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FOREWORD

T
he Magazine’s name was always intended as a bit of a joke. The name was a play on 
Apple’s Newsstand: we were The Magazine for The Newsstand. It was an attempt to 
make it clear that a new publication designed from the ground up to be a crisp and 
easy-to-read app for the iPhone and iPad, and which omitted ads and was sup-

ported fully by subscribers’ fees, wasn’t taking itself too seriously. And it stuck.
In defiance of our generic moniker, we set out to deliver a set of specifically interest-

ing stories every two weeks that told readers about topics, people, and places they didn’t 
routinely encounter.

The thread that runs through all of our stories is the strong connection between tech-
nology and culture. We sometimes write directly about the electronic realm, such as the 
game Journey (“Strange Game,” page 77), a video game that doesn’t fit our expectations 
about what multiplayer Internet interaction is like.

But we also like to find tales that deal with non-digital things. We write about letterpress 
(“Wood Stock,” page 172, and “Inkheart,” page 225) and dealing with superannuated 
chickens (“Laid Out,” page 123), cosplay (“Redshirts in the Coffeeshop,” page 37) and real 
play: Star Trek performed al fresco in Portland, Oregon (“Boldly Gone,” page 21).

In our first 12 months, October 2012 to October 2013, we published over 130 such 
long-form non-fiction feature stories, some reported and some derived from personal 
experience. But we were solely a thing in the digital ether — and we wanted to take the 
most compelling, funny, and offbeat stories from our first year and make them “real.” 
Thanks to the support of Kickstarter backers, this book exists! (If you backed our cam-
paign, thank you for your advance support; if you bought the book later, thank you for 
enjoying what you found.)

The writers, editors, and artists who contribute and produce The Magazine find wonder 
in the world and in other people, and joy in the collaboration that made this book possible. 
We’re delighted to share some of that with you in our first collection.

Glenn Fleishman
Editor & Publisher
February 9, 2014
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OF By JOHN PATRICK PULLEN 

A dying city  
glows with optimism  

over its plan for  
a giant lava lamp.

he nighttime view from Brent Blake’s window offers a view straight 
through downtown Soap Lake, Washington, past the soft glow of the 
Masquers Theater marquee and the neon beer signs in the Del Red 

Pub, and ending about a mile away, where paved roads give way to sagebrush, 
high desert, and darkness. Situated at the corner of Main Street and Highway 17, 
which sports the town’s only stoplight, this view is all most people ever see of 
Soap Lake, as they blow through headed for anywhere else.

The locals, however — all 1,514 of them — see much more. They see the 
allure of a rugged, almost Martian landscape carved by the cataclysmal force of 
an Ice Age flood.1 They see the potential of a once-bustling wellness-centric resort 

CVV

T

http://www.masquers.com/


2

town about 180 miles southeast of Seattle, where thousands of early-20th-cen-
tury vacationers spent summers soaking in the lake’s magical, healing waters. 
They see a home base from which hikers, hunters, and boaters have easy access 
to the outdoors.

And they see hope in a giant lava lamp standing in the middle of town, 
drawing curious passersby off the highway with a slow, hypnotic, goopy glow.

However, 11 years into efforts to build the 60-foot-tall whimsical wonder, 
they’ve also seen the reasons no one has ever before constructed a six-story 
tower of lights, hot wax, and oil. Impractical, expensive, underfunded, and per-
haps even technologically impossible, the Soap Lake Lava Lamp has proved 
more complicated to build than anyone had ever imagined. And as the concept 
became bigger than the city itself, they had no alternative but to build it. “The 
lava lamp will happen in Soap Lake,” says Wayne Hovde, the city’s former 
mayor. “When? I can’t tell you — but it will happen.”

This year, coinciding with the 50th anniversary of the iconic lamp’s inven-
tion, efforts have renewed to finish the infamous unbuilt public art installation. 
To date, the idea has undergone three different designs and endured two city 
mayors, and it may soon outlive its 72-year-old creator. Brent Blake was diag-
nosed with terminal acute myeloid leukemia last September. He was given two 
months to live.

Meet Soap Blake

Blake first conceived of building the world’s largest 
lava lamp in May 2002, while staring out the window 
and thinking of ways to convince motorists to pull 
into town and spend money. “Ever-changing, never 
the same — it would draw people like crazy,” says 
Blake. “It would make it a great tourist attraction.”

And while the concept may sound bizarre, it 
seems perfectly reasonable in comparison to Blake’s 
full body of work. An architect, magazine publisher, 

and artist, the longhaired, gray-bearded impresario seems never to have heard 
the word “can’t.” A tour of his Soap Lake Art Museum begins with his electric 
chess set, made of sockets and light bulbs wired entirely by Blake himself. He 
mummifies everyday objects like tennis rackets and toaster ovens on commis-

Brent Blake and his electric chess set. Courtesy of Brent Blake

Appeared in  
Issue 21,  

July 18, 2013



3

sion. On a table sits a model of another proposed project, “Soaphenge,” that 
never got off the ground. A full-sized re-creation of Stonehenge using massive 
concrete bars of soap, Blake thinks this one is totally doable. “It would only cost 
around $100,000,” he says.

Nearby, at Dry Falls — a horseshoe-shaped chasm 20 miles north of Soap 
Lake that’s 10 times the height of Niagara Falls and is believed to have once 
been the world’s largest waterfall — Blake proposed building a self-perpetuating 
cascade. The National Park Service, however, politely declined. “If a dry falls is 
interesting,” Blake reasons, “a wet falls is spectacular.”

Yet the lamp concept caught on with townsfolk mostly because of the 
bizarre way Blake launched the project. Instead of drawing up architectural 
plans, looking for land, getting financial support, or even asking the city’s per-
mission, he created posters, pulled together a Web site, and launched a two-year 
marketing campaign that made it seem like the lamp was already operational.

With Blake’s posters in nearly every business and lava lamps adorning the 
shops, the idea alone generated a buzz that had been absent from Soap Lake for 
decades. At the Visitors Information Center, tourists descended from as far 
away as South Korea and Eastern Europe, asking for directions to the lamp. 
Media outlets from the bbc to the Los Angeles Times also flocked to the city. 
But when they arrived, they found little more than a dozen closed shops on 
Main Street.

“This went everywhere in the world, and it’s a nonexistent project,” says 
Blake. “It’s just make-believe; it’s a poster and an idea. But because it was so 
weird, the media fell in love with it.”

And though the lamp has been Blake’s foremost project over the past decade, 
he seems barely wistful about the possibility of not seeing it built. That’s because 
for him, the art is in the effort, not in the effect. “People are hesitant to experi-
ment, try, or do — it’s a natural hindrance to expression,” says Blake when asked 
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 “ The lava lamp will happen in Soap Lake,”  
says the city’s former mayor. “When? I can’t  
tell you — but it will happen.”
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about his legacy. “I say push all that into the background, start throwing paint 
onto the canvas, and not be worried or afraid that it’s not going to turn out right.”

There’s something in the water

However outlandish the idea was, Blake rallied Soap Lake behind the lamp — 
an amazing feat considering the typical townsperson’s demeanor. Genuinely 
warm and relentlessly enthusiastic, the citizens of Soap Lake are proud of their 
home’s slow pace and relaxing atmosphere. They call the frenetic corridor of 
business from Seattle to Tacoma “the other side,” and they enjoy the city’s two 
bars and three restaurants. “The majority of people here, if they turn on the fau-
cet and water comes out and flush the toilet and it goes away, they’re happy,” 
says Hovde.

Yet despite being one of Washington’s poorest cities, Soap Lake has com-
pleted an impressive array of projects in recent years, proving — it’s hoped — 
that they’ll be able to light the lamp. In 2003, volunteers raised funds for and 
opened a 200-seat, $810,000 state-of-the-art theater in the town center. In 
2009, the Soap Lake Garden Club dedicated a $500,000 sculpture titled Calling the 
Healing Waters, which, at 45 feet wide, is the world’s largest human-figure sundial.

Locals have also restored the rV park, repaired the visitors center, and land-
scaped a rough-terrain golf course. As part of an ongoing $1.5 million plan to 
redevelop Soap Lake’s Main Street with new pavement, wider sidewalks, and 
even led lighting, the city hall was also remodeled, the city council chambers 
relocated, and the police station rebuilt.

The lava lamp may seem frivolous compared to these more practical (or at 
least achievable) projects, but the idea has a foundation of sound economics. For 
centuries, stretching back to when Native Americans roamed the Pacific North-
west, people have come to Soap Lake to relieve symptoms of arthritis, psoriasis, 
Buerger’s disease, and Raynaud’s syndrome by coating themselves with mud 
and lying in the sun. The lake is four times saltier than the ocean, has as much 
alkalinity as an oven cleaner, and is one of Earth’s most unusual bodies of water. 
The National Science Foundation funded a study to examine microbes found 
there, hoping that they could shed some light on Martian life forms. Researchers 
found a new genus of bacteria.

Despite years of research, there’s no clear reason why the lake is such an 
effective treatment for skin, muscle, and joint conditions. In the early 20th century, 
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doctors prescribed long stays at Soap Lake’s 
many sanitariums to their patients. Hotels 
popped up on the hills surrounding the lake. 
And until World War ii, the town was known 
worldwide as a booming health resort.

But with the advent of sulfa drugs and 
penicillin in the 1930s, fewer people came 
looking for a cure. Then, during World War 
ii, personnel from nearby Moses Lake Air 
Force Base took over the housing, choking 
out vacationers. Finally, the construction of 
the interstate highway system in the 1950s 
swept road-trippers past the small town. 
Today, more than a million tourists annually 
drive 50 miles past Soap Lake to the Grand 
Coulee Dam, where a laser light show pro-
jected onto the embankment coaxes visitors 
to spend the night.

Some still come for the waters, but even 
they may wind up disappointed. Since the 
dam was built, reducing inflows, the mineral 

content of the lake has declined. And the mineral-water pipeline that pumps 
lake water to the last two hotels that feature it as an amenity is out of date, and 
had to be shut down to repair cracks in 2012. It failed again in 2013. At this writ-
ing, its future is uncertain.

As times became increasingly hard for the city, it became clear that the 
lamp could light their future. “You need to find what your city has that no place 
else does, and just market it until the cows come home,” says Eileen Beckwith, 
who runs the Soap Lake for Locals site with her husband, Burr. “There are other 
communities that have mineral lakes, but nobody has a giant lava lamp.”

KHY
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In the early 20th century, doctors prescribed long  
stays at Soap Lake’s many sanitariums to their patients. 

This poster attracted visitors who thought the lamp had already been constructed. Courtesy of Brent Blake

http://www.columbiabasinherald.com/news/article_76763c82-b9bb-11e2-ae68-001a4bcf887a.html
http://www.soaplakeforlocals.com/
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Weird science

As the town embarked on building a 
60-foot-tall lava lamp, it quickly 
became clear why the devices are 
rarely taller than two feet. In a table-
top model, a light bulb heats the 
mixture of oil and wax inside the 
lamp. The hotter fluids rise to the 
top, diffuse heat, and then sink.

To absorb and diffuse heat, a 
60-foot lamp would need glass that 

is 12 inches thick at the base and tapers to four inches at the top — something 
that has never been manufactured, let alone transported.2 At that size, the lamp 
would hold 100,000 gallons of liquid, says Blake, and the precise mixture of oil 
and wax would depend on the size.3

The power required to heat “lava” that size would be immense, not to men-
tion frivolous and environmentally neglectful. And then there are the cata-
strophic concerns of the disaster that would ensue if the lamp cracked. As the 
engineering proved to be infeasible, enthusiasm in Soap Lake began to wane. “It 
looked good on the posters,” says Duane Nycz, a member of one of the city’s 
longest-residing families.

And then there’s the lamp’s association with drugs and hippies, an argu-
ment that goes two ways. “[Older] generations that lived through the ’70s auto-
matically assume the only people who would want to come are looking to sit in 
front of it and drop acid and smoke dope,” says Burr Beckwith. “They’re not 
aware that there’s a whole other generation that doesn’t have that broad associa-
tion with it.”4

Then in 2004, the town was cursed with a miracle. Target Corp. not only 
had a 50-foot mechanical iron-and-fiberglass lamp hanging in Times Square, 
but after a bit of finagling it was also willing to donate the $2 million display to 
the town and pay the $200,000 to ship it to Washington. The deal seemed too 
good to be true — and, in many ways, it was.

When the 48,000 pounds of iron and fiberglass were unloaded in Soap 
Lake, it was clear it had been taken apart to ship without any thought as to how it 
might be reassembled. No one in town could figure out how to put it back 

DZP
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together. And the electronic “brain” that controlled the display’s lava flow 
motion was missing. It wasn’t freestanding, either; it was designed to be hung, 
requiring an even larger apparatus.

In order to get the Target lamp to work, the town would have had to ship the 
pieces back to the Minnesota-based company that originally made the display so 
they could repair it, create assembly instructions, disassemble it, and send it 
back to Soap Lake, where it could be built again — all for the bargain-basement 
price of $600,000. Not only was the cost prohibitive, but the idea of paying it 
bolstered growing feelings around town that the mechanical solution was 
kitschy and lackluster. Useless, the Target lamp pieces were tossed, uncovered, 
into a storage lot a stone’s throw from the city’s sewage treatment plant.

Meanwhile, in-town bickering over the lamp’s placement, funding, and 
design whittled away support for the project. “To me, it’s an idea whose time has 
come and gone,” Nycz says. From the barstools of the Businessmen’s Club, a pri-
vate club that lets guests pay “dues” to enter, to the booths at the B&B Drive-In, 
where diners still place food orders from cars, many still wanted the lamp, but 
they wanted the real thing.

And while time proudly stands still in this community, patience was run-
ning out. “How long does an idea live?” asks local filmmaker and lamp-booster 
Kathy Kiefer. “Ultimately, that is the question.”

The lamp in a new light

In late 2010, Soap Lake architect Andrew Kovach came up with an ambitious 
new plan. The design called for scrapping the Target parts altogether and build-
ing an imitation lava lamp from scratch. The plans for the state-of-the-art instal-
lation proposed using interior solar-powered laser projectors to shoot lava-flow 
imagery onto an outer shell made of Tenara fabric. The uncannily authen-
tic-looking lamp would have landscaping that would make it look as if it had just 
sprouted from the ground, and it promised limited light pollution. Similar in 
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enthusiasm in Soap Lake began to wane. 
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concept to a light-up Santa lawn ornament — only much more sophisticated and 
serious — it also came with a $1 million price tag.

Kovach drafted full schematics and created a preview video, and as he 
showed them around town, the buzz came back. Blake immediately backed the 
plan, the mayor approved it, and people like Kiefer and the Beckwiths became 
downright giddy. “It’s like when you have two shots of whiskey and you feel real 
good inside,” says Burr Beckwith. “That’s what happened instantly when I saw it.”

But financially, the timing couldn’t have been worse. With a 34 percent 
decline in tax revenue over the past four years, the city has struggled. Infrastruc-
ture needs such as problematic sewers pulled Mayor Hovde’s attention from the 
project, and then an election season devoid of lava lamp talk (at the project 
developers’ request) brought in a new administration.

The new mayor, Raymond Gravelle, had been the project manager for the 
Calling the Healing Waters sculpture, which took 13 years to plan, fundraise, and 
build. He relocated to Soap Lake eight years ago after he and his wife passed 
through looking for the non-existent lava lamp on a motorcycle tour of the state. 
With the project in its eleventh year, Gravelle has a surprising time frame to get 
it built. “We hope to be completed before winter sets in,” he says.

One reason why it can progress so quickly is that Kovach has spent the 
recession clearing the runway. Legal documents have been drafted, the land has 
been set aside, trademark issues have been sorted through, and architectural 
plans have been refined. “We’ve gone through great pains to convince people 
this is the real deal,” says Kovach. “We’ve got hard-line construction numbers 
for everything right. We know exactly what it’s going to cost.”

But they don’t know where they will get the money. With a high number of 
Seattle’s tech millionaires based in the area, Kovach thinks the funding could 
likely come from just a few people. Gravelle, meanwhile, thinks that one corpo-
rate sponsor could pay for it all in exchange for naming rights. One name that 
will be on the lamp, for sure, is Brent Blake’s. And though time is running out for 
the lamp’s mastermind, the mayor asked if he would say a few words at the ded-
ication. “Brent immediately responded, ‘I’ll start writing the dedication speech 
right now,’” Gravelle says.

Yet true to the tale, it’s possible he still hasn’t finished. “Even when you’re 
told you’ve only got a couple of days, you still procrastinate,” says Blake. “We 
can’t take care of everything, so we do the best we can.” These days, that 
involves a regimen of antibiotics, dieting, and juicing. And since he’s survived 
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six months longer than expected, it’s tantalizing to think he could live to be 92 
years old, like both his mother and grandmother did, but that’s more outlandish 
than a 60-foot tower of molten wax and oil.

Meanwhile, the town Blake is leaving behind is doing its best to carry on his 
legacy. The project has clearly become Kovach’s charge, but the lamp itself 
seemingly belongs to everyone and no one at the same time.

“It will draw more attention to the wonders we have around here that a lot 
of people don’t really understand,” says Kovach. And in that respect, the Soap 
Lake Lava Lamp makes perfect sense.

Not everything that occurs in nature can be easily explained. Sometimes 
soaking in magic water can relieve decades of pain. Somehow a coating of mud 
can clean up old wounds. Dry falls can be every bit as majestic as roaring rapids, 
and the most amazing lakes can appear in the middle of rocky, dry terrain.

Then there’s that other truth, perhaps the most inexplicable of them all: “The 
lava lamp will pave every street in town,” says Hovde. “Nothing else will do that.”

Afterword Brent Blake passed away September 24, 2013. He did not give a speech at the lamp’s 
dedication, which, as of early 2014, has yet to take place. Meanwhile, a new nonprofit group, 
Friends of the Lower Grand Coulee, has selected the Soap Lake Lava Lamp as its flagship 
project. The group has been raising funds, and their first project is to build a trail that leads 
from Soap Lake’s East and West beaches to the lamp’s site. A downtown building has also been 
secured for constructing the lamp’s top portion.

The city’s plan is to assemble the lamp piece by piece, as funds are raised. The admission 
fee for the building will help finance the final installation of the lamp on Soap Lake’s shore. No 
completion date has yet been targeted.

 1   Soap Lake was formed in the first burst of  
the Great Missoula Floods, an event that 
began when the ice dam at Montana’s Clark 
Fork River broke, flooding the Pacific North-
west with a 300-foot-tall wall of water some 
14,000 years ago. The lake’s basin was carved 
by the initial impact of the flood, which gradu-
ally eroded land 20 miles northwest all  
the way to Dry Falls, creating a series of other 
mineral lakes along the way. 

 2   Blake claims to have contacted all the major 
glass manufacturers in the world, and  
says Corning was “just dumbfounded by  
the concept.”

 3   According to Blake, the lava mixture is con-
fidential, like the recipe for Coca-Cola, and 
differs based on the size of the lamp. “ To think 
about the experimenting to make the giant 
lamp work, it would be endless,” he says. 

 4   Of course, in November 2012, Washington 
State decriminalized marijuana. So now  
people actually could, potentially, smoke  
pot while enjoying the lamp.
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Clarion Call  
An Alaskan singer goes it alone — with a little help from her fans.

By KELLIE M. WALSH 

 “L yrics first, and usually there’s kind of a spark that makes the lyrics go. If I 
have a concrete idea, it’s so much easier.”

Alaskan singer-songwriter Marian Call sits in the finished basement 
of the home of a board-game designer in an affluent suburb of New Jer-

sey, describing her creative process.
“Once in a while [a song] will come out fully formed...Other ones are like 

little puzzles. It reminds me of doing quadratic equations. The quadratic for-
mula is so beautiful and elegant. I loved algebra: there was always an answer. 
You just had to balance and [go] back and forth until you got the answer. I loved 
making things balance.”

Call munches on a post-concert snack of raw broccoli and a cupcake. She 
has a tall smile, ghostly skin, and dark shadows beneath her eyes that swear to 
her diligence and autonomy as an independent artist. “Now it’s hard for me to 
see a song if I don’t construe it as like a little problem for myself, a problem to 
solve. There’s something very right-brain about the idea, and there’s something 
very left-brain about the solution.”

You could say the same about Call’s career.

 Photos by Brian Adams BRM

http://www.baphotos.com/
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One listener at a time

Call has no label, no manager, no agent, no day job, no trust fund, and no health 
insurance. She writes, sings, edits, produces, mixes, arranges, performs, sched-
ules, books, and promotes her music herself.

But describe her career as diY, and she demurs, insisting that to call her inde-
pendent as an artist is to miss the interdependence with her audience she requires 
to sustain herself. “I’m a big fan of this old-fashioned village fiddler model,” she 
says, referring to a system in which the villagers may not pay the musician much, but 
they make sure he doesn’t starve. “There’s something about that that works for me.”

Old-fashioned models applied with new technology are, in fact, the bedrock 
of Call’s career. While many artists feign interest in fan engagement and the dis-
intermediation of art, Call has made them the foundation of her business and 
her lifestyle. She sleeps on fans’ couches; she holds concerts in their living 
rooms. She lives much of her life on social media. Her home base may be 
Juneau, but her potential market is the entire Internet.

And through strong vocals, clever songwriting, and a relentless work ethic, 
Call has built a network of approximately 10,000 fans — included among them 
Wil Wheaton and the cast of Mythbusters.1

But in lieu of mainstream fame, a record deal, or label representation (“No, 
no, no, I’m deeply uninterested in those things”), she maintains a modest defini-
tion of success: “I will have made it when I have health insurance and can go to 
the doctor or dentist when I want to, and when I am out of debt.”2

Artist, starving

“Like Amanda Palmer, I’m not afraid to take your money,” Call is fond of saying. 
“But we have a very, very poor relationship in this country between arts and 
money. We’re very, very squeamish about it. We think that there’s this purity 
about arts that we don’t want to connect it to money.”

“ I will have made it when I have health insurance and 
can go to the doctor or dentist when I want to.” — CALL

Type http://magcode.me/ plus a blue code in the margin to visit the related Web page.
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Call counts her audiences mostly by the dozen and her wages in increments 
of $10 and $20 through cd sales, digital downloads, and concert donations.3 
Nearly all of her music is available to listen to online for free.

To understand why Call’s ability to support herself through music is impres-
sive, consider some better-known contemporaries. Corin Tucker, founding 
member of the riot grrrl band Sleater-Kinney, works a day job. Cellist Zoë Keat-
ing, despite mainstream recognition and 1.2 million Twitter followers, makes 
just $900 from 232,000 streams  of her music; that’s less than one-half penny 
per play. Punk icon Exene Cervenka stopped taking medication for multiple 
sclerosis because the costs without health insurance were prohibitive.

In a 2011 tedx talk, Call described how she must convince people “inten-
tionally and repeatedly” to pay for what she calls art’s spiritual value. In a land-
scape in which audiences expect to consume media for free, she explained, 
“The current market value of my product is zero dollars...I’m basically on an 
educational mission in order to get paid.”

VJW

GZB

JPF

VQT

http://pitchfork.com/features/guest-lists/8938-corin-tucker/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AkasqHkVRM1OdFdOLUxLNDdTWkQxMUlwZHJ1VnhZNnc
http://blogs.phoenixnewtimes.com/uponsun/2011/12/xs_exene_cervenka_on_multiple_1.php
http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/TEDx-Anchorage-2011-Marian-Call
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Spiritual value or no, art for a living requires commerce. Raised in a musical 
family outside Tacoma, Washington, Call recognizes the necessity of good busi-
ness skills. She may also have picked up a survival trick or two during her classi-
cal music studies at Stanford. One such trick: commissions.

