mike, that’s part of it, but we’re not reading this in a
Journalism class. What else.”
Tick, tick, tick. Smartboards, iPads, 5G smartphones, and time
is still awasting in class as I wait for a good answer.
“In the back? Sharon?”
“It’s Shao.”
“Oh, sorry, Shao. And?”
“Carlos was a crypto-fascist.”
“Why is that?”
“He doesn’t think Hitler was personally responsible for
anything. Blames it all on his ‘subordinates’ – Himmler and
Goebbels and the rest.”
“Yeah, he even praises Machado for roads and Batista for
schools.”
“Thanks, Mike. Anyone else?”
“And he hates Castro.”
“Does he, George?”
“Yeah, he hates Castro. Talks about his ‘zealots’ and all that
stuff.”
“You’ve all got some good points there. The author is
insufficiently critical of dictators like Hitler and Batista; he seems
tacitly to criticize Castro, even if Batista gave Castro good reasons
to rebel. But just why are we reading this unprinted letter?”
“This guy met Batista, for Chrissake!”
“Tony, Batista wasn’t a celebrity. Is that all you care about –
meeting the high and mighty?”
“Well, no, but like he gets us inside, you know, tells us about
the killings at that hotel and all that.”
“Not bad. We’re getting somewhere. Anyone else?”
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“He’s trying to correct the newspaper story, which we didn’t
read, but I guess the newspaper praised Batista, even if it got his
first name wrong: Fulgencio is right, not Luis. Ordinary citizens
can influence the media?”
“Good point, but not so fast. The newspaper got Machado’s
first name wrong. ‘Gerardo’, not ‘Luis’. Fulgencio Batista helped
overthrow Machado, although the author contests that, noting that
his coup in the military was primarily a power grab by noncommissioned officers. The letter was never printed. It sat in an
old German book for forty years. It has never influenced anyone,
except for us. We’re the first ones to read it since his daughter
plucked it out of what she jokingly calls ‘The Carlos Archives –
the six pounds of old newspapers, receipts and bills in which I
found it’. So I witness the murders outside the Hotel Nacional,
nearly die of typhoid while a political prisoner in Castillo del
Principe, and remind myself of the Moncada Massacre as evidence
of Batista’s brutal dictatorship. And this means what?”
Long pause.
I go for twenty questions. “For starters: what was the
‘Moncada Massacre’ and why should we care about it?”
“Yeah, I looked it up last night, but I forget.”
“Me, too, something about Castro.”
“Okay, everyone, turn on your wireless connections. Google
it. Give me the Wikipedia account, but in your own words.” I’m
smiling now at my own wit, but no one is looking at me. Everyone
has a head down over an iPad.
Tick, tick, tick, but then voices begin shouting out:
“July 26, 1953, Castro attacks the Moncada Barracks in
Santiago de Cuba.”
“Start of the Cuban Revolution.”
And the Spanish-American War, folks, but I’ll just keep quiet
here, Clarence.
“The whole thing went wrong from the start. They used
private cars, but most of them got stopped before they drove into
the barracks.”
“Colonel Chaviano was the Commandant and ordered
captured rebels executed on the spot, then scattered their bodies
around to make it look like they died in combat.”
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“A big, national trial of the rebels, and Fidel and Raúl used the
trial to denounce Batista and his 1952 Coup.”
“Colonel Chaviano never got in trouble for the massacre.”
“Good, very good.” I’m beginning to think I’m some
television teacher – a forest of hands, eager answers. I’m Mr.
Kotter, except no one remembers him. I’m John Travolta’s TV
teacher. “What’s Carlos’s point?”
“The rebels were right? They got screwed, so they should have
fought on and toppled Batista?”
“Not exactly.”
“Why not, that’s why Castro named the Revolution M 26-7.”
“What’s that?”
“Movimiento 26 Julio, or the revolutionary movement that
began on July 26 at Moncada Barracks,” I say pedantically. “It’s
what Castro meant, but not Carlos.”
“Carlos doesn’t like Castro,” Roberta says from the middle of
the class. She’s small, a little overweight, and painfully shy. May
be the first time she’s spoken this semester.
“Why not, Roberta?” I use her name. I remember it for a
change; I was worried about her.
“He calls Castro’s followers ‘zealots,’ but he still condemns
their murder by Batista.”
“You mean Colonel Alberto del Rio Chaviano.”
“But Batista let him off, basically condoned it, like the killings
at the Hotel Nacional.”
“Very good.” Pause. “So why should we read this unprinted
letter?”
“It tells us why Castro won.”
“I think that’s right, Shao. What else?”
“Why Batista lost?”
“That, too, but what about the letter and its author? Should the
newspaper have printed it?”
“Hey, this guy hates Castro and Batista! He’s pretty
confused.”
“Fucked up, I’d say.”
“Okay, Mike. Thanks for that. But you’re right. He hasn’t
figured it out, and it’s 1973. What about the timing?”
“Yeah, the Vietnam War is just winding down; all sorts of shit
is happening all over the place. Who cares about a couple of rebels
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in Cuba? And Castro is taboo in America. Should we even be
talking about him now?”
“I think it’s legal, Brian, at least to talk about Castro and the
Cuban Revolution. But you’re right that in 1973 the history of
Cuba must have seemed ancient history.”
“And we didn’t study anything about it in high school.”
“Not even the Bay of Pigs, Kennedy’s assassination, . . . ?” I
trail off, trying to lead them.
“Oh, yeah, all of that stuff,” Roberta says. “But I didn’t know
what it was all about.”
“Neither did Carlos,” Mike concludes.
Neither did Carlos. And he was there. Part of the time.
Maybe.
“Next time, folks, get some of De Lillo’s Libra read. About
100 pages. You’ve got four days. . .”
“And the game on Saturday.”
“That’s about twenty-five pages per day. I’ll know if you
haven’t read it. It’s all about Cuba.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
Should a school bell ring here, a buzzer go off, the Dean stick
her head in the door? No, but VKC’s bells start ringing. My
father’s bells, produced at Maas-Rowe Carillons, Inc., recently
repaired in that stupid campanile with the globe on the top of it
rising from the courtyard of VKC. The two amigos following me
around, but we all head out of Room 256 at around 12:23, when I
realize that the bells are ringing early. Should have been the half
hour, right?
I'm pondering this problem when I notice Roberta is walking
just behind me.
“Can we talk in office hours?”
“Sure, that’s where I’m headed.” I’m impressed. She must
have found some way through her shyness today, because she’s
talking and articulate. We’re walking across Trousdale, dodging
cyclists, into Taper Hall, up the stairs, bucking the students
barging down, and I unlock my office door while saying:
“Roberta Kiefer, right?”
“Almost. O’Keefe.”
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I remind myself not even to try last names anymore. I don’t
bother to apologize.
“My Dad says I shouldn’t be doing this,” she begins as she sits
down across the desk from me.
“What?” I laugh a little nervously.
“You know, study American Studies,” she says redundantly.
“What does your Dad do?”
“He's an investment counselor.”
“Un-huh.”
“O’Keefe Investments. Have you heard of it?”
“So are you here about the paper? You’ve still got two
weeks.” I don’t really want to talk about her rich father and how
he objects to her taking American Studies while he’s paying
$50,000 per year. She should be getting ready for the Marshall
Business School, the Gould Law School, the Keck School of
Medicine. I have nothing to say about all of that. My “Dad”
wanted the same thing for me, and I’m not ready to share lifestories. My Dad’s been dead for forty-five years. I’ve moved on.
“Was Carlos your Dad?” She blurts it out, as if she’s been
preparing to ask this question for a month and when the time
arrives just can’t get it right.
“Why do you ask?”
“Some of us in class have been talking about it, wondering.
You know, your middle name and all. We thought you were
named for your Dad. Carlos,” she adds for no reason.
I don’t believe her. I don’t think she has a friend in the class.
“Some of us” is Roberta, herself, and no others.
“He was my uncle.”
“Oh. I thought he was your Dad and that’s why you wanted us
to read his letter.”
“Well, he knew my father pretty well. He was his older
brother.” I laugh. “So you’re not far off. Is it important?”
“I just still don’t understand why you wanted us to read that
letter.”
“You’re right. We never did answer that question, at least not
finally, but I think we were getting there at the end of class. And
finally each of you has to figure out which answer makes the most
sense. What do you think?”
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“Well, if your Dad wrote the letter, then I can see you’d want
to know what he meant. And maybe we could help you.”
I thought the class had gone pretty well, but now I’m
beginning to wonder. I’m also a little baffled by Roberta, who I
thought for a moment had made taken some pretty big steps today.
“Roberta, I just wanted you all to experience . . . , to think
about . . . something someone had written about a very
complicated situation that . . . .” Roberta is starting to look
distressed, so I stop.
“Let me try this another way. I went to a conference on the
Vietnam War here at USC in the early 1980s. It was held over in
Bovard, you know, next to Taper, where all the deans have their
offices. In the big auditorium.” I’m wandering. She’s leaning
forward with great intensity, trying to pretend she’s concentrating.
“And they had all these famous Vietnam War journalists – Peter
Arnett, Gloria Emerson . . .” She’s still looking intently but
obviously has never heard of any of them “. . . and Walter
Cronkite,” she perks up, recognizing the name. “And they had an
open mic, so all these guys in beat-up army jackets and with long
hair and beards came crowding up to the microphones – there
were two of them on either side of the auditorium – and two
undergrads, probably about your year, were there to keep
everything going in an orderly fashion. But the Vietnam vets start
crowding the mics and the kids fell back and the vets just start
talking:
“‘Like this is bullshit, man. Arnett doesn’t know shit. He
wasn’t there. I was there. You remember, Khe Sanh, man? You
know who got hit there? I mean Lenny was my bud, a little stoned
most of the time, but a good bud anyway, and I watched the VC
blow his head off while we were waiting for our k-rats. Just like
that. His head: Pop! Brains everywhere. No head. What do you
think of that, asshole? Hunh? The war was totally fucked and you
dudes were part of the whole mess. And in cahoots with the VC.
You and them did it to us, the zipper and the dick heads
altogether.’”
Roberta is looking at me as if I have gone stark raving mad,
but she is still staring intently as if I am about to lean across the
glass desk and snatch her own head off with my sharpened claws.
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“Mad vet speech, Roberta. I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t alarm
you. I just wanted to give you a little sample.”
“It’s okay,” she says very quietly, as if the mouse has returned
to her nest after being chased by an enormous cat.
“Mad vet speech is sort of what my uncle is doing in his 1973
letter. The newspaper editors didn’t print it because it was too
long. They didn’t print it because it was too historically specific.
They didn’t print it because my uncle Carlos impressed them as
someone with an axe to grind, but they weren’t exactly sure what
he wanted to chop up with it.” That “axe” is a poor choice of
words. Roberta is looking disturbed again.
“It was just too much, Roberta, for Uncle Carlos to process.
Machado was bad, Batista was worse, Castro seemed to grow out
of the two of them, so he was bad too. He couldn’t understand it,
even though he was in his late sixties when he wrote the letter. He
thought he understood the Cuban revolutions – he had lived
through two of them, after all – but he really didn’t.”
“So the lesson of the letter is that we don’t always know what
we saw and we can’t always tell what we lived?”
“You’ve got it, Roberta. That’s it. Perfect.”
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12. 700 Kings Road, Newport Beach, California – October
1990
Sunday night dinner with my mother, Gloria MacConaghy
Rowe, in the house on Kings Road, is by 1990 a regular event. Our
three sons attended regularly from early ages until they went away
to college. At this particular seating in 1990, Sean is in his
freshman year at Humboldt State University, so Kristin and I are
accompanied only by Kevin (fourteen), Mark (ten), and the two
dogs.
Gloria has not yet met Paul in the course of my mixed-up
family chronicle, but by this chapter date has been divorced from
Paul for twenty-four years, who has been dead for twenty-two
years.
Gloria has prepared her usual elaborate buffet, displayed
proudly on the kitchen table, where we are to take generous
helpings and head to the formal dining room. When dinner is
finished, Gloria will scoop the leftovers into her trusty
Rubbermaid multi-compartment container, which we dutifully will
take home so that its contents may slowly deteriorate during the
week. Of course, my mother is trying to help two working parents
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who have precious little time and even less money. A few dinners
cobbled together from these leftovers might make Professor and
Mrs. Rowe’s teaching salaries go a little further. Much
appreciated, really, even though most of the leftovers get tossed by
Friday, just in time for another round.
Kristin and I have been talking about how we might bring up
the topic of changing this Sunday night routine, perhaps when
Kevin heads off to college in two and a half years. Mark, the
youngest, would appreciate some relief from a ceremony he has
endured the longest and with incredible patience. Mark has had
little to say, understandably as a ten year old not knowing quite
how to intervene in discussions that range from debates about
famous painters and ceramicists to bestsellers and recent films to
scholarly topics so intricate even the good professor can’t quite
explain them.
We understand the importance of these evenings. My mother
is a painter and ceramicist, as well as sometime practitioner of
other plastic and visual media (monoprints, beach firings, mosaics,
stained glass, etc.), and we are the well educated, always
cultivated youngest son and daughter-in-law trying our best to
maintain the family ties through the “liberal arts,” which just
happened to be what divided my artistic mother and scientific
father. Oh, sex had something to do with it, too, I suppose, since
Paul agreed to but never stopped “seeing” his various secretaries,
hired as “bombshells” in the DOD-laced parlance of the Cold War.
In October 1990, my mother is seventy-six years old. That is,
if you accept her birth certificate’s listing of July 28, 1914; her
social security record lists her date of birth as July 28, 1915.
What’s a year among family and friends? She is an attractive
seventy-six with a face that in her youth was compared to
Nefertiti’s famous bust, then displayed in the Dahlem Museum.
Gloria still has the high cheekbones, the well-proportioned and
curved (but not upturned) nose, twinkling green eyes, changing
color with age more to hazel, and a thinning but nonetheless
complete head of hair, originally brunette but variously dyed red,
black, and currently blonde. Her hair color is a bit of a shock, but
it could be green or blue, I suppose. The fine figure she proudly
maintained well into her sixties is now gone, transformed into the
stoop-shouldered, inverted bell shape of most older women. Still
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intent on diets, but also committed to the high-fat cuisine of her
middle-age-upper-middle-class status, she has trouble shedding
those pounds. Of course, she could drop butter and sugar from her
cookbook, but food wouldn’t taste as good. As she liked to say,
“Even your shoe cooked in butter and garlic is delicious.”
So we’re sitting around her French provincial table under the
crystal chandelier, sipping French wine I’ve brought, and dabbing
at the leg of lamb, bow-tie pasta in butter sauce, creamed spinach,
butternut squash, and dreading the English Trifle or homemade
New York cheesecake that will wrap up this Sunday night feast.
And after the idle chatter, we move to culture, which begins with
discussions of several exhibitions at LACMA, MOMA, and
others.
And then, as if on cue of sorts, I squeeze my own interests into
the conversation, usually connecting contemporary scholarship in
American Literature and American Studies with something,
anything in the contemporary Art World. “I’ve been reading
Joseph Stevens’ book about the building of Hoover Dam, mother.
It’s pretty interesting, and I wonder if you’d like to read it when
I’m finished?”
“How interesting! What’s the title?”
“Hoover Dam: An American Adventure. It just came out a
couple of years ago. I’m teaching Rukeyser’s poem, The Book of
the Dead, about the Gauley, West Virginia dam construction and
wanted to find out more about dams in the 1930s,” I giggle
nervously. My interests seem bizarre even to me.
“I would love to read it, dear. You know I was only seventeen
and eighteen those two summers I worked for Six Companies, and
I didn’t know much about what was really going on. Of course,
there were all those stories, which I’m sure I’ve told you, like the
one about the man jumping from his runaway truck and being
caught by the man on the side of the canyon. He just pushed out
and caught him! It seemed impossible to us at the time, but it
really happened.”
“So mother, you said you got the job because you knew Bud
Bodell’s daughter, even camped with her and her father. What
were they like?”
“Well, yes, Sally Bodell was in my class at LA High. I know
that seems odd, because the Bodells lived in Boulder City during
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the construction of the dam, but Mr. Bodell came from LA and
wanted his daughter to finish out high school at a good, big city
high school. And Sally had all these friends there.”
“Mr. Bodell was the police chief in Boulder City?”
“May I be excused; I’m finished.” Mark is ready to play video
games on the upstairs’ game console and television.
“Yes, Mark, you may be excused.”
“I’ll help him,” Kevin says. “I’m finished, too.” “Okay. Go
ahead.”
“They’re really getting big,” my mother says as they head
upstairs.
“Yes, they are.”
“But Mr. Bodell was the Sheriff of Boulder City. I don’t think
there was a police department.”
“So how did you get way out there in the summer of 1931?”
“Sally and I played tennis at LA High. She asked me one day
before the school year was over if I’d like to spend the summer
with her in Boulder City. We could play tennis on the new public
courts, go camping in the desert, and work for Six Companies.
They needed typists, and we were the stars in typing class. It
sounded like fun, so I went.”
“Didn’t your mother and father worry about you?”
“Mr. Bodell was very well-known and very strait-laced. He
was the law in the area, so they knew I’d be safe at all times.”
“But in the book it seems like Boulder City was kind of roughand-tumble in the first few years.”
“Not really. The workmen who wanted trouble went to the
Railroad Grade, where there were lots of cheap bars and women,
just about halfway between Boulder City and Las Vegas. You
could take the supply train out and then hop another one back. Ten
or twelve miles each way. Boulder City was boring, a bedroom
community, really, and Mr. Bodell made sure it stayed that way.
And Las Vegas was too expensive and a little too far for a onenight trip, but lots of the workers did go to Las Vegas on the
weekends. You know, that’s where all the fancy electric and neon
signs started: the workers wanted to show off the new power they
were bringing to the West. The Dam, you know,” she added
gratuitously.
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“The book says that Bodell was owner of the Boulder Club in
Las Vegas. Sort of a place to drink, meet women, and raise hell.
Not exactly a paragon . . .”
Sounds of crying drift down the stairwell. “No, that’s mine!”
“But you didn’t score it, I did!” More crying, some scuffling. I
head upstairs and take the game controllers from both sons, who
are tussling over them for reasons I can’t understand, neither the
technology nor the parenting. “Let your brother have that
controller. You take this one.” “It’s not fair!” “That was mine!”
But they’re quieting down already. Kevin resets the game, and I
head downstairs again.
“So what about Big Bud Bodell, mother?” I’m shouting a little
as I turn at the bottom of the stairs for the dining room, talking
louder than is necessary, even though my mother is growing a
little hard of hearing. “Stevens says he was a real head-cracker and
labor buster, that his main jobs in the summer of 1931 were to get
rid of the I.W. W. and nip any unions in the bud, in just about that
order.” I’ve dropped my question about the Boulder Club in
Vegas, where he not only profited from roustabout dam workers
but earned the bonus of keeping an ear on their activities. Too
much information.
“Mr. Bodell?” she seems genuinely baffled. “He took us
camping in the desert. I can’t imagine a nicer man. We had
wonderful times.”
“What about Mrs. Bodell?” I try another tack. My head-on
criticism of the old family friend, the surrogate summer father,
isn’t going to take me far.
“She made us sandwiches and wonderful breakfasts, but she
didn’t like to camp.” “You mean she didn’t join you on the
campouts?”
“No, she usually stayed home.”
“So what’s The Book of the Dead about?” Mother is changing
the subject, as if something from the past has troubled her.
“Sounds Egyptian.”
“Rukeyser wrote it. Muriel Rukeyser, one of the women
members of the Communist Party of the USA in the 1930s. A very
interesting poet and activist. She also demonstrated against the
Vietnam War.”
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“I haven’t heard of her,” but my mother never says this
aggressively, unlike my father who was always offended: “I can’t
talk with you about Dos Passos. I haven’t read a word he wrote,
never even heard of him!” My mother says it as if she’s interested,
“Tell me more!”
“Well, she went to this small town in West Virginia to
investigate the scandal about miners dying from silicosis and the
company doctors hushing it all up by diagnosing them with
pneumonia, flu, or TB. The mining company was Union Carbide,
same as the one that had the leak in Bhopal, Pakistan not so long
ago. They beat the rap in West Virginia in the 1930s, despite a
Congressional hearing.”
“A lot of the workers at Boulder Dam got lung diseases, too,
especially the Puddlers in the diversion tunnels,” she says. “They
were dry-drilling the spillways and tunnels.”
I’m stunned by her technical terms, wondering at the power of
a story to recall lost detail.
“That’s what happened at Gauley Bridge. Some of the miners
struck an especially pure vein of silica and Union Carbide wanted
to extract it fast, before the major construction on the dam got
underway. So they pushed several crews to dry-drill, even though
using water to cut the dust in drilling operations was already
required by Federal mining regulations. The silica was worth
money to the Company, because it was used in steel production at
another one of their plants.
“Yes, at the Dam everyone knew you were supposed to wear
masks, drill with water to reduce the dust, but all of that took too
long. There were only a few Negro drillers, and they had to live
separately, even drink from separate water buckets, but they were
the ones assigned to dry drill. Of course, other men got sick, too.
All those tunnels were full of dust all day long, whether they
drilled with water or not. Most of the men who had masks would
tear them off in the heat. It could get to 130 F in those tunnels.
You couldn’t breathe in that heat with them on.”
It’s getting late. Mark and Kevin are scuffling upstairs, but not
yet crying out. I’m sensitive, feeling the vibrations of staying too
long. Kristin hasn’t said a word during the entire conversation, but
she’s listening, interested.
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“Back to Bud Bodell, mother. Stevens, who wrote the book,
says he was a tough customer, tried to keep the workers from
organizing against the Companies, drove the Wobblies out of
Boulder City and away from the dam site. Do you remember any
of that?”
“We were two high school girls, typing whatever they gave us
at a trailer halfway up the hill. Boulder City was just being built in
1931. The next summer, we were in a Six Companies’ building,
which was much nicer. But we just typed what they gave us:
letters, contracts, engineering instructions, notes to blueprints,
anything at all. We didn’t read it, except to type it. And we were
fast,” she wiggles her fingers and giggles. “100 words per minute!
I’m still pretty good.
“During the day, Mr. Bodell went to work. We didn’t see him.
We knew he was the sheriff, but it was just a job to us. At night,
we’d help Mrs. Bodell prepare dinner and after dinner we’d all sit
in the living room and read or sew, unless it was just too hot. Then
we’d sit on their nice covered porch, which wasn’t much cooler,
but breezy.
“On weekends, we’d play tennis, sometimes double-dated, and
once in a while went camping with Mr. Bodell. He loved the
outdoors. We’d head for the canyons, look for small streams
higher up, pitch our tents under the marvelous stars, roast weenies,
and tell ghost stories. He was a wonderful father to Sally and very
nice to me, too.”
“In the photograph of Bud Bodell in Stevens’ book, Mother,
he’s dressed in a military style uniform with leather straps crossing
his chest, two holstered pistols, one on each hip, arms crossed,” I
say quickly, impatiently. “He looks like Franco, Mussolini, or
Batista. Same get-up. You know, like some fascist.”
“I don’t know anything about all that. He was a sheriff, after
all, so I guess he had to wear a uniform. But he was a very nice
man. One time camping in the desert, he found an old whisky
bottle, which had turned purple in the sun. He told us it was the
chemicals in the old-time glass – copper sulfate or something like
that – but it was just a beautiful old bottle, dark purple. And after
we got back, he gave it to me. ‘Gloria, you keep this to remember
our trip.’”
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She had told the story about finding the purple whisky bottle
many times before. The bottle occupied a proud place in her China
cabinet around the corner, nudging her Limoges and Royal
Doulton, but this was the first time she had told us it was a gift
from Big Bud Bodell, hunter of leftists, rouster of union
organizers, bar-keeping spy, Company Man.
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13. Boulder City, Nevada – Summer 1931
Time to introduce the Old Man, Pops, Daddykins, Dada, Père,
Vater, Paterfamilias, Father. He appears here in the desert heat of
Nevada entirely grown, as if never a child or adolescent, much less
needy infant, full-blown from the head of Minerva, eternal adult.
That suits him, I think, but here he is only twenty-one years old, so
while occupying his complete size, he hasn’t done so long. A
youthful Paul Henry Rowe, my Father, haunting ghost, who like
Clarence, his Father, would die relatively young.
Six feet tall, slender, slightly stooped shoulders already, no
butt to speak of, just a kind of sagging spot in his cuffed, khaki
pants, linen, short-sleeved shirt with flap pockets, pens protruding
from both, thin, wispy, light brown hair, barely covering his head,
combed with a slight natural wave. And a thin grin from the nearly
lipless mouth, always cast in an ironic smirk, just beneath that
pencil-thin moustache. The Thin Man of the Desert.
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It’s hot, hotter than Cuba in the summer, but it’s a dry heat. In
the attic where he is ascending his ladder it will be 112 F at least.
It’s 107 F in the shade outside, and this meeting hall has been
closed up all day. It’s 1:30 PM, often the hottest part of the day
here in Boulder City, Nevada, the little town built by Six
Companies for its workers – or should that read: “by its workers
for the Companies”? – constructing Boulder Dam. For the record,
the summer of 1931 will turn out to be one of the hottest ever with
the daytime average that summer hitting 119.9 F in Black Canyon,
the dam construction site. The desert killed many workers,
women, and children that summer. Paul is grateful for a relatively
temperate day.
Paul knows he will have only a few minutes in the stifling
attic. He urges his reluctant body forward. “No way, buddy, I ain’t
going in there. Nein, nein, nein!” In the attic, he scans quickly with
a small penlight for rodents, spiders, any creepy-crawly stuff that
might bug him (haw-haw), then sets the small microphone in the
corner where two two-by-fours meet, just inside the trapdoor.
There’s a natural break in the ceiling plaster (lath-and-plaster in
those days, no drywall), a bare crack, but enough for his purposes.
He carefully trails the connecting wires from the device across the
rafters to the rear ventilating grate, crawling carefully from rafter
to rafter. Wouldn’t do to punch a hole in the ceiling, even leave a
small pile of plaster dust on the floor below. Halfway to the grate,
he is sweating like a pig, swearing mentally (Scheisse, Scheisse,
Scheisse!), but making as little sound as possible. The grate is
covered by screen to keep the critters out, but his electrical leads
fit easily through the wire, and he feeds ten, twenty feet through,
just to be safe, have enough for connections, but not take too much
more time. It’s hot enough, he’s already dirty, and who knows
when someone will show up?
1:43 PM, he closes the trap, scrambles down the ladder, folds
it up, careful not to dust himself off, hears a noise in the front
yard, steps quietly toward the small utility kitchen in the rear, and
lets himself out the back door. It was locked, and he can’t easily
relock it, but this is real life, not the movies. If anyone notices,
he’ll think someone forgot to lock it last time. He’s not wearing
gloves or any other top-secret gear. Fingerprinting is a crime
fighting tool in 1931, but only the urban cops use it, and Big
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“Bud” Bodell won’t be using it to catch him. After all, they’re on
the same side.
He props the ladder against the back of the house, walks down
the side yard and peers cautiously around the corner into the front
yard. A dog, some sort of Airedale terrier, snuffling along the
weed-strewn patch of earth in front of the house. An Airedale?
Really? In the desert? Could be wrong, but that is a dog. Turns
back to the side yard, scrabbles in the desert sand and finds the
black insulation of his very fine wires, strips the ends with his
penknife, strips the ends of two corresponding ends on a roll of
wire he’s pulled from his back pocket, twists the copper ends
together, tosses them on the ground while unspooling the wire and
heading for the house next door, a simple cottage with a halfbasement scooped from the desert sand, and he tosses (carefully!)
the wooden spool through the open basement window. With his
shoe scuffling the sandy soil, he works backwards from the
window to the other wall, covering the wire with a thin layer of
sand. The thin wire dangling from the attic grille is just visible, but
you’d have to know to look for it. We’re not building the Spirit of
St. Louis here, he thinks, because we’re not flying to Paris. Just a
couple of hours is all I need.
Walking quickly to the back of the first house, he retrieves his
ladder, heads for the neighboring house, walks in the back door
into the same Pullman kitchen, opens the left-hand door in the
hall, flips on switch for the overhead light, descends a short flight
of stairs to the half basement, leans the ladder against the concrete
perimeter foundation, picks up his spool of wire, unrolling it to a
card table in the center of the small space. It’s cooler down here
than that blasted attic, even than outside, maybe just a little over
100 F indoors. He goes back up the stairs, flips off the light,
descends by the glimmer of daylight from the foundation vents,
and works with his penlight to connect his leads to a small tube
amplifier without a cover, which is itself connected to a reel-toreel wire recorder, quite a bit larger than you might expect. It’s
1931, after all, and scientists have not yet dreamt of the
miniaturization made possible by chips, much less
nanotechnology. Although portable, the recorder must weigh
fifteen pounds and the reels are six inches across.
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2:25 PM, he’s ready. He connects a pair of headphones, old
school with the brown springy metal clip connecting the earpieces,
and tests the equipment which is sensitive enough to pick up faint
rustles of wind, an unidentifiable scratching – mice? Airedale in
the front yard? – and little else, but the sound monitor blips
irregularly, demonstrating audio. He has time to burn. He heads up
the stairs, opens the small Kelvinator with cooling coil on the top,
takes out a bottle of Vernor’s Ginger Ale, pops the cap, and takes
a long swallow.
The house is empty, except for the appliances in the kitchen
and the equipment in the basement. There are only a few blocks of
brand new houses in Boulder City; the rest is under construction,
with construction trailers, temporary buildings housing
administrative staff for Six Companies and basic services, such as
police, fire, and ambulance. But in 1931, medical emergencies are
handled temporarily on site and the sick and injured transported
thirty-three miles to Las Vegas Hospital. But the Boulder Theater,
“the first air-conditioned building in the city,” opened to much
acclaim earlier in the year. Should keep the workmen at home,
away from the bars and brothels in Las Vegas or on the railroad
grade.
He’s sitting in one of the working-class residences, located at
the bottom of the hill, more like a sandy mound here in the blazing
desert. Saco Rienk DeBoer, a Dutch-born urban architect who had
worked for the city of Denver, submitted his plan in 1930 to the
Bureau of Reclamation, but his model city with its parks and
spacious residential lots laid out in a symmetrical grid was
downsized to a wedge, with its apex at the top of the hill and the
base spreading out to working-class houses built as cheaply as
possible. “Nevada’s Garden City” was green primarily at the top
of the pyramid, where Six Companies’ executives lived, managers
halfway down the hill, and workers at the bottom without any
parks, like the interwar development of Los Angeles.
Functional working-class houses in the sandy flats – LA style
architecture of bungalows with peaked roofs, interspersed with
Southwestern style, flat-roofed houses with a vague “pueblo” look.
No A/C down here in the flats, although some workers had rigged
up swamp coolers hanging out windows and some attic fans. It
was still too hot here, even if housing in Boulder City was a huge
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leap beyond the original encampments near Black Canyon, where
hopeful workers had arrived with their families shortly after the
actual dam site had been chosen in 1930. There was
“McKeeversville,” the River Camp, right at Black Canyon, one of
the most forbidding places on the face of the earth, but a gathering
point for the surveyors and engineers and thus the place where
men desperate for work brought their families. A little further on,
in the flats of the Colorado River, “Williamsville” sprang up for
the same reason, but the conditions were just a touch more
bearable. The campers and locals called it “Ragtown.”
At both encampments, folks washed in the Colorado, lugged
water from the river to cook on camp stoves, sweltered in heavy
canvas tents, later scrapping together lean-tos and jury-rigged
shelters with toilets carved in the sand and capped with a rock or
two. They gathered and burned anything flammable, which wasn’t
much. The greasy smoke of the mesquite and other desert shrubs
scoured their lungs. At their peak in the Fall of 1930,
McKeeversville and Ragtown were occupied by nearly 3,000 men,
women, and children, few of whom had ever faced such lifethreatening temperatures, normally exceeding 110 F in the shade
and relentlessly pounding people with no resources to deal with
such weather. But it’s a dry heat.
Paul Rowe is not sweating it. It’s hot, but he’s got his
Vernor’s, and he’s paid well enough to eat in cafes and look
forward to getting back to LA when the job is done, perhaps in a
month, certainly no more than six weeks. $50 a week and
expenses at the dawn of the Great Depression is good pay. They’re
averaging $5 per day in Black Canyon, minus $2 per day for lousy
food. He’s making three-times that, net. Can’t complain,
especially with his detective agency just getting started. “Wiretaps and electronic surveillance our specialty. Discreet, nonconfrontational services. Documented evidence for all your
personal, business, and government needs. Call NOrmandy 7443.”
He heads back into the cellar, fiddles with equipment, checks
connections, slumps in his folding chair, and naps.
Paul looks a little like Nick Charles there asleep: thin, razor
moustache, ironic smirk even unconscious. To be sure, it’s
anachronistic, because Nick and Nora don’t show up in Dash
Hammett’s The Thin Man for three more years, but their
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cosmopolitan, witty types are all over Depression-era America,
which is why William Powell could turn Nick into an icon in
1934.
Paul lacks a touch of Nick’s aristocratic bearing, but he’s got
the intellectual turn, the quick wit, but as of this dozing moment
Paul lacks his Nora, and his dreams are full of her, or at least
someone with a good figure, firm breasts, nice legs, and a
cuppable derrière.
He wakes startled, momentarily confused. It’s 5:47 PM. He
hasn’t slept three hours, but I just don’t have anything for him to
do. A walk in the desert? But the meeting begins in less than
fifteen minutes, so he fires up the amplifier, fits the headphones,
checks his connections for the hundredth time, and just touches the
twist-switch for the wire recorder. Contact? A buzz of voices
whiffles through the headphones, undulating, ululating.
“Bill! How the . . . ?”
“. . . the grader on the lower . . .”
“. . . haven’t heard from . . .”
“When will we . . .?”
“. . . should drop over and see . . .”
“. . . mmm . . . hrrr . . . hun, unh, huh . . .”
“Haw, ha, har!”
“Gentlemen, I think we should get started.”
He hears a scuffling of chairs, feet dragging, and the melody
of “Shhh! Hush! Quiet!” “I’m Frank Anderson of the I. W. W.
You know us, I think, and we’re here to help. Some of us were out
at the site today and have some idea of what you’re up against.
This is damned hard work. You can’t live on these wages, and
they’re ordering you around like dogs. If you don’t stand up for
yourselves, you’ll end up like those Negroes: paid nothing for the
worst jobs and drinking from separate water buckets. Come on
now, let us help you.”
“Mr. Anderson, I’m Henry Connor, and I drive one of the big
dumpers. Three of our men have gone over the side just this
summer. The bosses just don’t care; there’re plenty more where
we come from.”
“I’m Loren Blake, a high-scaler. I set charges in the canyon
walls. We lower ourselves down in those Navy ‘bosun’s chairs’ –
just a slat of wood with ropes on the sides and some pulleys. Two,
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three, sometimes four hundred feet above the riverbed, we drill
holes and set charges. Last week, Sam and Vic passed out from the
heat, and we had to haul ‘em up half dead.
Two days ago, Big Russ saw one of them drivers leaping from
his cab, pushed out from the rock wall, and caught him midair, I
swear to God!”
“Yeah, saw it, too.”
“Umhuh, me, too,” echoes through the room.
“You don’t have to tell us how dangerous this work is, men.
You deserve better – wages, housing, doctoring, living wages in
this god-forsaken place.”
“We ‘preciate it, believe me, we do, but we just can’t join up
with the Wobblies. They’ll fire us yesterday.”
A swelling cacophony grows louder in Paul’s headphones, but
distinct words cancel each other out, as if the crowd is trying and
failing to think together.
“Matt’s right, Mr. Anderson. We got nothing agin’ you but
we’ve got families here and nowhere else to go. There’s three men
to a job to replace us just sitting in Vegas waiting for sumpin’ like
this.”
“But we’ll stand by you. We have lawyers, and we can prepare
a strong list of demands. If you don’t try now, you’ll never have
another chance.”
“We ain’t no Communists!” someone shouts. Paul thinks he
recognizes Gary Faus, one of the men Bud Bodell is paying to
keep them informed of the meetings: who, where, when, what. But
it could have been any of the working men. Hoover’s presidency is
coming to an end and the Republicans are blaming the Depression
on the Left, especially the Communist Party (CPUSA).
“No, we ain’t,” a chorus of voices takes up the call, and the
meeting drifts into a babble of indiscriminate shouts, softening to
heated conversations, competing with each other, until Paul
decides the meeting part of the meeting is over and switches off
his equipment. By 6:45 PM, he has enough. He knows how Bodell
will use the tape. With the recorder off, he holds one earphone up
to his left ear, just to make sure they’re still talking. He drops the
headset, climbs the dark stairs, guided by his trusty penlight, and
darts out the back door.
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Switching off the penlight, detective Paul on stealth patrol
slips between the houses – there’s no fence, no landscaping of any
sort, just a sandy side yard shared by both houses. At the wall of
the meeting house, he gropes in the dark for his wires, using the
attic grate as a shadowy guide, and tugs sharply. Loosely attached
to the listening device, they come loose and out of the attic grille.
Just as quickly he winds them around his hand as he heads to the
darkened basement window.
“Hey, watcha doin’ there, buddy?” A voice in the dark, feet
hardly making a sound, but just now the whiff of cigarette smoke.
Paul drops the balled-up wire and takes three large strides
toward the voice.
“Just like you, friend, I needed some air and . . . a smoke.”
Producing a cigarette, Paul asks, “Have you got a light? Couldn’t
find my matches.”
“Take it off mine,” the ghostly shape says, just materializing
in the cherry of his cigarette end as a large man, more than six and
a half feet tall and seemingly as broad across his shoulders. “Russ
Bratton.”
“You really catch that driver?”
“Dumb luck.”
“No, really,” Paul says, lighting his cigarette while cupping
Russ’s outstretched hand. “Was that you?”
“Yeah, I didn’t think my ropes would hold, but I just pushed
out with my feet, grabbed for his big belt and hung on. We both
got lucky, I guess.”
Paul smiles in the darkness, reaches up to pat Russ on the
shoulder as they both turn toward the front of the house. “You’re
some kind of hero, friend.”
As they enter the front yard, Paul offers casually, “Care for a
beer? My treat?”
“Naw, I’ve got to drive some of these bums home.”
“See you later, then.” “Yeah, later.”
And detective Paul saunters down the street, quickly crushes
the cigarette (he doesn’t smoke, hates tobacco), and walks past his
safehouse heading for the Happy Days Diner, couple of blocks
south on the highway out of town, half whistling and half
laughing. If they find his wires or his equipment, he won’t be
there. But they won’t. After all, he’s Mr. Smarty-Pants.
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14. Boulder City, Nevada – July 1931
Glenn E., “Big Bud,” Bodell is sitting at his ease in the living
room of a brand-new cottage, built and owned by Six Companies,
located about halfway down (or halfway up?) the hill. The interior
is craftsman style, the contractor borrowing from Greene and
Greene. Low ceilings, small windows, wainscoting and simple
chair rail, a central ceiling fixture with amber panes. Bud is
slouched in a Stickley-style chair with big leather cushions and
dark oak frame topped with those wide armrests and he’s got his
stocking feet across the matching ottoman. Greene and Greene
isn’t expensive yet; in fact, it was designed to be economical. But
there are some problems here, because on closer examination you
notice that everything is fake. The wainscoting is plywood, stained
dark, the light fixture’s panes are plastic, not mica, and the shiny
chair cushions are naugahyde, not leather. There is no fireplace or
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hearth to anchor the room. Probably not needed here in the desert,
although winters can get bitterly cold and snow will fall, but
chimneys, fireboxes, hearths, and all that firebrick are just too
expensive. Six Companies’ architects have already disagreed
about whether or not Boulder City will survive the completion of
the dam. Some have favored leveling the town; others think it will
grow and prosper.
Bud is all alone, drinking a beer from a brown bottle, with
some typed sheets in his lap, but his eyes are closed. In the
background, there is a murmur of voices from the kitchen, where
Karen, Sally, and Gloria are preparing dinner. Bud has told them
there will be company tonight – a business associate, but dinner
will be all social and sociable. He and his friend can talk later.
Karen Bodell is in her mid-forties and a pleasant looking
woman, solidly built, neither thin nor fat. With her wide hips,
substantial bosom, round face, light-brown hair, bobbed to curl
just below her ears (and beat the heat), penetrating gray eyes, and
smiling demeanor, she strikes the visitor as a film version of the
frontier wife cheerfully keeping the homestead going while her
husband fights Indians and wrestles bear. Sally is younger, thinner,
much narrower in her waist and hips, but has just a visible trace of
her mother’s round, peasant face, her straight nose, flaring at the
nostrils, the resemblance hard to see through Sally’s shoulder
length black hair, curled up at the ends (the heat be damned!).
Sally is her mother’s daughter, but she’s much prettier, because
she’s seventeen. By her forties, Sally will be Karen, and Karen
will have died in her early sixties, the cheerfulness drowned by a
sudden wave of cancer.
Sally’s at the sink shaving carrots, dicing them on the cutting
board, tossing them into a crockery bowl, off-white with pale
green and blue stripes near the rim. Karen is cooking – darting
from the gas stove to the oven, checking pots while routinely
pulling a leg of lamb from the oven to check the thermometer. On
Sally’s left, Gloria is washing pots and pans and plates and cutlery
from an immense jumble to her left on the white-enamel, metal
drain board. Sally and Gloria are nearly touching and they are both
moving quickly, but carefully, even though an occasional carrot
peel will fly into Gloria’s soapy water and Gloria’s suds will
spatter Sally’s veggies. When this happens, they both laugh in
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unison, echoed by Karen’s laugh, a sort of bellow, thunder after
lightning, with, “You girls!” They are having fun in the kitchen,
and the brío of the scene holds them together as if they were a
single person with many limbs and multiple heads.
Gloria is also seventeen, like Sally a junior at LA High, both
heading to the senior year in the Fall and neither has a clue about
what she’ll do in June 1932. Gloria is trim, as attractive as Sally,
but with a lovely curved nose, green eyes, long, slender arms, on
sudsy display in the sink, small, firm breasts, and nice legs with a
hint of muscle lining them. She’s brunette, the hair cut close, but
not bobbed, in a “Page Boy,” cut straight a few inches below her
ears. A hairstyle for the active young woman in the desert –
functional for tennis in the heat and yet “doable” for a date, when
some feminine charm is needed. She’s wearing an emerald green
silk blouse, which belongs to her older sister, Sonya, and a linen
skirt that falls just beneath her knees. Like Sally, she’s wearing
low-cut tennis shoes, a little worse for wear and dirt. Neither of the
girls has: earrings, necklaces, rings, body piercings, tattoos,
glasses, headphones, baseball caps, cell phone holsters, or any
other prosthetic extension to their healthy, attractive, teenaged
bodies. Sally and Gloria look good, but neither prompts immediate
erotic fantasies in the males of their world.
“Watch it, Gloria!” Sally shouts with glee as Gloria tosses a
ball of soap foam at her.
“Your carrots are flying all over the place!” Gloria laughs.
“You girls!” Karen repeats.
And at this Big Bud Bodell wakes up, checks the slowly
ticking wall clock (which he winds every Friday evening), notes
the time, and slowly reaches for his pull-on boots. Their visitor
will arrive at 6:00 PM. He’s got ten minutes. Bodell’s boots are
the only signs of his everyday appearance as the local Sheriff. He
changed earlier out of his tan uniform with the crossing leather
straps, supporting his dual holsters for his long-barrel .38 pistols,
leaving all of that military paraphernalia in his bedroom closet,
carefully locking his guns up in a small steel case on the floor of
his closet and slipping the key in his pocket. He’s a careful and
methodical man, even though the girls know not to fool with any
of his work-related equipment, but better safe than sorry.
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He’s wearing a black polo shirt, the color trimming him a bit,
even if it is a little hot, but aren’t the Bedouins supposed to prefer
black in the Sahara, because it doesn’t absorb as much heat?
Doesn’t make sense to him, but he’s put this shirt on anyway. He’s
kept on his tan cotton pants from work, and he doesn’t even think:
“Hey, black and brown don’t go together!” Big Bud Bodell
doesn’t care at all for fashion, even if he is a touch self-conscious
about his appearance at work and play. A big man at six foot, four,
he’s also grown a little fat over the years, his job shifting into
more sedentary, administrative tasks as he has moved up the
career ladder.
He pulls on his knee-high boots, neatly tugging his khaki
slacks over the tops. Hot footwear in this weather, but necessary at
work and just practical to wear when at home. A reminder to
himself whenever he wears them that, “Yes, I am in charge,”
