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1 A TIME FOR REMINISCING . . .  

In my wor ld of today , with so many job changes  and 

friends coming and going , those whom  I know and love in Ch i-
cago who  have any ties with my life of even so long as ten 
years ago are very few.    The  hurried brevity of so many of our 
interactions  prevents  our ge tting a fuller picture of each other ; 
not only as we are today but who we were growing up and first 
star ting out in our lives  as adults.  

When I was a kid, a lot of friendships were deepened  by 
hobby pursuits ; and fis hing and camping trips added further 
depth.   Such mix ing is  rare  for me with so many of my friends 
today, and time is passing.  Turn ing  50 years old is a mome nt-
ous occasion for any person, and I would like to commem orate 
it in my li fe by reaching out in story .  I request, and I hope for, 
stories from you, too, as we continue our  frien dship.  

I am not really one who  spend s a lot of time in mulling  
over the golden and not -so-golden m oments of my past.  My 
boyhood friend, Dennis Burns, w as always much more that 
sort.  He was rem iniscing about second grade in fourth  grade .  
Now and then,  I would say to him, ñDennis, donôt you think we 
should let some time  go by before we rem inisce?ò 

Years later, Dennis told me that when we were kids 
gro wing up, he was always afraid of dying.  He was afraid that 
either he would die, or his mother would or his sister, Diane, 
would.  This had all  been set off in 1957 when Dennisôs dad, 
who was one of my dadôs medical partner s, died in a tragic  car 
coll ision w ith a train.  Dr. Burns  left behind the small band of 
three  and their survival became Dennisôs preoccupation.   I 
think reminiscing was his way of cherishing 
life , and reassu ring hi mself that most things 
would not be taken away from him the way  his 
dad had been. 

And t he time does come, it seems to 
me, when , if we have stories treasured up to 
tell, they need to start coming forth.   Life is 
such a rich experience  and yet its continu a-
tion is not guaranteed.  I only know that , so far , its  savor has 
been sweet, its  happiness great, and its  poig nancies touching.  
Tales of gratitude  are in o rder.  
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My hope is that as you read these lines, you will be r e-
minded of similar times in your own life, and feel happ iness.  
My wish is that you will know me better and that you will let me 
know you better , too.   And if there is any ente rtainment value 
in these stories and you find yourself smiling, I have more than 
achieved my purpose.  

There is so much more I wanted to tell yo u than I have 
time to do now.  I hope some of it will  come out in our conve r-
sations  of the future.  Perhaps when I turn 60 , I will extend the 
coverage and write more of a full -blown autobio graphy.  My 
brother -in-law, Steve, has already done so and my Dad is pu b-
lishing stories from his life just this year.  S o, you see there is 
a trend going in our family.  This time around, I will leave in 
this book stories I have completed , even if they do not tie fully 
into the surrounding material.   I hope you will forgive any con-
tin uity flaws.  
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2 MY LIFE IN BRIEF 

       Before telling  any particular story , perhaps  I should  lay 

out the basic facts of my life .  There are more  perspectives  on 
these  facts than can  be quickly expressed  in a small space.  
Such  would include the deve lopment of my general philosophy 
of life, the  fun and fulfil lment of hundreds of friendships, my 
love life, my political perceptions, and my overall world view.  
But the simple facts are not difficult to r elate.  
 

My childhood in Lima, Ohio was happy and interesting, 
due largely to wonderful pa rents a nd siblings.  My dad was a 
family  doctor and Mom, formerly  a medical secretary and X -ray 
techn ician, was full time at home.  I ha ve an older brother and 
two younger sisters, and we were raised basically by Mom, 
who was very warm and thoughtful but could be  very strict, if  
the occ asion demanded . 

We were taken to church and Sunday school where Dad  
had grown up and which his parents still attended, a German 
Evangel ical and Reformed Church called Calvary E&R.  Our 
friendships there were warm and some of my hap piest mem o-
ries are of Easter Sunrise services, cards of coins filled in for 
Lent, fellowship din ners, and co mmunion plates and racks of 
cups being passed.  

In my earliest years,  I established a preference for indoor 
activities due to my c ongenital aversion to bright light .  My 
journey through grade school was a combination of social e n-
joyments and confrontations with visual demands that re-
quired determination .  I could never read the blackboard, being 
too nea rsighted, and worked around this as much as possib le.  
Learning to read was difficult b ecause so many of the lessons 
were shown on the board or on flip charts.  The teachers would 
try to say everything as they wrote it aloud  for me  in the b e-
ginning  but would us ually  forget or feel too tied down by it and 
simply sail ahead.  But when I would be challenged to read 
aloud in a circle with others, my adren aline worked for me and 
I was as able to read as any of the ot hers.   
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My roots as a kid were in music and books and church a c-
tivities , and science hobbies , and inventive  pastimes.   By invi-

tation  of my dad, I developed an inte rest 
in chemistry, which was made stronger 
by an emotional identification  with Th o-

mas Edison  that began in fourth grade 
when I was given his biography  as a sort 
of prize.  I set  up a basem ent lab.  This 

lab b ecame something of an institution 
in our family and neighbo rhood.  It gave 
me my first e xperiences of learning a technical subject, then 
transmitting it to others through  interesting activities .    

I had two best friends, Dennis  Burns a nd Sam Warner.  
Dennis and I were in the same grade and were in many classes 
together throughout school.  We were very much like brothers 
and felt a combination  of affection and, at times, competition.  
We rarely di scussed the latter , but managed it as bes t we 
could to stay good friends.  In se cond grade, our class would 
sing a song  to the tune, it so happens, of the Austrian National 
Anthem :  

ñFriendship true is a golden token;   
Friendship true is a chain unbr oken,  
Shaped to last a lif etime long.   
Peace and mercy its gold refi ning,  
Love and honor the links combi ning,  
Links combined fo rever firm and strong,  
Links combined fo rever, ever firm and strong .ò   

Dennis and I decided that this song was about us and that 
it would always describe us.  Through man y twists  and turns, 
we have kept our friendship to this day.  

Sam, my other main friend,  lived next door to me , was five 
years younger  and was like a younger brother to me.  His pa r-
ents , though quite well -off, had a troubled ma rriage , and his 
father was ver y arb itrary and had a white hot temper.  Sam and 
I began making tape recordings of radio shows and would 
make up the songs as well as the commentary.  Sam was very 
creative and uninhibited and, like Dennis, very intelligent .  Be-
cause of his parents ô divorc e, and a general lack of guidance  
and encouragement, Sam skipped college and after high 
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school became a laborer , blasting the rust off oil ba rrels in a 
reconditioning yard,   and only many years later went to co l-
lege, where he majored  in art history.  I do nôt know where he is 
today. 

In grade school, I think it safe to say that I was known for 
my musical abilities, my che mistry, and my willingness to take 
the lead when asked.  I was made president of the L ibrary Club 
and then the Sc ience Club.  Though there was always a certain 
amount of fear associated with them, I loved to give demo n-
strations and oral r eports in class.  

        In junior high, I found I had to buckle down and study to 
make grades.  Early on I got a bad mark after blowing off stu d-
ying so I co uld help a friend with his paper route.  This really 
scared me , and I thereafter curtailed the news deliveries  and 
started finishing  homework right a fter school every night.  

        I was sent to confirmation classes , and pass ing the 
course required that w e learn ce rtain basics of the Protestant 
faith, such as the books of the Bible, and various scripture 
passages.  This exposure gave me enough information  to b e-
come gen uinely curious about my familyôs faith, which I had 
seriously adopted as my own ,  and I acquired several  bibles in 
modern English and went to work reading through them on a 
daily b asis.  In a related project, I  set out to read the Bible 
aloud  from the beginning , with Sam, with the stipulation that 
we were to assume we knew nothing about religi on and would 
be instructed entirely by what we read.  This tho rough  tabula 
rasa  approach to Bible study helped me immensely  later when 
I joined a fundamentalist church.  Because  of my own ind e-
pendent rea ding from the Sourcebook before having ever met 
a fun damentalist, I could readily discern the additions  of att i-
tude and stricture that such people  were panca king on top of 
their claimed  Guid ebook.  

         I had taken piano lessons from the age of five but found 
sight rea ding extremely hard.  To escape furth er lessons , I told 
Dad I would take classical guitar, which I did for seven years. I 
was always much more interested in composing  than in pe r-
formance and my guitar teacher , Carl Steiger,  encouraged my 
originality .  Together w e would play the duets I would bring in 
to the lessons.  I was a classical m usic lover and wanted to 
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write for small groups of  strings and woodwinds, on the order 
of Handelôs ñWater Music.ò  I made friends with some mus i-
cians in  the high school orchestra and they would come over 
and pla y my material.  The most important i ngredient in music 
to me was melody, and this made my pieces appealing to ot h-
ers.  At the end of senior year, I had a string piece performed in 
the concluding st udent recital and it was very well liked.  

       School was  never something I could take for granted.  B e-
cause , again , I couldnôt read the black board, even from  the 
front row, I had to listen very carefully.   My concentr ation paid  
off, however, and I received many awards throughout school, 
som etimes  amassing the m to an almost embarrassing extent.  
At the end of 9 th and 12 th grades,  I won just about every su bject 
award the schools gave.   My senior year, the school created a 
new German award just so they could give it to me.  I was high 
school co-valedictorian wit h perfect grades in our 1971 class 
of about 600 students .  More meaningful  to me, I was voted 
ñMost Likely to Succeedò and I was famous for my imit ations 
of our schoolôs faculty, and of celebrities.   With two other 
classmates, I had won a college bowl -type  chemistry compet i-
tion that was broadcast on local TV, and therewith a small co l-
lege schola rship .  

       As a present for my high school dil igence, my parents sent 
me to Austria for a study vac ation , and I spent a delightful time 
in visiting  the haunts of  admired personages such as Mozart 
and Beethoven . 

       In co llege, I was put into 
sophomore chemistry and 
started to find the visual d e-
mands on me growing hea vier 
and harder to work around.  
The lights in the lab were too 
bright and I couldnôt even read  
my thermom eters, which were 
always clamped high above a 

lab assembly.  The u pperclassmen w erenôt keen on studying 
with a freshman, either.  My consol ation was making friends 
with a tremendous violi nist in my dorm, John Weeks.  I wrote 
numerous duet pieces  for him , and we sounded great t ogether, 
playing  violin and piano  in the school chapel.   
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 I was beginning to have some strong se cond thoughts 
about my religious faith which, though a source of optimism 
and, at times, consolation, contained inner contradi ctions that 
I questioned my ability to espouse for a lifetime.  I took more 
Bible classes. I also began asking the questions that perplexed 
me.  The preliminary r esults were not good , and there were 
never really good answers to my questions.  At the same ti me, 
the lore and atmosphere of biblical studies was fascina ting in 
the same way that most technical  subjects can be  once you 
understand  them .   My junior year, I left chemistry, having 
completed  a year of physical chemistry, definitely NOT a jolly 
subject.   I finished with a humanities m ajor  cum laude  in  1975 
and then needed to b ecome employable.   With sister Cindy, I 
took a second trip  abroad, this time for a month in I taly, Greece 
and Israel.  

 This led me to library school and transplantation  to Ch i-
cago a nd to the University Thereof.  I audited as many classes 
as I took for credit and thoroughly thought through my rel i-
gious faith.  This was a very difficult period  for me  emotionally 
because I loved being part of a community of faith, and am 
much more of an  affirming person than a de nier.  My faith had 
been very devout and sincere, with scripture study and prayer 
beginning every day.   However, o n the U.S. Bice ntennial in J u-
ly of 1976, I finally knew and announced to myself that I had 
indeed discon verted  fro m the religion  of my youth .  I did, non e-
theless, retain its benevolent social att itudes  and a respect for 
the good it was cap able of inspiring and bringing about 
through contemplation, soul -searching, fellowship  and moral 
leadership .   