Nerdy undertones and overtones

Call credits her career to discovering three things: the tenacious spirit of Alaska, 
the unmediated connection between artist and audience on MySpace, and the 
complex relationships of space cowboys on the tV show Firefly.

The three came together in May 2007 when Call, then 25, won a Firefly-in-
spired songwriting contest.4 With sales of her just-released debut album, 
Vanilla, buoyed by the attention of the Browncoats,5 Call set off in 2008 on her 
first-ever tour, traveling through the Western United States and Canada in her 
home/tourbus, a converted vintage Greyhound dubbed the Millennium Tortoise.



15

As Jonathan Coulton has proved, the online market, especially for art 
aligned with geek culture, is a powerful one. Later that year, sci-fi/fantasy col-
lectable makers Quantum Mechanix commissioned Call to write and record a 
full-length album.

Raised on Joni Mitchell, They Might Be Giants, and Beethoven, Call 
describes her innate style (“the music that I make when I’m doing it for me”) as 
having “a lot of nerdy undertones and references, but it’s a little bit more dis-
creet; it’s a little bit more embedded in the identity of it.” Got to Fly (2008), in 
contrast, is entrenched in its geek tribute album status, featuring songs inspired 
by Firefly and Battlestar Galactica and including Call’s popular “I’ll Still Be a 
Geek After Nobody Thinks It’s Chic (Nerd Anthem).”

Though they sometimes venture outside her natural tendencies, Call says 
she loves commissions, especially having a concrete idea to wrap her brain 
around. And the end product is always her own. “Good Morning Moon,” a jaunty 
wake-up call to astronauts, is quintessential Call. It would also be perfect for an 
Apple commercial.

The mother of invention

“This is the saddest & hardest sort of announcement to make,” Call wrote on 
her blog in March 2009, “but at some point it must be made.” Her career had 
been gaining traction: her first tour broke even, and online sales of Vanilla had 
increased “tenfold.” But in early 2009 Call and her husband separated. “I didn’t 
really have a plan,” she says. “I was in Seattle; I was in the middle of a tour. I 
didn’t know where to go. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t even have a car.”

In addition to the emotional impact, the separation had substantial finan-
cial repercussions: with her husband remaining in Seattle with the tourbus, Call 
lost both her financial safety net and her physical home. Now effectively homeless, 

 “ The current market value of my product is zero  
dollars...I’m basically on an educational mission  
in order to get paid.” — CALL
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she had to choose between getting a “real job” and continuing to pursue music.
Just before Kickstarter launched to streamline and popularize crowdfund-

ing, Call invited fans to support her through patronage. Donors’ Circle members 
invest in her art — in her future — in exchange for perks like exclusive tracks and 
the chance to contribute a voice to her next album. (Singer-songwriters Kristin 
Hersch and Jill Sobule succeeded using similar models in 2007 and 2008, 
respectively, and continue to do so.)

Meanwhile, with no home to return to and despite a fear of driving, Call 
financed her first car and finished what she would later call the “Slow Tour,” for 
its pace and illogical logistics.

Fan-powered

Sitting on the sidewalk in Seattle without a plan turned out to be a watershed 
moment for Call. To maintain forward momentum, she crisscrossed the conti-
nent the following spring. Sans promoter, manager, or booking agent, she took 
the Coulton model of tour scheduling to a new level, mobilizing fans through 
social media to not only help build the itinerary but, whenever possible, provide 
overnight accommodations as well.

Across all 50 Us states and six Canadian provinces — in backyards and living 
rooms, on beaches and porches, even in one hair salon (plus w00tstock and Comic 
Con) — Call sang. This tour of primarily house concerts (“house” being loosely 
defined) provided an intimate setting for Call’s acoustic sound and a communal, 
participatory experience that neither traditional venues nor Mp3s can capture.6

But touring is expensive, and Call’s tours generally make only enough to 
sustain themselves. (“My food and bills get paid, and I live to fight another 
month,” she says.) The activity increases Internet buzz, however, which increases 
online sales.

The shared experience of this kind of small-scale  
entertainment creates a bond between Call and  
her audience.
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Touring also creates the one-on-
one connection crucial to Call’s lon-
gevity. The shared experience of this 
kind of small-scale entertainment — 
of the banter between songs, of shar-
ing a beer together, of providing crash 
space — creates a bond between Call 
and her audience. It creates invest-
ment and friendship. It also creates 
future customers.

The album born of these experi-
ences was released in October 2011. 
A double album, Something Fierce 
reflects an “emotional maturity” that 
Call says results from the “grown-up 
things songwriters are supposed to 
do” that she’d never done. Among 
them: deciding what to do for a liv-
ing, being “broke with no recourse,” 
and suffering heartbreak. More 
grounded than her earlier efforts, 
Something Fierce displays a confi-
dence that transforms her quirky, 
sometimes clunky, combination of folk, nerd-pop, and jazz into a soaring, tangly 
testament to courage, love, home, and her adopted state of Alaska.

Building on this success, Call in the summer of 2012 launched the Marian 
Call European Adventure Quest, a Legend of Zelda–esque Kickstarter campaign 
complete with 8-bit color graphics. She set a whimsical goal of $11,111 to fund 
her first European tour and to record a live album along the way. Fans knocked 
that number down in three hours, and the project grossed $63,000 by its end.

Despite the success, however, Call found herself with higher bills and lower 
cash in pocket than expected.7 After fees, taxes, and the cost of the tour, promo-
tion, production, and rewards, she says, “I’m walking away with $8,000 less 
debt.” She estimates that she is living close to minimum wage — yet “that’s suc-
cessful as an artist as defined by many of my friends.”

DBZ

http://www.kickstarter.com/projects/mariancall/marian-call-european-adventure-quest/
http://www.kickstarter.com/projects/mariancall/marian-call-european-adventure-quest/
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In(ter)dependence

Call is still working to fulfill her Kickstarter campaign rewards more than a year 
later. She also maintains relationships on social media, and she estimates that 
she spends 90 percent of her time doing administrative work like emails, logis-
tics, spreadsheets, and mailings. The trade-off of independence requires choos-
ing either concentrating fully on art and giving up control of the business, or 
running the business and squeezing the art in “around the edges.”8

Now 31, Call just released the album Sketchbook, a barebones production 
recorded mostly in homes on tour. Her 200-plus days on the road each year 
don’t allow much creative studio time, so she travels with a portable recording 
rig. “I feel very determined,” she says, “and that means that I just do what you 
have to do where you have to do it.”

She laughs, but Sketchbook is a good example of the art/money conundrum. 
The next phase of her artistic cycle, she says, is to stay home to write and record. 
But doing so requires a sustainable Internet income, which requires products. 
And products require staying home to write and record.

“Staying ahead of that curve is a constant challenge,” Call says. She’s intent, 
however, on spending more time in Juneau making art in 2014. She already has 
new endeavors in mind and continues to pursue alternative streams of funding.

Fearlessly entrepreneurial and fiercely generous

While describing her artistic cycle, Call interrupts herself in mid-sentence. 
Wisps of red hair circle her face. “See, thinking this way? All of this thinking this 
way is why ‘fearlessly entrepreneurial’ matters to me.”

Call is referring to a tweet she’d sent at the Alaska Arts Conference: “Just 
heard the phrase I want on my epitaph, re. the arts: ‘Fearlessly entrepreneurial & 
fiercely generous.’ working toward it. #akartsconf.”

“A lot of people are fearfully entrepreneurial, or afraid of being entrepre-
neurial,” she says, “or hate money because it has hurt them so much, like a dog 
that’s bitten them before. Or hate people who make money because they are not 
making money, and they’re upset by this. It’s something I deeply understand. I 
lived for a long time without anywhere to go, staying on people’s couches and 
sleeping in my car and in a tent sometimes. I have fewer illusions about money 
than I did. But I also think that being afraid of it is not a good solution.”

ZTN

LBY

http://mariancall.bandcamp.com/album/sketchbook
https://twitter.com/mariancall/status/158263339712118784
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Call uses “entrepreneur” without opportunism; rather, she epitomizes her 
belief that entrepreneurship and generosity are not antithetical. Upon succeed-
ing at that European Kickstarter campaign, for example, Call immediately made 
pledges to other Kickstarters.

Perhaps therein lies the balance, the x in the equation of making a living on 
interdependence. “If I stop being a generous person, or if I’m not a generous 
enough person, then that would be my definition of failure,” Call says. “Money 
is not worth very much if you don’t spread it around to other people.”

 1    Call estimates 10,000 based on mailing  
list subscribers and social networks.

 2    The effect of the Affordable Care Act for  
Call remains unknown.

 3   Call usually requests donations for perfor-
mances rather than setting ticket prices.

 4    The “Sing a Song of Saffron” contest was 
judged by, among others, actress Christina 
Hendricks, Firefly’s Saffron herself.

 5  Browncoats are Firefly fans.

 6    John Vanderslice described his first expe-
rience with house concerts as “intense.” 
Manjula Martin wrote about Vanderslice’s  
Tiny Telephone recording studio in “Flaws 
and All,” found in Issue #20 (July 4, 2013) 
and in the ebook edition.

 7     This situation is not uncommon. Even Kick-
starter says so. Palmer (though not without 
controversy) found herself in similar hot 
water numbers-wise.

 8    Call is not alone in this conundrum. Angela 
Webber, fellow independent artist and 
one-half of the Portland-based duo the 
Doubleclicks, wrote via email, “It’s hard  
to find the balance between doing all of  
the business and finding new gigs, and 
trying to make time to actually write songs.... 
And if you spend all day sending e-mails, 
you really don’t have anything interesting  
to write songs about.”QNN
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http://blog.sfgate.com/loaded/2013/06/24/john-vanderslice-brings-his-living-room-tour-home/
http://the-magazine.org/20/flaws-and-all
http://the-magazine.org/20/flaws-and-all
http://www.wired.com/design/2012/07/st_kickstarter?pid=682&viewall=true
http://www.kickstarter.com/blog/think-before-you-stretch
http://amandapalmer.net/blog/where-all-this-kickstarter-money-is-going-by-amanda/
http://amandapalmer.net/blog/where-all-this-kickstarter-money-is-going-by-amanda/
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Boldly Gone 
Portland’s Trek in the Park ends its five-year mission.

By CHRIS HIGGINS 

I 
meet Jesse Graff when he comes to inspect the new heat pump in my Port-
land, Oregon, bungalow. Graff strings a measuring tape through my house, 
and we get to talking about life, work, and energy efficiency. As he steps off 
my porch, he turns back and asks, “Have you heard of Trek in the Park?” I 

reply, “Please come into my kitchen and tell me everything.”
Graff explains that by day, he’s a tax appraiser for Multnomah County. By 

night, he portrays Spock in Trek in the Park. His mission? Aside from raising my 
property taxes, he and the crew of the USS Enterprise put on eight performances 
each summer. They drew crowds in the thousands to watch episodes of the orig-
inal Star Trek performed as stage plays in Portland’s Cathedral Park.

This August, the five-year mission came to a close as the crew performed 
the classic Trek episode “The Trouble With Tribbles.” Opening weekend, on a 
blistering 95° F Sunday, I joined thousands of devoted fans and watched Graff 
boldly go where no tax appraiser had gone before.

Appeared in  
Issue 24,  

Aug. 29, 2013

Taken August 11, 2013, from the St. Johns Bridge above Cathedral Park. Photo by Mick Orlosky/redfishingboat 
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Amok Time

A few weeks before the final run of Trek shows, I spoke with Graff and his com-
patriots: Adam Rosko, who plays Kirk and directs the plays, and his sister, Amy 
Rosko, who produces them. As we sit down in a local pizza joint, a pair of fans 
call out from the corner: “Captain Kirk! We’re your biggest fans!” Adam smiles 
and waves — and he does look a bit like William Shatner, even though he doesn’t 
yet have his Trek-style haircut, which features pointy sideburns.

Graff, who sports a full Riker-esque beard when it’s not show season, says, 
“I get to spend most of my life incognito. I don’t get recognized hardly at all.” 
The only visible evidence that he’s Spock is a tattoo of Leonard Nimoy’s auto-
graph on his right arm.1

Adam was just 23 when he and Amy started Atomic Arts, the theater com-
pany that staged the Trek shows as well as a few other productions in Portland. 
The siblings searched for an idea that would make compelling outdoor theater 
and that was not Shakespeare. Going through their dVd collection, they came 
across Star Trek, and it seemed an obvious fit: it had colorful costumes, extended 
fight scenes, and a built-in fan base.

Adam says, “The first YouTube video [we found] was Kirk and Spock fight-
ing. I thought, I could see that in the park. That would be hilarious. Then we 
watched the whole episode.”

That episode was “Amok Time,” and it became the first Trek in the Park pro-
duction in July 2009. Adam met Graff in a production of Robin Hood (“We were 
bad guys,” Graff recalls); Paul Pistey (their original Bones) was brought onboard 
shortly after.2

The Atomic Arts crew performed the episodes as written, preferring not to 
add campiness or wink at the audience. Because the show has an element of 
camp to it already, the material didn’t need embellishment. “[We] embrace the 
silliness. I think that the harder you embrace it, the better reaction you’ll get 
from an audience,” Adam says.

FJX

Graff asks, “Have you heard of Trek in the Park?” I reply, 
 “Please come into my kitchen and tell me everything.”

Type http://magcode.me/ plus a blue code in the margin to visit the related Web page.

http://www.atomic-arts.org/
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In the park

Watching “The Trouble with Tribbles” performed live is an odd delight when 
you’re used to watching Star Trek on tV. The audience in the park laughs at the 
show’s many small gags, cheers during the big brawl scene, and hoots as tribbles 
(fuzzy fur-balls about the size of kittens) pile up onstage throughout the show.

The episode’s plot starts with a dispute over a shipment of grain, but is rap-
idly sidetracked when Lieutenant Uhura receives a pet tribble from a shady 
trader on a space station. The tribble multiplies, causing an uncontrollable pop-
ulation boom that threatens to overwhelm the Enterprise. Bones (played by Jake 
Street) remarks, “The nearest thing I can figure out is they’re born pregnant, 
which seems to be quite a time saver.”

The audience eats it up. Then Bones seals the deal with the classic line, “It 
seems they’re bisexual, reproducing at will. And, brother, have they got a lot of 
will!” He’s a doctor, dammit — not a sexologist.

Kirk (Adam Rosko) and Spock (Jesse Graff ) discuss the growing tribble problem. Play photos by Chris Higgins



24 Kirk, after opening a tribble-filled hatch
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The park setting also mixes super fans with casual fans, Trek-loving fami-
lies, and people who just happen to wander by on a sunny day. On the day I saw 
“Tribbles,” a family settled on the blanket to my left, and a woman struck up a 
conversation. “My son Ryan is in the play,” she says. “He’s — I’m not sure which 
character it is; he does an accent.” Another woman, camped out on the blanket 
in front of us and reading a massive book, turns around. “Ryan Castro? Yeah, 
he’s Chekov,” she says. Later, we all share sunscreen.

Hardcore Trekkies sometimes want the troupe to add material to the show. 
This year, fans wanted an entire scene from an episode of Deep Space 9 added to 
the original “Tribbles”; Adam compromised by adding a few Klingons in the 
background of the play’s closing scene.3

The crew’s dedication to the original show impressed David Gerrold, author 
of the original “Tribbles” episode in 1967, who traveled to Portland for a show in 
August. “The cast was terrific,” he writes via email. “Their enthusiasm and play-
fulness was infectious. They were clearly having a lot of fun reinterpreting the 
original script, [and] I laughed my ass off. (If anyone finds a flabby old ass some-
where in the park, it’s probably mine.)” Gerrold joined the cast onstage after the 
show; his ass appeared to be intact.

One of the challenges of mounting “Tribbles” was simply getting the trib-
bles themselves. A year prior to the performance, the crew put out a call for fans 
to help make the furry props. Bags of homemade tribbles arrived from Alaska, 
Virginia, and points in between. Portland’s Jack London Bar hosted several Star 
Trek craft nights, during which fans made tribbles in an ad hoc assembly line. 
Costumer Marge Rosko (Adam and Amy’s mother) laughs as she describes the 
end of the process: “They had a girl or two with wire combs brushing them, so 
all the tribbles had a little ’do when they were done.”

Gerrold, who invented the tribble, approves. “They looked like real tribbles 
to me.”

 “ It seems they’re bisexual, reproducing at will.  
And, brother, have they got a lot of will!” He’s a doctor, 
dammit — not a sexologist.
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Trailer in the park

Trek in the Park was an immediate hit when it started five years ago, but the crew 
was prepared for failure. A key decision came at the end of the first performance 
of “Amok Time” in Woodlawn Park, which happened to be a few blocks from 
Amy’s house. The crew had hastily prepared what they called a “trailer” pro-
moting the next year’s show, but they didn’t know whether their play would be 
received well enough to warrant continuing the mission through a second year, 
let alone its planned five years.

As the crew took their bows, they looked to Adam and he said one word: 
“Trailer.” They launched into a two-minute live preview of the next year’s show, 
“Space Seed” (the episode that was the starting point for Star Trek II: The Wrath 
of Khan). From that moment on, Trek in the Park was a juggernaut, drawing enor-
mous crowds and forcing the group to relocate to Portland’s iconic Cathedral 
Park, which features a stage and a massive lawn bowl that can accommodate 
thousands.4

The show featured a live band plus sound effects for doors, transporters, 
and the like. During transporter scenes, the actors stand ramrod-straight as the 
distinctive sound effect plays, and the audience chuckles. The production was 
the subject of a doctoral thesis on “geek culture in theater,” appeared in a Port-
landia skit, and became a mainstay of Portland summer fun.

And it remained free the whole time, as local businesses pitched in to 
donate sets and other help in exchange for appearing in the programs distrib-
uted in the park. The cast carefully avoids talk of copyright or legal issues, and I 
did not ask Paramount (which Graff jokingly calls “Starfleet”) for comment, lest 
the apparently cultivated ignorance at the studio that let it persist was shed.

The show has suffered minor mishaps endemic to any public performance, 

“ I opened my mouth, the whistle went off again, and  
I lost it. I keeled over on the chair. Put my head down  
in my arms.” — GRAFF
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though the audience takes them in stride. During the first summer of the show, 
an earthbound vessel hurtling past the park interrupted Spock’s Vulcan mating 
ritual. Graff recalls, “Spock’s having a pon farr moment and I’m trying to explain 
to Kirk why this is happening. I open my mouth and the loudest train whistle I’ve 
ever heard goes off. It was like Inception. So I stopped, and we wait. Then I open 
my mouth again, and the whistle goes off again. It’s literally the longest train 
whistle I’ve ever heard — it went on for 10 or 15 seconds. So we hold it.”

Adam interjects, “I could tell you were going to break.”
Graff continues, “My mouth was starting to go and I had one more shot. I 

opened my mouth, the whistle went off again, and I lost it. I keeled over on the 
chair. Put my head down in my arms. Adam covered. He had the most beautiful 
cover I’ve ever seen. He didn’t even crack a smile. He just puts his hand on my 
back, punches an imaginary button, and he says, ‘Mr. Spock, keep it steady, will 
you?’ The crowd lost their mind. It was fantastic.”5

Scotty (Nate Ayling), moments before throwing the first punch in a brawl with Klingon officer Korax (Royal Hebert). 
Korax incited the fight by saying the Enterprise “should be hauled away as garbage.”
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Generations

Trek in the Park has always been a family affair. Marge Rosko, mother of Adam 
and Amy, says she made around 50 costumes over the five-year mission. She 
says “the kids” told her what they needed, and she sewed the outfits at home, 
sometimes with the help of costumer Benja Barker, who also appeared as an 
actor in four of the five productions. (In “Tribbles,” Barker played Lurry, the 
man in charge of the Deep Space K-7 station.)

Marge’s influence goes deeper than costuming, though; she was the original 
Trekkie in the family. Marge attended Chicago’s first Star Trek convention, held 
at the Conrad Hilton Hotel in 1975. Wandering through the crowd of likeminded 
fans, she bumped into her cousin. She jokes, “I said, ‘Oh, this is too much! Now 
family is involved.’ That’s always been a joke since then.”

As kids, Adam and Amy watched Star Trek: The Next Generation with their 
mother, helping her record the show on Vhs tapes. The kids weren’t fans in 

Curtain call at the final performance of Trek in the Park on August 25, 2013. Front row, starting at left in red: Al 
Rosko, Marge Rosko, Amy Rosko, Adam Rosko (Kirk), Jesse Graff (Spock), Ryan Castro (Chekov), Dana Thompson 
(Uhura), Jake Street (McCoy), Nate Ayling (Scotty)
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those days, though. “It was [my] one program. It was just something to do 
together,” Marge says. Adam says that when Trek in the Park started, he was a 
“very casual” fan, though after five years playing Kirk he has become well-
versed in serious fan topics, including the relative merits of Trek movies (he says 
The Wrath of Khan is the best).

Graff ’s friends told him that Trek in the Park is their kids’ only version of Star 
Trek; they have no concept of Shatner and Pine, or Nimoy and Quinto. He says, 
“There’s one kid who was only a few months old the first year, and [her parents] 
brought the kid every year. She’s going to be four this year.” Every year, those 
parents took a photo with the cast and their daughter, including a bittersweet 
final photo after “Tribbles.”

The final frontier

Back in the pizza place, the fans approach Adam, asking him about the show. He 
explains that this year is the last hurrah, the end of the five-year mission. A few 
beers later, he tells me the ending of the run has gotten him nothing but criti-
cism. “People don’t like things that end,” he explains.

In the original Star Trek series after it made the jump to movies, several of the 
core crew went off and became captains of their own ships. The Trek in the Park crew 
members are mirroring that, beginning their own next missions. Graff is get-
ting married soon, thinking about having kids, and preparing for his next acting 
projects. Adam wants to do more personal theater projects and prove that Trek 
isn’t his only gig. He’s also a production assistant for the tV show Grimm, which 
shoots in Portland.

“It’s a big commitment every year; it takes up the majority of your summer. 
It’s great to do something in a town like Portland and have it be appreciated. It 
makes you feel like you’re on the right side of things,” says bandleader Peter 

Marge’s influence goes deeper than costuming, though;  
she was the original Trekkie in the family. Marge attended 
Chicago’s first Star Trek convention, held at the Conrad 
Hilton Hotel in 1975.
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Dean. “I’m sorry to see it go. But at the same time, wasn’t the last episode of The 
Next Generation called ‘All Good Things…’?”

Reflecting on the experience, Adam, Amy, and Graff all liken the final show 
to a graduation ceremony. “It’s scary because I’m dropping the most successful 
thing that’s ever happened to me,” Adam says.

Graff says he’s looking forward to having his summers free for the first time 
since 2008. “[My fiancée] Rebecca loves the show. We met through Trek. But 
she’s like, ‘Honey, I would like to go camping.’”

Afterword The week after this article was published, Graff and his fiancée, Rebecca, were mar-
ried. They held a small service in Cathedral Park, near the stage where Trek in the Park had 
finished its run. Adam Rosko was Graff ’s best man. Graff also got a job coaching JV2 basketball 
at Scappoose High School, and he is exploring new acting projects. Adam and Amy Rosko have 
not yet announced their next project, but Graff suggests it may come in 2015.

 1  He says he’s reserving his left arm for Zachary 
Quinto, who plays Spock in the recent  
Star Trek film franchise reboot. If Quinto isn’t 
available, he says he’ll settle for Shatner.

 2  Pistey, Graff’s former roommate, now lives  
in South Korea teaching ESL classes. He had 
to miss the final summer of shows.