although why he needs such reassurance in this cozy home with
three attractive women cooking for him is hard to answer.
He hears the screen door squeak on its new hinges and a voice,
“Bud? Are you in there? It’s Paul, a little early. Hope it’s okay.”
This is Boulder City, not LA, so no one rings a bell, knocks on a
door, but people greet each other in a friendly manner. Everyone’s
door is always open to everyone else, or so it would seem.
“Hey, come on in, Paul, and have a beer.” Bud is hearty in his
greeting, laughing while talking, friendly. “Karen, girls, come on
out and meet Paul Rowe.”
Bud and Paul make small talk at dinner while Karen takes care
of passing, serving, refilling water glasses, and otherwise hustling
back and forth to the kitchen. The girls sit primly on the other side
of the oblong oak table from Paul with Bud and Karen as the
opposing heads.
“Mr. Rowe is here working for the Companies,” Bud says.
“Doing a very important job, which I think he may have just
completed.”
“I’m close, Bud, and I’ll tell you more later,” Paul’s nod to
Bud is almost a wink. No one asks, “What sort of business are you
in? What ‘important job’ are you here to do?” Circumspection and
discretion rule the evening, and women are not to ask.
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“Mr. Rowe has his own business in LA, not far from the
school.” Bud means LA High School. He has anticipated their
questions and given the standard answer of modern capitalism:
“What do you do?”
“I’m a businessman.”
“Ahhhhh!”
Paul has his head cocked in the direction of Bud, but he is
really looking at the two girls. He is twenty-one; they are
seventeen. He has more in common with “the girls” than with Mr.
and Mrs. Bodell. In his peripheral vision, he decides that Sally is
trouble with her sort of flirty looks in his direction, her loose
fitting, sleeveless linen shift, which allows him to gaze on her bare
shoulders, catch glimpses of her smooth underarms, even a flash
of bosom here and there, or so he imagines. His voyeurism tells
him that Sally would drag him into her sweaty cesspool, where he
would swoon in her arms.
“. . . and Mr. Rowe has been living at the Boulder Dam Hotel,
near the new theater. Right, Paul?” Bud is trying to get his
attention.
“Yes. Very nice place, the new theater, I mean, but, well, so is
the hotel,” he says laughingly, trying to recapture his composure.
“And have you girls been enjoying this hot, hot summer?”
He directs his glance to Gloria, who remains silent but returns
his gaze, understanding that he is making a small but significant
pass at her, as well as passing on her friend, Sally. She is flattered.
“Dad has taken us camping twice this summer and it wasn’t so
bad at night. It cools down some,” Sally answers, aware that Mr.
Rowe’s attentions have shifted from her to Gloria. “It’s so
beautiful out there at night . . . indescribable that night sky full of
stars!” Her voice turns lyrical, trying to lure his attention back.
“Well, it’s a hassle to get all that gear packed up, truck it out
to the canyons, look for a good spot, and get set up before dark.
I’m always sweating like a pig before we’re done.”
“Oh, Bud!” Karen says in mock horror of his exaggerated
comparison.
“I’d love to camp out here some time,” Paul says, but without
much conviction. “Oh, do, please do, come along with us some
weekend,” Sally says with emphasis, desperate now.
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“And do you enjoy camping, too?” Paul can’t quite remember
her name, but he’s begun to like what he sees of her green silk
blouse, her matching green eyes, her athletic body, and her Page
Boy.
“Sally and I have been playing quite a bit of tennis, too,”
Gloria says to change the subject. The last thing in the world she
wants is for this man to join them on one of their special camping
trips.
“I got blisters on my feet through my shoes the last time we
played,” Sally says, not realizing that the image of her blistered
feet in a pair of old tennis shoes pushes Paul even further away.
“But you won, after all,” Gloria says, with a touch of regret
that is charming, because it’s said to make Sally feel better and
forget about those blistered feet.
Paul has stopped listening and is now imagining Gloria in a
crisp, white tennis outfit, the starched and pleated skirt revealing
more of her thighs than real tennis outfits do, arching her compact
body as she tosses the ball and rears back to serve. He has a mild
erection and has forgotten all about Sally, who is still talking about
the game.
Dessert is home-made peach cobbler with vanilla ice cream.
The women drink sweetened, iced tea, and the men drink beer
directly from the brown bottle. The cobbler is a little sour and the
tea a touch bitter, because sugar is in short supply and Karen isn’t
a very good cook, despite appearances. People dab at the cobbler,
and the men finish their beer. “Mrs. Bodell, I thank you for your
hospitality. This is the best dinner I’ve had this month.”
“And that’s probably not saying much, because you’ve been
eating at the Happy Days Diner,” Bud ribs him.
“But this is really wonderful, Mrs. Bodell, really, and it’s the
company that makes it perfect.” Paul is blushing already after Bud
mentions how he’s been living, like some traveling salesman, but
reddens darker when he mentions the company. Gloria knows
what he means, and Sally hopes she does.
Bud and Paul sit down in the living room while the Karen and
the girls can be heard clattering and chattering in the kitchen.
“So I sent you the transcripts, Bud, and I think you’ve got the
Wobblies dead to rights. They’re not only meeting with the men,
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they’re trying to convince them to let the international organize
them.”
“It’s good stuff, Paul, although not actually criminal, no
violations here, they’re just talking.”
“Do you need more?”
“Nope, this is enough for me and the boys to put a scare into
them. I think they’ll high-tail it after that. Usually do.”
“I think your other problem will be the workers themselves.
These folks have put some ideas into their heads and they may
want to do their own organizing.”
“Well, we might need to bring you back then to get some more
on them. For now, this should do the trick.”
“Glad to be of service.”
“You did a good job here. No problems, no one noticed you,
no traces I can find. Is that about right?”
“I think so. I bumped into one of them three nights ago when I
was trying to coil my wire, but I’m pretty sure I played him and he
wasn’t any wiser.”
“Haven’t heard a word about you.”
“Then I think we’re jake.”
“Are you heading to LA soon?”
“Probably not for a week or so. Frank said he might have
some more work for me, just a sort of follow up.”
“That old Crowe!” Bodell says laughing. “Crowe and Rowe,
quite the team. Well, you are moving up in the Company.”
“I’m trying!” Paul smiles. There is a brief lull in the
conversation. They’re done here.
“How long is Gloria staying with you?”
“What? Gloria? Oh, until Labor Day, I think, when they both
go back to school for their final year. Karen and I will drive them
back, and Sally will stay with my sister until November, when
we’ll head to LA for the holidays.”
“Would it be okay if I asked Gloria out?”
“A date? Really? So you took a liking to her?”
“She seems a sensible girl with her head screwed on tight.”
“You could say that.”
“Just dinner or maybe a movie at the new theater.”
“Home by 10, at the latest?”
“You’ve got it.”
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“I’m her dad this summer, you know.”
“I’ll take good care of her. Trust me.”
“I know you will.”
The next day, 6:30 AM, Big Bud Bodell, armed with his
holsters, strapped into his uniform, accompanied by three deputies,
similarly armed, two of them with shotguns, pays a visit to Frank
Anderson at the Boulder Dam Hotel, right near the new theater.
Anderson comes to the door in his nightshirt, a long, cotton gown
frayed at the hem and dotted with pinholes.
“Mr. Anderson, we have reliable information about your
efforts to organize Six Companies’ workers in direct violation of
an agreement signed by each employee that guarantees that
employee will not seek redress of his labor dispute with the
Companies except through direct appeal to and, if necessary,
mediation with representatives approved by the management of
Six Companies, the consortium federally authorized to build this
dam within seven years.”
Bodell recites this script as if it is a legal document, but in fact
it is just something he made up at breakfast and part memorized,
part improvised.
“You, sir, are a horse’s ass. That’s all nonsense.”
Bodell very casually slaps Anderson across the face. Bodell’s
hand is open, but the slap resounds in the air and Anderson
staggers back a step. “You son of a bitch,” Anderson mutters.
“You and your friends need to leave Boulder City by tonight.
We don’t want your kind here. Some of your friends are already in
the pokey in Las Vegas, but if you head back there, you can pick
them up and beat it out of Nevada.”
“And if we stay?”
“Don’t tempt me.”
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15. Santa Barbara, California – June 1934
Paul Henry Rowe and Gloria Mary MacConaghy are speeding
up the Pacific Coast Highway in Paul’s snappy 1931 Cord L-29
Cabriolet. The car is painted jet black with dark red belting, and it
has wire wheels with mongo white walls, as the spare in the
driver’s side front fender well proudly declares. The tan cloth top
is down, and they are breezing along, Gloria’s hair held in place
by a green silk scarf tied firmly beneath her chin, but still
struggling to take off into outer space, so she’s holding it at the
sides of her head. Paul has his arm draped behind the bench seat,
occasionally tapping or poking her playfully. They’re happy,
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apparently carefree, well-to-do in the eyes of those drivers in their
beat-up Model As, even Ts, whom Paul passes with the brío of
Caracciola, hero of the 1931 Mille Miglia, first non-Italian to win
that tortuous race.
Of course, Caracciola did it in a Mercedes, the famed SSKL
(Super-Sport-Kurz-Leicht), with its supercharged six-cylinder, not
a front-drive Cord convertible with its 125 bhp inline eightcylinder (kein Kompressor, Rudolf!), which would have been
chewed up on the rocky, dusty, twisty Italian course. But who
cares? Paul is young, in love, and eloping to Santa Barbara, and
thanks to Six Companies and a couple of other bugging cases has
put together enough for this three-year-old Cord, a weekend at the
Biltmore in Santa Barbara, and the legal ceremony with the Justice
of the Peace.
It is Friday morning, and they hope to get to Santa Barbara in
time for the local Justice of the Peace to administer their vows for
the $5.75 fee between the hours of 2:00 and 4:00 PM. They have a
reservation at the Biltmore, which is costing them $15.00 per
night, which Paul can hardly afford, but what the hell, you only
get married once, right? And the dining room is grand, so that will
be their wedding party – all the elegant people will do as well as
family members, none of whom will be too happy with this
decision once it’s made public. Paul is secretly hoping that the
Cord will make it. It is a nice looking car, especially with the top
down, but it is basically, if you’ll excuse the expression, a piece of
shit. Three years old and the top leaks, even when it’s not raining.
It eats oil, in part because the engine oozes as a wounded animal
bleeds. It runs occasionally and rarely well. But today he’s gotten
lucky, and it’s buzzing along the highway. They’ve traveled an
amazingly trouble-free forty-three miles, left Ventura behind, and
are heading for Carpinteria, Montecito, Santa Barbara.
Southern California has long been defined by cars, and no
road in the world is truer to that meaning than PCH from Malibu
to Santa Barbara, dipping in and out of coastal views that take
your breath away and great sweeping bends that let the driver
show his stuff. But trouble under the hood is matched by their own
worries as they think ahead to the wedding, the “reception,” the
wedding night itself (best not to think about all that, Gloria is
thinking, thinking), and then . . . ? What happens when they return
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to LA? What will Dr. Albert MacConaghy, MD and Sonia
MacConaghy say to the newlyweds? They had started in on him
two years ago: “We like you, Paul, but Gloria is just too young to
get married. She just turned 18 on July 28, just graduated from
high school on June 15, and she hasn’t even had time to think
about the future.” Sonia said all of this, having talked it over with
her husband, who is painfully shy, but in his head a Victorian
tyrant. “Can’t this bastard leave Gloria alone? I don’t want her
married before she’s had a chance to figure out her life. She’s
quiet like me, not all that smart, but pretty enough. She might do
better than some shamus.”
The excuse of youth has come and gone. Gloria is twenty now,
or at least she will be at the end of next month. She is her own
woman, can make her own choices. She’s been working since that
summer in 1931 as a typist and receptionist, so she’s independent
and hardly needs her parents’ approval. But she is slow to go
against them, and they keep it up.
“But what will you do for a living? Detectives don’t have very
reliable incomes, do they, Paul? We’re in the midst of a terrible
economic crisis, and if Gloria has to stop working [no one says, ‘if
Gloria gets pregnant’], then you’ll both have to live on that
income.” Sonia speaking, but Paul hears the good doctor’s voice
or at least his ideas. “That income” is spoken with such force, such
contempt that he quails, then is angry at his own cowardice.
“I do make a living, perhaps not a reliable one right now, but I
have always earned my own way.”
“Ah, we understand, we understand,” she says patronizingly.
“But Gloria is our daughter . . .” and trails off, as if nothing else
needs to be said.
Paul has his reasons to go ahead and elope. He is convinced
that Gloria’s parents are just stalling because they don’t approve of
him. Is it his German mother? That they lived in Cuba? That his
father died there in an accident? He isn’t quite sure what bothers
Albert and Sonia about him or his family, but it is more than just
Gloria’s welfare they’re thinking about. Both of them impress him
as bizarrely pretentious, Sonia in an affected, self-conscious way;
the good doctor in a quiet but truculent manner. They’re broke.
Albert’s plans to establish clubs for physical fitness and
calisthenics had failed to materialize in Chattanooga, Atlanta, New
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Orleans, Houston, Seattle, and now in Los Angeles. They’ve
batted around the country like gypsies since 1919, when Albert
was demobilized from the Army. Whatever money he raised
practicing medicine, usually in the poorest, least competitive
sections of town, Albert would pour into another failed venture.
“Regular exercise, fitness will prevent most illnesses!” he’d rail.
But the time of the health club was too far in the future, and he
was a very poor businessman. New memberships went to pay the
rent; classes he ran paid for groceries. Had the money not all been
used to fund his own family’s needs, he might have been accused
of a Ponzi scheme. As it was, his mingling of business with
personal finances was just bad practice.
Eloping with Paul makes sense to Gloria, who doesn’t have a
very strong sense of herself, growing up with three brothers (well,
four if you count John, who died at eighteen months) and a sister,
Sonya, the great beauty of the family, with her raven hair and her
“airs” – “Ah, Leonard, I’d love to introduce you to my Muthair.
Muthair, Leonard, who is just too sweet to believe!” Just like her
mother, Sonia, for whom she is confusingly named. Sonya has a
flapper’s air that just turns everything into a party, a style as
people say, that sets her apart.
“She’ll do great things!” “She’ll marry well!” “She’s a
stunner, that one!” And Gloria lives in her shadow while battling
for position among her three brothers, who are rough-and-tumble
most of the time, joshing her, mocking her, pinching her, just
generally making her feel, well, small.
Paul loves her. He’s said it a dozen times, not just when they
were necking in his car, but in front of her mother and father, her
brothers and sister. “I love your daughter and want to marry her. In
fact, I am going to marry her.” She is proud of him then. Who else
had ever stood up for her? Who else had ever wanted her, really?
Her mother would say to her, “What’s the matter with you? Cat
got your tongue? You’re a little mouse sitting in that corner just
reading. What’s eating you? Why don’t you go out, take charge,
be more like your sister?” The years of those odious comparisons
poison her, make her afraid of herself, as if what she sees is
ghostly and impermanent. And then Paul came along and really
loved her, picked her over Sally, who was really much better
looking and whose father was really important and all.
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Paul has another ace-in-the-hole. He has invented something.
Gloria’s parents will be surprised; he can hardly wait to see their
faces and hear their voices. “Oh, Paul, how wonderful! We should
never have doubted you. You are a genius. Why didn’t we believe
you? Yes, the marriage is fine. We apologize!” But his ace-in-thehole had better be there or else he will simply be more deeply in
the hole, because his detective business is drying up. Is it the
German thing again? Most of his profitable contracts come from
the feds, a handful from state and local sources, but in the middle
of the Depression virtually no private clients contact him. In fact,
that’s how he had come up with the idea of a telephone answering
machine. He is convinced he’s missing prospective clients calling
while he is away on a job, so he has invented an answering
machine. It will make their fortune. The news stories have not yet
come out, but they will, ideally while Paul and Gloria are in Santa
Barbara getting married.
The first story appears in the Los Angeles Daily Mirror in July
1934 under the following alliterative headline:
Rowe’s Robot Is Regular Rascal
Just beneath the headline, my mother sits perched on a desk
displaying an old-fashioned telephone and a series of boxes with
dials over which my father is leaning, preparing to push the button
on a small control box. A balloon coming from the telephone is
drawn on the photo, with the message: “You’re out of Work,
Sister.” The photograph is subtitled:
Paul H. Rowe, Los Angeles sound engineer, has perfected a
telephone robot that answers the telephone perfectly when he
is absent, takes messages and repeats them to him on his
return.
Picture shows Rowe explaining the device to Miss Gloria
MacConaghy, who now can’t get a job as his telephone girl!
– Daily News Photo.
And the full story is headlined:
New Phone Device Will Ease Wife’s Worry on Blondes
Appropriately, my mother, the out-of-work receptionist, has
dyed blonde hair and is wearing a rakish blouse with a broad,
pirate-style belt while displaying her good-looking legs, ending in
stylish high heels as she reclines on the answering machine’s desk.
Modest Gloria, who first caught Paul’s eye in Boulder City in
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contrast with the vampy Sally Bodell, has now been cast by the
Daily News photographer as a hot telephone girl, the blond who
will be replaced by an answering machine.
“—this is a sound robot speaking – no one is in, but I’ll gladly
take your message – you may start no-o-o-ow!”
This is the mechanical answer you are likely to get if you dial
NOrmandie 7443 in an effort to talk to Paul H. Rowe, sound
technician at his studio at 4350 Beverly Boulevard. And if you
give the message, you can rest assured that Mr. Robot will repeat
it in your own voice to Mr. Rowe upon his return – or when Mr.
Rowe telephones in from outside.
Patents to protect the uncanny telephone answering and
recording device have been applied for, according to the inventor,
and the robot itself will soon be available to telephone users.
Paul is so confident of his new invention that he has already
turned his detective agency on Beverly Blvd. into his “Sound
Studio,” a true Californian, ready to reinvent himself at the drop of
a hat, swing of the stock market, even a potential in-law’s query
about his profession and means. He is so certain of success that he
has eloped before this story will hit the presses, hoping that in the
gap between reportage and publication he will have married his
girl and ridden the wheel of fortune to the top, where it will lock
into position.
The inventor also thinks that the detective business is
collapsing in direct proportion to the government’s anxieties about
Germans. Is he German? So his mother has bragged all along, and
he has insisted to all friends and acquaintances, Mr. Big Mouth.
Federal contracts to bug Wobblies’ meetings or to catch Mafiosi in
their planning meetings? Over and done with, you’re a security
risk Herr Rowenheim, or whatever your name is. Change it at Ellis
Island, at the Hall of Records, or just on your business card?
Whatever your name was, is, or may be, you are still the son of
Anna Uller of Bonn am Rhein, and . . . oh, yeah, your father is
dead. What was his name? We forget! Plus postscript and all,
what’s this about your brother, Carlos “H.” Rowe, for Hermann,
legal name “Hermann Karl Rowe” (we’re staring at the birth
certificate, buddy), who was arrested in Cuba for dissident
activities against Colonel Batista, our ally on the island and in the
gathering storm against those Nazis. And your brother was
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arrested for doing what? Building a radio transmitter? You, bub,
are a security risk, bad as your bad-ass brother, Hermann, Carlos,
Karl, whatever. Don’t call us, we’ll call you . . . when we want to
pick you up for crimes against the state!
But why worry about that now, except that Paul is German in
his Angst, unable to enjoy ten minutes without dwelling on the
future, so he is worried about his invention, the car’s cooling
system (which leaks worse than the top!), getting to the Law on
time, the bill at the Biltmore, and last certainly not least: the
Wedding Night. Why is it that women are always the ones in the
books and movies to be so worried about it? How about the men?
Premature ejaculation, no ejaculation, erection that does not last,
no erection, nudity and its embarrassments, his snake-belly
whiteness, despite those summers in the Nevada desert!
They’re rolling into southern Montecito when a whiff of steam
rises from the elegant curve of the Cord’s radiator shell. The
damned bag of bolts is overheating, but he thinks he can coax it to
the Biltmore, take a cab from there to the courthouse in downtown
Santa Barbara, just cover the extra costs of the taxi, repairs, and
. . . “Scheisse, Scheisse, Scheisse!”
Gloria looks alarmed, but quickly turns to gaze at the coastal
mansions, the California live oaks, the huge spreading lawns and
long gravel drives. She dreams she is opening the French doors in
one of these palazzi on a cool spring morning. Birds are singing.
Her good high school friend, Ruth Marie, is standing next to her,
sipping coffee from a translucent white cup trimmed with tiny blue
flowers. “It is a beautiful day in this marvelous house, Gloria. You
have made it!”
They are both smiling, the silver on the sideboard reflects the
Italianate light that seems to move from the ocean across the vast
lawn into the oak-paneled room with its high, timbered ceilings,
softened by the antique Sarouk on the floor. Gloria says nothing,
but she smiles and touches Ruth Marie on her upper arm. I’m not
dreaming, Ruth Marie is real. I’m not dreaming.
The wedding is a disaster. Thanks to the Cord’s collapse in the
middle of the drive leading to the hotel, they have to walk to the
front desk, make hasty arrangements for their luggage, dash
without changing by taxi to the Courthouse, where they are the last
couple to be married by his Honor George Slusser, a corpulent
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justice who stops repeatedly to wipe his sweating brow, with a
daub at his balding pate for good measure, then a “Where was I?
Oh, yes!” that actually takes him halfway back to the beginning of
the simple legal declaration. Gloria is embarrassed by her travel
dress and her scarf, which she has rearranged in imitation of some
sort of head cover, but not quite a wedding veil. Paul is still
dressed in his khaki pants, an open, plaid shirt, and a Norfolk
jacket he had in the car in case it got too cold driving with the top
down. Justice Slusser and his young male assistant, a pimply
twenty-something who furtively picks his nose, aren’t paying
attention to the fashions of the day, but Gloria is still
uncomfortable and so Paul is anxious again. Add the car bill, the
chaos of their arrival, self-reproach for buying such an unreliable
car just to impress the in-laws, and more worries about the
evening.
Four months later in an office of Bell Laboratories in Los
Angeles, Paul listens impatiently to two vice presidents of the
company explain to him, syncopating what they have to say in
voices matching their identical blue serge suits:
“Mr. Rowe, we appreciate you sharing your invention with
us.” Tweedle-dee.
“It’s ingenious and very much in keeping with Bell Labs’ idea
of new product development.” Tweedle-dum.
“But the fact of the matter is, we could invent this device
whenever we want.” VP 1.
“We don’t really want to right now.” VP 2.
“There just isn’t a market today.” Bob.
“We’re still in the middle of an economic downturn.” Robert.
“So why should we pay you for your invention?” Dan.
“If we can invent a version of our own for nothing?” Daniel.
“Because I hold three patents with the U.S. Patent Office on
the telephone answering machine.”
“Patents pending, Mr. Rowe.”
“And we might well challenge them in court.”
“After all, we’ve been working on our own for some time
now.”
Scheisse, Scheisse, Scheisse, Paul thinks to himself as he tries
to get the fucking Cord to turn over. Screwed by the Big Boys
again. Time to change the game-plan.
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16. 2035 Hyperion Ave., Los Angeles – 1937
Three years after their Keystone Cop marriage in Santa
Barbara, Paul and Gloria are doing better financially, if not
emotionally, and they’ve agreed to put off a family for the time
being. Gloria is indeed Paul’s secretary, but not exactly his
“telephone girl.” Paul has remarketed himself as “sound engineer,”
no longer a detective, but the work is nearly the same. Still
disappointed about the telephone answering machine’s technical
success and commercial failure, he pokes away from time to time
at ways to sell it to someone, but so far no takers. For the moment,
it serves as an advertisement in their apartment, then in the house
they built in 1938, just as their business begins to take off.
What business? Didn’t the feds cancel his ticket, thanks to his
status as German fellow traveler? Yes, the WPA hadn’t called him
since the Six Companies’ job, but a couple of government jobs had
still come his way. Wire-tappers, electronic eavesdroppers, and
“sound engineers” weren’t all that numerous in LA in the 1930s,
and the Mafia was. The FBI was cranking up the pressure on those
gangsters, and they didn’t care too much about the help they hired,
many of whom were castaway hoods. He got those jobs: bug the
Mafia bosses’ meetings, bring us some dirt so we can put these
goons away. And Gloria did the transcription, headphones
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pinching her ears, usually working from tapes, but once in a while
doing a rush job live.
“Hey, what’s dat?”
“Hunh?”
“Up dere?”
“Dat’s a shoe, Silvio. A damn shoe on the ceiling!”
Father had slipped between the floor joists and put his foot
through the ceiling.
“Leo, get up there and take a look!”
And Paul Rowe scrambles, fortunately in this case down a
ladder he had put up to an attic window. Otherwise, story over,
Dad dead in another one of those Rowe Family accidents:
Hanabanilla to Los Angeles, Dams to Dons.
And another time when the Mafia bosses were just getting
started on the good stuff:
“Okay, Louie, let’s go down our list.”
“Ya mean of the bums you want whacked?”
“Yeah, but keep your voice down. Yeah.”
“Well, there’s. . . [rumble, rumble, clatter, clunkety-clunkety]
and I guess Sa . . . [ding, ding, clutter, ramble, blunkety] . . . and
ya know the rest of ‘em.”
“I guess that’s it, then. I’ll see you clowns next week.”
“And get ‘er done, youse.”
The passing streetcar on Santa Monica had crashed the audio,
and that was a rush job for several reasons. She was in the house
next door, could even see the tops of their heads as they walked
about the half-curtained windows, and was tempted to yell across
the sideyard: “What did you say? I missed it! Streetcar noise.
Mind repeating those names?”
But she waited for Paul who was himself waiting in their blue
Plymouth short around the corner (they finally sold the Cord, the
car a crime in itself) until the men filed out of the small cottage,
not too different in style from the Bodells’ in Boulder City,
climbed into their own cars – a nice, long Packard for the head
man, a couple of Chevy coupes for the henchmen – and drove off.
“I missed the names.”
“What?”
“A streetcar rolled past.”
“I saw it.”
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“Can we reconstruct the names?”
“Maybe. Let’s take it back to the lab.”
“The lab” was the house. And there was some urgency.
Gangsters were getting killed on a regular basis in late 1930s LA,
as control of the city became a more important task, and as Las
Vegas bloomed 275 miles away as a sandy Chicago.
The house was their brand-new Richard Neutra: a
whitewashed, smooth stucco, single-story rectangle with curved
glass block forming the front entrance, asymmetrically placed in
the long, low front. The simple, metal-framed windows in the
front matched the rectilinear lines and made the curving entrance
with its transparent glass block walls stand out. Of course, it
wasn’t really a “Richard Neutra,” but a copy, which Paul had
drawn himself, found an architect to make the blueprints, then
hired his own contractor to build it. The house was on Hyperion
Avenue, running parallel for much of its length with Griffith Park
Boulevard, both marking the northern boundary of Silver Lake,
with Sunset to the west and the LA River to the east.
Southern California drops away from the vertical so that NS/E-W compass points don’t really register. Pity the poor tourist
who tries to navigate the insanity of the Harbor Freeway, heading
“north” (toward downtown) and “south” (toward the port of San
Pedro). Then toss in pre-1848 and post-1848 urban planning. The
Catholic Spaniards and then Mexicans ruling Alta California laid
out el Pueblo de Los Angeles according to the natural contours of
the earth, following the twisty bends of the River and the wiggly
coastline of the harbors, widening and “improving” animal tracks
and well-worn native pathways. But then Frémont and the U.S.
troops did the usual colonial work: slap down a grid of rectilinear
streets and definable lots (For Sale!). Ancient Rome is hard
enough to navigate, but try Los Angeles some time, where wavy
meets sharp-edged, nature meets geometry, Catholic meets
Protestant.
It was 1938, Gloria was pregnant, and they were building a
house in the same year Hitler invaded Czechoslovakia, Neville
Chamberlain capitulated, and world war seemed inevitable.
And we weren’t quite out of the Great Depression yet. What
the hell, they forged ahead, excavating a construction pad from a
large corner lot that was basically an unbuildable hillside. When it
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was finished, the house looked so white, so new, so modern on its
unlandscaped lot, gouged flat from the hill, that it looked like a
public sculpture by a Bauhaus genius. On the one hand, a sort of
military bunker look; on the other hand, a functional, streamlined
beauty.
They hauled the tape inside, went directly to Paul’s lab, just
outside his “darkroom,” where he developed his own photographs,
a mysterious closet full of chemical smells and black lights, which
was always locked, even when he was inside. Outside that, a wall
of tables covered with machines: wire-recorders, amplifiers, sound
mixers, black-wrinkle finish boxes with dials, metal and wire
puff’n stuff to do his magic. But nothing worked that day. They
struggled to clean up the tape, get rid of that streetcar, called the
FBI with their warning, but when the streetcar noise was gone, so
were the names. No audio “blow up” here. And in the weeks that
followed, Gloria and Paul shuddered every time a body was
reported in the news: a corpse in a ravine in Griffith Park, a
headless, armless torso fished from Silver Lake Reservoir, a
bullet-riddled gangster dumped in Echo Park. Did these bodies
match those names? They never found out.
But FBI contracts to tape gangsters’ conversations didn’t build
a new house at the far end of the Depression. It was the movies
that did it for them, that sent them over the financial top and gave
them the good times Paul had hoped from his answering machine.
Sheila Graham and Hedda Hopper and Louella Parsons, the gossip
columnists and then radio show hosts of the “film capital of the
world.” At first, they were a clipping service for several studios,
providing them with summaries of gossip about specific contract
stars. Couldn’t these studio moguls read? Too damned busy, I
guess, but they wanted to know what Sheila Graham said in her
syndicated column for the North American Newspaper Alliance –
a column she was hired to write in 1935, the year Boulder Dam
was dedicated as “Hoover Dam.” And then “Hedda Hopper’s
Hollywood” in the Los Angeles Times, beginning in February
1938. But it was The Hedda Hopper Show, sponsored by Sunkist,
on CBS, debuting the very next year, that really made them
money, because the studios and then the Screen Actors’ Guild all
wanted transcripts, even though they could have listened on their
own. But they wanted evidence to go after these wannabe
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celebrities for libeling their stars and, if possible, heading off
scandals before they broke. Who was sleeping with whom? Who
was queer? Who drank too much, did hard drugs, punched his
girlfriend or boyfriend, paid for an underage prostitute in Tijuana,
lost money at the tables in Vegas, picked the wrong nags at Santa
Anita, was rumored to be contract jumping, had wrecked her Rolls
on the Coast Highway . . . ?
They had multiple, overlapping contracts and could double up
the same job, even though each copy for each contract had to be
fresh, no carbons, although carbons were made for their files,
which were extensive. So from collecting the dope on the
Wobblies and the dam workers to protect Six Companies to
getting the drop on Sheila Graham, Hedda Hopper, and Louella
Parsons to save tinsel-town’s celebrities, Paul and Gloria were at
the center of these worlds, but no more recognizable than a tunnel
driller or a set gaffer. But they liked the money and the work was
regular.
Hedda Hopper called her house in Beverly Hills “the House
That Fear Built,” so perhaps they might have called the Hyperion
bunker “the House That Security Built.” Over the years, they met
many Hollywood celebrities, including those who would come to
the house to get their own personal transcripts. Douglas Fairbanks,
Cary Grant, Clark Gable, Carole Lombard, Charlie Chaplin, . . .
my mother remembered a long list of stars with always a good
word, but little reverence. “Clark Gable was incredibly handsome
and sarcastic.” “Fairbanks was a drinker; you could see it in his
face and his eyes seemed fixed on some distant point. Alcohol
killed him.” As long as she lived, she watched the Academy
Awards every year, and toward the end of her life politely asked
me not to join her, because she preferred to watch the show alone.
In truth, she hated my snide remarks about celebrity culture and
my ignorance of film history.
February 1, 1939 Paul Henry Rowe, Jr. was born, a preemie
who weighed only four pounds six ounces and had to be kept for a
week or more in a special, germ-free chamber, monitored
regularly, until he gained enough weight to be allowed to go
home. For twenty-nine years of his life, my brother would be
called just “Junior.” Why exactly had they waited to have Junior?
Were there problems in the marital bed? Was my father’s sperm
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count low? Was it a practical decision to build the business before
starting a family? Was it a reaction against pressure from Gloria’s
parents, those annoying questions, “When will you be starting a
family?” or were they somehow to blame: “No children until you
can support them!”
More likely the main factor was my father’s deep-seated fear
of his own mother, the tough-willed Anna Uller Rowe. Between
his birth in 1910, she was a single mother in Oakland for a year,
then in 1911 returned to Cuba for two years, but with world war
threatening in 1913, she returned to California, not Oakland this
time, but San Diego. She traveled with her two sons – Carlos
eight, Paul barely three – the same route as before, because the
Panama Canal had still not opened. Not quite the endurance of
some frontier mother stranded in the Bonneville desert with a dead
husband and two wailing infants, but Anna’s steely travel from
Cuba to New Orleans to California by steamship and railroad is
worth noticing, especially since her travels indicate indecision,
uncertainty in the family narrative. 1914, Carlos would be
disembarking in Habana harbor, looking for his Pa, inhaling the
tropics, fulfilling the order of Anna’s telegram.
Why San Diego? Another port city with ready access to the
Canal, when it did open on August 15, 1914? Perhaps, but she had
also decided that Oakland was too dirty, too working class, and
finally too black, because she wasn’t just snobbish, but racist.
Work wasn’t easy for her to find in San Diego, despite the boom
promised by the Canal and the War. She was a German-American
woman with two dependent children in Germanophobic America
the year before the war began. And if you plan to be classist and
racist, then perhaps you had better also be financially independent,
because if you’re living in the ‘hood and sneering at your AfricanAmerican neighbors, you might get as good as you give,
sometimes even worse. That goes for employment opportunities,
ahem, if you know what I mean. Anna wasn’t able to get a job
checking hats at the local theater, given her attitude. “Why do you
think you are entitled to that particular hat?”
“Uh, because I’ve got a ticket for it?”
“That proves nothing! You may well have stolen that claim
check!”
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In San Diego, she did find work more appropriate to someone
of her cultivation, her cosmopolitan swagger, at the Berlitz
Language Institute. She had taught before in Tennessee, and she
was fluent in English, German, Spanish, Italian, and French. She
was a stern taskmaster, who focused relentlessly on the immersion
system, and she was a success. In family lore, she was one of the
first Berlitz teachers in America, but she was more than three
decades too late for that distinction. She did get hired at the start of
what would become a postwar boom for Berlitz – rapid expansion
occasioned by the globalization of the U.S. economy in secondstage industrialization. Cheerless and fiercely determined as she
was in the classroom, she preferred the businessmen and
government employees she taught to the unruly children in that
backwoods
Tennessee schoolroom. Despite Berlitz’s success, its teachers
were still underpaid, but she had made frugality into a religion.
They survived, with scraps from Clarence.
Carlos stayed in Cuba through the war, bouncing with his
father from Cienfuegos to Santa Clara to Spiritus Sancti. Clarence
followed the work as Carlos tagged along, tended by a
housekeeper who moved with them, cooking and cleaning and
caring for Carlos and Clarence, too. Florinda had moved in with
them. Clarence could not afford a servant, even in Cuba, but he
could even less afford an Afro-Cubana mistress. The scandal
would have cost him his job, his reputation as white hunter, but it
was an open secret among his male friends, as it was for so many
of them.
Carlos was quiet, studious, obedient, his nose in a book,
whether Spanish or English, occasionally German. Clarence feared
his wife’s cultural heritage, and oddly passed it on. “Read this,” he
would advise, handing Carlos a book. Nothing more. Carlos read.
Clarence and Anna were not undergoing a “trial separation,”
much less a “divorce.” The working poor, especially professionals
would die first, not of shame, but sheer practicality. There was
certainly something wrong between, even among them all, but
there wasn’t any money to throw at the problem. And Anna was a
Catholic. So Carlos stayed in Cuba but spent summers in
California, in the Point Loma neighborhood of northern San
Diego, during and after the war, hanging with his younger brother
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after long intervals, familiar strangers who didn’t really get along
but knew how to leave each other alone. After all, Paul was a
momma’s boy, and Carlos loved his Pa, so much like him.
As the years passed, the war receded in memory, she would
travel to Cuba, if only for Paul to spend some time with his father,
but the visits grew shorter and less frequent as time passed,
resembling her first vacation there in 1902. Clarence was
struggling, especially as the political climate changed under
Machado and a global recession loomed. When she visited, of
course, Florinda vanished for the weeks or months, but Anna’s
frown spoke plainly to Clarence: “You are a failure. Hopeless,
nicht ein Mensch.” He thought she must be right.
In Point Loma, skinny young Paul was derided as a “dirty
little hun” in school, was starting to get “dirty” thoughts, his hair
coming in, and his sex rising every morning. His mother’s
response to a problem always seemed categorical, absolute:
Ordnung muss sein. He thought the mess in his bed would be a
problem, that she had already noticed, that there was something
wrong with him. The summer of 1921, he was eleven, Carlos
sixteen, visiting from Cuba, and they had come down with ugly,
itchy rashes, which leaked yellow pus, revolting their mother.
Both of them thought it must be their fault, especially when she
shouted, “Die ist Ringelflechte! Die Ringelflechte! Disgusting!”
Ringworm. Seems they couldn’t avoid the poor hygiene of
Cuba and Oakland, after all. It follows the poor. The boys were
terrified. Anna was angry at her circumstances, not her two sons,
but she had no one else on whom to wreak her anger, so they
quailed and hid from her, which made her madder when she tried
to treat them with the iodine-based tincture that would kill the
fungus (yes, fungus, not a parasite, causes Ringworm). But it was
when she finally directed her rage at the feral cat living under their
house that the two boys were really alarmed.
Borrowing her neighbor’s large barrel pistol, she stalked the
cat, luring it with food, then shot it dead, flinging its carcass into
the trash with a satisfying, “Aha! I’ve got you, du schmutzige
Katze!” The boys were fascinated with their own terror, but Paul
more than the older Carlos, because his mother’s violence was
somehow tied deeply to his own sexual urges. Whatever Oedipal
wrestle Paul might have had with his Father, had Clarence lived,
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was bizarrely performed in an instant by a Mother with a Gun. The
cat was irrelevant; somehow he felt the bullet penetrate his own
chest, and his mother curse him, “Aha! I’ve got you, du schlechten
Knecht!”
So Paul has some problems with his mother. Who doesn’t?
Well, there are problems and then there are . . . problems. Anna
was the latter. Squared. Let’s negotiate then: a little of “build the
business,” and a dash of “My mother is a terrorist!” Stir in
Clarence, the Dead Father by 1930, a triple failure in marriage,
parenting, and career, then quadrupling his bad luck by dying
early. His checks, however small, stopped arriving. No father for
the young men to follow, with whom to fight, over whom they
might make their own ways. When that beam comes crashing
down, Carlos is twenty-five, back in Cuba, following in Pa’s
footsteps, trying to go him one or two better. But Paul? Barely
twenty, just some college in San Diego, but no degree, taking his
first steps as a . . . detective? Good career choice, son! Look at me,
dead at fifty-three; Paul would die at fifty eight. Interesting.
Hanabanilla to Hoover, Santa Clara to Las Vegas. Se habla
Español! Sí, se puede! I could add Gloria’s own family in the mix,
but the witches’ brew is potent enough with just the Rowe
ingredients to slow Paul and Gloria in the production of an heir.
September 1, 1939, Hitler invades Poland and World War II
begins in earnest, but on my brother’s birthday, February 1, Hitler
is occupied with advisors in a plan to invade Norway, so 1939 is
the beginning of the next world war, whichever month you pick.
It’s the year of the “Pact of Steel” between Germany and Italy, and
it’s also the year the Allies decide: enough is enough.
Time to take on Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. But Paul
seems oddly exempt from military service. It seems that every
other able-bodied American male is heading to the expanding
fronts all over the globe, but Paul is at home putzing around in his
darkroom and his “lab,” taping gossip columnists, tracking down
gangsters.
The family story was always the same: Paul’s German
heritage prevented him from being drafted into U.S. military
service, an idea reinforced by Anna’s insistence he had been born
in Germany and that fact somehow made him “German.” Yet
wherever Paul Rowe was born in 1910, his father remained a U.S.
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citizen (and was still alive at the time, albeit in Cienfuegos or
Santa Clara, Cuba, as a foreign worker). That made Paul Rowe a
U.S. citizen. The other familiar story was that Paul Rowe’s
identification with Germany made him undesirable to the U.S.
military, and several visits from U.S. government agents during
World War II proved that he wasn’t fit for military service.
But the other fact is that until 1942, only one in nine American
males between the ages of 21 and 45 were drafted. In 1942, a
lottery system was instituted, the age range for draftees narrowed
to 18 to 38, and the result was that one in five American males in
this age range was drafted. But in both periods of draft inductions
for World War II service, we’re talking about men in the military
at the rate of 10 to 20 % of their respective age groups. Did Paul
just luck out? Was he given a deferment in 1938, because his wife
was pregnant? And after that as a father of one, then in 1942, two
children? These explanations make more sense, even though he
probably was discriminated against as a “German” fellow traveler.
(Well, hey, Dad, perhaps you should stop singing das HorstWessel Lied at home in full-on German!). Once again, my father,
like his mother, loved to play the leads in Phantom of the German
Opera.
Paul and Gloria prosper during World War II, but not from
defense contracts. They’re playing the Hollywood Industry for all
its worth, which in World War II is a lot: public service
announcements, war propaganda, U.S. Savings Bond campaigns
featuring film stars, and of course the box office blockbusters
themselves, whereby Americans at home felt more connected with
the war effort or just escaped from it all for a few hours.
Hollywood boomed, and even small-timers, like Paul and Gloria,
reaped some of the riches.
And all the while, Paul was tinkering in his home lab,
perfecting the equipment used to record the gossip columnists
while looking for some new inventions that might carry them
through the postwar years. His answering device might be on the
shelf, but he kept his ears open.
One studio executive had told him: “We can’t keep the sound
and the image together. They’re always breaking up – delays in
dialogue, action that catches up with speech. We can do talkies,
but they don’t talk and walk at the same time.”
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He met Harold Axtell at an electronics shop in Pasadena,
where Harold was trying to buy vacuum tubes for an amplifier he
was building from scratch in his garage. They got talking – the
“sound engineer” and the electronics engineer for Kaiser Steel,
builder of the Liberty Ships. Harold was responsible for the design
of the Liberty Ship’s communications center. Harold was a short,
dumpy man with thinning hair. He never smiled, had no sense of
humor or irony. And he was charmed by Paul, who had all of these
qualities in excess. Over coffee at a café near the parts store, they
made an informal deal: we’ll work together on a soundsynchronization system for the movie studios; we’ll share the
costs, which won’t be great; we’ll also share whatever the studios
pay us for the final product.
It was the beginning of a long, beautiful friendship, in part
because Wilma, Harold’s wife, a mousy looking woman with a
feisty personality, took to Gloria and the two became fast friends,
especially when Harold and Paul spent long Saturdays, often into
Sunday morning, in Harold and Wilma’s garage in La Cañada, just
in the foothills overlooking Pasadena. In their LA bungalow,
Harold and Paul worked to refine existing synchronization of
sound on film that would tantalize them as a “score” for the next
twenty years.
Meanwhile, Carlos was back in the US, deported from Cuba in
1936, a dependent of the parent companies of American Electrical
Company of Cuba, picked up on waivers by Raytheon, hoping to
make it to the Bigs. By 1939, he had been sent by Raytheon and
the U.S. Army to England to help improve their radar defenses on
the British Navy’s destroyers, as well as to gather intelligence on
German troop movements in France. His work helped with the
rescue at Dunkirk in 1940, then again with the successful invasion
of Vichy France at Normandy’s beach heads on June 6, 1944.
In the meantime, in between time, Paul and Gloria had their
second child, Diana Gloria Rowe, born on March 9, 1942, three
months after the December 7, 1941 attack by the Japanese on Pearl
Harbor, Hawai’i. A beautiful, solid, healthy baby girl. No preemie
this time, and only three years after Paul, Jr.? The old man must
have been eating his Wheaties.