 Finishing my master s in 1977, I went to work for the S o-
cial Science section of the Chicago Public Library.  I loved b e-
ing a reference librarian but found the bare -minimum -effort 
and defeatist attitudes of too many of my colleagues co mplet e-
ly out of keeping with my ambitions and attitudes.  I d ecided to 
make a career change and sought out computer trai ning pr o-
grams in the Ch icago area.  I got into the Sears school, which 
had been very competitive to enter .  I loved the pr ogram and 
the way it was taught.  I emerged in the fall of 1980 a program-
mer analyst and went to work for the credit depar tment on the 
52nd floor of the Sears Tower.  
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 Working at Sears was a major  migr ation,  to a world both 
more materialistic and more pract ical  than my previous milieu .  
I formed a group of close  friends , and we did a lot of social 
outings together.  Similarly  to my library experience, however, 
I found after three years that there was n owhere attractive for 
me to move in advancement.  I took a weekend sem inar called 
ñPLERK: Your Work Can Be Your Play,ò and I remembered 
Tom Edisonôs saying, ñFind an occupation you really enjoy 
and youôll never work a day in your life.ò  I wrote a description 
of the traits of my ideal job, and a job description.  I wanted to 
write user instructions for consumer micro computer software , 
then a fairly new sp ecies .  I began to give voice to my interest 
socially.  In six weeks, I had my dream job  and I started it in 
June of 1983 . 

 It was with Davka, a quirky but lovable bunch of Apple 
enthusiasts holed up in the o ffice sp aces in back of Water 
Tower Place.  We made Jewish -themed software designed to 
teach kids to prepare for their Bar and Bat Mitzvahs , and to 
make the Jewish holidays interes ting to learn about.  I was part 
of the Think Tank that developed plots for adve ntur e games  
such as ñThe Philistine  Ployò and ñThe Lionôs Share.ò  Work I 
had done was shown to Ariel Sharon by one of our investors 
when Sharon was vi siting New York, and 
he was amused.    I wrote music for the 
games, wrote package copy and instru c-
tions and r epresented Davka on cable TV 
for a personal co mputing show. I had 
brought out  a record of my B aroque m u-
sic on computer a few years before and 
had a lot of the publicity skills Davka 
wanted.  The co mpany had a weak marke t-
ing strategy, however, and began la ying off.   I got my pink slip 
but retained my insurance and was allowed to keep my key to 
the office so I could work on the computer  for resume pu rpos-
es. 

 A headhunter led me to Beatrice  Foods  in the summer 
of 1984, across the street from Sears Tower, where  they 
wanted a trainer and writer for rolling out a systems develo p-
ment methodology.  The staff at the data center was hugely 
overqualified for the work actually r equired of them,  creating 
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restlessness .  It turned out that t he company was ha ving big 
politi cal problems, both internally and externally.  After two 
years, Beatrice was bought in a hostile takeover and b egan to 
be hacked apart.  The data center was closed , and I was again 
at unemployment.  I found this instabi lity disgusting and was 
not the sort to keep putting my future into the hands of ot hers.  
It was time in 1986 to go out on my own.  

 There were two things I had always wanted to do:  have 
a counseling practice, and do comme rcial voiceovers.  I had 
had a lot of psych in school and taken a cours e in counseling 
methods.  The most important  piece, for me, was getting a 
good hi story and description of the difficulties of  the client, 
and keeping my understanding of the situation very much on 
the factual  level.  I pr epared my intake outline .  Jeanne S kelton 
referred a friend as my first client, and I was underway.  Over  
the next three years, I saw over 500 cl ients, loved the work,  
and was very pleased with the r esults.  

 I also took every class and seminar I could find on the 
work of commercials and ma de a profe ssional demo tape at an 
ad agency in One Mag Mile.  The demo was s uper for me , and I 
began to get jobs fairly soon.  In six months,  I had my first n a-
tional TV spot, for Keebler's  OôBoisieôs Potato Chips, which  
paid residuals for over a year.  In a half hourôs time I had made 
as much as a previous yearôs income.  

 I liked both the counseling and co mmercials , but each 
had problems.  The cou nseling could not be discussed with 
outsiders , since  confidentiality was very important.  This made 
that part of  my work life very insulated, and that didnôt fit my 
nature, which is communic ative.   The commercials could pay 
very well , but what was required to actually land one of them 
was endless auditioning.  Voiceovers i nvolved sales in almost 
its pure form, beca use your product was something  you used 
all the time and normally gave away free.  However, the ben e-
fits  to humanity of getting them to buy ñBrain Bashò by Tiger, 
another of my nationals, did not seem to me as fulfilling as 
helping people  to have an ea sier  time in their li ves. 

 I thought I should think over my work life and used 
some of my profits to go around the world in 1990.  This was a 
momentous trip, covering 22 cities in almost as many cou n-
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tries.  While wishing not to bore you, I do want to tell you my 
itinerary, for this trip was indeed the trip of a lif etime for me:  

 

Trip Dates:  February 4 to March 30, 1990  

Destinations:  

Chicago to : 
1. Las Vegas  
2. Por tland, OR  
3. Honolulu  
4. Tokyo  
5. Seoul  
6. Taipei  (in Taiwan) 
7. Bangkok  
8. New Delhi  
9. Jaipur  (in India) 
10. Cairo  
11. Dublin  (qui te a jump from Cairo)  
12. Berlin  
13. Malaga, Spain  
14. The Rock of G ibraltar  
15. Tangier  
16. Asila  (in Morocco ) 
17. Cadiz, Spain  
18. Edinburgh  
19. Rio de Janeiro  
20. Sao Paulo  
21. Miami  
22. New York City     

Home to Chicago  
 

When I got back, I began to look for corporate training 
jobs and was introd uced  during my job search to a multilevel  
sales program for Nu Skin International.  I decided I would be 
wise to use my trai ning skills to build a sales team.  We called 
ourselves ñThe Chicago Magnetò and had wonderful success .  
In nine months, our group o f 450 distributors and 16 mana gers 
was moving over $60,000 in product every month , and I was 
making a good living.  Three of us leaders, Linda Eaton, Cha r-
ley Penna, and I, called ourselves ñThe Flying Wedgeò and we 
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had great synergy and creative drive.  Unscrupulous b ehavior 
in other field teams, however, got Nu Skin in trouble in Illinois.  
Our sales team was d emoralized and my check abruptly 
shru nk to half its size.  We tried to save our d eflating sail but it 
was all for naught .  I still get a Nu Skin che ck every month and 
it will only about cover my cable and light bill s.  Itôs not a for-
tune but Iôll take it.  

 Training  of a more technical sort was now due to r ee-
merge.  I began training for small schools around Chicago, 
then started a sof tware training program from scratch at the 
Support Center of Chicago  in 1993, where I wrote the whole 
curriculum, planned all the classes, etc.  I kept expanding my 
client base and went to work on the road for Dunn and Bra d-
street Business Education  in 1994, giving sem inars  all  around 
the U.S.  I was an early internet enthusiast , and Motorola e m-
ployed me for f ive years to teach their web classes .  I also 
learned to teach blind st udents to use screen readers and got 
work from the State of Illinois, teaching in peoplesô homes.  
Other e njoyable training jaunts took me to  Rockford, to Rotary 
International in Evanston, and to Boise, Idaho, where I had the 
time of my life for two months du ring the year 2000.  

 During the tech run -up in the stock market around, lite r-
ally, the turn  of this ce ntury, I formed an investorsô club to 
keep my hand steady on the mutual fund throttle.  Thinking  my 
positions through to be able to explain them to others greatly 

assisted me, though no one 
else seemed to really care 
about my approach.  I believe 
you should never buy anything 

till you know when youôre going to sell it.  In April of 2000, I 
dropped 8% below my highs and exited the market, kee ping 
most of my gains.  Others I knew took their eye off the ball and 
rode the subsequent d ecline down to ï well, I wonôt go into the 
gory  detail s.   Theyôre far too widely felt. 

 I took a few more vacations abroad , but 9/11 definitely 
had me concerned about ki dnapping in third world countries, 
which is where I would be wanting to go.  Hong Kong (my f avo-
rite spot  on earth) is one kind of place ; but Indonesia, Mad a-
gascar and Zimbabwe are quite a nother story . 
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 I had had a major falling out with my dad in 1999 but, 
thanks to the intercession of my ever -sweet sister, Betsy, we 
got back t ogether.  I was able to help hi m publish a book of his 
memoirs in 2003.  The Allen County Museum  sponsored a pr o-
gram where he and se veral more  of us read some of his stories 
to an absolutely packed house.  The day was a red letter event 
for our family, in Dadôs retirement years, and in the museumôs 
annals (biggest crowd they ever had).  That night my family 
and our friends gathered in Lima to celebrate my fiftieth birt h-
day.  Back in Chicago, longtime friend, Jeanne Ske lton, 
learned of my birt hday and said, ñWe have to celebrate in a big 
way!ò  That led to the party she threw for me and to the idea for 
this book.  Normally, I try not to intrude my pe rsonal stories 
into business or sometimes even friendship.  It seems time 
now, though, to uncork for awhile.   I hope you will find the few 
sips that are here  to be pala table.
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3 THE SOIL OF MY ORIGINS 

In 1953, Lima, Ohio  was still in a golden era.  Founded in 

1804, it was a city of 50,000 people, sit uated  halfway between 
Toledo and Dayton in the northwest quadrant of the state.  L i-
maôs economy was half industrial and half agricultural, and it 
had seen a lot of excitement and le gend in its day.  

 

Its name indeed derived from the Per uvian capital but has 
always been pronounced in a Midwes tern way with a long v o-
wel, as is Peru, Illinois.  Lima was  built near swam pland , and  it 
took many successive efforts in the cityôs early days to finally 
drain and d evelop the area.  Because of the mosquitoes there, 
many developed malaria and the re medy was quinine, brought 
from South Ame rica.  When names were be ing drawn from a 
hat to pick the name of the town, someone saw ñLimaò on a 
shipping box, threw it in, and that e ntry won.   

The big excitement started in 189 5 when a driller named 
Ben Faurot struck oil and became Limaôs most famous tycoon.  
Before long, ev erything was named after him: Faurot Avenue, 
Faurot School, a then -famous Farout Opera House and  a block 
from where I would later live, Faurot Park.  A huge oil boom 
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erupted and others struck it big, too.  Mansions were put up 
along Market Street and also  on South Cole Street, which b e-
came our neighborhood.    At the turn of the century, Lima was 
the #1 oil producer in the world.  

Lima was also for many years the largest manufacturer of 
steam locomotives in the U.S. and five ñclass oneò railway 
line s ran th rough town.  (I was later to ride one of these regu-
larly  back to see my family once I lived in Chicago. )  Lima 
made steel, trucks and tanks.  It had a sizable neon signage 
industry and also put out millions of R.G. Dunn c igars.  

From Lima came Phyllis Dille r and Hugh Downs, both 
alumni  of my high  school , as well as Helen OôConnell , the f am-
ous big band singer  (she died in 1993) .  A Nobel prize wi nner in 
chemistry named Bill Fowler grew up on my dadôs block.  Wa-
pakoneta , which is basically  a Lima suburb, is the home town 
of Neil Armstrong.  