 3  The original “Tribbles” episode concludes 
when Scotty explains that he beamed a ship-
load of tribbles onto a Klingon vessel — and 
that’s how the Trek in the Park version ends 
too, except we see Klingons drawing swords 
upstage. This is a deep cross-Trek-series 
reference. In a time-travel episode of Deep 
Space 9 called “Trials and Tribble-ations,” 
Worf informs Odo that tribbles “were once 
considered mortal enemies of the Klingon 

Empire,” and that “an armada obliterated the 
tribbles’ home world.” Odo asks Worf, “Do 
they still sing songs about the great tribble 
hunt?” I infer that this Klingon/tribble beef 
resulted from Scotty’s transporter stunt in the 
original series, plus the fact that tribbles  
love humans and Vulcans, but hate Klingons.

 4  The crew painted the stage gray and tagged 
its corners “NCC-1701,” the original Enter-
prise’s registry number.

 5  Graff says that the Portland paper Willamette 
Week, in their annual “Best Of” issue, 
awarded that moment “Best Unintentional 
Sexual Innuendo Cameo By An Inanimate 
Object.” I could not find confirmation of this 
after some research, but it seems logical.
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Everyday Superheroes  
The mask isn’t coming off any time soon.

By SERENITY CALDWELL

Four nights a week, I disappear for hours at a time, leaving Serenity Cald-
well behind. She isn’t much use where I go. Those I associate with know 
me only by a pseudonym; I am costumed beyond recognition. I step into a 
different life as I don new garb and fly down concrete floors. I get beat up. 

I perform feats Serenity would marvel at. And then I transform back into myself.
The next day, I nurse new and unusual aches in unexpected places. “No,” I 

tell the concerned cVs cashier awkwardly eyeing three finger-shaped marks on 
my forearm, “I’m not in any trouble at home.” But that’s all I can say. All I can ever 
say. Because, really, how do you tell someone that you’ve become a superhero?

It’s not like I planned it this way. Growing up, most kids wish for masks and 
superpowers. Not me. My kid self would have been delighted to wake up one day 
and find herself with Jedi powers; I always fancied being the brains rather than 
the brawn. Not that we ever get what we want.

Have no fear, citizens

It starts quite by accident, with something ever so small: a seed of discontent in 
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your current activities; boredom; craving something more. And there, in the 
shadows, your superhero life lurks, just waiting for you to take a turn down that 
dark alley.

The first meeting doesn’t leave an impression. A friend of a friend may be 
involved, and you agree, after being implored many times, to tag along to some-
thing that you think holds no interest. You may see a poster in the square, or spot 
an article online. It’s neat, you think, but nothing more than that. It’s only when 
you reflect on events that you can pinpoint the genesis.

In a fictional city of millions, there may be only a handful of caped crusad-
ers. In real-life gothams, superheroes abound. Secret lives emerge from projects 
you’re passionate about and from undiscovered talents that don’t necessarily fit 
into day-to-day life. They may start off as a way to pass the time after work or as 
a quick weekend activity. But it blossoms from there.

Some avenues will fizzle out before you even hit the training montage. Oth-
ers show promise, but something down the line causes you to hang up your cape: 
You might grow disillusioned; you might have to make the hero’s choice and 
return to your normal life. Or maybe it fills a perfectly shaped metahuman hole 
in your life, happily coexisting with your daily activities.

And then there are the anomalies: the secret lives that slowly engulf the 
public ones. You don’t really notice it creeping into your routine until it’s already 
too late. Before you know it, your bare-knuckled pastime has turned into your 
livelihood; your getaway vehicle has become your sedan; your secret lair, your 
office. The mask isn’t coming off any time soon.

A ship leaves a dying, apple-shaped planet

Every job I’ve held started in the shadows of a secret superhero life, and none 
more so than my work with Macworld magazine. Freelancers may understand 

Before you know it, your bare-knuckled pastime  
has turned into your livelihood; your getaway vehicle  
has become your sedan; your secret lair, your office. 
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the superhero comparison better than anyone, although it’s more Mystery Men 
than Justice League. At any time, you might be called upon to don your mask, 
fling on your cape, and rush to the scene of the crime — or, in more practical 
terms, write 900 words on deadline.

You juggle your life, meals, evening outings, and day job as you wait for a 
signal to flash in the sky. And when it’s been silent too long, you may even hunt 
danger on your own, hurling article proposals like fireballs into the ether with 
hopes of kindling interest. It’s exhilarating.

But freelancing takes a toll on the lone avenger; very few can pour their lives 
into it for more than a couple of years without burning out. I hit my limit around 
the one-year mark. As luck would have it, Macworld was hiring. When I moved 
to San Francisco and started working for the magazine full-time, I was thrilled in 
many ways. But it turned my whirlwind of activity into a soft breeze. I no longer 
needed to fight for anything (except, perhaps, a seat on MUni). And while I loved — 
and still love — my job, sometimes a little bit of chaos keeps passion in your life.

So one day, I walked into a warehouse in Oakland and became a superhero.

Portrait of a superhero on skates

Picture, if you will, a costume far less sleek than what you’d expect from your 
average Marvel or dc star. We may share the tights, but the similarities end 
there. I can’t fly with a cape or engage super-speed; I use a pair of quad skates. 
My bones aren’t Adamantium-laced; I use crash shorts, knee and elbow pads, 
wrist guards, a mouthpiece, and a helmet.

In short: I play roller derby.1
If you know me, it may seem like an odd fit. (“Ren? Exercising?”) But I sus-

pect that’s why I like it. The sport — and it is a sport, contrary to what you might 
have seen back in the ’80s2 — is intentionally designed to let its participants 
compartmentalize. By day, we are neuroscientists, filmmakers, and woodwork-
ers. We balance our high-stress jobs with sobriquets and larger-than-life person-
alities.3 There are skaters who compete under their own names, but, even so, 
they transform on the track, leaving their off-skates selves on the sidelines. To 
get out on that oval, you have to be fearless.

That kind of mentality is almost antithetical to my daily routine. I don’t like 
confrontation; I have doubts, worries, and concerns. When circumstances 
change abruptly, I stress out. But somehow, when I step on that track, it all falls 
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away. The spinning of bearings and the screech of wheels against concrete 
drown out my anxiety.

I often play as jammer,4 the only position that can score points. I am the tar-
get of at least four opposing players at any given time — and I love it. I revel in 
the quickness of the game, which forces me to dart through millisecond holes 
and pick apart movements. I can charge a wall of opposing players with no hesi-
tation, leaping past muscled women and dancing on my skates’ toe stops around 
those trying to knock me down.5

I like to think that part of the courage comes from anonymity: the ability to 
pull skates out of a gear bag and become someone else. But it’s also that the 
derby community has built such an incredibly safe space for its players. Leagues 
are skater owned and operated, and nobody gets paid to put wheels on a track. 
We’re all teaching each other, and we do it out of passion for the game. No one 
laughs at your first face-plant on the track; instead, we cringe in support, remem-
bering our own rookie years. And it’s a place where female athletes are cele-
brated, not treated as second class.6

It’s empowering off the track, too. The athleticism alone required to partici-
pate in the sport forces me to cross-train with barbells and running shoes, and 
the mentality slips its way into my other projects. When you have nerves of steel 
on the track, it’s hard for that confidence not to find its way into your interac-
tions elsewhere.

The adventure continues

I’ve had adventures at all angles. I’ve tried out activities that left me uninter-
ested within days. I have on-again, off-again flings with others. My day job was 
once my secret life; now my roller derby exploits keep it interesting. It’s every-
thing in balance that keeps my life in motion.

After all, who is Peter Parker without Spider-Man? Jean Grey without Phoe-
nix? Bruce Wayne without Batman? Our projects and our passions — our super-

Who is Peter Parker without Spider-Man? Jean Grey 
without Phoenix? Bruce Wayne without Batman?
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hero lives — let us keep our feet on the ground at other times. They push us to 
ask more questions, learn new things, and discover more about ourselves.

It’s sometimes scary to have a hidden identity. The inner mystery pokes and 
pushes at areas of ourselves we don’t want touched. But if you’re willing to take 
the first step down that dark alley, you may just uncover your inner superhero.

 1    Specifically, I play modern flat-track roller 
derby in the Boston Derby Dames, a league 
governed by the Women’s Flat Track Derby 
Association (WFTDA). WFTDA has over 150 
member leagues, and hosts yearly interna-
tional tournaments for the top teams in  
the country. If you’re interested in learning 
about the game, I suggest reading the 
WFTDA pages describing flat track and its 
gameplay. If you’re curious to see a game, 
check WFTDA’s member leagues to see  
if there’s a venue near you.

 2   If you had the pleasure of watching Roller- 
Jam or RollerGames, I apologize. Please 
forget everything you learned from those 
shows, as modern roller derby is very little 
like that.

 3   Derby names are intentionally pun-based 
and often replete with double and triple 
entendres. My favorite ones are those that 
manage to play off at least two of the fol-
lowing: the game, violence, and something 
that that person loves. (I have a soft spot in 
my heart for a blocker name I saw at my first 

bout: Bloodbath and Beyond.) I skate under 
the name Artoo Detoonate.

 4    Basic roller derby lesson #1: There are five 
players on each team — four blockers, one 
jammer — with 10 total players on the track. 
The jammer scores points by passing the 
hips of the opposing blockers; her blockers 
are there to aid her in scoring and to prevent 
the other team’s jammer from scoring.

 5   Basic roller derby lesson #2: Hitting zones. 
Blockers can only legally use their shoulders, 
hips, or booty to hit another player. Hits must 
be made above the knees and below the 
shoulders, and strictly on the front and sides 
— back blocks are illegal.

 6     Unlike almost every other modern sport in 
existence, the roller derby revival began with 
leagues exclusive to women, and has contin-
ued that way throughout the years. There is 
a men’s organization now — the Men’s Roller 
Derby Association — but WFTDA is treated as 
the gold standard.
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This cosplay is pretty serious.

By GABE BULLARD  

T hey’re lined up five, six, seven deep on the streets of downtown Atlanta. 
Parents with small children on their shoulders, older folks in lawn 
chairs, pretty girls with their skinny boyfriends with cool haircuts. Tap-
ping on their phones, posting photos.

Then there are sirens. The police clear the streets. They make room for the 
army. Storm Troopers, pirates, Doctors Who, and masses of other science 
fiction/fantasy/comic book characters march through the heart of the city in an 
unembarrassed display of the kind of nerdery that, years ago in most places 
and to this day in some, would have led to ostracism at best and being beaten up 
at worst.

It’s the Dragon Con parade, the annual public showing of what happens 
inside five downtown hotels every Labor Day weekend in Atlanta. And the 
normies love it.

ZBM
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Photos by Gabe Bullard

http://www.dragoncon.org/
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Carrie-ing on

Leah D’Andrea was in the parade. She’s been coming to Dragon Con for over a 
decade. She pronounces her first name with a long a, like Leia. Like Princess Leia. 
She also looks like Carrie Fisher. A lot like Carrie Fisher. And she hasn’t always 
liked Star Wars.

“I grew up hating it,” she says. “Because of my name and because I was 
a brunette.”

Then she saw the trench run from A New Hope on tV at a friend’s house.1 “I 
asked my friend’s dad, ‘What was that?’ He said, ‘Star Wars.’ I said, ‘Seriously?! 
That’s really cool.’” Two years later, D’Andrea, who already had an interest in 
theater and costumes, went to school dressed as Leia on Halloween.

“My teacher had a huge crush on Carrie Fisher because of Star Wars. When 
he saw me, he tried to sit down and missed his chair,” she says. “I was kicked out 
of my history class that day.”

A few years later, her now-husband, Chris Lee, proposed to her at a differ-
ent convention with a replica of Leia’s necklace from the movie. (It was even 
made by the same craftsman.) She was dressed as Leia; he was dressed as 
Luke Skywalker.2

At their home in Nashville, Lee is building components of a full-scale replica 
of the Millennium Falcon; D’Andrea makes costumes.3 She’s on her sixth ver-
sion of the classic white “Leia dress.” She has a Deanna Troi outfit. (In the 
appropriate wig, D’Andrea also looks a bit like Marina Sirtis, who played Troi on 
Star Trek: The Next Generation.) She has steampunk gear. She has comic book 
outfits. She can be a lot of people.

Make it sew

Wearing a costume is the ultimate expression of fandom, personally and pub-
licly. Personally, you project yourself into a character in a way you can’t through 
reading or watching. Publicly, it’s a declaration that you relate to this fictional 
individual enough to embody him or her (or it).

“I think that’s how most costumers get started,” says D’Andrea. “They have 
a character they really, really admire.” For D’Andrea, it was Princess Leia. For 
many of the attendees at Dragon Con, it appears to be Deadpool, from various 
Marvel Comics, or Finn from Adventure Time.4
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MZG

Appeared in  
Issue 26,  

Sept. 26, 2013

Type http://magcode.me/ plus a blue code in the margin to visit the related Web page.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deadpool
http://adventuretime.wikia.com/wiki/Finn
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Some in the community differentiate between costuming and cosplay, a 
term derived from “costume play.” Cosplay, they say, involves pretending to be a 
character, whereas costuming is dressing as that character but taking on no 
other traits.5 But all of it falls on the same spectrum, as does the quality of the 
costumes. There are costumers and cosplayers who buy their gear from Hallow-
een supply shops or the higher-quality fantasy outfitters, and there are those 
who, like D’Andrea, make their own.

A month before Dragon Con, I met D’Andrea in Nashville at the home of 
fellow costumers Steven and Gena Henderson. They and several others were 
preparing to craft and fine-tune the outfits and props they planned to take to the 
con. And it’s not just about appearances. This stuff has to work.

“Leia’s boots in Return of the Jedi looked like shoes with fabric stapled on 
them,” says Steven. (“They were,” D’andrea adds.) “We realized when we got 
into this, we’re going to be walking through a crowd. We’re going to have chil-
dren tugging at it. It has to be perfect.”

In movies, props and costumes are designed to look good on camera. The 
folks at Lucasfilm didn’t have to worry about making something Leia could 
move around in for hours while holding on to her convention badge. “We have 
to be able to move in it,” adds Gena. “And to pee in it,” says D’Andrea.



40 D’Andrea, dressed as Angella, knees before her comrades from Masters of the Universe.
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So they make it better. It’s a tribute and a challenge. And it’s a thrill to gather 
with other costumers to compare techniques and details, of which there are 
many. D’Andrea’s Leia Hoth suit is also an actual snowsuit. It’s as warm as a 
freshly killed tauntaun. She has spent hours embroidering details into costumes 
that were never seen in the movies. And there’s no disappointment in discover-
ing the faults in movie props and costumes. Steven says it enhances the original: 
“I know things they don’t know.”

D’Andrea is an actress, but no one in this group is costuming for profit. (Ste-
ven runs a software company; Gena works in medicine.) They’re driven by fan-
dom. They spend hours spinning fiction into fact with their costumes.6 And it 
extends to characters that don’t exist in popular fiction. D’Andrea won the 2012 
Dragon Con masquerade, a costume contest, with a pair of steampunk wings 
designed by Lee that open and close with the aid of an app. Previously, any cos-
tume’s wings were manually controlled. And who wants to imagine a future in 
which someone spends two minutes tightening bolts before taking flight?

Masters of the Universe

On my commuter-rail ride downtown on the Saturday of Dragon Con, I saw Jas-
mine from Aladdin taking a selfie. I saw a trio dressed as the heroes from Final 
Fantasy VI buying fare cards. I saw Hunter S. Thompson holding a piccolo (he 
was in a marching band in the parade). There they were, riding uneventfully 
alongside commuters headed to jobs, school, or sporting events.7 And I felt out 
of place. I was dressed as me.

Outside the convention, the costume and the attendee badge are signals. 
They say “we’re alike” the same way inside jokes on T-shirts have long commu-
nicated nerd status without shouting. It’s a club.8 “You don’t have to get to know 
somebody, because you already know something about them,” says D’Andrea.

QWV

 Who wants to imagine a future in which  
someone spends two minutes tightening bolts  
before taking flight?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QBs8MYx9JLE
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This makes the con a ridiculously positive place. Spartans drink with Starfleet 
commanders. Marvel heroes and dc villains chat politely in lines for panel dis-
cussions. Everyone is excited, and no amount of geeking out is deemed excessive.

“People say, ‘I finally get to wear my nerdy T-shirts, I’m going to a con.’ I’m 
like, ‘I get to wear my costumes and people know what they are,’” says Katrina 
Lynn, who was dressed as Carl Sagan (and not “sexy Carl Sagan”) on the Sunday 
of Dragon Con.9

When I arrive at the con, I find D’Andrea walking through the Marriott lobby 
with over a dozen friends, all dressed in painstakingly detailed Masters of the 
Universe costumes. She dressed as Angella, with seven-foot-wide wings 
(non-motorized); Steven Henderson was He Man, complete with fur briefs.

They moved slowly. Every few feet, a conventioneer asked for a photo and the 
group obliged, drawing more photo seekers, larger crowds, and longer delays. 
With a group this big, stopping and posing isn’t easy. The costumes can be bulky or 
fragile, and the hotel’s air conditioning isn’t powerful enough to keep a crowd this 
size cool. Some fans are costumers, looking to see how Sorceress made her cape.

“There’s two schools of thought. There’s pitch to the crowd and make them 
happy, and then there’s hard-core costumers who try to impress each other,” 
Chris Lee says as crowds rush past us to grab photos.

The con is spread out over five hotels. Every lobby, elevator, meeting room, 
and skywalk is packed with superheroes. So are the streets. Even in the frustrating 
southern summer sun, costumers pose on the sidewalks and order food at hip 
downtown restaurants. This is their world, but the normies inhabit it now too.

CONscription

“I went [to Dragon Con] 26 years ago. It was a bunch of guys playing Dungeons 
& Dragons and reading comics,” says Miller Heath, who brought his two daugh-

The costumes can be bulky or fragile, and the hotel’s  
air conditioning isn’t powerful enough to keep a crowd 
this size cool. 
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ters to Dragon Con; all dressed in homemade costumes. “It’s become much 
more accepted.”

Many fans point to the 1939 World Science Fiction Convention as the first 
real convention for nerd culture. Time reported that 200 people came to the New 
York conference “for three days of speeches, pseudo-scientific movies, and dis-
cussion of stories with their authors.” Some were in costume. About 130,000 
people went to the San Diego Comic-Con in 2012 for similar purposes. Officials 
estimate that up to 60,000 came to Dragon Con this year. Many were in cos-
tume. (In contrast, at the paX Prime event in Seattle in August 2013, only a hand-
ful of the 70,000-plus attendees came in costume. They were mostly there to 
play games.)

No one points to any single cause for the rising interest, but it’s there. If 
nerdery, even in private, were fringe behavior, then it would be difficult to 
explain why out of the 10 highest-grossing movies of all time (not adjusted for 
inflation), all but two are centered on superheroes, science fiction, or fantasy.10

It’s likely that many of the contributors to the billion-dollar gross of a super-
hero movie are only casually interested. But if they want to know more about, 
let’s say, Tony Stark, they can fall down a very deep, very interesting rabbit hole 
on Wikipedia. They can learn more about characters with decades-long histo-
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ries. They can discover that many 
more people are also interested in 
these characters. They can form rela-
tionships with those characters. They 
can take this interest into meatspace 
at a convention. And, as their inter-
est develops, they can decide to 
embody a beloved character; they can 
costume at a con.

“There’s an atmosphere of no 
judgment,” says Neil Gibson, a 
comic book author promoting his 
work at the convention. “Some peo-
ple like the characters and want to 
dress up as them. Some people see it 
as a day out. Some people take it very 
competitively and want to have the 
best costume there is. Whatever 
you’re into is great.”

I asked many conventioneers 
why they think the popularity has 
grown, and none of them knew. They 
were all just happy it was happening. 

“All these things I didn’t like before — parties, socializing, clubs — turns out I 
just didn’t like the people at them,” says Steven Henderson.

Fantastic fore-bears

There are lots of children, some in strollers and some in spandex, on the conven-
tion floor.11 Parents are bringing their kids into geek culture. There are many, 
many people in costume, and many, many more not in costume, taking it all in. 
It can be overwhelming to see how popular geek culture has become.

Not everyone who wears costumes and reads comics books is teased grow-
ing up, but for many, it’s hard to fit in as a geek, and it’s not easy to see your thing 
become everyone’s thing. But now that the levitation boot is on the other foot, 
the nerds aren’t exactly taking revenge.

QDS
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“At some point I grew out of [rejecting new geeks],” says Lynn. “If you have 
that attitude, it’s like you’re saying to everybody that they can’t belong to this 
little club. That this club is for people who have gone through bad things. But it’s 
not. What it is, is a club for people who like stuff, for people who are happy and 
passionate. It should be a positive club.” (Comedian Patton Oswalt had a slightly 
different take on the matter in a Wired essay in 2010, arguing that geeks should 
fight against mainstream appropriation of the symbols of their obsessions —  
“Boba Fett’s helmet emblazoned on sleeveless T-shirts worn by gym douches” — 
but not against appreciation of those things.)

D’Andrea says there’s been a slight shift in tone at conventions over the 
years, but it’s stamped out rather quickly. “It’s not so much jocks versus nerds. 
It’s the people who come just to party versus the people who come to panels,” 
she says. “You get your standard shit-talkers. It’s like any crowd of people; you’re 
going to get your jackasses. But we’re all here for the same thing.”

And who can say costuming is so unusual anyway? Every day, people put on 
sports jerseys without ever getting onto a field. “It’s acceptable to paint your face 
and stand at a football game,” says Gena Henderson. “So why not paint your face 
and stand around at a hotel?” asks D’Andrea. “Everyone has that category of 
nerd,” says Steven Henderson. “And yours might just be universally accepted.”

“And ours is becoming universally accepted,” says D’Andrea.

CONplications

There are risks to making the unreal real, and there are risks to outsiders 
flooding in. They’re called creepers. The first time D’Andrea dressed as Leia, it 
distracted her history teacher. She was in the white dress from A New Hope. But 
while the bun hairdo has certainly appeared in many fantasies, it kneels before 
the Zod of Star Wars sexiness: the gold bikini.
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If nerdery were fringe behavior, then why are 8 of the 10 
all-time highest-grossing movies centered on superheroes, 
science fiction, or fantasy.

http://www.wired.com/magazine/2010/12/ff_angrynerd_geekculture/
http://starwars.wikia.com/wiki/Slave_Leia_costume
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D’Andrea has worn the Leia slave outfit at conventions. She knows what it 
can represent to some male fans. “Whenever you put something on like that, 
you’re the center of attention,” she says, admitting that she’s been inappropri-
ately approached and touched while in costume. “But the appropriateness with 
how people react is a lot better at a convention than it is in the real world. I’ve 
been leched on in public more than I ever have at a con in costume.”

“The people who don’t get it are newer to fandom, newer to conventions,” 
says longtime costumer Katrina Lynn. “They don’t understand the women that 
are in these costumes — mostly it’s women — are there for themselves. They’re 
not getting paid to be there and be touched on. That’s been their experience 
with scantily clad women. They work at Hooters. They’re strippers. I think peo-
ple don’t realize there’s a disconnect.”

Many female characters were conceived of and drawn by men. They serve 
as objects of fantasy for men. They wear costumes that are impossibly skimpy. 
They stand in ridiculous poses that show off rear ends and breasts at the same 
time. They are characters that are born objectified. But that doesn’t mean 
women can’t relate to other characteristics.

“There’s an effort to obtain the impossible in cosplay,” says Hannah Bur-
nett, who runs the Cosplay Safety Project. “I don’t see why unrealistic propor-
tions and gravity-defying things should keep anyone away from a character 
design. If that’s the character you want to embody, if that’s how you want to 
express yourself, more power to you. Just understand you might want a body-
guard with you sometimes.”

Women who wear the more revealing costumes turn the original objectivity 
on its ear. But at every convention, there are creepers turning it right back by 
copping feels and taking photos exclusively of bikini-clad bottoms.