134

Autobiography of Carlos

17. Sepulveda and Century Boulevards, Los Angeles – April
1946
I know, Angelenos, you’re thinking LAX, but not so fast. Hey,
you cut me off! Right side, suicide! In 1946 there was Mines Field,
no Los Angeles International Airport with its Jetsons’ restaurant.
Until 1941, when Cliff Garrett moved Garrett AiResearch from
Glendale to Sepulveda, the property I have in mind was a bean
field. That dude in his black Mercedes 55SL AMG, who nearly
took off my right front fender swooping around me and over to the
left entrance to the airport on Century, couldn’t imagine postwar
LA, with its fringe of vacant lots, agricultural fields, horse
paddocks, and just funky country living within a few miles of
downtown. Where is that, right? As all the tourists say. “Where the
heck is downtown?” Well, try First Street, near Figueroa, or look
for buildings, like City Hall.
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My father is sitting in a stark office with dark green linoleum
tile floor, pale green walls, drop ceiling composed of insulating
tiles – white asbestos tiles with those holes in them – a gray metal
desk, gray metal chairs, and gray metal filing cabinets, all with the
oval medallion of “Acme Office Supply.” Everything looks new –
AiResearch moved from Glendale to this new building, plopped
quickly on the bean field, in 1941. Everything is metal, including
the studs in the walls and the door and window frames, because it
was built during the War, when the military got first dibs on
lumber. The building itself is a poor imitation of Paul Rowe’s
faux-Neutra on Hyperion: white stucco exterior, flat commercial
roof with internal drains and mineral paper waterproofing,
concrete steps leading to a black steel door that looks impregnable.
The rectangular building is entirely functional; there are no frills,
no “marketing” to the outside world. A small sign to the left of the
door, attached to the building, simply declares: “Garrett
AiResearch, 3600 Sepulveda Blvd., LA, CA,” the city and state
shortened to fit the small plaque.
No zip, no phone, no email, no web.
But hold on, I need a little flashback here to fill in the past five
tumultuous years. Japan attacks Pearl Harbor. FDR brings the U.S.
into the War. U.S. troops land in . . . . No, I meant about the bells.
Bells? Yes, the church bells, which Father begins to manufacture
with Louis A. Maas, the door-bell king, around 1943, deep in the
heart of the War, when door bells and church bells aren’t really in
high demand. If I were really writing a family chronicle here with
all the dates and events and personalities precisely represented as
accompaniments to my recently completed, 5-volume Shutterfly
collection: “The Rowe Family History,” a presentation gift at
Christmas for all our loving relatives, then the founding, success,
and decline of Maas-Rowe Carillons, Inc. would be the center of
this saga.
The bells are just a footnote that brings us back into the center
of LA, Southern California, immigration, and modernization.
Because those parts should tell us something about where we are
now in the megalopolis of Santa Barbara-LA-Irvine-San Diego,
immigration (again and always), and postmodernization. I suppose
the Rowes and the MacConaghys don’t really qualify as
immigrants, unless we go far enough back to Cornish farmers
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fleeing some crisis in England or Scots-Irish ancestors caught in
the Irish famines. Anna Uller leaving Mayen as a young woman to
look for work in Tennessee just qualifies. But I wonder where the
imaginary line is dividing the immigrant from the citizen? Moses
Truman Rowe volunteers as a young Ohioan for the Union Army
in the Civil War, survives battles in Pennsylvania and Virginia,
then homesteads a plot of land in Missouri. His son, Clarence,
joins up in the Spanish-American War, ends up working and then
dying in Cuba, which his sons consider their homeland. Anna
wanders from Tennessee to Cuba to California.
In 1941, Father runs into a sound technician at MGM, who
happens to be working on a Biblical epic. It wasn’t The Robe
(1953, directed Henry Koster, starring Richard Burton and Jeanne
Simmons), but that would be a good guess, because bells by MaasRowe Carillons play in its soundtrack, but that would be more than
a decade late. This sound technician complains about using
handbells in his Christian saga, because they sound tinny but
recordings of the great European carillons playing are impossible
to find. Has Paul got any leads, suggestions? “Why can’t we just
reproduce the sound of bells?” Paul asks. “Make some instrument,
then amplify the sound.” “Like what?” the sound technician asks.
It’s the first half of the twentieth century, so you can still
tinker in your garage and come up with, well, maybe not a Model
T Ford, but a symphonic carillon is still imaginable. The sound
tech is long forgotten, his film undoubtedly finished, and Paul isn’t
so stupid as to think that he’s making a device to be used in all
those religious films yet to come. He just wants to see if he can do
it. He’s got another buddy in Pasadena, who lives in a ramshackle
wood-frame house with a detached garage, whose siding is the
color of putty, but inside Gene Kaminsky has a shop that is the
envy of your dry-lakes’ racing maniac: lathes, table saws, metal
grinders, welding rigs, you name it, Gene has got it. Just doesn’t
really have a full-time job. He’s a tinkerer, fellow inventor,
general screw up, with big warts on his face, rotting teeth, an
indescribable body odor, laced with halitosis, and greasy, wavy
black hair that he’s constantly shoving out of the way as the
annoyance it is.
An ugly old dog in his late thirties (Paul’s in his early thirties
now), Gene looks about fifty by today’s standards, but this guy
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hasn’t jogged, exercised, or eaten vegetables since . . . well, he’s
never done those things. Hamburgers, beer, and the occasional ice
cream are what he lives on, especially because his old lady inside,
Brenda, looks as if she has crawled into a military-issue tent,
poked her head out the top, and is now scowling at the world.
Gene and Paul are cutting brass rods, all different lengths lying on
the work bench (but each approximately 18”), which have been
bent 90 degrees at one end and have some bell-curve bends along
their lengths in different places. Each rod is no more than 3/16”
thick, so the cuts or nicks that Gene is making are small. Each rod
he picks up has a penciled mark which he has to squint to see,
sometimes calling, “Is this it, Paul?” And Paul walks over to
confirm or, “No, not there, let me measure that again.”
No high-speed computers here, no excel spreadsheets
governing the cuts, no automated machines. Gene is moving the
rounded cutting head – actually, more like a rounded grinding
wheel, else the rod would be quickly cut in half – with a wheel to
the left of the machine, but the depth of the cut is by eye, guess,
feel. This contact between human, machine, and material was
modernism. Gene and Paul are extensions of those machines; their
senses crucial to the process.
Nothing’s that exact or miniature yet. “Eyeball it, Gene.
That’s the stuff.”
I could go on, and by now my brother, who took over the
business when Father died in 1968, is saying, “You don’t know
what you’re talking about.” Of course, I don’t, even though I
worked in “the business” for enough summers to know something
about it. “But this is just a scene, Paul. I’m just letting folks know
what it might have seemed like, had you been staring in the dirty
window from the sideyard.” “But it wasn’t even Gene Kaminsky!”
“Hey, man, I don’t care. It’s a good name, and I like my
description.” Gene was Polish-American, second generation,
screwed by the system, but unaware of it. Killing himself with bad
food and toxic stuff in that garage.
My Father invented the telephone answering machine and the
Symphonic Carillon, a system of bent and cut brass rods, each of
which plays a note of the musical scale, and when electronically
amplified sounds amazingly like a full set of church bells pealing
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from the tower of Notre Dame in Paris. Father held a long list of
patents on these inventions and related apps.
The Symphonic Carillon made his first fortune, which he
shared with Louis A. Maas, “Call me ‘Louie,’” a quiet, modest,
small businessman in the 1930s and 1940s, who manufactured
doorbells at 3015 Casitas Avenue. The factory was right next to
the railroad tracks near the boundary between Glendale and Los
Angeles, which happens to be the LA River bed, by then lined
with concrete and massive storm drains to keep the otherwise lazy,
hazy river from flooding LA. Mr. Maas leased the building from
the Southern Pacific Railroad, which had built it in the 1920s for
administrative offices, which then were moved sometime in the
1930s. The building was functional and cheap, because the trains
ran through on the double-tracks in that neighborhood several
times a day, rumbling, belching diesel smoke, shaking the poorly
built building to its core, and startling workers until they got used
to the commotion and just didn’t notice.
Mr. Maas made a nice doorbell, not these crummy toys you
find today at Home Depot and Lowe’s. Look inside your plastic
doorbell and you’ll find two nylon tipped strikers, each of which
hits in succession a pot-metal bar, suspended on rubber washers,
so that it gives off a sort of dull “Plonk!” when struck by one and a
dim “Plink!” when struck by the other. If you’re standing right
next to your front door in your tract home, you might hear “Plonk!
Plink!” and answer the door to be besieged by some crazed teen
selling magazine subscriptions. But Mr. Maas built quality
doorbells in nice wooden cases, which sported two tubular chimes,
each struck internally by a different striker activated by the
electronic circuit, so that without amplification your doorbell
would hail you at the far reaches of your manse with a lovely,
“Bling, blong!”
But Mr. Maas was caught in the Depression, to say nothing of
our transition to mass-produced goods, most of them imported
from enemies defeated in war (Japan, Germany, Italy) or “free
trade” (China, Korea, Indonesia, Brazil), all of them serving for a
time as virtual colonies in the new imperialism of their goodnatured friend, America. With housing starts way down during the
War, remodels also slow to recover from the Depression, Mr.
Maas was struggling to keep his business solvent. He knew he
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would have to diversify and figure something other than doorbells,
but producible by a workforce trained to work with wires, brass
tubing, and wood.
And then along came Paul Rowe, with his invention of a
“carillon” – basically a giant doorbell – that could be
manufactured from the same materials Louis Maas already knew
how to purchase in bulk and whose assembly could be done by
that same workforce. All Mr. Maas needed to be convinced was
proof that there was indeed a market for such an electronic device
in the middle of a world war and at the end of a decade-long
global Depression. But he trusted Father, and Father trusted Mr.
Maas, because Louie gave Paul a share in his small company in
exchange for the rights to manufacture and sell his invention. My
guess is that Louie Maas was a good enough businessman not to
have sold the store on such a gamble on a 50/50 basis, but then
again I never saw any of the contractual agreements, which were
certainly drawn up legally, and I do know that by the time I was
born on December 11, 1945, at the end of World War II, a small
company named “Maas-Rowe Carillons” existed, manufacturing
and shipping products on a national scale.
So why did my father trust Louie Maas with his invention
when in fact he had been stung by the Bell Lab guys in their suits
when he pitched his telephone answering machine? Is this a paean
to American Small Business, the salt-of-the-earth qualities of a
good man like Louis A. Maas? No, but Louie was a good, honest,
fair man, unlike Bell’s Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-dum, although
admittedly they were honest enough to tell Father that they would
simply steal his invention when they needed it! Louie Maas was
perhaps just a stroke of luck in Paul Rowe’s life – a man who
needed a new product, trusted Paul Rowe, and was as good as his
word.
Louie Maas was a Jewish-American whose grandparents
emigrated from Germany in the later nineteenth century, or
actually from Silesia in that period, because they left Europe
before Germany had become the German nation. Mr. Maas must
have known that my father, despite his English-sounding name,
presented himself as a German wherever he went, but did Mr.
Maas also know that my father was privately a spiteful racist and
bitter anti-semite? He must have known these things about his
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partner, because Father didn’t disguise very well his derogatory
views. Mr. and Mrs. Maas regularly visited our home on holidays,
always showing us children great kindness, bringing thoughtful
gifts, even if gifts weren’t called for on some holiday like Easter. I
can only remember the two of them as if they were surrogate
grandparents, stooping to talk with us at eye level, smiling at our
answers, patting us affectionately. And yet I never recall visiting
their home, meeting their own children, having anything to do
with their larger family or social circle. Mr. and Mrs. Maas must
have known that my father was a raving anti-semite, a
Germanophile who did not recognize the ancestral ties of
European Jews to the lands and communities that would in the late
nineteenth century be consolidated into the modern German state.
They must have known, and yet Mr. Maas still worked with my
father.
And they prospered. At first, they sold electronic carillons,
vibrachimes, vibrachords, amplification systems, speakers, and
many related products directly to churches, then to colleges and
universities, and even to banks, city halls, and theaters. As the
world war wound down, business simply exploded, and the least
likely “product” on the market – electronic bells? – found a
significant market. By the end of the War, Maas-Rowe was
shipping $300,000 of product per year, netting a little over 15 % of
that gross, and Louis Maas and Paul Rowe were dividing about
$50,000 per year. $25,000 per year was a handsome income in
1944-1945, and they were splitting the income 50/50, then, in part
because they had stopped making doorbells and were focused fully
on carillons and the related products Paul Rowe had invented in
response to the various needs of their relatively small but wellfocused market.
Cliff Garrett (1908-1963) is just two years older than Paul.
They have a similar look, although Cliff is a few inches taller and
bigger in frame than Paul. Cliff has a natural smile, produced by
fairly full lips, and narrow eyes with expressive eyebrows. His
brown hair is cropped close, but we are not in the era of buzz cuts,
butches, and crews; his hair is parted and combed across his head
and the sides swept back, but cut above the ear. No blue serge suit
here;
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Cliff is wearing bluejeans and a faded denim workshirt. He’s
wearing a pair of low-cut Wellingtons. “Harold recommended
you, Paul, and I expect you’re surprised.” He’s sitting behind the
gray metal desk, but his feet are propped on a corner, one on top of
the other. Paul is sitting in a chair he’s pushed off center from the
desk, because he doesn’t feel like being interviewed. He’s also a
boss, if not quite as big a one as Cliff Garrett.
“I know you and your partner make church bells, so you’re
probably wondering what the devil you can do for me at
AiResearch, where we make parts of airplanes. But you know elec-tron-ics,” Cliff emphasizes the word by syllables, “and that’s
what we need.”
Paul hasn’t said a word yet; he’s sizing up the man aslant from
him. Everybody knows Garrett’s AiResearch and how his
company has grown out of a small lab doing research and
development for military aircraft – everything from oil coolers to
cockpit cooling for fighter jets.
“The war is over, Paul, and we’re going to have to figure out
another way to make a living. You guys will be okay, with the
doorbells and church bells. Building will take off again, but we
make the transition or we’re screwed.”
“How can I help?” Paul has decided. This guy is going to
make him an offer he can’t refuse; he might as well look ready and
willing, even though he hasn’t a clue what it will be.
“Commercial planes, Paul. Transcontinental airplanes. What
we learned in the war about aeronautics – radar, cooling, engine
hp, braking – everything we learned can and will be applied to
bigger and bigger commercial airliners. I want AiResearch to be
part of that, a big part.”
Paul is still stumped, but he nods sagely, as if to say, “Yes, I
know all about that. This bean field will be next to LAX, the
second largest airport in the United States. We will both be hailed
as prophets in their own land. We will be rich . . .” How?
“I need pressure caps, lots of them.” Cliff picks up from the
desk a small, black, object, about two-and-one-half inches across,
the top domed, and turning it around, he points the other end
toward Paul. “This part is really precise; the electronic contacts
have to be exact.”
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Paul can see inside copper shining in the black plastic, like the
points embedded inside a distributor cap in a car’s ignition system.
The plastic cap has internal threads at the edge, as if it’s supposed
to be screwed to another part with external, male threads. He
assumes the copper contacts will meet other copper parts to make
an electrical connection, but he still doesn’t understand it.
“You fellas have metal suppliers, workers who know how to
make electrical connections. . . .” Cliff trails off, then pounces:
“Can you make this?”
“Well, we don’t have an injection moulding facility to make
the plastic. We’d have to find someone to do that part.”
“Buy one.”
“You mean buy an injection moulding factory?” Paul says,
sounding foolish, since it’s obvious what Cliff has just said.
“There’s a plastics plant twelve blocks from your factory on
Casitas. The guy did piece work before the War, hasn’t got any
military contracts, and is going broke. You can get it for a song.”
“But we don’t know how to run one.”
“Buy the guy who owns it. Have him teach you.”
“Why don’t you do that?”
“Look, Paul, this is an opportunity for you and your partner. I
need a reliable source of accurately made plastic caps for the
pressurized air supply we’re building for commercial airliners.
Every plane that rolls off the assembly line that adopts our system
will need anywhere from 300 – 500 of these caps. 10 bucks per
cap. We think we’ll be putting our systems into at least 100 planes
per year. Figure it out per year.”
Paul already has; he is a quick study in math. “$300,000 per
year, gross.”
“Probably more. And 100 planes per year is just the start.”
It would double their bottom line, and the profit margin was
probably much greater than 15% on these plastic caps. He didn’t
know exactly, but he thought it would make them rich.
He was right. By 1948, they were shipping $800,000 worth of
products and realizing 20 % profit on their production. MaasRowe Carillons was in the aeronautics business as well as the
church bell business, and it had a wholly owned subsidiary:
Precision Plastics, located in a couple of Quonset huts near their
main factory, supervised exclusively by Paul Rowe, with the help
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of Leo Weigandt, former owner of “Weigandt’s Plastics,” a crusty
German-American with whom Paul immediately connected. Louis
Maas and Paul Rowe were each taking home $80,000 per year by
1948. Cliff Garrett had indeed made them rich men.
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18. Puddingstone Reservoir – July 4, 1948
They’re sailing along, flying over the surface of the deep blue
sea, without a care in the world. The California sun is shining
down on the mighty Snoozy Q, a metal-hulled sloop of about
twenty-three feet, hardly much bigger than some cat boat, but this
model is beamy, has a substantial keel with some lead in it, and
even a tiny cabin forward. Paul is 38 and Gloria 34 (or 35); Paul,
Jr. is 9, Diana 6, and John, 2 ½. The children are all sporting
bulky, orange life vests, rigid to the touch, because they’re made
of cork. Very buoyant, probably war surplus. Cleverly named for
the 1930s’ dance step, incorporated into dances like the Lindy Hop
and the “Suzie-Q,” the Snoozy Q pretty much imitated that rightto-left, left-to-right foot crossing dance move by tacking as a good
sloop does: port-starboard, starboard-port. “Snoozy” not just for
the general relaxation of a holiday sail, but also because the
movement of the boat always made Paul, Jr. fall asleep. He was
“Snoozy Q.,” which at that age was cute. Later in his life,
snoozing would be his chronic way to cope with Rowepression.
Fight between the parents? Zzzzz! Worries about the future?
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Snooore! Narcolepsy? Maybe, but perhaps just the respiratory
problems associated with his chronic asthma.
2½ year-old John is barely focusing on light, water,
movement, shapes, and the bits of language he is processing in his
early language acquisition seminar in the cockpit, where his
mother has huddled him against her, arm around him, just in case a
wave pops him up and over the side into the deep blue sea, never
to be seen again! Gloria’s head is abuzz with worries, but the
Captain sporting a white yachting cap with an anchor emblem and
black vinyl visor is looking at the road ahead, the trim of his main,
the bellow of his jib, and the heel of his craft. Keep her on course!
Yessir, he says to himself. There is no crew yet, so he is clutching
the helm and mentally at least running up and down the rigging
like a little monkey.
We are sailing on the fourth of July on the smooth surface of
Puddingstone Reservoir at the junction of the 10 and 57 freeways
at the eastern edge of Los Angeles County. The 250-acre artificial
lake was built in 1925-1928, the final part of a flood control
project of Los Angeles County begun in 1923. Relatively new in
1948, the lake and surrounding parkland are nice respites from the
summer heat and the freshwater an attractive alternative for this
fussy metal-hulled boat owner to the corrosive salts of the Pacific,
about the same distance away to the west. Puddingstone Dam, as
everyone calls the site, is also a working-class recreational area.
Father has not yet accepted his good fortune, so he is not yet a
yachtsman, just a weekend sailor, although that hat probably tips
him off to other vacationers as a poser, hoping to enter the
America’s Cup in the future.
Father’s interest in sailing is curious, given his work in
electronics and his dedication to new technologies. The Snoozy Q
has no motor at all, not even an outboard as many smaller
sailboats have. It is the über ecocraft, running just on what the
heavens provide, and no stove or head either. If you want
something to eat, dig around in the picnic basket, amply supplied
by Gloria; need to pee or worse? Hold it until we get to shore.
Little John, unfortunate nickname under the circumstances, is just
getting comfortable on the John, so he’s probably safe with his
cloth diaper right now, but Diana and Paul, Jr. are perhaps already
squirming.
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“Stop fidgeting!” Father barks, briefly interrupting his
nautical watch to notice his children. Of course, Gloria has
provided for such emergencies with a discreet chamber pot down
below, which in the next hour or two both Paul, Jr. and Diana
sulkily use, Father ignoring them.
Somewhere in the middle of the 250 acre lake, around 2 PM,
the wind, never exactly brisk, just sort of huffenpuffin up to then,
dies completely. The sails empty, the jib fluttering like a wounded
bird’s wing, and the main’s boom swings back and forth
threateningly until the Captain sheets it in. Becalmed in the middle
of a beautiful lake in the countryside can’t be so bad. There’s still
some food left, ginger ale (Vernor’s), and . . .
“Scheisse.”
It’s just not so bad, or is it “Dear?”
“Scheisse, Scheisse!”
“The children, dear!”
“Scheisse!”
Not good, the magical four German “Scheisses” mean that hell
is about to open its bowels to swallow us.
An hour ticks away. Silence.
Silence is golden, right? Advice to harried couples from
marriage counselors and their self-help books: “When arguments
reach the point of no return, then walk away. Time out. Stop
talking.”
As usual, these folks don’t know what they’re talking about.
There is quiet, then there is silence, only partially captured by:
“I’m giving you the silent treatment.” Not in words, of course, but
in hard looks. Aggro looks. Smoke curling from the enemy’s ears.
Rage bubbling up and around an inflamed puss.
It was that kind of silence. An hour of it by the psychological
clock. The fuse inaudibly but certainly burning, until . . .
“Scheisse.”
The Captain rushes the cabin, begins tearing and tossing items
down below while his wife quietly assumes the unmanned helm,
which isn’t really swinging wildly about in the dead calm, but she
takes it anyway, the shaft of power.
The Captain appears from the gangway, preceded by the blade
of a long, blonde wooden oar.
“We’ll have to row back.”
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What? Row this metal tub back to the marina, where the trailer
is waiting on the back of our brand new, emerald green
Oldsmobile coupe?
“Junior! You row!” Hysterical, we’re living out the infamous
“Rowe, Rowe, Rowe your boat”!
Paul, Jr., looking terrified at nine, grips the outthrust oar, leans
over the gunwale, takes a few feeble swipes at the water, leaving
the hull exactly where it is, and then loses his grip. The oar drifts
slowly toward the stern.
Father snatches it from the water. “You, idiot! Don’t you
know how to row!” Almost a joke, if anyone were in good humor.
“Of course, a Rowe knows how to row: ‘Gently down the stream,’
right?”
But we’ve missed this jocose opportunity, because the Captain
italicizes his judgment with a swift, effective SMACK! to Junior’s
right cheek. The child slumps down, raising his arm in fear of
another blow, which doesn’t come.
But it might. Now or ever.
No harm really done, right? Paul, Jr.’s cheek glows red from
the blow, then with the humiliation, finally with Father’s sudden
neglect of him, an invisible insect, beneath the Captain’s
contempt.
Hey, he could have been flogged in the nineteenth-century
U.S. Navy for conduct so incompetent, so what’s so bad about a
little slap? We’re in the 1950s, not the second decade of the
twenty-first century with all our concern about bullying, childabuse, sexual predators, gunmen in schools. Just a symbolic tap.
Roman fathers could have their wives and children executed on
the spot, everything legal. Aren’t we the new Romans? Didn’t they
give us their laws? A tiny little slap, a couple of Scheisses, some
strategic silence? Give us a break.
Paul, Jr. isn’t even crying. Couldn’t have been that bad. Of
course, he is cowering in the cockpit, still with that arm raised up
to protect him from the next blow, which hasn’t yet fallen.
Gloria is not speaking. None of your Midwestern wife’s
“Now, Paul, let’s just calm down. It’s not as bad as you think.”
But she’s not behaving obediently either. She’s squinting at him,
as if she’s seen her lover and husband for the first time, Captain
Bligh of the Puddingstone.
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Muttering to himself, but no longer swearing, just mumbling
some words, then grunting, the Captain becomes the galley slave
and slowly puts the heavy metal hull in motion, interrupting his
efforts from time to time to bark unnecessary orders as he hops
from side to side of the sturdy craft: “Move that picnic basket!”
“Clear those lines out of the way!” “Slide down toward your
mother!” Slowly the Snoozy Q picks up a little motion, which the
reborn Captain navigates, with the help of his attractive
helmswoman, toward the distant marina.
Two more hours pass and not quickly at that, because each
minute is excruciating as we await some new command, some
frightening outburst, and the future holds only more terrors for the
three huddled children. It’s amazing that we don’t just leap from
the sailboat in a collective bid for escape, and some of us are
thinking of just this possibility.
5 PM, we reach the marina, where fortunately there are not
long lines of cigarette boats, jet skis, cabin cruisers, and other
sloops awaiting access to the single concrete ramp. Bounding off
the bow, holding the bowline, and figure-eighting it to the short
pier’s cleat, he dashes up the shore to the parking lot, backing the
trailer carefully down into the water, before shouting out the
window,
“Gloria! Take the wheel!” then repeating for effect, “Take the
wheel!” and leaving the car running, but presumably in neutral, he
stomps down the dock, hauls himself on board, and repeats his
command, “You back the trailer down until I tell you to stop.
Junior, take the helm. And listen to my orders!” The last
apparently directed at all of us.
On the shore, you can see the fires coming to life as picnickers
ready their weenie-roasts and open metal Coleman coolers for the
beer, potato salad, and pop. You can see them looking in our
direction, shading their eyes with their hands, as if to get a closer
look, curious, but no one heading in our direction. No need. This is
a standard operating procedure for boat owners.
Of course, Paul, Jr. gets confused under the barrage of orders
and pushes the helm in the wrong direction, Father slips and goes
briefly under while still holding the bowline and trying to guide
the sloop toward the trailer. Diana, only six, has put her arm
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tightly around the 2 ½ year old, who has been momentarily
forgotten, and she grips me, even though I’m not going anywhere.
“Idiot!” Again. His hand raised menacingly, but now simply
an idle symbol. No blow falls, but Junior stares blankly as if he is
fainting, perhaps zombified with fear, not from the threatened
pain, but from the Biblical scene. “Scheisse!” Six times now, a
Satanic charm. The Captain manages by herculean effort to nose
the Snoozy Q almost far enough onto the trailer that he can attach
the bow hook to the trailer winch, but not before he calls out, “Just
a little further, Gloria. Just a foot or two more down the ramp!”
The metal hull now bobs above the trailer, the Captain easily
attaches the cable to the bow, cranks the boat into the trailer’s
nestling supports, and with a brief look of satisfaction, orders:
“Pull her on out!”
Their children are still on board, but never mind. Gloria hits
the gas, the trailer’s wheels churn the water, and the car’s rear
wheels spin in place.
“Scheisse!” We are all stuck.
Had we not been rescued that fourth of July evening by a few
hardy boaters, one with an especially powerful International
Harvester pickup, we’d still be there sixty-four years later, having
emptied long ago the picnic hamper and filled that chamber pot.
As it turns out, our rescue was a piece of cake, hardly worth the
“Thank you, Mister!” we excited kids throw at the man with the
beat-up 4 x 4.
It’s the gloomy drive home with the dripping boat following
us like a bad dog when there are signs, even to the 2 ½ year old,
that the happy family is more like the Karamazovs in Dostoevsky
than the Smiths of Happy Valley, Indiana.
Two years later, all is forgiven as the good Captain pilots La
Golondrina down Newport Harbor, heading for the two jettys
opening onto the wide Pacific. A beautiful, thirty-two-foot San
Francisco “Bird” boat, she’s named appropriately for “The
Swallow” of the famous Mexican folk song. Snoozy Q, it appears,
had lived up to its name by falling asleep in the middle of
Puddingstone Lake, and now rests under a canvas cover on her
verdammt trailer in the corner of the yard of Precision Plastics. In
the belly of La Golondrina rests a gleaming, brand-new diesel
engine, ready to power us all out of trouble, at least whenever we
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are becalmed. On the gray-painted block of the engine, in large
raised letters, the aficionado can read: “DEUTZ.” That’s right,
imported from Germany, the finest marine diesel available.
Paul, Jr.’s friend, David Vierus, is threading his line through
the eyelets of a small bamboo rod, when the Captain screams, “No
Fishing!” A faintly visible tremor rustles through Paul, Jr.’s body.
In the next moment, La Golondrina drives fast on a starboard
tack toward the Balboa Ferry, just crossing in front of it.
“Starboard!” Father screams urgently, imperatively, militarily.
“Starboard!”
Eleven-year-old David V. drops his tackle and his jaw, stares
at the Man on the Helm, then at the looming ferryboat, which at
the very last moment reverses its engines, just slowing its load of
cars and passengers enough to avoid Thor Heyerdahl, whose KonTiki has recently completed the voyage from South America to the
Easter Islands.
In fact, a starboard tack only grants the yachtsman nautical
right-of-way with other yachts, not with a municipal ferry, as the
fist-shaking, cursing Balboa Ferry Captain tries to make clear as
he vanishes silently in our wake.
Then again, no one volunteers to explain this rule to Father.
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19. 2621 North Vermont Avenue, Los Angeles – October 31,
1953
Louie and Paul made stacks of money by postwar standards.
By the early 1950s, they were dividing up around $200,000 per
year, pretax of course, but still $100,000 a year was a princely
income, comparable to that of the stars Paul and Gloria had been
protecting from the gossip columnists. In our era, these figures are
puny, hardly enough for a middle-class family to struggle through
a year, but we’ve experienced a cumulative inflation rate of
772.5% since 1953. In today’s dollars, each would have been
making around $1 million per year before taxes.
The AiResearch contract for caps for the pressurized oxygen
systems in commercial airlines was a goldmine, because the profit
margins were huge, especially once the system for producing the
caps was developed at maximum efficiency. The problem the
Maas and Rowe families faced was what to do with all this money.
Beginning with the 1951 model, Cadillac was their vehicle of
choice, and Louie and Paul bought new models every two years.
“The ashtrays were full,” they’d joke with friends, even though
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neither smoked. “There was a stain on the backseat” or “She was
running a little rough.”
They loved these jokes, which they thought displayed their
savoir faire. 1951, 1953, 1955, 1957.
In fact, both men kept the previous models, “handed” them
“down” to their wives, and drove the new models as proudly as
any other business tycoon.
And then there were the investments. Some stocks and bonds,
but both men had suffered through the Depression, so they looked
to real estate to protect, even grow, their wealth. Paul bought a lot
in Newport Beach and built a vacation home in 1951-1952 on
Cliff Drive, where there were three vacant lots to every new home.
Paul and Gloria built a duplex, so that one of the units would pay
the expenses for the whole house. La Golondrina was not a craft
you could trailer, but needed a berth, slip, or buoy, which was fine
with all of the Rowes, still smarting from their misadventure at
Puddingstone Dam. Even so, living on board a thirty-two-foot
sloop on weekends got more and more difficult as the family grew,
so a house seemed both a good investment and a practical solution.
And then they sold the faux Neutra, moving from the mixed
commercial-residential neighborhood on Hyperion Avenue to the
elegance of North Vermont Avenue, whose stately homes paved
the way to LA’s natural glory: Griffith Park. The Norman style
house, built in 1926, had a porte-cochère, butler’s pantry, grand
two-story living room, a huge master suite and bath, and four other
bedrooms and two more baths, as well as laundry room, den,
dining room, diamond paned windows, floor to ceiling French
doors, and a grand staircase. In 1953, $48,000 was a lot to pay, but
the house had class.
They had moved up. Four doors down, Lena Horne lived in a
mansion designed to look like a gigantic English cottage. Three
doors down, the high-profile lawyer, John O. Melveny lived in a
Georgian home from some movie set, complete with ten-foot
wrought-iron gates and fencing. They bought the house from
Superior Court Judge John McCormick, who asked at the close of
escrow if they would also like the Persian and Moroccan carpets,
which “really go with the house,” so they had paid another $3,000
for all of the “rugs,” as Father called them, including an enormous
antique Sarouk in the living room, a Hamadan stair-runner dating
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to around 1910, and several Moroccan throw rugs the Judge and
his wife had collected on their travels.
But you can’t really buy cultivation, sophistication, breed.
Paul was a genius with electronics, but he probably never finished
college. He always said, “Germany. I went to university in Bonn.
Then studied later in Brussels.” And he did speak German and
French, although how a wife and children who spoke neither
would know is beyond me. Did he really speak fliessenden
Deutsch, or was it merely the phrases and song lyrics he had
picked up from Anna? “Reichen Sie bitte das Butter (Please pass
the butter)!” was one of his favorites, but it’s like one of those
phrases from the back of a travel guide: “Wo ist der Bahnhof,
bitte?” And the formal “Sie” for dinner conversation? Well, it
could have been the stiff standard Anna maintained with her
children. Imaginary German, Paul Rowe might also have been an
imaginary college graduate, even student, given Anna’s finances
in California while Clarence struggled in Cuba. He let it slip once
that he had gone to high school in San Diego, somewhere in the
Point Loma area north of the city. He would have graduated from
high school in 1928; Clarence was dead two years later. Where
was the college fund, especially for education abroad? Did the
Uller family bankroll him?
There he is in his fencing fraternity’s formal attire, one of
those brightly colored caps and matching silk ribbon crossing his
chest to hold his elegant sabre on his left hip. With just a wispy
moustache and a fresh fencing scar on his right cheek, he’s tipping
back a tankard of German brew while his friends jostle and josh
him about his latest romantic interest, Fräulein Ingeborg of
Innsbruck, the Austrian beauty, and his triumph in the recent
Staatsexam. Roguish and smiling, he wonders dreamily how the
family is doing in Santa Clara, San Diego, and . . .
Not likely. One year after his father dies, twenty-one year-old
Paul is in Boulder City, Nevada, working as a detective for Six
Companies. What? Straight from early graduation at the
University of Bonn, Paul dashes to California to start up his
detective agency?
Father probably didn’t have more than a year or two of college
and then probably at some local school in San Diego, living at
home with dear old Mom, who was out hunting cats in the
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evenings, Anna’s version of “Neighborhood Watch.” He missed
the year-long survey of English Literature, the Introduction to
Western Civilization, German Romanticism (Schiller and Goethe),
American History, much less Electrical Engineering 101 and
Computing the Future (with Professors Shannon and Szilard). He
was ashamed of his lack of formal education, of course, but it was
“culture” that annoyed him most. So what must he have thought or
just deep down felt on some other register, when Gloria, daughter
of those parents who had scorned him, forcing him to take matters
into his own hands, began painting and reading and talking? All
that talk, most of which he didn’t understand.
It was culture Gloria was after and for which she had a talent
as well as a yearning. She had a head start on Paul, because she
came from educated folks who respected culture. Sonia may have
married Albert when she was 19, a year out of high school, but
Sonia came from Harringtons, an English family name that had
traveled well to Baltimore, then split into branches reaching into
the deeper South (New Orleans), their Sonia marrying into
Philadelphia money.
Albert’s father was a suburban Philadelphia developer, who
built new homes for the wealthy on inexpensive land in
Swarthmore, Point Park, and other areas just becoming accessible
streetcar and rail from Philadelphia. The son of Scots-Irish
immigrants, Albert’s father made a fortune, then lost it in one of
those economic panics that punctuated the late nineteenth century.
The old boy went broke slowly, however, and there was
enough for Albert to make it through Penn for his BA and MD
before doing a military internship at Fort Oglethorpe, Georgia, just
before World War I. By the time the US entered that war, he was
deferred from service, with four children, a wife, and a practice, at
least theoretically, since he had already begun to chase his dreams
of health clubs and fitness centers.
Gloria’s family line was also immigrant, as whose wasn’t in
this settler society?
Indigenous people, of course, but no one even thought about
them. The MacConaghys combined education and pretension in
ways that could compensate for mere passing periods of poverty –
call it a “lack of funds,” a “cash-flow problem,” “land poor,” and
so forth. Sonia substituted relentless Anglophilia and class fantasy
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for education or just plain cultural literacy. Had Sonia and Anna
ever gotten to know each other, they would have discovered this
secret bond: both invented heritages that lent them distinction.
Alas, England and Germany had been at war too often and too
recently for their respective claims of ancestry to bring them
together. And then there was Anna’s sense that the MacConaghys
– these unwashed Irischen Kinder, after all – had snubbed the
Rowes by opposing her youngest son’s plans to marry their
youngest daughter.
Anna, Berlitz teacher, global cosmopolitan, Germania bearing
the tribal torch into the darkness, prized culture in her own, often
perverse way. Hegel, Goethe, Beethoven, Brahms, Chopin (well,
Poland should be in Germany!) – all hers, but unknown to these
mindless American peasants. Sonia, wife of Dr. Albert
MacConaghy, MD, often spoke with a slightly British accent,
despite having never crossed the Atlantic, knew her different
porcelains and bone Chinas with the English names – Bow, Spode,
Wedgewood, Doulton – even though the wedding-gift place
settings had long since been pawned to pay the rent. And she kept
up on the “King” (George V) and the doings of his family, as if
she were a lady-in-waiting doing active service in America.
Sonia had refined her skills in social pretension and Anglo
snobbery by playing bit parts in early films in Los Angeles. In the
late teens and early twenties, she was in her mid forties, but still a
handsome, fit woman, and she would wait outside Jesse Lasky’s
“barn” at the corner of Selma and Vine, still on the outskirts of
Los Angeles, which Lasky had converted from a barn on a
Hollywood Citrus ranch into a primitive sound stage. LaskyParamount was formed in 1914, but the “barn” (now the
Hollywood Heritage Museum) was still used for shoots, as was the
land surrounding it. Standing around with other wannabe bitplayers, Sonia often stood out as a “classy woman,” who knew
how to dress, hold herself, how to pose. And although these were
silent films, she also knew how to speak with that British diction
affecting her whole demeanor, countenance, mien. “Gloria was
only around three, mind you, and we were riding on the streetcar
in Phila-del-PhIa, one January morning. It was bitter, bitter cold
that January, and Gloria was huddled next to my fur coat when she
popped her head up with a thought and said quite loudly,
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‘Mummy, who was that man in your bed last night?’ I can tell you
I was mortified, but I didn’t miss a beat. ‘That man, my dear child,
that man was . . . Jack Frost!” (“And where was your danged
husband, the ol’ Doc?” a rough voice from the back jeers).
Feigned class pretension undoubtedly earned Sonia many of those
bit-parts, which refined her deportment into the grande dame
manner in which she flitted about her tiny apartment or shopped at
Bullock’s Wilshire, dear, while hardly ever buying a thing.
Painting, then, was not a surprising avocation for Gloria, and
portraiture was her preferred genre. Was she perhaps painting the
ancestors for the country estate, Chatsworth? Not really; she was
not her mother, although she had her own small pretensions, but
most of them had to do with intellect, genius, uniqueness,
distinction earned by insight, social value. . . . Go on from there.
“Portrait painters should enhance their subjects, draw out of them
their best qualities. Idealize them.” She said that often and as I
grew older I quietly mocked such an aesthetic, but not out loud.
But there is much to recommend such an aesthetic principle
and plenty of historical justification for it. Rodin looked at the
block of stone to find what he called “le modèle,” which he
explained was the “internal form” within the stone, an idea he had
learned from Michelangelo, who would study, study, study each
block of Carrera before cutting it. Of course, sculptors look for the
fault lines in the stone, the impermeable sections, and know the
textures and geology of their different media: granite, marble,
limestone, sandstone. In his Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge,
Rilke, who had worked as a secretary for Rodin in Paris,
elaborates how le modèle refers to a mental form projected into the
stone, so that the artist extracts from obdurate material the inner
life of an idea, not just an image. What is le modèle of this person?
I think this is what my mother wanted to paint. Whatever else, her
modèle was always some amalgam of her mysterious husband and
herself. Isn’t every story at some level autobiography?
In the play she would write for her M.A. in Creative Writing
from Occidental College in 1957-1958, A Dirge for Galatea,
Gloria’s tragic hero is a woman sculptor tapping away at a
monumental sculpture of her husband, who insists on belittling
her, trivializing her work, mocking every cut she makes in the
stone. At the climax of the play, the tragic agon culminates in the
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unfinished sculpture toppling on the unwitting sculptor, who has
just moved closer for a refining chip, a tap-tap-tap on that blue
serge suit, when the improperly balanced and guyed block comes
crashing down on her innocent head.
Gloria’s play was melodramatic, to be sure, but not really
prophetic, because by 1957-1958, the marriage was already in
pieces, like the sculpture and sculptress on the floor of the studio.
Eleven years after Cliff Garrett had made Paul H. Rowe, high
school graduate with some college, a rich man, Paul and Gloria
had already drifted apart, while clinging stubbornly to their family
values of three children still at home: Junior, 18, heading off to
college; Diana, 15, high school beauty and cultural maven; John,
12, horny for cars and girls.
And yet Paul was still buying land, houses, cars, country club
memberships – all for the estate, what would be inherited, what
would make those portraits tell the Rowe Story in Glamis Castle,
with its vaults of exotic wine, its baronial views of the workers’
huts, its banners from victories in strange lands, and its heraldry:
“‘On a Field, Sable, the letter A, Gules.’”
Oops, that was Hester Prynne, not Paul Rowe.
But in truth that’s what Father purchased for himself with all
that money: Adultery. The most expensive and desirable consumer
commodity of the American 1950s.
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20. The Balboa Bay Club, Newport Beach, CA – Labor Day,
1952
The “beach house” they built on Cliff Drive was one of scores
built on lots subdivided and sold by a local developer. Build your
own was the appeal, but several architects had ready-made plans
and contractor cousins. They picked a design by Robert Forbes,
who had come up with some cottage-like designs of stucco single
stories with shingle roofs, diamond pane windows, and hardwood
floors. The rooms were small, the kitchens were Pullmans, and
you got one and one-half baths. They were intended to be
inexpensive to build, but the materials were good. Forbes’s
signature was a collection of three fake bird holes under the eaves.
Drive around Newport Heights today near Newport Harbor High
School and you’ll still find a few of these functional, reasonably
attractive houses, although most of the bird holes have been
covered over by new siding.
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Paul and Gloria paid around $20,000 to have the house built to
Forbes’s specifications.
The lot they bought at 1611 Cliff Drive was flat, right across
from Horace Ensign Intermediate School. They didn’t want to
spend a lot, because this was their “beach house,” where they’d
spend weekends and summer months, instead of cramming onto
La Golondrina, docked at the Balboa Bay Club, and using the
bathrooms about 200 yards from the boat. No pumping in the
harbor, even in those wild-west days. It was a duplex and paid for
itself, because the tenant in the rear house covered the property
taxes, insurance, and other regular costs. Paul had paid cash for the
home’s construction, so there was no mortgage. The cost of four
Cadillacs, he figured; no big deal.
Perhaps they built the house to restore their marriage, and if so
it worked while the house was under construction. It’s fun to build
from the ground up, rather than remodel, and they enjoyed making
the small decisions required by the builder, picking the styles of
furniture and curtains and other household fixtures that would turn
the house into a home. “Colonial” was their preference, meaning
New England styles then in vogue that vaguely echoed preRevolutionary Massachusetts, although a truly Puritan décor might
have been an ironic commentary on their fracturing marriage.
Chintz curtains, maple and cherry furniture, knickknacks
suggesting eighteenth-century New England, and of course the
English aura that went with these styles. Classy.
But Paul also urged them forward to invest this large sum in a
brand new “beach house,” because it had occurred to him that
having the family out of Los Angeles for large parts of the summer
might be convenient. Perhaps he didn’t plan directly to hang out
with his girlfriend while we lolled at the country club in Newport
Beach, but that idea must have taken shape somewhere during
construction, if not before the foundation was poured. Long before
Billy Wilder directed The Apartment (1960) with Jack Lemmon,
Shirley MacLaine, and Fred McMurray, LA philanderers knew
how they differed from NYC roués. The NYC guys needed some
spare apartment where they could keep their girlfriends in the
City, knowing their wives would be waiting patiently in
Connecticut or Jersey, hardly daring to brave a trip into town to
track down their wayward husbands. LA businessmen needed to
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get their wives out of the city and into some resort, where they
would be lulled to complacency by sea breezes, desert winds,
slides and swings for the kiddies.
Hence the “beach house,” where 6 5/8 John Carlos was going
to bed early on the night before Labor Day, the biggest event of
the summer, when all those expensive swimming, diving, and
tennis lessons would pay off in a competitive extravaganza in
which the best children would win. Very American. John was
“visualizing” his next day’s performance in the competitive
swimming event, even if that term hadn’t yet hit the news’ stands,
but even this 6 + year old knew how to prepare for an event.
“Imagine you are swimming, darling. Imagine you are pulling
away from the other little boys and girls. Imagine it!” I was
following my mother’s advice, as usual, and with my eyes pressed
tightly closed in the darkened room and the covers up to my chin,
despite night time temperatures lingering in the low 80s, I was
thinking my way through the arduous, competitive course.
Actually, we little tykes were swimming the width of the pool,
not the length, and we’d be the first, cutest event, so that they
could then string up the lane markers after we had cracked
everyone up with our darling performances wriggling across about
fifteen yards of water in record time. I was already a very good
swimmer and would go on to become Mr. Reliable in the 100 yard
Butterfly event on my high school team. So I was expected to win
this non-event, sort of like having your parents prep you for the
big AYSO soccer game for five year olds, in which there is no
goalie, by pumping you up with: “Score big for Poppa, Johnnie!
Score three goals for Mummy, dear!” Asinine. But I was 6 + and
wanted to impress my mother. Father? Nowhere to be seen,
working, even though Labor Day was a . . . a day off from labor!
And then it struck me there in the darkness: I had a foolproof
plan. I would swim underwater the entire fifteen yards, pop up at
the end in the lead, ahead of the rest, and like Stewball, the
Racehorse, be remembered for the rest of my days! As I fell asleep
I worked out the logistics: 1) Could I swim all the way underwater
(popping up in the middle would be embarrassing)? 2) Would I
know for a fact that I was ahead of the rest while swimming
underwater? 3) Would the parents declaring winners consider me a
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legitimate contender or was there some rule against swimming
underwater?
I’ve dreamt my way through all of these problems and am
raring to go in the morning, but I stay cool and calm, eager as I am
to keep my secret from my mother, even my sister who will be
competing in events for older swimmers and divers. We have
breakfast in the sunny, tiny dining room in the front of the house,
right off the kitchen. With its crossed pine beams from which an
old fashioned light fixture in antique brass hangs, we sit at a
manufactured maple table designed to look as if Cotton Mather’s
servants had shaped it from a huge tree in the Bay Colony. We’re
cheerful but also a little glum, because Labor Day is the end of the
summer and we both have the pregame jitters. My mother is
scrambling eggs, bustling about in the kitchen, humming to
herself, giving no hint that her husband’s usual absence is a matter
of much concern.
Of course, it is.
Ah, the Balboa Bay Club. Stretch out “Bal-BOH-Ah” when
you say that, please, keeping Goghye’s (Sonia, the maternal
Grandmother’s) British inflection in mind. She was ahead of her
time, perhaps should have helped develop Newport Beach in this
mid-modern period, because the rising upper-middle-class simply
loves all things British down here. Why? The British Empire is
declining in the postwar period, especially as mandated
decolonization takes hold and even the tiniest little islands in the
Pacific and Caribbean are breaking away from the Mother Country
(some mommy!). But right down PCH, there on the right in
Corona del Mar is Five Crowns, built to look like an English Inn
from Elizabethan times. One Spanish “corona” isn’t enough; we
need “five crowns,” symbolizing exactly what? King George the
Fifth? More gold than you can wear?
And the Balboa Bay Club, now reduced in our postmodern era
to the “BBC,” was the place to see and be seen, especially on the
imported white sand beach with its swimming area roped off and
its diving raft and its beachside service and its tennis courts,
Olympic swimming pool, tanned and fit lifeguards, and the
amenities of the rich and wanna be famous. In 1948 a bunch of
grimy sail and power boat owners couldn’t find places to dock
their boats, so they leased some land from the City of Newport

162

Autobiography of Carlos
Beach, built some docks, put up a small building for a “clubhouse”
and were in business.
Today it’s a Marriott bearing the grand title, The Balboa Bay
Club and Resort, a moniker no one uses, and the old club has been
downsized to a health club and an upstairs’ private restaurant. Big
Canyon Country Club is now the place to see and be seen.
But in its glory days, the beach hosted the best and most
beautiful, including the Rowes, and poolside was a gaggle of the
wealthy and occasionally famous. In my youth, I swam laps with
Johnny Weissmuller, Olympic champion and Tarzan, dove with
Chuck “the Rifleman” Connors, sunbathed with Mitzi Gaynor
(who never glanced my way!), played on the beach with Jerry “the
Beaver” Mathers, and ogled Tab Hunter’s stunning 1953
Mercedes cabriolet.
In 1960 the local boat owners sold out to John Deveraux
“Jack” Wrather (1918-1984), Texas oilman and Hollywood
producer, best known for those 1950s’ classics The Lone Ranger,
Sergeant Preston of the Yukon, and Lassie. Wrather owned the
club for just over a decade. He had married Bonita Granville in
1947 and they had two children. She was a success in the 1930s’
Nancy Drew films. Father should have dated her! The two of them
could have expanded the detective agency, “Rowe and Granville,”
kind of a Hart to Hart enterprise, or at least they could have
played themselves on TV. As it was, Bonita became one of the
producers of Lassie. Was it Chris Wrather, their son, I used to play
with at the Bay Club in the 1960s? The handsome guy who always
had the newest car, teenage girls hanging on his every joke, sandy
haired, freckled, and tanned?
There was more, of course, which was that the Club was
racially and religiously exclusive, as well as financially restrictive!
Negroes? Oh, my, no, not even as serving folk!
Latinos, as the term was used to cover any and all people of
brown skin? Well, they were lovely help, in keeping with the
heritage of the Club’s property, once being in the poor governance
of Spain and then Mexico. We have saved thee all by permitting
you to work under our benign care! Benefits? Minimum wages?
Ah, don’t be so crass. And then of course, darling, no people of
the Jewish persuasion, please. We have nothing against them,
fought a war to “save” them, indeed, but don’t they have some
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rather different customs? Would they really want to belong to a
country club here on the beach? Do they swim, play tennis, sail,
even own boats? And wouldn’t we have to serve kosher food and
all? Not sure about any of that, of course, but best just to stick to
our own kind.
Of course, Cuban-American-German-Irish families, like the
Rowes were no problem.
“We’re all from somewhere else, immigrants in the blood,
right?” As long as we are sort of “Christians” – what exactly did
that mean to these people? – and basically look the same. Did that
mean Mr. and Mrs. Louis A. Maas, my father’s partners and
without whose generosity he would have failed again to develop
one of his inventions, that these gentle, thoughtful grandparents to
the Rowe children could not join our country club? So sad, too
bad, but they could visit, as they did on two occasions. (Members
had to pay a fee for visitors, just in case they stole the silver or
broke the china). What must they have been thinking as my
parents tried to show them a “good time,” Mr. and Mrs. Maas? I
recall quite clearly Mr. Maas, dressed in a grey business suit, with
a snap-brim hat, black wing-tips, looking dapper and out of place
at the edge of the beach, trying not to get sand in his shoes and
cuffs. May we please leave now?
What must Father, the Teutonic Anti-Semite, have been
thinking on that occasion? Was he moved, even momentarily, by
their situation, looking uncomfortable as they must have been
amid the vacationers in flipflops and bikinis, dressed for a fine
dinner or a party in LA? I am sorry, Pops, but I think I know what
you were thinking – you were enjoying their pain, relishing their
alienation, perhaps rationalizing it by comparing it with your own.
“So what? You want uncomfortable, then look at me dismissed by
those Bell suits, kicking the ball at that San Diego school with
holes in my wornout shoes.” Was this Schadenfreude, really? Did
he take pleasure in another’s pain, because there he once was and
so it serves you right, schmuck?
We are poolside on the biggest day of the year. The chaise
lounges have been pushed back, white towels emblazoned with the
navy-blue and gold “BBC” logo are draped on the coping. No
slipping now, you cute little darlings! Pennants have been strung
across the shallow and deep ends of the pool in preparation for the
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real races of the children, ages 7 to 18. But the little lily-white
tykes – ironically many shades of brown, having darted about the
beach all summer long – are lining up on the side of the pool for
the first event of the day. “Swimmers, take your marks!” I’m not
quite sure what this means, but in my black speedos I follow the
other six children and stand on the towel-draped coping. “Get set!
Go!”
I make a perfect shallow dive, toes even pointed (was that
noticed?), and go under, having taken a huge gulp of air, and begin
swimming a nice, even breast-stroke, keeping my mother’s lessons
in mind from a month or so ago, “Always wait for your glide, then
kick and stroke again, don’t be in a hurry!” No hurry, then, I’m
gliding like a swan on the surface, except I’m about one foot
below. I’m pulling a little harder and faster now, because I’m
starting to run out of air, but I never panic. Heck, I can do half a
length of the pool going the long way without much effort. Soon,
I’ll be able to do the whole thing.
And boom! I pop magically up at the side, reaching in a single
motion the gray concrete coping in a dazzling victory move,
smiling the water out of my face and looking up at the parents
leaning over the edge. “Are you okay, honey?” “What happened
there, son?” “We were worried about you!” I’m glancing around a
bit surprised as the other swimmers are already climbing out of the
pool, some heading for the stairs to walk out, not yet able to pull
themselves up and over the edge.
“How’d I do?” I ask hopefully, my confusion giving new
meaning to “dead last.” “Swimming under the pool” became my
expression for the rest of my life, a story I told and retold to family
and friends. One of those stories you tell on yourself, a good laugh
about the innocence of children up against the laws of fluid
dynamics. Years later, wearing a Bart Simpson T-shirt with
“Underachiever, Man!” emblazoned on it, one of my friends said
soberly, “No, you’re an overachiever, if I’ve ever met one, John.”
But that wasn’t the real point of the story, although I think I
usually told it for that effect. “Swimming under the pool” wasn’t
really about “swimming under the pool,” because in fact I was
really “swimming under water,” not “under the pool” – that would
have really taken me even longer! “Swimming under the pool”
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wasn’t about impossible overachieving; it was really about
repression, staying hidden, keeping myself out of view.
I’ll pop up later, I hope ahead of the rest, but not now, because
while I’m down here under water, then maybe Father won’t see
me and, better yet, I won’t see Father threatening my mother or
my mother crying out “Help! Help!” or my mother stroking the
hair of that stranger on a train. I know I can’t stay down here
forever, because I’ll run out of air and drown, but just let me stay
here a little longer and maybe I’ll find my way out of here.
As a six-plus-year-old child, I didn’t know that, and it
probably wasn’t even true of my stupid plan, which was just
another effort to get some attention amid a world at home and
abroad where I seemed the last thing on everyone else’s mind.
Little me, the swimming homunculus, transformed magically into
those flying fish you see on the sail to Catalina Island – up, up,
and away, free for a brief moment in their dazzling color as the
sun hits their wings. If fish could fly, then John could swim under
the pool. Crazier things had happened already.
And when I think about it today, remembering the happy faces
of all those beautiful people gathered about the pool, wanting to
declare the winners among their exclusive set, especially the best
and the fastest of their little ones, I picked the best place and the
best day to go under.
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21. Postcards from Down Under

2035 Hyperion Avenue, “Neutra” House, Living Room – 1951
“Help! Help! Help!” The voice is plaintive, punctuated by
crying, but not that loud. I can just hear it as I sit on the floor in
the playroom (“family room” had not yet been invented), but it’s
hardly loud enough to attract a police cruiser on Hyperion Avenue
– one of those black 1949 Ford shoeboxes with the big silver metal
sirens on the top. Or the neighbors – the Van Pelts way at the top
of the hill are out of earshot; Woody Woodman, the gay bachelor
who lives with his mother in a 1920s bungalow perched on the hill
west of our house is also too far away. And what would good, old
Woody do, the sometime “architect” who is always drawing plans
on his drafting table, but as far as we know has never built a
house?
“Help! Help!” Same volume, same tears, so I slip carefully
down the hall.
Beneath the Baldwin grand piano in the corner, Father has
pinned my mother in a near wrestling pin, holding her arms to the
carpet, his face inches from her own face, which is twisting from
side to side as she cries out, “Help! Help!” I am paralyzed with
fear. I cannot utter a word, but I move closer, hoping that
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somehow if they see me, they will stop. Where are my brother and
sister in this moment? Are they at school, am I still at home, but at
5 ½ I would be in Kindergarten at Ivanhoe Elementary School,
afraid to be away from home. Am I sick? Is it summer? Or do I
just not remember Diana cowering next to me, Paul peering in
from the kitchen? Such traumatic moments are never remembered
with much accuracy. They are phantasmatic.
“Will you stop, then? Will you stop!” “I will not! I will not!”
“Stop, or I’ll make you! Stop this instant!”
My father is ordering this cessation, but it is he who is creating
the scene, or so it seems to me. Why can’t he let her up? My
mother seems the size of a child beneath his long body, and if I
were older, more knowledgeable, I might imagine this moment as
one of violent intercourse. In a way, it is a rape, because my father
is forcing my mother to obey. Just what, I have no idea.
I’m five and a half.
But today I know, of course, that they were fighting over my
father’s affair with his first secretary. Dolly? Molly? Susie, Cutie?
Sharon? I’m sure my brother and sister remember her name – they
were older, after all – but I can’t remember it now. It doesn’t
matter. She was blonde, attractive, hired for all that, in the manner
of small businessmen in the postwar years.
Under that Baldwin grand piano, this violent scene seems like
some bizarre revision of Kurtz’s “Intended” tinkling at the ivories
of her own piano as Marlow tells her the “lie” that Kurtz died
“uttering your name”: ah, yes, “The Horror! The Horror!” That old
joke in literary circles. “He died uttering your name alright, ‘The
Whore! The Whore!’” Haw, haw, but that Belgian piano with its
elephant tusk keys is nothing compared with that Baldwin in Los
Angeles – cultural link between the church bell mogul, Paul Rowe,
and the portrait artist, Gloria, both of whom would play a bit to
demonstrate their respective cultivation, but whose bulk was
primarily a symbol of their social status.
Something happened, of course, for the scene of come to an
end, but just what is lost to this memory. Did my mother look to
her right and see me peering wide-eyed from the hall?
“Alright, alright, whatever you say. This is foolish. Let’s stop
now. The children.” That’s the most likely, of course, given the
characters involved. Less likely, but still possible was my father
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suddenly pushing backwards to a kneeling position, but now no
longer on my mother’s crumpled body, then standing suddenly
with indignation, as if this were all Gloria’s doing, and striding for
the front door, with the roar of an engine announcing his flight.
Probably both happened, but who can be sure after sixty years?
Near the piano, above the mouse-gray sofa, made of some
prickly fabric, there was an ocean scene, a marine, all blues,
greens, and whites, of a wave crashing on the shore.
Not so ironic, then, that this scene of violent instruction, of
physical domination, of patriarchal rape of the rebellious wife
should take place beneath the hulking mass of that Baldwin grand,
its coffin-like blackness an omen of deaths to come. Not so ironic,
either, that the violent ocean should beckon above the sofa, the
aquas of the painted sea recalling those other scenes on board the
Snoozy Q and La Golondrina.
We often think of symbolism, literary devices that make the
story hold together, but in this memory it is the perverse logic of
the characters, their repeated behaviors that are somehow figured
in the settings, no help needed.