By the mid -70s, Lima had suffered the rust -belt fate of 
much of the Midwest .  A 1999 PBS video about this transform a-
tion, ñLIMA: Lost in Middle America,ò tells the story well.  The 
period during  which I grew up there turns ou t to have been a 
golden day.  Later, when I would visit from college and beyond, 
Lima had a changed atmosphere.  But my family and friends all 
remember the v ibrant and prosperous times of the 60s, and 
thatôs usually the Lima we think of when we remember it .  

My dad , Emmett  Murray, Jr., and his family were all born 
and raised in or near Lima .  Dadôs dad was a construction 
foreman who stayed working all during the Depression and 
who put up Lima Stadium , among other local landmarks. 
Grandma  (we called her ñNanaò)  was a former candy maker  
who was full -time at home and cooked wonderfully .  They had 
four kids and Dad was the baby by six years.  This gave him a 
certain status and freedom in his family .  Dadôs folks encour-
aged him to pursue many adventures and jobs  as a kid , his f a-
vorite of which was training show beagles.  He e ntered pre -vet 
school but was called to WWII.  Upon his return , he had 
learned a few things , and he went into med icine.   

Mom, originally Pauline List, was from Bexley, a suburb of 
Columbus .  Her family also had four kids and she had a certain 
distinction in that she was a twin with her sister , Kathleen.  As 
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a kid, Mom and Kap, as her si ster was called, spent countless 
hours playing outside, singing and playing ball.  Mom was 
named after their  dad, Paul Joseph, an abusive alcoholic who, 
when sober, was everybodyôs favorite, reciting poetry by 
James Whitcomb Riley and Henry Wadsworth Lon gfellow.  
Grandma List was our fa mily saint, who never met a stranger.  
She played the melodeon  by ear in a ve ry jaunty style and was 
president  of her  local Grange Club in Otway, Ohio , farther 
south t owards the Ohio River where she  and Paul had moved .  
She laughed quite often and would always warmly say, ñGod 
bless you!ò when parting from you.  She took a walk eve ry 
night after supper and lived clean , but pa ncreatic cancer took 
her from us at the age of 67.  Our family never quite got over 
her loss and we love her still.  

Because of P.J. (her dad) Mom wanted to get out of the 
house as soon as she could .  After high  school, she obtained  
a job as a medical secretary at the VA hospital in C olumbus, 
Mount Carmel.  Seeking advanc ement, s he learned  to take X -
rays, as had Dad in the se rvice, and the two met on the job.  
Dad was both a witty  and romantic man .  
Once, we kid s found some of his med 
school not ebooks in the attic  and in one of 
them was the note  ñFlowers for Pauly.ò  
They married in a double ceremony with 
Momôs sister, Kap, and her neighbo rhood 
softball flame, Daniel Susil , who had become a 
star at hlete while ma joring in chemistry at Capital 
University .  Mom and Dad have r etained their ro m-
ance their whole lives, are still very affe ctionate with each ot h-
er and never go through a day without a healthy dose of laug h-
ter.   Sounds i mpossible but I speak the truth.   

By the time Dad got his M.D, my older brother, Scott, was 
born .  We still have pi ctures of Dad in cap and gown cradling 
him on graduation day on the steps of the Ohio State Unive rsi-
ty admin istration  building.  No stranger to the symbolic call of 
destiny, Sco t was later to complete pre -med at Ohio State and, 
at graduation, he had his pi cture taken with his arm around 
Dad on those sam e steps.  

Dad decided to go back to Lima for one last grand visit and 
complete his internship at St. Ritaôs Hospital .  He and Mom 
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planned to return to Columbus or go to some other destin a-
tion.  But Dad enjoyed the people of Lima so much that he 
changed his mind and d ecided to put down roots in home turf.  
Persuading Mom took some doing, but she eve ntually agreed.   

Downtown Lima was already crowded with doctors so Dad 
got together a group of mavericks who decided to start a pra c-
tice on the far west end of town, out near farming country.  P a-
pa (Dadôs dad, Emmett) built their office building.  

On Saturday, September 12, 1953 at 9 AM, the  Physicians 
Building of Lima opened its doors for business.  And on t hat 
same day, at 3:49 in the afternoon, my mother, Pauline , as-
sisted by S t. Ritaôs Hospital  staff , opened the doors of life for 
Robin Mark Murray .  As you might guess, this was not the la st 
day when scheduling demands of family and Dadôs work would 
be found to ove rlap.
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4 MY AUDIO WINDOW TO THE WORLD 

There I would stand  most afternoons when I was two  

years old -- at the foot of the stairs, leaning onto the top of the 
45-rpm record changer , feeling the warmth from the r adio tube 
within its housing , and  watching my record s spin .   My par-
ents had gotten me a subscription to a record club for chi ld-
ren, and every few weeks I would get another installmen t.  
Each record offered four songs , and eac h month t here were 
songs from different parts of the world .  Some that I remember 
were ñOn My Pony I Went A-Ridingò (Argentina), ñSilly Lieslò 
(Austria), and ñWhatôs That You Carry on Your Back?ò (Eng-
land).  

My records were very colorful , and my 
folks boug ht me other s beyond my su b-
scri ption.   Most were black vinyl but 
some were clear  ï red, yellow, and 
translucent white.  The l abels also 
had personality.  A common one 
showed a long m edieval coronet 
jutting out with ñChildrenôs Music  
Libraryò hanging from it  on a ba n-
ner.  Some of the records had the 
RCA Victor symbol on them with 
the dog looking into the old r ecor d- ing 
horn.  The r ecord player had one of those  emblems , too ; and it 
was in the center of the warm top front ledge where I would  al-
ways  rest my head.   

Scott liked music  also  but he was usually playing outside 
instead of tending a record player.   Though I wanted to be 
outside, too , the problem for me was the daylight.  I t was blin d-
ing  and I could not  stand it.   There was no obvious cause for 
this.  Ex amin ations of the retina looked normal.  But every 
bright light , even daylight on a cloudy day , made me turn away 
and my folks had noticed this very soon after my birth.    

At the age of six months I had the first of what would be 
five operations to correct  eye turns (strabismus).  These were 
deemed successful ; but an apparent side effect was that I d e-
veloped permanent double vision .  My vi sual status has never 
changed , and never will.   In particular, it will not deteri orate.  
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My condition is called Achromat opsia  (ñno colorò) and re-
sults from a lack of cones ( the color rece ptors, responsible for 
most of our vision) on the retina.  I learned about all of this 
when , in graduate  school ,  I took myself to the university ho s-
pital to see if there was anything known  that could help me.  
Before that visit, no eye doctor could ever tell me what my root 
condition was .  At the U niversity  of Chicago  hospital, they 
knew i nstantly.   Though nothing can be done, I now at least 
know what is in back of my eyesight situation.  I have net-
worked  and met many others who have the same thing.  And it 
is obv ious that the main determinant of peopleôs adjustment,  
who have this , is the family atmosphere  in their growing up .  
That is  why I am so grateful for my family.  Others I met might  
be chronically pessimistic, feel helpless or angry, and expect 
and get low sa tisfaction in life.  My folks would never have 
stood  for any of that.  Thank God they raised me.  

At about two , I got glasses and also a pair of prescription 
sunglasses .  The latt er allowed me to get going outside , but 
often Mom would look over at me out in the yard and find that I 
had ripped them off and flung them into the grass  som ewhere.  
Then she would get down on her hands and knees and comb 
until she found them.  Though I wo uld be dazed by the sunlight 
without sunglasses, I grew not to be di stressed by this.   This 
psychological  compensation  was to serve me countle ss times 
in later years.  I discovered that, even though I  sometimes  
could not see things I expected to, I could  sti ll function fine  in 
many ways despite  not really seeing what was happeni ng.  A 
research optometrist 45 years later termed it ñlearned tolera-
tion of a degraded image.ò  I would have said that it just 
amounts to remaining calm whenever  I suddenly canôt see. 

My liki ng for records  kept growing.  S ometimes on a lazy 
Sunday afternoon, Dad would play his classical LPs.  Boy, I 
hated those opera ones.  I had a few in 45 rpm format , and it 
was all I could do to make m yself hear them.  However, I liked 
to try to  give all my records a regular playing , regardless .  I 
thought it was probably good for them  and kept the dust out of 
the grooves, which I was always concerned might build up and 
harden in there.   On one slow day, Dad and ev eryone else had 
left the room f or a long spell.  I thought it was time for more  
records, so I started pulling Dadôs out from the cupboard, 
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yanking them from their  sleeves and skimming them over the 
floor.  After about ten r ecords, they were look ing  pretty good 
out there , like a great bi g puzzle  made of huge Lifesavers .  Just 
like my records, t hey were so colorful, with vinyl of di fferent 
shades of red, blue and brown, and the big labels were all so 
unique !  Pretty soon, Dad came back in .  The opera music ab-
ruptly ceased and I soon  found some inspiration admini stered 
to me that set me off into  a new aria of my own compos ition.  

Sound became the sense that I most enjoyed using , and 
this led to numerous branch -offs in both hobby and career e n-
deavors  later on.
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5 A FAMILY TO BE GRATEFUL FOR 

At the time of my growing up, no one would have found 

me especially considerate towards or appreciative of my i m-
mediate family.  I say this not with pride.  However, my com-
plaisance  did produce moral reminders  in my direction , which 
internalized  and seem to r eplay at the proper times . 

As in most medical households of the day, the doctor was 
definitely NOT in most of the time where we lived.  Somehow, 
Scott seemed to sense and regret this a little more than my two 
sisters, Cindy and Betsy, or I, did , especially  if Dad would miss 
a Scouting event or a Father and Son Banquet at church.  At 
the same time, h e was also quite aware  of and expressive of 
grat itude  for all  the work Mom put forth to keep our family in 
shape.   

Mom had wanted four children, as both sets of  grandp a-
rents had had, and she always seemed d elighted with us kids, 
and so glad to have us.  Our band  seemed to me to have a 
magical sy mmetry: two boys and two girls.  Dadôs family had 
had three boys and one girl  and Momôs had had three girls and 
one boy.   But our family ave raged them together  and evened 
up the mix.  

The way Mom and Dad raised us would make a book in i t-
self.  For Dadôs part, he was fond of singing and would custo-
marily set the tone of the day by whatever he was singing or 
humming when first  coming down the stairs in the morning.  
He also had a real talent for telling stories.   He made up moral 
fables to tell us about ñother kids he had heard of.ò  He got on 
a roll and made up a whole cast of chara cters for these tales.  
The hero was Honest Johannes, and the villain was Steal -um-
Squeal -um and he was always tormenting Go rgeous Georgius, 
the Kosher Grocer.  Dad had a thing about rhyming names.  

To backtrack: at first, there was just Scott and I in the kids 
department ; then along came Cindy Ann .  She, was a very pre t-
ty, spirited  li ttle girl and looked just like Mom, so she got a lot 
of attention  from Dad.  He would  love even to just watch her 
drinking  out of her li ttle  glass and he would call her ñSippy 
Sueò and ñLittle Pocahontas .ò  Mom seemed to be fussing over 
her, too .  So when Scott and I got a Davy Crocket tent, we set it 
up and Cindy, who was  by then three,  tried to come in and 
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play with  us.  We said she wasnôt allowed and she felt hurt and 
ran away cr ying.  But then she thought a minute an d came 
back and yelled, ñMomôs gonna buy me a whole BAG of tents!ò 

As time went by, Scott and I had many interests in co m-
mon, including science, reading and the enjoyment of many 
colorful characters in our neighborhood and at school.  Scott 
was more of an explorer and adventurer outside and had a 
whole career in scouting, where he was an Explorer.  He 
looked out for me a lot during our growing up years, and that 
was fortunate for me, since he was a fair bit taller and also 
much more athletic than I was.   O n a couple of occasions he 
came to my rescue when I wasgetting thrashed by various 
neighborhood bullies.   