“There are people who, for whatever reason, can’t conceptualize what is so 
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Many female characters were conceived of and drawn  
by men. They serve as objects of fantasy for men.  
They wear costumes that are impossibly skimpy.
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wrong about it,” says Burnett. She was on a Dragon Con panel on ethics in cos-
play, and she recommended directly addressing creepers if they try anything on 
a convention floor. She also referenced a group called Cosplay Is Not Consent, 
which fights objectification of female costumers.

D’Andrea, Lynn, and Burnett agree that creeping is an issue, but that it hap-
pens to them outside of conventions when they’re wearing street clothes, too. That 
it happens in regular life doesn’t make it something anyone wants to live with. 
Burnett is hopeful. She says there’s progress in the convention world, because in 
the mutual-appreciation atmosphere of the con, the conversation can happen.

Doctor, nothing will stop it!

There’s a hat that’s ever-present at Dragon Con. It’s a knitted stocking cap with 
earflaps and a puff at the top. It’s colored in yellow and orange stripes. It’s a 
coded message to fans of the tV show Firefly. A character named Jayne Cobb 
briefly wears a similar hat in one popular scene.

There’s a reward to understanding the meaning behind someone’s hat. 
There’s a small thrill that happens a thousand times a second at Dragon Con 
whenever someone recognizes a reference or figures out that the guy with a 
blaster wearing a red plastic cylinder is Han Solo Cup. And as newbies and 
former normies fill the convention space, the veterans work harder to show 
their experience.

As her husband, dressed as He Man, guides a dozen Masters of the Universe 
through the Marriott lobby, Gena Henderson, in a Supergirl costume, says it’s 
hard to pull off big-group excursions like this, because it’s difficult to find some-
thing new. And some costumes have become so easy to put together that they’re 
everywhere (I lost count of the number of Finn hats I saw).

“We have to keep raising the bar,” says D’Andrea. Her costume is impres-
sive; it’s one of many fantastic outfits put together for no reason other than to 
show off to others. There’s no money for this, though D’Andrea did win cash and 
an iPad for her wings at last year’s masquerade costume contest. There’s no greater 
fame that comes from being the most realistic Hulk or the cutest Pikachu. But 
for the costumed folks surrounding me in the Marriott, it’s what they like.

As I watched Henderson and D’Andrea pose in their costumes, facing camera 
flashes more reminiscent of an la paparazzi scrum than a He Man cartoon, I felt 
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an infectious, overwhelmingly positive feeling wash over me. I’d always liked 
Nightcrawler. Maybe I could find some blue face paint and a plush tail at the gift 
shop. Then I was pulled back into reality by a tired Eternian.

“Even the backs of my legs are sweaty.”
It’s not always easy being a hero.

 1  This is the climactic flight scene near  
the end of the movie when, spoiler alert, 
Luke Skywalker blows up the Death Star.

 2    Someone in the crowd pointed out that  
the two were playing characters who are, 
spoiler alert, siblings.

 3    Nathan Meuiner wrote about Lee’s project  
in “Full Scale,” in Issue 18 (June 6, 2013)  
of The Magazine.

 4    And this doesn’t mean you have to look like 
the character you play. There are many 
costumers who play something other than 
their actual gender, body type, skin color, 
and so on. It’s called crossplaying.

 5    And there were people I talked to at Dragon 
Con who refused to break character. One 
man, dressed as Xerxes from the movie 300, 
frequently said, “Why doesn’t anyone like 
me?”

 6    This extends to their bodies, too. The 
Hendersons and D’Andrea diet and exercise 
to maintain the proper proportions for 
costumes. “The best thing you can do to 
keep yourself in shape is wear spandex on  
a regular basis,” says Steven.

   7    There is a football game of significance  
in Atlanta on Labor Day weekend, too.

 8    Another spoiler alert: I’m going to use the 
words “nerd” and “geek” in the remainder  
of this article. I don’t do it pejoratively. I use 
them interchangeably to mean enthusiasts, 
experts, and general lovers of this stuff.  
The community has embraced the terms. 
They’re compliments, not insults.

 9    This might be a redundant phrase to many.

 10    If you count James Bond as a superhero, 
then nine of the top 10 are about superhe-
roes, science fiction, or fantasy. They would 
all fall into one of these categories if you 
count Titanic as fantasy, but that’s a bit of  
a stretch.

 11  As the evening wears on, children are 
advised to leave the main convention 
spaces. The people I talked to agree that 
Dragon Con is the hardest-partying con,  
and the alcohol and sexy costumes are  
hard to avoid after dark.
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The Everending Story             
The greatest video game sequel never authorized  

remains incomplete.

By KEVIN PURDY 

I t was to be less than a month until four young men, spread across the world 
but united in purpose, would do something almost nobody gets to do: fix a 
part of their life that a major media conglomerate had callously abandoned.

If their obsession had been a favorite film, one with a few plot holes and 
loose narrative threads, it would have been daunting and unrewarding to obtain 
a film crew, funding, and the time off to shoot their own incongruous pick-up 
scenes. The same goes for albums, which require master copies and a talented 
ear, or books and board games, which demand immense time and skill to 
improve on or extend in a meaningful way.

But this team’s particular obsession was a Super Nintendo game, and they had 
learned what made it tick through five years of crowd-sourced scrutiny and endless 
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trial and error. From the core of the acclaimed game Chrono Trigger, they had built 
an epic, unofficial sequel: Chrono Trigger: Crimson Echoes. It had 23 chapters and 13 
possible endings, and added up to 35 hours of gameplay. They would release it for 
free, and give Chrono Trigger lovers something rare: a chance to go on new adven-
tures with characters they deeply cared for, and to finish the story they knew so well.

There was ZeaLitY, a Texan writer with a rabid hunger for Chrono knowledge 
and continuity; Chrono’99, a French modder with a knack for tricky choreographed 
scenes who had one roM hack hit under his belt; Agent 12, a West Coast profes-
sional developer who programmed and bug-fixed at a seemingly inhuman pace; 
and a handful of others, including FaustWolf, an eloquent and fastidious graph-
ics worker and beta tester. They were mostly college or graduate school age, and 
they had kept their work under wraps, with a few teases here and there.

But on May 9, 2009, with three weeks to go until launch, Agent 12 spoke 
with a lawyer from Chrono Trigger’s maker, Square Enix, who explained the 
details of the cease-and-desist letter the firm had sent with clipped yes-or-no 
certainty: delete everything or be bankrupted.

They complied. Their reward for destroying their dream was to become the 
targets of account hacking, social engineering attempts, and seemingly endless 
online harassment by former fans. They were branded incompetent cowards, 
forgers, liars, and, perhaps worst of all, betrayers of the Chrono legacy.

How had fandom come to such a punishing result?

Forward to the past

The company then known as Squaresoft (and sometimes just “Square”) released 
Chrono Trigger in 1995, at the height of its creative powers and during the “golden 
age” of Japanese roleplaying games. Akira Toriyama, the artist behind the 
best-selling manga series Dragon Ball, crafted the characters and visual style. 
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The score, by Yasunori Mitsuda and Final Fantasy stalwart Nobuo Uematsu, 
became an instant gaming classic, spawning hundreds of orchestral and fan 
remix versions. Most significantly, the main writer, Masato Kato, brought a nov-
elist’s touch to an intricate, epic time-travel plot. Many fans have yet to see a 
story anything like what they saw in Chrono Trigger.

Lifehacker writer Adam Dachis, who has played through Chrono Trigger at 
least 20 times and witnessed every ending, says the game “follows classic film 
story structure better than any other (roleplaying game) I’ve played.” Chrono 
Trigger mattered so much to Phill Spiess that his girlfriend played through it to 
get to know him — and he proposed to her by hacking a part of the game. Crim-
son Echoes leader ZeaLitY credits his obsession to the game’s “tenor and spirit.” 
(ZeaLitY spoke on condition that his offline name not be used.)

“It’s crammed with a vigor that most games, as most movies, have a hard 
time maintaining through the entire story,” ZeaLitY writes via email.

The storyline follows a trio of spirited youths who accidentally travel 
through time, learn of a great disaster in the future, and set out to stop it, meet-
ing companions and enemies along the way. But such a quick summary leaves 
out an inventor father who accidentally cripples his wife, imbuing their genius 
daughter with a desire to fix both devices and people. It ignores the child prince 
who becomes a conflicted, revenge-driven villain. And it says nothing about a 
moment, roughly halfway through, when the tone, gameplay, and goals all change.

Chrono Trigger sold two million Super Nintendo cartridges in Japan, a solid 
performance for the time, and roughly 280,000 in the United States, where it 
could cost up to $80. A 2000 PlayStation follow-up, Chrono Cross, was set in the 
same world and written with Kato’s help, but was a loosely connected non-se-
quel. A 2001 trademark that Squaresoft registered for “Chrono Break” expired 
after a decade’s time. Meanwhile, Trigger continues to be re-released for new 
platforms and mobile app stores, with very minor changes or upgrades.

Trigger’s key craftsman seems haunted, or maybe tortured, by the idea of 
returning to his creation. He wrote a dark and quirky text-based adventure, Rad-
ical Dreamers, for an obscure satellite-based Super Nintendo add-on, but later 
tried to halt and disown it.1 Interviewed for a guidebook to Cross, Kato said there 
were Trigger elements to build on, but “the sense of dancing you get from explor-
ing [those] worlds is a little more difficult to capture than I initially thought.…
If we try to do a sequel, I want to perfect that completely.”

And that, roughly, is where Crimson Echoes came in.
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Trial run

In 2003, ZeaLitY created the wiki-style Chrono Compendium site, a truly com-
prehensive take on all things in the Chrono continuum. It quickly became a hub 
for discussion and complaining about the lack of new projects. Excitement built 
up for two attempted 3d remakes, Chrono Resurrection and Remake Project, until 
they were both shut down by cease-and-desist letters from Square Enix, a 
merger of Squaresoft with Enix, best known for Dragon Quest.

But then, in late 2004, a hacker named Geiger released a stable version of Tem-
poral Flux, a tool that made it far more of a step-by-step process to hack the roM in 
Chrono Trigger to isolate its game engine than had previous complicated stabs in 
the dark.2 (An engine sits at the heart of any game, and it renders elements 
onscreen, controls interactions, and manages the physics, among other tasks.)

It still wasn’t easy, and it could feel like fixing a car engine through a glove 
compartment, but Geiger put most of the original developers’ powers into the hands 
of fans. Ideas, goofs, and a coliseum-style battle game showed up on the Compen-
dium, but nothing substantial until 2007. That’s when ZeaLitY posted the plot and 
scenarios he had spent years refining, and made some earnest pleas for help. He 
assembled a team, created a private forum, and everybody’s free time took a big hit.

ZeaLitY wrote thousands of lines of dialogue, both for big plot moments 
and for one-time interactions. Agent 12 programmed and tore through many, 
many bugs, along with managing the project. Chrono’99 staged scenarios and 
worked out the if-then mechanics. FaustWolf helped with turning fan-generated 
art into pixels and polishing the game’s rough patches. They released a one-off, 
two-chapter game, Prophet’s Guile, mostly to give themselves a break and gener-
ate excitement, and it saw roughly 25,000 downloads. By early 2009, ZeaLitY 
says, the team was cranking. “We were looking at a workable [Crimson] product.”

What lies beyond?

The plot of Crimson Echoes picks up five years after Chrono Trigger’s ending. 
There is no elevator-pitch version of this plot. Understanding the quests and 
character motivations requires robust familiarity with the original. There are 
striking sequences, touching bits of dialogue, winking nods, and clever uses of 
time-travel logic, but also some odd creations and plot directions. It tackles, 
ZeaLitY says, “mysteries and unexplained plot points, and [missing] character 
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development” from the original. Like most Chrono fans I spoke with, I found it 
intriguing, and satisfying for its connection of disparate Trigger and Cross 
elements, but the show/tell ratio is heavily imbalanced toward the latter.

Crimson Echoes feels unfinished, in part, because it is. I played though about 
five hours of a “98 percent finished” beta version, and viewed the rest of the nar-

rative on a “ceMemorial” YouTube playlist. The letter sent by Square Enix on 
May 8, 2009, threatened damages of “up to $150,000 per work.” It was a not-
for-profit project, and the finished game would have required a copy of an origi-
nal Trigger roM (theoretically a backup copy) to play, but nobody could afford 
the legal fight.

Some aspects of roM hacking, such as the legality of backup copies and 
modifying games for accessibility and interoperability, remain undefined by the 
courts. On the hackers’ side, there was the 1992 Us District Court ruling in 
Galoob v. Nintendo, which found that Game Genie’s creation of “new variations 
of play” was a fair-use case. But nearly every attorney I asked about the case of 
Crimson Echoes noted two issues: unauthorized derivative works, and the license 
agreements that accompany game purchases.

“If the ‘mod’ constitutes a modification of the game…and it includes sub-
stantial portions of the original game, then it may constitute a derivative work or 
a reproduction which may constitute copyright infringement,” says Kurt E. 
Anderson, an attorney at the New Jersey firm Giordano Halleran and Ciesla who 
specializes in software and copyright issues. “The terms of the license may 
[also] prohibit hacking and modifying the backup copy, and would likely pro-
hibit further distribution of copies.”

Square Enix’s attorney didn’t explain that, or much of anything, when he 
spoke to Agent 12 on a Friday night in early May 2009. The lawyer, according to 
Crimson team members, said that the letter had “come down from Japan,” but 
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until they were both shut down by cease-and-desist  
letters from Square Enix.
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initially offered to push Square Enix into making an official statement — if the 
team could stay mostly silent. The team took the mod forum down with a terse 
announcement. But after days of back and forth, the company changed its tune. 
There would be no statement and no game. The Crimson team felt it couldn’t 
name names at Square Enix, for fear that those named would “get the entire 
4Chan treatment” (as ZeaLitY put it), destroying their last chance at dialogue 
with the company.

The end of time

Instead, the team itself received the threats and hacking attempts, and they 
were accused of faking the Square letter to get out of a full release. Very few fans 
approached with constructive help; many more suggested mistakes in the Crim-
son Echoes team’s legal and coding strategies. Ryan Lester renewed the fans’ 
hopes by leaking an earlier copy of Crimson onto Reddit’s gaming section. 
Spurred by a new sense of us-versus-Big-Corporate-them urgency, a smaller 
team of programmers tweaked the music, added weapons and endings, and 
released the remixed work in 2011 as Flames of Eternity.

Lester, now a developer at SpaceX and the creator of music streaming ser-
vice Peer.fm, tells me via email that no pseudonym is necessary; he gladly owns 
up to leaking Crimson Echoes, despite understanding the risks and somewhat 
sympathizing with Square Enix’s legal obligations.

“The reason why I was ethically ok with releasing it was that I considered it 
in very poor taste to kill such a large project that was so close to completion,” 
Lester explains. “The finished project is nothing short of brilliant, 100 percent 
worthy of being accepted as canon.”

For its makers, Crimson Echoes has a multi-headed legacy. Most members of 
the team have distanced themselves from the game (and would not speak for 
this article). It doesn’t help that the makers of Flames of Eternity openly mocked 
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the originators and introduced incongruities that irked the Crimson team. Yet 
there are always modifications to be made. There is chatter about an outside 
team still working on finishing Crimson Echoes in the spirit of its original plans. 
Another project that learned a lot from Crimson Echoes — especially its potential 
legal liability — is trying to remake Chrono Trigger using modern graphics, but 
the team has no Web site and is strictly pseudonymous. And although Square 
Enix killed the project, Crimson Echoes at least forced the firm to acknowledge 
the hunger of Chrono fans for more gameplay, more answers.

The five-year effort might also serve as a waypoint marker in the history of 
game development, and of Japanese roleplaying games in particular. A place 
where, to paraphrase Hunter S. Thompson, you could see where the creative 
wave finally broke and rolled back.

“In the past you had the big names, like Hironobu Sakaguchi and Masato 
Kato and high-profile artists, who could push through a project and be sup-
ported,” ZeaLitY says. “Nowadays you have this faceless kind of franchise devel-
opment model: hire all the gaming team, and as soon as the product ships, fire 
them all, or wait for the next project from the board of directors.”

If nothing else, ZeaLitY says, Chrono Trigger and Chrono Cross have been 
united in story, and crucial bits of backstory explained. Most people can’t see it 
and don’t know about it, but the fixes are in. And enough code has been spread 
around that somebody might still be revisiting and revising this quirky piece of 
gaming history.
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 1  Incidentally, that obscurity, and the rarity  
of Satellaview games in general, makes 
Radical Dreamers one of the most valuable 
games in Tokyo’s Akihabara used-game 
district — roughly the 13th most expensive, 
according to Wired.

 2  Although ROM (read-only memory) chips 
are permanently burned with a program’s 
software, the software can be loaded and 
patched, and it can then be used on an emu-
lator or even burned (via EEPROM or other 
means) into a new cartridge.
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HOE DOWN
SMALL-SCALE FARMERS HAVE TURNED TO  
HIGH TECH TO INVENT THE TOOLS THEY NEED.

Above: A collinear hoe. Courtesy of Johnny’s Select Seeds  
At left: A farm grows in Brooklyn — and Queens. Photos by Cara Parks  

By CARA PARKS   |   When Eliot Coleman started out as a small-scale farmer in 1966, he had little 
more than a small rototiller and some hoes. At a loss for tools designed for his needs, Coleman 
began modifying them himself, beginning with one of his hoes. “I took it into the shop, bent the 
shaft a little bit, cut parts off or welded parts on, and the next thing I knew I had a much better hoe.”
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The collinear hoe remains popular, a cult favorite in the small-farming and 
large-gardening communities. It’s designed to let the user stand erect while 
using the implement more like a broom, and its compact head allows for accu-
racy in small spaces. Traditional, heavy hoes require the user to bend over 
uncomfortably and are designed for less precise work.

Eliot Coleman went on to write The New Organic Grower and other books 
that have become canonical texts for small growers — roughly, those with under 
five acres. He says the last time anyone made tools for that scale of operation 
was the 19th century, when such farms abounded.

“There are two other 19th-century industries that are still around today, 
and it’s hand-thrown pottery and hand-woven rugs. The hand-throw potters 
don’t compete with Tupperware. The hand-woven rug people don’t compete 
with Burlington Mills. But the small vegetable farmer is competing with the big 
vegetable farmer,” Coleman says.

For nearly half a century, Coleman has been inventing tools and discovering 
efficient products made around the world. Recently, he has agitated for more 
farmers to work collectively to, as it were, build a better hoe. “I’ve always noticed 
that when you get a bunch of small farmers together and they start kicking an 
idea around, you can make unbelievable progress,” Coleman says. “That’s why 
it was a good idea to get a lot of the tool geeks together. The farm-tool geeks.”

Growing new tools

Fewer than two percent of Americans are full-time farmers today, but an idealis-
tic image of farming remains. Thomas Jefferson declared that “those who labour 
in the earth are the chosen people of God.” While office drones may dream of a 
contemplative life of breaking sod in nearly unbroken silence, the reality of 
farming is that it has always been and remains hard work.
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Eager farmers have turned into innovators as they try to use technological 
know-how to obviate some of the necessary hard work while improving effi-
ciency, and thus make small farms potentially viable, either as a stand-alone 
business or as part of the way a farmer makes a living.

At Coleman’s suggestion, the Stone Barns Center for Food and Agriculture 
has been holding meetings of tool geeks for the last two years. Called the Slow 
Tools Project, it connects engineers with farmers to come up with appropriately 
scaled tools. Stone Barns is heavily involved in nurturing and training young 
farmers, whom Jill Isenbarger, the Center’s executive director, describes as 
“modern-day Thomas Jeffersons” who are combining science, technology, and 
philosophy with agriculture. She wants the program to underscore the role that 
innovation plays in small farming and fight the public perception of farming as a 
throwback profession. “It’s not just, ‘Come here and learn to raise a chicken on some 
grass,’” she says. “We are teaching them to weld; we are teaching them to tinker.”

The Center’s head grower, Jack Algiere, is working on an electric tractor 
with the Small Tools team. Its current incarnation is tucked into a workshop 
under the Center’s bustling main buildings. A jumble of parts and ideas, the pro-
totype is meant to be “cut up and Frankenstein-ed around a little bit,” but its 
basic shape is coming into focus, drawing on existing industries for components: 
the transmission and motor from a zero-turn lawnmower; durable trailer 
hitches; and basic tractor wheels.

While the young farmers Algiere meets usually don’t have the early expo-
sure to machinery that he grew up with — changing the oil on a car and other 
basic mechanic work — he’s not worried about their changing skill-set. “We 
understand plug-and-play, and that’s what our revolution is,” he says of the next 
generation of farmers. “That is what new technology is. It’s smart motors, wire-
less remote things. Batteries, motors; not engines.”

Small growers know what technology they need, but despair at finding tools 
both compact and cheap enough. The lithium batteries now used in electric cars 
could give a solar tractor enough horsepower to pull a farm implement, but they 
are currently prohibitively expensive. “It’s at our fingertips,” Algiere says of this 
next level of technology. However, manufacturers must be convinced that by 
diverting even minor resources toward developing small-scale tools, they would 
be rewarded with a large enough and supremely loyal set of customers.

Some businesses are already catering to this small but significant niche 
market. (About one percent of farmland in the United States is made up of farms 
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under 10 acres.) Johnny’s Selected Seeds, which operates near Coleman’s farm 
in Maine, is a leader in the small-scale tool field. Adam Lemieux, Johnny’s tools 
and supplies manager, has watched interest in this field expand. “In the last 10 
years there’s been a lot of push toward scale-appropriate tools for small com-
mercial growers,” he says. To respond to this newfound interest, Johnny’s aims 
to design new tools that can revolutionize the way some small farms operate, 
even if it means, as he says, “reinventing the wheel.”

Recently, the company began selling a small-greens harvester, “a tough nut 
to crack,” according to Lemieux. With early versions of the tool, small salad 
greens became wedged together as they were cut and didn’t drop into a harvest-
ing basket. Coleman and Lemieux tinkered with the idea off and on for years, 
until a teenage farmer from Tennessee spoke with Coleman and decided to take 
a crack at the problem.

Jonathan Dysinger’s design uses two stainless-steel bandsaw blades that were 
designed to cut through frozen boneless meat. It turns out that this form of blade has 
scallops just deep enough to tackle the average salad-green stem. He also added 
a brush that pushes the greens through the blades and into the waiting basket. 
Dysinger’s Quick Cut Greens Harvester is a huge time-saver for small farmers.

Lemieux feels that it’s not a shortage of creativity but a shortage of market 
possibilities that inhibits most small-farm tech. Some farms are victims of path 
dependence, having adjusted their growing methods to work with outdated tools. 
Others are just uninformed about their options. “The collinear hoe is a good 
example of that,” he says. “It’s one of our customers’ favorite products, and it’s 
my favorite hoe for sure. It kind of does everything, and it does it very, very well. 
But you still don’t see them. You go into True Value and you’re not going to see one.”
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Cool heads prevail

The Usda has found, unsurprisingly, that profitability is intimately tied to farm 
size. Small farms wage a daily battle against economies of scale, and poorly 
scaled tools can be a major impediment. “Because we don’t have tools that are 
appropriately sized we buy a more expensive, larger thing that doesn’t [work] as 
well as something we can envision,” explains Algiere.

Groups like Farm Hack are attempting to connect farmers and engineers, 
both online and on the ground, to create new tools and solutions, but the 
small-farming community is always looking for more know-how. “There’s a lot 
of opportunity for young technical guys to get into that part of agriculture — 
making tools as a support mechanism,” says Algiere.