Pacific Coast Highway, San Diego County – Easter 1952
We are headed for the San Diego Zoo on a lovely spring
morning, and the children are in the back of the gray 1951 Coupe
de Ville Cadillac. With its swept-up tail-lights, its shrouded
headlights, its long hood ending in that stylized airplane ornament
with some mythic goddess emerging from the wings, and its
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massive chrome bumpers with their bullet guards, it is a handsome
car that whispers prestige, class, money.
“That floozy. I want it to stop.” My mother is speaking for the
first time in many miles. What’s a “floozy”?
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, you do. We’ve talked and talked, but nothing happens.”
“I’ve got nothing to do with the floozfer. You’re paranoid.
You need to take some more of that B-1.”
“I don’t need vitamins. I’m perfectly sane and not paranoid. I
want it to stop.”
“Please, the children.”
“Stop seeing that floozy!”
“The ‘fluzefair,’ as you call her has a friend. I’m not him.”
“Nonsense. And stop calling her that. I’ve seen her.”
“Heh, heh, heh.”
They are speaking some strange code. What is a floozy or its
variants floozfer, fluzefair?1
In 1952, my brother is thirteen years old; he should know, but
my sister at ten certainly doesn’t.
1

Professor Rowe has failed to record accurately the German
word, “Flusspferd,” by which his father, Paul H. Rowe, imaginary
German, was referring ironically to his first secretary and first
extramarital lover. The German word“Flusspferd” is a typical German
agglutination of two substantives, the first “Fluss” meaning “river” and
the second “Pferd” denoting “horse,” so that the term “Riverhorse” is
what should have been understood by the children in the backseat or at
least by their mother. The homophonic association of “Flusspferd” and
“floozy” – colloquial American speech for a woman of loose morals and
generally unkempt appearance – is part of Mr. Rowe’s humor here, but
the German reference is also serving his important riposte to his wife,
because a “Flusspferd” is in fact the proper German term for a
Hippopotamus, and Mr. Rowe is thereby saying in no uncertain terms
that his blonde secretary is not the bombshell Mrs. Rowe imagines, but in
fact a fat tub with whom he would under no circumstances have carnal
relations. Of course, Mr. Rowe’s witty claim is belied by the fact that
Dolly-Molly-Sally (whatever) is in fact a nineteen-year-old blond
incapable of typing or taking shorthand (Mrs. Rowe’s talents par
excellence) who has simply been hired for her good looks and extremely
prominent bosom [Ed].
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These were censored times when it came to sex. Images of
naked breasts were hard to come by. Consider that the famed
pornographic film, The Immoral Mr. Teas, Russ Meyer’s
directorial debut, was a scandal just for its title and didn’t appear
until 1959, seven years after this episode.
So the kiddies in the back seat – a long, comfortable bench
seat with a broad armrest that could be folded down from the seat
back and then shared by two passengers, but no seatbelts of course
– are anxious. What are their parents discussing?
“I want you to stop seeing her immediately. I mean it. If you
don’t, you know what will happen!”
Stop “seeing” someone? What could that mean? Nothing is
registering.
“If you don’t stop hounding me,” my father says with outward
calm, but with mounting tension in his voice. “If you don’t stop
hounding me, I will drive this car off that cliff.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“I mean it. I MEAN IT!” And for emphasis, he jerks the wheel
to the right, toward the low metal barrier, beyond which stretches
the blue Pacific.
“What are you doing!” Our mother is screaming at this point.
“Stop it!”
He jerks the big Cadillac to the left-hand side of the road,
cutting across opposing traffic and brings the car to a sudden
diving stop at the curb, but parked the wrong way. “Everyone out!
I’m serious! Everyone out of this car THIS MINUTE!” And we
get out, stand on the grassy parking strip, somewhere in La Jolla,
on our way to the San Diego Zoo, as my father roars away.
We took a taxi back to the hotel, but how did we call the
yellow cab and where was the hotel?
Father returned, not exactly repentant, but practical: “Get in!
Now!” But why would we?
My mother stuck out her thumb and hitched up her skirt, in the
manner of Claudette Colbert in It Happened One Night, but who
would have picked her up with three small children in tow?
We walked to the closest motel and checked in, my mother
weeping all night facedown on the dirty bedspread, but how did
Father find us?
We went to the movies.
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2621 North Vermont Avenue, Los Angeles – December 7, 1955
The heavy, paneled, dark-stained oak front door with its grated
window through which you can check out salesmen, burglars, and
other visitors is standing wide open on a Saturday morning ten
days after Thanksgiving, four days before my tenth birthday, and
two and one-half weeks before Christmas. It’s the holiday season,
and we are celebrating as usual: this time my mother is storming
out of the house with two packed suitcases. She has taken her
1953 emerald green Cadillac coupe de ville with the jade green
top. An elegant car, hard to distinguish these days from a 1951,
but any boy who grew up then in California could list the
differences: the bullets on the bumpers have a crease in the front,
the swooped-up tail-lights are a little bigger, and the emerging rear
fender curves (not yet fins!) are just a little higher than the 1951’s.
This is a very snappy car, almost sporty looking with its coupe
roof, but actually a big, heavy monster supported by massive tires
and steel wheels behind the chrome hub-caps designed to look like
wire wheels (car’s too heavy for them).
She’s backing the car out quickly, and in a flash she’s gone
down the hill, disappearing behind the huge mass of the Deodar
tree at the southern edge of our front yard. She’s gone with the
wind.
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“Nice going, everyone. Mother is gone. She’s not coming
back. Nice going.” I’m standing at the foot of the stairs and
shouting upward, toward the landing, but no one is there. My
father has not yet come out of their bedroom. My sister is
barricaded in her room to the right.
My brother isn’t even at home. “Everyone” means my father.
It’s the first time I’ve ever spoken “back” to him, but he’s not even
there to hear it. I assume he must hear me, because I’m speaking
in a shout, but his door is closed. No reply.
A rough morning for all, I’m sure, but then Gloria’s car pulls
into the driveway around lunch time. I see the car pull in and shout
again up the stairs, “She’s coming home. Let’s get our ACT
TOGETHER and try to WORK THIS OUT.” Who the hell am I,
the local marriage counselor? Where did I get the phrase “act
together,” out of some self-help book? Who knows, but again my
audience is my AWOL father. My sister has still not appeared, and
I alone am left to tell the Old Man how to act.
My mother arrives with her luggage, puts down both bags in
the front hall, as if she has been on a long trip, pats and hugs me,
apologizes to us, because Diana is coming down the stairs, and
smiles through her tears. Paul and Gloria hole up in the bedroom
where they “work things out.” There’s no shouting this time, no
“make-up sex,” I’m sure, but around 2:00 PM my father walks
silently down the stairs, out the front door, and climbs into his
1955 sky blue Cadillac with the white top, heading for the
“Factory.” Saturday? Working? Oh, yes, always working or is that
“working”? Never quite sure, especially as the holidays approach.
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Brindisi-Corfu-Patras-Athens – July 1963
Gloria, Diana, and John are on the European Grand Tour, but
about a century late for the genuine article with steamer trunks and
servants. A little late in the marriage, too, which has unraveled for
good six months earlier, so this trip isn’t for appearances. Then
again they’re not English, but Americans looking for postwar
culture in whatever remains of European glory two decades after
Hitler and Mussolini tore their people and places to pieces. Gloria
has long dreamed of visiting the major museums with the real
paintings and sculptures she has seen in books and now at last
studied in college. She graduated with an English Major in 1956,
then stayed on to complete her MA in Creative Writing with the
previously mentioned tragic drama, her own fictional
autobiography, perhaps retitled here: Autobiography of the Old
Man? Oxy’s liberal arts curriculum was deeply Eurocentric (a
word unknown at the time), so she has studied and learned with
deep reverence for all of the “Old Masters,” not just the big-boy
painters but the philosophers, writers, historians. After all, her job

174

Autobiography of Carlos
was to become cultivated both for her parents and for her own
family line. Read, paint, write, travel. It might be a form of social
climbing, but it’s better than drinking Martinis and wearing fancy
gowns. Read, paint, write, travel.
So we’re on our way to Greece by way of Brindisi, Italy,
where the ferry departs, and then by train along the Athens Canal
to Athens itself and the glories of the Acropolis. A little
neoclassicist myself, deeply impressed by my mother, liking
everything she likes, I have become obsessed with Greek
antiquities, although Latin is the language I study in high school.
Then, again, Greek wasn’t offered, or I am sure I would have
enrolled with her encouragement! But the Parthenon and the
whole Acropolis! I can’t believe I am going to see these wonders
of the world. I’ve been poring over books at home displaying the
stolen glories of Greece in the British Museum and the Pergamon
in Berlin. I haven’t wasted a thought on colonial thieves or the
sacredness of ancient temples and their sculpted deities, many now
plunked in the middle of pagan London or barbarous Berlin. Nope,
I only wish I had been born Lord Elgin, Schliemann, Dörpfeld,
Blegen, Korfmann, I would have worked for potsherds for those
dudes.
We take the night ferry from Brindisi, a port city in
southeastern Italy that in 1962 is crumbling from the inside out
and whose port is just a chaos of activity, petrol-shiny water, and
indescribable smells. And the ferry is a swarm of human beings,
dashing for the handful of seats in the ship’s interior, so that
they’ll have a place to try to sleep during the night crossing. The
three inept Americans are immediately smoked and head defeated
for the open deck. At least we know the sea from all those sailing
trips off Newport, and none of us ever gets sea-sick. Lucky genes
in the inner ear, I suppose, but at the time we thought: “We’re
born mariners, like Odysseus!”
But the deck is also crowded and we agree on a couple of
meeting points during the night, but set each other free to find
places to sit, lean, squat, avoid the mob. None of us worried about
the other, because as crowded as it is, these are nevertheless
paying passengers. It doesn’t occur to us that thieves, pickpockets,
hired assassins, al-Qa’eda terrorists might buy tickets just to mess
with us.
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An hour or two after our departure, I see my mother talking to
a tall man, standing a bit above the crowd, wavy blonde hair,
about her age, thin, handsome, and smiling at her. I can’t hear a
word, of course, and can find no reason to barge across the
afterdeck to introduce myself. After all, my mother is attractive,
young at heart at forty-nine, and I have learned on this trip that her
single status, despite the two children accompanying her, has been
a lure to French, Italian, German men. At first, I was furious with
the jealousy of a protective seventeen and a half year old – an
adult, at least in height and appearance, but still a boy in my
relations with men and women. I was self-aware enough at this
age to wire down my fury and let these travel flirtations occur.
Often these men would hang suspended in our shared views as shy
gigolos and aspiring travel guides, usually both motives surfaced,
although more often than not they would end up accepting no
money for their guided tour of a city, museum, garden, palace. My
mother and my sister, a stunning blonde beauty of 21, knew
exactly how to handle the “situation,” although in my head I was
always prepared to step in with physical force, should there be a
“problem.”
But there is something different about this conversation. They
seem to be standing too close to each other, too familiar with one
another’s manners, if not bodies. I don’t know how I could “see”
all of this from my distant perspective, so it’s best to say I
couldn’t. I made it up later, a family talent! They are lost in the
crowd, separated I assume, but then again toward the early
morning, as we dock at the island of Corfu, he is there again,
leaning over the rail and laughing with my mother. By now it
seems odd she hasn’t sought me out to introduce me. And where,
oh where, is my sister? But before I can reach my mother and her
friend or find my sister we’re all pushed down the gangway onto
the quay at Patras, where my mother is waving gaily to me and
Diana is at her side.
Busy then with unfamiliar travel arrangements in a new
country and a small port city, before we know it we are on board
the train for Athens. The train runs along the narrow strip of the
Ionian Sea that separates Attica from the Peloponnesian Peninsula
until it hits that narrow strip of land the engineers cut to connect
the Ionian and Aegean seas. It is a beautiful train ride, because the
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Ionian Sea is a brilliant turquoise, shading to jade green and
deeper blues as the depths change. The water has that sparkling
clarity and unnatural color you see in travel posters for the Greek
islands. Yet much as my mind is racing with memories of the
Athenians and Spartans, Xerxes’s invasion of Greece, the
marathon man, Homeric epics (after all, we had skirted Ithaka on
our ferry ride here), I fall asleep. After all, none of us had really
slept on the ferry.
Then in a moment I bob awake to watch my mother, turned
halfway in her seat opposite me, stroke the hair of someone seated
in the row behind her. My sister is sitting next to my mother,
gazing out the window, as if blithely unaware or simply discreet.
And there again, my mother is touching his hair with apparent
affection and familiarity, because it is certainly the man on the
ferry, although I can’t see more than the top of a head with wavy,
honey-colored hair.
Did I dream this moment in time on the road to Athens and
ancient Greece? It was fifty years ago at the time I am writing this,
so it is certainly possible that I was.
And if I was dreaming, it made no difference, because today, I
know certainly that my mother “saw” other men even before my
parents were finally divorced. She “saw” them perhaps inspired by
my father, who continued to “see” other women, even after he
threatened to drive off that cliff into the Pacific, after my mother
had left us, after he had held her violently against her will under
the grand piano. And today, of course, I am happy to know that
my mother did “see” other men, even as I still mourn the truth of
my father’s incorrigible infidelity. If I dreamt this scene, it came
from encrypted depths and is true.
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The Driveway of 2621 North Vermont Avenue – January 1963
I am just coming into the kitchen, ready for school, a high
school senior feeling his oats, ready for breakfast, but as I open the
door I see my mother moving quickly toward the back door with
something in her hand. In an instant, she’s in the driveway,
yelling, “You son of a bitch! Son of a bitch!” and flying through
the air is the clear glass cake dish, with its pedestal foot (you
know, for that presentation effect). Well, she’s presenting it,
alright, because she plants her back foot, strides forward with her
left (Sandy Koufax has nothing on her!), and hurls the entire dish
toward my retreating father, Spider Man, who is bounding,
sprinting, as fast as I’ve ever seen him move, toward North
Vermont Avenue. I’m watching all this leaning over the kitchen
sink and craning to see more through the kitchen window, but I get
the whole picture. Talk about your “golden bowl”! What if
Maggie had just up and thrown the cracked, gilded bowl at
Amerigo’s head, screaming, “Jackass, thanks for sleeping with my
best friend in Gloucester!”?
But this isn’t a Henry James novel set in London, Paris, Rome,
or Boston. This is real life in LA, even if the characters are as
complex. Maybe a little more.
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22. Occidental College, Eagle Rock, California – January 1962

La Boite
A One Act Play
By
Gloria Rowe

Modern Drama
Dr. Basil Busacca
January, 1962
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
THE GIRL
ANDRE
THE WOMAN
THE STRANGER
THE TOY VENDOR
THE BOX SALESMAN
Act One
Scene One
The time is the present. A dirty brick
wall extends all across the stage. Cemented
on top of the wall are pieces of broken
bottles. A wizened piece of ivy trails over
the wall to the extreme left. At the extreme
right is a lamp post.
A small dark-haired girl appears on the
stage and walks up and down scrutinizing the
brick wall. She is dressed in a plain
gunnysack shift which extends to her knees.
Her hair hangs shoulder length. On her feet
she wears sandals. Back and forth, back and
forth, she paces in front of the wall,
craning her neck to see over it. Finally, in
desperation, she begins to touch a brick
here and there, hoping to discover a secret
spring. There is none. She goes off into the
wings and comes back with a box, stands on
it but finds it does not help her at all.
Then, all over again, she begins the same
operations again; walking up and down,
pressing a brick here, a brick there.
The stranger appears from left. He is
well-dressed, wears a felt hat, carries a
briefcase. He glances casually at the girl
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as he walks to the opposite side of the
stage, is slightly curious, hesitates,
stares frankly, then shrugs and leaves. The
girl is oblivious to his presence. He
reappears in the wings, comes onstage,
follows the girl’s actions, even imitates
her.
Finally, he addresses her, and taps her
on the arm. The girl turns around with
alarm. She holds her arm as though she has
been injured.
THE STRANGER. What’s all this about? (He
imitates her, walking up and down, craning
his neck, touching a brick here and there).
THE GIRL. (She hangs her head. Finally,
reluctantly, almost sullenly, she speaks). I
want to get in.
THE STRANGER. There? (Pointing).
THE GIRL. Of course!
THE STRANGER. Why?
THE GIRL. Because of Andre.
THE STRANGER. Andre?
THE GIRL. Andre lives there. It’s his
house, stupid! Oh, go away! (She throws
herself impulsively against the brick wall,
arms outstretched. Wails). I want to hug
Andre, I want to kiss Andre!
THE STRANGER (sternly). Young woman,
control yourself! THE GIRL (turning on THE
STRANGER defensively). You couldn’t even
control yourself if you could see Andre.
He’s this tall (indicates) and his shoulders
are this broad (indicating). He’s – he’s
beautiful! I want to kiss Andre!
THE STRANGER. How disgusting!
THE GIRL. I’ve got to get in, simply got
to get in before somebody else does. You
have no idea how important it is, how
terribly important!
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THE STRANGER (starting to walk away but
changing his mind). Oh, well, it’s
disgusting but somehow I feel I must help
you. Here, stand on my hands and I’ll hoist
you to my shoulders and over the wall you
go.
THE GIRL (complies with alacrity). Thank
you!
THE STRANGER (shaking his head in
puzzlement, he shrugs, picks up his briefcase and leaves).
CURTAIN
Scene Two
The scene is a littered room, dusty,
drab, untidy. A hat lies upon the floor, one
shoe next to it. Eight or nine cups and
saucers lie scattered here and there. An
old-fashioned oil painting in an ornate
frame leans against the back wall. A huge
pile of newspapers stands to one side of the
stage. A bed lies to the left of center.
Left center is a round table and two chairs.
On the table is a bottle of wine and two
champagne glasses.
THE GIRL is surveying the scene. She
picks up the shoe, holds it by one shoelace
– it rotates slowly. She watches it,
fascinated, then drops it abruptly. She
picks up one of the cups, turns it upside
down. There is nothing in it. She puts down
the cup and picks up the hat, looks at it,
brushes it off, puts it on. She looks for a
mirror in which to see herself but there is
none. She takes the hat off with impatience.
She wanders over to the pile of newspapers,
peeps cautiously around them, looks again.
THE GIRL. Andre! There you are! I’ve
found you! Are you hiding from me, Andre?
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Come out into the light so I can look at
you. (She has to pull him up off the floor
apparently. He is not visible to the
audience yet). Come on, out into the light.
ANDRE stands sullenly in the middle of
the stage, dejected, slouchy, indifferent,
not looking at her.
THE GIRL. Andre, look at me. (She bends
down to look up into his face).
(The action and gesture and body
movements in the play should be performed
with extreme grace by all the players. They
should be slow, stylized, rather unnatural
and deliberate. The gesture It should
suggest a pantomime with words. A
choreographer should direct the body
movements and gestures. The movements of the
players should throw a pattern against the
background, arms thrown wide, heads held
stiffly, legs that fall into a stance).
THE GIRL tries to cling to Andre him but
he pushes her away. She falls away slowly,
comes back, takes his face in her hands.
THE GIRL. You haven’t shaved. Your face
is all rough. Ugh, it’s horrible – it’s
bristly and rough and stickery and sharp!
And – and – there’s – why, there’s a spot
on your suit. (He is dressed in a black
sweater and black pans, no shirt, tennis
shoes). What is it? Why, it’s gravy. Chicken
gravy! (She begins to laugh uncontrollably).
Chicken gravy on the front of your suit.
Really, Andre, you are such a pig. (She
looks around). And this place is a pigsty, a
real pigsty. I’ll just tidy up since you
won’t talk to me. (She begins to clean the
place up).
THE WOMAN enters from the right, slowly,
lazily. She is large, thin, in her middle
forties. Her make-up is so thick that it
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gives the impression of a mask. White powder
sets off the penciled black eyebrows and
eyes with false lashes. Her roughe is a
pinkish orange, placed along the lower
jawline. Her mouth is an enormous bow
painted on with dark red lipstick. Her hair
is matted, thick, garish red. It looks like
a wig. It is a wig. She wears an electric
blue beaded cocktail dress, long dangling
rhinestone earrings, white gloves that reach
to her armpits. She ambles past Andre who
looks at her with the greatest interest and
admiration. She blows smoke into his face.
He droops into dejection. THE GIRL follows
her about the stage in open-mouthed
amazement, studying looking at every aspect
detail of her make-up and costume. By this
time, Andre is following her about, too,
like a dog. He pushes THE GIRL out of the
way and grabs THE WOMAN’S arm, covering it
with kisses from wrist to shoulder. THE
WOMAN pushes him away disdainfully. He drops
to one knee and grabs the hem of her gown.
She looks down, reconsiders, turns to him,
throws her arms lackadaisically around him
in an embrace.
THE GIRL watches them forlornly, then
returns to picking up the room. Every now
and then she glances at the two, who are now
embracing. She walks over to them, leans on
the broom, watches them at close quarters,
utters one word, “Bitch!” They pay not the
slightest bit of attention to her. She
collects five or sixcups and saucers, stacks
them one on top of the other, holds them at
arm’s length right next to the couple, still
kissing, and lets them crash to the floor.
There is still no response. THE GIRL sweeps
the broken crockery up dejectedly.
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ANDRE and THE WOMAN sit down at the round
table and talk and drink wine.
A TOY VENDOR enters brusquely from the
left. He sets his cart up quickly and
efficiently. It is a bright yellow and pink
cart with white fringe on the canopy. He
takes quite a few toys over to the table to
sell to the couple but Andre shoves him away
at first, then lunges at him viciously and
threatens him with the wine bottle. The TOY
VENDOR shrugs, looks back at them dejectedly
then sets the mechanical toys in motion.
They march, twirl, run, making loud whirring
noises as they do so. THE GIRL leaves her
cleaning chores and rushes exuberantly and
happily to the cart and watches the toys.
They fascinate her. She gets down on hands
and knees to watch them more closely. She
then reaches into the pocket of her dress,
takes out a purse and buys all the toys from
the man, who is overjoyed. He pockets the
money and leaves. THE GIRL, loaded down with
furry bears and soldiers and toy cars,
staggers back to center stage with them.
She winds them all up and places them on
the floor. They make loud whirring noises.
One of them, a mechanical automobile, rolls
under the table and strikes THE WOMAN on the
ankle. She screams, more from fright than
from pain. ANDRE is furious. He leaps up,
looks for and finds a hammer, and
methodically smashes every one of the toys
while THE GIRL looks on horrified and
terrified. When ANDRE is finished, he throws
the hammer into a corner and turns to the
woman in blue, whom he kisses warmlynoisily.
Since it has become rather warm, THE WOMAN
removes her wig and fans herself with it.
She has practically no hair underneath.
ANDRE seems to be charmed.
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THE GIRL advances slowly towards the
broken toys, gathers them up tenderly and
carefully puts them in the hat. The two at
the table are becoming inebriated. ANDRE is
becoming quite coarse, spilling wine on
himself and on the table, wiping his mouth
on the sleeve of his sweater, slouching in
his chair, half lying over the table staring
at the woman’s décolletage. She has become
quite contemptuous of him.
THE WOMAN (in a hoarse voice). Wipe your
chin, you’re drooling.
ANDRE complies carelessly. THE WOMAN.
You’re drunk!
ANDRE (giggles. Reaches across the table
impulsively). THE WOMAN. Cut it out, you
simpleton!
ANDRE (beginning to cry).
THE WOMAN. Oh, God, don’t get maudlin on
me.
THE BOX SALESMAN enters from right with a
large, square box in a wheelbarrow. It is
about three feet by three feet, with an
attached lid. The corners are covered in
leather, the hasp is broken, and it is
painted pale grey.
The two people seated at the table are
going through a pantomime of quarreling. THE
WOMAN slaps ANDRE, he pours wine down the
front of her gown. She retaliates by
stamping on his foot. He grabs the injured
foot in both hands and grimaces with pain.
THE BOX SALESMAN gestures towards the box.
“Good day.” (He lifts his hat. There is no
response. The two sit at the table sullenly
furious).
THE BOX SALESMAN. Beautiful weather for
lovers! (Long uncomfortable pause) Look,
it’s for sale! The finest! Hand-made, every
bit of it hand-made. (Thumps the box). Hear
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that? Solid. Will last through all kinds of
wind and weather. It’s waterproof, acidproof, sound-proof, insect-proof, mothproof, fool-proof! (Pause). Consider it. How
do you know what effect a box like this
might have on your lives? Anything could
happen.
Anything! I’m not saying it’s magic – but
I’m not saying it isn’t. A box like this has
possibilities and potentialities. Why not
take it on approval? Keep it around, get
used to it, see how you like it a week from
today, a year from today. I’ve got lots of
time. (Earnestly). I just want my customers
to be happy. (Becomes slightly hysterical).
This isn’t just a piece of cheap
manufactured junk. Not this box. It grew.
Like an idea. This is a piece of God’s
handiwork and – and mine! Why, this is my
brainchild. I put my heart’s blood into this
box. And it’s meant for you, sir. This box
belongs to you.
ANDRE (waving the man away with
irritation).
THE WOMAN. Make him move. This crackpot
is standing between me and the sun. It’s
cold in the shade. Punch him in the nose.
Tell him once and for all that you don’t
want his old box. Tell him, you drunken
coward!
ANDRE (straightens up in the chair, pulls
down his sweater, attempts to rise to his
feet. He reaches for the wine bottle,
threatens the salesman with it).
THE GIRL (tugging insistently at the
man’s coat. She holds out her purse to him.
He is reluctant to sell to her. He wanted to
sell the box to Andre).
ANDRE gets to his feet unsteadily. THE
BOX SALESMAN makes a placating gesture and
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follows THE GIRL. He places the box in the
center of the stage and leaves reluctantly.
ANDRE sits down and laughs drunkenly.
THE WOMAN. Ah, that’s good. Now I can
feel the sun on my neck. What a pest he was,
the stupid oaf! A square box!
Meanwhile, ANDRE looks rather
disappointed. He looks after the salesman.
THE GIRL is overjoyed. She walks around and
around the box, thumps it, gets a cloth and
dusts it very carefully. Listens. Puts her
ear to the box. There is the sound of music!
She is not sure at first but tries again.
She hears music when she puts her ear
against the box. She runs and gets ANDRE. He
is reluctant to listen but finally does so.
There is no music when he listens. He tries
again and again – no music. ANDRE mutters,
“Fool!” and staggers back to the table. THE
GIRL listens again and hears the sound of
music. She becomes a whirlwind of
efficiency, pulling the bench around, moving
things to make a special place for the box.
She begins to industriously wash the windows
on the back wall to let more light in. She
struggles out and in with buckets of water.
On one such absence, Andre gets up and goes
over to the box. Walks around it musingly,
kneels, listens, hears nothing. He finds the
hammer and methodically smashes the box to
pieces. THE WOMAN, seated at the table,
watches him in a drunken daze.
When he is finished, Andre is horrified
by what he has done. He steps back and away
from the box. He is now frightened. The
sound of music suddenly fills the stage. He
staggers away to center stage, calls for THE
GIRL. ANDRE performs a sort of slow,
agonized dance. His gestures and gyrations
move in time to the music. He sways from
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side to side, he reaches up, he presses both
hands to his torso as though in deep pain.
He tries to move left and cannot, the same
thing happens onoccurs when he attempts to
move to the right. He turns slowly and
staggeringly like a top at the end of its
spin. THE WOMAN, now alarmed, is on her
feet. She watches him stupidly. She clumsily
tries to help him but his gyrations elude
her. He is now twisting in various
contortions.
THE GIRL enters from the left. She takes
in the scene with one glance and utters a
piercing scream. She rushes to him. As she
does so, THE WOMAN is spurred into action.
They both reach him at once and he falls
backwards into their arms, his head on THE
GIRL’S shoulder. They lower him to the
floor, where he lies crumpled on his side.
The music grows considerably louder then
abruptly dies away. THE WOMAN walks
unsteadily back to the table while THE GIRL
sits on the floor crosslegged, ANDRE’s head
cradled in her lap.
CURTAIN
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23. CBS Television Studios, Los Angeles – October 1954
Eight-year-olds John and Michael Eisenberg are picked up in
front of Ivanhoe Elementary School on Rowena, not far from the
“Neutra” on Hyperion, where John no longer lives, at 8:30 AM.
They have just begun the Third Grade at Ivanhoe – yes, Judge
Ito’s grade school, too, but John and Michael antedate him – and
are the celebrities of the moment. First, because they will be
missing school today, and all the other kids are jealous. Second,
because a long, black, 1952 Cadillac limousine has parked at the
curb and a man in a black suit with crisp white shirt, black tie, and
black cap, smartly opens the door for the two young “gentlemen,”
as he calls them. Whoa!
Then they’re off to the big city, actually to the recently opened
CBS Television City on 7800 Beverly Blvd., Hollywood. The
same Beverly Blvd. where Rowe’s Detective Agency was located.
The two kids are heading to brief stardom, selected by their
teacher as guests on Art Linkletter’s “Kids Say the Darndest
Things!” segment of his House Party, a program he started on
CBS radio in 1945, then moved in 1952 to CBS-TV, where it was
a huge hit and ran five days a week for twenty-six years. In the
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Fall of 1954, these two kids are part of the group in the third
television season. They are in at the Origin, baby. Sky’s the limit
from here!
They enter the sound-stage from a back door, just like “in the
movies,” and in the darkened interior are led to a small set of
bleachers, painted black, where a young man and a young woman,
probably in their early twenties greet them and another ten kids
from different schools. Everyone clambers into the bleachers, and
the young man and woman offer them drinks, ask if anyone has to
go to the bathroom, and then take the roll, just like in school.
John is very shy; Michael is nervous, too, but he deals with it
by being loud and cracking wise every chance he gets. That’s
probably why his teacher picked him, because he’s always telling
funny stories, but sometimes he gets a little off base. John is
worried, but what can he do? The young man and woman start
prepping them for the show by asking them questions. If you say
something they think is “good,” they say,“That’s good!” and then,
“Say that when you get out there. Don’t forget that!” The
questions are pretty ordinary: What does your father do? What
does your mother do? Where do you live? Do you have any
brothers or sisters? What are their names? How old are they? What
are your favorite sports? Do you have a television? What’s your
favorite show? Do you have any pets? What are their names?
What’s your teacher’s name? What’s your favorite subject? The
young man and woman will ask one of these questions, then ask
one of us for an answer. If the answer is “good,” they’ll move on
after saying “That’s good!” and the rest. If they don’t get what
they’re looking for – something cute, funny, unexpected – they try
the same question again on someone else.
Linkletter always bragged that there was no coaching, that the
kids were simply responding spontaneously, but this previewing is
a form of coaching, because we get the idea pretty soon what the
young man and woman are looking for. They take a while to get to
Michael, who is really twitchy now, and they ask: “What’s your
teacher’s name?” “Mrs. Booger!” he shouts out. “Mrs. Booger!”
They look confused, no one laughs, except for Michael, and they
turn to me: “What’s your teacher’s name?” And I respond
dutifully, “Mrs. Jacobsen.” They turn back to Michael and say,
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“Don’t say that out there. That’s not good.” Michael looks crushed
and shudders.
No one ever gets back to me, so my cute response is limited to
“Mrs. Jacobsen,” a stupid reply under the circumstances that
hardly compares with “Mrs. Booger!” said with Michael’s verve.
But we’re not supposed to say that. Another child says something
about “going potty” in response to some question I don’t
remember. The young man and woman thinks she has to go to the
bathroom and ask, “Do you have to go to the bathroom?” And the
little girl says, “No! That’s my answer! Going potty!” The young
man and woman say, “Don’t say that out there. That’s not good.”
The little girl looks unhappy, but she also now looks as if she has
to go to the bathroom as she twitches her own legs around in a
paroxysm of embarrassment and stuffs both hands down into her
skirt until they disappear.
This interrogation of cuteness and rudeness goes on for quite
some time. The young man and woman never say, “We’re getting
ready to start the show!” or “Mr. Linkletter will be here soon!”
But sure enough, after what seems an eternity – after all, we’ve
already missed our first recess and snack – Art Linkletter comes
striding up, waving, and saying, “Hi, kids! Hi, kids! How’s
everyone doing?” He looks sort of like he does on television and
smiles a lot. “Do you like Stan and Amy?” and without waiting for
a reply, turns to the young man and woman to ask, “Anything
good here? Anything at all?” And Stan says, “Well, as a matter of
fact, I think Billy here has something to tell you. Billy, tell Mr.
Linkletter the names of your pets.” “I got two rabbits. One’s called
‘Spanky’ and the other’s called ‘Gang.’” “How about that, Mr.
Linkletter, you know, ‘Spanky and His Gang’?” “That’s good!
Don’t forget to say that out there, Billy,” Mr. Linkletter says, then
turns suddenly to poor Michael Eisenberg, “How about you? What
do you have to say?” Michael is confused; he’s not asked one of
the standard questions, so he blurts out, “I went wee-wee this
morning before going to school!” “Don’t say that out there,” Mr.
Linkletter says. “No. That’s not good.” Michael looks as if he has
been hurled from a precipice and slumps into me. I await the
sharpened blade of the executioner’s voice: “And you, little
monster # 2, sitting next to this bed-wetting hellion, what have you
got for us?” But my luck holds and Mr. Linkletter moves on.
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Boom! Suddenly we’re herded like cattle – a small herd of
only twelve – out onto the stage and another set of bleachers, this
time silvery in color like the ones we have on our playground at
school. We’re facing a curtain but from the opposite side, like we
have suddenly been admitted to the Secrets of Tin-Tin, and we
recognize our unusual, reversed, bizarro position. We’re a little in
wonder and notice that the stage lights are beating down on us like
mini-suns in the desert. A stage hand comes up to us and says,
“Kids, these lights will be a little hot, but just ignore them. Look
out at the audience.” What’s an “audience”? Oh, well, the young
man and woman are long gone, Mr. Linkletter is standing off
stage, and the curtain goes up suddenly, and we are staring at what
looks like the entire Ivanhoe Elementary School Auditorium
crammed with parents, laughing and clapping. Oh, I have to weewee, too, Michael, and I have to go # 2, also, little girl.
Mr. Linkletter bounds onto the stage. “Good morning,
everyone! Welcome to House Party!” Music, applause, all sorts of
commotion I can’t even remember. “And our favorite part: ‘Kids
(applause) Say (whistles) The Darndest (yells and clapping)
Things! (all of the previous at the same time with a drum roll).’”
Art Linkletter, Kids Say the Darndest Things!, original
introduction by Walt Disney, with NEW introduction by Bill
Cosby, illustrated by Charles M. Schulz is sitting on my desk. I’m
consulting it, but not in a serious scholarly way. 198 printed pages
of cuteness and wisdom from Art, Walt, Bill, even the publisher
on how to raise your kids and be good parents. Kids Say The
Darndest Things! was the start of the tube not only as surrogate
parent, but as Super Parent, telling kids and their real-life parents
how to be a “family.”
And then sometime during the protests against the Vietnam
War, during the drug culture and counter culture, Art Linkletter’s
daughter dropped some bad acid, hallucinated, went through the
sixth-story kitchen window of her UCLA apartment, and died.
After that, House Party sort of lost some ratings, although
Linkletter kept on advising how to parent and raise cute children.
And so he finally turns to me, asking the predictable: “What’s
your father do?” “He’s a businessman.” The middle-class answer
of the era. How clear! How distinct!
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“Does he own his own business or work for someone else?”
“Oh, no, he owns his own business.”
“And do you want to work in your Father’s business?” “Oh,
yes, I’m going to work in my Father’s business.”
“And where do you think you will start? Do you think you’ll
start at the bottom and then work your way up?”
Where the devil did these questions come from? We didn’t
rehearse this stuff. I want to say, “Boogers! Wee-wee! Potty!”
“Oh, no, I’m going to start at the top.”
The audience is going nuts. Everyone is cracking up. Hawhaw-har! That’s rich, you little brat! Thanks a lot, Richy Rich!
And I bet you want to sleep with Veronica, too! Veronica Lake,
that is!
I was invited back to the Art Linkletter show the following
year, but this time Michael didn’t join me. I rode all alone in the
black limousine, in regal splendor.
Thirty-two years later, when I was forty or so years old, and
Art was in his spry dotage, I’m sitting in the gymnasium at Harbor
Day School, Corona del Mar, California, where my wife is a
fourth-grade teacher and my three sons are getting their excellent
K-8 educations at a reduced rate, thank god, since my wife is a
teacher there. The famed Art Linkletter is our guest speaker,
invited by the Parent Association, to inspire us with the usual
success story. Tony Robbins had not yet come onto the American
stage, so Mr. Linkletter is our “motivational speaker.” John
Marder, Headmaster, gives a long, boring introduction through
which I am flashing back to my days at CBS Television City, the
long black limousines, my triumphant crack at just the right
moment.
Art Linkletter is unfolding his relatively tall, lanky frame,
smiling, and hoisting himself to the lectern, emblazoned with the
HDS logo, and smiling more broadly, gives a little wave to the
crowd, as if to say, “My people.” Art has already begun speaking
as I snap out of a near nap – it is, after all, 8:00 PM, I’ve been
teaching all day, rushed home to help with the dinner, got the kids
doing their homework, Gloria has agreed to stay with them while
we do our duties as parents and teacher at Harbor Day School.
“I have been blessed,” Art begins as if offering a benediction,
but it’s to himself. “Blessed,” he repeats. “Who could have
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predicted the good fortune that would have followed me from my
first days on radio, that job itself,” he pauses on the word “job” to
let it sink in, so we know how hard he has worked for his fortune.
Sweating it out, pounding metal bars with a claw hammer into
Model A Fords. “That job itself was enough for any man,” except
the exceptional, elected, designated by the Divine, Arthur
Linkletter.
“I was an orphan in Moosejaw, Saskatchewan. Yep, I’m born
Canadian, but became a good American in 1942, adopted, too, by
Mary and Fulton John Linkletter. My Dad was a preacher. . .” Ah,
we know where you get it, Art, but I guess that would have to be
nurture, not nature, huh? “And when I was five, we came to
California, right down south of here in San Diego, California. You
know, as a young man, on my own in this great country, I
struggled. Rode the rails, did odd jobs, anything to make a buck in
the Great Depression. But it was the people I met during that time
on the road, the people . . .” Don’t you mean the little “people,”
Art? “Who taught me about this great land. That was my real
school, when I really learned how America works.”
My flashbacks are getting weaker, although I can’t shake the
black limousine and am beginning to feel physical pain for my
youthful naivete. What an ass I was! Couldn’t I have stood up and
said, “Mrs. Jacobsen, I have decided not to participate in this
capitalist farce, ‘Kids Say the Darndest Things!,’ because of its
obvious contributions to the American Myth of sharp class
distinctions based on a secularized version of the Puritan Doctrine
of Election. This is what all those guys with the buckles on their
hats claimed! I insist upon the Constitutional separation of Church
and State!”
Art is still droning in the background. “So in 1934, I earned
my teacher’s degree at San Diego State. Yes, just like many of you
here tonight, I am also a teacher. But, you know, I never really did
teach in the traditional ways, because, you know,” he laughs a
little here as do several other people in the audience, because they
know what’s coming, “radio paid a little better than teaching in
those days.” Har-haw-har, the crowd erupts. You’re telling me?
The wealthy parents at this school are cracking up. Radio and then
television, Art, you must be rolling in it! And then all those book
deals, compiled from what the little cuties said over all those
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years. Oh, wait a minute the sports agent for Chris Pronger thinks
in the back, didn’t he really rip those kids off?
Didn’t he steal their stuff? I should look into this, like, did he
pay them? Might be a legal loophole there, a class-action lawsuit?
Well, in fact he did pay us, or at least our schools. Each school
got a nice set of books – an encyclopedia, I think – a small cash
donation ($100), and each child who went on the show got what
today would be called a “swag bag.” One bottle of 1945 Cristal, a
pack of Chesterfields, two r/t airfares to Maui, a week’s stay at Art
and Lois’s palatial beachfront home, and . . . . No, actually, each
child got a small globe in a stand, desk size, a book (Art’s current,
whatever it happened to be), valuably autographed by Art, a
packet of pencils, and a lapel pin with the CBS eye-logo. Hey, Art,
where’s my check for residuals? I put in two good days for you
turkeys, and you exploited the cute labor.
“And Lois and I have been married for . . . what is it, now,
Lois?” He looks to the stage, where she is sitting demurely,
dressed modestly in some dark dress that probably cost $5,000.
She shrugs, as if to say, forever, prompting him, Gracie and
George style, “Fifty-one years last Thursday!” he belts out, as if he
is promising us Redemption, Salvation, and Eternal Life. “Fiftyone years! We spent our golden anniversary last year at our new
place in Australia.” Suddenly the marriage vows are forgotten, the
years of sleeping with the same woman, however well dressed,
fading from his mind as the Australian “place” pops into view.
Suddenly I realize that Art is not speaking from a prepared speech,
even though the first part appears to flow like syrup from a bottle
in a steady, treacly stream. All of that was memorized, a “routine,”
a “shtick,” just like what he did when I performed for free on his
shows all those years ago.
But now he has hit his stride, his “new material,” nothing from
the old “joke box,” because he is getting dreamy and hesitating a
little in his efforts to describe their new “place” in Australia.
“Well, folks, I have to tell you, we got a pretty good deal on this
place, just outside of Brisbane in the state of Queensland. I don’t
know how many of you know Australia, but there isn’t a prettier
place on the face of God’s earth.” Pause for us to check our mental
maps and travel diaries of our last trips to Oz. “Our station
manager. . . . You’ve heard of course that they call them ‘stations’
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down there, not ‘ranches’?” he asks inanely. “Well, our station
manager,” now the “place” has become a “station” or “ranch”! “he
drives us to the center of the property.” And “ranch” has grown to
“property”! Ok. “And we go up a little hill and stand there, and
Mr. Robinson . . .” Whoo, boy, we don’t call the help by their first
names, might get too familiar with the women, as in “Mr.
Robinson, would you get me a Foster’s, and make it snappy,
please?” “Mr. Robinson swings his arm around and says, ‘Art and
Lois, this is all yours now. You own it.’” Pause for effect. “Well,
I’d like to tell you how many acres it is, but you know, as I
understand it, it’s measured in square miles!” He smiles, really
beams at us. “Square miles, can you believe that little old Art from
Moosejaw owns a ranch, I mean a station, on another continent
that you got to measure in miles?” He just shakes his head,
smiling, in utter disbelief at his own great good fortune.
There’s more, of course, about his daughter in 1969 taking the
plunge out of her UCLA kitchen window, dropping six floors to
her death, and Art and Lois claiming (never proving) that it was
the after-effect of a bad acid trip. Robert Linkletter died in 1980, a
couple of years before this talk, in an automobile accident. And
Art Jack Linkletter would die in 2007 from lymphoma.
Very sad, too bad, Art and Lois, I’d like to say I feel for you,
but that station in Australia didn’t really protect the old family
values did it, any more than your 74 ½ year marriage when it all
came to an end in 2010 (Art’s death) and 2011 (Lois’s death)? The
worm turns for us all. And most families are messed up. So you
can spare me the Puritan Election Night Sermon, Arthur
Dimmesdale.
Michael, Michael Eisenberg, I’m sorry man. I apologize. What
a little asshole I was that day, when you slumped onto me,
disgraced, humiliated. Why couldn’t I say, just for once, “Yes,
Michael, my buddy here, is exactly right. It’s an odd name, but it’s
her name, so let’s be honest.
Our teacher’s name is Mrs. Booger.” I fucked up, I’m sorry.
Marlow lies to the Intended, so why the devil couldn’t I lie to Art?
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24. University of Southern California, Los Angeles – Spring
2014
ENGL 263: American Literature, MTWTh, 9:00 AM –
12:00 PM; John Carlos Rowe. Kaprielian Hall, Room 460.
Office Hours: By appointment (johnrowe@usc.edu).
“Glad everyone is here on time. I know this 9 AM start time is
a little tough for us commuters, but the block format means we’ll
be finished with this course in four and one half weeks.” The old
professor is trying to keep spirits up and our focus on, because this
is only the second week of a grueling format known as the
“block,” in which forty-five hours of classroom time – the normal
“contact hours” of a fifteen week semester – are crammed into
four and one-half weeks by meeting every day (except Friday) for
three hours. Yes, that’s twelve hours per week, which adds up to a
gross elapsed “contact time” of fifty-seven hours, but there are still
holidays, time set aside for exams and a mini “study period.” Does
the math add up? I have no idea any longer; I’m just trying to
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experiment with a new format in the interests of keeping my field
alive and interesting to students. This is my second stab at it.
“It’s not so bad when we go off campus, John, but these class
meetings are tough. I just can’t stay awake this long.” Rachel is a
smart undergraduate, who has started her own digital music
company (and tells us about it every day, just not yet today!), but
she’s also a complainer.
Yes, the undergrads are calling the professors by their first
names now. Not a big deal. Times change.
“I understand, Rachel, so I hope everyone’s ready to talk
today. If I have to lecture, I’ll understand why you are all asleep!”
Polite laughs. Pause. “Okay, you’ve got the reading for today on
Blackboard. It’s on the screen now,” I point to the projection of
the text, “and it wasn’t too long – a spare 14 manuscript pages.
Should have been a breeze.”
“Not bad, really, I read it fast, because I had some work for
my Anthro class.” Fred is a tall, fit twenty year old with
penetrating blue eyes, sandy hair, and a nice smile. He’s from the
Cahuilla band of the Agua Caliente tribe that owns a good portion
of Palm Springs, and he won’t ever have to work, if he doesn’t
want to, but he does and is planning to go to the Gould Law
School to specialize in Federal Indian Law.
“Uh, Fred, don’t tell me about your ‘other’ class, okay?
Remember, you’re only supposed to be taking one course at a time
in the block format?” But no one obeys this rule, so the block is
sort of not working.
“Oh, yeah, that’s what you said, but I’ve really got time on my
hands, you know, and these credits are expensive.” He’s right.
USC is costing these students around $48,000 per year. I can’t
blame them for trying to do everything and anything to graduate
on time. That’s one of the attractions of the block.
We’ve burned about fifteen minutes already. I know I’ve got
two hours and forty-five minutes left – an eternity for a 14 page
manuscript, but there’s a break (bathroom, snacks, bodily
circulation, another class?) and if we’ve lost this much time
already, there’s a way the rest of the morning can slip away.
“So let’s get started. La Boite. It’s a one-act play in two
scenes. What’s the title mean?” “The box.” Sharilee, an African
American woman from the Central Valley – Merced, I think – who
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is always prepared and defensive. I want to say, “Well, yes, good,
but how about some more than just the translation.” But I don’t.
She’d feel I was criticizing her somehow.
“Good, Sharilee. Exactly right.” Pause.
“So? ‘The Box’? So what? I know that much French, too.”
Randy, our cranky critic sitting outside the circle at the large oval
seminar table over in Kaprielian, the other side of campus
(Vermont) from Taper, where the English Department and my
office are located. I can barely see Randy’s head over Rachel’s
shoulder; he’s slouched so low in one of the chairs pushed up
against the wall. Next he’ll be lighting a cigarette and reciting
Ginsberg’s Howl from memory.
“Okay? Anyone else? More on the title?” He has served his
purpose. Sharilee gives him a look, but wheels back to focus on
the rest of us at the table. There are only eight students in this
oddly formatted class, so I know and count. Can’t lose Sharilee or
anyone else this morning.
“Well, it refers to the grey box with the leather corners that
has music inside it that the Box Salesman brings in a
wheelbarrow.” It’s matter-of-fact Cindy, reciting with great
accuracy what really happens, but not getting how funny it all
sounds when rattled off in this fashion.
“Whoa, give me a break,” Randy interrupts. “Aren’t we
getting ahead of ourselves here? I mean, like why the (pause) . . . I
mean why the heck are we reading this turkey. This whole music
box of the soul bit is kind of obvious. Who’s the author? Why are
we reading a masked play? When was this thing produced, if ever?
Was it even published?”
“No, the play is part of one of our units in this class on
unknown literature, as I told you all at the beginning of the class.”
Then in a slightly reproachful aside to Randy, “You know, it’s
right there in the Syllabus.”
“Hey, I lost my darned syllabus.” “Darned” is said with such
contempt that it makes “damned” or “fucking” sound charming in
contrast.
“It’s on Blackboard, Randy,” I say self-righteously. “But the
point is that I wanted us all to consider some work written by
authors we’ve never heard of. Only way to make sure of that in
this day of Internet transparency is to mask the work’s author. So
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let’s start there, just for fun. Who do you think wrote this one-act
play?”
“Sounds sort of like Beckett to me,” Lisa says. “Lots of
references to Vladimir, Estragon, Lucky. You know, the dude in
his black outfit. The exaggerated gestures the playwright says
should be choreographed. The room behind the grungy brick wall.
The mysterious box. All that stuff sounds like Beckett.” Lisa is
pale, very thin, freckles she doesn’t want, long straight thin brown
hair. She’s actually very nice looking, but not particularly sexual
in her appeal. Wraithlike, “spiritual,” and very locked into her
Comparative Literature Major. Her parents are probably pissed
off.
“Yeah, sounds a lot like Godot,” Randy says, getting into it
now that no one is really letting him bait them.
“You’re right, Randy and Lisa. There’s a lot of Beckett’s
Waiting for Godot in this play, which is written in 1962, ten years
after Godot.”
“That was the French, though, although I guess the author
must know French. You know,
‘La Boite’?” Lisa again, showing off a little. She’s right that
Waiting for Godot isn’t translated into English until 1954. Doesn’t
matter too much, but she’s does want us to know she knows. I’m
thinking she’s interested in Randy, but the two never even look at
each other. He is sitting right behind her, occasionally poking her
chair with his athletic shoe, causing her to move her chair, bump
Rachel, then glare in annoyance straight ahead. What a dance!
Courtship? Two trumpeter swans?
“But isn’t there a pretty big difference here?” I’m trying to get
us moving now, because we’re already at the forty-five minute
point and break looms at one hour fifteen minutes. I’ve got thirty
minutes to get them on their way to a reading, which we can then
flesh out in the second part of the class.
“Yeah, there’s two women in this play. Bunch of guys as
usual, but two women. And they don’t like each other. They both
want the same guy. Andre. Hey, like Andre, the Giant, or
something?” Fred is messing with us now, distracting us from the
main point.
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“Well, ‘The Woman’ and ‘The Girl,’” Sharilee says with a
sneer. “Guess that’s how some folks rolled back in those days,
more than half a century ago. ‘The Woman’ and ‘The Girl.’”
“It seems to me she’s introduced a feminist theme here, well
in advance of NOW in ’68-70,” I toss out, trying to make my
comment casual.
“She? So the play’s by a woman?” Rachel doesn’t miss much.
“I was just thinking this play would have had to be written by
a woman in 1962. It’s a feminist Godot.”
“What’s so feminist about it?” Sharilee is on her hobbyhorse
again. “Let me see. ‘The Woman’ has the Man, that would be
‘Andre,’ who ‘The Girl’ wants to hug and kiss and all that stuff,
and they’re both trying to get his attention all the way through this
thing. ‘Hey, Andre, big guy, look at me, Pretty ‘The Woman’ in
my Blue Hooker Dress and Red Wig. Or, ‘Hey, Andre, darling
boy, look at me, Plain ‘The Girl’ in my Gunny Sack Shift and
Sandals playing with the wind-up toys, which are just like me (or
maybe the kids I want you to give me and all).’ That about cover
it?” She looks satisfied.
“Break time everyone. Let’s think over what Sharilee has said.
It’s a little cold, Sharilee, but I guess it’s pretty accurate.” I’m
conciliatory. She smiles. Compliment accepted.
Alan hasn’t said a word all morning. I figure he hasn’t done
the reading. He’s a starting running back and had some impressive
games in the Fall, is a graduating senior, and is probably just
waiting for the NFL draft to pick him up. “American Literature
Survey,” much less in the block format? Fuck that. “Kafka,” he
says. “It reminded me of Kafka.”
We’re heading down the hall. I’m hoping to turn left and use
the bathroom. Getting through three hours without a pee break is
harder and harder as I age, but professors are supposed to be
timeless, even if my white hair and paunch scream, “Tempus
fugit!” I’m an actor who plays a professor on television. We stop
and both of us lean on the wall. I look at him. Alan is six foot six
inches at least and his shoulders are enormous. He is just huge in
all respects, one of the few Chicano running backs to make it at
this college level. Alan Gómez. You will hear his name as you
head for the kitchen. “Gómez on the fifty, the forty-five, the forty.
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. .” and so forth. Kafka? And he’s going to get a multimillion
dollar signing bonus?
“Before the Law,” he says before I get what he means. The
quote marks should have been there for me, “‘Before the Law.’
That part of The Trial. It’s like everyone is judging everyone else
here and yet the Law is unclear.”
“Alan, you are really on to something here.” I want to say,
“Alan, where the fuck did you get all this stuff? Kafka, ‘Vor dem
Gesetz,’ Existentialist Law? What’s next? Camus?” But surprise
would only embarrass him. He wants to be understood as playing
at the same level as his classmates. Enough of the Dumb Jock
stuff. Professors do that number pretty well and often. But I also
have to pee. “Think about it for the next short paper. Might be
publishable.”
“Just made me think about Kafka.” He doesn’t give a shit
about publication. What’s the matter with me? But I didn’t lose
him; he’s still interested. Just have to get him to say something
after break. I’m finally peeing.
“Okay, back to work everyone. Uh, where’s Randy?”
Randy walks in the door with a double Bacon Cheeseburger,
or some gooey thing like that.
“Good choice, Randy, for 10:45 AM.”
“Hey, man, I’m hungry.” Yeah, and Lisa is looking grossed
out, but he doesn’t see that. “So let’s run through this thing. It’s
not that long. We’ve got the Cynic’s Account in Sharilee’s
version. Let’s see how the details work. First, the symbols: the
Wall, the Toys, the Music Box.”
“Well, it’s one of those dated ‘Symbolism’ things, which
you’ve got to read deeply in order to understand what the darned
thing is all about.” Randy between bites of the Super Burger.
“You’ve got a point. Sort of Old School in its heavy-handed
symbolism. But what are they about?” I’m starting to get a little
dizzy, still focused on the class, but part of my attention slipping
away from them, down into the early 1960s. I was sixteen in
January 1962, full of hormones but also focused like a sniper on
my parents’ failing marriage.
“The Wall is The Girl’s repression, what keeps her from the
object of her desire. She thinks it’s Andre, some conventional
erotic cathexis, but it’s not him she wants. At first, she doesn’t
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really know what she wants. It’s interesting, you know, that
another man, ‘The Stranger,’ in full-on business suit, briefcase,
and felt hat helps her over the Wall. Like she can’t get over her
repression without help from a Man, any man.” Fred is rocking,
but I’m beginning to tune out, which is okay since everyone is
focused on him.
The Stranger looks a lot more like Father than Andre. Father
would never wear that beatnik get-up, never let his space get
messy, pass out behind a stack of hoarded newspapers, but then
again Andre’s relationship with The Woman is Father’s illicit
affair with Mary, who was also big, thin, and now is made up to
look like a whore in all that makeup, wig, electric blue cocktail
dress. “Bitch!” “You son of a bitch!” So I guess The Stranger is
Helpful Father, who enables Mother, The Girl, to find out that
Nasty Father is fucking Mary, The Woman, neither of whom cares
if Gloria, The Girl, is nicely tidying up their mess.
“. . . and like the Box with the Music in it is what she really
wants, not some drunken beatnik who doesn’t care for her
anyway.” Lisa is talking now. “It’s really an old bit, you know,
music as the purest art form – Schopenhauer, I think, or one of the
Big Germans – because music is nothing but form, a pure, they
should say spiritual or ‘ethereal,’ art that can’t be corrupted by our
appetites.”
“Hey, Lisa, tell that to the Rolling Stones or Madonna or the
Beastie Boys.” Randy again. “But it’s the music that counters
Andre and The Woman and their boozing it up and leering looks
with something that transcends all that . . . that junk.” Ooh, I don’t
think Randy is going on a date with Lisa this weekend. Could be
wrong, though. “And then there’s the Ionesco bits.”
“The what, Lisa?” I’m prompting, playing straight-man, but I
see where she’s going. “You know, the pantomime, the
choreographed gestures, and all that. Ionesco loved that sort of
thing.”
But I’m not listening, even though she’s right. Sure, Ionesco,
big fucking deal. It’s Mother/ Gloria/ The Girl who doesn’t want
The Stranger/ Father/ Andre any longer, but instead wants ART
and its pure FORM, and nothing spells “aesthetic form” better
than a whole bunch of symbols – Wall, Toys, Box – at least not in
1962, just before the Revolution would really begin.
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The Stranger/ Andre/ Father can’t hear the music. The
Stranger left. Andre’s too drunk. Father thinks Art’s all bullshit.
Where’s the profit in all of that? And Professor Basil Busacca sits
in class listening to Gloria talk about her play, which he read with
real interest last night at home. Professor Basil Busacca, three
times divorced, living alone right now, just off campus, gets the
picture pretty clearly. Elegant, beautiful, desirable Gloria Rowe,
older and more sophisticated than these twerps in the front row
with their bare thighs and pert little breasts peeking out of their
halter tops, well, Gloria Rowe isn’t really tied to her cheating
husband, Paul Rowe, anymore.
“Professor Rowe?”
“What?”
“What do you think?”
“I think you’ve got a pretty good line on it, Lisa. Just let’s
bring this around to Sharilee’s interpretation of the sexist
undertone of the play, remember, what she said just before our
break?” Seems a long time ago now. “Alan, can you put it all
together for us? Maybe with a little bit of Kafka?” I laugh, as if
I’m asking for too much.
But Alan squints, as if he’s concentrating hard. He wants to do
this. And, no, it’s not the same as breaking through the leftside
behind his blocker, then bobbing to the right and back to the left,
leaving two defensive linemen twisted on the ground as he streaks
for the sideline. No, it’s different, really, and he wants to do it.
“Okay. The Girl never got to grow up. Everybody thought she
was just a girl, not really a woman. The Stranger is disgusted with
her for her childish desire. He’s right. She doesn’t want Andre, or
shouldn’t want him. Andre doesn’t want her either, because she
throws herself at him. And . . . well, she’s The Girl, not The
Woman. The wind-up toys? That’s all of them, as long as they
don’t figure it out, that each of them has to wise up, grow up, want
something more than wine, women, and song,” he laughs to
himself. “And song! Well, that’s what she does want in the end,
but it’s not just song. It’s like Lisa said, it’s Art. She wants an
Idea. And Andre hasn’t a clue about all of that. So he dies, can’t
even dance to it,” he laughs again, as if he remembers the old joke,
“If you can’t dance to it, then fuck it!” A dirty joke, but funny
anyway. But he doesn’t say it. I wrote it. He just thinks it and
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laughs, like something they’d say in the locker room after a big
win. “But The Girl can. She can dance to it, hear the music, knows
what’s inside the box of her own head, behind her own wall, at the
very end. Andre is disposable. The Woman is a fake, unnatural, an
imitation. The Girl is for real. And she doesn’t need sex, children,
family – the toys, the dishes, the clean-up, the newspapers. She
just needs her own head and with her imagination in that head she
can hear the music. And she can dance to it.”
“And Kafka, Alan? Kafka?” I’m pushing it, but I’m also a
little delirious from my own flashback, my own PTSD, mixed with
his brilliant insight.
“Well, Kafka’s easy, man. Joseph K., that’s Kafka’s guy, his
alter-ego, and K. never gets it, is always asking around, like
‘What’s it mean? What’s happening to me? Why me? It’s not
fair!’ But The Girl, she doesn’t say any of that stuff. When Andre
goes down, both of the women catch him, the good and the bad,
but only The Girl holds his head, ‘cradles’ it, as if Andre is now
her baby, because she understands. It’s all crazy and fucked up,
but she gets it, because she has Art. That was the difference
between Kafka and his Joseph K. K. doesn’t have Art. He doesn’t
understand. Kafka and The Girl, they both understand.”
I am speechless, as is the rest of the class. Alan is frowning,
because he’s understood something. Six months from now, he’ll
be driving his Lamborghini Murcielago to the practice field in
Tampa Bay or Buffalo, getting ready for a Game-of-the-Week
performance, chatting on his cellphone to his architect or agent or
lawyer or girlfriend. But right now, just this side of the Big Pay
Day, Alan is here, tuned in, explaining to me why my mother
wrote that play when I was sixteen and what happened afterward.
“Thanks, Alan. Thank you. That was impressive, and you got
Kafka in after all!” I’m overdoing it, but he’s smiling now, as if
he’s waking from a dream, a good one. Someone has to spoil it
after all, “Next week, let’s meet at the Autry. Everyone have a
ride? Did we work that out?”
And, yes, Mother, I’m still in class, just like you. I’m still
here. The Boy.
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25. Queen of Angels Hospital, Los Angeles – December 11,
1945
Hey, I forgot to be born. Sorry, I’m going to have insert this
chapter way out of position, then maybe worry about it in
revisions. Then again, perhaps I’m doing this deliberately,
whacking out the chronology as in “We’re on LA time now. Reset
your atomic clock!”
By contrast, here’s the famous opening of The Education of
Henry Adams (1907/1918), page 1, paragraph 1:
“1. Quincy (1838-1848)
“Under the shadow of the Boston State House, turning its back
on the house of John Hancock, the little passage called Hancock
Avenue runs, or ran, from Beacon Street, skirting the State House
grounds, to Mount Vernon Street, on the summit of Beacon Hill;
and there, in the third house below Mount Vernon Place, February
16, 1838, a child was born, and christened later by his uncle, the
minister of the First Church after the tenets of Boston
Unitarianism, as Henry Brooks Adams.”
Wow, the birth of the revered subject of the second most
famous autobiography in American literature, narrowly failing to
bump Benjamin Franklin from the top shelf, written by the son of