Scott i ntroduced me to so many things ï from new words, 
to classes that were to come up in school, to games ï that they 
would merit a whole story.  A fter high school, I lived with him 
one summer in Columbus and he used to take me places and 
introduce me to various of his college friends.  When I was 
looking voer grad schools, Scott went with me to New York 
where I was interviewing at Columbia, and he s howed me a lot 
of the interesting sites.  When I finally decided on Ch icago for 
grad school, he came out with me and helped me to get accl i-
mated.   

My next sibling, Cindy , was usually  very solicitous  and 
conciliatory  as we grew up .  She was often  complimen tary to 
me and when I became something of a school celebrity for my 
faculty impressions, she was my bi ggest fan.   

We liked to stay connected.  At night during grade school, 
when we were all in our separate bedrooms, we would pr etend 
she was calling me on the phone and yell,  ñRing, ring!ò until  I 
would answer  and we would have a convers ation.   Then I 
would call her back the same way.   

My second sister, Betsy, was born when we moved to Cole 
Street, which I will tell you about shortly .  From the day she 
was born, Betsy was always the most gentle, sweet and cl e-
ment little lamb -like pre sence you could ever want to have 
around .  I felt lucky to have know n Betsy from the start (I donôt 
remember Cindy as a baby) and used to give her  her bottle out 
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of the warmer , and I always thought of her as a special present 
to our family whom we should pr otect.   

Cindy and I could mix it up sometimes, being fairly close in 
age, and somewhat bound to collide.  Betsy and I have never 
had a fight , really  --  cross words at most.  We both live and let 
live.  We see no need to aggress and feel not hing  is to be 
gained.  The one you hurt will only try to get you back.  Betsy 
and I are also very similar in that our love relationships are a l-
ways very egalita rian.  

I am grateful  to my fa mily for both our peace and our wars.   
Let me start with the peace.  Mom and Dad laid down a policy  
from the start: all the kids were to be treated the same.  No one 
would get more of anything, including love.  None would be a 
favorite nor was there room  for  accusations of favoritism.  I 
always said Cindy was their favorite and, when Betsy got ol d-
er, I said she was.  Cindy said I was.  I think Betsy wavered b e-
tween accusing Cindy and me.  Scott opted out of the co mpet i-
tion.  We considered him a sp ecial ca se anyway since he was 
the only one who had had Mom and Dad to himself ; so, he al-
ready had som e separate demerits  to work off from the get -go.    

In the main, though, m y brother and si sters were kind, 
thoughtful and considerate to me and to our family  and 
friends.  In our fa mily, about the worst thing you could do was 
to be rude.  Your job was to make another  person feel we l-
come, respected, appreciated, important, etc.   We did not r e-
spect rude pe ople.  Mom didnôt tolerate any foul language , not 
even ñcrap.ò  Her dad had filled her ears with a lifetime ôs 
supply of foul sounds.  When she would get a call from a boy 
from school, P.J. would grab the phone, yell  some o bscene 
words to the boy to embarrass both him and Mom , and then 
hang up on the kid.  To this da y, poor Mom is phobic about 
talking on the phone.  She feels terrified to do it , and she will 
never init iate a call.   

More than once, Mom would force me to bite down on a 
softened bar of Ivory soap and to clamp down hard to grind 
some cleanliness into a m outh gone te mporarily f ilthy . 

I said I was gratef ul for our wars , too .   Scott sometimes 
had a taste for f ight s, and the se could get fairly all -out.  He 
liked to to rment me until  I would fight him.  He was a lot bigger , 
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and it was no -contest every time, so  to me there was no fun in 
it.  But he would goad me anyway.  When he got me wound up 
enough to go after him, there were no rules.  Once I backed 
him off with a heavy pewter  candelabra , and another time I cut 
his head open with a heavy cowboy pi stol thrown  clear across  
the yard to get him. That one sent him for stitches out to the 
Physicians Buil ding.  Once unleashed, m y fury knew no 
bounds.  Once I pinned  him down on the floor and shot him in 
the ear with a Mattel Sonic Blaster.   Dad, who happened to be 
walking by in the hall, and who has a perforated left ea rdrum 
himself, yanked me into the master bedroom and whipped  me 
with a belt pretty thoroughly .  I had that one coming, though.  

If Scott would  provoke either me or our friend, Dennis 
Burns , into fights i n the house, Mom would usually make us 
stop for the sake of not breaking an ything.  But if it was in the 
yard, she would let the fight  run.  She might look out now and 
then to make sure there was no ser ious i njury but she never 
stopped us.  I really credi t her with that , because I know what a 
peace-loving  soul she was.  She just knew you have to be able 
to defend you rself  sometimes , however you could do it.  She 
wasnôt going to take up anybodyôs part for him.   She and Kap 
had kicked the devil out of P.J. shins on more than one occ a-
sion to make him stop hurting  their mom.  Sometimes, a pe r-
son just has to get nasty, and she knew it.  

Despite Scottôs occasional aggressive streak, he noneth e-
less carried around  a lot of compassion.  When I was in high 
school, m y Uncle Ken committed suicide with a shotgun.  
Upon hea ring the shocking news, I was furious at him for it.  
But Scott felt a tremendous sympathy and, t hat night, when I 
was m omentarily angry at ñwhat Ken had doneò, Scott came 
back from the scene very dist raught , and argued with me to 
feel compa ssion.  Scott became a psychiatrist and he works 
with people  much like our Grandpa List .   He has a real willin g-
ness to help.  
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6 THE KIDS TAKE OVER A PALACE 

When I was four years old,  our  family  of five  moved three 

blocks away to a new  house at 424 South Cole Street, near to 
Faurot Park.  The three of us kids had never been in a house 
so grand, let alone  lived in one.  During the morning of the 
move, I was sent out to stay with  Grandma Murray so as  not to 
be underfoot while  the movers completed the work.  In the late 
afternoon, Mom came and got me  and I will never forget that 
first walk through what seemed like our Mansion.  Compared 
to some of the other homes on the Street, it was mi ddle-size.   
But , to us, it was a dream come true, and this is what we saw:  

After crossing the wide front 
porch, you entered a high vest i-
bule of 15 or so feet with a cha n-
deli er at the top.  You then went in 
through another complete front 
door to the main hall, where hung  
another chand elier .  On the wall to 
your right was an old -fashioned 
door chime with five tuned pipes.  

When you went upstairs, you s aw there was another even 
longer flight leading back down in a nother direction!  Pursuing 
that, you  found that there we re also two different stairways 
leading to the bas ement.  There was a clo thes chute , a fruit  
room in the cellar, a mysterious furnace room, an electric bell 
to call the kids in at night, and a huge , friendly attic for st o-
rage.  Inside the ba ck door was a l ittle lav atory and when youôd 
walk forward from it through the kitchen, you saw a second 
back door!  Our house was like a giant puzzle box, with high 
cei lings, and , wherever you looked, hanging chandeliers.  This 
was going to be like living in an amusement  park .  Everything 
was in dupl icate!  

The house was  nonetheless  a little gloomy, so Mom set  
about redesigning and re modeli ng most of it.  She laid co m-
fortable carpeting over cold  wooden floors.  She broke up drab 
green walls with green wainscoting  slats.  T he l iving room was 
completely changed, with lovely che rry paneling installed, and 
indirect lighting.  There was a solarium on the front of the 
house that became our music room , and it  had huge wi ndow 
seats that li fted up on hinges to reveal equally large t oy boxes  
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beneath, room for more toys than you ever could have wished 
for.   

The backyard had two  swing sets and several trees, with a 
little apple tree towards the rear.  Ci ndy , who was 3,  took  to 
clim bing up this one, and calling out to me, ñJesus !  Jesus ! 
Help me!  Help me!ò  and I played  the part of Jesus, yelling, 
ñDonôt worry, Iôm coming!ò  I would run and grab her down out 
of the tree.  We enjoyed playing this li ttle ritual out many times.  

The best part was th at four months after we moved in, Dad 
said  we had to go to the hospital ñto get som ething ò, and here 
was little Betsy , just born.  It seemed like our good fortune 
knew no bounds!   Add to all the duplicates  in the house a d up-
licate little si ster!   
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7 A GREAT NEIGHBORHOOD 
 

 

 

Equally as good as our new house was our  neighborhood, 
which was populated with many families with kids our  age.  To 
the south of us, separated by a privet hedge, were the Basi n-
gers, whose mother was from England and whose  oldest 
daug hter, my age, had bee n born there.  Casey, the mom, 
maintained her English ways and every day the kids were 
called in twice more than we were:  once for ólevences (snacks) 
an hour b efore noon, and again at four for tea.   

On the other side of us , to the North , was Mary Bob Ma t-
thews and her family.  Mary Bob was a blond high schooler 
about eight  years older than me, who wore saddle shoes, 
bobby socks and ponytails  -- and boy was she cute!   One time 
she  gave me a large poster map of ñRomaò, drawn for her Lat-
in class.  I had no  idea what it was, but kept it for years non e-
theless  because of the Donor.  

Our old neighborhood 

at 424 S. Cole St., Lima 
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There were a lot of doctors , dentists, engineers and law-
yers who lived in the vicinity.   My dadôs par tner, Dr. Wright, 
lived only a block away.  A lot of doctors ô kids were socializ ing 
together , and I think it had a  very  good ef fect.  All of us were 
used to hea ring medical cases discussed in the evenings, at 
parties, etc. , when the doctors would co mmiserate, brag and 
problem -solve.  W e not only learned  medical terminology but 
were al so acquainted with the logical processes of diagnosis 
and treatment.   We heard procedures and operations dis-
cussed and heard all kinds of war st ories.  I think it left us as a 
group as people who look for logical causes when problems 
arise and for specifi c, effective responses.   At the same time, 
it was clear that there was an art as well as a science of med i-
cine, knowing when to do nothing, recognizing  the o bsession 
of over -testing,  

Our grade school, Lowell Elementary, w as only four walks 
away, and we walked  to and from it twice a day.  I 

learned som ething very good in our  neighbo r-
hood :  to reach across familiar school district 

and religious lines to make new friends , in new 
social orbits.  Down the street from us were 
the Robenalts,  a Catholic family whose  kids 
went to a di fferent school from ours, called St. 
John.  When I went into their house I saw cruc i-
fixes and holy pictures hanging , and I didn't 
know what they were.  The Robenalts crossed 
themselves b efore they prayed and had Ro-
sary beads and John ny, my age, studied Latin 

in school.  Intrigued by th ese differences, especially 
the Latin, l would ask to see his textbook s for the same sub-
jects I studied, like sc ience.  

Somehow,   Johnny really like d me and wanted to imitate 
me in many ways.  I had brace s, so he wanted some.  He was 
glad that he had glasses because that made us the same.  I 
like d all of his brot hers and sisters, but most of all I like d his 
mom, Margee (pronounced with a hard ñGò, for ñMargaretò).  
Margee was a warm, wonderful matriarch, l oud and brash (she 
swore! ) and she was a Democrat , som ething really different 
than I knew.   In fact, I didn't know any other Democrats but the 
Robenalts.  The Robenalts had help, a woman named  Shirley .  
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(Basinger s also had help, a  friendly black c ook name d Betty 
Hampton.) .  I found their dad a little stern and loud, but he had 
such nice people around him that I thought he must really be 
nice hi mself.   