Ron Khosla left the technology industry to farm with his wife in New Paltz, 
New York. He focused on solving inefficiencies in an effort to compete as much 
as possible with conventional growers. Khosla approached day-to-day farm 
problems with a “better living through technology” philosophy.

One early success was the CoolBot, a controller that allows farmers to cre-
ate walk-in coolers using a 10,000-btU air conditioner, the type that dots New 
York high rises during summer months. Using a series of sensors, the controller 
tricks the air conditioner into lowering the temperature well below where an ac 
unit normally shuts off, while also keeping the unit from icing over. While it 
sounds simple enough, this device can save a small farmer thousands of dollars. 
Khosla says he has sold over 12,000 of the controllers. (The CoolBot is $299 plus 
the price of an air conditioner, whereas traditional coolers run in the thousands.)

He also worked on other energy-efficient techniques, such as using warm 
water piped under plants to warm seedlings in a greenhouse. Khosla estimates 
that this system reduced his fuel outlay by 90 percent, a savings of about $2,000 
a month for the 1,500-square-foot greenhouse.
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But Khosla, who has gone on to serve as an advisor to the United Nations 
Food and Agricultural Organization, realized that the greatest impact came 
from making his own labor more efficient by ruthlessly tracking metrics on 
nearly every aspect of plant cultivation. “We went from taking 25 seconds per 
plant to working and working and working until it was 1.3 seconds per trans-
plant,” he says. That type of efficiency helped make his farm profitable. “Farm-
ing is a count-your-seconds activity,” he says.

On the other hand, there is a middle ground between impractical time 
expenditures and a single-minded focus on the bottom line. Josh Volk, who 
often begins his days with a 26-mile bicycle ride to Our Table Cooperative just 
outside of Portland, Oregon, designed and oversees its vegetable growing oper-
ation. Volk’s background is in mechanical tool design, which he enjoyed but ulti-
mately found unfulfilling, along with his office in a “concrete bunker.”

Although he has helped set up electric tractor systems for other farms and cur-
rently uses a two-wheel tractor at Our Table, he spent years running a farm using 
only hand tools. (To meet the needs of small farms, he also designed a modified 
garden cart, a few of which are in heavy rotation at Our Table.) Volk believes that 
design should focus on expanding the abilities of the user. Focusing on the eco-
nomic outcome? “Those are two separate goals,” he says. “I think the better goal is 
to improve ergonomics and to let people do things they weren’t able to do before.”

One taste of the ethereal blueberries growing along his vegetable patch — 
Platonic ideals of the fruit, all mellow sweetness waiting to burst through a thin 
skin — suggests he might be on to something.

Sunbathing

Brooklyn Grange, nestled in the borough’s recently revitalized Navy Yards, is an 
example of how these tools can coalesce into one high-performing operation. 
Immaculately dressed young men and women jump on and off the elevator that 
eventually leads to an Oz-like shift from drab industrial flooring into rows of 
Technicolor flowers, emerald salad greens, and multi-hued carrots. Housed on 
two rooftops — one in Brooklyn and one in Queens — the two-and-a-half-acre 
farm has sold more than 40,000 pounds of vegetables, according to its founders.

On one side of the roof, the temperature of a repurposed shipping container 
is regulated by a CoolBot. A shed standing in relief against the New York skyline 
houses a greens harvester and a collinear hoe, while a few yards away stands a 
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greenhouse, one of the first of its kind for a rooftop garden. (The greenhouse 
was specially designed by another engineer-turned-farmer, Greg Garbos of Four 
Season Tools, who formerly worked for Ford.)

Ben Flanner, one of the farm’s co-founders and its head grower, has been 
running the consistently profitable farm for four years. The 32-year-old has a 
degree in industrial engineering, “which is processes, time, and motion,” he 
says. In addition to the tools in use here, the Queens location boasts a solar-pow-
ered forced-air composting system. The group is also hoping to invest soon in 
some tilthers, which quickly and efficiently mix soil additives into the top few 
layers of soil and break up roots, like a shallow tiller (“a fantastic product that is 
grossly overpriced because it’s not made offshore,” says Lemieux).

Despite the incredible ingenuity of farmers today, many gaps remain to be 
filled, especially by those with technical and engineering skills. An influx of 
ergonomic, properly scaled, and energy-efficient tools designed specifically 
with the needs of small farms in mind would help growers across the country 
survive in a difficult market.

“I think that some of the biggest manufacturers are going to realize that 
there’s a market for this,” Lemieux says. And of course, farmers will continue to 
help one another. After all, Thomas Jefferson also said, “I think it the duty of 
farmers who are wealthier than others to give those less so the benefit of any 
improvements they can introduce, gratis.”
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Tiny Furniture               
A smaller house expanded our view.

By THADDEUS HUNT 

T he din of the birthday party and the screams of 15 five-year-olds were 
still ringing in our ears. Once inside the car, however, all we heard was 
the A/C blasting and the sound of Us Highway 1 rolling by underneath. 
We love children, but this quiet was beautiful. Somewhere along the 

drive home, my wife, Melinda, broke the silence.
“You know?” She paused.
“Yeah?” I said, glancing over and then back at the road.
“I really don’t want to have children.”
It wasn’t the words that surprised me; we were both approaching our late 

twenties. We’d had this discussion several times already. It was the delivery: 
heavy, calculated, and, above all, honest.

I didn’t look at her because I knew she was staring, as I was, straight ahead, 
looking right down that highway.

“I really don’t want children either,” I said. Like her, I meant it.
Of all the times we’d talked about kids and the possibility of skipping par-

enthood, this time honestly felt like the last time.
It turned out that it was.
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Sudden shift

That brief conversation altered everything in our lives. Chief among the 
changes was our concept of space. Suddenly, without kids on the horizon, 
everything we owned seemed gratuitous. It wasn’t long before we started to do 
something about it. Able to carpool to our shared employer, two cars became 
one. We took leaf-bags of clothing to Goodwill. I quickly became intimately 
familiar with Freecycle.org and Craigslist. Anything we hardly used, we gave 
away or sold.

It wasn’t long before we turned our eyes on our house, which suddenly 
appeared quite empty. There was absolutely nothing wrong with the home — or 
the neighborhood — in which we’d spent the last decade. We bought the prop-
erty with the full intention of having kids to run around in the backyard, jump 
through sprinklers, and play with their neighbors. Hell, we even chose the area 
because of the schools that were nearby.

But that need was now definitively gone. The house had provided us with a 
lot of good memories, but it was full of empty rooms where we spent little or no 
time, and its closets were jammed with junk we couldn’t recall buying. When we 
factored in the time and utilities needed to take care of all that unused space, it 
was a no-brainer. We had to make a change. We had to move.

Big news, tiny plans

It was March 2012, and the housing market was just starting to heal when we 
called a real-estate agent. Everyone thought we were crazy, but we had made up 
our minds. Our house no longer felt like home, and we didn’t see the point in 
staying there any longer. We cleaned and tidied and made the house sale-wor-
thy, put a sign out front, and hoped for the best.

Four months went by before we had a buyer. One evening in mid-July, as I 
was bringing out the trash, a neighbor who had seen the red “Under Contract” 
slate perched on top of the real-estate agent’s sign came over to congratulate me 
and ask what was next for us. I told him that we were moving to Durham to be 
closer to work.

“You guys getting a bigger place?” he asked. “I couldn’t believe it when I 
read the square footage on this one.” He nodded toward what would soon be 
someone else’s home.
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“Actually, we’re planning on downsizing,” I said, by now expecting what 
came next.

“Downsizing?! Really?” He raised his eyebrows.
At this point, I’d had this conversation at least a dozen times. People 

couldn’t believe that we were actually considering a smaller home. When I con-
fided to our closest friends that we were, in fact, looking for something half the 
size or smaller? Well, that typically tipped even the folks who knew us best over 
the edge. We got everything from “Oh my, I couldn’t do that at all” to “Have you 
guys really thought this through?”

My favorite, typically whispered, comment was, “What if you just need time 
alone?” We just chuckled every time. It was as if everyone wanted us to slow 
down, to think it over. We, however, couldn’t wait.

And we didn’t.

Next in line

Since we had only a month to find a new home, we began scouring ads in search 
of deals and move-in specials. We wanted to rent, so we aimed high and 
searched for studios and lofts in the downtown area. There wasn’t much, but we 
didn’t give up. Despite all the tools that had proliferated in the 11 years since 
we’d moved to the suburbs and last had to consult them, it was old-fashioned 
Craigslist that led us to a winner after a lot of looking — via PadMapper.com, 
which pulls data from Craigslist.

It was 500 square feet, affordable, a six-minute walk from my office, and an 
even shorter distance to everything else we could possibly want. It seemed won-
derful! We called, landed third on the wait list, and hoped. Two days later, the 
owner called us back to ask if we were still interested. He said the size of the 
place caused the folks in front of us to withdraw from the running.

We grabbed a tape measure and hopped back in the car. Our daily commute 
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from Apex to Durham was 45 minutes in each direction. It was always an 
inconvenience whenever we had to head back, but tonight? That time, it seemed 
like five minutes. We were only a few minutes into our tour of the apartment 
when I looked over at Melinda, who was beaming. “This place is…” “Perfect,” I 
finished for her. We’ve been finishing each other’s sentences for over 20 years. 
Why stop now?

It wasn’t the interior and its abundance of natural light, or the hardwood 
floors and the fancy stone countertops. It wasn’t even the ingenious storage 
options built into the walls — though that, admittedly, made me geek out a bit. 
No, it was how this tiny space felt to us. It felt like home. We’d only been looking 
for a few weeks and just like that, we knew the search was over.

We took measurements, put down a deposit, settled on a move-in date, and 
went our separate ways, the landlord happy and us pinching ourselves for all our 
good fortune. Keeping the dimensions of our future home in mind, we spent the 
remainder of August paring down the rest of our earthly belongings even fur-
ther. We got rid of a lot of furniture, purchasing replacements that utilized space 
more wisely. We digitized our cds and dVds. More painfully, we got rid of the 
bulk of our book collection, keeping a few treasured copies and buying in digital 
form the ones we knew we’d re-read down the road.

By the time moving day arrived, we’d slimmed down 20-plus years of mem-
ories into a 15-foot U-Haul. Our hard work had paid off in the intended way, but 
it also paid off in some unexpected ones.

Rekindling and reconnecting

Being forced to go through all of our belongings affected us profoundly and 
unexpectedly. The simple act of severing a bond to something, by either giving 
it away or throwing it out, offers tribute and, sometimes, much-needed closure. 
The same went for everything we kept.

I can’t tell you how many times I sat in the attic, sweating profusely in the 
Carolina August heat, smiling at old pictures, paging through forgotten journals, 
re-reading love letters that I had written in pencil to my now-wife when we were 
in high school, and later, college-era notes written in fountain pen. Some of it 
you keep; some of it you part with. In both cases, for better or worse, you recon-
nect with the life you’ve lived.

We’ve been in our tiny apartment for about six months now, and I can hon-
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estly say that we’re the happiest we’ve ever been. I get immense comfort from 
being able to see everything we own from almost anywhere in our home. It all has a 
place when you live in tiny quarters, and you know exactly where everything is.

People often ask, “How do you get away from each other?” And while that 
always sounds overly harsh to me, when the walls close in (and they can), I head 
outside. Often, I sit in the park across the street, eyes closed, listening to the city 
breathe. When your home consists of one room and a bathroom to the side, it’s 
your surroundings that fill that gap. A coffee shop becomes your living room; the 
library, your study. A co-working space becomes your office. You meet new peo-
ple. You make new friends. I know more people in my community now than I 
ever knew during the years we spent in suburbia.

The space where we sleep, cook, and get our mail is smaller, but our home is 
bigger than it’s ever been. I never thought I’d smile simply walking down a city 
block. But I do, frequently, when I walk home after a long day of work. I’m in the 
best shape of my life because I walk almost everywhere now. We rarely get in 
our car, visiting a gas station once a month. Our monthly utility bill is a fraction 
of what it was. We are surrounded by amazing art, live music, unbelievable food, 
different cultures, and different ideas.

The list is long, but the result is simple. By intentionally living smaller, our 
lives expanded so much.

The simple act of severing a bond to something, by either 
giving it away or throwing it out, offers tribute and, 
sometimes, much-needed closure.
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Choose Your Character  
Faced with change, an all-female indie dev team  

evolves to a higher form.

By BRIANNA WU 

I 
belong to an elite order, the technological Illuminati of game development. 
My spellbook is a 2011 MacBook Pro with dual ssds and $7,000 worth of 
professional 3d software. I am consumed by an endless internal fire to trans-
form my passions into practical, playable reality.
It’s the third mission today: a story conference with my lead animator, 

Amanda. I’m exhausted. Level creation is now on my long list of job duties, tak-
ing on the work of someone I fired. It’s just an average day leading an indie-
game development team.

Amanda is my best employee, and a yin to my yang. She was a cheerleader 
and the president of her sorority, then spent a decade as a retail manager before she 
changed careers and went back for a degree in 3d animation. She has a calm, 
considered presence, a counterbalance to my relentless impulse to charge forward.

We finish discussing the storyboards and decide to book our voice actresses 
for another round of sessions. I think we’re done, but just as I start to edge my 
way out of the conversation, she sits down. “I need to tell you something, Bri, 
because it’s going to seriously affect you as my employer.”

Appeared in  
Issue 14,  

April 11, 2013

Artwork by Giant Spacekat



70

Our game, Revolution 60, would not be coming together without Amanda. 
I’ve come to count on her, not just for her animation skills, but for her perspec-
tive. I brace for impact: she’s moving, she’s quitting, she’s found another job.

“I’m pregnant,” she says. I don’t reply immediately, and I’ll mull over my 
tepid response for weeks.

“Congratulations?”

The only way to win is not to play

Like most professional game developers, I grew up in thrall of Nintendo and 
Sony. But unlike most who wind up in my field, I found the women in those 
games to be more than pretty faces. They were deeply aspirational figures. I 
grew up in Mississippi, but there was little I could relate to in the small-town 
worries of whose daughter was in which beauty pageant. Final Fantasy’s Terra, 
an esper raised by humans, had an internal conflict that rang fiercely true to me. 
Reality never stood a chance.

One Christmas, my mother gave me $1,000 to buy a ps1 Net Yaroze devel-
opment kit. My deeply religious parents rarely understood my interests, but they 
always supported them financially. I became obsessed with uncovering the 
secrets of developing a game, trying to figure out how to bring the girls I had 
been drawing since I was eight into the digital worlds of Terra, Celes, and Rydia. 
Fifteen years later, my wildest dreams are becoming a reality.

I never set out to create an all-girl game development studio. Amanda 
was my first employee, but her résumé was initially tossed aside in favor of 
several male candidates. My husband had been helping sort through the 
hundreds of résumés and discarded it. By accident, I spotted it in the reject 
pile. Her clip reel showed a cheery girl leaping up, waving her hand with exu-
berant personality.
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“We’re making a game based on my art style,” I said. “Don’t you see how 
this is exactly the kind of animator we need?”

“It’s pretty girly,” he replied. “I guess I just don’t get that stuff.”
I don’t blame my husband. His reaction was a milder and more polite form 

of the response I’d received when showing the first round of character designs to 
some of my friends:

“Why are they all white?” sneered a liberal friend of mine before launching 
into a 20-minute screed about how offended he was by the naked shower scene 
in Heavy Rain.

“I don’t like playing games with women characters,” said a conservative 
friend of mine. “Their sexuality is distracting. I don’t need to see that!”

“Why doesn’t the media show my body type?” demanded one girl. “I am 
tired of being the punch line. You can be overweight and healthy, and games like 
yours need to show that to our daughters.”

“Why aren’t any of the characters guys?” complained another. “Are you try-
ing to say that women don’t need men anymore?”

“They look anorexic,” came one reaction.
Everyone brings their political agenda to the table when it comes to female 

characters in video games; everyone complains if the women don’t match their 
particular vision. I start to wonder if the only way to win this game is not to have 
women at all.

Nega-Brianna

I’m late for a programming meeting with Maria, and don’t have time to be stuck 
in Boston traffic. So instead of grabbing my car keys, I don black, skin-tight 
leather armor and leap onto my motorcycle. It’s a 2009 Honda cbr600rr in 
racing red — something straight out of Akira. I’ve leaned into highway turns at 
80 mph feeling nothing but speed, the air whipping all around me, and my 
thighs gripping a 212° F engine for dear life. My emotional connection to this 410 
pounds of fuel and metal is intense.

Idling at a red light, I see a woman waiting to cross. She has my figure and 
looks to be my age. The frazzled look of motherhood is about her: disheveled 
hair and perpetual distraction. She’s hunched over to hold the hands of two kids 
so beautiful that my heart gives an involuntary lurch — an instinct hardwired 
into my brain in ways I don’t understand.

SRS

HDM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heavy_Rain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Honda_CBR600RR


72

It hits me hard, as if this were an alternate-reality version of myself crossing 
the street. A Brianna that had made drastically different choices. The woman 
notices me. “Look at the girl on the motorcycle!” she says to her children. Our 
eyes meet. I recognize my gray-blue shade in her eyes.

I was adopted, and I had planned to do the same. But recently I’ve changed my 
mind. I wonder for the billionth time if the right decision is to concentrate on my job.

I’m certain that if I had children, I would be failing at my job.
I’ve hit my 30s, a period when it seems as if all of my friends suddenly have kids. 

That’s a priority shift completely incompatible with my goals. Startups require 
that you give it all or go home, routinely requiring long nights, longer weekends, 
and blood and toil. If you aren’t willing to put in the hours, eager replacements 
are standing behind you. If I fail, the women I work with will be out of their jobs.

The light turns red. I release the clutch and twist the throttle, and my dop-
pelgänger and her children disappear in my wake.

A New Challenger appears

Maria’s been working for us on weekends, but she spends her days as an admin-
istrative assistant at a radiation research company. She’s my age, and brilliant at 
anything related to her job, but she might just feel less than brilliant outside of it. 
When we need the impossible to be possible, we send it to Maria.

With our next round of funding in hand, we set out to hire another full-time 
programmer. I ask Maria to sit in on the interview, as she has the right coding 
background (c++) to evaluate the candidate and will be working closely with 
him — all the applicants so far are male. Our potential hire has the easy confi-
dence of a guy in his mid-20s. Better yet, he’s personable, a rare trait among 
gamedev coders. He’s our lead candidate. Maria is quieter than usual.

A few days later, Maria and I sit down to talk about her role over the next year. 
She’s as introverted a person as I’ve ever known. Talking to her, you can sense 
the storm raging inside her mind, like she can’t quite decide which lightning bolt to 
hurl. She manages to blurt, “I’d like to be considered for the lead programmer job.”

“I’ve been wondering why you didn’t apply.”
“I didn’t think I had enough experience,” she stammers, “until I saw the 

résumés of people you were interviewing.”
“ios Unreal is less than two years old.” I say. “No one has experience with 

it yet.”
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Maria’s managed to catch me off guard. I see so much of myself in her. If it 
were possible to reach into my chest and give her some of the fire that drives me, 
I would. I like our top outside pick, but I know I’ve got to bet on Maria. She’s 
meant for so much more than answering phones.

“Can you start next month?”

Choose your Destiny

“I don’t know if I can do this, Bri,” says Amanda. It’s the day after she told me 
she was pregnant. She’s more scared than I’ve ever seen her, and she sounds like 
she’s never felt more alone. She’s been with her boyfriend for five years, longer 
than I’ve known my husband. She’s worried what people will say. She’s worried 
her parents will be disappointed in her.

I’ve loudly proclaimed my feminist principles from the rooftops for my 
entire life. But now those beliefs are in direct conflict with my responsibility to 
ship our game. Amanda is the linchpin of the company. I’m terrified I’m going to 
lose her, just as I have friends after they have had children and disappeared into 
the routine of family and schools.

“This is happening at the worst possible time. I’m 30, I just started my 
career over, and I’m worried if I stop now, I won’t get another chance.”

This is the real stuff of womanhood, not the video game fantasy we’ve spent 
so many hours creating. It’s a gut check. What do you really want, Amanda? And 
what will you sacrifice to get it?

“I know all of that, and I’m terrified,” she cries, “but having this baby is 
something I need to do.”

I take a breath. In indie-game development you have to bet. Am I willing to bet 
my company on Amanda sticking with the project after she’s become a mom?

“What do you need to make this happen?” I ask.

Paradigm Shift

I find myself reading academic articles on the psychology of introversion, trying 
to understand why the hell Maria and I can’t stop butting heads. I’m an entJ, 
and she’s an intJ. Small difference; all the difference in the world.

We’re having an all-hands meeting, and I’m doing all I can to not lose my 
temper. We have a major development deadline to hit, and it’s one that’s going 
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to require a lot of extra hours from Maria. I’ve spent the last week learning about 
one of her job functions in order to add my labor to hers. My intent is the height 
of altruism: I want to be the kind of leader that gets down in the trenches, not a 
desk jockey dispatching orders.

She is not pleased with changes I’ve proposed.
“You can’t implement touch-to-move points,” she says matter-of-factly. 

“You’d have to do it in Kismet and not UnrealScript, and that means the player 
can’t look around with the camera.”1 It’s the first of many of my ideas that will be 
shot down during this meeting.

I’ve come to understand that it’s hard for Maria to collaborate without 
preparation. I like to talk through problems with people; she prefers to think 
through problems on her own. This does not make her instinctive “no” feel less 
irritating. Nor does the fact that I know she’s right.

Afterward, I suggest Maria and I go get sandwiches to help smooth things 
over. Despite the headbutting, we’ve made tough, productive decisions. “You 
have to be proud of how much you’ve grown this year,” I say. “I can’t believe you 
used to work as a secretary.”

“I was an administrative assistant, Bri,” she corrects. “And it was part of a 
huge leap for me! Did you know I saved money for two years to come here and 
go to school? There were so many times I thought, ‘Crap, I owe a lot of money!’ 
But it was the first step on this road.”

She’s usually not this talkative. You have to coax her out of her shell. My gut 
instinct for direct communication has been completely wrong. “Do you feel like 
us giving you this job helped you grow past your shyness?” I ask.

“Our relationship sometimes gets tense because of our personality differ-
ences, but it’s forced me to be more flexible,” she says. Maria takes a breath. 
“Bri, I was talking to my brother,” she says. “And I feel like I’ve earned a portion 
of our sales as a bonus after we ship. I’ve earned it.”

And just that quickly, the emotional shield comes up and I have to retreat 
back into boss mode. But behind that shield, there’s a smile. I know that the shy 
Maria I met a year ago never would have had the guts to bring this up.

The journey is the reward

Other gamedev companies have Christmas parties, and after two years of work-
ing together I’ve decided we need one too. The big attraction is a Mario Kart 64 
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tournament. A $100 bill is waiting on the tV, bounty for the winner.
We’ve brought a game designer, Jenna, onto the team as a contractor. She’s 

recently gone freelance after leaving her job at a major Boston game developer. 
She and her fiancé are curled up on the floor, awaiting their turn.

“I’ve really enjoyed working with you,” says Jenna. “I’ve never had a work 
environment like this. I feel like my ideas are really respected, and I haven’t felt 
a second of politics.”

I just smile. In the last year, I’ve learned to conduct meetings while a baby 
causes blind, screaming chaos. And I’ve learned not to leap feet-first into every 
problem with Maria. Giving Jenna a little room is no problem.

The evening turns to the centerpiece, the Mario Kart tournament. Jenna has 
just smoked my husband, ensuring her place in the finals. The next numbers are 
drawn from the lottery. “It’s Maria versus…Brianna!”