207

John Carlos Rowe
the U.S. Ambassador to England, grandson of President John
Quincy Adams, great-grandson of President John Adams, etc., etc.
Also the scholarly focus of the first half of my first book, Henry
Adams and Henry James: The Emergence of a Modern
Consciousness, published in 1976, long out of print. Let me try my
own version; I’ve been practicing this for forty years:
22. Queen of Angels Hospital, Los Angeles – December 11,
1945
Looking down on the 10 Freeway, the 700-room Queen of
Angels Hospital, accessible from the North Rampart Boulevard or
Alvarado Street exits (good choices for visitors), is conveniently
located in the boundary area between Hollywood and Echo Park,
two miles from downtown. Founded in 1926 and run by the
Franciscan Sisters of the Sacred Heart as the largest Catholic
Hospital west of the Mississippi until it merged with Hollywood
Presbyterian Hospital in 1989, it is the revered site where at 3:05
PM, not long after schools let out, on December 11, 1945, a child
was born, unchristened but nevertheless circumcised, in part
because his father was a lapsed Catholic and his mother a nonpracticing Protestant, in part because his parents believed in
hygiene rather than sexual pleasure, and since even an
unchristened child had to be named, but in the rush to the hospital
neither parent had remembered what they had planned to name the
child and in those days did not know if said child would be a boy
or a girl, and the Minister of the First Unitarian Church of Boston
being unavailable on that day, they named him or her Robin
Christopher Rowe, reversing the famous name of that sweet
British child in A. A. Milne’s Winnie the Pooh, nodding to each
other that “Robin” was okay for a boy or a girl. What do parents
know? Sixteen years later, when he was old enough to do so,
Robin Rowe, fearing for his life in High School, legally changed
his name to the handle he had been using for as long as he could
remember: John Rowe. But his mother, always the traditionalist
except on that one inexplicable occasion when he happened to be
born, insisted that he add the middle name of “Carlos,” in honor of
his uncle whom his mother happened to dislike, no, hate, with a
passion.
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Or did Robin Christopher Rowe’s Father add this decorative
touch, this bit of Spanish, in honor of an older brother he always
put down? Mysterium. So there in a Catholic Hospital overlooking
the 10 freeway, where it was also another freeway, the 101, and
close to their intersection with two other freeways, 5 and 60 –
John Carlos Rowe, who would become the famous scholar and
much-loved writer, to say nothing of the family man and raconteur
of Kings Road and badass driver of those same freeways, was
born, even if you couldn’t have found John Carlos Rowe by
checking the records of Queen of Angels Hospital.
What’s in a name, Gertrude?
I don’t think that rewrite went so well.
May I be reborn, please?
But there you have it. My birth. Recorded in this book.
Twenty-two chapters into the story, and a couple of decades out of
place even in the very approximate chronology I’ve been
following.
Queen of Angels Hospital is interesting for several other LA
reasons. From 1926 until the 1980s, it was a thriving and wellmanaged hospital, expanding to a campus of nine buildings,
including its fourteen-story center piece. It was expanded in 1938,
then in the fateful year of 1945, thanks to a boom in births in LA
in both those periods: 1938, last full year of the Depression and
World War II looming; 1945, end of the War; 1938-1945, huge
immigration to LA for the war industry, lead-up to the postwar
aerospace boom, Cliff and Paul. But in the 1980s, Queen of
Angels struggled, merging in 1989 with Hollywood Presbyterian,
even merging the names: Hollywood Queen of Angels
Presbyterian Hospital, moving its administration and the entire
shebang two miles west to Hollywood.
The huge Queen of Angels campus sat vacant from 1989 to
1995, leased to Hollywood for film and television shoots. Here I
have to be selective, if only to save space, but also to create a bit
of meaning for me out of the otherwise chaotic history of the
region. TV’s ER was shot there. It’s supposed to take place in
Chicago, but this is Hollywood: everywhere and nowhere. More
than sixteen films were shot on the campus and in the empty
buildings. Here’s a carefully selected anthology, à propos this

209

John Carlos Rowe
memory: Hard to Kill, Ghost, Nixon, Mr. Wrong, Stuart Saves His
Family, Mothers Boys, and my favorite: Reality Bites.
In 1996, two pastor brothers, Matthew and Tommy Barnett
bought the entire property for their mega-church, the Phoenix First
Assembly of God Church, sagely recognizing that if you want a
Super-Church, you can’t pick a better location than LA. So it’s
now “The Dream Center,” possibly to be confused for advertising
purposes with Spielberg’s “Dream Works,” God working through
Hollywood to make all your dreams come true.
So, what else is new: I was born on a movie set, turned
evangelical church.
Adams’s “Quincy” goes on for twenty-two pages of hushed
chatter about Henry’s fabulous heritage, including such zingers as:
“The Irish gardener once said to the child: ‘You’ll be thinkin’
you’ll be President too!’” (16). Admittedly, Adams covers a
decade (1838-1848) and he’s got stuff to talk about when you
consider that family. As well as time to toss in some anti-semitic
chatter, typical of Henry Adams and his Brahmin set, to match the
“Irish gardener’s” brogue. Here’s the infamous opening to
paragraph 2, page 1:
“Had he been born in Jerusalem under the shadow of the
Temple and circumcised in the Synagogue by his uncle the high
priest, under the name of Israel Cohen, he would scarcely have
been more distinctly branded, and not much more heavily
handicapped in the races of the coming century. . . .”
My colleagues in the Henry Adams Club are complaining,
“More PC crap from Rowe, that annoying little insect! Adams is
identifying with the Jews, calling for democratic recognition,
freedom of religion.” Read it again, friends, he’s only identifying
to say: “Hey, you minorities out there think you have it bad! Look
at me, poor little Henry, so powerfully connected that no one
would touch me!”
Let me wrap this up, a short chapter to focus on its vast
symbolic significance, the fons et origo of the whole shebang. And
keep in mind that if I couldn’t get born with the right name, at
least I knew in what country and city I was born!
In 1957, my mother is driving and I am riding in the front on
the wide bench seat of the 1955 sky-blue Cadillac with the white
top. Father and Mr. Maas have bought new ones, the not-quite
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ugliest Cadillac of all time – that was the 1969 with the Cape
Canaveral fins and rocket tail-lights – but the still grotesque 1957
Cadillac with its contrary angles, “diamond” grille, and dual
headlights with the little chrome fins above them. The 1955 was
still an elegant car, but heading toward Cadillac’s End: too heavy,
too soft, too bulbous.
We’re heading down the 5 toward that incredible snarl of
freeways from which you can see downtown, if you dare lift your
eyes from the road: where the 5, 10/ 101, and 60 come together. If
you’re not careful, you’ll drift onto one of the merge lanes and
suddenly you’re in Pomona! Freeways to the left of you, freeways
to the right of you, freeways swooping over you.
And at just that moment, my mother decides to tell me my
origin story, as if I’m a Teton Sioux child returning from a Vision
Quest and my kin dub me: “Broken Tail,” either for the deer I
encountered in the woods or the way I’m dragging my sorry ass
home after three days without food or drink.
But this is LA, not the Black Hills, and the mountains we can
see are freeways, and my mother is swinging the Caddy with a
deft hand, always the good driver, so I must have picked up some
pointers from her, but anyway, she says:
“You were born here.”
I’m staring at the snarl of freeway interchanges.
Perhaps here’s where this chapter should end. I was born
there, where the 10/101, 5, and 60 meet, the tangled intersection of
points north (Santa Barbara), points south (Orange County), points
east (Pomona), and points west (Santa Monica). Leave it at that.
I can’t help myself, I must go on. “What do you mean?”
“Queen of Angels. You were born there. Here.” “Queen of
Angels?”
“Yep. The hospital. You know.”
Of course, I don’t know. It’s 1957, and I’m eleven and a half,
but I still don’t know where Queen of Angels Hospital is located.
For half a century, I would point out to visitors that location
smack dab in the middle of the intersections of the 10, 101, 5, and
60 freeways, telling friends and strangers: “I was born here.”
And when asked the inevitable question, “Right here?” I’d
answer, “Queen of Angels Hospital. They tore it down to build
this overpass.”
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For fifty years? Really? Yup. Didn’t you ever check a map?
What for? It’s what I heard my mother saying to me: “You were
born right here at the junction of all these freeways, but long
before they were here, there was a wonderful hospital, where I
went through the painful experience of giving birth to you, and
now there is nothing but concrete, trucks, whizzing cars, our time
together in that one critical moment, that instant of complete
communion, soon to be parted, was erased from the landscape of
history. Just an LA memory now.”
Let’s leave it at that. Henry Adams was born under the
“shadow of the Boston State House.” I was born in the smog under
the four-leaf clover of the 10, 101, 5, and 60.
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26. Fort Huachuca, Arizona and Los Angeles – Fall 1956
So where has Carlos gone along with Muriel and their two
daughters, Kinny and Poody? Carlos and the family batted around
after the War from one military-industrial job to the next, always
in some “technical advisor” capacity to the big boys, the
intelligence specialists, arms manufacturers, and procurement
officers who were trusted by the Pentagon and the corporations.
Carlos? With his Cuban record, his German language skills, and
his sarcastic manner – today, we’d call it attitude – he was moved
laterally from job to job and place to place. In the meantime, he
was perfectly aware that his younger brother was making a bundle
from his invention of the symphonic carillon – church bells, are
you kidding me? Then he stumbles on this gig making plastic
parts for airplanes. How hard can that be? “I should have stayed
private, never should have worked for a big company. Paul just
got lucky.”
But his newest posting would be a problem, and he needs
Paul’s help. Fort Huachuca was a hot military post when General
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Nelson Miles went after Geronimo, but that was in the mid-1880s,
then active again when it became the main post for the “Buffalo
soldiers,” the African-American 10th Cavalry Regiment, just
before World War I (1913), then as a center for Pershing to go
after Pancho Villa in Mexico (1916-1917), and yet even busier
during World War II, when it quartered more than 25,000 soldiers
of the 92nd and 93rd Infantry Divisions, both with AfricanAmerican troops.
A “hot” posting is right, because it’s located in Cochise
County, Arizona, fifteen miles from the Mexican border, and sets
some record temperatures there all year long. This is Carlos and
Muriel’s problem when he learns the U.S. Army and Raytheon is
posting him there as technical advisor. Closed down after the
Korean War, it was reactivated in February 1954 to become the
center for the Army’s electronic warfare work. The Army’s
Electronic ProvingGround opened there that year, and in the years
to come its remote location would be perfect for the Army
Security Agency Test and Evaluation Center (1960), the Combat
Surveillance and Target Acquisition Command (1964), and the
Electronic Warfare School (1964). Carlos would be at the cutting
edge of the new technological warfare, long before a “smart
bomb” swooped down that chimney in Baghdad during the First
Gulf War, long before drones roamed Pakistan, Yemen,
Afghanistan, and Iraq run by military pilots in Arlington and Las
Vegas and other video game centers “taking out” with “extreme
prejudice” our “enemies” around the globe.
Cutting edge in the asshole of the universe would be a better
way to put it, or so Carlos thinks. And the distinguished legacy of
African-American soldiers stationed at Huachuca doesn’t really
thrill Carlos either, because despite his deep Cuban roots in a
society that was ineluctably mestizaje, Carlos is a private racist,
with a profound animosity for “colored people.” Given its
traditions, Fort Huachuca would undoubtedly mean fraternization
with African Americans, many now officers, even commanding
him, Carlos, the secret genius of the DOD and Raytheon’s true
CEO, had his talents only been rewarded properly. But Carlos’s
racism is probably not the only reason he doesn’t want his girls to
live with him and Muriel on the base. It is a hell-hole in the middle

214

Autobiography of Carlos
of nowhere, the town of Huachuca itself just an extension of the
military base, and their educations are at crucial stages.
Kinny would be fifteen that fall, a sophomore in high school,
and Poody a tender thirteen, an eighth grader just getting her basic
tools in math, reading, science, so Huachuca might also mean
Destination Hell. And who knows what sort of young men they’d
meet at the army schools they would attend? Time to call up his
younger brother, plead for some assistance, as long as he doesn’t
have to appear too needy. “We aren’t asking for charity, after all,”
he thinks. “Just a place for the girls to live and go to school until
they could get settled.”
When Carlos calls Paul, he has worked out a script of sorts in
his head, and he plays it well.
“Paul! Carlos here. We haven’t talked for a while, but I know
you’ve been busy.”
“You, too, I’m sure Carlos. What’s up?”
“I’ve got a favor to ask.”
“Let me see if I can help.”
Not “Anything for my brother.” Not “You got it. Just say the
word.” Not “A brother in need . . .” etc. Un-unh, just that
conditional “if” and that volitive “let me see”!
“Well, I’ve got this opportunity with the Company’s new
program for the Army,” he says just vaguely enough not to
compromise security. “But it has me traveling to Arizona.”
“Arizona? Really. Pretty damned hot out there.”
“Well, we’d be closer to all of you and might be able to visit
more. Florida to California has been a long haul.”
“True. You haven’t made it here yet.”
“Maybe it will happen this time. Fort Huachuca.”
“Gesundheit! Heh, heh, heh! Where the hell is that?”
“Fort Huachuca, in Cochise County, down near the Mexican
border.”
“Never heard of it.”
“Neither had I until last week, but it’s a good deal.” In what
sense? Is the money good?
No. Leg up on the career. No way. No choice.
“How often will you have to travel there,” Paul asks, cannily.
He suspects that “travel” isn’t what Carlos will be doing.
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“Well, it’s more like long stretches there for me, and I’m
worried about the girls and their school. You know both of them
will be in high school then or almost for Poody. Eighth grade.”
“Yeah, some places that’s high school, but here it’s junior
high. Thomas Starr King.” “So the way I see it,” Carlos is now
bearing down on his plan. These long distance calls really add up.
“The way I see it, it would be great if the girls could stay with you
and Gloria for a while.”
“A while?”
“Well, maybe not the entire year, but at least the Fall term.”
“You mean this Fall?”
“Yeah, I was thinking that.” Real casual now, not exactly
Carlos’s strongest manner.
Long pause.
“You still there, Paul?”
“Let me think about it. You know Gloria won’t be too thrilled
to have two more kids at home. She’s in college now, her senior
year.”
“College? Really? Gloria? What for?”
“Well, she just wanted to get her degree. I thought it was kind
of crazy, too, but what the hell, you’ve got to let your better half
have her way, right?”
“How about it, Paul? I haven’t asked for too many favors, but
I really need this. The girls would be miserable in the desert.”
“It’s not so bad. I kind of liked Boulder City.” “That was
different. You were 21.”
“Met Gloria there.”
“That’s what I’m worried about.” “Gloria?”
“No, but who they might meet there. You know, all those
army brats.” “Aren’t they army kids, too?”
“Not really. I work for Raytheon.” “Let me think about it,
Carlos.”
“For how long?”
“I’ll call you next Monday.”
“Great. Thanks. I appreciate it,” Carlos croaks out, thinking,
“You’re loaded and can’t help out your older brother when he
asks? I was in prison in . . . .”
Carlos, Muriel, Kinny, and Poody arrive at North Vermont in
late August 1956. All of them will spend several weeks working