Margee always pretended like she was trying to convert 
me to be a Democrat.  She really liked FDR , and I told her I 
like d the other Roosevelt  more.  S he said she was with me on 
that, and that TR was one Republican she could  side with.    My 
favorite memory of her was an incident one day when we were 
eating some ham sandwiches in the kitchen.  All of a sudden, 
one of the kids ï I think it was Jimmy ï stopped cold and said, 
ñMom, itôs Friday!ò  They were supposed to have only fish that 
day.  Margee looked around, chagrined, and thought a m o-
ment.  Then she said quietly, ñFinish your lunch kids.  God 
knows it was a  mista ke.ò  Whenever I heard the story afte r-
wards of Jesusô being rebuked for picking corn to eat on the 
day of rest, I always remember  Margee. 

Across the street from us w ere the Harters , another family 
with a wonderful mom.  This woman, Teen Harter,  was at first a  
little cruel to me.   When I was fo ur years old , I couldnôt say my 
Rôs properly.  Teen always asked me to say ñPark the car in the 
barnyardò and then would laugh at my attempt.  S he also liked  
me to call her by name so I ôd have to say ñMrs. Howda .ò  One 
time she and Dad teased me together about my Rôs.  I still r e-
member the feeling of horror the first time I stopped laughing 
with them in realization  that I was basically being mocked.  But 
Teen redeemed he rself and eventually stopped teasing and 
treated me in a warm way.   After that, I always felt like I was a 
celebrity in the Harter house .  Teen put me up to telling st ories 
and jokes , and she started calling me óBig Robbò  I would 
come over and she would  exclaim, ñHey, itôs Big Robb !ò  I 
knew that she meant it only teasingly, but to  this day if I'm fee l-
ing a little low, I say, ñHey, Big Robb!ò  And  I have to smile, 
remembering Teen and how wonderful it always felt, ge tting 
that attention from her.  

One of Teenôs four  kids , Jenny, was in my class.  Sh e was 
kind of a teacherôs pet and, as a result, there  was a little te n-
sion I would feel with her now and then, because teachers 
liked me, too.  We probably competed for who could get the 
most atte ntion from her mom and from our favorite teacher, 
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Mrs. Shook .    Jenny was blond and very pretty, and I kind  of 
liked her ; but she was very athletic and seemed to pay atte n-
tion mainly to the boys were very good in ballgames.  I a d-
mire d Jenny , though,  for  her warm since rity and bold style, 
which she shared with her  mom.   

The best times in our neighborhood were our parties in the 
summer.  We would hold them in our driveway and garage a nd 
people would bring food from all the streets  around.  About ten 
families would be participa ting .   

During the summer, s ometimes one of the families, like the 
Blanchard s or the R obenalts , would put on a show .  We would 
gather in a back or front yard towards nigh tfall for a  vaudeville 
or minstrel show  and have  popcorn .  Weôd listen to high 
school girls sin g ñSweet  Georg ia Brown ò and d o the Charle s-
ton or see Jimmy Robenalt in a  fabulous comedy play where 
he was quite the charming little scamp  with the funniest quips . 

One of the main neighborhood pursuits with us actually 
centered on our basement .  Over the years, my chemistry lab 
becam e a real  draw for the science -minded kids of the area.  
Early on, some of them would disrupt the experiments and 
want to just continue the ir  hors eplay in the lab .  So I drafted 
them as my ñassistants ò, which quieted  them down, and I gave 
them things to do.   Anybody who started a fight or swore had 

to put a quarter in the Lab Fund box (an 
empty Nestl®ôs Quik container) and every 
couple of months I would use it to buy 
another piece  of glassware or some chem i-
cals.   

I gave little ñlecturesò at the black-
board j ust outside the lab door and the kids  

honestly learned a great deal, as did I.  For 
the really s erious ones, like Jon Wright, son of my 
Dadôs medical partner, I would give tests , which I would type 
up and administer, that would underscore the basics ,.  Grand-
ma List called me ñProfessorò, which was probably my highest 
honor.  Chemistry became my lifeôs passion and three of my 
assi stants , who had never had any interest in science be fore 
the lab , became che mists later, which thrilled me. 
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8 BEING A KID 

To put all the fun and adventure of being a kid into a co n-

nected story would take forever .  So, instead of that, let me just 
tell the hig hlights, in no particular order.  Since I am turn ing  50 
years  old, here are:  

 
THE  TOP 50  WAYS I HAD FUN AS A KID:  

1 EXPLORING old houses, abandoned buildings, barns, 
woods and fields.  Near our house was a large old ma n-
sion with a n abandoned  two -story carriage house that 
had a pool table on the se cond floor.  We used to like 
roaming through it, feeling the vague apprehension of 
some possible danger or me nace, such as bums who 
might be hiding out in it .  We would look for secret doors 
and panels that might slide or fall inward such as we had 
read about in the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew books.  

2 NEIGHBORHOOD WARS. For a couple of summ ers, a 
good -vs. -evil fever in our neighborhood led to our Valo r-
ous Wars.   These were bas ically a r e- venge 
or grudge fight for various beatings -
up, and they drew themselves  out over 
many weeks and were the culmination 
of all that practice in playing cow boys  
and Ind ians weôd had. 
        Our side consisted of the Civilized 
Kids --  Scott and about twelve of our 
friends.  The Nasty Side,  who pr ovoked the 
Wars by a rash of ambushing and bea t- ing 
innocent kids up, was based east of our neighborhood by 
two blocks .   These boys were aggressive and would use 
fire and long spears to intimidate you.  They also gave out 
the idea that you would be tortured with chains in som e-
bodyôs garage if you were captured.  Just walking 
through a deserted alley near their turf was t errif ying.         
        Skirmishes could take place anywhere , but the lou d-
est and most thrilling battles were in an overgrown field 
and forest next to Pete Harterôs house (Jennyôs cousin).  
As far as I was concerned, the less you saw of what was 
actuall y happening at the front line, the better.  The main 
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weapon was fear , and it could be evoked using dead tree 
battering rams, whirling chains or nasty dogs.  There was 
a lot of talk about co nstructing a catapult to lob heavy 
proje ctiles, but talking was as far as we got.  
        Scott, being one of the taller guys , and liking adve n-
ture anyway, was one of our leaders, and we used to have 
strategy meetings in the attic.  Mind you, the actual co m-
batants and sides were never totally clear because there 
was alway s the threat that adults would get wind of this 
and stop the conflict before justice could be finished.  So 
the whole thing was conducted in excited, secret mee t-
ings and hurried conferences .  We had a table set up in 
the storage area next to Scottôs room that was our Stra te-
gy Center.  I remember one heated discussion about 
whether or not a kid , Kevin,  in Cindyôs class could be 
trusted  as an ally or whether he was too much of a we a-
sel and a potential spy and tur ncoat.  
        Some day, people closer to the front lines should tell 
this story better than I can.  All I reme mber is fighting 
through tall grass, throwing a lot of rocks and dirt clods, 
trying to roll big logs down on kids , and making good and 
sure I was never captured.  Most of the fight probably 
consisted of shoving, threats , and swearing but you ne v-
er knew how ugly it was g oing to get.  
     The Wars never officially ended in truce or victory , and 
gradually died out as kids got involved in sports and ot h-
er d iversions.  

3 SATIRE AND COMEDY RECORDS.  I was a big fan of Tom 
Lehrerôs and memorized many of his wry songs.  When 
Bill Cosby was first coming out, we used to listen e n-
dlessly to his routines.  We loved Jonathan Winters b e-
cause he was from Dayton and his rural dialect was pe r-
fect.  Shelley Berman,  the Smothers Brothers, and Alan 
Sherman all had numerous albums we loved.  Our folks 
loved The Bic kersons and put me up to doing one of their 
skits in fourth grade.  My rapture knew no bounds when 
the record came out in 1965 imitating Bobby Kennedy 
sin ging ñWild Thing.ò 

4 MY CHEMISTRY LAB.  Chemistry was a social draw in our 
neighborhood .  Chemistry sets were just the start, with 
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considerable add -ons made of books, apparatus and 
chemicals from pharmacies and sc ience supply houses.   

5 MAKING TAPE R ECORDED COMEDY SHOWS.  We liked 
to make reel -taped shows  pretending we were  DJs.  We 
emulated our comedian heroes som ewhat , but I had a 
large repertoire of teacher impressions that were always a 
hit, too. I would make a little 3 ½ reel tape program and 
give it to a fr iend at school who would take it home and 
give me a response the next day.  We liked taping the r a-
dio and albums, too, just for the experience o f capturing 
sound.  I made a few novelty tapes co mbining phrases 
from popular songs centered  around a story line , in imit a-
tion of records on the r adio that were doing that.  We 
were crazy about ñTheyôre Coming to Take Me Away, Ha 
Ha!ò, ñSurfinô Birdò and any bizarre radio material, such 
as ñI Was Kaiser Billôs Batman,ò ñWinchester Cathedral ,ò 
and ñMana-Mana.ò  Joking and playing tricks on each 
other was a lot of fun to and from school.  There were a 
lot of songs and poems that we had our own words to, 
such as  
     The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere  
     Comet: It Makes Your Teeth Turn Green  
     Home on the Range  
     While  the Cai ssons Go Rolling Along  

6 GHOST IN THE GRAVEYARD.  A spooky ga me of tag 
played at night.  Its rules escape me , but it  was thrilling.  
Ligh tning bugs were often in abundance when we played.  
Any way we could spook ou rselves out was always a ball . 

7 VISITNG COUSINS TO and FROM MIAMI, OAK RIDGE 
(Tennessee) , COLUMBUS and PORTSMOUTH (Ohio) .  Our 
mom loved to show hospitality to her extended family , 
and to Dadôs, so we had in -laws and cousins visiting 
every summer.  Momôs twin, Kap, had six girls and they 
were from another world (Miami).  We knew a lot of the 
same TV and songs as they did , but we found their e x-
pressions for things and their type of slang fascinating.   
For example, if somebody were bothering us Lima kids, 
we would say, ñQuit  it!ò   They  would say, ñStop  it!ò  They 
were great athletes, highly chatty, and very cute as they 
danced in our living room to records they bought, ñJudyôs 



Being a Kid 

 

40 

Turn to Cryò and ñMy Boyfriendôs Backò.   It was also in-
teresting to see them fight.  They would g et phys ical wi th 
each other a lot more than my sweet little sisters ever 
would.   
       My Dadôs Oak Ridge in-laws gave us a view of educ a-
tion and neighborhood talk in a town that was totally 
sc ience and engineering focused.  It was a true Science  
Culture down there.   
       The cousins from Columbus got out into nature a lot 
because their dad was a Scout Ranger.  They always had 
animals , and they loved to shadow box and wrestle.  
Scot t was never able to sell me on the fun of that , howev-
er. 