“Oh god,” mutters Amanda.
A look of intense determination flashes in Maria’s eyes. Boss or not, she’s 

playing to win. And though she’s been quiet most of the evening, an easy smile is 
on her face. She’s colored her hair bright red, and Nintendo cartridge earrings 
playfully dangle from her ears. She almost didn’t make it to our party because of 
the boardgame club where she’s been spending her weekends.2

Amanda’s daughter, Emma, crawls into the room. “Oh, I have the best 
Christmas present for her!” I say, passing Amanda a wrapped present. “I saw 
this on Amazon, and I just had to buy it for her.”

“What’s this?” says Amanda to Emma, reaching into the bag and gasping. 
“It’s a puppet of Elmo!” Emma’s face lights up, and she lets out a squeal of joy, 
recognizing the smiling red face of her favorite Sesame Street character. Amanda 
wiggles her fingers, and Elmo gives Emma a giant hug.

The first time I met Emma, Amanda asked me if I wanted to hold her. I was 
terrified I would break her. I’d never touched anything that seemed so simulta-
neously small yet heavy. Emma stared at me so intently I started to feel uncom-
fortable. There was a quizzical look on her face, as if she couldn’t quite figure me out.

Last week, Amanda and I were musing over coffee. “I needed to have 
Emma,” she said, “but the thought of losing my identity kept me up at night. 
That’s why I work so hard on Revolution 60. It’s how I keep ‘me.’”

I think back to my lukewarm response a year earlier and how much we’ve 
accomplished since. We’re right on track to deliver a killer game. “You didn’t 
lose yourself at all,” I replied. “You’re more tired, sometimes a bit scattered, but 
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you consistently kick ass.” It was harder for me to speak aloud my next thought. 
“It makes me wonder if I made the right decision,” I admit. “Because you 
showed me it can be done.”

There’s a long pause. Amanda said, “For right now, we’re both doing exactly 
what we need to be doing.”

At the party, I watch Amanda as she plays with her daughter, studying the 
way she interacts with Emma. It comes so naturally to her. This silly language 
she has with her daughter is not one that I speak. But now it doesn’t seem as 
intimidating as it once did.

“Can I try?” I ask, reaching for the puppet.

Afterword In the year since this article was printed, Giant Spacekat has grown, and it’s closer 
to finishing Revolution 60 than ever. Amanda gave up on trying to work with a toddler in the 
house, bit the bullet, and enrolled her daughter in daycare. Now, Emma runs wild under super-
vision and her mom animates in peace. Maria is more comfortable than ever in her role as lead 
engineer and is preparing to train a junior software engineer for the sequel. We’ve also added 
two new people to our studio: Emma (an adult Emma, which will surely cause no confusion) 
and Carolyn.

As for me? After this article went to print, I received a slew of professional speaking invita-
tions, including giving the keynote for i360. I have five more scheduled for 2014. I feel, for now, 
that commanding a gamedev studio and being a voice for women in the industry is my first, best 
destiny. Revolution 60 ships in a mere 58 workdays from when I write this.
 

 1   The heart of our game is the Unreal Engine, 
which has multiple ways to build out game-
play. Kismet nodes are essentially visual 
representations of self-contained blocks 
of UnrealScript or native (C++) code. It is 
ideal for quick prototyping, as well as for 
one-off events that occur in a specific game 
level. However, aside from being slower to 
execute, Kismet limits a programmer  

to functions that come with the engine.  
With UnrealScript, we can add more-effi-
cient, game-wide features.

 2   For the record, I won. Which is a little 
awkward, since that was my $100 we were 
fighting for. In the spirit of collaboration  
and the holidays, I split it three ways  
as an extra holiday bonus among Maria, 
Amanda, and Jenna.
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Strange Game            
Journey’s lessons can apply to all of human endeavor.

By JOHN SIRACUSA 

Journey for the PlayStation 3 is the best video game I’ve played in a long 
time. I’m going to use it to illustrate a larger point about technology, and 
in doing so, I’m going to spoil the game. If you have any interest in video 
games at all, I strongly recommend that you do not read any further 

until you’ve played it.
Online discourse can be harsh. Nowhere is this more true than in multi-

player video games. It’s nearly impossible to play a popular online game without 
being exposed to — or worse, being the target of — the most vile kinds of behav-
iors and insults, including sexist, racist, and homophobic slurs.

This problem is not confined to video games. Even something as seemingly 
benign as a comment form on a popular technology blog can trigger profoundly 
bad behavior. A well-known Penny Arcade comic sums up the phenomenon 
nicely in the form of John Gabriel’s Greater Internet F—wad Theory, which 
states: Normal Person + Anonymity + Audience = Total F—wad.

Many remedies have been tried: moderation, the use of “real names” (what-
ever that means), increasingly complex privacy settings, user voting, karma 
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scores, and so on. Sometimes these things help, but often only a little — and they 
all require constant vigilance.

In frustration, many users and content creators choose to take out the big 
hammer and end discourse entirely. Eliminate blog comments. Mute all voice 
chat. Disable communication between players on opposing teams. The only 
winning move is not to play.

So goes the conventional wisdom. But then there’s Journey, a $15 video game 
for the PlayStation 3. When you start playing Journey, it’s not even obvious that it’s a 
multiplayer game. When other players appear, they are not announced in any way, 
nor are you directed to interact with them. Some players choose to ignore them and 
complete the game on their own. Others dismiss them as computer-controlled 
npcs. This is the first part of Journey’s solution: interaction with others is optional.

Those who choose to engage with others have only a few choices. Players 
can move, jump, and “sing” by pressing a single button, causing a musical note 
to play and a unique glyph to appear onscreen. The glyph is not selected or 
drawn by the player; it’s automatically chosen by the game (so penis-themed 
griefing is out of the question). There is no text or voice chat. Singing is the only 
way to communicate, and the only control the player has over the note that’s 
played is the volume and duration.

Most critically, none of these actions can harm other players. Even move-
ment can’t be used as a weapon; players simply pass through each other, making 
it impossible to bump other players off a high ledge or otherwise perturb their 
progress. Movement can’t even be used to race ahead and steal a desirable 
in-game item before another player can get to it, because power-ups are not con-
sumed when acquired; they remain in place for future players to receive.

All of this may sound like it stops just short of banning communication 
entirely. Will players even bother to interact with each other? Surely such a 
limited palette of options will render the multiplayer aspects of Journey trite 
and inconsequential.
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But that’s not what happens at all. Instead, Journey players find themselves 
having some of the most meaningful and emotionally engaging multiplayer 
experiences of their lives. How is this possible?

Though players can’t harm each other, they can help each other. Touching 
another player recharges the power used to leap and (eventually) fly. In cold 
weather, touching warms both players, fighting back the encroaching frost. 
More-experienced players can guide new players to secret areas and help them 
through difficult parts of the game.

Journey players are not better people than Call of Duty players or Halo play-
ers. In fact, they’re often the same people. The difference is in the design of the 
game itself. By so thoroughly eliminating all forms of negative interaction, all 
that remains is the positive.

Players do want to interact; real people are much more interesting than 
computerized entities. In Journey, players inevitably find themselves having pos-
itive interactions with others. And as it turns out, many people find these posi-
tive, cooperative interactions even more rewarding than their usual adversarial 
gaming experiences.

Does this mean that playing Journey turns players into relaxed, peace-lov-
ing, spiritually enlightened beings? Certainly not — but the limited communica-
tion system works in more ways than one.

In the same way that you can imagine that all the actors in a subtitled film 
(speaking in a language you don’t understand) are giving Oscar-worthy perfor-
mances, it’s natural to assume that every other Journey player has only the best 
intentions. After all, while we may judge ourselves by our motivations, we tend 
to judge others by their actions. The actions in Journey are all either neutral or 
positive, so that’s how players perceive each other.

Journey players are also anonymous during the game. The unique player 
glyphs are only shown next to PlayStation Network account names when the 
game is over, and they change on each play-through. Again, this plays into that 
subtitled-movie optimism. It’s much easier to believe that the anonymous player 
with the winged glyph is the most caring, thoughtful person in the world when 
you don’t know that his psn account name is K1llsh0t99.

If you want some evidence of the deep feelings triggered by this game, look no 
further than the Journey Apologies thread in the official forum for the game. Here, 
players apologize to the anonymous others they feel they have disappointed in 
the game. It’s like missed connections for gamers. Here’s an example post:
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To my friend in the fifth area: I never wanted to leave you. I just whiffed really badly 
on a jump. I miss you. And I’m sorry.

Journey may be just a game, but the lessons it teaches us about ourselves 
and the things we’re capable of creating can be applied to all of human endeavor.

Throughout history, we humans have invented many different sets of rules 
for ourselves. Some have worked better than others, but all of them have been 
exploited. As anyone with children knows, if there’s one thing humans are good 
at, it’s finding loopholes.

When a system of rules is applied to many people, thoroughly codified, and 
consistently enforced, you have something approaching a government. But for 
governments, even the most successful change occurs slowly and often pain-
fully). This can lead even the most optimistic person to despair.

Human history is long, but how many different sets of rules have really been 
tried? In meatspace, it’s so difficult to establish a new set of rules or change the 
existing ones that the rate of design iteration is severely limited.

This is not so in the relatively consequence-free worlds of video games and 
the Internet. In the digital realm, wild experimentation and rapid iteration are 
the norm. It’s also much easier to establish and enforce an ironclad set of rules 
in a virtual world than in the real one. This is the environment that created Jour-
ney, and its rarity is why it’s such a joy.

The lesson of Journey is that success is possible, even in an area like online 
multiplayer interaction, which has seemed so hopeless for so long over so many 
thousands of iterations. Success is possible.

But let’s go further. Our digital lives increasingly affect our real lives. Con-
sider Twitter, another system for online interaction that has succeeded in large 
part thanks to its novel set of rules and limitations. There’s a whole world of bad 
behavior that doesn’t fit into 140 characters and doesn’t work when producer/
consumer relationships are asymmetrical. Twitter isn’t just a game; its influence 
extends into the real world, in ways we don’t yet fully understand.

As another Us presidential election season grinds on and I become freshly 
disillusioned with the seemingly intractable problems in our system of govern-
ment, Journey and Twitter give me hope. They make me believe that maybe, just 
maybe, the digital world can be both a laboratory for new ideas and, eventually, 
a giant lever with which to change the formerly unchangeable.
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Roll for Initiative           
I cast a spell of +10 confidence.

By SCOTT MCNULTY 

D espite the complete darkness, I sensed where I was: standing on the 
edge of a crevasse deep underground. I felt the rough rock under my 
hands as I waited for my friends to finish crossing. Then I spotted him. 
He was a member of the party, our paladin — and also my target.

Slowly I loaded the poisoned bolt into the hand crossbow I kept at my side 
for just such an occasion. The lack of light was no obstacle for an archer of my 
talent; the bolt flew steady and true. It slid through a gap in his plate armor with 
a satisfyingly meaty thwack. I knew the bolt wouldn’t kill him, but I hoped the 
poison would.

You’ll shoot your eye out, kid

I held the bb gun tightly in my hands as I stood in the tiny backyard of Kevin’s 
house. I had never fired a bb gun, but Glenn assured me that it was easy. I had 
met Glenn only 10 minutes earlier, and now I was taking firearms advice from 
him. I pumped the gun a couple of times to fill its chamber with air, took aim, 
and completely missed the flower that was our mutual target.

Illustration by Matt Bors
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Shooting daffodils in a backyard wasn’t a normal activity for me, especially not 
with someone I had just met, but our mutual friend Kevin had convinced us to 
start playing some game called Dungeons & Dragons — D&D for short.1 We were 
outside while Kevin was busily creating a character with another one of my friends.

I was 12 years old, and talking to new people filled me with dread. It didn’t 
come naturally, so I needed a hook. Hence, there we stood shooting flowers and 
getting to know one another.

Now Glenn is one of my closest friends. Whenever we talk, we pick up as if 
our conversation on that day almost 25 years ago had never ended.2

D&D made that friendship possible, and it also equipped me with the tools 
to handle just about any social situation without an overwhelming sense of 
impending doom, or at least slight social anxiety.

Character-forming experiences

Dungeons & Dragons is a roleplaying game; in fact, it wouldn’t be an exaggera-
tion to call it the roleplaying game. All that’s required to play the game is a couple 
of rulebooks, some pens, paper, dice, a few friends, and a lot of imagination.3

The books contain the set of rules that the Dungeon Master (dM for short) 
applies to the world he or she creates. The dM is god — all the gods in fact. The 
dM runs everything in the world, with one critical exception: the player charac-
ters (pcs) who are the heroes or villains of the adventure. Each person gathered 
around the table takes the part of a player character. The characters themselves 
are much like those from a play or television show, formed within the rubric of 
the D&D rules by input from the player, the dM, and chance.

Player characteristics — known in-game as stats — like wisdom, intelli-
gence, and dexterity are traditionally assigned scores based on the roll of three 
six-sided dice. Characters are granted powers and abilities from the combina-

With nary a second thought I jump down the serpent’s 
gullet and manage to survive long enough to say the 
words to my spell. I hope the cleric remembers me fondly.
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tion of a class (cleric, fighter, magic user, and so on) and a race. All your favorite 
fantasy races are accounted for, as well as some that you’ve never heard of 
unless you’re a D&D player. (I’m partial to tieflings myself.)4 Each player takes a 
character and roleplays as it, reacting to situations as the character would.

While a character is just a piece of paper with some writing on it, roleplaying 
makes it live. The best roleplayers breathe life into their characters and make 
them their own. The character becomes an extension of the player.

Leaping leviathan

The waves toss the ship under my feet and I struggle to grab onto the railing to 
avoid falling into the water, which would mean almost certain death. The gigan-
tic sea monster had come from nowhere and attacked the ship. We’re all just try-
ing to stay out of the water when it happens: the monster swallows our cleric 
whole. There’s no way that he’ll survive for long in that monster’s belly.

I muster up my most explosive spell from memory and go about getting to 
the one place it’ll do the most damage in the quickest way: the belly of the beast. 
With nary a second thought I jump down the serpent’s gullet and manage to sur-
vive long enough to say the words to my spell.

I hope the cleric remembers me fondly.

Talk amongst yourselves

I had no idea what I was getting myself into that afternoon as I made my character 
with Kevin. I didn’t know I would return to his house every Friday night for the 
next six years and gather around his decidedly non-ergonomic coffee table with 
a group of guys whose ages ranged from 16 to 30-something (which seemed very 
old to me then) to adventure for fame and fortune, with an emphasis on the fortune.

I soon found that the common goal of the group within the game gave an 
introvert like me something to talk about no matter the differences in age or 
experience between myself and the other players. The very nature of the game 
also helped me feel more at ease interacting; everyone has a specific turn in 
which they state their actions.

Applying this structure to something that is usually unstructured (that is, the 
real world) gives you time to think and an obvious cue to speak. Despite that, the 
most enjoyable games I’ve played in have included healthy doses of tangential banter.
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Twenty-sided die! Die! Die!

Playing a character frees me to say and do things that the real me would never 
consider, like shooting a friend of mine in the side with a poisoned bolt while 
underground. I would never go spelunking.

My most successful characters reflect and magnify parts of my own person-
ality. They also tend to be incredibly evil or annoyingly good. (Anyone who has 
played in a group with a by-the-book paladin knows what I’m talking about, and 
I only play the strictest stick-in-the-mud paladins.)5

Unshackling myself from doubt in the game allows me to open up and take 
charge of situations. In my day-to-day life, I tend to measure my words for a long 
time before speaking. I overthink almost every one of my actions to comedic 
lengths. Loric, the happy fellow who shot that poisoned bolt, doesn’t suffer from 
such meddlesome restraints. As a blind Drow elf archer (really), Loric answers 
most questions quickly and with the same response: an arrow to a vital organ.

I don’t ask myself “What would Loric do” when I’m in social situations — 
answer: whatever he wanted — but I do try to disengage my various anxieties 
and be in the moment, as Loric always is.

Six seals’ sick sin

The chamber we’ve returned to contains the six broken seals. Seals that weren’t 
broken until we visited them the first time. Having traveled across six dimen-
sional planes, we’ve recovered the pieces of an artifact to repair the damage to 
the six seals holding back the legions of hell from our reality.

I hold the completed artifact in my hands. Because I am the only character 
in our group who has any arcane ability and knowledge, it falls to me to activate 
the artifact and repair the seals. That’s what I’ve promised the group that I would 
do. There’s a slight problem: I sold my soul to the devil years ago, and the devil 
has other plans.

As the group battles a variety of monsters to protect me, I complete the 
complicated magic required — not to repair the seals, but rather to siphon their 
power into me. I feel a twinge of regret. Maybe I should do what I promised? 
Nah, I need to rule in hell, and this is the only way to do that. Besides, I won’t kill 
any of my friends…if I can avoid it.
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Fantasy league

Despite the fact that my characters often do horrible things, I’ve made a number 
of good friends at the D&D table. When I moved to Philadelphia 10 years ago, I 
didn’t know anyone. Chances are my social circle would be much smaller if I 
hadn’t found a welcoming D&D group that I still play with.

My current gaming group has changed configurations and locations since I 
joined, but one thing remains the same: every Friday night we slip out of our reg-
ular lives and don armor to battle evil together. It is a surprisingly effective way 
to get to know people. The players around the table range from devout Chris-
tians to radical atheists, college students to professors, and extroverts to the shy, 
but we are all friends because we pretend to be elves together.

Applying the lessons I’ve learned from D&D to my life has made me a little 
less introverted. With cues taken from my various characters, I’ve created some-
thing of an alternate Scott McNulty to play when interacting in social situations. 
Social Scott is very much like Real Scott, except that he makes an effort to 
engage in conversation and doesn’t spend the entire time he is at a party think-
ing about books.

Social Scott isn’t a hero or villain, but he does let me accrue valuable experi-
ences — life points? — that would normally pass me by. Most importantly, Social 
Scott makes Real Scott a better and more believable character.

 1  Dungeons & Dragons has gone through  
a number of revisions, with a bewildering 
array of source material available for it. I’ve 
played games in all of the major editions,  
as well as some of the board games.

 2  The Glenn in question is not the editor  
of this fine publication.

 3  D&D makes use of a variety of dice. The 
traditional six-sided die is joined by those 
with 4, 8, 10, 12, and 20 sides, to name  
a few. In fact, the 20-sided die is the most 
iconic random generator used in the game.

 4  Tieflings are demonic-looking humanoids 
who are generally thought to have made  
a deal with a demon in some bygone era.  
In the 4th edition of Dungeons & Dragons, 
they are available as a playable race.

 5  Think of a paladin as the White Knight. He’s 
a holy warrior concerned with protecting the 
weak and righting wrongs.
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We can be responsible for machines. 

By LISA SCHMEISER 

eproduction is one of the few commonalities across human cultures. 
Take that away and you have the Shakers. This underscores two sad 
truths: without reproduction, your culture doesn’t thrive; and children 
and nice furniture are fundamentally incompatible.

By its very nature, pregnancy should be one of those universal human expe-
riences, like eating a piece of fruit you’ve just picked or smelling the ozone and 
petrichor that accompany a good hard rain. Yet speaking as someone who was 
pregnant in the recent past, I found how much it had changed since my mother 
bore me. For one, she couldn’t post a belly-shot montage on YouTube.

WITHIN
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Back in grad school, where we sat around and pondered vague and import-
ant-sounding questions about how technology would disrupt the definitions of 
society — in my defense, it was the 1990s, and everyone who was anyone was 
reading the deconstructionists — we read “A Cyborg Manifesto,” by Donna Har-
away. The essay is a cri de coeur for the rejection of identity politics, and Har-
away uses the metaphor of the cyborg to make the argument for people 
becoming comfortable playing with questions of personal and social identity.

As I dealt with the technological double whammies of Western prenatal 
care, with its scans and tests, and the everyday use of what Haraway would prob-
ably call a “polymorphous information system” but what we would call “the 
Internet,” I felt very cyborg indeed.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the technological elements of pregnancy — both 
the ones introduced through social interactions (Facebook and beyond) and the 
ones I encountered at the doctor’s office — were the things that left me feeling 
most alienated, from both myself and my culture at large.

A pregnant pause

Although people like to view pregnancy as a binary state — you either are or you 
are not — it is also a deeply liminal one. For 40 weeks, you’re suspended between 
two separate family configurations. Your family isn’t what it used to be, but it’s 
not what it’s going to be. You’re not who you were, but you’re not what you’re 
going to be. You’re drifting between borders.

Liminal states can be unsettling, and people cope with the unease in a vari-
ety of ways. A lot of my fellow preggos made a determined effort to package 
their pregnancy for public commodification, as if determining a narrative 
would somehow eliminate any of the borderlands of ambiguity ringing the daily 
realization that everything in your life is going to shift and rearrange in unimag-
inable patterns.

At least, this was my charitable explanation for the explosion of “adorable” 
staged photos announcing someone’s pregnancy or the gender of their child; for 
the profusion of nursery makeover posts I saw on Facebook; for the vicious mes-
sage board brawls I witnessed as grown women stressed over what to pack in 
their hospital bags. As people chewed over the minutiae of pending parenthood, 
I would read posts from friends and strangers and wonder why I couldn’t relate.

My pregnancy was a long slog through a no-woman’s land to enter at last 
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into a wholly undiscovered country. No amount of nursery decorating or posting 
milestones on my Facebook timeline could prepare me for what lay ahead. Pre-
tending I knew what I was getting into would seem to push me away from my 
real self, whoever she still was.

I coped with my alienation by re-reading a lot of sci-fi that treated the inter-
section of technology and pregnancy as a horror show — “Bloodchild,” by Octa-
via Butler; The Handmaid’s Tale, by Margaret Atwood; and Dr. Pak’s Preschool and 
Piecework, by David Brin. Somehow, reading about pregnancies that turned into 
nightmares via invasive, dignity-stripping technology made me feel better about 
my own Facebook-induced agita.

Arranged in order of size

If you are a middle-class pregnant female in North America in the early 21st cen-
tury, you will likely find yourself at any one of a number of Web sites aimed at 
expectant parents, all of which offer weekly email newsletters which will tell you 
what’s going on in your body as the pregnancy progresses.

I signed up for two of these newsletters. And every week, I read that “your 
baby” — never a fetus, always “your baby” — was the size of a poppy seed, a ses-
ame seed, a peppercorn, a nutmeg. Once I hit the second trimester, we left the 
spice drawer and moved into the crisper: a Persian cucumber, a mango, a small 
summer squash, etc.

I unsubscribed from one newsletter the week that I learned I was carrying 
the equivalent of “two heirloom tomatoes.” I refuse to let any editor think it’s 
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acceptable to draw a direct line between slow food and slow gestation.
The specificity of the emails made me worry that my cohort and I would be 

relentlessly factual in our pregnancies. What would we talk about — how our 
blood volume had increased by 30 to 50 percent?

Thankfully, no. We talked about the emails. “Are you getting the food com-
parisons?” was the first thing someone would say. The second was, “What was 
the food item that made you snap?” For my friend Maria, it was a cheese-cov-
ered mango. “Who does that? Why would you cover a mango in cheese? Why 
not just use a burrito?”

Finding kindred spirits to wax wroth about fetus-as-food comparisons pro-
vided one of the few moments where I felt a graceful integration of the cultural 
aspects of pregnancy and the technological tools that had sprung up to service 
and supplement the culture.

I need not have worried that I was finally easing into some serenely net-
worked Mother Earth role. There were still plenty of liminal spaces left.
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Echoes in the depths

Many parts of being pregnant remind you that you aren’t the first to bear a child; 
you are linked through physical sensation to every mother who came before you. 
The strongest twinges can knock you into the pleasantly dislocated feeling of 
being adrift on a river out of time. Oh, your left hip is doing that thing where 
every step you take causes an exquisite, narrow lance of pain from pelvis to 
ankle? I bet some poor pioneer woman felt that when she was walking beside the 
covered wagon.