216

Autobiography of Carlos
out the girls’ school enrollments, unpacking their clothes and
small items, working out their living arrangements, and otherwise
hanging out as houseguests at the busiest time of the year for a
family with three school-age children of their own and one adult in
college. It also happens to be my brother senior year in high
school with tests, applications, and other trivia of the college
process just ahead of him. Good timing, Carlos, but when we think
about the problems associated with modern mobility, let’s
remember to calculate in houseguests.
With houseguests there is no privacy. At precisely the quietest
time of the day or night, Gloria hisses into Paul’s ear, “How am I
supposed to get Turkish towels by tomorrow?! Who the devil
requires Turkish towels during a free visit?!” Or, “Can you pick up
a five-pound rib roast tomorrow at Svenson’s? We’ve got nothing
for them, and Carlos eats only beef! Muriel’s vegetarian!” Or,
“Your damned brother keeps telling me how fat our children are
and proposing diets. Get him to stop!” And so on. During the
waking hours, they are perpetually in their guests’ company,
which is particularly painful when Carlos and Muriel keep asking:
“Sorry, but can you tell us how to get to Anaheim? We don’t want
to be in the way and thought we’d take the kids over to
Disneyland, but we don’t have a car and are a little nervous
driving on the freeways.” Does that mean, “Please drive us there
and come back to pick us up”? Or does it mean, “Can we borrow
the car, but don’t be surprised if we have an accident!”? Or at a
much deeper level, “It’s so boring here, we need some
distraction!” On another register, they ask: “Can we use the
washer and dryer? Poody barfed up that soup last night – it was
just fine, really, just a little heavy on cream – and we want to wash
her sheets. If it’s okay, we’ve got some other things, too, that
could use a real washing up. Won’t take long, just a couple of
loads. Where’s the detergent? Oh, how do you work this thing?
It’s a little old, not like our new Maytag!”
Then there are the meals. When preparation for dinner begins,
Carlos is yukking it up in the living room with Paul, while the
children, who are supposed to set the table, tear around the
backyard with their cousins playing “hide-and-seek.” Paul is busy
pouring wine and beer for Carlos, even though they rarely drink in
the middle of the week. But with houseguests, every day is a
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party! Gloria sets the table while finishing the pork chops,
steaming the vegetables, baking a few dozen potatoes, and making
a fresh salad. True, Muriel is helping Gloria, but primarily by
talking ceaselessly. Gloria brushes past her to put salad dressing,
crystal wine glasses (we always use them, dear!), cloth napkins,
and the wedding silver on the table, taking precious time on each
trip to answer Muriel’s “What can I do?” with “Don’t worry; I’ve
taken care of it.” After all, if she were to assign Muriel a task, she
would be sure to hear: “Where do you keep the silverware? How
about the napkins? Have you got salt-and-pepper shakers?”
When everyone has cleared their plates, criticized subtly the
food, and belched a few times, then in the pause while Gloria
waits for someone to clear the table – someone, anyone! – the
crowd moves back into the living room for more wine, beer, soda,
Paul the designated bartender. While the conversation gets roaring,
with high notes of cheerful laughter, she hunkers down at the
kitchen sink to wash four times the normal number of dishes,
silverware, pots and pans, casserole dishes, and those damned
crystal glasses, each of which has to be rinsed by hand.
By the third day, recalling Mark Twain, Gloria is ready to
throw these folks out with the fish bones, but by the third week
she’s ready to commit herself to an asylum, just to stop the pain
(and the flow of wine, beer, soda, and dirty dishes). It doesn’t
really dawn on her, because that suggests a conscious act. Instead,
she suddenly goes nuts, throwing a fit for Paul in their bedroom at
night, loudly enough that Carlos and Muriel downstairs can hear
her: “If that fucking idiot criticizes my cooking one more time,
I’m going to murder him!” “Please, dear, not so loud! That’s my
brother you’re planning to kill.” “Who cares? I may kill him and
then serve him to his wife and children in one of those ‘cheap
casseroles’ he noticed in our breakfront!” “Please, it’s just a few
more days.” “What? Until I go insane, get an axe and chop you all
into teenie bits?” “You are not yourself tonight, Gloria.” “You’re
telling me? Get rid of these bums!” The last is said as loudly as
possible.
“I don’t get it, Gloria. Why college, now?” Carlos is sitting at
the kitchen table sipping coffee. Breakfast is over, the kids have
been driven to their two different schools, Thomas Starr King and
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John Marshall High School, and Gloria is cleaning up after serving
breakfast to nine before carpooling. She’s just brewed a fresh pot.
“Why not? I never got a college education.” She’s dreading
this exchange, which she knew would come sooner or later.
“But English. Really, your English is excellent,” he laughs.
“I’ve enjoyed reading since I was a girl, but I never really
knew what I was reading. You know, what it means.”
“Does it mean something? I always thought novels, poems,
plays were just to pass the time when we’re not working.”
Gloria knows b.s. when she hears it, but Carlos is needling
her, subtly, playing the naïf, just to “get her goat,” one of Paul’s
favorite expressions.
“What will you do with it?”
“I don’t know. Is that so important? Perhaps I’ll write my own
book.”
“A middle-class woman, writing about her three kiddies and
busy husband, Los Angeles after the War?” Pause to let this series
of trivializations sink in. “Your country club?”
“Why not?” Gloria is now a little more emphatic, unable to
say, “Fuck off.” “Well, I suppose whatever pleases you,” he says
dismissively. “But I thought your painting would be enough.”
Enough of what? But she knows exactly what he means.
Reading and painting are the hobbies of this pampered woman,
perfect exemplar of Veblen’s “leisure class,” wearing her pearls to
class, dressed in a Parisian gown while at her easel. There’s no
future to this conversation, so she turns back to the dishes piled in
the sink.
Muriel walks into the kitchen and Gloria is relieved. Muriel is
a short, brown-haired, mousy woman who cares about everyone
and shows it in every gesture. “Gloria, please let me help you with
all those dishes!” and she’s on her way to the sink with her arms
outstretched.
“Don’t worry, Muriel, Gloria has it all under control. After all,
she’s a college senior and an English major,” Carlos says
sneeringly.
Muriel puts on an apron and begins to help Gloria wash the
dishes, ignoring her husband once again. Gloria has a brief image
of washing up somewhere else, ah! with Sally and Mrs. Bodell in
Boulder City, and suddenly this chore has turned into a bit of fun,
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almost, except that Carlos is still sitting at the table. With her back
turned to him, she’s not sure what he’s up to, and naturally
worried. Could he be carving his initials into the cherry kitchen
table top with his penknife, building a bomb for some terrorists,
writing her a note: “Dear Gloria, You should give up trying to
cultivate yourself, because it is an impossible task. Forget about it
and be the devoted mother and wife you should be. Your loving
brother-in-law, Carlos, former Cuban rebel”?
“There, Gloria, I think we’ve finished these dishes,” Muriel
says with satisfaction, untying the green-striped apron and hanging
it on its hook, then beginning to wipe the counters.
“I know we’ve been a burden here. Three weeks! That’s a
long time, and I really want to thank you and Paul. We needed
you, and you were there for us.”
Suddenly Gloria is overwhelmed with emotion. Muriel is so
good! She wraps her arms around her, and even though Gloria is
not quite five-and-a-half feet tall, Muriel is six inches shorter, so it
is as if Gloria is hugging a child. “You are very welcome, Muriel.
You are a good friend and a wonderful mother,” she says the last
somewhat irrelevantly, but thinking about how Muriel and Carlos
are about to leave their daughters in Los Angeles while they
journey to Fort Huachuca, Arizona to do god knows what. “You
are so good,” she repeats for emphasis.
Over her shoulder she can see Carlos now, looking away, as if
inspecting a spider spinning a web in the corner of the kitchen
ceiling. He says nothing, which is why she repeated her praise.
“Muriel is his servant,” she thinks. “Little more than a slave, not
really a person.”
With her characteristic tact, Muriel has let Gloria know that
they’ll be leaving soon, not in so many words (Carlos wouldn’t
like that!) but by her formal expression of thanks. This is the
“thank you” note that is never written, the “au revoir” and “à
bientôt” that are never spoken, but Gloria is sure they’ll be leaving
soon, just when is another matter.
And they do leave, two days later, when Carlos announces
grandly, “I have to get to the Base by Wednesday. There’s a big
project they’re starting, and I have to be there.” No word about the
project, what he’ll be doing, why he is so needed. All this is left in
the gaps of his urgent announcement.
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The fun begins after that with Kinny and Poody and Paul,
Diana, and John turning the large Rowe family of five into the
extended Rowes of seven. Gloria has papers and exams for
midterms, then term papers and finals as the semester winds down,
as the holidays begin, and still Kinny and Poody are there,
confused about their status in the family, not quite old enough to
be embarrassed, struggling silently with the student bodies at John
Marshall High School and Thomas Starr King Junior High School,
where each is rejected as if she were an alien organ. I’ll spare you
the mockery they both suffer for their nicknames, but “Poody” in
particular drowns in a tsunami of insults every day from the jaded
males in eighth grade, most of whom are going through the first
stages of puberty. Toilet-humor is for these wannabe males a
substitute for pornography, so Poody is their new worst friend.
Kinny is cool and detached, holding all these high school
worms in contempt. Verging on the attractive, but not quite there,
Kinny has a sort of sexual allure of which she is not quite sure, but
manages to deploy as a weapon. With her black hair, crooked front
teeth (“No orthodonture, Muriel! It’s a racket!” Carlos screams),
significant bosom, and (most important) a stare from two deep
black eyes that would turn any Perseus to stone, she manages these
pimply faced boys in California. After all, she has grown up in
Philadelphia, Daytona Beach, and now Los Angeles. She is a
woman of the world.
Not so secretly in their borrowed home on North Vermont, the
girls cry themselves to sleep at night, sharing Diana’s large
bedroom, in which two day-beds have been placed. They cry not
only for their exile here on St. Helena, albeit in Southern
California; they cry also for Diana’s huge bedroom, the two
Cadillacs in the driveway, the considerate care from their Aunt
Gloria, whom they admire. She is beautiful, talented, kind. Why
can’t Gloria be their mother?
Through it all, Paul and Gloria fight on a regular basis, first in
the privacy of their own bedroom suite, hissing at each other in the
bathroom and later in the darkened marriage bed, which sees
virtually no action while Carlos and Muriel stay with them, then
only rarely when Kinny and Poody are just down the hall. These
old houses are wonderfully well insulated, not with space-age
fiberglass, but because their walls are real lath-and-plaster and
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their timbers strong enough to carry the Niña, the Pinta, and the
Santa Maria across the Atlantic through every storm. But there is
the aura of others in the house, so sex is rare and awkward, and of
course that makes matters worse. “If she won’t do her wifely
duties, then Mary will! Can’t blame me, can you?”
Yes, Paul has fired Dolly-Molly-Sarah and moved on to the
next secretary, hired for similar talents, Mary. So that when the
word “fluzefair” comes up, it is often linked with “Mary,” who
was John’s first love in Kindergarten and has vague religious
associations the children can’t quite place. After all, this is a
modern, Los Angeles, upper-middle-class family.
Muriel doesn’t last in Fort Huachuca, Arizona, and by January
1957, she is back in Los Angeles. In the new year, Muriel and
Carlos rent a house in the Wilshire district, an old, affordable
bungalow, where Muriel and the girls will live while Carlos
finishes his important work in the desert. There is a shuffling of
papers and frenzy of phone calls, as well as packing and crying, as
the girls switch schools yet again, this time in the middle of the
year. “Good luck to them,” Gloria thinks with some bitterness
about her own childhood travels: Philadelphia, Oglethorpe
(Georgia), Chattanooga, New Orleans, Seattle, LA, and Boulder
City. “Good luck,” she thinks with some sadness for the two girls
and one lonely woman finding their way in a new, growing,
confusing city, their house close to a downtown no one can ever
find.
Out in the desert, Carlos sweats it out, working like a dog,
recognized with only the occasional corporate kick, while he
protects America in the Cold War, preparing for what would come
after him at Fort Huachuca: MARS (Military Auxiliary Radio
System); JITC (Joint Interoperability Test Command); ISEC
(Information Systems Engineering Command); Electronic Proving
Ground. And then as the border became a growing issue, albeit
long after the Bracero Program of Carlos’s own generation, Fort
Huachuca houses a radar-equipped aerostat, one of several used by
DEA to detect drug-carrying aircraft attempting to fly under the
radar across the border. Oh, brave new world, Carlos, and your
role as warrior defending us from all these threats. Thank you,
brother. From Rebel with a Cause to Cold Warrior. You were the
Man.
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27. Arlington, Virginia – October 1970
Richard L. Krumm, Carlos H. Rowe, Francis E. Torpey.
“Research on Tactical Military Decision Making: 1. Design of
a Simulated Tactical Operation System (SIMTOS).” Research
Problem Review 70-1. Arlington, Virginia: U.S. Army Behavior
and Systems Research Laboratory, October 1970. 1-48.
Whooeee! A citation of something co-authored by my
eponymous Uncle Carlos. Way to go, Carlos! A publication,
something to add to the old c.v. I’m impressed. Of course, I
haven’t a clue what the devil this journal, Research Problem
Review, might be. For the moment, a few clarifications before I
dive into this turgid bit of prose and its troublesome
recommendations.
Published or distributed, I’m not quite sure which, by the U.S.
Army Behavior and Systems Research Lab (BESRL) in Arlington,
Virginia, home to all sorts of wacko military-industrial
cooperatives, working on an early version of what universities
now call slickly “technology-transfer.” But I assume my uncle was
working at home, at least to write up his part of this report, so the
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document shimmers between Arlington, Virginia and Daytona
Beach, Florida, to say nothing of Kings Road, Newport Beach,
California, where I downloaded it last night from the Internet. The
study was first released in October 1970, nearly three years before
Carlos’s memorable and unprinted letter to the Editor in Chapter
9, but not declassified until December 7, 1979, when it was
“approved for public release; distribution unlimited.” And then the
third date, not recorded above, of the actual download and start of
composition, which were February 22-23, 2012. Yeah, I was
staying up late that night.
For most authors, “release” means published. For these guys,
it seems, there is private “release” and then years later, “public
release.”
Onward and downward into the bowels of the militaryindustrial complex.
Brief Requirement:
To provide plans for the phased development of a
simulated tactical operations system (SIMTOS) which will
permit laboratory research on tactical military decision
making behavior, particularly with respect to information flow
and display variables.
Procedure:
Conditions necessary for a realistic test facility
environment, scenario form and content, and testing
practicalities were delineated. On the basis of these, plans were
outlined in brief for a sequence of research phases designed to
culminate in a capability to study decision making behavior
during free-play two-sided war games.
SIMTOS capabilities currently available in BESRL
[Behavior and Systems Research Laboratory] to support the
research were examined and additional support capabilities
needed were identified. Details of the required physical facility
are given.
My hope is this block quotation from one of the few known
published works of Uncle Carlos will help you develop a closer,
more human relationship with him. Then again, the problem of
accessibility might lie with Krumm or perhaps Torpey; we don’t
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really know who the devil wrote this gibberish of the three listed
coauthors. As an English Professor, I’m tempted to make
corrections of faulty punctuation and try to sort out some of the
stylistic knots, but I’m pretty sure all these guys are dead, and we
know we shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.
So why did I bother to download this forty-eight-page report
from the BESRL? After Carlos was released from Castillo del
Principle in late 1935, he went back to the subsidiary of General
Electric that was his employer in Habana and was told by his
bosses that he had one final year in Cuba. The Cuban government
was deporting him as a political dissident, but for some curious
reason had given him a final year in the country. Influence of
General Electric? Was he needed for some project involving
electrical engineering? Another radio transmitter, perhaps, this
time for Batista’s bedroom? So I’m facing a bit of a gap in this
autobiography between 1936 and 1973, when Carlos writes his
now famous (and published! You’re welcome!), but then
unprinted letter to the editor of his local newspaper.
Kristin says, “Email his youngest daughter, Eileen,” but I
don’t want to. Sure, she’d give me a laundry list of Carlos’s jobs
between 1936 and the 1970s, but she’d also expect me to treat
respectfully her father and my uncle. No skeletons in the closet.
“A. Crowe Arrested for Child Abuse in Florida!”
“Charles Rowe Seen Entering ‘Adult Films R Us’ in Boca
Raton!”
“C. H. Rowe Charged with Bank Robbery as the ‘Cuban
Bandido’ in Fort Lauderdale!”
“Batista’s Murder Mystery Solved! Carlo Rowe
Charged!”
Hey, if I want to make up such stuff, then Carlos can sue me.
That’s one nice thing about the dead: their lawyers usually don’t
answer their calls. Seriously, I don’t feel like getting into a longdistance reunion with my aging cousins, Kinny and Poody.
Poody, aka “Eileen,” now 67, is a little less than a year older
than I am, and married to Ken Stein, so Eileen “Poody” Rowe
Stein, both (all ?) of them living in East Palatka, Florida. They are
retired, having sold their business, a small radio station for $1.9
million some years after our Carlos died in 1998, age ninety three.
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“Hey, the radio station clinches it! Email them!” It’s Kristin
again, my nemesis. But trust me, it wouldn’t be worth the tenuous
connections, because once I contact Cousin Eileen for information,
I’d have to pay the following bill:
1. We’ll strike up a renewed relationship, made considerably
more annoying thanks to the social networking sites developed
since we last met. Think Facebook.
2. I won’t be able to make fun of my cousin or any other
family members, and that’s one big motive in writing about your
family, however fantastic your memory.
3. I won’t be able to criticize her father, my uncle Carlos,
which is the whole point of this memoir. Carlos was confused
politically, and he wasn’t a particularly nice man. In fact, he was
downright nasty, mean to my mother (a Saint!), and laughingly
patronized me every time we met. “Why write?” Jean-Paul Sartre
asked? To take revenge, answered T. S. Eliot (or at least his
surrogate, Tiresias, does in The Waste Land). Sartre is out of style,
and I’m no fan of Eliot, but revenge is a powerful motive I’m
reluctant to give up. Want to be celebrated, Carlos? Hire a ghostwriter and tell it your way.
I hope this clarifies why Eileen is not going to be directing this
movie. I’m imagining Carlos’s life, trying to connect a virtual
pushpin on a map of Habana – Castillo del Principe Prison (now
the HQ of the Habana Police) – with another pushpin for the
Behavior and Systems Research Laboratory in Arlington, Virginia.
Maybe she knows the facts, maybe not. I know the logic, and
that’s what matters.
So Carlos leaves Cuba under Batista’s cloud, heads for the
U.S. where he needs gainful employment. Sometime between
1936 and 1939, he is employed by a GE subsidiary, just as he was
in Cuba, except this time GE and all its subsidiaries are gearing up
for the coming conflicts, heralded by the Spanish Civil War,
Mussolini in Libya and Ethiopia, Hitler and the Nazis, and of
course the always troublesome Stalin and the Soviet Union. Carlos
is fluent in German, trained as an electrical engineer, and
experienced with secret radio transmissions. Is he hired promptly
as a US Intelligence Officer, perhaps in that predecessor to the
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CIA, the OSS? Probably not. Like his brother, he’s way too
German, despite that given name. He’s hired instead to do
preliminary work on intelligence systems, which now range from
cipher codes to electronic transmissions – real, fake, and
intercepted. Our Man in Havana will work on the actual
intelligence, as will Our Man in Berlin, Moscow, Madrid, Tripoli,
Rome, etc. You, Carlos, just work on the communications
networks for him and his buddies. We’ve got this big contract with
the government. No rush. Plug away.
If so, then Carlos has sort of missed the point of his vocation
as rebel radio transmitter builder not so long ago in Habana, for
which he did hard time in Castillo del Principe. Wasn’t he aware
that President Franklin Delano Roosevelt via his emissary Sumner
Welles, III, and Mafia Don Meyer Lansky had already dubbed
Batista the real version of Our Man in Habana? Booted out of
prison, deported from the country, wouldn’t a politically astute
Carlos have said: “Fuck global politics; ils faut cultiver notre
jardin?” or at the very least: “I’m joining the Communist
International, so we can blow these puppets off their gilded
thrones!” He did neither, instead returned to the bosom of the
Mother Country, which is to say the United States, and gave his
intelligence to those hunters of fascists, GE and the OSS. Wasn’t
he also aware that his old buddy, Batista, had recently declared
war on Hitler and European fascism? Didn’t this fact put Batista
and Carlos on the same side?
Before we roll too far down Arlington Road, let’s take a timeout amid the Monday morning quarterbacking, if only to hold onto
the red/white/blue readers. Going into some aspect of U.S.
intelligence via the military-industrial cooperative – it wasn’t a
“complex” until Dwight Eisenhower named it such at the end of
his second term in the Cold War – on the eve of World
War II wasn’t exactly scurrilous, a moral lapse, some felix
culpa which Carlos Dimmesdale will later in the narrative
acknowledge, thereby turning the “culpa” “felix.” But going into
the burgeoning intelligence industry right after being booted out of
Cuba for your contribution to liberal-left intelligence does seem a
rather odd choice. If you hate the Nazis, Mussolini, Franco, the
Japs, why not go marching off to war yourself? Fighting in
Europe, you could use your language skills, knowledge of the
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country, and conveniently forget about Batista and his
“presidents” propped up there in Cuba by FDR and Co. Sure,
Batista’s also fighting Hitler – although it’s a little hard to tell
when you look at Colonel Batista decked out in the 1930s
likeHitler or Mussolini – but world war makes some strange
bedfellows. The real enemies then were pretty obvious.
But back at home working on U.S. Army intelligence that
could be used against Hitler, Mussolini, Hirohito, and other devils
Carlos was also developing the technology used on Latin
American Communists, Leftists, insurgents – enemies of those
states south of the border whose dictators we continued to support
in an updated version of the Monroe Doctrine, aka the “Good
Neighbor Policy.” And Carlos’s Cuba connection, not just his
German language skills, must have played some part in that
classified work. When did he go “classified”? How many
“research problems” did he solve in internally published, still
classified docs? One coauthored essay for an entire career?
Really?
So let’s just say it is so, Joe, that Carlos returned to the U.S.
around 1936, transferred to a job with some subsidiary of General
Electric, which is the parent company of the American Share and
Bond Electrical Company in Cuba, and found his way into the
application of electronics to intelligence work as the U.S. headed
toward World War II. When we entered the War in 1941, Carlos
would have had a couple of years’ experience in the burgeoning
U.S. military-industrial complex. At the same time, his younger
brother, Paul, was working as a private detective, primarily
applying his knowledge of electronics to wire-tapping and other
modes of surveillance. And for whom? When he worked for Six
Companies in 1931-1932, he was actually working for an
industrial-governmental complex, because Six Companies had
been contracted by the Bureau of Reclamation to build Boulder
Dam as one of the largest Works Public Administration Projects of
the period.
Carlos worked for Raytheon, now the fifth largest defense
contractor in the world. I’m not sure when he started, but the dates
of employment are less important than his contributions to the
company that developed the magnetron crucial to defense radar
systems for the Allies in World War II, the Lark and Sparrow (air-
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to-air) and Hawk (land-to-air) missiles in the Korean War, the
Tomahawk cruise missile that would play such a significant role in
the Second Gulf War, and . . . oh, yeah, the microwave oven in
1967, by-product of those magnetron tubes.
Today, Raytheon is composed of six major business divisions:
Integrated Defense Systems
Intelligence and Information Systems
Missile Systems
Network Centric Systems
Raytheon Technical Services Co.
Space and Airborne Systems
And it works in four self-declared “strategic business areas”:
Missile Defense
Precision Engagement
Homeland Security and Intelligence
Surveillance and Reconnaissance
It probably doesn’t matter in which division(s) he worked.
And then when he wrote with Krumm and Torpey their
“Design of a Simulated Tactical Operations System,” all three of
them were working for the Bunker Ramo Corporation, founded in
1964 by George M. Bunker and Simon Ramo, the company jointly
owned by Martin-Marietta and Thompson Ramo Wooldridge
(TRW). Bunker Ramo manufactured military electronics devices,
including the BR-133, given the military designation AN/UYK-3,
a general-purpose military computer developed from the
computers on board American ballistic submarines, and
commercially developed as the BR-133 in 1964.
Then in February 1971, always looking for new opportunities
in keeping with capitalism’s innovative and inventive free-market
spirit, Bunker Ramo “unveiled the first version of the National
Association of Securities Dealers’ Automated Quotations system.”
NASDAQ to you and me.
I think you get my point here: military applications of
electronics, especially for missile guidance and intelligence
gathering, provided the infrastructure for the personal computer on
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which I’m writing this narrative, the device you are probably using
to read it (Kindle, Nook, or iPad?), consumer goodies like the
microwave oven, and the trading systems whereby capitalism
keeps itself afloat and promises to fund our retirements, now that
most pensions have been eliminated.
I am overwhelmed by my own family history, stunned by the
plan for something like psy-ops that seems peeking through the
purple prose by these collaborators in their forty-eight page essay.
Their plan is unveiled in 1970, perhaps in the works for a year or
two before that, so it’s a Vietnam War era project. “Psy-ops” isn’t
such a stupid conclusion. Sounds as if they were working on some
project that would allow the Pentagon or MACV to program
officers to carry out dumb-ass missions in a disastrous war. Best of
all for us paranoids, the report is the work of a corporation under
contract to the Pentagon.
Nothing very new in all this militarism and its corporate
infrastructure, but this is Uncle Carlos, rebel with a Cuban cause,
in his mid sixties writing crap for the Pentagon. He was about the
same age I am now, writing this story, but when he was working
hard on his short story, I was about to be drafted and sent to the
‘Nam.
I am lost, confused, fucked up, this simulated tactical
operations system maybe working on me all these years later. How
did Carlos get there? Perhaps more importantly, how did I
survive?
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28. Forest Lawn Memorial Park, Glendale, California – June
1957
“Born eatin’, died drinkin’! Heh-heh-heh!” My father
whispers to my mother as the coffin is lowered slowly into the
open grave. The group is large, but not huge, perhaps thirty-five
people surrounding the plot, leaving space for the impeccably
dressed cemetery workers, the resplendent mortician, and of
course “The Builder” himself, Hubert Eaton (1881-1966), founder
(with C. B. Sims) and chief developer of Forest Lawn Memorial
Parks, the modern cemetery system.
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After all, it’s Hubert Eaton’s son, Bourne, who is being
buried.
Hubert looks the part of a successful banker, aka mortuary
magnate. He’s wearing a grey, double-breasted suit, with a black
carnation in its left lapel, black horn-rimmed glasses, just whisps
of hair over his ears, and his shiny, bald crown looking . . . well,
just like a crown. He’s “The Builder” after all of this elaborate
park with its Disney-like chapel, its emerald-green lawns, and no
headstones, crosses, grave markers visible to the naked eye as it
sweeps across what might be Walt’s fantasy of the Lake Country.
(“What a great idea!” Walt says, perking up from his grave, which
is indeed here in Forest Lawn, but a little later. “Cumberland here
in California! A hologrammic Billy Wordsworth, reciting lines
from ‘Tintern Abbey,’ but not that revolutionary Prelude. Too
long anyhow.”)
Who knows what Hubert is thinking at this moment? Bourne
and he weren’t that close, except they shared the same DNA and
both Stanford alums. Bourne, precocious as always, graduated in
1930 at just 20, then stayed on to crank out his M.S. in Physics,
Call # 3781 1931 E, Special Collections, Stanford University,
Observations of the Relative Probabilities of the Ejection of K and
L Electrons of Equal Ionization Energy, on Thallous Bromide.
Doubt his father ever read it, but my old man might have. Fancied
himself a renaissance man of the sciences, even if he likely didn’t
finish college.
My mother isn’t laughing. It’s 1957 and the marriage is not
just frayed, it’s torn and ragged. Besides, like the rest of us, she’s
heard it before a bunch of times, almost every time Bourne’s weird
Norwegian name comes up. “Heaven’s bourne?” Keats, all I can
think of. Who names a kid in 1910, Bourne?
We’re all sitting around in the faux-colonial comfort of the
“beach house,” probably 1954, and Bourne is holding forth on his
favorite subject, women. “Now take Gloria here, Paul. She’s an
attractive woman, still young, nice legs, pert breasts.” He’s
grinning now, because he knows he’s on the edge of impoliteness,
but his buddy, Paul, is smiling, too; couple of Cheshire cats. No
move toward, “Take it easy, Bourne, really, old buddy, that’s my
wife you’re talking about!”
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And everyone in the room gets it, even the little ones, well,
maybe not me, I’m only eight (“and a half!”), but my brother and
sister must get it, that Bourne is making a pass at our mother.
“No, really, Gloria, you are a good-looking woman. Anyone
would agree with me. Am I right?”
Silence. My mother is not about to humor him. She knows
him.
Bourne has a big head of hair, sandy brown, combed straight
back to emphasize its richness, fullness. He’s around six feet, not
particularly thin, sort of a big frame, but not packing any fat, just
not someone who’s watching his diet. Blue eyes, probably from
that Norwegian ancestor (also Bourne? Or was it Björn?), and big
hands, always moving about as he talks, except when he’s playing
with his pipe, which never seems to stay lit. Very professorial
looking in a semi-dashing way.
“It’s what you’re good at, Gloria, really, not all this artsy stuff,
the books and the painting. You’re the artwork, my dear, you.
Stick with it. Clothes, pearls, bathing suits, furniture, the house . . .
or, houses. Make him buy you a new Cadillac,” he gestures at
Father. Both men laugh.
My mother slowly rises and walks silently to the kitchen, just
around the corner, and my father is saying, “Now, look, Bourne,
you’ve hurt her feelings! She’s walking out on you. If I’m not
careful, she’ll do the same to me.”
“Better buy her that new Cadillac, Paul. Really!”
Did Bourne ever hit on Mother? Probably, and she must have
let him know it wasn’t okay. “Un-unh, buster. You’re my
husband’s best friend. What are you thinking?” Or in those days
was it subtler, as in, “Bourne, really, I’m sorry, really sorry, but
this just isn’t right. You know, the children are in the house, I’m a
mother. I’m so sorry.”
And Father? Did he pound him, punch him in the nose, curse
him out? “Don’t be so sensitive,” is probably all he ever came up
with, and that to his wife, Gloria, not to good old Bourne who was
indeed a bit of a drinker.
Bourne fancied himself a great ladies’ man, had in fact dated
more women than his friends could keep track of. Usually a
newer, younger, sillier woman accompanied him, although there
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were long periods, like this one, when he showed up alone. “Oh,
Sylvia, you know, she just didn’t get me. I had to let her go.”
It was Julie, I think, who was with him when he pulled the
mountain down on top of himself. She was hurt, but dug herself
out, then went for help, staggering down the road in San Diego
County, up in the mountains halfway between Ramona and Julien.
“A mountain climbing accident,” it was reported in the papers.
“Scion of Forest Lawn Founder, Hubert Eaton, killed while
climbing Mount Palomar.” Not true. Bourne and Julie were
looking at some property, a parcel of acres covered with avocados
where Bourne was promising to settle down, build a house on a
hill, with a fabulous view, so, yeah, we had better check out the
view, honey, with probably some sort of smarmy wink, meaning
what we’ll never know. Showing off, pulling himself up and
around a large rocky outcropping – it’s virtual high desert up
there, after all, full of rocks – he yanked one loose to start an
avalanche.
And he was buried instantly, irony of ironies, Hubert! Don’t
need to bury the first-born again; he’s already under a couple of
tons of dirt and rock. But, of course, they brought in a backhoe,
cleared off the dusty, rocky soil, and hauled his broken body back
to Glendale for the formal . . . ahem! . . . obsequies, if you please.
Forty-seven years old, never married and so “all the merrier,”
he loved to joke, but he was a lonely guy, especially after refusing
his father’s best offer. “Bourne, Forest Lawn could use you.
You’ve got the education, the class, the look. We need you, really,
and the expansions are multiplying. It’ll be pretty good money,
son!” He’s smiling now. Hubert doesn’t laugh, just smiling thinly.
Everyone knows about the money.
Ever read Evelyn Waugh’s 1948 stunner, The Loved One? It
begins with a pet cemetery and a beloved, deceased Sealyham
Terrier, but it’s satire and the central object of Waugh’s scorn, his
viciously and hysterically funny demolition of Southern California
is Forest Lawn Memorial Park, “Whispering Glades” in Waugh’s
fantasy. Here is Waugh, who might have been cribbing directly
from Hubert Eaton’s ad-copy:
“Then let me explain the Dream. The Park is zoned. Each zone
has its own name and appropriate Work of Art. Zones of course
vary in price and within the zones the prices vary according to
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their proximity to the Work of Art. We have single sites as low as
fifty dollars. That is in Pilgrims’ Rest, a zone we are just
developing behind the crematory fuel dump. The most costly are
those on Lake Isle. They range about a thousand dollars. Then
there is Lovers’ Nest, zoned about a very, very beautiful marble
replica of Rodin’s famous statue, the Kiss. We have double plots
there at seven hundred and fifty dollars.
“Was your Loved One married?”
Long before Disneyland would become the metaphor for all
that’s wrong with Southern California, Forest Lawn was the IT
Girl for serious satirists. Heir to William Randolph Hearst’s
tasteless San Simeon, no longer a real target after Citizen Kane,
Forest Lawn embodies the Los Angeles everyone loves to hate,
hates to love. It’s specialty was Fake Art, as in that copy of
Michelangelo’s David, long before some Yank bought the London
Bridge and plunked it down across the Colorado at Havasu,
Arizona, well before Las Vegas went totally nuts, Forest Lawn
was your source of meretriciousness, your region of “beautiful
death,” your necropolis to the stars.
And until more recently than we would like to remember,
Forest Lawn was also the place where African Americans, Chinese
Americans, Jewish Americans should . . . well, how did they put
it? “Look elsewhere, please. A cemetery of your own. We can
recommend several.” Good old Hubert, the Aristocrat of Death.
Today, Nat King Cole and Sammy Davis, Jr. are resting
comfortably in their grand plots, so times do change, but not in old
Hubert’s day. And certainly not on that June day in 1957 when his
first-born, Bourne G. Eaton, was buried a second time.
Waugh had it right, but also wrong. It wasn’t Forest Lawn
Memorial Park that was the real enemy of the Culture and Grace
the Brits had done so much to craft, no thanks to you downtrodden
savages we struggled to civilize! No, it was Bourne’s and Paul’s
professions that made Los Angeles in those days. Garret
AiResearch for Paul and Convair for Bourne.
They probably met through Hubert, because Father did sell
Forest Lawn a symphonic Carillon. It was one of Maas-Rowe’s
big sales in the early 1950s, but it was Precision Plastics and
Convair’s aerospace ventures that brought the two scientific
misogynists together over beer and pretzels.
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By 1953, Convair had been picked up by General Dynamics to
become a mere division of the aerospace giant. Before that it had
been one of the big aerospace startups. No one remembers the
Convair commercial jet, the fighters and the bombers, but they
gave the company the credibility it needed to get in on the ground
floor of the burgeoning Cold War missile business. Good old
Bourne, expert on thallous bromide and electron bombardments,
worked instead on the Atlas-Centaur missile project, precursor to
the ICBM Titans that would line those “silos” all over rural
America, protecting us in the land of the free and home of the
brave.
I love Evelyn Waugh for his laser satire of the British
aristocracy, military, and the toadying upper-middle-class, the
secrets and lies of Edwardian society and its aftermath, the slow
decline of the British Empire, but when it comes to Caliphonia,
Waugh wrote a brilliantly superficial book. Hollywood and Forest
Lawn were not the twin axes of American Evil, at least not yet.
No, the Kulchur of Death was far more literally being acted out in
the aerospace laboratories in Pasadena, Inglewood, and the small
businesses on and off San Fernando Road, dotted around Glendale
and Burbank. Biggest irony of all, most of the bodies weren’t
buried in Forest Lawn, but instead on the Korean Peninsula, later
in the jungles of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, now in the deserts
of Iraq and stony outcroppings of Afghanistan. And so many of
them the very “colored” peoples Hubert sent “elsewhere.” As did
our military, both our friends and foes.
I don’t want to get all patriotic and nativist here, but give me a
minute to rant about the outsiders who think they understand Los
Angeles and Southern California. While writing for the movies,
Waugh can’t see much beyond what’s right in front of him. Scott
Fitzgerald’s celebrated and unfinished Last Tycoon is pretty much
dead on arrival, the Princeton prep-school hero (recycled from
This Side of Paradise) translated badly into Monroe Stahr, fairhaired version of Irving Thalberg with his Malibu house (not yet
finished), film (in trouble), and babe (ditto). And then there are the
heavy-duty scholars, like Jean Baudrillard, the cool Parisian
sociologist, whose D’Amerique just sees the surfaces of the desert,
everything without depth, sort of rootless, nomadic wanderlust of
the California dreamers as America itself. Fred Jameson, too, even
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though that easterner (Yale, Duke) did spend time in Santa Cruz
and San Diego, gets the whole “placeless” and “dystopian” bits
wrong, too. It’s old news now, but what Jameson lays on us about
the Bonaventure Hotel in downtown LA as the very empty center
of postmodernism, that dizzy-making lobby, global capitalism
luring in the Japanese tourists, the new normal of Oakland’s
nowheresville, is pretty much dead wrong.
In the 1940s and 1950s, LA was the center of the American
Asshole, the Death Dealer par excellence, with the movies and the
cemeteries just keeping most folks from seeing it all around them.
End of the frontier, indeed, it was the frontier, the New Frontier,
where we voyaged out to conquer everyone and anyone.
Here on my desk is my only memento from Bourne G. Eaton,
a book, to be sure, not his Stanford thesis, but Charles Dickens’
Christmas Books, those seasonal stories he wrote – most famous
“A Christmas Carol,” but others like “The Chimes” and “The
Haunted Man,” speaking to the coming age, already figured in the
gross inequities of the Victorian era, warning us of what should
really haunt us. Inscribed in Born Eatin’, Died Drinkin’s own
hand, “Christmas, 1931 Palo Alto,” that last year at Stanford,
graduate student in Physics, Magister Scientiae, the World’s
Classics Edition of 1927. Spine perfect all these years later, so a
gift book, perhaps from his mother, trying to relax him, temper
him, mellow him out.
It didn’t work. Born-Eatin-Died-Drinkin is buried here for a
third time, my memory of his yearning for my mother part of the
whole parcel of his bit part in the military-industrial complex, just
gearing up for the wars I refused to fight, but too many I knew did
and died, then or later, from their wounds.
And the women? This third time he’s buried, I can imagine
only Julie and my mother at his graveside, not because either
wants to be there, but because they have to be. Julie was with him,
escaped guiltily, brought rescuers too late, still bears the narrowed
eyes of Hubert, who hates her, hates her for what she did. All of it.
The plans for a house in the country, the wedding, the babies, even
the Physics. She did it, turned Bourne into Born, against the
Father, away from the Temple of Eternal Life, from what The
Builder had wrought. Not really, of course, but she feels it in the
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Old Man’s eyes, will have to beat the hell out of here as soon as
the wake is over.
Gloria? Sad relief, but a reminder of her husband’s moral
cowardice. Why had he never spoken out? “Come off it, Bourne,
old buddy, leave her alone. She’s all I’ve got, hands off!”
Even some boyish, patronizing chatter like that would have
been enough. Not egging him on, like some pimp on the street
parading his wares.
Lower him down, then, Born Eatin’ Died Climbin, Born
Eatin’ Died Killin’, Loser to the Stars, Wannabe Lover, FairHaired Boy with the Silver Spoon, knowing all the while that what
he was designing would destroy not explain the universe. Should
have read his Dickens that Christmas.
Just “a consciousness disjunct, being but this overblotted
series of intermittences,” castaway now on this “unforecasted
beach” and on the stone Hubert would inscribe and lay flat, the
memorial “‘I was and I no more exist; here drifted an hedonist.’”
Not Dickens, but Ezra Pound, who couldn’t learn from his own
lines, but wasn’t such a bad poet.
Which is why Father was right, even if he didn’t understand
his own poetry. “Bourne Eaton died drinking” . . . the sea.
Drowned in it, alright, like the brother in the Chinese folk-tale.
Like Pharaoh, he got drowned.
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29. Offices of the Los Angeles County Supervisors, Hall of
Administration, 500 W. Temple Street, Los Angeles Civic
Center – February 1961
Ernie Debs is sitting in his large, new office behind an
enormous oak desk, government issue but from exactly which
source the County Supervisor for the 3rd District of the County of
Los Angeles, couldn’t tell you. In fact, he wouldn’t tell you,
because he knows the desk was purchased with County funds from
a Hollywood antique dealer for a princely sum. But what the hell,
it’s all legal, he’s got a fund to furnish his office in the new Hall of
Administration, just completed this year.
If he were a smoker, Ernie would be puffing a large
Montecristo, a real Cuban one at that, even though he hates
Communists, especially Fidel. People are always asking him, “Mr.
Debs, are you related to Eugene V. Debs?” “We’re not even
remotely related,” he liked to begin, then would launch into his
party position speech, “I guess I’d be called a conservative
Democrat. I was elected to the Assembly on both the Republican
and Democratic tickets. Definitely I’m against radicals and
Communists. At the same time I think the little fellow should get a
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square deal – I’m for that, too.” Oh, wow, where is this guy when
the Republicans need him?
Dr. Robert Brown, M.D., is sitting in the serviceable but
uncomfortable chair also provided by the County, but clearly
government issue: gray metal frame with green plastic back and
seat, neither padded very well. Dr. Brown is uncomfortable in the
chair and his situation.
“Bob, I think my boy, David, and your son, Billy, go to school
together at Marshall. Both tenth-graders, right?”
“Yes, they also went to Ivanhoe and King together.” Dr.
Brown is feeling a little more comfortable. The County Supervisor
remembers him, sort of. They have met at school events on five or
six occasions, but you know how these politicians ignore the “little
people”!
“And will be heading to college before we know it, I
suppose.” Pause. “Where’s Billy thinking of applying?”
“Oh, I think Billy’s planning on UCLA,” but Bob is putting a
little too much emphasis on the initials, kissing up a little too hard
for his own dignity. And Billy will end up going to Stanford as
planned, since his father has some good friends who went there,
rich doctors who fund-raise and network, and he’s pulled in every
favor he can think of. “Does Ernie know this?” he thinks to
himself the moment he’s lied. “Will I be screwed for this little
white lie?” Like all honest people, Bob Brown is particularly guiltridden by the slightest lie, imagining the worst, even though like
most honest people he still lies.
Ernie lies all the time, so isn’t paying any attention to this
small talk. “It turns lying into a universal principle!” Kafka’s Josef
K. says to the Chaplain in the Cathedral in the latter part of The
Trial, shocked that his experience in the surreal world of justice
gone wrong has led to such a devastating conclusion. Ernie would
have told Josef, “Hey, grow up, son. This is how the real world
works.” Adding, “And change that name legally to ‘Joseph.’ That
German stuff doesn’t play well here in LA.”
Then again, Ernie has never read Kafka or any of the classics.
He came to Hollywood to work in pictures as a dancer. Rode the
box-cars in the Depression to get here. Sold cars, magazines,
vacuum cleaners, whatever to make a living while his movie
career never got started. But politics beckoned, and the rest is
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history. Here he is, bigger than any star, talking to Dr. Robert
Brown, one of the leading internists in his district and one of the
wealthiest. “Bob, what can I do for you?”
Small talk is over, Bob realizes, and it’s time to get down to
business. “We’ve got a great opportunity to turn a small, fourstory building on Western into a small private hospital with
doctors’ offices and a laboratory right there on the premises.”
“We?”
“There are three other doctors in the group. Four of us have
pooled our money for a downpayment on the building, to redo it,
get the whole thing started. We’ve already got our funding,” Bob
says with obvious pride. But he leaves their names out of it, oddly
constrained by the atmosphere in the room. Why? What’s bugging
Doctor Bob?
“You see, we’ve done our homework, and the area needs this
sort of facility. Hollywood Presbyterian isn’t too far away, but it’s
already stressed, often has no room for new patients, and we’d be
ready with a seventy-five bed facility.” Bob is starting to warm to
his topic, but Ernie has leaned back in his reclining chair, closed
his eyes, and tipped his head toward the ceiling.
Just when Bob is about to ask, “Are you still awake?” Ernie
says, eyes still closed, “Go on.”
Ah, yeah, the studied pose says loudly and clearly, “Don’t
bore me too much, Doc!” This guy must have been in pictures!
“I won’t bother you with the details, but I’ll just say the
project would create new jobs in your district, the building itself
will be improved – a weekly residence hotel right now, if you
know what I mean, and the funding is in place. All these fellows
are reliable. I can vouch for them. It will be a feather in your cap.”
Did Bob just say this? This guy earned his degree from Johns
Hopkins and hates clichés, but the room seems to be urging him
on: “Speak like the little people! Don’t stand on ceremony! Get
down on the floor with the rest of us!”
Ernie yawns theatrically. “Ten thousand, Doc.” What
happened to “Bob,” father of Ernie’s son’s classmate at Ivanhoe,
King, and Marshall? “Ten thousand.”
“I don’t think we’d be able to . . . .” he’s about to say “handle
that many patients” until it dawns on him what Ernie is
demanding. He is speechless.
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“Ten thousand bucks, Doc. Cash. And I’ll take care of
everything.”
More silence.
“But be quick about it. I’ll forget the details by next week.
Better take care of it right away.”
Robert Brown goes back to his fellow doctors and explains the
proposed bribe, livid with rage, and concludes, “Fuck him! I’ll
never give that bastard a penny!” But his three colleagues talk him
down, express sympathy and understanding, mention how they’ve
never heard him swear, so know how mad he is, but they have the
hospital to think about. To say nothing of their commitments to a
pretty hefty loan of $75,000 for remodeling the building, another
of $25,000 for equipment. They’re already in the hole for
$100,000. They could return the money, of course, but that
$100,000 will make them all $400,000 in the first five years of the
medical facility’s operation. Over what they make in their own
practices. $80,000 per year for the four of them to divide. That’s
$20 K each. $10,000 to Ernie is only $2,500 each. It’s dirty, but
that’s the way it’s done here. This is LA.
Back in his office, Ernie is on the phone to James Robertson,
his African-American driver. “Hey, Jimmy, how ya doin’? Good,
good. Yeah, I’m almost finished here, so pick me up out front in
about fifteen minutes, okay? Yeah, I’ll just meet you down there.
Say, Jimmy, I want you to do something else for me tonight. Have
you got the time? It’d mean overtime. Can you do it? Great! I’ll
tell you all about it on the ride home.”
The 1959 Lincoln Continental Mark IV is a flashy car, ultra
moderne by today’s standards, a typical example of how nuts
Detroit went with auto design at the end of the 1950s. And just
how does the LA County Supervisor for the 3rd District warrant a
Lincoln Mark IV?
Don’t ask. “It’s all legal!”
James Robertson is standing by the driver’s front door, not
really at attention or anything like that, in fact he’s smoking a
cigarette (Ernie hates ‘em!), but he’s in a nicely pressed black suit
and crisp, starched white shirt, black tie, and black cap. Everything
says, “I’m the driver.”
He snubs out his cigarette, opens the rear door for Ernie, and
they tool off for Silverlake.
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“Jimmy, I’d like you to take my boy and a friend to the ball
game tonight at the Sports Arena.”
“Sure, Mr. Debs, no problem.”
“I’ll get you time and a half, and maybe we can just kick the
hours up a little. Pick ‘em up at the house at 6:30? Game time is
7:00, wait for them, then bring ‘em back to the house. You’ll be
home by 9, I’m sure. Put down five hours at time and a half.
Sound fair?”
“Whatever you say, Mr. Debs. You think those Lakers have a
chance?”
“Don’t know much about that!” Ernie says, trying to pretend
he’s been keeping up on his pro basketball, but he couldn’t care
less. “But maybe they’ll win for a change.”
“They could use one, alright!”
Ah, Ernie has guessed right! He likes that. In fact, sports fans,
this was the first season the Lakers played in LA, coming from
Minnesota (“Land of 1,000 Lakes”), and they’d go 36 wins and 43
losses, but make it through the first round, the semi-finals of the
Western Division, beating the Pistons, only to lose to the Hawks
(St. Louis, not Atlanta) in the next round.
Ernie has had a good day. He’s pretty certain Doc Brown will
cough up the 10 K, and he’s just made arrangements for his son,
David, to go to the game. He’s a good father and a good civic
leader.
One hour later, my mother is driving me the short distance
from North Vermont to McCready Avenue in Silver Lake, not far
from Ivanhoe Elementary. I’m thinking about the several high
school girls who live near Dave’s house – Judy Greenleaf, Pat
Buckner, a couple of others I’d like to know better – and the big
blue 1955 Cadillac with the white coupe de ville roof is gliding
along effortlessly. The Debs’ home on McCready is a comfortable
but modest single-story house, in the typical LA bungalow style
with that big front porch (never used, despite rockers and chairs),
painted Army green. From the street, the house is entirely nondescript; you pay more attention to the long, cracked concrete
driveway running to a large, detached garage in the back of the
property than you do to the house itself, which seems an
afterthought.
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Two years later, I would join a raucous group of Marshall
seniors – probably about twenty young people who had been
“invited” or just heard about a party Dave was throwing at his
house while his parents were out of town. Everyone knew that the
garage behind the house held cases of booze in every size, shape,
and variety. Cases that came from Ernie’s friends and supporters.
During the holiday season, the Lincoln would roll up and Jimmy
unload case after case of booze, stacking the cartons inside the
garage, as if they held books and magazines of some deceased
relative. It was a stash that a bunch of teens could not pass up.
You’ve heard, of course, of young men raiding the parents’ liquor
cabinet, but you can’t begin to imagine what it was like to raid a
liquor garage!
Roger Wong was mixing drinks in the kitchen with the
blender whirring on and off. Margaritas, anyone? Scotch Mists?
Frozen Daiquiris? Vodka Martinis? Roger knew how to make all
of these drinks at the tender age of 17. Studying at home?
Apprenticed to a barkeep? Cigarettes were blazing all over the
house, perched dangerously on the polished surfaces of end and
coffee tables, mahogany bureaus, walnut chiffoniers. Despite the
outward appearance of modesty, the interior of 2416 McCready
testified to the power, influence, and wealth of Ernie Debs, Man of
the People.
I don’t remember how the Lakers did that night, but we lost on
McCready Avenue. When the noise and smoke and breaking glass
finally urged the neighbors to call the cops, we were so drunk we
couldn’t see our ways out of the house. When the cruiser pulled up
in front of Supervisor Debs’ home in Silverlake, we broke in
different directions like a pack of startled coyotes. I went over a
fence in the back, behind the garage, and slipped through the
neighbor’s yard, staggered over to Rowena. Extremely drunk, I
kept walking, sort of in the direction of my house, which was
about four miles away, but hoping in the meantime to sober up.
Along theway, I saw Roger Wong’s mother’s 1961 white Lincoln
parked at an angle to a residential curb, the right front tire up on
the grass, three of its four suicide doors wide open, including both
traffic-side doors, the vanity lights of the interior blazing away,
and Roger and a stranger sleeping peacefully under a parking-strip
tree.
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I waited right there for Roger to drive me home.
The moral of this story is please don’t drink and drive, please
don’t solicit or pay bribes, please don’t encourage underage
drinking in your home, please supervise your teenage children!
But then again this chapter isn’t really about moral lessons;
it’s about LA in this period, when corrupt politicians, drunk
driving, easy booze, and young men looking desperately for
cigarettes, whisky, and sex were the real landmarks of the city.
And cars.
Ernie didn’t like the counter-culture that was about to spoil his
nice little business in the 3rd District. He had hated rock ‘n roll for
an even longer time, so when the clubs on Sunset started catering
to an even more radical version of popular music, directed at the
young people who soon enough would be drafted to fight their
fathers’ and mothers’ war in Vietnam, he went nuts, as all good
LA historians know. Advocate of the Laurel Canyon Freeway, the
Beverly Hills Freeway, and various “development” projects, such
as that Medical Building on Western (its permit got approved and
the doctors did some good there . . . and prospered), Ernie also
closed a bunch of clubs, dens of iniquity and naked bottoms,
boobies and drugs, ear-splitting music meant to drive America
insane. So when he ordered the County Sheriff to knock some
heads and take some names on Sunset in 1966, he got a preview of
what was to come in America. In the Sunset Strip riot, young
people hurled rocks and bottles at battle-ready sheriffs closing
their clubs with their clubs and driving them out.
Those kids were right in 1966. Our real fight was with Ernie
and my Father, even with Cliff Garrett, and Carlos. When all the
conservative pundits after the Vietnam War was over looked
around for someone or something to blame, after a bunch of us
had been killed for their sins, and the wounded and walking
wounded came home to nothing and some more nothing, they
blamed it on us. We took to the streets to rebel against Daddy and
Mommy, kids who never grew up, “spoiled” by all our privileges,
unable to take “responsibility” for the real world of guerilla
warfare, Napalm, Agent Orange. The Anti-War Movement was
just like a boys’ panty raid on the girls’ dorms. Yeah. We just
wanted to drop out, turn on, and tune in to our own melodies,
wander around crazily to the beat of our own drummer. That’s
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why we lost in Vietnam, that’s what went wrong, that’s why we
shouldn’t have the draft any more. Those kids did it to America.
Let’s get real here in the second decade of the twenty-first
century. Ernie led us down the corrupt road, paved with gold, to
Vietnam. Carlos, the rebel and political prisoner, did, too, as soon
as he worked for Raytheon, Bunker Ramo, and the U.S. Army.
And so did Cliff Garrett, Paul Rowe, and Bourne Eaton, setting
everyone up to make sure that the military-political-industrial
complex would not lose its benefits.
I’m having an epiphany here, not exactly a sexy, young Irish
washing woman wading into the Bay of Howth and pulling up her
skirts to show me some skin. No, mine is less erotic and probably
less enduring, but just as much warning me to “fly by those nets of
paralysis,” which were woven by Ernie, Carlos, Paul, Bourne,
JFK, Lyndon, Tricky Dicky, and a long list of others. My Father is
on the phone from California; I’m a graduate student of English at
the State University of New York in Buffalo (I’m still freezing my
ass off). We’re talking about the draft and the War. It’s October
1967. He’s been diagnosed with cancer, which will kill him in less
than a year. I’ve just lost my student deferment and am eligible for
the draft. Not exactly a moment in which you are granted divine
revelation, although both of us could have used one or two right
then. Neither of us knows what to do about lymphoma, so my
Father changes the subject back to the War. I’ve already said I
won’t go. Dumb and innocent as I was in the fall of 1967, I wasn’t
crazy. Canada is right across the border.
“Well, fella,” his odd term of affection for me. “Well, fella, if
it were Cuba, you know I’d expect you to go. But . . . Vietnam. . .
well, I just don’t know.”
That old saying during the War was wrong. You remember the
chant, “Vietnam, Vietnam. We’ve all been there.” Nope. They
didn’t know anything about it. They’d never go there, much less
been there or done that.
Sunset Strip riot, my ass. Try the March on the Pentagon, Fall
1967. Try the anti-war demonstration and march toward the
Century City Plaza Hotel on June 23, 1967, when the LAPD tried
out its new riot tactics. Sex, drugs, and rock ‘n roll? How about
bribery, war, booze, and Beethoven? Fight your own wars,
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motherfuckers. No, scrap that, I’m not mad enough. Fight your
own wars, babykillers.
Okay, okay, no need to hold me down. I’m done. Let me up.
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30. South of the Border – Summer 1962
We are rolling down the coastal highway from the charming
fishing port of Guaymas to Mazatlán, not yet the turista mecca it
is today, but still a destination for norteamericanos, with its
tropical palms, hot breezes off the Pacific, and long beaches
sheltered by offshore islands. The white 1957 Cadillac is running
well and is comfortable, its factory air blowing cold, and we have
snacks and pop from bodegas in Guaymas. Shopping there was
fun, an adventure that was also educational. Gloria, Diana, and
John were interested in the combination of Mexican foods and
American products in these small mom-and-pop stores. Fresh
containers of Chile salsa verde, handwritten on the mason jar lids,
next to Kraft Foods Mac ’n Cheese boxes of dried noodles and
cheese-food, just add water. Many of the American brands are
hecho in Mexico, the Rowes discover as they curiously investigate
the shelves. Global detectives! This is not a vacation, but a
seminar on the road, en viaje.
Turning a corner in the store, they surprise a child, perhaps
five, sucking a finger of peanut butter while hastily resealing the
container of Skippy’s chunky brand, grinning guiltily, and putting
it back on the shelf, then scampering off, barefoot. Aren’t those
jars vacuum sealed at the factory? Yuk, that stuff is going to get
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mouldy on the shelf, to say nothing of whatever the little scamp
might have left inside from his grimy finger. It doesn’t occur to
the Caddy-mounted tourists that this little tyke might be starving.
After all, isn’t Guaymas the camarones capital of the world? Just
go out and pesca los camarones, amigo. Take your father’s fully
outfitted shrimper with the ship-to-shore radio and well-stocked
bar.
Seems a little unrealistic, ay, that an attractive late forties
woman, her ravishing blonde daughter of 20, and teenage son are
wandering about in their late-model Caddy on the uneven
highways of Mexico, in the sweltering heat of August 1962. But
the Zetas and Sinaloas, the Gulf and Knights Templar cartels had
not yet declared war on Mexico, the U.S., and each other. No, that
civil war comes later, thanks in part to our U.S. “War on Drugs”
and the destabilization of the Colombian cartels, the fallout from
NAFTA’s last-minute revisions, and a host of other neoimperial
factors that would transform Mexico from “quaint” into
“terrorist.” Despite our good credentials as ugly Americans, we
were reasonably safe traveling the highways, visiting the bodegas,
and staying in the AAA-recommended hotels. No problemo! And
our Español was improving múy rapido.
We had traveled modestly so far, at least as far as rich
Angelenos were concerned, staying in the mid-range hotels and
motels in the border town of Nogales and hilly Hermosillo before
turning toward the coast. After all, we were just six months from
the celebrated cake-plate pitch in the driveway of North Vermont,
the end of marital bliss for Paul and Gloria and the beginning of
their tortuous divorce. You’ll notice that Father is not driving this
land-whale down the highway, because he is in California
“working hard,” or “hardly working,” as he’d joke with Bourne.
Paul Junior is also working “in the business,” so the Rowe family
is beginning to reveal its internal faults by splitting into parts. Paul
+ Paul // Gloria + Diana + John. My parents must have known that
the ultimate split was coming, just when they didn’t know and
neither wanted to know at this stage, but the summer vacations my
mother planned for the three of us were sign-posts along the way.
Unlike summers at the “beach house,” our road trips were
telegrams to Paul signed “G.”: “Mexico City, 8/15/62. Don’t care.
Have at her. Fun in the Sun. G.” She had known all along, of
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course, but now it was no longer a secret. You won’t stop, so I’m
going to live my life. So let’s have fun, kids! We’re going to
Mexico or Oregon and Washington (summer before) or Europe
(summer after the Flying Cake Plate). McBadger can pay. He
owes us. But then when you get down to the reality of such trips,
despite or perhaps because of the frosty marital relations, the
funding is always a bit of a problem. “Fuck you, I’m taking the
kids to Mexico!” “But you’ll have to manage on $75.00 per day!”
Frommer made himself famous in 1957 with Europe on $5 a Day.
$75.00 per day? Not too bad, but still there were three of them and
that white Caddy.
In Mazatlán, they splurged, staying at one of the several
beach-front extravaganza resorts, which by this day and age look
like dowager imitations of the old Sands LasVegas, but then were
opulent Monte Carlos, sans gambling. Not the tower blocks of
today’s Mexican Riviera, these hotels were four stories or so,
sprawled along the beachfront, backed up by the economy classes
“within walking distance” of the beach. We were seaside, as Los
Newporters should be – two-home burghers who still had to watch
the pesos. Towel, chaise, palapa, and cocktail service on the
beaches at all hours; beautiful pools and spas; massages, steam
rooms, golf, and jungle tours for modest supplements. And so on.
All the camarones you could stuff yourself with. Wine? Forget it,
but a beer-drinker’s paradise, even if John rarely got a sip. Best of
all, there was really nothing to do in Mazatlan except sit on the
beach and enjoy. They might have been back at the Balboa Bay
Club, except the sand was a little darker in color and the humidity
was thick, but it was a tropical breeze that came up every
afternoon to tickle their fancies for the exotic. They loved the
place.
Except for the beach hawkers, who were selling everything
from chiclets to Taxco silver. The Rowes smiled wanly, looked
over the sad wares (even the silver was cheaply made or tarnished
or both), and shook their heads in unison with a pale smile. “Ah,
no, señor(a), gracias, pero this junk is not for us.” Let’s not be too
hard on these three: after all, one of them is a younger me! In truth,
these travelers weren’t such bad tourists, not exactly the quiet
(Greene) or ugly (Burdick and Lederer) Americans, just ordinary
upper-middle-classers contributing to the economy of Mexico in a
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critical period. We were paying, after all, top dollar and in US
dollars, not pesos, for our accommodations, and eating first-class
meals two or more times a day in restaurants. No wonder we were
cautious about our budgets when the salesmen descended. Think
we were born yesterday or in Kansas? Yegads, we know a scam a
mile away; we invented them.
Back stateside it’s a quiet summer, Paul + Paul plugging away
in the dry heat, trying to make a buck, and occasionally the elder
visiting his current squeeze somewhere in the greater LA area. I
imagine a small, but snug apartment, within a quick drive of
Casitas or North Vermont, perhaps in Glendale or Atwater.
Nothing fancy, but comfortable and furnished to her liking. It was
Mary then, so I can be a bit more precise than my contemptuous
Dolly-Molly-Sally earlier on. And he would head out so often
after dinner to go “back to work” that in retrospect it could only
have meant that part of those times, maybe most of them, he was
heading to “Mary’s place,” never mentioned. Writing of this
imaginary apartment all these years later, having never really
thought of it as an actual place, I recall Carrie Meeber’s pad in
Chicago, provided by her first sugar-daddy, Drouet, and the
pleasure she took in decorating it after dressing herself in that
shopping spree in a grand downtown department store. But then
Sister Carrie’s ennui begins, very early in the novel, as she casts
about among her nice things, walks in the local park, waits for
Drouet to drop by. So it must have been for Mary in considerably
less grand surroundings, Father full of Angst and thus even less
willing to spend on her maintenance, expensive car that she was.
Did he ask himself, “Why did I buy this damned Maserati? It’s
always breaking down, and the parts and service . . . !”?
Quiet on the homefront in LA, but not so peaceful in
Washington. By August, Kennedy was well into the October
Crisis, as the Cubans still call it, of the upcoming Cuban Missile
Fiasco. More romantically, the Soviets termed it the “Caribbean
Crisis” (Karibskiy krizis), as if it were an advance version of
Roger Corman’s Beach Ball (1965), in which the problem is
whether or not Susan (Chris Noel) will keep Dick Martin (Edd
“Kookie” Byrnes) or lose him to the big surf. The threat of nuclear
war in October would have us drilling at John Marshall High
School on how to protect ourselves from the blast by crawling
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under our desks and assuming the hands-over-the-back-of-yourhead posture, certain to prevent your skull from being incinerated
in the blast. Clueless about the developing global situation, we just
hunkered down amid the gumwads and sodapop stains on the
curling linoleum.
Heading south, the three amigos gave no thought that they
were getting ever closer to Guatemala, from whence the disastrous
Bay of Pigs Invasion had been launched sixteen months earlier by
the CIA supported Brigade 2506, landing the night of April 16 in
that bay on Playa Girón, only to be met by the well-organized
defense of the Cuban Revolutionary Army, led a few days later by
Fidel himself, who had rounded up the laggards by April 20,
subsequently interrogating them, perhaps kicking a few culos for
effect, and sending the ragtag bunch back to America. On the
south side of the island, just a pretty quick march to Habana, Playa
de Girón is not too far from Cienfuegos, so getting back into
Clarence’s stomping grounds, perhaps what Father had in mind
when he would advise me six years later on the question of the
Vietnam
Draft: “If it were Cuba, I’d expect you to go.”
Everyone remembers dimly the Bay of Pigs as a failed
invasion, an attempted anti-Fidel coup, that was over in an instant,
but Operation Mongoose is utterly forgotten. Special Group
Augmented, as it was known in CIA covert ops’ lingo, was the
real tipping point in the Cuban Missile Crisis, at least as far as the
Cubans and Soviets were concerned. Unable to accept our
ignominious defeat on Playa de Girón, we just kept trying harder,
mounting a campaign of sabotage and terrorism in November
1961 that included attacks on an electrical power plant (!), an oil
refinery, even a sugar mill just for old time’s sake. Toss in the
assassination attempts and ideas to jab Fidel with a poison
fountain pen and the most memorable one: the exploding Cuban
cigar that would be slipped into his humidor. “We three kings of
Orient are/ Trying to smoke a Cuban cigar/ It was loaded and
explo-h-i-ded . . . .” 1933 in Cuba all over again.
Kennedy just ignored Castro’s numerous requests: “Cut it out!
Not funny! Leave us alone!” So Castro, who had not yet gone the
full Monty to the Communist Left, although strongly inclined,
called in the Big Boys, and Kruschev proposed in May 1962 that
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Soviet missiles be installed in Cuba as a deterrent to these bullies
to the north.
Operation Mongoose was led by Airforce General Edward
Lansdale, mucky-muck in Vietnam a couple of years later, as well
as Robert S. McNamara who would further “tarnish” his otherwise
sterling reputation by association with these hi-jinks. In short,
Cuban invasion was preparation for Vietnam, much as the generals
in the Mexican-American War would try out tactics employed
later in the Civil War, except the Cuban trials were not exactly
successful dry-runs. We did not storm El Morro in Habana as we
had the heights of Chapultepec in Ciudad de Mexico.
As Gloria, Diana, and John were lounging on the beach in
Mazatlán, Soviet and Cuban workers were busily pouring
foundations for the missile sites that would be identified two long
months later, October 14, when one of our U-2 spy planes would
photograph the installations.
And then all hell broke loose with the U.S. naval blockade of
Cuba, the formal demand for the removal of the Soviet missiles,
the threat of nuclear war, and the secret talks between Kruschev
and Kennedy, in which a deal was made: you pull your missiles
out of Cuba; we’ll take our Jupiter IRBMs out of Italy and Turkey,
where they are just accidentally pointed toward Mother Russia.
The public agreement was far more unilateral, as if Roger Corman
and Hollywood, rather than U Thant and the U.N., had negotiated
things: the Soviets would dismantle and remove their missiles
from Cuba; the U.S. would end its naval blockade and promise
never to invade the island. October 28, 1962, the crisis was over.
Just in time for Halloween. Trick or treat, anyone? Who are you?
I’m a Brigade 2506 Patriot! Oh, I can see the bruises! Only take
one piece of candy now.
How much of this did the travelers know as they toodled
further south, getting as far as Acapulco on their trip – Endless
Summer, Bruce Brown! – and even toying with the idea of
crossing the border into Central America? ¿Porque no? We’ve got
a full tank of gas! Oh, what country would that be? Diana, check
the map for us, would you? Guatemala! They love Americans, we
think. Let’s go, all the way down, keep on rocking!
Fortunately, they were short on time and money. August was
winding away, and John had to start his senior year of high school
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right after Labor Day while Diana was beginning her sophomore
year at Berkeley. Besides, Gloria had to get back to LA to work on
her southpaw pitching. Ambidexterous, she had always bragged,
but in truth her right-hand toss was a bit more accurate than her
leftie heave. So then why did she go with the Koufax move that
January morning, 1963? Didn’t really want to hit him? Makes
sense, I suppose, since an eight-inch gash in his scalp, bleeding
profusely, might have made the papers:
SOCIETY DAME BEANS HUBBY WITH GLASS CAKE
PLATE. UMP CALLS HIM “OUT”!
We’re coming into the suburbs of Mexico City, even in those
days one of the largest cities in the world, forecast of the
megalopolises the three of them would witness spread out over the
globe in the next half century. It’s around 8 PM, because the trip
has taken longer than they expected, not just because of the roadside attractions along the way, but because the toll road is much
slower than an LA freeway. Well-paved, concrete in excellent
condition, the road is nevertheless interrupted all along the way by
small cars down, the automotive equivalent of the ox-cart,
accidents and breakdowns dotting the shoulders, and Federales
cruising by with lights flashing and slowing everyone else to a
crawl. No problemo, we’re on diets anyway, skipping dinner is no
big deal; like most Americans, we’re always too fat, no matter
how thin. But it’s dark and we’re getting a little anxious, because
after all, this is one huge city, and we’re working with the AAA
map in our “Trip-tic” itinerary, and the little streets leading to our
hotel at the near dead center of Tenochtitlan are hard to read by
the dome light. But Diana thinks we’re about three exits away
from the highway that will take us eventually to the big city street
of Paseo de la Reforma and then on to its intersection with
Avenida Juárez, right at the Alameda Central in el centro de la
ciudad.
But before we can reach the next exit, the entire toll road
comes to a screeching halt, which is to say there are wooden
barricades across the three lanes of raised highway.
SALIDA
“Exit,” not desvío, camino otro, or any other directions. Just
“exit now or crash.” And it’s not exactly as if at 8:00 PM at night
you had thrown these wooden barriers up across the 405, which