8 RE-READING THOMAS ALVA EDISO N by G. Glenwood 
Clark for the umpteenth  time.  It never got stale to me.  

9 PLAYING FOOTBALL IN UNIFORM.  One of the fun adve n-
tures Scott led me on was when I was  in about 4th grade.  
Some guys were going to play football in the lot across 
from Tom Blairôs.  And Scott had a hand -me-down foo t-
ball uniform with a helmet I could use.  This was Destiny 
cal ling!  I was going to take my place in the lineup with all 
those other  tough players of Lima Senior High.  Some of 
the guts who showed up we knew ï 
mainly fro m Scottôs class -- and some 
we didnôt:   they were older or were 
Catholic kids who went to the parochial 
schools.  I loved this because I knew that 
most of these guys had no idea how bad at 
this I was going to be.  And a miracle might 
happen and I would su ddenly turn into a 
football star, like some impossible fairytale come true.  
The guys certainly admired the uniform that had been 
Scottôs (typically, he no longer had one himself), as did I.   
Only a few of the guys seemed to have them.  We never 
got to pl ay football in grade school , and this was going to 
be our ou tlet.   
        At that age, there wasnôt enough of a difference be-
tween the sizes of the guys to make the game that da n-
gerous.  We could tackle and be tackled , and it really 
wasnôt a big deal.  And it was great: Scott was a super 
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player, as always, and then he would feed me the ball at 
times and then other guys would, too.  With their tea m-
work , I would actually get the handoff or get to throw or 
even catch the pass (a real miracle).  But at one po int on 
the bright field , I ran smack into a small tree that was 
supposed to mark one of the goals , and I began to que s-
tion my suitability for the sport.  Scott was pretty well li k-
ing it ; but we were playing by a steep hill full of trees , and 
some of the gu ys were a li ttle nervous that somebody 
would be run down into that and tumble down the cliff.  
        We actually played on three or four different days.  I 
donôt remember whether these guys all just lost steam or 
whether they just changed locations and di dnôt tell us 
where they ere going.  But it was a patch of glory, and a 
seemingly open -ended experience of  ñPossibility!ò that I 
never forgot.   Scott had bidden me into his world of 
sports, and it had been wo nderful.  

10 DOING IMITATIONS.  When I was in sixth  grade, Vaughn 
Meaderôs album, ñThe First Family, ò was a big hit, esp e-
cially in Republican Lima, and I began to mimic  their ro u-
tines.  Some of us were already imitating our principal, 
Miss Leedy, who would bawl ñHere, here!ò  down the hall 
to break up ñfolderolò, as her old-timer expression had it.  
I also mimicked our sixth grade teacher.  In seventh grade 
I really got started seriously.  There was too much drama 
and action all around me, almost an overload compared 
to grade school, and it  demanded commen tary . Just for 
starters, every one of us had seven or eight different 
teachers to pay attention to.  
       Starting in this grade, kids were ge tting the board all 
of a sudden, there was a huge number of very lively black 
kids around compared to before, kid s were figuring sex 
out, and we had male teachers, a total first after our all -
woman faculty at Lowell Elementary.  Beginning in s e-
venth grade, I occupied most of the time walking the mile 
home from school with recapturing dramatic scenes from 
the school  day.  My friends like d to do it, too ; but I 
seemed to have a particular relish for it and I loved to r e-
ally lay them out with a memory from the day that co n-
vulsed them into spasmodic heaps.  Kids were always 
putting me up to going farther.  In tenth grade, I wrote a 
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play lampooning all our favorite teachers, played by my 
classmates  and me, and ñtelling it like it wasò, but still 
carefully fulfilling a class assignment by using s o many 
quotations from Shakespeare in it as possible .  It had a 
great reception , and we were prevailed upon to repeat it 
for other audiences. My senior year of high school, we 
had a faculty roast assembly , and I did almost all of the 
teachers who were being ske wered.   
      My last two years of school, I couldnôt go anywhere 
without k ids yelling at me from down the hall, ñHey, Mr. 
Boyer!  Hey, Mrs. Amstutz!ò  I would a lmost have to hide 
at times.  I was truly famous.  The experience was  a 
combination of power and privacy management, exhilar a-
tion  and dread.  I could give these hoards s omething they 
wanted but they were always asking, never had enough, 
and showed no signs of concern for my fatigue or bor e-
dom with the whole thing.  It left me with a respect for 
what attractive   women go through on the street, and s o-
cially.  You do want to  be gracious , but you have to set 
limits all the time.  
      In college my senior year, there was an entire student 
body program dedicated to my faculty impressions.  We 
had a conference table set up with a spotlight , and I 
spoke from the wings as a spotli ght moved around the 
table and slides of these professors were shown.  I was 
asked to do the one -man show by a pretty girl I liked 
named Margie.  Most of the worthwhile  things I have u n-
dertaken in life seem to have been at the behest of some 
specific perso n who started it all off  by ask ing  me to do 
something I would prefer  not to have volunteered for .  I 
had to write and prepare the show in a week , and it was 
both exciting and stressful.  I must say that there were 
some very funny lines I came up with in th at script that 
captured these people dead -on, and I later made and gave 
my closest friends a memory cassette of the pr ogram.  
       That day, as soon as the scripted part of the program 
was over, I ran out onto the huge stage to speak to the 
audience of se veral thousand people in my own voice and 
as I was taking the m icrophone, WHOOSH! ða mob 
grabbed me, consisting of all the faculty I had just la m-
pooned.  Ambush ing  me from behind, they hoisted me up 
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on their shoulders and carried me around on stage, 
cheerin g me.  I had been set up with this fabulous su r-
prise by Margie, and it was one of the high points of my 
entire life , because I admired many of these professors 
very much.  
     I continued the impressions in to grad school for use at 
par ties, during waiting period in the hall, etc.  I learned 
that you have to really make a conscious decision about 
your skill:  if you let it be known that you can do impre s-
sions, you are going to be slammed into that role for e-
vermore.  People will not let you out.  Still today,  Cindy 
wants me to do impressions from college.  You have to 
keep your head on straight and not co nstrue the demand 
for what you do, which is popularity pure and simple,  to 
be some kind of oppression.  You get away with saying a 
lot of court jester -type ñthe emperor has no clothesò re-
marks, so the power you have is a lot of fun.  It takes se n-
sitivity, too, especially when the person being satirized  is 
present.  

11 GETTING LAB SUPPLIES AND SETTING OTHER KIDS UP 
WITH LABS.  I thought chemistry was the greatest h obby 
on earth and I had many friends who caught the fever.  I 
set up about a dozen kids with basement labs.  Usually 
these would fold in a month or two when the kid didnôt 
use it and his mom  would want to reclaim the space.  But 
a few of them stuck.   
     In fifth grade, my friend, Bob Lunsford told his dad he 
wanted a lab like mine .  All the other kidsô labs had 
started as the insinuation of a few supplies on a wor k-
bench top and grew from there.   In Bobôs case, though, 
his  dad wanted to know what the who le lab was ultimately 
going to cost, up front. This seemed to me, however, in 
violation of the exploratory nature of a such a hobby.   
But the crusty insurance salesman asked me ñwhat it was 
going to set him back  to get a lab for Bob .ò  He had some 
of his insurance agency st ationery lying around and so I 
used it to make up an itemized  list of the basic equi p-
ment, chemicals and books that would normally be 
needed  by a motivated kid , and  totaled it up.  I think it 
came to about $36.00, which was pus hing it,  in 1963.   Mr. 
Lunsford grumbled that that was too much.  I would have 
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to pare down the list.  
     Then Bob said, ñAnd Robin has this  really great Bu n-
sen burner!  You open an air vent thatôs on threads and 
the flame burns really blue . . . ñ  That did it for Bobôs dad!  
He just had to have that Bunsen burner!  Where could he 
get one?    I said, ñThey donôt sell them like this.  This was 
a present from my Uncle Mark to my dad in college.  I 
donôt think they even make them like this anymore.ò  And 
that REALL Y peaked his interest!  ñHow much you want 
for the burner, Robin!ò he kept  saying .  (I didnôt change 
my name to ñRobbò till seventh grade.) ñTell me what you 
want for it.ò   

ñI donôt want to sell it,ò I said.   
òOh, yes you do!ò he said, ñEverybodyôs got his price 

point.  I bet if I offered ya a hunnderdollars [exactly the 
way he said it], youôd take it!ò I was shocked at his cynic-
ism and at his a ggressing onto my lab.  I was really torn 
because I wanted Bob to have a la b, too.  I could see if 
his dad got t hat toy  he wanted out of it, it would be a 
done  deal.  I told Mr. Lunsford I would have to think about 
it.  Then I made sure I didnôt go back over there when the 
Mr. was around  for awhile .  And I think I ended up just 
setting Bob up with a pathetic li ttle newspaper in a corner 
somewhere with a bottle of vinegar on it , and left it at 
that .  That was about all the further I was willing to get i n-
to it with him any  more.   The risk of ambush and hyper -
examination by his dad was too great  
     The whole process of selecting supplies from the cat a-
logs of Central Scie ntific and Skillcraft companies had  a 
romance all unto itself.  Scott and Dennis Burns and I 
used to enjoy poring over the supply catalogs, dreaming 
of various pieces of app aratus we might someday be able 
to afford.  There was no thrill like unwrapping from the 
packing material a big buret for titrations, a nest of bea k-
ers or ðbest of all ða condensation column used for dis-
till ations.  

12 VISITING THOMAS EDISONSôS LABS.  When I was in fifth 
grade, Dad took u s to Greenfield Vi llage in Dearborn 
Michigan, which is a town that replicates life in the 1800ôs.  
Many historic buildings were there, such as Stephen Fo s-
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terôs birthplace.  The most well-known, though, was Th o-
mas Edisonôs research lab, light bulbs, bottles, machine 
shops, and all!  It was indeed a religious experience to 
tread upon the doorstep and enter into Edisonôs main lab 
building, that had been brought piece by piece from Me n-
lo Park, NJ.  This was a holy shrine to me , and I could 
scarcely believe that  a mortal such as me could have the 
honor of being there.   We went back again a few years 
later, too .   
     One year when visiting our Miami cousins on their turf, 
Dad was reading some literature and said, ñHey, Robin, 

thereôs a Thomas Edison home and 
laboratory in Ft. Myers on the other 
side of the state.  Do you want to 
go?ò  His question, obviously, was 
rhetorical.  I will never forget the 

look of the exotic trees from all over 
the earth that adorned Mr. Edisonôs 

yard and grounds, and the look and 
smel l of the whole place.    

     Then, in 1981, one of my Sears co l-
leagues , Linda,  said that her parents lived in Dearborn, 
MI.  I immediately a rranged a family visit  with her, culm i-
nating, in my dev ious mind, with a third trip through the 
blessed board wall s of Tomôs miracle shacks at Green-
field Vi llage.   
      Another Sears colleague , Karen ,  was from New Je r-
sey.  ñFar from West Orange?ò I couldnôt help asking.  
ñNot far at all!ò she said.  So, on a visit to New York I took 
the train down to see her when she was visiting home, 
and we motored over to the holy grounds of both Ed i-
sonôs preserved home (guided through it by a cassette 
tape with his daughter, Dot, narrating) and his West 
Orange lab.  My joy had been made complete.  I had seen 
all three of Edison ôs main surviving sites of discovery.  
     But the last hurrah wa s yet to be sounded.  When my 
parents retired in 1995, they decided to live in Ft. Myers.  
This was the same decision that Tom Edison himself 
made in his thirties when his doctor told him he would 
have to go to a mild  region to repair his health.   His setup 
in Ft. Myers was actually where he spent the majority of 
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his lifetime, and he died there in his eighties.   
     I wish I could tell you that I have only gone to the Ed i-
son site in Ft. Mye rs once or twice.  Perhaps next visit I 
will seek out a Thomas Edison Twelve -Step Group ï con-
vening, of course, on the front porch of Tomôs Ft. Myers 
hom estead . . .  