Still, the pioneer women didn’t have the pressure of feigning maternal feel-
ings at the 12-week fetal scan. Because I was what the doctor’s office charmingly 
termed “elderly primagravida” — and because I had spent the first month of my 
pregnancy, before I was aware I was enceinte, marinating in hot tubs, drinking a 
lot of very good French wine, and eating a lot of mercury-laden shiro maguro — I 
had an ultrasound so that we could manage everyone’s expectations.

The screen was filled with what looked like a Rorschach test. I squinted as 
the technician pointed out the blobs that were presumably the fetus’s working 
kidneys, hummingbird-fast heart, and rapidly developing brain. I feel like I 
should have been thrilled by this proof that cell division and differentiation were 
ticking along.

But I was more bowled over by the notion that someone, somewhere had 
said, “What if we assigned a visual representation to the mathematical distance 
calculated by the speed of sound and the time of that sound’s echoing return? 
Wouldn’t that be cool to see off what that sound bounced?” The notion of taking 

There is nothing about being “female” that naturally  
binds women. There is not even such a state as  
“being” female, itself a highly complex category  
constructed in contested sexual scientific discourses  
and other social practices. — HARAWAY
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one set of physical measurements to find something new and undiscovered — 
much like archaeologists are doing in Honduras with lidar — is breathtaking. A 
weird blob that lives in your torso with bits and pieces occasionally pulsing? Eh.

Going by the prevailing rhetoric on my birth board and among my friends, I 
was an outlier. The majority of people who gazed upon their little Oort clouds 
had crossed some cognitive and emotional chasm. Not only were these women 
carrying babies, they were already calling themselves mothers, and all of their 
acts and thoughts seemed to be motivated by some gush of motherly love.

Eh, I thought again. There’s always the 21-week scan.

Alas, my 21-week appointment also failed to fill me with the rush of trans-
formative maternal wonder. I had visited my friend and fellow preggo Maria 
shortly before, and she had had her 20-week ultrasound framed. In it, the sil-
houette of a snub-nosed baby boy was clearly visible, exciting proof that Maria 
was carrying an actual human baby. I was looking forward to my own adorable 
photographic proof.

Part of the visit included genetic counseling, which I was partly looking for-
ward to because the phrase “genetic counseling” suggests a tearful session 
where recessive alleles sob, “I just want one chance to express myself!” while a 
doctor holds up a warning hand and tells the dominant alleles, “You’ve already 
had a chance to speak.”

The reality was that a very nice woman got derailed when I asked where the 
Punnett squares for all the genetic disease alleles were. She wanted us to be 
relieved and grateful that neither of us was heterozygous dominant for any 
heartbreaking hereditary conditions, and instead I was openly piqued I couldn’t 
see the pcr films that would have sequenced our dna and showed the specific 
markers on sequenced genes.

I had already opened an entire condiment tray’s worth of emails telling me 
the average fetus’s probable size for the week. What I wanted was to know what 
was written in this specific fetus’s genome. We had the technology; why weren’t 
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we using it? I may as well be back with all my relatives, clucking about someone 
with, “You know she’s having a girl? Girls steal all their mother’s beauty and 
she’s looked terrible since she started to show.”

My husband defused my snit. “There, there. Soon you’re going to be 
speared with a harpoon for science.”

Prepare to be boarded

“I’m really looking forward to my amniocentesis procedure” is not a phrase 
commonly uttered during pregnancy — mostly because nobody says, “I am 
eagerly anticipating the moment when someone jams a 20-gauge needle into an 
internal organ” — but I really was looking forward to it.

I’ve always been fascinated by what lies underneath my skin. I was excited 
to see some of this amniotic fluid, since I didn’t remember my first exposure to 
it. And I was even more excited by the prospect that we’d find out even more 
medical markers for our pending child.
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My husband has a mild needle aversion, so he did not share my fascination. 
“Oh, don’t worry,” I reassured him. “The needle’s so big, it has to be wheeled in. 
The beeping of the forklift will warn you it’s coming.”

Getting amnio was really no big thing. You don’t even feel the needle — 
there’s a local anesthetic to numb the area — and then there you are, watching it 
fill with a slightly cloudy golden liquid, which the technician assured us was that 
color because the baby was peeing in it.

And off went our baby’s pee — and other liquid substances — to be analyzed 
for signs of any chromosomal problems that the genetic counseling panel had 
missed, plus other nightmares like metabolic disorders or neural tube defects. I 
sourly thought, There goes another data set I’ll never see.

Then we moved on to the ultrasound. I took my husband’s hand in preparation 
for what surely would be one of the most tender moments of our life together…

…And saw the nightmare crest of a Viking battle helmet. The fetus elected 
to give us a full frontal shot, so what we saw — grinning skull with outsized 
cranial cavity and hollow eye sockets; spindly, claw-like appendages; dis-
turbingly sharp ribs — was suitable for framing only if the proud papa were 
H.R. Giger.

Phil and I both reared back. The technician gave us a look that suggested we 
were already terrible parents. “Is baby’s spine,” she said in a Russian accent that 
her years in America hadn’t worn down. We could see every mace-shaped verte-
bra floating below that grinning death’s-head noggin. “Is baby’s heart. Looks 
good. Is baby’s kidneys. Looks good. Baby has toes” — they looked more like 
velociraptor claws, really — “baby’s brain.”

“So we see,” we murmured. Part of my brain was hissing that I needed to be 
grateful for all the good news, that this was infinitely superior to spending an 
entire pregnancy hoping for the best but knowing nothing. The other part of my 
brain was musing that sometimes, technology lets us push the “I can do it!” but-
ton while completely ignoring the “Should I do it?” button.

“You want to know sex?” the technician asked. I shrugged and pressed the 
“I can do it!” button.

“No penis. Is girl.”
This was something I could see, as opposed to some third-party pronounce-

ment I was expected to swallow without question. So I was going to have an 
alien queen. I hoped she wouldn’t ram her spike-like ovipositor down my throat 
the first time I tried to ground her.
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The technician printed out a set of ultrasound prints, suitable for framing 
and giving to people upon whom you wished permanent psychological damage. 
We debated for only a moment before concluding that throwing the prints out 
would not make us bad parents.

When I went online after the Alien Queen reveal, I was saddened but unsur-
prised to discover that my cohort had all had photogenic ultrasounds: lots of 
adorably snub-nosed fetuses in profile, waving tiny hands at nothing in particu-
lar but captioned with things like, “Baby girl saying hi to her mama!”

I had seen my fetus’s skeletal system and working organs and been reas-
sured that all her chromosomes were in order. That still didn’t make her feel any 
more like “baby girl.” She was an organic data set, forever expanding with new 
parameters to query weekly. All the medical data in the world didn’t change a 
fundamental truth of pregnancy: I was incubating a stranger.

A familiar place

In the end, I had a scheduled C-section. A combination of data sets — my physi-
ological measurements plus the fetus’s measurements — led my obstetrician to 
suggest it, and I liked the idea of knowing exactly when this damned liminal 
state would end.

So one sunny, warm Monday afternoon, I waddled into the admissions area 
while my husband was parking the car, got prepped for surgery, and killed time 
reading on my Kindle until it was time for me to go have a baby.

I was wheeled into the operating room. The anesthesiologist gave me the 
lumbar puncture that made me numb from the mid-chest down, two nurses 
erected the please-don’t-faint drape, and a pregnancy that had been remarkably 
transparent in terms of raw data ended with a delivery shrouded in mystery.

From my end, it felt like a bunch of people playing rugby, with my gravid 
form as the ball. I was rocked back and forth. There was a mighty pull, a shift of 

Cyborgs have more to do with regeneration  
and are suspicious of the reproductive matrix  
and of most birthing. — HARAWAY
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pressure right around my center of gravity, a high blatting sound, a shift in my 
brain. That was my baby, and she was crying.

My ob held up the baby, and I lifted my head. She was pink and round and 
had a lot of hair — the old wives were on to something with the heartburn. My 
baby was crying, and despite the fact that I was currently strapped to an operat-
ing table and gutted like a trout, I tried to get up and get to my daughter.

I said, “My baby needs me. I’m the only one she knows.”

It took minutes to wash, weigh, and swaddle her. I made Phil go hover next 
to the nurses, saying, “The baby can’t be alone!” because apparently nurses 
didn’t count as company. Someone somewhere was saying something about 
there being too much blood, about the bleeding not being under control.

Despite being the only person in the room who was likely to be bleeding, I 
could not have cared less — all of my attention was focused on listening to my 
daughter’s furious shrills, and I kept saying, “I have to see her. She needs to be 
skin-to-skin, it will soothe her.”

In an operating room, as people sloshed through great pools of blood, I rose 
above on a surging wave of maternal love. The tiny, spectator part of my brain 
marveled at how easily I fell into one of the biggest myths about motherhood, 
the one where you instantly love your child. But I did love this baby the minute I 
saw her as a baby. And I felt like her mother.

Just like that, the liminal stage was over.

We can be responsible for machines; they do not  
dominate or threaten us. We are responsible for  
boundaries; we are they. — HARAWAY
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Just Desert      
Africa, a devil, and Burning Man meet  

in Eastern Europe’s little desert.

By COLLEEN HUBBARD 

With its brick-and-stone houses painted in muted rust tones, the 
small village of Chechło is typical of this region of southern 
Poland. The streets are empty save for the lunch rush at a cafete-
ria-style restaurant where scoops of steam-table chicken, pota-

toes, and cabbage land on industrial white plates.
As in most of Poland, the population in this region is dropping and graying: 

entry into the European Union in 2004 coupled with the easing of immigration 
standards among some member states meant that many of Poland’s young peo-
ple left to pursue educational and occupational opportunities elsewhere. From 
2004 to 2011, the country’s population decreased by one million people.

Yet Chechło’s town green offers a sight that distinguishes it from surround-
ing hamlets, with their renovated farmhouses and gated gardens. Between a 
shrine of the Virgin Mary and a silver-blue fir tree, a statue of a Bactrian camel 
glares at an empty bus stop across the street. The camel’s peach lips curl into a 
snarl, and time and sunshine have conspired to drain the color from patches of 
fur on his humps. His ear is another matter.
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“Kids,” shrugs Marian Pajdak, president of the Polish Sahara Association 
(psa), gesturing at the hole that offers a view into the statue’s hollow skull. Local 
teenagers are implicated in the crime of breaking off the camel’s ear.

That Chechło is a one-camel town is not an accident. The village, and the 
surrounding region of Klucze, would like to bring your attention to an aberration 
of nature: a story of Nazis, Burning Man, Africa, pharaohs, silver mines, and, of 
course, moonshine.

It’s the story of the Polish Sahara.

The devil, you say?

How a sort-of desert developed in Southern Poland depends on whom you ask. 
To start with, the Polish Sahara, called Pustynia Błędowska in Polish (Błędow 
Desert), is not really a desert.

Technically speaking, a desert is an area defined by aridity, though there is 
no universally accepted measurement or combination of measurements to 
define desert-level dryness, so the classification remains somewhat elastic. With 
rainfall typical for this region, along with an occasional choking fog, the Polish 
Sahara is only a desert insofar as Lake Michigan is an ocean if you’ve never left 
your mom’s porch in Kenosha.

As to how the Błędow Desert appeared where it did, one story goes like this: 
In the Middle Ages, men discovered that the land here ran thick with silver and 
lead, so they began mining to extract it. Angry at the disruption to his subterra-
nean home, a devil filled a bag with Baltic sand and raced back toward the open 
mines, intending to clog them and impede the miners’ work. But as the devil 
sprinted across the low hills of Silesia, his bag of sand snagged on a church stee-
ple, spilling the contents and creating the Błędow Desert.

Another version goes like this: In the 13th century, men discovered that the 
land in this area was rich in silver and lead. They stripped the local forest to 
power mining operations and construct mine shafts. After felling trees and haul-
ing lumber out with horses, the destruction of native plant life was complete. 
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But underneath the pines, something unexpected materialized: a deep layer of 
sand deposited by a glacier that had dragged across this region.

Today, of course, no one believes the story of the angry devil protecting his 
home, but when we pass a local church, Pajdak points out that it’s the building 
the devil hit. The steeple remains askew.

Up close with the exotic

As president of the psa, Pajdak’s role is to promote the educational, ecological, 
and cultural role of the desert in the region. He’s a man of retirement age, with 
short silver hair in a slightly overgrown Caesar cut; he used to work as a journal-
ist and teacher. Though he grew up in Wieliczka, near the salt mines south of 
Krakow, Pajdak’s first desert wasn’t the Błędow: he saw a desert when he trav-
eled to West Africa with a contingent of 
journalists in the 1980s, and he visited 
Poland’s desert for the first time 12 years 
after that.

Established 10 years ago with a name 
bestowed by a Jagiellonian University 
professor who resided in Chechło, the 
psa emphasizes the Sahara-Africa con-
nection in part to capitalize on interest in 
life outside of Poland among cosmopoli-
tan young people from Krakow, who are 
the target market for the psa’s annual 
summer music festival in the desert.

Poland’s small African Polish com-
munity has also played a role in defining 
and publicizing the Polish Sahara, says Dominik Mbeda Ndege, a musician 
whose Kenyan father and Polish mother met at a university in Poland. Mbeda 
Ndege is part of a Facebook group of about 600 young African Poles, and he 
recounted his visits to Ethiopia and South Africa on a Polish television show on 
which Poles who have traveled to far-flung locales offer an overview of their 
experiences with and the highlights of a foreign culture, including showing off 
knickknacks they acquired in their travels and demonstrating dance moves.

A black person in Poland remains an uncommon sight. After the murder, 

Marian Pajdak, president of the Polish Sahara Association (PSA)
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displacement, and emigration of minorities during and following World War ii, 
Poland became ethnically homogeneous: among the country’s population of 38 
million, only 1.4 percent claim to descend from an ancestry other than Polish. 
(That number includes those who self-identify as Kashubian or Silesian, ethnic 
groups from southern Poland.)

Only about 4,000 Poles living in Poland are black Africans, most of them 
living in the cities of Warsaw and Krakow. This small population hasn’t stifled 
the Poles’ fascination with the landscape, culture, and people of Africa, or Afri-
can Poles’ engagement with the local Polish community.

“It reminds me of home,” Mbeda Ndege says while in the desert, looking at 
a crumbling bunker painted with images of black women wearing bright textiles 
and carrying baskets on their heads. “They’re painted in an African style, not a 
European style.”

The artist is Seydou Zan Diarra, a Mali-born small-animal veterinarian who 
lives in Krakow and lists the birthdays of his patients on his Web site, where in 

PGB

Pustynia Błędowska

http://www.diarra.pl/index.php?go=hobby


101

the “hobby” section he describes his interest in the art styles of the Dogon and 
Tuareg people of Africa. Mbeda Ndege, who plays tuba, and his brothers, who 
play trombone and saxophone, performed African and world music at the psa’s 
Desert Mirage festival in the Błędow. Photos and posters from the annual event 
show bare-chested white women wearing body paint and dancing in the center 
of a circle of onlookers.

The psa also organizes and sponsors Africa-themed educational events in 
Krakow, including an exhibition of Seydou Zan Diarra’s work, tastings of African 
foods, and screenings of documentaries and dramas filmed in Africa.

Just add mortars and stir

When a little desert with dunes appeared in Eastern Europe, it proved lucky for 
many a tactician, of both the domestic and conquering varieties. In its early 
days, the desert had limited appeal for the community: locals found it creepy, 
and its commercial use was limited to the harvesting of the cochineal, a small 
insect that lives on the knawel plant and is crushed to create a crimson pigment 
called St. John’s Blood.

Between World War I and World War ii, the Kraków Army used the space as 
a training area. Ethnographer Marian Kantor-Mirski visited in the 1930s and in a 
monograph of regional history described the Błędow at that time as an “exten-
sive emptiness, eerie wilderness, sea of sand.”1

During World War ii, the occupying German troops, including Field Mar-
shal Erwin “Desert Fox” Rommel and his Afrikakorps, used the Błędow for tac-
tical practice of maneuvers planned for the North African front. A propaganda 
photo passed off as an action shot from North Africa in fact depicts a Nazi sol-
dier riding a motorbike on a dune in Poland.

After the close of World War ii, the Polish army reestablished ownership 
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over the northern section of the desert. nato carried out exercises there, 
and today the 6th Pomeranian Airborne Division uses the area as a paratrooper 
drop zone.

The Błędow, with its resemblance to a real desert (assuming one can’t feel 
the temperature or see the fog), was also an easy choice for Polish filmmakers 
looking to take advantage of the dunes in their backyard as a low-cost film set.

Tad Makarczynski’s 1962 allegorical short Magician (Czarodziej), about a wily 
sorcerer who turns a band of young boys into murderous soldiers by encourag-
ing them to shoot increasingly realistic targets, appears to have been shot there.

The land doubled as Egypt for scenes in the Polish production Pharaoh (Far-
aon), Jerzy Kawalerowicz’s 1966 Oscar-nominated three-hour epic, in which a 
bunch of white guys dipped in bronze body paint squint meaningfully across 
ravaged vistas in a convoluted tale of Ancient Egyptian back-room politicking 
between Ramses Xiii and a group of priests.

But the desert can’t keep its secret, and the detritus from its use by the mili-
tary still shows itself today, from crumbling concrete bunkers to spent mortar 
shells. Recently, sappers scoured the desert to locate and remove potentially 
dangerous military cast-offs. They even uncovered a half-ton dud. But long 
before experts arrived, during the Communist regime, villagers searched for 
shells to disassemble and sell as scrap metal.

“Especially in Chechło, there are people in their 70s and 80s who got their 
fingers blown off trying to disarm unexploded shells,” Pajdak says.

When Magdalena Moroń, now deputy director of the Klucze district office, 
was a girl, kids playing in the desert planned treasure hunts for spent artillery 
shells and other military scrap.

“The kid who brought the most fun things home was the winner,” she 
explains. “You couldn’t call it an entirely safe way of playing.”

Environmental pollution from Silesia speeded  
the regrowth: nitrogen runoff caused blue-green algae  
to develop, which in turn caused soil to take hold  
over the sand layer. 
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Corrupting the natural

After the deforestation of the Middle Ages, the desert’s 
area encompassed 150 square kilometers. Today, 
only 33 square kilometers of sand remain exposed. 
Over time, and with the reduction of mining and 
farming in Silesia and Małopolska, the desert was 
returning to its natural state.

Starting in the 1950s locals planted willows and 
firs in the area, hoping to avoid the regular afternoon 
chore of sweeping sand from their driveways and 
stoops. Environmental pollution from Silesia speeded the regrowth: nitrogen 
runoff caused blue-green algae to develop, which in turn caused soil to take hold 
over the sand layer. For some who lived near the Błędow, the disappearing des-
ert seemed like a lost opportunity.

“Every small region would like something unique in its vicinity, something 
rarely seen,” explains Moroń, who grew up 200 meters from the desert.

Moroń, an auburn-haired young woman wearing a striped bronze tee, car-
ries a cordless phone as she offers a tour of the Klucze district office’s Desert 
Information Center, where one day tourists might visit to learn about the local 
environment.

For now, the center looks like an example of an office in an ikea showroom, 
with blank whiteboards and artfully arranged candles crowned with virgin 
wicks. On the conference table rest cups of cornflower- and gold-tinted sand, 
while a wall-sized photo shows lumpy cumulus clouds rolling over a pine-ringed 
field of sand. Inside glass cases are stones and fossils unearthed in the desert, 
and the district secretary offers refreshments in Pustynia Błędowska–branded 
teacups emblazoned with project logos.

Klucze didn’t want the desert to disappear. Neither did the psa. But without 
the deforestation and overuse of the land that kept the natural progression of 
plant life in check, how were they to reclaim their desert?

The first attempt involved goats. In 2010, Silesia district authorities hired 
100 goats for the job of expanding and enhancing the desert. The project’s ini-
tial managers found goats terrifically successful at chomping down the scrub 
and grasses that bloomed across the desert floor.

Too soon they also discovered that although the animals proved adept at 

Magdalena Moroń, deputy director of the Klucze district office
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destroying leaves and stalks, they were less skilled at consuming root systems. 
An area of goat-cleared land, briefly and beautifully a desert once more, sprouted 
fresh shrubs and saplings as soon as the goats relocated to fresh pasture.

Verdict: disaster.
After the regrowth of shrubs and trees following the goat experiment, 

Klucze authorities assumed control of the project by taking an extraordinary 
step. They applied for and received environmental conservation funding under 
the Natura 2000 initiative, a European Union–wide directive to preserve and 
maintain fragile ecosystems. Other Natura 2000 projects represent more typical 
conservation efforts, such as preserving a threatened fish population in the Dan-
ube River Basin. Of the more than 26,000 funded sites as of 2011, the Polish 
desert may prove the only conservation of an area created through deforestation 
and maintained by eradicating native plant life.

Officially titled “Active conservation of priority sand habitats,” the €2.6 mil-
lion ($3.4 million) in funding for the Błędow supports the extension of the desert 
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to its boundaries in 1958, and accomplishes this by uprooting willows, pines, and 
birch trees — some of which grow here naturally, and some of which are non-na-
tive species planted to stop the sand drift.

As a first step, project managers contracted with sappers to scour 400 hect-
ares to a depth of 1.5 meters for any military cast-offs. The project’s approved 
goals include expanding and stabilizing the desert dunes and grasslands, estab-
lishing nature trails, producing a guidebook, and welcoming at least 1,000 visi-
tors each year to the newly constructed Desert Information Center.

Which, of course, raises the question, What are 1,000 visitors to do in a tiny 
fake desert in Poland?

Burning Man and beyond

In addition to establishing the Desert Information Center, the project’s manag-
ers encourage local artisans to capitalize on the commercial opportunity by 
developing desert-related souvenirs and handicrafts in advance of the crowds 
they expect to arrive here. So far, you can buy a stained-glass camel ornament, 
wooden squares painted with big-lashed cartoon camels, a cheese-filled “Sahara 
bun,” and a local moonshine called “Magic of the Desert.”

Children from neighboring towns who are studying Africa in school come 
to the Błędow on school trips to see their native desert, Pajdak says. University 
students and researchers from Krakow also visit to conduct studies; some have 
published papers on the desert’s ecosystem. The town of Olkusz, about a 15-minute 
drive from Chechło, boasts a museum of Saharan African culture and handicrafts, 
created at the bequest of a Polish couple who lived in Africa for 11 years. The 
museum has organized events and visits to the desert in conjunction with the psa.

In the northern section of the desert, the land is flat, and on the horizon 
looms the Katowice Steelworks. The day I visit, the Błędow is cold and gray, with 
fog hanging low over neat village houses and dark lilacs swooning from over-
grown bushes along the lane leading into the desert. Pajdak says that the name, 
Błędow, comes from the Polish word for “wandering,” referencing the perennial 
mists that make it easy for visitors to get lost here.

We arrive at a portion of the desert reserved for paratrooper use. Skirting a 
“Military Area: No Trespassing” sign, we find that another group had preceded 
ours. Two women, one with a camera and one with a reflector, appear at the 
cusp of a dune near the shattered bunker painted with African motifs, and below 

KSB

http://www.mok.olkusz.pl/index.php/muzea/28-afryka


106

them on the fog-damp sand stands a young man, pale, naked, and, having seen 
us, making an attempt at modesty with his hands. Someone throws him a towel.

Pajdak speaks Polish to explain the situation, and though the translator 
deciphers his comment, the tilt of Pajdak’s head and the lift of his brows com-
municate the message without the delay of interpretation.

“Art students,” the translator confirms. A military truck barrels onto the 
scene and tells us all to get lost; they’re marking out a perimeter for a para-
trooper drop later in the day.