254

Autobiography of Carlos
would have had cars stacking up like cordwood, some of them
lodged oddly in the cross members of the barricades. No, we
happen to be among only two or three other cars, in oddly light
traffic on this week night in one of the largest cities on earth. The
rattly pickup and the small 1950s Ford sedan both exit quickly to
the right. Gloria slows down, pulls carefully to the shoulder, just
before the exit, leans back across the wide front bench seat, and
asks, “Where should we go now, Diana?” We crank on all of the
lights inside the big Caddy and pore over the maps.
Knock-knock? Who’s there? “Beeg flood! Beeeg flood
ahead!” Sort of muffled through the thick window, controlled by
fancy new electric motors. Two Mexican men, each around thirty,
more or less, are smiling in the window, both at the same post,
Gloria’s driver’s window, on the toll road side. “Big flood,” they
repeat (while I drop my quasi-racist phonetic English).
“Flood ahead. Follow us.” Follow you?! Are you kidding me?
We all look at each other and begin to laugh. LA in the 1970s
onward, this conversation would have resolved itself in a couple of
seconds, friends or foes, window or no. Car-jacking and window
up, dialing 911, no problem, boom! The 9 mm. takes the window
out, perhaps part of the driver’s head or hand, whump, you’re on
the ground bleeding, and the nearly new Caddy is rolling off the
exit ramp to the depths of carjacking hell. 2000s onward in
Mexico, uniforms are recognized, badges shown through the
window, and as you roll it down to ask, “Sí, Señor Policia?” the
same 9 mm. blows your head off, you are left dead on the
shoulder, and the Caddy, as well as your blonde, 20 year-old
daughter, are driven off into Cartel Hell. (I’m extracting myself
from the torture scene at the Cartel Rey’s rancho. I’m the author
and can save myself. “Some time later, I awoke at the
U.S.Consul’s comfortable home, pampered by his attractive wife
...”).
Gloria, Diana, and John take a full minute to decide: “Well,
what’s the harm? We have the car and can always get away from
them.” Typical Angelenos, even in a foreign country, our car is
our ticket of leave. My mother nods and smiles, as if to say,
“Vamonos, amigos,” might even have said as much in lip-synch
through the sealed window. The two men act as if they have won
the lottery, they hop to it, dash to a darkened hulk previously
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unnoticed by us as a car, looks like a 1948 Chevy coupe, much the
worse for wear, and sputter down the off ramp in a cloud of
incomplete combustion.
The way becomes perilous, as the exit ramp dumps into a
narrow street bounded by high adobe walls, topped with broken
glass, and both sides of the asphalt-paved street crowded with
parked cars, carts, wheeled things, some indescribable. A quick
left, a right, another left, and we are in the depths of a mixed
residential-commercial zone without street signs, street lights, or
any markers whatsoever, when the Caddy lets us know: Unpaved
surface! My expensive tires are wearing too quickly! I cannot keep
you as comfortable as promised!
“Where are we, Diana?” Gloria tries to sound calm. “I have no
idea. Find a street sign, John.”
“What direction are we headed?” Again from Gloria. “No
idea.”
Time is passing, but the Chevy short in front of us is making
sure we stay close to them, despite the belches of black smoke as it
shifts to avoid debris, swings suddenly around a sharp corner, and
leads us ever deeper in our metropolitan nekuia.
“Alright,” Mother says authoritatively. “Alright, we’re
outofhere,” and she swings the rudder of the big Caddy hard right,
just as the Chevy coupe swoops to the left, then she pulls us
straight again as the narrow road offers us choices of izquierda,
derecha, or derecho derecho!
Derecho derecho, it is.
And we come smack dab up against a dead-end – adobe to the
left, right, and dead ahead, with no space to turn around. Right
behind us, the Chevy coupe slowly closes in, headlights off. As
dark as the inside of a cat. All you can hear are two rusting car
doors creaking open.
My Mother? Turn down a blind alley, trapped in some
Mexican’s backyard? Don’t be ridiculous. We’re from LA. Three
naifs, but nonetheless well versed in the Confucian Book of
Driving. Derecho derecho blasts wide open, rather than ending up
in some garden wall, and just ahead we see the lights of a broad
road, which turns out to be Paseo de la Reforma, its well-lighted
lanes leading us directly to Avenida Juárez and our original
destination: the impressive, twenty-five story Hilton Mexico City
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Reforma, a five-star palace overlooking the Alameda Central, the
vast, lovely park full of trees and pathways, an urban oasis. The
Caddy’s 289 hp V-8 is roaring now, albeit discretely, the Vogue
tires have suffered only superficial cuts and bruises in el barrio,
and the brown Chevy, should it still be around, is a dot in the
rearview.
The following afternoon, the three amigo/as are sitting in the
bar on the twenty-fourth floor, just below the 25-yard rooftop
pool, and sipping cocktails. The waiter has politely inquired
whether la señora is aware that the Planter’s Punch ordered by the
young gentleman is indeed a drink made with a bit of rum? And
she has answered just as politely, “Bueno, no problemo, Juan
Carlos está un hombre,” recalling perhaps our daring escape from
the bandidos, perhaps also wondering if they were just two wellintentioned locals, hoping to help las turistas. ¿Quién sabe?
Lightning illuminates the sky, thunder rolls across the city,
and the afternoon shower falls in picturesque sheets across the
broad glass windows of the hotel. They sip their drinks, smile in
satisfaction, wonder where they might go mañana, perhaps
Chapultepec and the flower boats, perhaps the University, where
Diana might return next summer to polish her Español, but first
the pleasures of the moment, the beauties of travel, the crawl and
distant horns of traffic far below them, the Caddy safely buried in
the parking garage.
And Gloria wonders, looking at her children, nearly grown,
already leaving her, where Paul is tonight, but the old thoughts
barely ripple her mind, are just traces of a bad habit, like smoky
clothing, yellow teeth. He’s leaving her mind, she really doesn’t
think much of him, he is a wisp, like the mist left by the rain,
which stops as suddenly as it began. And the sun shines on the
park, then up the sides of the building, which seems to glow.
The Americans have landed.
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31. Lagos, Nigeria – Beloit, Wisconsin – Los Angeles,
California – 1964
“Hello, Hello! We are here!” John has just answered the phone
at the North Vermont house and is already annoyed.
“What? Who’s that?”
“Jonathan! Jonathan!” The voice has an odd British accent,
but is also weirdly familiar. “I’m John.”
“No, Jonathan and Abimbola.” Pause. “Here, I will put Abi on
the phone.”
“John, it’s Abi, from college.”
“Oh, yeah, hi, Abi, how is it out there? What’s happening in
Wisconsin?”
“No, no, ha-ha-ha! We are here, here in Los Angle-eez,” he
adds a hard “g” and stretches out the last syllable. “At the
Greyhound Station! Please come and pick us up!”
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What the fuck? “You’re where, Abi?” he says, trying to buy
time. “You know there are a whole bunch of bus stations in the
city?”
“Downtown, with the big buildings.” It’s Jonathan again. They
seem to be trading the phone back and forth in a cooperative effort
to be understood. Their English is perfect, if a little British in
accent and thus off with Spanish pronunciation.
It’s Jonathan and Abimbola from Beloit College, the Nigerian
exchange students he got to know briefly at two Sigma Chi parties,
where they clung to him amid the binge drinking, sexist jokes, and
gross outs. He had always wondered what these nice guys were
doing at a Sigma Chi party. Known to be the rowdiest house on
campus.
“It’ll take me about thirty minutes to get there,” he lies, but
he’s not quite sure which car he can borrow. It turns out they’re at
the Hollywood Greyhound Station, which must appear to them as
if it’s in mid-town Manhattan, and that station is only minutes
from his house. But he’s still trying to buy time. What do these
cats want? How long will they want to stay? He hardly knows
them. And they’re Africans. His father is a profound racist. He
won’t kick them out, but he’ll figure out some way to insult them.
And these guys are sweet, in love with America, out to learn
everything they can, and so innocent about American race
relations as to surprise even John. “Who is Martin Luther King,
please?” Abi asks him the first time they meet. “What is the
problem here?” Wow, hard to answer in a couple of sentences with
beer bottles smashing into the walls and women screaming for
help.
Did I invite them? He wonders. Did I ask them in my halfdrunken sleep, “Hey, guys, come on out to LA and crash with us
for a couple of weeks. My parents would be cool with it.
We’re close to the action and could have some good times.”
No. He’s way too cautious for that. Much more likely that they
said, “We will be traveling through the great United States this
summer, John, to learn more about your wonderful country. If we
come to Los Angle – eez, may we visit you? It would be an
honor!” If so, he would have said, “Sure, no problem, come on
out.” But it’s also possible that neither of them said a word, and
it’s some Nigerian or Yoruban custom – they told him, “We’re
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Yorubans! And very proud!” but he doesn’t know what they mean
– to say, “We are coming! Expect us! Make beds for us and
prepare meals! Hospitality, please, and if you come to Nigeria, we
will do the same, even more so!”
Whatever. What’s the harm in showing them his Los Angeles
for a few hours? Probably just passing through on their way to San
Francisco, Mexico, Hawai’i. Just transferring greyhounds. He can
handle it.
But on his way down Vermont and right on Hollywood
Boulevard to the Greyhound Station it occurs to him that his father
is planning to visit tonight for one of the many dinners and certain
arguments his father and mother have about their divorce
settlement. Kakfa, “Leopards break into the temple and drink the
sacred wine . . .” Yeah, and after they do this a couple of times,
the priests just add it to the ceremony. Father crashes into his old
house, turns over a few tables, screams a few curses, but this
happens so regularly that they make it part of the divorce and start
all over again the following week. Everybody loves it.
And then there is his Father’s unique variety of racism.
Nothing unusual about the contents; just the usual stereotypes and
epithets revolving around dirt, laziness, savagery, illiteracy,
tastelessness, tactlessness, and the rest. It’s Father’s form of
delivery that takes your breath away. Everything is delivered in
the most rational possible manner, despite its utter irrationality.
His arguments are punctuated by such phatics as “Don’t you
agree?” and “You understand?” and “Self-evident, no?” No.
When John was a senior in high school, not long after his
father raced down the driveway ahead of that cake plate, his father
showed up on a Sunday afternoon for some father-son bonding. “I
have a term paper to write today, Dad, and I haven’t even done my
research yet. I’m really panicking. It’s due tomorrow.” “What’s
the topic?” “Unh, the Civil Rights Movement.” “Oh, that’s no
problem, just bring along some paper and pencils. I’ll fill you in
on our drive out to Claremont.” Claremont? But geography was
the least of it. His father launched into a long, racist rant as soon as
he started the car, the 1957 white Cadillac, and didn’t interrupt
himself, except to ask, “Have you got that, now?” until they came
to an abrupt halt in front of a church where he was trying to sell a
carillon. With his head reeling from misinformation, John dragged
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himself through the service, the ladies in the courtyard plying him
with stale cake and sweet lemonade, and waited desperately for his
father to reappear after his marathon meeting with the minister of
the church. When his father showed up at long last, most of the
ladies had packed up and gone home, and it was past 8:00 PM. His
father’s “research” was useless, of course, actually worse than
useless because it was so utterly absurd, and John had to call in
sick the next day. In fact, he was sick, but a doctor might not have
detected any symptoms.
So dear old dad would be holding forth tonight at the blonde
dinner table, twice as cranky now that he was dealing with an exwife who actually wanted a reasonable settlement, and thrice as
irritable, John thought, if two nice Nigerian exchange students
were there to ask Father questions about Los Angeles, California,
America, even the bell business.
And there they were with one small suitcase each outside the
Greyhound Bus Terminal, waving at John when they recognized
him stepping out of his mother’s cardinal red 1963 Mercedes 190
D, which had been the car they bought in Europe for his Father on
their Grand Tour (yes, the trip with the stranger on the ferry/ train;
the car had been garaged in Brindisi for the trip to Greece).
Weren’t Paul and Gloria separated by the Cake Plate before that
summer journey? Yes, of course, but they were Angelenos, not
quite divorced. Want to travel to Europe even as you are suing me
for divorce, then you had better do me a favor and buy me a car!
You can drive it around for free, and I’ll save the mark-up on a
Benz in the States. The “Buy in Europe, Drive It for Free!” was a
new campaign around that time. And what LA driver with the
means was going to pass up such savings, divorce or not divorce?
Jonathan and Abimbola were really delightful guys, as he was
reminded when they leapt into the car, praised its quality, said
enthusiastically, “John, you must be rich!” going on immediately
to admire the landscape, the busy traffic, the bus ride, the kindness
of the bus driver (really?), and then provide a rapid-fire list of all
they had seen from Wisconsin to Los Angeles: Chicago, Denver,
Albuquerque, Phoenix, Las Vegas, Barstow, Victorville, Corona –
the urban delights of this great country. And they loved every
region, detailing its unique features. It was heart-warming, but also
oddly annoying.
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Of course, John knew nothing about Nigerian history or
current politics. Less than four years into independence from Great
Britain, Nigeria was struggling with internecine conflicts among
the many different tribal and territorial powers in a nation patched
together by the British. They were from Yoruban families in the
west of the country who had moved to the city of Lagos, been
educated at universities, and taken civil service posts in the British
Colonial Administration. Now their families were jockeying for
power in postcolonial Nigeria, in many cases getting screwed by
more powerful or just cleverer parties. Jonathan and Abimbola had
both been sent to college in America to get them out of the
country, just in case something bad went down. At least their heirs
would be safe, the families reasoned.
As far as clueless and provincial John was concerned, they
were the wide-eyed, naïve, primitives from Africa they pretended
to be. Their act was carefully designed, but not for personal gain.
They understood Americans and their lack of worldliness;
Americans thought of themselves as masters of the universe, but in
fact were incredibly parochial, knew only one language, and
admired countries, like Great Britain, they had never visited. The
Americans were the innocents, so best to play them for it.
So why were John, Jonathan, and Abimbola at Beloit College
in Beloit, Wisconsin, right there on the Wisconsin-Illinois border,
about 125 miles due north of Chicago? Jonathan and Abi got there
by process of elimination; few colleges wanted African exchange
students, even though they were paying handsomely for the
privilege of their American higher educations. As it turned out,
they knew already most of the basic stuff they were being taught
in the introductory courses at Beloit. High school in Nigeria was
on the British system and far more intensive than the American
version.
John’s experience was a different story. He had applied at the
last minute to Beloit, after having been turned down by all three of
the universities to which he had applied: Harvard, Yale, and
Stanford (in his order of preference). King John had assumed that
his fabulous straight As, his “decent” SAT scores, his triumphant
years on the high school debating squad (undefeated!), his gold
medal in the Northern League Finals for springboard diving, and
public confirmation of his excellence by the Los Angeles Herald
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Examiner Scholastic Sports Association’s “Athlete with Honors
Award” would vault him that much closer to an eventual Rhodes
Scholarship.
College admission was a technicality; the big three would be
climbing all over themselves to recruit him. His high school
counselor, a stout woman who yawned a lot, simply looked at his
file and mumbled: “UCLA.” Whoa, a little too close to the War of
the Rowes! He needed some space. And of course there was the
lesser issue of honor. He had announced proudly he’d be fleeing
the state in the interests of his greater glory. How would it appear
if he showed up in the fall with all of his AP buddies at UCLA or
USC? “Hey, man, what happened? Your old man cut you off?
Sorrrry.”
So he had desperately submitted a last-minute application to a
small Midwestern liberal arts college with a good reputation, and
he had been admitted. Rather than feeling superior to the two
Nigerians, John ought to have bonded with them. All three were
exiles in rural Wisconsin, which may be what drew Jonathan and
Abimbola to John at that party, but however serendipitous their
meeting, they had more in common than John was willing to
acknowledge.
He drove them down Hollywood Boulevard toward
Grauman’s Chinese, past the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel, around
Hollywood to the Capitol Records Building, to a spot where they
could see the “Hollywood” sign on the hillside, then up Western
past Immaculate Heart College, right on Los Feliz with a quick
stop at Fern Dale, not yet the ruin it is today, where they walked,
talked, and admired the mix of native and exotic plants dating
back to World War I, then down Los Feliz with brief stops to point
out the Frank Lloyd Wrights, the Brown Derby, down Hillhurst to
check out the neighborhood atmosphere, down past John Marshall
High School, where the excited travelers recognized the backdrop
for several bad movies, and then back up to Los Feliz, to turn
right, cross the LA River (“That’s a river, John?” Abi moaned),
over the 5 Freeway, right on Casitas to cruise past his father’s
factory with its prominent sign, “Maas-Rowe Carillons, Inc.” Then
back up Los Feliz, entering the side of Griffith Park with the LA
Zoo, the carousel, and Train Town, John pointing out these sights
as future destinations – all for another, later visit. Was he making
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his point? He wasn’t sure. He wasn’t all that certain he wanted to
hurry them on to their next destination. Hey, they were a little
annoying, but they were friends.
Finally, they headed west on Los Feliz and turned right on
North Vermont, the residential street opening up into a broad
avenue divided by a grassy center divider, and just before the gates
to the Park, they swung around, headed down the hill, turning into
the fifth house below those gates, his family home. “Ah,” they
both exhaled together, “how beautiful!” And their admiration
charmed him, because it seemed so genuine. Across the street,
hidden behind thick foliage, but marked by a stone fence that ran
the length of six normal residential lots, was Colonel Griffith’s
vast estate, reserved by him for his enormous Italian palazzo when
he dedicated the majority of his land to the city for one of its few
public parks. Jonathan and Abimbola were indeed in a rich part of
Los Angeles, but they undoubtedly knew the upper echelons of
Lagos. And for that reason, children of Nigerian officials who had
learned to manage the British under colonialism, Jonathan and
Abimbola also understood how to deal with the powerful. Praise
them, admire their possessions, of which they are so proud,
pamper them, and convince them you are powerless, primitive,
abject, willing to learn at their knee, but only so far, no further, so
that you, the master, will maintain your natural superiority. Then,
at just the right moment, boom! Leave the country, assholes! Take
your crowns, varnished paintings, cases of Port, and sterling tea
sets back to your mother country. Beat it! Hurry up about it, and
don’t make us mad!
No, this revolutionary praxis was not what Jonathan and
Abimbola were practicing on John, but their manner was secondnature to them now, the way they handled colonial meddlers.
And they had a seventh sense, I’m sure, that America would
be the next big country to meddle in Nigeria. That’s one of the
reasons they were here in America: to figure out how to adapt their
successful anticolonial methods against the British to the
neocolonialism of the Americans. Was it quite this simple and
direct? Were good, dear Jonathan and Abimbola plotting death to
Americans as they studied English and American Literature in
Wisconsin? Of course not, but they must have seen in me and my
family home all the trappings of neocolonialism. There were the
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Persian carpets, the Chinese black and red lacquered furniture, the
lamps made of antique Chinese vases, the Sterling on the
sideboard, the home itself designed for servants with its “butler’s
pantry,” its “maid’s quarters,” and its “porte-cochère,” where the
paid driver would drop his passengers out of the rain.
I had little to fear from my father showing up suddenly and
dangerously, challenging them for their racial blackness, their
African backgrounds, and anything else that would have struck his
fancy. They were capable, as I didn’t understand then, ready to
meet such a challenge, just as their parents had faced down the
British and were now fighting internally: Yorubans, Igbos, and
Hausas; Christians and Moslems; political conservatives, liberals,
and Marxist anti-colonials; northerners, westerners, easterners, and
southerners. A small businessman who manufactures bells and
some airplane parts in Los Angeles? Give us a real challenge,
please!
But how could I know that in 1964 after only one year in
college, when most colleges and universities had only the barest
curriculum in Africa, if any at all? I who had learned nothing
about postwar decolonization, much less prewar European
colonialism in the so-called “scramble for Africa,” kept from such
knowledge by an educational system built upon Western colonial
superiority. “Africa” did not “belong to history,” according to the
great Hegel, so how could I possibly consider it an object of
knowledge? Ditto squared for my father, who probably never
studied systematically anything other than electronics beyond high
school, if he did that.
So these two young men, so far from home, so charmed by
everything they saw, were not intimidated by me, my house, Los
Angeles, or my absent Father. Had he walked into the room at that
instant, bringing me into a sudden sweat, they would have
charmed him, dazzled him with their flattery, and laughed about
him later on their way to San Francisco.
But Father didn’t show up before Abimbola said suddenly, in
the middle of lemonade on the back porch, “But we must go and
catch our bus! It leaves in twenty-five minutes! We must go!” His
urgency was palpable but probably calculated. Had he judged the
situation, felt the anxiety rising off my skin, understood the deep
racism in this house where the usual dynamic of racial, class,
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religious exclusiveness must operate somehow? How else could
this family have held onto such inappropriate wealth?
I will never know, but I was so relieved by his announcement
that I could only hurry them along faster. “Yes, of course, there
will be terrible traffic! We must leave immediately! Please, please,
come with me. I will drive you.” My haste must have appeared to
them comical, embarrassing, humiliating to me, not them, another
white boy under his Father’s rule. “He will never escape,” they
might have nodded to each other about me as they rode along on
the bus that night. “He is a prisoner in a golden net, poor boy.”
At the same time, let me not confuse my African friends with
African Americans. Jonathan and Abimbola are not intended to
take the place of the African Americans who are largely missing
from my youthful experience, from my education. Add to African
Americans, Chinese Americans, Japanese Americans, Native
Americans, and the hosts of European immigrants well established
throughout Southern California by 1945, the year of my birth. Los
Angeles was one of the most ethnically, culturally, politically, and
sexually diverse cities in the postwar U.S., but for me it was
largely segregated at home while I lived amid such diversity in my
public education. Apart from our Japanese-American gardener,
Mr. Murikami, with whose daughter my sister went to high school
and double-dated, and apart from the African Americans in South
Central we saw but never met in our travels across and around Los
Angeles in locked cars, our neighborhoods, our country clubs, our
social events were rigorously segregated.
And yet John Marshall High School confronted us every day
with ethnic and class diversity we had no idea how to navigate,
and our Los Feliz neighborhood outside our residential streets was
Italian-American, Thai-American, Armenian-American, to
mention only a few of the immigrant communities established in
the two-mile circle within which we shopped, ate, watched
movies, dated, and studied. The efforts at segregation didn’t really
succeed, except to isolate the children of the white, upper-middleclass and force their parents into ever more complex
rationalizations of their racist, classist attitudes. Our contacts in
school and in the community with people from many different
backgrounds punched holes, small but enduring, in the armor of
our parents. It wasn’t the hate-speech, although that certainly did
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happen frequently in private homes, but it was the systematic
effort to trivialize and demean other people and other cultures that
was gradually upended by our everyday contacts.
We dated Linda Garcia, Donna Mori, Raquisha Stevens,
Charlotte Kiwasz, and any other young woman who appealed to
us, without regard for backgrounds or ethnicity. But we weren’t
interested in equality, even though we discussed it abstractly in
Social Studies, and knew that our girlfriends and boyfriends could
get us in trouble with our parents. I can hear my friends today
saying, “Spare us your liberal guilt and your ‘go-slow’ civil rights,
asshole.” They’re right. We didn’t do anything to promote equal
rights, equal pay for equal work, social justice as a larger project.
It was the integrated public schools that made us get along, and
that didn’t always happen so easily. There were black, brown,
Japanese, Chinese, and white gangs, most armed with rudimentary
weapons, but dangerous nonetheless, probably most of all for their
fists. “You giving me hard looks, man?” Hard looks, what were
those? But you learned to look away, look elsewhere, or you could
get your ass kicked anytime, anywhere. A bunch of pachucos
jumped out of a lowered 1949 lime-green Mercury with a chopped
top (I still could admire their car!), surrounded me, and just started
wailing on me on my way home from school one day. There was
no comment, no justification, but it was clearly a hard look or two
or an admiring glance at one of their girlfriends or just my dumbass whiteness. Who knows?
And then in the bathroom one morning when I had to pee and
got a hall pass, I was surrounded by a group of JapaneseAmericans I had surprised during their meeting in the head.
Surrounding me, they pulled steak knives from their waistbands,
hidden under their shirts, and held the knives along their inner
forearms, blades out, in poses that promised repeated, painful
slashing. “What are you doing here, fuckhead?” “Unh, I have to
pee?” “Get the fuck out of here! We’re having a meeting!” You
got it. And there was Roland de Cure (was that a stage name?)
working next to me in Metal Shop (yes, we learned the basics of
the trades in those days), sharpening the ends of basketball valve
needles, with me wondering, “What the fuck is this guy doing?”
but not stupid enough to ask until he looks up smiling, staring hard
at me, knowing what I’m thinking, murder in his eyes: “For my
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zipgun, man.” Pause. “Tell Mr. Horowitz, and you’ll get one in the
eye.” And me looking back at my grinder, where I’m finishing a
toast rack.
A bunch of hardass motherfuckers, no doubt, most of whom
ended up just where they knew they were going when they banded
together, armed themselves, determined to fight it out, but knew
they would lose. De Cure was killed in a crash while speeding
from an armed robbery. The pachucos worked in gas stations,
chop shops, became neighborhood mechanics in the East LA
barrios, a small number making it out, getting to UCLA, joining el
Movimiento, but most lost in their closed communities, their gangs
getting bigger, deadlier, more powerful, the only protection
against the racist power structure of Los Angeles. And our white
parents could tell and retell the stories of survival of the fittest, the
smartest, the richest and the extinction of the weakest, the
stupidest, the poorest among us. They had never read their Herbert
Spencer, but knew him cold.
Don’t get me wrong. My anxious day with Jonathan and
Abimbola from Nigeria and Beloit can’t take the place of what
happened all over Los Angeles between 1945 and 1965, the
uneven, sea surge of changes that weren’t directed by any single
group, weren’t resisted by anyone in particular, but would never
have happened without the groups – from the gangs and the tongs
to the Chicano activists, the Black nationalists, the queers, the
Asian Americans, and the women who had had enough, who acted
both subtly, like Jonathan and Abimbola, and up in your face, like
Rollie and those steak-knife gang bangers, to take back the city,
which after all they had built in the first place from the ranchos
and the pueblo to the railroads and the gardens, from the homes
and the families to the factories and the dumps.
It was their city first and last.
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32. Pabst Brewing Co., 3056 Roswell St., Los Angeles – June
1965
Three decades after it was announced in the newspaper that
she was about to lose her job as a receptionist to a telephone
answering machine, Gloria is back at work. Technically, she is
still at work, because over the past thirty-one years she has worked
hard as secretary, mother of three, long-suffering wife, college and
graduate student, playwright, painter, sculptor, ceramicist, to say
nothing of part-time stints as hotelier, chauffeur, tour guide,
gourmet chef, and dishwasher.
This time her job is for one of the executives of the Pabst
Brewing Co. in Los Angeles. In 1965, the Pabst Brewing Co. on
3056 Roswell Street, near the busy intersection of San Fernando
Rd. and Fletcher Drive, was the west coast subsidiary of the
Milwaukee brewing giant and had been since 1948, when Pabst
bought the old Los Angeles Brewery. Today, the building is
occupied by the Eagle Rock Brewery, a boutique that advertises
“hand-crafted” beers. Pabst Blue Ribbon is in my humble opinion
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the worst Panther Piss ever produced on the North American
continent. And Eagle Rock Brewery makes by contrast a lovely
range of subtle brews, well worth trying if you happen to be
checking out the sites of this LA memory. Ye olde Pabst really did
taste like locker-room sweat and had a distinctive aroma of body
odor after said workout. It was the hops, which were undoubtedly
“hand-selected,” but they should have washed up before
harvesting. Its virtue was its cheapness, so even underage drinkers
like me and my high school buddies could afford it. And because
it was so lousy, it was often the last beer left in refrigerator and
rarely missed.
But this chapter isn’t really about brewing in LA. It’s about
the working conditions for women in the mid-1960s. Had things
improved? Were they doing better? Certainly now that the wars –
World War II, Korean – were over, albeit with yet another
(Vietnam) just firing up on the quiet, women were still at work
with more on the way as prices rose, divorce rates climbed, and
gas prices started to spike.
My mother had been on her own since her relief pitching in
January 1963. After Father ducked and steered away from the
family home, she was left with its deferred maintenance, her
mounting legal costs for their divorce, new tires for the aging 1957
Caddy, and just about anything else. Community property law had
a long history in California, dating back to Spanish rule, but until
1970 the division of community property in a divorce was tied to
who was “at fault” in the divorce. Only four years after their threeyear legal struggle to divorce, only two years after my father died,
California adopted a “no-fault” divorce law that mandated 50-50
division of community property, no matter who was to blame for
the break up.
California divorce proceedings prior to 1970 usually involved
long, bitter fights over “fault,” less for moral than for economic
reasons. Because my father’s infidelities would have established
his “fault,” he could have lost much more than half of the
community property. As a consequence, he and his lawyers fought
vigorously against such charges, even though they were obviously
true. “Prove it!” was effectively their demand for three long,
financially and emotionally costly years. There were also
challenges to the technicality of just which assets owned
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constituted “community property,” the niceties of which led to
further delays and aggravations.
In the meantime, despite the contingency arrangement she had
with her lawyers, Gloria had no means of support. Once I had left
for college, there was no longer child support, and alimony had to
be worked out in the final settlement. Fifty-one years old with a
college education in English literature, she was both too old and
unqualified for most jobs. So she brushed up her typing,
shorthand, and secretarial skills and went out and found work. She
was not unusual among her upper-middle-class friends. From the
beaches and golf links of their country clubs, they suddenly moved
to the front desk in an office, if they were lucky.
Coincidentally or perhaps intentionally, my mother was
working around the corner from Maas-Rowe Carillons on 3015
Casitas, just a few blocks away from Pabst on Roswell. Both
businesses are located in that tangle of residential and commercial
zoning just east of the LA River, where Precision Plastics, the big
moneymaker, was also located.
She was an executive secretary to Mr. Darrell Svenson, one of
several vice presidents of the brewery. Don’t let that title fool you;
she’s doing the same work for basically the same pay as she did
for Six Companies when she was a teenager in Boulder City,
Nevada. I think he was in marketing, but I don’t remember exactly
now, just as I don’t really recall his name. But as it would turn out,
he was tall, thin, with fair sandy hair, and looked distantly
Scandinavian – Danish, Swedish, Norwegian. . . .
It’s summer vacation following my sophomore year in college,
my first year at Johns Hopkins, and it’s lovely to be sitting at
home alone, mid-morning, without much to do for a while. I work
every summer at Maas-Rowe, but I punch a clock and there’s no
urgency for me to get to work. It’s assumed that the boss’s son,
who doesn’t really do much of importance – a little testing,
inventory, simple field repairs , and assembly of the racks in
which the amplifiers sit – can come in whenever he feels like it.
It’s his funeral! My mother has already gone to work at Pabst,
when the phone rings:
“If she doesn’t leave him alone, I’m going to shoot her!” A
woman’s voice.
“Excuse me?”
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“You heard me. Tell her to stay away from him, or I’ll shoot
her. I mean it!” The voice is shrill.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You must have a
wrong number.”
“I don’t have the wrong number. You heard me.” She hangs
up.
A full day to worry about this threatening phone call, because
my mother is at work. Shall I talk this over with my Father when I
go into work? Perhaps bring it up with my brother, now second in
command at the factory? Maybe not. Thanks to Tweedle-dee and
Tweedle-dum at Bell Labs, we don’t have an answering machine
yet, so the crank caller can’t call to leave a message, so I scurry
out of the house and head to work.
Another charming workday on Casitas Avenue. The Southern
Pacific building is crumbling. Chunks of white-washed stucco
have fallen off and fine cracks line the walls. The metal-framed
windows are grimy from train soot on the outside, and even dirtier
on the inside from the industrial dust: soldering going on in the
assembly room, packing crates getting sawn and hammered
together in the shipping department, sharp shavings flying in the
metal shop on the second floor, and just the accumulated grime of
a small plant cleaned infrequently and sloppily. The air is thick
with cigarette smoke, especially in the assembly room, where six
women sit hunched over their workstations at a long table. Each
woman has a soldering iron, soldering tray, cubby-holes full of
parts and solder and flux above her station, and an ashtray with a
butt burning merrily away. Inhale, solder, exhale. The air here
makes the atmosphere in Chernobyl seem resort-like, but then
again Chernobyl has not yet melted down. They look up and call
greetings as I walk quickly past them, smiling and nodding. “Hey,
John!” “Hola, Juan Carlos!” “¿Buenos dias o tardes, Carlito?” Haha-ha. We like each other. They are all Mexican-Americans, or so
the white bosses assume.
I head to the testing area in the center of the first floor of the
building, where I pick up where I left off yesterday afternoon. I’m
testing Vibrachimes, which employ Father’s original invention of
the cut, bent, and tuned brass rods, which are then amplified to
sound like a full set of cast bells. I pop on headphones, which are
plugged into the test amplifier, which is connected to a tone gauge.
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Each rod when struck is supposed to reach a particular frequency
on the gauge, and I know by heart the range, having done it a few
thousand times. If it’s too low, I close the gap between the striker
and the bar; too high, I increase the gap. I use a Phillips head
screwdriver for this fine adjustment. I use a test keyboard to strike
each successive note, shades of my hated piano lessons as a child.
“Bonk,” adjust, “bong,” next key, “bink,” adjust, “bing,” next key.
This goes on for several hours. I finish several Vibrachimes, which
I then carry to shipping.
My brother, Paul, comes through the room and waves at me. I
still have the headphones on. He’s trying to go by “Paul,” not
“Junior,” but there is confusion in the factory, so some workers are
calling him, “Paul Junior,” which sounds like “Pajuner,” which
isn’t really solving his problem. Here’s my opportunity to stop
what I’m doing, follow him into the next room, and say, “Hey,
Paul, Mother’s been getting some funny phone calls.” But then
again he works every day, all year long, with Father, who would
be the next person to know. “Hey, Dad, John says that Mother’s
been getting some threatening phone calls. What do you think we
should do about it?”
Of course, my father was trying to protect as many of his
assets, as he liked to call them, as he could. Rather than rush to
Gloria’s aid, he was more likely to guess: “An affair? How long
has that been going on?”
The day passes like any other summer day at the factory.
Bonk, bong, bink, bing. Break. Back to the bonging. Sometimes,
when the headphones are giving me problems, I use the speakers
on the roof of the factory by switching the amplifier over to them.
Then my testing comes through to the entire neighborhood, not
exactly “Für Elise,” more like scales played by prisoners at the
Piano Penitentiary. Couple of Southern Pacific trains rumble
through on the tracks right next to the building, the whole place
shakes, dust drifts from the ceilings and the walls, then it’s quiet
again.
It’s 4:50 PM, and I start wrapping up. Everyone else is
anxious to go home, too. It’s a standard 8-5 day with one hour
lunches and two coffee (really, cigarette) breaks. Vague waves as
everyone heads for their cars, parked along Casitas or in the small
lot next to the building. I haven’t seen my Father all day long, but
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then again, his office is on the second floor and I haven’t gone
looking for him. Oh, great, no advice and no decision on the crank
caller. Maybe it was a wrong number?
At home, my mother is cooking dinner, just as if I were still in
high school and the family was preparing to assemble on her call
in the dining room for the formal sit-downs of the 1950s and early
1960s. But there are only two of us for dinner. My sister is
studying in Switzerland at the University of Geneva; my brother
got married last year and they’ve just moved into a house in
Glendale. There is a cat somewhere, but the dog, Penny, is dead.
We’re in a transitional moment: children leaving home, pets
disappearing, husband divorced, wife and mother back at work.
“So we got a sort of weird call this morning.” “Really?”
“Yeah, someone threatened to shoot you. Could have been a
wrong number.” Silence. “Did she say who she was?”
Did I say “she” at any point? “No, she didn’t give a name.
Think it was a wrong number?”
“What did she say? Do you remember?”
“She said you should ‘stay away from him,’ like she was
someone’s wife or girlfriend.” I don’t go on to add the other part,
“And you’re in a relationship with him.”
“I’m really sorry you had to hear all of that, but I think it’s Mr.
Svenson’s wife. She’s under psychiatric care, and she is jealous of
all his secretaries.”
All his secretaries? How many does this guy have? “Do you
think we should do something?”
“I’ll talk with him tomorrow.”
“You mean, Svenson?” I’m trying to be adult, referring to him
by his last name. Very cool.
“Umhuh. Let me talk with him.”
We have dinner in the dining room. A mother and her son
sitting at an eight-foot long, blonde wood table that was purchased
for the Neutra and now occupies the lofty dining room in this
Norman-style house. Its modern design and light color don’t fit the
room, but we’ve been eating at it for twelve years. It belongs now,
especially because it’s been the center of so many memorable
fights.
The next morning at 8:30 AM, just a few minutes after my
mother has left, she calls again. The woman, I mean. “I’m coming
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over to your house in an hour to shoot that bitch. I have a gun and
know how to use it.”
“If you do, I will blow you in half with my .45. If you call
here again, I’ll find you and come after you. Don’t call here
again,” I add unnecessarily.
Click. The receiver goes dead. She has hung up.
Good call, John. Yes, there are supposed to be two guns in this
house, somewhere: Father’s vaunted German Luger, testament to
his Germanophilia, probably purchased at one of those stores run
by neo-Nazis on Hollywood Boulevard, where you can buy Iron
Crosses, SS helmets, dirks with swastikas in the handles
(“authentic German Army issue!”), and assorted other crap. He’s
bragged about it for years, such as after the burglary when two
homeless guys stole two bottles of bourbon and a blue Moroccan
carpet. “Those assholes come around here again, I’ll blow them
both away with my German Luger.” So why did I refer to “my
.45”? I have no idea, except it’s the only name for a gun that came
to mind. Today I would have said, “my 9 mm.” Then again, it’s
odd I didn’t say “Luger,” just like Father. The other weapon is his
high-powered deer hunting rifle, purchased for his one and only
effort to emulate his small business associates who hunted
regularly in the mountains of California, Arizona, Utah, and
Colorado. Mounted with a scope, it is leaning in the upstairs’ hall
closet.
The Luger turns out to be almost as elusive as the ceremonial
sword presented to my grandfather, Clarence, by the King of Spain
for his meritorious service defending Spain in the SpanishAmerican War. There is no sword and now, just when you need it,
no Luger, unless Father has snatched it from the house when he
dashed down the driveway just ahead of the flying cake plate. Of
course, he’s been back on numerous occasions since 1963 to
“talk” with Gloria about this grueling divorce, so he could have
slipped it into his waistband on one of those visits, planning to use
it on himself, one of us, or those burglars, now wandering about in
his orange grove down in Vista, California, where he’s living.
I’m getting interested in my father’s past while rustling
through old boxes and the pockets of worn-out raincoats in the
upstairs’ closets. There is a box of red and green electric lights, of
the sort that might be mounted on one of the amplifier racks I
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assemble. Maybe seventy-five of these lights with chrome bezels
and contacts, some with one or two wires attached, but cut short,
in a shirt box from Bullock’s. The lights are stuffed into the tissue
paper, as if they might be jewels, but there are way too many of
them. They remind me of the items in plastic bins at the factory I
count when I do inventory, but here they are in the closet, along
with shoes, the rifle, and the missing Luger. No, I haven’t found it,
but it should be here.
No Luger. Wait a minute, what’s this? In a shoebox in the
very back of the third closet, there are the parts of a German
Luger! Heck, maybe I can find that sword? I’m getting distracted.
I know nothing at all about guns, but nevertheless take the
Luger parts to my bedroom and dump them on the spread. The
parts all fit together, but they’re missing their connecting pins,
screws, and the firing pin. Just the fragments of a gun. And of
course no ammunition, not even the clip.
The hunting rifle is assembled, but there’s no ammo for that
either. Nevertheless, it looks impressive and deadly when I pull it
from its leather case, which is spotted with mildew. The gun looks
fine, although the bolt is rusty and I have to move it several times
to get it to open and close neatly. Needs oil. Anyway, I’m sort of
ready. If some crazy woman comes to the door, I’ll meet her with
the hunting rifle. I lean it in the corner of my bedroom. I’m ready
and daring. My mother will understand I’m trying to defend the
home.
I go to work at my father’s factory. Bong, bink, bonk, bing.
At home, my mother greets me from the kitchen as I walk in
the front hall. “I spoke with Darrell. There won’t be any more
trouble. He promises. Besides, I quit today. I’m not going back
there.”
Darrell? What happened to “Mr. Svenson”? And she quit,
because of this crazy caller?
Why? I’m quiet, thinking. We’ll see, I say to myself.
The next morning, my mother leaves the house early. She’s
not looking for a job, but “getting my hair done,” she says blithely
as she opens the front door. At 9:00 AM, I get the third call. “I
warned you. I’m coming over. Be there in an hour.”
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“I guess you didn’t hear me the last time, so let me repeat
myself, ‘I’ll blow you to kingdom come.’” Got that one from a bad
movie, but it sounded good at the time.
And then I’m getting dressed in my green woolen suit in the
July heat and preparing myself for what I’ll say when I get to
Pabst Brewing Co. on Roswell Street. I’ve never been there, so I
have to look it up in the Yellow Pages.
It’s one of those low stucco commercial buildings in a shabby
block of residences and a few smaller businesses. It’s two stories
and has a giant sign on its roof, “PABST BLUE RIBBON BEER.
BEST BREW IN THE WORLD,” which can be seen from the 5
Freeway and is illuminated at night.
I find Svenson’s office without much difficulty, give my name
to a sixtyish woman with steel grey hair who is his receptionist.
She speaks through an intercom, “Mr. Rowe to see you,” and
without delay says, “He’ll see you now,” and Svenson walks out
the door to greet me.
He’s tall, thin, fair skin, sandy hair, blue eyes, and a high,
perhaps just receding hairline.
He looks fiftyish, around my mother’s age, but I can’t really
tell exact ages at these advanced stages. He looks neither friendly
nor hostile; his face is blank, as if not quite knowing what to
expect. Was he anticipating Gloria’s ex-husband or even new
husband, there to punch him out?
He hasn’t expected a nineteen year-old college student over
dressed in a Grasshopper suit on a blisteringly hot July day.
We’re sitting in his nondescript office, which is neither nicer
nor uglier than my father’s around the corner. Same functional
metal desk, some bookcases crowded with unused books and ring
binders, same rolodex on the desk, same black telephone and
intercom speaker. Everything is done in gunmetal gray or black
plastic. Linoleum on the floor. There is no carpet, no artwork, not
even a view. The windows overlook Roswell. I can see parts of
two dilapidated houses.
“You must be her son.”
“Yes, I’m John Rowe,” but I don’t wait for the small talk to
begin. “Your wife has been threatening us. I’ve warned her to stop
and now I’m telling you. It had better stop. I mean it. It must
stop.” I’m shaking as I speak, shaking with rage but also with
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humiliation, realizing what I’m saying. My pronominal
antecedence for “it” is ambiguous, but we both know what we’re
talking about.
We have a curious moment of staring at each other. Not a
contest of wills. Nothing like that. Just a freeze-frame in which we
are looking intently across that desk, temporally disconnected not
only in this memory but I think also in the event. Each of us was
trying to figure out the other, but neither of us had much
information. Dress, age, facial expression. What can you tell from
someone you’ve never met in an instant of confrontation, crisis?
No wonder people shoot each other; much simpler. But he isn’t the
shooting type. He just stares at me, and I look back. What each of
us “sees” can’t be represented. I am thinking about internals – who
is this guy? What’s his deal? Are they in a relationship? Did she
quit, so they can see each other some more? What happens when I
go back to college?
Christmas. The tree is decorated and on display in the big bay
windows in the dining room. I’ve just returned home from a tough
semester at Johns Hopkins, struggling with the English Romantic
poets and the modern Russian novel. Darrell’s voice shouts
cheerfully from the butler’s pantry, “Aquavit, John? It’s
traditional!”
My mother appears, fresh from the kitchen where she is
preparing the Lutefisk, hunting for lingonberries, “Surprise, Merry
Christmas, Happy Santa Lucia Day!”
Darrell appears with three glasses in one hand, puts his arm
around my mother, and they announce in unison, “We’re
engaged!”
My daymare is easy, but Darrell’s stare is a little harder to
figure out, “What the hell has happened to my pathetic life? My
crackers wife is at home drinking most of the day, thinking I can’t
smell the stuff on her (Vodka!), and I’m here fooling with the
secretaries, because marketing this lousy beer is an utterly
meaningless job. Look at this ridiculous office where I am
spending the majority of my life. What happened to my Master of
Fine Arts, my ambition to become a painter, at the very least a
book illustrator? Instead I’m selling beer I can’t stand to drink!”
But when you’re in this sort of confrontation, you don’t think
all of this stuff; it’s not a Henry James novel. When you’re staring
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at some stranger, little is going through your mind, except, “What
the hell? Why did I come here? Who is this dude? Can I leave
now?”
“It will stop. I promise you.” Svenson isn’t smirking or angry
or anything other than conciliatory. His eyes dart to the ceiling. I
win, but it wasn’t a contest. His promise seems genuine, although
I’ve never met him and don’t know him. He is ashamed, humbled.
A nineteen-year old college boy is angrily threatening him.
“It had better.” I’m determined to get the last word. I stand up;
I’m still holding the stare.
If you’re going to win, then you have to pour it on. I’ve
outstared him now for fifteen or twenty seconds! I’m thinking of
referring to the rifle, even lying about the Luger, making some
technical remark about what the bullet from a German Luger will
do to someone’s skull, if you know what I mean.
But I’ve suddenly had enough and head for the door. He
follows me and says inanely,
“Thank you for coming by,” perhaps also to save face with the
receptionist. Who knows?
And the phone calls stop.
When my mother died, she left 350 oil paintings she had done
in a career that lasted more than sixty years. “Career” is probably
an exaggeration, because she sold few paintings, although she had
a studio, “Gloria Rowe Studio” from the 1970s until her death in
2004, and she belonged to a group of women artists, the Sandstone
Gallery, in Laguna Beach, which was part of the arts scene in that
artsy beach town. But like her friends, she sold no more than a few
paintings every year and did only a handful of commissioned
portraits in her life, never enough to make a living, even when she
badly needed income.
But it was a career nevertheless, because she produced all
those paintings, some of which are wonderful, some workmanlike,
and others unfinished or just plain bad. Among those 350
paintings, most of which are still in my garage here at 700 Kings
Road, her old home, there were twelve portraits of Basil Busacca,
one of her professors at Occidental who was her companion for
many years in the 1970s and 1980s. Basil’s claim to fame was that
he had once been married to one of Saul Bellow’s ex-wives, his
six degrees of separation from a real literatus, and he had been
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married to four other women. With the exception of his five
failures at marriage, he was a very nice man, who had taught
Gloria during her college years at Occidental. Basil proposed to
her, and she turned him down. It was too late, she said, for another
marriage, and besides Basil had many annoying habits. Prime
among them may have been his “difficulties” with women.
Was my mother sexually harassed by Darrell Svenson at Pabst
Brewing Co.? Were they in the early or late stages of a romantic
relationship? Did she actually have something to do with that
stranger on the ferry to Greece and the train to Athens? Were she
and Basil lovers? I actually don’t know the answers to any of these
questions, although some of them, such as her relationship with
Basil Busacca, must be affirmative. And as a young, self-righteous
college student, I was determined to stop not only the threatening
phone calls from Svenson’s wife but also the tacit sexual
relationship between him and my mother I suspected was the basis
for the phone calls.
Today as I write about this episode I hope my mother did find
love with other men in her life, and it gives me relief and
satisfaction to think she must have. But I also think she found men
terrible burdens, including her nineteen year-old son, who was
there to judge her, protect her, act as some cartoon Father (Doc,
Paul Henry, Bourne Eaton) to prevent her from being herself.
Daddy Warbucks to her Little Orphan Annie?
She loved Emily Dickinson and wanted me to read more of
her poetry. Did she remember 754?
My Life had stood – a Loaded Gun –
In Corners – till a Day
The Owner passed – identified –
And carried Me away –
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33. San Diego Yacht Club – August 1966
La Golondrina is motoring through the passage separating
Shelter Island from Point Loma, heading for a visitor’s berth at the
San Diego Yacht Club, partner club with the Balboa Bay Club.
The three of us have sailed south all day from Newport, making it
on only two or three tacks, given the following breeze on a
splendid summer day. An August sail off the coast of Southern
California cannot be described. Just go out and do it before
reading further.
We had tacked to the port as we entered San Diego Harbor
between Point Loma to the northwest and Coronado Island to the
southeast, dropping main and jib as we entered the wide channel