13 PLAYING COWBOYS AND SOLDIER S with cap guns and 
rifles.   Iôm sure you know all about that.  ñBLAM!  BLAM!ò 

14 JOKING.  Jokes kept thing s alive at school.   In junior 
high we were big on Mad Magazine .  Some of the stories 
and poems we picked up were very elab orate.  Hereôs one 
I remember from seventh grade, something youôre sup-
posed to write on a ca rd and send on a special o ccasion:  

 

Youôre always very near to me, 
      Forever at my side,  
Fate has decreed for you and me  
      Together to abide!  
Youôre with me every moment,  
      Every hour of the day  
You have become a part of me ï  
      Why donôt you go away?  
 

 There was another  poem that I learned in seventh grade 
(1965) and used to recite very fast for my friend, Brandon, that 
he would always listen to intently, before crac king up at the 
end:  
 

ñGeorge, Who Played With a Dangerous Toy and Suffered a 
Catastrophe of Considerable Dimensionsò.  By Hillaire Belloc  

When Georgeôs grandmama was told 
That George had been as good as gold,  
She promised in the afternoon  
To buy him an immense balloon.  
And so she did, but when it came,  
It got into the candle fla me, 
And being of a dangerous sort,  
Exploded with a loud report!  

The lights went out, the windows broke,  
The room was filled with reeking smoke,  
And in the darkness shrieks and yells  
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Were mingled with electric bells,  
And falling masonry and groans,  
And crun ching as of broken bones,  
And dreadful shrieks  then , worst of all,  
The house itself began to fall!  
It tottered, shuddering to and fro,  
Then crashed into the street below,  
Which happened to be Saville Row.  

When help arrived, among the dead  
Were cousin Mary,  little Fred,  
The footmen, both of them, the groom,  
The man that cleaned the billiard room,  
The chaplain and the stillroom maid  
And I am dreadfully afraid  
That Monsieur Champignon , the Clef,  
Will now be most completely  deaf.  
And both his aids are much the same, 
And George, who was in part to blame,  
Received, you will regret to hear,  
A nasty lump behind his ear.  

The moral is that little boys  
Should not be given dange r-
ous toys.  

 
15  CHURCH CAMP (4th and 5th 

grade s).  We went to Templed 
Hills in Tiffin , Ohio.   My fav o-
rite part was working in the 
large, well -organized kitchen 
with the big dishwashers.  The 
cutest girls went there, too, but 
we were kept fairly segr egated.  

16 PULLING, OR BEING PULLED 
IN, A WAGON.  Especially when we were very small.  It 
seemed miracu lous to move the big vehicle and to actua l-
ly be able to take your little sister places in it.  It was e s-
pecially fun to tie it to the back fender of your bike and to 
clack over the sidewalk cement at a brisk  clip.  
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17 MAKING HYDROGEN BALLOONS.  You donôt think I 
learned that long poem for not hing, do you?  A recipe 
passed down from my Uncle Mark to Dad , then to me , was 
that if you put aluminum foil or bo ttle caps with Drano  
crystals  (sodium hydroxide) into a big pop bottle and 
added  some water, hydrogen would f izz out of it as the 
mixture got extremely hot  as this went along .  If you then 
took the loose end of a balloon and snapped it over the 
bottle mouth, the balloon would soon fill with pure hydr o-
gen.  You could then pinch off the balloon and knot  a 
string o nto it for carrying it around or for attaching  a wri t-
ten message addressed to the world before letting it go.  
If you inhaled the hydrogen, it made your voice even 
higher than helium would, because hydrogen is twice as 
light.   
      We would send firecra ckers up with the balloons and 
put long fuses on them so the balloon s wouldnôt explode 
until  they were  about a hundred feet into the air.  If you 
also blew some normal air from your breath into the ba l-
loon before typing it off, there would be oxygen pre -mixed 
with the hydrogen and , when the whole thing exploded ,  
the bang would be MUCH louder!  In a typical ñnext 
moveò, I decided to use the bottle and balloon method 
with water and some calcium carbide stones from the 
hardware store.  The balloon would fill  with acetylene.  
Then you could tape it to a stick and light a candle and 
hold the balloon out over the candle from a distance.  
When the balloon exploded, the acetylene would burn 
very inefficiently and leave a ball of black smoke hanging 
where the ballo on used to be . COOL! 
     I had a fascination about passenger b alloon s ever 
since reading kidôs books about the Montgolfier brothers 
in France in the 1700s who would ascend into the skies 
beneath ornately  decorated ba lloons.  The pictures in the 
books were  so colorful  and interesting that I just had to 
make my own sky boat.  Sam and I saved up the $8 to o r-
der an 18 -foot weather balloon from a science house.  We 
then attempted to fill it with hot air from Momôs canister 
vacuum cleaner  to get it to lift off .  Fortunately for us, the 
balloon was weak and popped when it was only about 
four feet around.  Sam and I were having nightmares 
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about the balloonôs giving way on us once we got aloft 
anyhow , so fortune did us a f avor.  

18 FIRECRACKERS AND BOTTLE ROC KETS, often  gotten 
from Canada.  We would shoot the bottle rockets from my 
second -floor bedroom window , and theyôd make quite a 
fire trail at night.   I got some M -80s and Silver  Salutes 
from a kid in junior high , and I used to blow cans sky high 
that would  come down turned inside out.  In younger 
days, we would unroll  a roll of caps and stretch them out 
on the sidewalk.  Then we would run a nail along the strip 
and make them fire by hand.  If you rolled up the caps i n-
to a tight roll and hit it with a hammer on the sid ewalk, the 
explosion would be really  loud and it would som etimes 
bounce the hammer back up at you so you had to watch 
it.   Greenie stick -em caps were a total letdown and bust if 
you asked me.  We also got Cracker Balls from Matthews 
Drugstore that would ex plode when you would throw 
them down hard onto the sid ewalk.  

19 SCOUTS.  I only lasted about a year in Scouts.  I was i n-
vited into a troop diffe rent from Scottôs which was better, 
really ï avoided more conflicts.  I found the boys highly 
rowdy, their language  and hostility continually offensive , 
and their pranks juvenile.  I had no use for all those knots 
anyway.  

20 MUDBALL FIGHT!  We had one once where we had a 
huge muddy area in a yard next to a white garage.  We 
made the mud balls so fast we stacked them up in rows 
like cannon balls on a plank.  Then we would throw them 
at our enemies as they were dodging past the g arage and 
ï WOW! ï you should have seen that white garage by the 
time we were done with it!  Probably some white butts 
changed color afte rwards, too . 

21 DRIVING MY GO-KART.  Knowing I would never be able to 
drive in the future because of my eyesight, Mom a llowed 
me to buy a go -kart from a kid I knew who wanted to u n-
load his.   We kids were all surprised  that she allowed 
this , since she was very cautious about danger . The 
frame was a little weak , and we had to keep getting it r e-
paired at the welderôs.  It had a three-horsepower Briggs 
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and Stratton engine , and it was fascinating to run it and to 
have to tune up the engine, which was nearly a daily 
need.  If you hel d the go -kart in place while accelerating, 
the clutch would blister   the paint off its casing.  Som e-
times the throttle would stick open while you were dri v-
ing , and youôd have to turn around in your seat and  pull 
the wires off the sparkplug to stop the machine.  All the 
kids in the neighborhood loved riding it.  We wo uld run 
up and down not only our driveway , but the neighbors ô, 
too, cutting across the front sidewalk.  On Saturdays, we 
would take the kart  to a ball diamond or empty church 
parking lot  and go for broke!  It was a blast  to fishtail 
around the ball diamonds.  I finally sold the go -kart to 
Marty, one of my best friends and lab assistants, who had 
moved to Cincinnati.   (He was one who later became a 
chemist.)  

22 PLAYING CARDS WITH THE BABYSI TTER.  We had a 
great teenage babysi tter named Carol B urgoon who knew 
a lot of card games and taught us crazy eights, hearts, p i-
nochle, etc.  

23 INVENTING NEW EXPERIMENTS NOT IN THE CHEMISTRY 
BOOKS.  This is when the lab was the most fun.  By ana l-
ogy you could  figure out what would happen by substitu t-
ing various reactants from 
prescribed exper iments.   
       Once I was studying salts.  
You learned that , to put it 
simply  and perhaps a little i n-
accurately ,  a salt solution was 
not stable in the presence of 
metals that had atoms smaller 
than the metal lic element in the salt did.   So, for example, 
you could throw a penny into a solution of silver nitrate 
and metallic silver would soon coat the penny!  You could 
throw iron or zinc strips into copper sulfate and pur e 
cooper would come out of sol ution and cover them  
(ñcopper plating,ò the pandering lab books disingenuou s-
ly called it) .  These changes and the colors i nvolved were 
very dramatic and i mpressive.   
       But w hat, I wondered, would happen with nonme tals?  
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What if you bubbled a stream of chlorine gas (which a 
book had already showed me how to make) through a salt 
solution where the no nmetallic part had atoms larger  than 
the ones being intr oduced through the gas bottle?   I 
stirred up some potassium bromide  in distilled water , 
bubbled some chlorine through it and  -- EUREKA! ï red 
liquid bromine started precipitating out of solution with a 
magic that seemed right out of  an a lchemistôs  lead-into -
gold formulary.  Chemistry really DID make sense!  

24 CHECKERS.  One of the few activities Dad ever got time 
to do with me was playing checkers using  big huge pla s-
tic checker pieces on a plastic fold -up board.  I can still 
hear him saying, ñKing me!ò The most fun was when we 
could double and tr iple-jump the other guy.  

25 MORSE CODE WITH WALKIE TALKIES.  Yeah, walkie -
talkies were neat.  But the way you got your partner to 
answer  was to beep his handset from yours.  There 
seemed to be no other use for this beep , except as a 
page.   
     Then I remembered that Tom Edison had tra veled the 
country  as a telegrapher in his teens , and I had to 
recr eate his experience.  I told my next -door buddy, Sam, 
that we were going to learn Morse code, and so we did.  
Then, we would each go upstairs in his house and beep 
Morse  code to the other gu y, who would transcribe the 
received letters one at a time into a log book.  You were 
not a llowed to cheat and say out loud what you r message 
was.  We had a great deal of fun going back in technol o-
gical time like this.  
       I was very fond of telegraph s ets anyway.  Next to the 
lab itself , the telegraph set was my most popular export 
from my basement.   To make a set , all you needed was 
two large , square three -volt dry cells from the hardware  
store that you would hook in series.  Then you would 
wrap wire into a coil around a nail or spike so that it b e-
came magnetic whenever a current was sent through it .  
You would then nail a strip of scrap iron horizontally to 
the board where you had nailed the spike in a vertical p o-
sition,  and bend it so  that  it stuck out just above the 
spike and would be pulled down onto the spike with a  
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click if the magnet were turned on by current .  Next,  you 
would make a pushbutton  that would complete the circuit 
and hook  it up  into the circuit , and you would string wire 
about twent y feet between the push button and the ma g-
netic telegraph receiver.  When you pushed down the bu t-
ton, the iron strip was attracted , and came down onto the 
spike and make a click.  You would hear not only when 
the click happened , but also the release , so yo u would 
know whether the sender were transmitting  a dot or a 
dash.  We had a lot of fun with these telegraph  sets.  
       During high school, my bedroom was just above the 
kitchen.  Mom would call me down for supper or errands 
but sometimes  I would have mu sic on and couldnôt hear.  
This made everybody e xasperated.   So , I bought a buzzer 
and bolted it down to a board  in my room.   I then hooked 
up the wires and the dry cells  to the push button from a 
telegraph .  I strung long wires out my window and down 
into Momôs kitchen window, put the push button down 
there, connect ing  the push button to the buzzer.  We had 
a system:  three buzzes  meant I had a phone call.  Two 
meant I was su pposed to take out the garbage.   One 
meant COME RIGHT NOW!  There were quite a few of the 
latter single -buzz signals sent over that rig , and they 
would be held down a REAL LONG TIME if I didnôt heed 
the first signal and come immed iately.   
       There was a last application for the telegraph circuit 
idea.  I decided that I needed a burglar alarm for my lab 
because kids would sneak in there and do pranks on me.  
Sam, next door , had a ñVROOMò  engine for his bike that 
made the sound  of a race car when you turned the switch 
on.  The switch broke , and Sam was going to throw the 
engine  away.  I spied my chance.  ñWait, Sam!ò I said, and 
I took the engine and bolted it inside my lab door.  Then I 
found some old aluminum pipes from a d ecrepit lawn 
chair and decided to use them as ele ctrical conductors.  I 
attached one wire to each pipe.  I f astened one pipe to the 
door and rested its opposite end up onto a nail that 
served as a holding platform.  Before leaving the lab, I 
would make sure the engine was set to ON and take the 
top pipe and prop it up on its nail.  Then I would leave.  If 
somebo dy came in, the door would pull the top pipe .  It 
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would then fall onto the bottom pipe, completing the elec-
trical circuit and making the engine roar.    The engine 
would stay on as the intruder e scaped  and I would hear it 
upstairs and come running.   Most o f the time it was only 
Mom. 