281

John Carlos Rowe
and firing up the Deutz diesel, which had been a powerful engine
when working over the past sixteen years. Father loved to joke
about the quality of German engineering: “Now take the Luger in
comparison with the Colt .45 sidearm. The Luger would give you
pinpoint precision; just aim it correctly and it would destroy the
target. That is, if it didn’t jam first, which it usually did.” Heh-hehheh. “But the Colt .45? You could fire it from underwater, if need
be, in a dust storm, from inside a funnel cloud. It never fails to
work, but then again it rarely hits the target.”
Yes, the Deutz diesel was like that Luger. A work of art when
it worked, but a piece of crap when it wouldn’t start. Scheisse.
But this time it coughed a couple of elderly times and kicked
over, powering us down the main channel toward the small
entrance to the Shelter Island Marina, formed by that long sand
spit of Shelter Island to the starboard and Point Loma on the port.
Naval directions are best here, because we’re in another one of
those geographical twilight zones of the Southern California
Coast. Check out a map of San Diego Harbor to get your bearings.
Who the hell was with us? I wrote “three” a few paragraphs
back, but I haven’t a clue, except it wasn’t my brother, Paul, Jr.,
certainly wasn’t Diana, as this chapter will reveal, and of course
wasn’t Gloria, now formally divorced from Father earlier this
Spring after the marathon divorce proceedings.
He was one of Father’s friends, so it should be easy to narrow
him down, because Bourne was still dead and Paul, Sr. didn’t have
many friends. Could it have been the carilloneur – you know, the
guy who knows how to play the complicated keyboards of a
Symphonic Carillon (couple of them in the world) – Dell Hymes?
I doubt it, because Dell was a deeply religious, prudish man, and
the events in this chapter sizzle. Some tall guy, around my father’s
age, which is in 1966 fifty-six, thin, starting to stoop a bit, thin on
the top, some wispy, light-colored hair left, kind of sarcastic. . . .
That much comes to me, but then I’m stumped. Steve Walsh,
music dealer somewhere in California, probably coastal, because
he knows how to walk on the deck of a sailboat, although
otherwise hasn’t moved enough to let us know if he can sail or not.
“Steve Walsh,” not his real name, music dealer, not his real
profession, avid yachtsman, not his real sport.
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Steve hasn’t said much to me since introductions about eight
hours ago at the Bay Club, “Hey, how ya doin’?” And I haven’t
even tried with the standard stuff like, “Yes, I’ll be a senior at
Johns Hopkins next year, planning to take the LSATs and see
where I land for law school, but enjoying my English classes,”
with a furtive glance at Father at the helm. None of that. I’m
keeping to myself, don’t really want to know what Steve is all
about. After all, this is a male-bonding trip before the phrase
became popular, then a joke.
Father had taken me to lunch during one of my bell-tuning
days of summer work at the factory. Van de Kamp’s just around
the corner. “Hey, want to sail La Golondrina to San Diego next
weekend? I need to move her, am looking at slips down there.
Closer to Vista, you know.” That’s where he’s living now, on his
orange and lemon grove with the comfortable ranch house and
Mary in the kitchen or the bar or in front of the TV.
“Sure,” I say dutifully, thinking immediately what a drag it
will be to spend an entire weekend on a father-son outing, even if
it is on the family sailboat cruising from one country club to the
next. “Sure.” Not “I’d love to! How much fun!” Just “Sure.”
But as usual Father has not provided a very good itinerary,
leaving out our crew member Steve Walsh, who appears dockside
in a slightly overblown “yachting costume” – crisp new navy
topsiders with perfect white soles, snappy yachting cap with
twisted anchor emblem, white duck trousers, a dark navy blue polo
shirt, expensive Ray-Bans. What? Are we going to a Hallowe’en
Party at sea, dressed like a bunch of weekend yachtsmen? Steve
has a small gym bag with him, also brand new.
But the sail has been uneventful, even beautiful, in a mildly
rolling sea, La Golondrina on long downwind reaches, requiring
only slight adjustments, not even tacks, two or three times as we
glide along. And Steve isn’t some sea-sick tourist, rushing up and
down the gangway to puke or moan, as others have done, but is
lounging in the cockpit with Father and me, admittedly never
offering to help “tighten up that sheet, fella,” or “check the fiddle
of the jib” or “coil that loose painter, would you?” Not quite the
barked commands of the Puddingstone Adventure or our near
collision with the Balboa Ferry so many years ago, but the orders
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are all directed at his son, as if to inform Steve: “Got this family
under control. Look at this kid! He’s a good boy!”
Just like Penny, the dead cocker spaniel.
We did have a nice lunch, some sandwiches Father picked up
at Richard’s Market on Lido, the high-end grocery of the time and
place, and there’s some beer and Vernor’s, but no one has been
pounding back cervezas or even ginger ale for that matter.
Everything has been surprisingly calm, fun, so what’s the good of
this effort to dredge the depths of Rowepression? Happy families
are all alike. End of chapter.
I can see it all now, not because my imagination is firing on all
cylinders, but because I’m staring straight out at Newport Harbor
and sailboats are tacking around and it’s not quite summer, but in
this part of California it’s summer most of the year, and beyond
the Balboa Peninsula I can see some bigger yachts heading south
or east toward Catalina Island and nothing has changed in forty-six
years.
We are motoring into the marina of the San Diego Yacht Club,
greeted by some friendly souls on the dock who ask us, “throw us
a line,” which I do as Steve sits calmly smiling at who knows what
and Father controls the helm. We get close enough, I jump off the
bow on the starboard side, take the bowline with, “Thanks!” to the
fortyish man who has been holding us, gently guide the bow
toward a cleat on the “Visitors Dock” while the fortyish man in
dirty Bermudas grabs the stern line from Father (Steve still
unaccountably immobile), and we tie up La Golondrina long
enough for us to find out where we’ll be docking her overnight.
This sort of courtesy or hospitality is typical of yacht clubs
and very comforting to their members in a world gone stark raving
mad. Then again, we can be polite and friendly to each other,
because we all are able to pay the yacht clubs’ fees, which puts us
in a certain class, above the rest, meaning we won’t steal your
silver or strip your yacht of its brass and copper for resale while
you are taking a much-needed pee in the landside toilets. (“Please
do not flush your heads while docked in the marina!”).
Then again we might rob you blind in some contractual
agreement you enter into with us after a couple of Martinis in the
clubhouse bar. Caveat emptor. Or is the proper Latin here: Cave
canem?
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The Harbor Master, who is really the Marina Master, tells us
not to worry about La Golondrina for tonight. We’re here for only
two nights, it’s a light weekend, and we’re not in the way. Always
a relief when you don’t have to tie up, then move, then tie up again
or, worse, anchor, then clean up the boat, before just taking a
break ashore. I know, it doesn’t sound too strenuous riding along
on the watery deep, drinking some beer, scarfing some “hand-cut”
Black Forest ham sandwiches, and occasionally cranking a
windlass to pull in a sail a bit. But the sun, the salt spray, the
cramped quarters, and, hey, the tension rising from Father and
Son, unrelieved thanks to good ole boy Steve sitting between
them, possibly dead, since he has barely moved. . . .
Oh, wait a minute, Steve is up and slowly loping onto the
dock, where we’re now all assembled. Father and Steve both have
their overnight bags, so I ask, “Oh, should I bring some stuff? Are
we staying onshore tonight?”
As I turn back to La Golondrina as if my questions were
rhetorical, Father says, “Thought you might stay onboard tonight
to keep everything shipshape.” What? We’re in a marina, inside a
yacht club, and the boat’s hatch locks and the gate to the club is
guarded twenty-four hours a day. I don’t get it, but I say, “Sure.”
Always the obedient son, just never in the informational loop.
What’s going on, guys?
Then we trudge up the long ramp with hinges at the top,
wheels at the bottom, connecting the floating dock to the parking
lot above the marina. There sits Father’s pale blue 1964 Mercedes
220 SE coupe, magically transported from Vista, LA, Newport,
Sindelfingen ? Mary and Paul must have caravanned over in two
cars to leave the nearly new Benz here, assuming Paul would be
leaving La Golondrina somewhere in San Diego Harbor. And I
know the car already, having taken care of it the first summer
Father owned it during a business trip he took east. “Take good
care of it! Don’t lug it!” Yes, it’s a manual, four-speed, and
“lugging” a car is driving it at too low rpms for a particular gear.
Interesting advice, since he chronically shifts from first to third, as
if it were some economy of effort, resulting invariably in the taboo
lug.
Without a word, Father opens the trunk so that the two amigos
can drop their overnight bags in, and the three of us then pile into
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the car, me in the back, of course, at the kid’s table. And we’re off
to the . . . Harborside Motel on Shelter Island, a low-slung,
econobox just a few blocks from the Yacht Club, where they
check in and we inspect the room, which is certainly large enough
for the three of us, albeit musty and worn, so not exactly a treat I’ll
be missing.
Later in LA history, certainly in my biographical story, I
might have wondered if they were secret lovers. Father is gay!
Radical dude! Interesting und so weiter. But this idea doesn’t even
occur to me, along with the other likeliest possibility, that they are
cruising for chicks, each of them in their mid-fifties and at least
one (both?) married, perhaps a couple of times. But that doesn’t
occur to me, because I’m thinking with relief that I’ll be staying
onboard by myself tonight, avoiding the Father/Son bonding that
this sail was supposed to be all about. I could wander up to the
Club House, order a double Martini, pick up Mrs. Robinson for a
toss in the salt-sprayed bunks, and . . . . Well, I don’t have much
money and no charge privileges at this loaner club, so like the
younger son of Lord Palliser (did he have one?) I’m living on the
carefully regulated privileges of the lordly Father. “Stay as long as
you wish at our country estate, Longacre, dear boy! All you can
eat and drink!” But no inheritance, no allowance, and do as you
are told, puhleeze!
Still, I’m relieved. Father never had the required conversation
with me about sex, about drugs, about rock ‘n roll, well, about
anything come to think of it. No, wait, that’s not fair! Once, when
I was driving one of the family cars off to college, Father hustled
out to the garage while I was packing up the trunk and backseat, to
ask urgently, “Do you know how to change a flat tire?” And
without waiting for an answer, went through a full instructional
video, reality-tv style in those days. He was ignoring, of course,
the 1930 Model A Ford I had nearly completed in a frame-off
restoration during my four years in high school. Had he noticed
me removing all of the body and engine parts, as well as the
running gear, then carefully putting each part back into perfect
order before reinstalling it, he might have concluded: “This guy
can change a tire!”
I’m relieved, we’ll leave it at that, as I was most of the times
that we missed our few opportunities to talk about “things” and
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make a “connection.” I had hoped dimly that we might have talked
on the sail down the coast about my plans after graduation. “Hey,
I’m going to graduate school in English literature. Pretty stupid, I
realize, but it’s what I want to do. No, I don’t want to work in the
business. Better if Paul runs the whole thing. I’m really not
interested, don’t know what I’d do. And, no, I don’t want to go to
law school. I hate all the guys at Hopkins who are planning to go
to law school. Working my way up in some law firm for 30 years?
You couldn’t pay me enough.”
I had it all planned out, even that speech rattling around in my
head, but when Steve showed up, I knew it was all over, just a
friendly sail down the coast, but still wondering why I was invited.
Any decent sailor can take a thirty-two-foot sloop from Newport
to San Diego with hardly any help at all. Was I really just the
occasional crew member? Did Father know already that Steve was
hopelessly incompetent onboard or just preternaturally lazy?
None of the above. I was cover.
Next door to the Harborside Motel we dine in splendor at the
Alamo Restaurant, one of those American Mexican restaurants
now spread all over the U.S. whose Chile Rellenos filled with
plastic cheese would kill instantly King Kong. Paul and Steve
order the combinación, and I have a couple of enchiladas suizas,
except the cheese is bright yellow, Kraft, not white, holy Swiss.
Inedible gloop, but they are stuffing it down with gusto, along
with a couple of Negra Modelos each, poor John forbidden to
drink onshore. I’m 20 (“and a half”!) this summer and not quite
legal in California.
After dinner, we walk across Talbott Street to the Helm Bar, a
dive with a flickering neon spelling out “H-E-L-M” in script and a
porthole in the wall, so dirty you can’t see into the place, which
turns out to be even grubbier inside.
But, hey, I’m at a bar with Father and a friend on a weekday
night in San Diego harbor in the summer of 1966, a year after my
successful face-off with Darrell Svenson. “Pabst Blue Ribbons for
the house!” I shout as I enter, but not really because I wouldn’t
want to drink that swill.
Still hopeful, I wait as the trim, young, twentysomething
waitress approaches our booth in a dim corner near the jukebox,
which is playing Sinatra, whose choice of songs and syrupy voice
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I detest. She’s wearing a dark shift covered by a dirty white apron
that bulges nicely from her ample bosom, which is disappointingly
hidden under that grimy wrapper. As she leans across the table, I
notice her dirty blonde hair is really dirty as she snarls,
“Waddyahave?”
Father orders, then stubs me with his gesturing thumb, “He’s
too young.” I get a Coke and her look of disdain.
Two mid-twenty women are lounging against the bar and
glancing our direction. In the dim light, I’m taking my time
assessing their glances, now stares in our direction. One leans back
against the bar, glittering with spilled drinks and the dull sheen of
thick resin, and she stretches out a very nice-looking leg, ending in
a spike heel that seems to be pointing directly at me. And she
tosses her head, adjusts the lovely brunette hair behind her ear, so I
can see her profile as she turns away.
Both are wearing short shirts and sleeveless blouses. No, not
mini-skirts, but dark stockings, suggesting some vaguely countercultural hipness, the Beats now having entered popular culture and
lost their radical edge.
The other is a smart-looking blond with short hair, just a
glimmer of skin showing at the edges of her white silk blouse.
She’s looking our way, too.
“Fella, go over and talk to those two.”
What? Father is speaking to me, wrecking my reverie. “Go on
over and chat them up,” he says a little more urgently. “Offer to
buy them a drink.” Has he forgotten I’m too young, an underage
guy in this bar for adults?
I’m silent, processing this bizarre request from Father. Steve
Walsh is silent, not even a chuckle. Guess they’re not gay! Or
perhaps they’re anxious to get rid of me, the two babes across the
room dragging me away to their cramped, two seater MG TD, in
which I have to sit on the hump, squeezed between the two
lovelies, as the brunette reaches between my legs to shift and the
blonde squeals happily as I keep bump-bumping into her.
“Go talk to them, fella. Then bring them back here.”
I am very slow on the uptake in all things in this confusing
world, but I finally, slowly get it. I’m to procure for these two
mid-fifties guys, one of whom is my father, the two hot midtwenties chicks lounging at the bar. One, if not both, of these guys
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is remarried, recently divorced from my Mother, and the other
looks as about as appealing to these lovelies as a leper from
Molokai.
I say nothing. After all, Father didn’t order me a beer. Brought
Steve Walsh along on the Father/Son Trip. Skipped the Career
Conversation, the “getting-to-know-the-native” son bit, and wants
me to sleep on the boat.
Sleep on the boat? So these two geezers can roll these two
beauties in the sagging mattresses of the Harborside Motel. I’m
cover for Mary, for Steve’s wife or girlfriend. Cover.
And the worst part of it? These two chicks are looking directly
at me, not these two aging farts next to me in the booth. It’s as if
they’re looking me over with glances that say, “Ditch your Father,
sonnie boy, and take a ride with us in the MG, top down, if you
know what we mean!” Or alternatively they’re puzzling over what
a nice looking, clean-cut young man me in my onshore yachting
duds, is doing hanging out with the Geritol set?
Perhaps they don’t mean to take me for a ride, but instead are
quietly giggling over the little poppa’s boy trapped in a bar where
he’s sucking down his Coca-Cola and listening to Sinatra crooning
from the past. Sad, pathetic, little Johnny from Johnny Hopkins,
college boy, not worth the trouble. Someone to laugh about when
our Harley mounted boyfriends with the big tattoos come in and
kick your asses, all of you, not just the little twerp sitting with the
geezers in the corner.
Whatever they’re thinking about me, they’re not wasting any
of their time on Father and Steve W. Way too old for these babes,
who aren’t going to fuck some smelly old men for fun or money.
No, it’s me they’re staring at.
And so I haul myself out of the naugahyde booth, with its tears
and sticky surface, stand up by the table, still having said nothing
in reply to Father’s request I pimp for the two of them, and
stretching languorously both for the benefit of my girlfriends at the
bar and for my hapless sailing companions, quote one of Father’s
favorite expressions, developed undoubtedly to make us all
believe he had served in the military: “I’m bushed! Think I’ll hit
the rack.”
There is a lost moment here, another one of those epiphanies
that don’t quite compare with the literary kind, but visionary
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nonetheless. Just what it was in that blip of time cannot be
recalled, so this is just a reasonable facsimile. In the movies, I
would stare into my father’s eyes, a hard look registering my
disapproval, and his return gaze or glare would tell the audience
something about what had happened in the relation of Father to
Son.
No, it wasn’t anything so sentimental, it was his baggy pants
and that belt. I was staring at his light-colored denims, a couple of
sizes too large, it seemed, held up with the waistline’s excesses
crimped by a white nylon piece of rope, the sort you use for a
sheet to the jib, but both ends knotted elaborately to keep them
from slipping through the belt loops. Sheepsheads. The knots were
sheepsheads, made from the separate strands of the line unfurled
and then woven back upon themselves. The whole effect is a sort
of knob like affair, with the trailing ends scorched with a match or
lighter to keep them from unraveling, the nylon melting nicely for
this purpose. Not a sheepshead like the fish, I think, but like the
wooly head of the domesticated animal. Is that where the name
comes from?
Of course, gazing on my father’s bizarre beltline is also a near
impossibility, given my position outside the booth and his
waistline beneath the edge of the table, but literature allows the
unseen to reveal itself, especially when we’re talking in visions.
And just to set the record straight, it wasn’t exactly his phallic
pathos on which I gazed, much as that phrase appeals, but the
sadness of his gesture at some old tar’s attire. And the hint,
undetected then, but now a prophecy as clear as from Delphos of
his wasting disease, not yet detected much less diagnosed, from
which his body would shrivel as his cancer would grow.
So I look at that sheepshead for less time than it took you to
read about it. Stared at it to convey my contempt, as if to say,
“Hey, man, get a real belt!”
Without a word, leaving my stunned father and his cruising
buddy to their own devices, I stride out of the bar, moving as close
to the two models as I can get without appearing forward, walking
steadily, head high, thinking again of Darrell Svenson, exhaling
pheromones like a bull in heat, and exit the Helm and head straight
for the San Diego Yacht Club.
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As I pass the two chicks, I notice that they have turned their
backs on me, but I can see their faces in the grease-streaked mirror
behind the bar, bent toward each other, deep in conversation,
laughing suddenly, but not at me.
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34. U.S. Army Induction Center, Los Angeles – June 1970
The military draft for the Vietnam War was in full swing, if
that’s the right word. I wasn’t going to join up and fight a war for
which there was no reason, no matter what. But my options were
quickly slipping away. I entered graduate school at the State
University of New York, Buffalo in the fall of 1967, right after my
Johns Hopkins University graduation in June, with a “Student
Deferment” (II-S), which was supposed to get me through my
Ph.D. four or five years down the line. But that fall, at the time I
learned my father was terminally ill with Hodgkin's Lymphoma, I
also learned that my Student Deferment would not be renewed. I
studied the Selective Service Administration guidelines and stalled
my call for a preliminary physical.
Then in the fall of 1969, while I was requesting a transfer of
my Selective Service registration from Los Angeles to Buffalo – a
strategy I had been guaranteed would buy me another six weeks to
three months – the Selective Service Commission, directed by that
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war-mongering prick Lewis B. Hershey, announced a new, “fair”
national lottery. What a sucker I must have been! I actually
thought that given my luck in life – you know, youngest child of
wealthy but divorced parents, successful underwater swimmer,
star high school athlete not admitted to any colleges of his choice,
that this child of fortune would be awarded a high draft number.
What a weird event the Draft Lottery turned out to be! There
on national television, December 1, 1969, just in time for the
holiday shopping season, and broadcast for everyone to witness,
was some dork pulling balls with numbers out of a tumbler, the
numbers ranging from 1 – 366 and each bearing a specific
birthdate on it. At least, I didn’t have to wait all night. My
birthdate was pulled early in the program: Lucky Number 32! You
are now guaranteed to be drafted! You are the Patriotic Man. The
cutoff, some sober soul mildly announced, was somewhere around
“156,” depending on our “needs” for cannon fodder in the coming
year. I was totally fucked. The fact that I was recently married, an
impoverished graduate student living in god-forsaken Buffalo, and
willing to dedicate my life to teaching wherever I might be sent
made no difference at all. The old days of so-called “channeling,”
in which those men eligible for the draft would receive deferments
for pursuing careers, especially teaching and technical professions
“vital to the national interest,” were over and done with.
But I was a patriotic citizen, absolutely determined to serve
my country, as long as I didn’t have to go to Vietnam and get my
head shot off while trying to shoot at someone else. I went to an
Army Recruitment office on Hollywood Blvd. during our
Christmas vacation – was this a mistake? – and tried to sign up for
Germany. Just like dear old Dad, Grandma Nona (Anna), and
good old Uncle Carlos, I was ready to dedicate my German
language skills, gained from long nights of filial devotion and
memorization of mind-boggling agglutinations at Johns Hopkins
(Lifetime member, Delta Phi Alpha, the German Honorary
Society), to the service of my country. After all, war was over in
Europe, we had extensive military bases in Germany, and I like to
travel. Sign me up! I can order bread and pickles for the troops –
“Brot und Pökeln, sofort!” – or any other tasks you need done in
German or English, for that matter. And I was an English Major in
college. I’m sure that will be useful to the U.S. Military!
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“How about the Foreign Language School in Monterey,
California, Mr. Rowe?” The young recruiting officer has a shaven
head, looks as if he could bench-press about 300 pounds, and is
smiling like the Cheshire Cat.
“Monterey? Sounds nice! We have relatives in San
Francisco!” I’m looking at Kristin, who has joined me on my first
military expedition, in hopes the little woman sitting by my side
might soften their hearts.
“You’d learn Vietnamese in only a few months, possibly
Khmer and other useful languages. Seems you have a knack for
languages?” He seems to ask, hoping I’ll say, “Yes, sir! I’m your
man! I’ll study hard, you watch, just so I can get to Vietnam!
Cambodia, by the way, would be a disappointment.”
“Unh, no thanks,” I reply.
Maybe I was just a naïve young man, unpatriotic and
ungrateful for all my country had given me, but I was of
Yossarian’s persuasion in Joseph Heller’s Catch-22: “Someone
out there is trying to kill me!” Yossarian was explaining why he
didn’t care to fly any more bombing missions over Italy. I was
thinking about the U.S. politicians, Army recruiters, Selective
Service Director Hershey, and our hometown Draft Boards: all of
them were trying to kill me.
Today it’s all about that slogan H. W. Bush promoted –
“Support Our Troops,” so you can’t say anything against any of
our crazy wars without some reasonable soul inquiring pointedly,
“But you do support our troops, don’t you?” “Yes, indeed, I
support the bumper sticker that cries out, ‘Support Our Troops!
Bring Them Home!’” Or in my case, “Leave Me Here at Home”
or more bluntly, “Leave Me Alone.” Fight your own wars. When
push came to shove in my own homeland defense, I couldn’t even
find the ammo for our Luger and Deer Rifle. You expect me to
fight off the Viet Cong, the National Liberation Front, the North
Vietnamese Army? What have you been smoking?
And then the fun began. My buddies at home were helpful,
especially Jay Fineman from Beverly Hills, whom I had met at
Beloit, not John Marshall (he went to Beverly Hills High, after
all!). “You’re living in Buffalo, right? Just wait. If it gets too bad,
if you can’t stall your draft board any longer, then just drive over
the Rainbow Bridge. ‘Go North, young man!’” he laughingly
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paraphrased. “Canada is cool, they dig draft dodgers.” And it’s
what he did, lighting out ahead of the rest of us, ending up west of
Toronto in the countryside, enjoying life with his Swedish wife, a
St. Bernard, and a rented house without much insulation. “Just do
it. Let me know.” And my other buddies with good ideas: National
Guard? Health problems? Flat feet (that wasn’t working anymore,
but I didn’t have ‘em)? CO (that was all gone by 1969; no more
mail-order ministries)? But the best advice was stall, delay, turn
the bureaucracy against itself. Too bad I didn’t have a chance to
consult with Jonathan and Abimbola. If they didn’t know, I bet
their parents knew. “Hey, file some papers, confuse the system,
fake some letters of recommendation from General Westmoreland,
‘John Rowe would be a superb fighting man, were it not for his
inveterate tendency to begin reading as soon as hostilities begin.
We caught him underlining The Wings of the Dove during our war
games. He would be an injury to others, I fear, despite his
courageous, patriotic nature. Please excuse him from further
service. Yours sincerely, General Westmoreland, who will declare
at some time in the future how wrong and stupid I was about
Vietnam. P.S.: My apologies to the 55,000 Americans who died
for my mistake. P.P.S.: I guess I should say something to the
Vietnamese who died, too. Sorrrry!’”
So I stalled, delayed, prevaricated, wrote letters (good at that
on my little electric Smith Corona), appealed, requested
clarification on why my appeal had been denied, asked for
delivery confirmation of my correspondence, questioned who I
could contact higher up. Well, a lot of my friends did go “higher
up,” and I don’t mean by smoking dope, but through family
networks, buddies in local government (we know who!) who knew
people who knew people, especially on the local draft boards. That
worked, but I didn’t have anyone, was out on a limb, up the creek,
generally cast adrift, heading for Saigon.
Then I got my official call to “report” for my “examination”
for “induction” into the “Armed Forces of the United States” at the
U.S. Army Induction Center, downtown Los Angeles, June 8,
1970. Nixon was supposed to end the draft in 1971, so I’m trying
to figure out another stall, but as it turned out Nixon would end up
extending the draft until 1973, the last year of any real hostilities,
if you don’t count our mad scramble to beat it out of South
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Vietnam when the NVA came marching into town in 1975. You
know, the helicopters taking off from the Embassy, the
Vietnamese faithful being kicked out of the Hueys, the choppers
themselves being pushed off the carriers, once they had carried
their last load of frantic refugees. Promises, promises, Tricky.
Very nice move, campaigning on an End to the Draft, then stalling
until the very end of the war. Why should I be embarrassed about
stalling? I was trying to save my life!
I’m sitting in the Induction Center, downtown LA, with every
variety of jerkoff I went to high school with. Everybody there
seemed ready to head off to shoot someone he didn’t know as
quickly as he’d tear my head off if I cast any hard looks his way.
No camaraderie at all, as in:
“Hey, they’re trying to kill all of us! Let’s split!”
It started right away with the IQ Test. I had to do something. I
couldn’t just go down the way everyone else was: blank eyes,
tough guy laughter, Parris Island for me, baby, and then the killing
fields, all from guys who had never been outside the city limits of
LA.
Some NCO collects our papers after the standard hour. Most
guys have been chewing gum and hardly moving their pencils.
What’s the difference, just like high school all over again. The
NCO is back again, distributing tests with scores, except he calls
out, “Mr. Rowe? Is there a Mr. Rowe in the room?”
“Here, Sir.” I try respect.
“Mr. Rowe here is a college graduate.” Smirk from the NCO.
“Where was that, Mr. Rowe?”
“Unh, Johns Hopkins, Sir.” Trying again, a little harder.
“Rowe here,” dropping the “Mr.,” which is a little ominous,
“scored a perfect ‘0,’ a goose egg. Got every question wrong.”
Overkill, I guess.
“Okay, smartass,” dropping even the Rowe. “You just got a
perfect 100.”
And all my buddies in the room cheer, applaud, yell, “Serves
you right, asshole!” And I’m going to go fight with these guys?
We wouldn’t last a day together.
The rest of the day goes pretty much like this, contrary to plan,
my plan, that is.
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“You can skip the shrink, Rowe. I already talked to him about
you. He’s wise to you.”
“Got any drugs sewn up inside your shirtsleeve or perhaps
shoved up your asshole, Señor? We’re keeping an eye on you.”
And the day drags on. I am done, history, off to meet my fate
in the rice fields and jungles.
“You stay here. Sit over there.”
“What for? I thought we were all finished for the day.”
“Just sit tight.”
Oh, swell.
An hour drags by, I’m being kept after school, and this is long
before cell phones, so Kristin, is sitting down at the curb waiting
for me, wondering if they killed me just to get it over with.
The Induction Center is empty. I’m still sitting on a folding
chair.
“We need a guy to read your blood pressure again,” a
departing Army MD in a white coat says. “Shouldn’t be long.”
Another twenty minutes.
“You the guy?”
I’m ready to confess to the Black Dahlia murder, anything to
get the hell out of that chair, the building, and go home, however
briefly. I can’t see or think straight. “Yeah.”
The young man in a green medical coat takes me into one of
those white-curtained areas they create when they don’t have
examination rooms: a round space, sort of like an old-fashioned
shower. He picks up a blood-pressure cuff, looks at it, turns to me.
“Do you know how to do this?”
“Sorry, man, but what’s the deal?”
“You were 142/ 84 this morning. That means you got to have
another reading.” He attaches the cuff to the lower part of my arm.
Wrong location, Billy! But I don’t say anything.
He pumps. Nothing happens.
“Listen, why don’t you just put down 142/ 84 again? You
know, then we can both get out of here. I don’t think my blood
pressure’s changed that much today.”
He looks at me, then at the cuff. He writes something.
“Mind letting me know what you put down?” I ask brightly.
He turns the chart toward me. The second reading is 143/ 86.
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I’m tempted to say, “Thanks, man. You’re a good dude.” But I
know better. We both leave a little too quietly.
Then the delays begin, first by the Selective Service
Administration, which doesn’t communicate with me for more
than three months. I’ve almost forgotten, but not quite, that I’ve
been drafted and might be heading to Vietnam after the charms of
basic training, which I’ll certainly need if I’m going to survive,
which is unlikely. “Please report to the U.S. Army Induction
Center in Los Angeles for physical readiness testing on October
15, 1970.” That’s about ten days from the date of the letter.
I write a lovely letter, apologizing for any inconvenience, but
noting the hardship I’m facing by having to travel from Buffalo,
New York to Los Angeles, California on short notice. I request a
transfer of my records and testing to the Buffalo Induction Center.
Another three months elapse, including the holiday season, during
which Kristin travels to Vancouver to visit her parents and I travel
to New York City to interview for jobs at the Modern Language
Association Convention. On the way to the Toronto airport to drop
Kristin off for her flight to Vancouver, our aging car dies on the
off-ramp in a wet snowstorm. I stand at the side of the road,
waving to passing cars to go around us, and I repair the car. Wet
contact points in the distributor. Loads of fun. I blame it on the
draft.
In January 1971, I receive notification from the Selective
Service that I should report to the U.S. Army Induction Center in
Buffalo, New York on March 8, 1971 for physical readiness
retesting. I am working hard to finish my doctoral dissertation,
because I have a job offer of a tenure-track Assistant Professor
position at the University of Maryland, beginning in the Fall
semester, 1971. Although I have successfully “channeled,” I’m
still eligible to go to Vietnam to fight our enemies and make
Southeast Asia safe for U.S. consumer goods.
My good friend, Samuel Dash, whose last name seems an
ironic comment on his slow, drugged out speech and general
demeanor, offers me some good advice in his basement apartment
near the Buffalo Zoo. You can hear the lions roaring and the
elephants bellowing while we talk. He is totally zoned out. “Like,
look, man, I’ve studied them. I could give you some shit, but if
you take it, your pressure will go sky high, like 250, maybe more.”
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“You mean dex, bennies, speed, whatever?”
“Yeah, they elevate, but they’re detectable, man.”
“Will they hold me?”
“Yeah, they have the right to hold you for three days straight,
and that’s after you’ve pissed yourself clear.”
“And they’ll keep me in a small room, right?”
“Right. And they’ll make sure they do it right, cause they
won’t trust you.”
“Okay. So what else can I do?”
“Run around.”
“What?”
“Exercise like crazy, even while you’re waiting. Chain smoke.
Drink coffee until you can’t hold any more.”
“Wow, sounds like fun.”
“And one other thing.”
“What’s that, Sammy?”
“Don’t go to sleep.”
Thanks, Sammy. It worked. Sleep deprivation, heavy
smoking, caffeine, and aerobic exercise will drive your blood
pressure up. How much? Who knows? Depends on your body
weight, age, condition, and a whole bunch of other stuff. Could I
try it out? Not that easy, since my retest was coming up in four
days.
I had to go through three days of tests, AM and PM. Each day
I had to stay at the Federal Building downtown for both tests,
although I wasn’t confined between the tests, but they could call
my name at any time after the lunch hour. They varied the time: 1
PM, 3 PM, 4 PM. They were suspicious. And every night I stayed
up, smoked more, drank more coffee – hell, I needed the coffee!
And I read the three-volume, Pulitzer prize-winning biography
of Henry Adams by Ernest Samuels over those three nights. I
needed it for my dissertation, and I was behind for lots of different
reasons. I blame that on the draft, too! No time like the present! So
I sat up all night long, ran up and down the Induction Center’s
emergency stairs every day, smoked myself senseless, woke
myself up again with coffee, and sat up again, then repeated the
process for the third night and third, final day.
137/ 83 and 141/82
142/80 and 138/ 84
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2 for 4; I had to go 3 for 6. The readings in Los Angeles didn’t
“count.” What were those readings for, my batting average in the
Minor Leagues?
136/82
Dum-de-dum-dum: one last shot. 141/85!
I made it, couldn’t celebrate too much, so I just slithered down
to my ratty old car, parked on a side street in downtown Buffalo to
avoid the cost of parking.
Dead battery. My aging BMW, you guessed it, a German car,
was not only rusted out from the winter’s road salts for the past
four years, but its battery was just stone dead. Like me in Vietnam.
Fuck it, I took the bus, and I missed Vietnam.
To all those journalists who in the late 1970s and early 1980s
wrote about the “guilt” many young men felt about “missing
Vietnam,” the anti-war demonstrators, the draft “dodgers,” the
physically “unfit,” let me set you straight. No one in his right mind
ever felt “guilty” for missing the ‘Nam. If you were there, I feel
for you, but the normal reaction to “missing” your draft call, the
sensible, rational reaction is: relief, gratitude to something or
someone (in this case, Sammy Dash and his stoner friends), even a
certain joy. Yes, I know others had to fight in my place, and many
died where I probably would have died too. But that responsibility
can be borne by JFK, who got us started there in the first place,
LBJ who kept it going, Richard Nixon who couldn’t stop it, and
idiots like Westmoreland and Henry Cabot Lodge, all those fools
who were ready to sacrifice our lives for their misunderstanding of
global politics. You can’t pin that on me.
So how did my parents react? Those of you who remember
those difficult times, who were also trying to figure out how to
survive, will have your own stories about how parents were
variously outraged at our “draft dodging,” sometimes even turned
in their elusive sons to the local draft boards, disowned them for
their drugged out, unpatriotic ways. And in a few rare cases,
cheered them on, either quietly or, even more rarely, in public.
Standing up Dr. Spock style and speaking out: the Vietnam War
blows! What if they gave a war and nobody came?
Well, my mother didn’t exactly stand in the middle of Los
Feliz Blvd. and shout out her support, but she quietly “condoned”
– that was the word! – my actions, illegal as she knew they were.
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But we didn’t talk about it, and she didn’t introduce me to her
friends with, “John’s just beaten the draft!” And none of her
friends even asked. The Lottery helped cover for us draft dodgers,
and I could have lied but I didn’t need to. No one asked. Over
beers, my friends might have joshed me, “What was your number
again, numb nuts? Thirty-two! That is too much.” No, it was too
little.
Father? He died before I made my big play. He died before we
could talk about it, and he could have confessed to me: “Well, hey,
no harm done there, fella, ‘cause I slipped out of military service
in WW 2. You know how I always told everyone it was about my
being German and all? That was bullshit. I had flat feet and failed
the physical. For real!”
I learned it all, as I learn most of my best stuff, not from
Father, not from my mother, whom I clearly have idealized, not
even from Sammy Dash, but from good literature. I was following
the example of Felix Krull, Thomas Mann’s hero in The
Confessions of Felix Krull, Confidence Man. He beats the draft,
too, but in Germany for World War I. Check it out some time. It’s
a great novel and a valuable handbook. There will be other wars,
so don’t count on that volunteer army to cover you and your kids.
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35. University of California, San Diego Medical Center, La
Jolla, California – May 1968
My father is dying of Hodgkin’s Lymphoma, less than a year
after he told me on the phone of his diagnosis. He is in a private
room in the UCSD Medical Center, a teaching hospital in a
beautiful area not far from the Pacific and the UCSD main
campus. My brother, Paul, has urged me to come out to California
from Buffalo, even though the semester is not quite finished.
I’ve contacted my professors, made arrangements to complete
the work for my seminars at a later date, and filed for a leave-ofabsence due to family emergency.
My father is alert and attentive to the smallest changes in his
condition, but he also has a visible tumor the size of a half-football
growing from the lower part of his abdomen. It must not be too
painful, because he touches it, strokes it, comments on it
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frequently during the day. He often asks if we think it has grown
smaller. It hasn’t, at least not to the naked eye. He is unable to eat,
in part because he can’t digest solid food, so he is being fed
intravenously. My brother and I have been in the room together
with Father for three days, taking breaks only in the evening, when
we head back to a local motel, inland from La Jolla, where we
force ourselves to have dinner and then go to bed, only to repeat
the process in the morning. Having been through such deathwatches now several times in my life, I know that there is little to
give them much color.
They are bland, routinized time passages, so the paint on the
hospital’s walls, the foliage outside the motel, the weather, the
food we ate are meaningless, distractions, really, because once
you’ve done one of these death-watches you will know that you
remember almost nothing at all.
Whatever the illness, wherever the hospital, the memory is
pretty much the same: the slow deterioration of the patient (odd
word!), the weird behavior prompted variously by death and
compounded by the increasingly wild mixture of drugs prescribed,
and the clocked attentions of nurses and doctors, usually urging
the patient to eat and drink. There is no better argument for the
legalization of doctor-assisted suicide for the terminally ill than
the experience of the death watch.
For one thing, everyone knows that the person in the bed is
going to die soon, except the person who is terminally ill. Whether
it is the drugs, some psychic defense produced by our injured
biochemistry, or something else, the sick person rarely says
brightly, “Well, I am certain to die in the next few days. I am very
happy to have my family and good friends here, so we can deal
with some problems. First, that rusting old Alfa Romeo in the
garage must go! Second, I want my two sons to get it together
immediately and never argue again. Third, I want my ashes
sprinkled on the rose beds, where they can do some good. Fourth,
give my sharkskin suit to Cousin Vinny.” Sick people often start
out in this manner, but they gradually give in to hope, to the
absurd gestures of the medical profession to “miracles,” and to the
family’s guilt that if we don’t “do something,” then we will have
to carry forever (not really, family members, because you will die
soon, too!) the worry that not every recourse was exhausted. So
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just one more spoonful of that green jello, Grandma, because it’s
good for you! You are getting stronger every day! Home soon, we
promise!
To be sure, such existentialist authenticity – living truly in the
face of death, not fleeing before death, as Heidegger put it long
ago – is not quite as compelling when you are dealing with
someone relatively young. If your patient is 95, then you can say,
“Get with the program, Granny. You’ve had a great life. Let’s not
dawdle. Tell us what you want us to do.” Of course, no one ever
does say such things. But if your Father is 58, still relatively
young, and complains he has not yet lived his life, then
demanding, “Cut the crap. Life is short. Babies die every day.
You’ve had fifty-eight long ones; it’s your problem if you’ve
wasted them amassing money you can’t spend and dallying with
women you don’t love. Die, already,” is quite tacky, even
tasteless, to say nothing of impolite.
The problem of privacy facing hosts with troublesome
houseguests is child’s play when compared to the near
impossibility of finding time to deal privately with life-and-death
issues while sitting death-watch on the very person who is the
subject of these questions. The patient makes various demands, all
of which he wishes his caretakers to pursue precisely, but his
medical condition makes the satisfaction of these wishes
impossible. But when do we have a chance to address this
contradiction? When we return to the motel, we are exhausted; by
the time we arrive at the hospital, we are faced with new problems
and have no chance to talk. And yet the situation is beyond any
intimacy a child has ever known with the parent. You see your
parent frail, naked, bloody, befouled, connected to tubes and
wires, handled by strangers. It is as if those unwanted houseguests
are seated in their nightshirts on the foot of your bed, staring at
you, making demands of you, as you and your spouse attempt to
figure out what the devil to do with them. “Scat! Begone! Heal
thyself!” This medical situation is so stressful that it often
provokes outrageous, uncontrollable laughter. “Ah, you are dying
of cancer? Hysterical, har-de-de-har-har!
Funniest thing I’ve ever heard!” Yes, gallow’s humor, that’s
what it means. Call it instead “hospital humor.”
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Doctor Anne Bradshaw has just entered the room on our
fourth day of the death-watch. She is telling us about Father’s
illness: “You shouldn’t worry too much about the time you are
spending here. Some of our visitors are concerned about infection,
but this is not viral and not contagious in any way, as far as we
know.” The last clause catches her up, so she pauses, then
recovers, but badly, “Our current science tells us that Hodgkin’s
Lymphoma is hereditary, a genetic trace that has little to do with
the environment, immediate or long-term.” And then thinking of
what she’s said, recovers her footing again, “But you shouldn’t
worry about that either, because with regular check-ups and with
the rapid advances we’re making in cancer research both of you
should live for a long, long time.” How reassuring, Doctor. We’ll
be sure to have you speak at our funerals. Who said anything,
anyway, about worries of contagion? We thought you were here to
update us on our Father’s condition?
The functional hospital room has very little furniture – this
isn’t a living room, after all – so books are stacked on small tables
also holding medications, cups of water (Father can still drink
clear liquid). And newspapers are everywhere on tables, empty
chairs, and scattered on the floor. My brother is holding the
automotive section while dialing the hospital phone.
“Is Ed there? I’m calling about your ad.”
“Hello, Ed, Paul Rowe, I’m interested in your vehicle. The
Cortez. Unhuh, hmm, yeh. Can you tell me why you’re selling it? I
see. My father wants one. Hoping to tour Mexico. Yeah. Wouldn’t
want to break down in the desert or somewhere. Umhuh, yup. Let
me call you back after we talk it over. Thanks, ‘preciate it.”
“What’s a Cortez?” I ask my brother.
“A motor home, you know.”
“Like a trailer?”
“No, it’s the whole thing – engine’s onboard. You drive it; you
don’t tow it.”
“Sounds expensive.”
“Well, we’re looking at used ones.”
Through all of this Father is sleeping fitfully, but he awakens
when he hears us talking,
“Any luck with the Cortez, Junior? Got a line on one? We
really have to get this show on the road.”
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“Just talked to Ed, who says he has a good one, Dad. I’ll take a
look this week. John can go with me.”
“Buy it. When I get out of here, I’m heading for the border.
Shoulda done it long ago. Never took enough time off. Just crazy
working all the time, then sick like this . . .” he trails off, dozes
again.
The privacy problem again. Can I say now how idiotic this
plan is? Isn’t my brother aware of that? But we’re looking at
“Cortezes” anyway. Is that the brand name, really? Why not
“Attila, the Hun,” with chrome wheels and eight-track? I guess it
will have to wait until we get back to the Travel Lodge tonight.
I’m reading to my father from Steinbeck’s Travels with
Charley. Oddly, he likes Steinbeck, even looks a little like
Steinbeck in the 1930s and 1940s with that moustache, and often
talked about his books, surprising me, since Steinbeck was a New
Deal guy, a socialist, not quite a Communist, and advocate for the
Okies, the braceros in his hometown, the working class.
Father’s favorite was the obscure Log from the Sea of Cortez –
damn Cortez, again! – the book in which Steinbeck records his
time helping his friend, Ed Ricketts, the marine biologist studying
biodiversity in the Gulf of California. Maybe it’s the flashback to
the late 1930s and early 1940s, when Father was young, in love
with Gloria, full of fire to make it in California, and of course all
that stuff on the water. He was crazy for boats and for sailing,
although Ricketts and Steinbeck are cruising on a retrofitted
fishing boat, a “stinkpot.”
But he hates Travels with Charley, mocks Steinbeck’s
relationship with his dog, Charley, the sentimental patriotism, the
“great America” shtick, all that stuff that made it such a bestseller
after Steinbeck won the Nobel Prize for Literature. It’s not what
Father wants to do in that Cortez, I’m guessing, none of this
“getting to know the people” nonsense, but just kicking back and
doing what he’s never known how to do: “wine, women, and
song,” he likes to rattle off, but he’s had plenty of women by now,
isn’t much for drinking, and the only song he ever played was on a
symphonic carillon. He doesn’t know what he wants, and he’s
fifty-eight years old. How does that happen?
The two sons on death-watch are driving to San Diego
Municipal Airport to pick up their Uncle Carlos. Their sister,
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Diana, is in India and getting word to her has been difficult, no,
impossible, but we keep trying without any luck. Gloria is another
matter, but I’m getting ahead of myself. It looks as if Father won’t
last much longer, even though the doctors keep telling us, “His
numbers are pretty good. Really, I think we have a shot here. One
of my colleagues has suggested Barbazon-3, an experimental
therapy, and we’re looking into it.” But after two weeks in the
hospital watching him, we know this is all b.s. He’s dying; why
can’t they just say so?
We’re tooling along in Father’s 1964 Mercedes 220 SE
Coupe, a handsome car in pale blue with that pillarless coupe top,
the vertical oval headlights, the soft curves of the integrated
fenders, elegant French blue leather, and four-on-the-floor. It’s a
little gutless with its straight six, heavy frame, and creature
comforts, but it runs smoothly, effortlessly when in top gear. I’m
driving and enjoying the car, a little guiltily, I guess. Neither of us
says anything about the quest for the Cortez; we both know we’re
not buying one.
“I don’t know what to expect with Carlos,” Paul says. “I
haven’t seen him since I was twelve,” I say.
“He’s living in Florida, but still working for the government.
Bunker Ramo now, I think, but it’s all government work.”
I’m not sure what to say.
“He’s so sarcastic, you know, he’s kind of hard to be around.
I’m not sure what he’ll do with his brother dying.”
Carlos arrives with a small overnight bag, hops in the car,
strokes the leather, and laughs compulsively, “Ha-ha-HA! Paul
sure knows how to enjoy himself! What a car!”
Oh, boy, this is going to be a long week or two.
“Paul, how’s the business? You guys still working for
AiResearch? I sometimes hear about them back East.” He’s
completely ignoring me, the Driver for Hire, the Youngest Son,
the Kid.
“Well, most of the commercial liners have gone to other
suppliers. You know, the new jets are so sophisticated that the
mom-and-pop manufacturers couldn’t keep up. The tolerances are
really fine now. You need high technology labs, workers in
sanitary suits and gloves. Can’t do that at old Precision Plastics
with the Santa Anas blowing through the Quonset hut doors!”
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“So you’ve lost those contracts?” Carlos says, almost reveling
in the news. “You lost them?” Might as well add, “You, Idiots!”
“We’ve still got a few, but probably not for long. AiResearch
is on the decline, too. Times change.”
“Well, you’ve always got the bells, huh?” That nasty, sardonic
laugh again.
At the hospital, Carlos is merry and bright. “Hey, Paul, how’re
you doing? What’s going on here? You got to get out more often!”
Smiling that thin smile in that narrow face, with his gold capped
teeth on the sides making him looked slightly predatory.
Mary arrives unexpectedly, gracing us with one of her rare
visits. They’re married now – “Don’t tell anyone!” Father warns
us – so we’re in on the secret and know she’s entitled to visit
whenever she wants. “I had to make sure she was taken care of,”
Father complains. If you’re keeping score, Mary is the second
secretary, the one hired to replace Dolly-Molly-Sally and the one
who did her job a little too well. Her dyed blonde hair is growing
out, so it’s blonde-brown, and she’s fiftyish, wears tan slacks and a
raspberry silk blouse. Her face is plain, slightly round, and she’s
smiling nervously, “Poor Boys! Poor Boys!” She’s holding up a
bag, sort of greasy at the bottom. At first we don’t get it. “I
brought you all some Poor Boy sandwiches!”
What the hell is a Poor Boy sandwich?
“Carlos, Mary.”
“Oh, we’ve met before, down in Vista,” Carlos says. My
father bought himself an orange and lemon grove in Vista with a
comfortable ranch house. “Property, real estate, that’s the key to
wealth, fella.” Well, thanks, Dad, but you have to have money to
invest. I’m an English Literature graduate student, remember?
Mary fusses around the room, tidying up, picking up
newspapers, pulling up his covers, ploofing his pillows, talking all
the time, “What’s the matter with the nurses here? This place is a
mess! You should get better attention! You’re paying for a single
room, aren’t you?” And so it goes. Forty-five minutes later she’s
gone, the sack of Poor Boys still sitting on the table and in the
plastic chairs.
Back at the Travel Lodge, Carlos is snacking on fruits and
nuts he has brought in his small carry-on bag. He looks like some
small animal, a ferret or squirrel, munching at these treats. I
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wonder what other surprises he might have in that tiny bag. I’ve
just raised the question of my mother’s visit.
“Mother says she’d like to see him. She knows it’s a difficult
time, but they were married for twenty-nine years.” I know I have
to make a speech.
“It’s impossible. Father has said he doesn’t want her here.”
My brother is stern, absolute. “Gloria is too sensitive,” Carlos
begins. “She couldn’t handle Mary. You know, your mother has
always taken things way too seriously.”
I’m wondering if I can hit him quickly in the side of the head
while he squints into the bag holding his nuts and berries. We have
enough problems, I guess. And he is my Uncle, sort of.
“I think it’s important,” I begin again. “He’s not going to live
much longer.”
“How do you know?” Carlos asks. “Are you a doctor or
something?” Laughing, always laughing, the world is such a
fucking joke.
“We’d have to tell her about Mary,” Paul says.
“Don’t you think she knows already? Why do you think they
got a divorce?” I’m getting angry now.
“She doesn’t know he married her.” No one needs to sort out
Paul’s ambiguous pronominal antecedents.
“Big deal.”
“Easy for you to say,” Carlos smirks again.
Outvoted. Carlos and Paul win this argument. Gloria doesn’t
come to the hospital. Mary comes back once more, this time
without a sack lunch.
Father dies two days later. Paul and I are with him in the
room. It’s early morning. He’s delirious and shouts out suddenly,
“Get some paper! Write this down!” My brother gets paper and a
pencil. “Draw this! I see a house! Draw a rectangle, then, no, a
circle! It’s on top of a triangle, and . . .” my brother is drawing, but
over his shoulder I can see just a mess of disconnected lines. “Let
me do it!” Father says. “Give it to me!” And as my brother is
handing him the single piece of paper, he dies.
“In my Father’s house there are many mansions,” but I doubt
my own father was invoking this Scriptural mystery. The electrical
connections in his brain were failing, the synapses no longer
working. A huge flare-up, like a computer screen flashing toward
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the end of its life, probably tore through him or maybe just his
body, which was no longer he at that moment.
When Henry James was dying in December 1915, after he had
suffered two strokes, he summoned his typist, Theodora
Bosanquet, to take dictation. James’s biographer, Leon Edel,
discovered the record of that dictation in 1937 among the James
papers at Harvard. On December 12, 1915, James dictated his
famous “Napoleonic” letter to his “Dear and most esteemed
brother and sister”:
I call your attention to the precious enclosed transcripts
of plans and designs for the decoration of certain
apartments of the palaces, here, of the Louvre and the
Tuileries, which you will find addressed in detail to artists
and workmen who are to take them in hand. I commit them
to your earnest care till the questions relating to this
important work are finally settled.
The dictation is “signed,” “Napoléone,” which Edel notes
pedantically was “the original Corsican spelling of the Emperor’s
name.”
Well, if the great Henry James could imagine himself the
Emperor Napoleon I at the end of his life, was it so surprising that
my father might have imagined himself the Great Father at the end
of his own? Napoleon crowned himself Emperor; my father
deified himself.
The rest you know if you have been through the death-watch
to the end, and those of you who haven’t yet shouldn’t know these
boring, exhausting details until you have to endure them.
Kind of like marriage or childbirth. Would anyone go through
these rituals, if he knew in advance how difficult they really are?
Death is like that.
When we left the hospital late at night, driving my father’s
elegant Mercedes-Benz, we passed through the tunnel of light in
the darkness down a road lined with Eucalyptus trees, those
Aussie “gums” imported to California in the nineteenth century to
create windbreaks. The Santa Anas had blown that night, and the
road was alive with large branches, small leafy limbs, the
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camphor-smell of the Eucalyptus nut, and the natural disorder left
by the storm. Walpurgisnacht.
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36. San Diego Superior Court – August 14, 1968
“And just what exactly was your understanding of who would
inherit Maas-Rowe Carillons, Inc. after your father’s death?”
“The family member or members who were willing to assume
responsibility for the business.” I am trying to sound legal, but
reminded that just over one year ago I had turned around on my
way to take the LSAT on the Johns Hopkins campus in Baltimore
and gone home.
“What gave you this idea?” Pause. “Please be careful how you
reply.”
While I take some time to avoid making a fatal mistake, which
might cause soldiers immediately to seize me and haul me off to
the guillotine, I’ll back and fill a bit here. Obviously, we are
underway in the course of Father’s Nachlass – the “left after” in
German parlance, usually used for the posthumous, presumably
unpublished works of some genius. Friedrich Nietzsche’s
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Nachlass consisted of his famous “will-to-power” parables, or
infamous if you consider how the Nazis interpreted Nietzsche and
“will-to-power.”
Ironist that I am, I prefer Nachlass for all the stuff the dead
person couldn’t wrap up in his life, which in Father’s case was a
considerable heap, although in fairness so it goes for most people.
The leftovers from Father consist of his now contested estate, the
biggest chunk of which is his still thriving, albeit a bit on the
decline, business, which Mary Rowe believes belongs to her as his
widow, or as the gossip has it would settle for one half of said
business, should it come down to a fight.
Her lawyer is a young man with a shock of dyed blonde hair
on top, with the sides still betraying him as a natural brunette. He
is probably in his mid- to late-thirties, broad shouldered in his
expensive suit, but it is a bit tight-fitting, because he is about
twenty pounds overweight. He is handsome in a way, which I
guess may indicate that he and Mary are doing it or have thought
about it, especially if they win this case.
“My father’s will, which he asked my brother to bring to the
hospital and in which he made several handwritten changes.” I
answer carefully.
“Are you aware that your father left several other wills?” “I
only learned that this morning from our lawyers.”
“What makes you believe that this will you witnessed, as you
say, in the hospital where your father died, is in fact the last will
and testament of your father, Paul Henry Rowe?”
“Because my brother and I were discussing it with my father
on the afternoon before he died, early the following morning. He
had made several changes that afternoon.”
“Can you describe those changes?”
“My father wanted to specify just which family member
would inherit his business, and that would be my brother, Paul
Henry Rowe, Jr., who has worked in this business for more than a
decade.”
“How can you be so certain of this specific bequest?”
“Because my father asked me to make a decision whether or
not I intended to work in his business. I said that I did not, and he
therefore wanted to change ‘family member or members’ to ‘Paul
Henry Rowe, Jr.,’ which as I recall he did before he died.” Father
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also recognized that Mary, arguably a “family member” and
someone who had worked long ago in his business, might have a
legal claim. So sad to see good love go bad.
“‘As I recall’? You admit that this is all simply a result of a
memory, which we all know is unreliable?”
“I believe the will includes this specific change and is initialed
by my father.”
There was more, much more, but you get the radiant gist.
Mary’s lawyer wanted to invalidate the revised last will and
testament, then substitute one of the earlier dated wills in which
Mary was specifically mentioned as an heir to Maas-Rowe
Carillons, Inc. In all of these wills, let it be recorded here, Father
had left Mary his comfortable home and twenty-acre orange and
lemon grove in Vista, California, where she was in fact living. But
in his final will, he was leaving the business to his eldest son,
especially now that his youngest son had repudiated his claim to
Upper Moldovia.
“Can you authenticate the date on this will?”
“Do you mean when my father changed it, which was one day
before his death, or do you mean the date on the actual will, which
I don’t recall?”
“Both.”
“I can only say what I have said: my father initialed the
changes he made orally to us on the last day of his life he was
conscious.”
“Was he rational at the time.”
“Very. Amazingly so, in fact.”
“What do you mean?”
“Until nearly the last hour of his life, he was as focused and
strictly rational as he had been his entire life.” I left out the part
about the Cortez RV. That was nuts.
“If your father was so clear-headed, then why would he have
left several different holographic wills, instead of consulting his
attorney and preparing a proper and final one?” Once again, there
is a kind of rhetorical pause in the courtroom, not from me, just
from the look on the face of this surfer lawyer, who is smirking as
if to say, “Gotcha! Get out of this one!” He is behaving as if this
were a criminal case and the homicide defendant has made the
foolish mistake of taking the stand.
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“Because he hated lawyers.” No emphasis; just a plain
statement of fact.
The judge is audibly laughing, leaning backward to let out a
few guffaws and then a bellow, probably made louder in his effort
to suppress it. Bruce Brown looks daggers at the Judge.
“Were you coached this morning?” “I beg your pardon?”
“Were you coached to say that by your lawyers!” The surfing
lawyer shouts at me.
“Objection.” This is the first and last word I recall our two
lawyers uttering and that in unison.
“Overruled. Answer the question, please.”
“No. It’s simply a matter of fact. My father really hated
lawyers.” Just some titters now.
That was it. The hearing was over in a couple of hours; the
judge ruled after lunch, declaring that my father’s last will and
testament was valid, that my brother legally inherited Maas-Rowe
Carillons, Inc., and that the other provisions of that will remained
in force. After lunch, my brother and I headed to the local
Mercedes dealership and bought a pricey new Benz to celebrate.
Not really. My brother and I were merely protecting my
brother’s right to the business and my father’s wishes. It was the
largest item in his estate. The other properties he had purchased in
the heyday of the AiResearch contracts had already gone to his
first wife, Gloria, his second wife, Mary, or been sold to raise cash
to pay the lawyers in his long-running divorce from our mother,
which might explain his dislike of lawyers. In addition to the
business, whose worth was difficult to calculate except in terms of
what it could produce, there was perhaps another $300,000 of
property to divide, which we did among three children. And out of
that same not very princely sum, we paid the estate taxes. In 1968
the estate tax was no big deal. You could deduct the first $60,000
inherited, the remainder up to $10,000,000 was taxed at 3 %. After
$10 M? 77 %, but who cared in those days, except the Vanderbilts
and Astors?
In short, I had not winged in on my private jet to save my
brother and reap the benefits of an undivided estate that would be
parceled out in rich trust-funds to the second and third-born
children of the Symphonic Carillon and Compression Cap King of
Kalifornia. The economic Nachlass was directly affected by the
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downturn in the 1968 economy, which one terms “the most serious
economic crisis since the Great Depression,” driven in part by the
U.S. imbalance of payments in the emerging global economy and
distrust of the Gold Standard, which not long after this critical year
Nixon would abandon. When did the “American Century” begin to
end?
1968 is a pretty good guess.
Father’s Nachlass was pennies on the dollar, except perhaps
for that business my brother has kept working to this day. The
lovely Mercedes coupe was sold for $4,500. Heck, it was a fouryear-old car in 1968 – not yet a classic. See if you can buy one
today, fully restored of course, for under $75,000, perhaps more.
La Golondrina was dumped for $3,000, because yacht sales
crashed that year as plutocrats everywhere started feeling the
pinch and had trouble paying their docking and country club fees.
We hired a pilot to fly Father’s ashes out over the Santa
Catalina channel and sprinkle them. It was what Father would
have wanted, lover of water, dreamer of travel, who except for
those early trips between Cuba and Oakland, San Diego and Cuba,
maybe a real trip among the fantasies to and from Germany, had
never really done much. Oh, Las Vegas and Boulder City, I
suppose, but everyone goes to Las Vegas these days. That doesn’t
count.
Carlos was there in the courtroom, but he never testified. He
was our back-up, our Ace-in-the-hole, but we didn’t need him.
“He hated lawyers” brought down the house, and it was enough.
But Carlos was still there when the trial was over, and there
was more, there was always more, when he appeared, as he would
do several more times in the years after the American Century
began to wane. This time, it involved another car, or let’s say a
truck, if you were talking today in reference to your neighbor’s
SUV: “Hey, Barney, I love your rig. That’s some truck you got
there,” gesturing at his $100,000 Range Rover HSE Luxury.
This was a rusting 1961 Range Rover Series 11a “Station
Wagon,” which probably meant to cover the ground in your
Australian station, Art, not pick up the kids in the Connecticut
suburbs. Tan, if you could call that paint a color, with those
squared fenders, inset grille, flat bonnet, strap-steel bumpers,
external (!) roll bar, sun roof that could double as a gun
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emplacement, with so much ground clearance it had these little
diamond-plate steps to haul yourself into it, and 4 x 4 hubs that
you had to change at the wheels. It was Carlos’s new expedition
vehicle, which Father had bought “for him” – we never discussed
the actual exchange of money – to his specs. This one was a real
honey, because it had a custom feature of a roof that rose even
higher by means of after-market hydraulic jacks, so at night in the
African veldt, you could crank open the roof and rattle around the
interior, as long as you remembered the mosquito netting.
There it was, sitting in a vacant lot, somewhere in Vista, one
of Father’s “factory sites” chosen for when the Southern Pacific
property finally collapsed, three years down the line in the 1971
Sylmar Quake. Prescient man, faux-German planner, Father had it
covered, but now it was just a vacant lot somewhere east of Vista
proper, which was nowheresville in 1968, with a barely
discernible dirt track leading to the Rover, up to its tank-like
fenders in green-and-yellow mustard plants. And glittering with
pinstripes of rust. Another one of those good buys.
And there by the side of that road, still in our suits from the
courtroom, we dug deeply into the rusty entrails of that beast,
hand-filed and regapped distributor points, jumped one of the
truck’s batteries – there were two for the outback (and of course
two to go dead!) – from my brother’s Datsun, and fired her up.
Yes, she started with a gurgle, died with a rattle, then with some
more adjustments we got her running, and she lumbered down the
track, Carlos proudly at the wheel, following Paul to the nearest
garage (they still existed in those days), where some mechanic
could “Put her right” for the drive across the USA, back to Florida.
And then? On to Mexico, Cuba, Grenada, Nicaragua, Kosovo,
Kuwait-Iraq, Somalia, Afghanistan, Iraq again, Pakistan, maybe
Mali, North Korea, Iran, Syria.
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Envoi: Ensenada Highway, Mexico – June 1968
We’ve crossed the border, crawled through Tijuana, the
engine growling, and we’re finally heading down the highway to
Rosarito, destination somewhere else. The silver-blue metallic
Ferrari California is finally able to release its pent-up energy, and
we’re rolling along at a reasonable clip, probably 70 mph, with the
tachometer hardly turning over. No, it’s not the new Ferrari
California, released a couple of years ago in Modena, but a 1962
Ferrari 250 GT, series II, cabriolet, body by Pininfarina. Yes, it
does seem incredibly childish for the last chapter to imagine two
people driving from California to Mexico in a Ferrari California,
but this may be the only true part here. In the late summer of 1967,
when I was looking for a car to drive to Buffalo, New York for my
graduate work, I spied a 1962 Ferrari 250 GT, said “California,”
on a used car lot – “Broken Drum Autos – Can’t Be Beat!” – on
Glendale Blvd., about three miles from my father’s factory, where
I was working as usual for the summer. I test drove the silver-blue
metallic car that appears above, checked the engine and exhaust,
concluded it was burning some oil (blue smoke from the exhaust),
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enjoyed the stares I got from the chicks on the boulevard, and
contemplated the quite reasonable $4,250 purchase price. But the
oil burning worried me, as did the salt on the roads in winter in
Upstate New York. I passed and purchased a brand-new BMW
1800 Ti for $3,000 cash (not down, but outright!), which is the
same BMW which is a rusting hulk with a dead battery at the end
of my second draft physical.
Oh, no problem, $4,250 was really kind of outrageous in 1968,
when you consider that the last example of a 1962 Ferrari 250 GT,
Pininfarina sold at auction in 2008 for a mere $10, 980,350.00.
Yes, those commas are correct. That’s just under eleven million
US smackeroos.
Probably didn’t burn oil, was in a lot better condition, and had
been recently detailed. Unhuh!
Anyway, we’re tooling down the coastal highway just south of
Tijuana, relieved to be out of the congested city streets with
hazards at every turn, and now gradually bringing this beautiful
car up to speed. We know the Federales are cruising this strip
looking for American turistas driving too fast, on holiday, and
preferably drunk. But we’re enjoying the beautiful sunshine, the
incredible song of this car’s twelve-cylinder, 3-liter engine, which
is barely turning over at 80 mph. Four on the floor, Borrani wire
wheels, big tires, and the short wheel base give the car much better
cornering than the previous model, body by Scaglietti, but
wheelbase by Hispano-Suiza or Rolls Royce, if you know what I
mean, which is to say: “All show and no Go.”
In fact, we are really beginning to “go” now, as I wind out the
engine and take it up to around 100 mph. We don’t really want to
pull a James Dean out here, you know, with that station wagon
coming out of a side road as he passes slow traffic in his Porsche
Spyder, slamming into said wagon and taking out several,
including himself (and the Spyder, alas, which later would be
parted out for “mementos,” grisly sale!). Yes, we are on the run,
Theo and Louie, trying to beat the draft and conquer cancer, two
quixotic tasks in the year 1968, especially given our situations.
Yes, you are right again, that is not my mother in her green
wool dress and pearls sitting next to me in my steam machine, this
fabulous Ferrari. I am a “Mother’s Boy,” as they used to call my
type (hint of queerness, of course), and I’m not ashamed to admit
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it (although I don’t know about being queer, but I’ve got no hangups, live and let live), but it is not Gloria in the passenger seat, but
her estranged husband, Paul Henry Rowe, who did not die in
chapter 32 from Hodgkin’s Lymphoma, whose vast estate was not
settled in chapter 33, or at least none of the preceding has yet
happened. Alas, he’s still got the pregnant tumor, which is
alarming, and he’s hunched in the sand leather passenger seat as if
he might be dead, but he isn’t. We’ve been talking off and on all
the way down from the UCSD Medical Center through San Diego
past San Ysidro and across the border. “Yes, Sir, thank you, Sir,
just here for a little vacation. Back in a couple of days. Thank you,
and you, too!”
In truth, most people don’t really know what kind of car it is.
“Hey, Mister, what kind of car is that?” “A 1965 Ford Mustang,
special model.” “Really? It’s cool.” “Yeah.”
So I spent my graduate school money on it, because I’m not
sure when I might get back to Buffalo. I’m getting married in two
weeks in San Francisco, and Kristin is up there already with her
parents making the preparations. I’ll make it, because I don’t think
Father is going to live that long, but he’s been resuscitated once,
maybe more times are possible? Who knows?
My Dad tells me as we approach the border, “You shouldn’t
go to Vietnam. I’ve been thinking about it. It’s a bullshit war.”
“Whoa, Dad, are you for real?”
“Yes, don’t go to Vietnam.”
“Like, ‘What if they gave a war and nobody came’?”
“Yes, just like that. I wish I had told you when we talked on
the phone. I’ve been thinking about it.”
“Cool. What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think I’m going to find a cure for
cancer.”
“Ha-ha-ha. Good one, Dad.”
“But let’s go as far as we can.”
“Now you’re talking.”
And as fast, I think.
The Ferrari 250 GT responds as I push the accelerator just a
little harder, not too much, ‘cause I don’t want to attract the
Federales. No need to go nuts here. But even so the car lifts up
and starts to roar, hitting 105, 110, before I level it off.
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The top is down and the scoop on the hood is sucking in air to
feed the naturally aspirated twelve-cylinder. It’s getting hard to
hear, but Dad says distantly, “How about Ensenada?”
South of Rosarito and on one of the most incredible natural
bays in the world, Ensenada is where we sailed three or four times
together on the Newport-Ensenada race. It’s pretty much fun for
those who aren’t really competing, which was most of us, so it’s
our fondest memory, because even though he’s usually Captain
Bligh of the HMS Bounty, Father on the Ensenada Race mellows
out, drinks a couple of beers, takes La Golondrina far out to sea to
enjoy the offshore breezes and just the sailing itself.
“Okay, Ensenada it is,” I say and goose the Ferrari a bit
harder, so she jumps to 115, 120, but you can hardly feel it, except
in the strength of the wind blowing over the low-slung windshield.
We’re zipping around slow-moving pickups, even horse-drawn
carts, dodging opposing traffic, and there’s a faint “rrrrrr” of sirens
behind us, but both of us pretend not to hear anything above the
wind noise. It’s really incredible how fast you close on other
vehicles at 125 mph, like a movie or something.
“Hey, John,” he says, using my given name for the first time I
can remember, “Hey, John, we should have done this a long time
ago!”
Isn’t it pretty to think so?
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