26 PRETENDING TO BE IN A TRAIN.  This was when we were 
very small, of course, but it was great how anything could 
be turned into a train ï the couch, the bathtub, the front 
porch swing , a big box  . . . 

27 WALKIE TA LKIES.  We used them  normally, too, of 
course , and liked to say ñten-four ò, ñdo you read me ò, ñI 
copyò, ñRoger and out ò, etc.  

28 KEEPING A DIARY.  In grade school, I saw girls keeping 
diaries with lock and key and never thought much of 
them.  Then at the end of seventh grade, I was rummaging 
in the garage attic at the house of this kid named John 
Moye.  There were a bunch of old paperbacks  up there 
and one of them was pretty ba ttered , and cracking apart.  
It was Dracula , by Bram Stoker.  I opened it and saw ma ny 
chapters entitled  ñJonathan Harkerôs Journal, March 3, 
1782ò or with   other such dates.  He was writing about v i-
siting a  castle in Romania ,  and how things keep see ming 
strange to him. I kept reading and couldnôt put the book 
down.  Our family went camping and Mom read the book 

aloud to us in the car on the way and 
in our tent at night.  The book was 
good but I really like d that diary.  It 
seemed like there were a lot of things 
I thought about each day that people 
around me didnôt necessarily have a 
lot of i nterest in hearing.  Dad had 
given me some blank not ebooks h e 

had got ten from a pharmaceutical rep.  These were in m y 
desk along with dozens of plastic rulers that said ñChlo-
romycetin , USPò on them.  I thought I would give the 
books a wor kout.   
       I kept a diary every day for the next nine years.  When 
I skipped a day , I would go back and make it up.  After 
awhile , I started ty ping the entries , which make them 
much easier to read.   I loved to go back a year or two or 
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more in them and see what happened on that same day, 
or just to browse them.  Sometimes I read them out loud 
to people , but they rarely seemed intereste d, especially 
my pop.  Du ring the Great Cleansing of 1986, the  diaries  
went into the trash  and m y personal Library of A lexandria 
met its d estruction.  
       I had become very interested  in di aries, however, and 
read every diary I co uld find, including Geo rge Washin g-
tonôs, The Secret Diaries of William Byrd of Westover  ( a 
plantation owner  who had lived in the 1700s not far from 
Williamsburg ), a Confederate soldierôs diary during the 
Civil Wart , and others too numerous to mention.  My 
neighbor, Diane  (Samôs older sister , who was a lways 
thoughtful  t owards me ), gave me a Treasury of the 
Worldôs Great Diaries , containing  over a hundred peopleôs 
materials, and I was in seventh  heaven , reading it.  
        In grad school , I spent a year researching and stud y-
ing t he person al notebooks, paper scraps , and marginal 
notations kept by well -known literary authors such as 
Emerson, Mark Twain, Thomas Hardy, Francis Bacon, 
Thomas Wolfe , and others.  I learned that most of these 
people started keeping ñcommonplace booksò because it 
was required in school ; then found the practice agre eable 
and continued  it .  Others had the idea suggested to them 
as a way of keeping their ideas straight (Thomas Wolfe).  
Mark Twain got his start when he had to keep a log book 
of obstacles and wa ter depths when he was in trai ning to 
be a steamboat captain on the Missi ssippi.   
       In my researches for the thesis , I also cruised 
through sets of published  personal  papers, some being 
only the first few volumes of mountainous projects un-
derway, of Edison, Einstein, Isaac Newton, Gandhi , Leo-
nardo da Vinci, Woodrow Wilson, Jefferson , and Franklin .  
Then, I broadened by readings in to the personal and m us-
ical sketch memorabilia  of Bach, Beethoven, Stravinsky, 
and many others.  The research seemed to tak e forever , 
and I realized one day that I had a potential bestseller on 
my hands if I would just write a popular book.  But my 
student loan supply ( from Dad) was running out, so I f i-
nally made an oral proposal report to my advisors and i n-
terested students a nd ï wow! ï got a standing ovation.   
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The thesis was later published by the Department of Ed u-
cation.  But Iôm not lying awake at nights waiting to get 
that advance from a publisher towards the best -seller 
version.  

29 COMPOSING MUSIC.    When I was small , I used to notice  
how Mom would change a song around  
when she was singing  or humming.  
Sometimes , she would jump an o ctave 
up or down to catch a note.  Sometimes , 
she would change  a  phrase to suit her 
mood.  From her example , I learned that 
I could make music  my own and that it 
was fun to do so.  Because of Mom, I  felt entitled to do 
such things .   Iôve met a lot of people who feel no such 
freedom and who will only perform ñreceived music.ò   
       Mom took me in for piano le ssons at age five to Mrs. 
Wertz, a very sweet older lady who had played in vaud e-
ville and for silent films.  She had written and published  a 
banner -hoisting song called ñThe Old American Wayò that 
she would play if you insisted.  One day about a year after 
starting with her I was telling  her about ñThe Sound of 
Music. ò  She heard me out for a bit, then said, ñListen, 
Robby.ò  She always called me that, which I hated.  But 
she was too old to learn new tricks.  ñTurn around and 
donôt look at the piano.ñ  She played a note.  ñWhat is that 
note?ò  ñMiddle C,ò I said.  Then she played another.  
ñHow about that one?ò  ñThe G above middle C.ò   She 
again played a note.  ñWhatôs that one, Robby?ò  ñThatôs 
E-flat.ò   
       ñMy Stars!,ò she said, ñRobby, you have perfect pitch.   
Do you know what t hat is?ò ñNot really.ò  ñIt mean you 
can name a note by just hearing it.ò  I didnôt really under-
stand the big deal since ev erybody could identify colors , 
and these notes were just different kinds of colors.  I a l-
ways saw co lors when I heard notes.   
       Mrs. Wertz telephoned my mom, ñMrs. Murray, your 
son has a gift.  This is very rare.  God has given him a 
special gift.ò When I got home, Mom seemed changed, as 
if thinking.  She started  to pay even more attention to how 
much I practiced ï too much  attent ion , I thought.  A few 
years later she took me to a Farrant e and Teicher concert 
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in Memorial Hall and afterwards, she pushed us up to 
them and pointed to me.  ñHow long should he practice?ò  
Diplomatically, one of the two said, ñWell, how old is he?ò  
ñTen,ò she said.  ñOh, I think about a half hour a day,ò 
said the man.  That was wonderful since I was already be-
ing made to practice for 45 minutes a day . 
       It was , however , very  difficult for me to work with 
sheet music on the p iano.  The notes were jus t too small.  
At home, our piano had a shelf where the music stand sat 
and you could pull your music quite a bit closer.  But at 
Mrs. Wertzôs we had to try other ways to make the music 
legible to me , such as making a string railing closer to the 
keys for t he music to rest against.  We tried head -worn 
magnifiers , but they werenôt strong enough.  When I 
wanted to learn a piece, I would take the  music off the 
stand and hold it up closed where I could see it.  Then I 
would play and work with one hand, the free hand.  It was 
laborious , so I memorized as much as I could.   
       Mrs . Wertz had us play in recitals twice a year, 
Christmas and summer.  She and I  resigned ourselves 
that I would memorize each piece rather than try to play 
from music during the perform ance.  Since sight reading 
was no longer at issue, I could memori ze and play just 
about anything Mrs. Wertz had in her collection , within 
reason.  I would say, ñI would like a piece in a minor key 
that moves fairly fast and is catchy.ò  Mrs. Wertz would 
dig through her stacks of pieces and pull out about five or 
ten to try out on me.  Usually we would find one , and I 
would watch her play it to learn the fingering.  The m e-
thod worked fine , but was limited to pieces of about two 
minutes in length.   
      I knew I wasnôt destined  to play Deep Purple , or the 
movie theme from Ebb Tide ,  like some of the advance d 
students  played.  So I widened  my repertoire by playing 
songs by ear at home.  Gradually , I learned how to fill in 
around melodies, much like my Grandma  List had done 
when playing her melodeon.  Then, I moved to orig inal 
pieces . 

30 SPEAKING BEFORE GROWNUPS.  Dad had a favorite 
game where he would ask us to stand up in front  of him, 
Mom and the rest of us , and speak extemp oraneously 
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about any su bject that woul d be named.  He said you 
ought to be able to talk coherently for sixty se conds 
about AN YTHING. 

31 COPYING OUT BOOKS.  I once wanted a book by Edgar 
Allen Poe that Scott had , and so I decided to make a 
typed copy of the better stories  in it.  I would staple  these 
sheets between cardboard covers and then keep them as 
mine.  I felt I learned a lot of vocabulary and style by pa y-
ing close attention while cop ying.  

32 UFOS ï READING ABOUT AND 
IMAGINING THEM.  Mom and I 
sometimes had conversations 
about apparently s upern atural 
things, such as predicting the f u-
ture, tel epathic communication , 
and prophecies about the end of 
the world.  Mom read me A GIFT 
OF PROPHECY by Ruth Mon t-

gomery about Jeanne Dixon and I thought there might be 
a lot to Jeanne.  Then Jeanne Dixon pr edic ted with ce r-
tainty that Nixon would win the presidency in 1965 .  Of 
course , he didnôt, and my opinion of Jeanne went  up in 
smoke.  UFOs were one of the things Mom and I di s-
cussed , and there was a steady stream of paper backs 
about them at Matthews Drug sto re that I would  buy and 
read.  I accumulated over 25 paperbacks about UFOs, 
most of them containing a lot of repeated stories.  There 
were also feature magazines  about UFOs.   
       Scott found directions  for making a pseudo -UFO.  
You would take a dry cle aner plastic wrap bag and make a 
frame around the bottom  with coat hanger wires and 
drinking straws , placing ca ndles at the center of the 
frame .  You were supposed to be able  to light the candles 
and heat the air, sending the craft up.  We never got any 
farther than burning through half a dozen  plastic bags , 
and we gave up.  We realized later that we could have 
sped up the heating by using a hair dryer to start the air 
going hot, but by then we were too discouraged  to try 
again.  In college , I gave my UFO book collection  to a pr o-
fessor who had a great interest in the ph enomena . 






































