On the ride back to Krakow, Pajdak tells me about a television show he 
caught on the Polish documentary channel, about an American man who was 
angry with his girlfriend, so he went to the desert and threw a party, but then the 
party became a big deal, an annual event that everyone wanted to attend.

Of course I’ve heard of it, he insists. It takes a moment to place what he’s 
describing.

“Burning Man?” I shout from the back seat, above the rumble of Pajdak’s 
Fiat Uno Fire.

“Tak, tak,” he says, yes, yes, that’s it.
They’ll do something like that, he tells me, and make their summer festival 

bigger and better, a Little Burning Man, a Burning Man Junior, here in the cold 
desert of Poland, with the flames of Katowice flickering in the distance.

 1  Kantor-Mirski, the father of Poland’s 
renowned avant-garde artist Tadeusz  
Kantor, adopted the pseudonym of Mirski, 
abandoned his family, and was caught 
distributing underground newspapers 
during World War II, after which he  

was arrested and killed at Auschwitz.  
His regional history monographs, including 
the one describing the Błędow, became 
collector’s items.
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Down from  
the Mountaintop  

Derham Giuliani charmed nature of its secrets on high.

By TIM HEFFERNAN

Years ago I met a man who told me a secret that has stayed evergreen. 
Derham Giuliani was a self-taught naturalist, the foremost expert on 
the insects and amphibians of the dry lands in the rain shadow of the 
Sierra Nevada.

Across four decades, in a labor of patient, painstaking love, he uncovered 
the hidden lives of the tiny, fragile, and remarkable creatures that live in this 
vast, harsh, and unremarked-upon corner of the country. Over and over, he 
made fresh discoveries. The secret he told me was one. What he described is a 
wonder of the natural world, and as far as I know it remains safe to this day.

Derham lived in what the irs would classify as poverty, but by all accounts 
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he wanted for little. He lived alone, and was happy that way. He observed, he 
learned, and he taught. It was a life, and a way of life, to be honored. When I met 
him I was in my second year of college, at a strange school in a brown valley in 
the high California desert near the Nevada border. He could have taught me 
whatever I wanted to know about that desert, but I was young and hasty, and 
thought the secret was the only valuable thing.

It was not. His life and studies were the gifts. I received them, without being 
fully aware of their value, “when I was eighteen and nineteen, when it counted,” 
as Edward Hoagland put it.

Sui generis

Derham Giuliani grew up in the Bay Area, fell head over heels for Mother Nature, 
and resolved never to leave her. As a young man he earned a small living gather-
ing specimens for University of California biologists. He worked in the San 
Francisco fog and on the misty Farallon Islands.

Then, at some point, he traveled east, away from the ocean and across the 
mountains to the desert that lies between the Golden State and the forest-green 
Rockies, where his heart settled. He moved to the little town of Big Pine, named 
for an incongruous sequoia planted in 1913 to celebrate the opening of a new 
road and itself named for Teddy Roosevelt.

He befriended Enid Larsen, a local teacher and naturalist, who invited him 
to park his truck on her property and live in a spare cabin she owned. Then he 
began to explore.

Up the well-watered canyons of the Sierra Nevada. Deep into the chalk-dry 
Nevada desert. Across sand dunes and through pine forests. Day and night, sum-
mer and winter, for days and weeks at a time, especially in his beloved White-
Inyo Range, the lush Sierras’ arid twin — just a few miles from their snowy peaks, 
but drier, higher, emptier, and to those who fall under their spell, more beautiful.

MPW

PTL

No fancy hiking boots; just low-top sneakers. Never jeans; 
just thrift-store slacks. “He looked sort of like an 
erudite bum,” James Wilson, a friend, says with a laugh.

Type http://magcode.me/ plus a blue code in the margin to visit the related Web page.
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Derham would drive his old truck as close as he could to where he wanted 
to be — which was rarely very close, since he generally wanted to be where peo-
ple and roads didn’t go — and then hike in. No fancy hiking boots; just low-top 
sneakers. Never jeans; just thrift-store slacks. “He looked sort of like an erudite 
bum,” James Wilson, a friend, says with a laugh. “He also had perhaps the most 
beautiful stride I’ve ever seen. The guy could walk.”

Atop any notable mountain in the American West you will find a container, 
left there by an early summiter, with a notebook and a pencil inside: a peak reg-
ister. When you reach the top, you sign your name. Many registers date back 
decades and form a sort of community-in-time. Derham’s name shows up in 
them again and again, often in hard-to-reach places where even old registers 
still have a lot of blank pages.

Denise Waterbury befriended Derham at the White Mountain Research 
Station, a University of California field institute and the heart of the local scien-
tific community. She recalls climbing Troy Peak, a desolate slab in the empty 
heart of Nevada. The peak is notable only for the bristlecone pines — the world’s 
longest-lived tree — that speckle its bare slopes. (There are much easier places 
to see them, including, easiest of all, in the White Mountains themselves, at the 
end of a paved Forest Service road.)

At the end of the 7,000-foot climb to Troy Peak, Waterbury says, “I thought, 
‘ok, I don’t have to come up here again.’ I remember actually saying that to my 
friends — and then sitting down and opening the register and seeing Derham’s 
name in there six times!”

His name lives on elsewhere, too. At least five species bear it: four insects 
and a spider, all tiny creatures living in difficult places. There is Microedus 
giulianii (a beetle), Tescalsia giulianiata (an alpine moth), and Xenochelifer der-
hami (the spider). There’s also Giuliani’s dune scarab beetle (Pseudocotalpa 
giulianii), and the tongue-pleasing Giuliani’s dubiraphian riffle beetle (Dubi-
raphia giulianii).

Taxonomy rules forbid naming a species for oneself. But a discoverer can 
name one in honor of another person. And so those tiny giulianiis and derhamis 
are a measure of the great respect and affection felt for Derham by the many 
scientists whose work he supported with his collecting. (These scientists in turn 
supported him with the small research grants he lived on. Friends and neigh-
bors helped, too: a new pair of binoculars, a repair job; practical needs.)

The names also speak to his wondrous powers of observation, and to the 
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hours he devoted to learning all that was already known of the insects and 
amphibians in the places he explored. Only that combination of a nature-lover’s 
keen eyes and an expert’s mastery of detail allowed him to realize, on a wind-
swept flat two and a half miles above sea level in the Whites, that the tiny moth 
in his net was new to science. He was as unique as his discovery and, like it, born 
to reach rare heights.

The examined life

“I’ve never met another naturalist so observant, so knowledgeable, and so will-
ing to share his knowledge with you,” says Waterbury. And even those who 
didn’t know him have remarked on Derham’s generosity with his prodigious 
learning. Chris Norment, a young biologist at sUnY-Brockport, never met Der-
ham but offers gratitude for his work in an online diary:

I park my car and walk up another arid alluvial fan in the Inyo Mountains, 
climb for sixteen hundred feet through creosote bush scrub, over desert pavement, 
and up a boulder-strewn wash. Ninety minutes of dry and sweaty walking brings 
me into a narrow limestone slot; the sound of falling water drifts down canyon, 
past a cluster of seep willow.

This looks like slender salamander habitat, and I only have to flip two rocks 
before I find one — a large, chocolate-brown individual, with a beautiful constella-
tion of silver-gray iridophores on its dorsal surface.…

This is a good spot, the best I’ve found so far — and the only reason I know 
of it is because a biologist showed me an unpublished report by Derham Giuliani 
(1931–2010), an “old-time” naturalist who spent many years exploring the Inyo, 
White, and Sierra Nevada mountains.

Friends also note another side of Derham’s nature. John Smiley, the former 
director of White Mountain Research Station, knew him for almost 30 years. 

“Everybody recognized this quality. I don’t know what you’d call it, but I think 
James Wilson said it best: ‘He was just a saintly person.’”

Wilson himself explains: “I can tell you that he’s one of the most beloved 
humans, by the few people who knew him, that I’ve ever known. Because of the 
purity of his love of the natural world and the simplicity of his life, he’s a para-
digm many would aspire to but few of us in this ragingly materialistic culture 
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manage to achieve. He lived in a shack, and he had a truck because he had to [in 
order] to do his field research. And he loved books.” Wilson adds, “He’s perhaps 
the simplest-living person I’ve ever known.”

You can see flashes of Derham’s spirit, as a scientist seeking knowledge and 
a man seeking meaning, in a videotaped interview. With his bright, kindly eyes, 
white beard, and silver hair, he certainly looks like a schoolbook saint. But it is 
his carriage and demeanor that mark him as different. He is quiet and still 
before the camera, where others would giggle and fidget.

And he does something that any writer will recognize as rare: he answers 
the question he is asked, and when he is done answering, he stops talking. Most 
of us are hopelessly confessional under even friendly interrogation. We go on 
and on; we spill our guts as though reticence were a crime. Derham doesn’t. His 
peacefulness is utterly disarming and, well, yes — kind of holy. Although my 
response is colored by knowing, as I do now, that he likely had already been 
diagnosed with terminal cancer at the time the video was made.

Derham worked on his archives and continued to take joy in nature right up 
to his death in September 2010. He seems to have prepared long in advance, and 
with good humor, for the moment. Commenting in November 2007 on a fatu-
ous article about “green burials,” he suggested instead that readers “mimic 
nature; millions of years of life have prepared the perfect recycling method. 
With a bit of planning, the vultures, ravens, coyotes, worms, insects, etcetera 
can be coaxed into doing the job correctly in quite short order.”

Not a rabble rouser

I met this man on two occasions, 15 and 16 summers ago. In no meaningful 
sense did I know him. Why Derham struck the young me so powerfully is no 
great mystery, nor is it, if I am honest, entirely complimentary to my character. 

PTW

SJD

 “I’ve never met another naturalist so observant,  
so knowledgeable, and so willing to share his  
knowledge with you.” — WATERBURY
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James Wilson’s “erudite bum” was his friend; to me he was partway a curiosity, 
an exotic creature that I might poke at for a response. And I was still just young 
enough to feel free to do so, with the sort of rude, prying questions that are a 
specialty of precocious children. Wouldn’t a pair of real hiking boots be better 
than those old sneakers? Is it true he often slept in his truck?

But I was also sincerely impressed by Derham, and envious of him. I was 
falling in love with the wild parts of that country. I took long hikes into it, without 
maps, to see what I could find. Spend time alone in the desert mountains and 
pay attention and you inevitably find things: arrowheads, fossils, petroglyphs.

I once found a Joshua tree where it shouldn’t have been — too high up, and 
miles from its nearest kin. Another time I found a pair of structures, like dry-
stone weirs, that had been built across the mouths of two small draws. They 
were not marked on the archaeological surveys I later checked, and I could not 
guess their purpose, but I could tell that they were ancient: sediment had piled 
up behind them until it reached their tops.

Every discovery was a hot thrill. The solitude was as continuously refresh-
ing as running water. To spend my life walking alone, seeing things few eyes had 
seen — to spend my life as Derham spent his — seemed to promise a lifetime of 
that refreshment and those thrills. I wanted to learn from him how to do it. Writ-
ing has not proved a perfect substitute, but it’s kept me mostly satisfied.

Why Derham strikes me so powerfully today is not as straightforward. 
Beyond his kindness, his generosity, and his self-possession, I mean — beyond 
that life, and way of life, to be honored. But viewed from the different path I 
chose for my life’s work, a lesson from his labors stands out. For all his love of 
solitude, he worked according to the scientist’s code that the value of any dis-
covery lies in sharing it with others. “It’s always been traditional among scien-
tists all over the world to be in communication with one another,” he says in that 
video. “To me, this is part of civilization at its best.”

Derham found a gathering of butterflies, in a place 
where they weren’t known to exist in numbers and where 
they shouldn’t have been able to survive for long.
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Not just the value but the very meaning of discovery has to include that idea 
of sharing. My reporting isn’t really reporting unless it is read. Science doesn’t 
count until the methods and results can be repeated.

Humans have walked the canyon in which those salamanders dwell for 
thousands of years; Derham was not the first to see the little creatures there. But 
he was the first to record their presence. Because of that, others can now find 
them and learn from them, try to keep them safe, miss them if they ever disap-
pear, and try to bring them back if they do.

The secret Derham told me is a rare exception to his openness with his dis-
coveries. It seems he told me and, at most, a few others — and none that I spoke 
to or could find. I never traveled to vet its truth, but Derham having said it, I 
believe it without qualms.

Derham found a gathering of butterflies, in a place where they weren’t 
known to exist in numbers and where they shouldn’t have been able to survive 
for long. Were he to have told the world — or were I to — a wonder of nature 
might have been illuminated. It also might have been overrun by the curious 
and destroyed.

If it survives, I think it’s safest remaining secret. And Derham seemed to 
think so, too. I take his silence as a final lesson. We spill our guts as if reticence 
were a crime. But there are times when the crime is to talk.
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SUMMIT             
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SUMMIT             
CUM LAUDE

THE STRAIGHTEST PATH HAS PITFALLS IN LIFE AND HIKING.  

By CHRISTA MRGAN 
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Rime ice has encrusted my sneakers when I reach for them at 4:30 a.m. I 
had forgotten to tuck them under my sleeping bag the night before. I pull them on 
anyway, cursing softly in the darkness. Roughly 50 yards from the Star Pad (the 
exposed rock where I sleep most nights this final summer in Yosemite) stands 
the stone kitchen, warmed just enough by the pilot lights of its old propane stoves.

Being alone there with the battery-powered radio picking up San Francisco’s 
kQed before anyone else in camp has woken is nearly enough to make up for the 
cold, dark, terrible earliness.

Yosemite University

At the base of an 11,400-foot peak and eight miles from the nearest road, I make 
breakfast for the 50 or so guests of Vogelsang High Sierra Camp, plus the eight 
employees who are around that day, then pack myself a bag lunch. It’s my fifth 
summer in Yosemite National Park. I’d lived there for a full year when I first left 
Florida to take some time off school, and I’d returned every summer until I fin-
ished college.

To other misguided youths, I cannot recommend this course of action 
enough. It allowed me the time and space for the important work of one’s early 
twenties — namely, having adventures of self-discovery — without racking up 
excess student loan debt, as I no doubt would have had I instead stayed in 
school, stumbling from one major to another.

Living and working in Yosemite National Park at the age I did feels a lot like 
college anyway — without the courses. The majority of employees are young, 
everyone has a roommate, and a communal bathroom serves you and your 
co-workers. Of course, it’s much cheaper than dorm life, and it can be conducive 
to saving money if your idea of fun is to hike and backpack or rock-climb.

Though I’d had a job of some kind or another since I was 16, the Yosemite 
lifestyle helped me really learn about the value of money, while still being fairly 
“safe.” It’s like training wheels for adulthood in a way that going off to college 
should be but often isn’t.

HGH

Living and working in Yosemite National Park at the age 
I did feels a lot like college anyway — without the courses.
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When you’re an employee of dnc (formally, the Delaware North Parks and 
Resorts at Yosemite, an nps-authorized concessioner), rent is deducted from 
your paycheck, and you have the option of being “on meals,” another way that 
working there mimics campus life.

Unlike in college, you can’t blow off “class” — in this case, work — whenever 
you feel like it; but as long as you show up and do your job, you’re guaranteed a 
roof over your head. It also underscores the need to have some kind of market-
able skill set, as you get a taste of life as an unskilled laborer.

It tastes like leftover enchiladas.

School of hard knocks

Before my year in Yosemite, I’d found myself studying humanities at the Univer-
sity of South Florida in Tampa, not far from where I was raised. My parents’ 
incomes nudged us into the middle class, but they’d neither planned nor saved 

The author sits across from her visiting boyfriend and future husband, Neven Mrgan. 
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for their children’s college educations. Yet it was expected that we would some-
how go to college. Never mind the high cost of tuition and the subsequent bur-
den of student loans, or how an education might (or in many more cases, might 
not) later facilitate a career.

“Just go to school or be doomed to failure.” That more than a few of my 
friends — who majored in things like women’s studies and English — now work 
as baristas, servers, and secretaries can attest to this being a mantra in mid-
dle-class American households. Not much can be done with an undergraduate 
degree in humanities, aside from attending grad school or making an incredibly 
expensive paper airplane.

The time in the park gave me the perspective I needed to decide what I 
really wanted to study when I returned to school with California residency, 
in-state tuition, and Pell Grants. It was in Yosemite, either on a mountaintop or 
in a kitchen, that I decided my work had to be creative and engaging, and involve 
making something that could have a lasting impact on others as well as be fulfill-

Vogelsang High Sierra Camp. Photo by Neven Mrgan
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ing in its own right. When I returned to school, I majored in film production and 
minored in graphic design.

“But that’s not practical at all!” I can still hear my mother wail. She pre-
ferred the humanities route, picturing me as a tweed-clad college professor. But 
I loved film and saw it as an industry that would continue to thrive. I figured I’d 
get some technical chops while doing creative work in school. It was a blast; I 
even ran my school’s film festival one year.

Remember that you’re standing on a planet that’s evolving

Breakfast comprises a kind of frittata and blueberry “scones” — nothing I baked 
ever turned out quite right at that altitude — eaten with the crew after the last of 
the guests has finished eating and has filed out of the metal-framed, canvas-cov-
ered dining tent. In the High Sierra Camps, where everything arrives and leaves 
via pack-mule train, organic waste must be kept separate from dry trash and 
recyclables, so I dutifully scrape my leftovers into the org bucket, but leave the 
camp helpers to clean the kitchen. Another consolation of being the cook and 
getting up far too early is that other people are on clean-up duty.

My friend/roommate/boss Ellie is drinking matcha and going through 
paperwork in the corner of the dining tent that serves as the camp check-in and 
our meager general store.

I tell her, “I’m gonna bag Amelia Earhart Peak; I’ll be back around 2:30 to 
start dinner. It’s enchilada night!”

“Leftover enchilada fiesta!” she says, raising her mug.
Vogelsang sits well above the tree line, and the walk to the base of Amelia 

Earhart is an easy stroll of a couple of miles along the faint, neglected trail to Ireland 
Lake. Very few among the millions of people who visit Yosemite even make it out of 
the valley, let alone this far into the backcountry. That day, no one else was in 
sight. I love solo hikes, but a friend had recently taken a bad fall, which made us all 

My parents’ incomes nudged us into the middle  
class, but they’d neither planned nor saved for their  
children’s college educations. 
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a bit more cautious, and careful to let others know our plans before setting out.
My friend Colin, due to join us at Vogelsang that summer, had fallen nearly 

200 feet off the face of Mount Hoffman just a month before. He’d been on a day 
hike much like this one. Thanks to the quick response of his hiking companions 
as well as that of the long-time manager of May Lake (a wilderness first 
responder), he survived. He’d been in a coma for three weeks, and we’d just 
received word he was showing signs of waking.

As Sierra peaks go, the north side of Amelia Earhart has a fairly gradual 
slope, but there’s a place about three-quarters of the way up where massive slabs 
of granite overlap steeply, like thick slices of bread arranged in a basket. There 
are sheer drop-offs on either side. Avoiding the glacier-polished areas I know to 
be slick, I make my way along and over the slabs one at a time. Leveraging myself up 
a pile of scattered boulders, I step on a large rock and feel it lurch beneath me. I 
lose my footing and fall backward onto my butt, sliding a few feet. I catch myself 
and breathe hard. Pebbles skitter over the edge of the slab and disappear.

It’s not a big fall, really; just a slip. It wouldn’t even have registered on my 
personal list of close calls — which includes a broken wrist and nearly falling off 
the top of a waterfall — but I am briefly struck by the full knowledge of my mor-
tality. Had I gone the way of the pebbles, my friends would’ve at least known 
where to look for me, but if I’d sustained life-threatening injuries, no one 
would’ve made it in time. So I sit, waiting for the waves of adrenaline to pass, 
and sing “The Galaxy Song” by Eric Idle (my closest approximation to prayer).

Star trek

I scramble up the rest of the peak without incident. Like many of its Sierra sib-
lings, Amelia Earhart’s top portion resembles the rock collection of a particu-
larly careless giant, massive boulders piled up haphazardly. I find the summit 

I find the summit register, a little metal box tucked  
into a space between rocks, and pull out the pen and log 
book within.

http://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/200807/iwashere.asp
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register, a little metal box tucked into a space between rocks, and pull out the 
pen and log book within. It is filled with names, quotes, descriptions of sunsets. I 
don’t remember exactly what I wrote, just that it was about brevity and included 
a shout-out to Colin.

I stay up there for a while, eating my sandwich and taking in the panorama 
that will be “my summer backyard” for the very last summer, knowing the season 
will pass all too quickly. Later, the enchiladas are well received. We make our 
nightly announcements about bear-safe food and toiletry storage and not burn-
ing found wood, and we eat after the guests have left the now-chilly dining tent.

I say my goodnights and wash up, then slide into my sleeping bag on the 
Star Pad, remembering to tuck my sneakers beneath it. I stare up at the Milky 
Way and feel intensely sad to know I’ll eventually leave that place; it has never 
left me. I’d do it all again, and I hope my daughter, Olive, does it too. Unless she 
gets into Harvard.

SXR
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Laid Out       
A hen’s egg-producing years are short; her life is relatively long.

By NANCY GOHRING  

It wasn’t until a day or two after I moved into my first house in Seattle in 2001 
that I noticed that my neighbor had chickens. Cool! I thought. Back then, 
keeping urban chickens was unusual, although Seattle was progressive 
among Us cities for allowing it.
But living next door to chickens didn’t turn out as great as I’d hoped. My 

neighbor took free range so literally that the chickens freely roamed the whole 
yard all day every day. With big gaps under the fence, it was inevitable that 
they’d make their way into my yard.

I was enraged as I watched them peck tiny peppers off plants that I had 
painstakingly nursed to life despite the city’s chilly, gray climate. I was mortified 
to learn that hosing chicken poo off my patio just before guests arrive for a bar-
becue is the absolute worst way to get rid of it. (Wet chicken poo reeks.) And I 
felt like a fool chasing someone else’s chickens around my yard, especially since 
I wasn’t sure what I’d do if I caught one.

Fortunately, she moved away a couple of years later, ending our arguments 
about her chickens.

Since then, keeping chickens has become popular in urban areas nation- LKJ
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wide. In many cities, chicken owners get together at barter events or online to 
swap tips and tackle issues facing people who are revitalizing this practice — like 
keeping neighbors happy.

The latest topic consuming this community is how best to manage the end 
of life. Any creature ages and eventually dies, so it was only a matter of time 
before complications arose for chicken custodians. Traditionally, older chick-
ens, past their egg-laying days, went into the soup pot.

But since many contemporary chicken keepers didn’t grow up on farms, 
they don’t know how to off a bird. Decapitating a chicken is beyond the reper-
toire and outside the sensibility (and available equipment) of most urban dwell-
ers, who aren’t used to killing animals much bigger than a spider.

But whether functional farm animal or beloved pet or even member of the 
family, more people are having end-of-life planning discussions. Many are start-
ing to face their chickens’ ultimate retirement.

Chicken or the egg

Hens lay lots of eggs for only a couple of years. After that, egg production quickly 
declines. Since the birds can live for 10 years or more, owners are faced with a 
conundrum: pay to feed and care for chickens for eight years or longer with no 
egg return, or somehow get rid of them humanely by killing them or giving them 
to someone who will care for them.

Many people are completely unaware of this. They blithely buy a couple of 
chicks because they’re cute and it’s the popular thing to do, without being pre-
pared for what comes down the line.

Unwilling to kill their chickens or continue to pay for their feed, these peo-
ple try to give them away. A recent nbc News article quotes the owner of 
Chicken Run Rescue, a Minneapolis organization that takes in unwanted chick-
ens, who says that the number of birds brought to the rescue has grown from 50 
in 2001 to 500 last year.

Laurel Menoche and her husband, John Fox, took the responsible route to 
chicken ownership. They spent a couple of years deciding to get chickens, vigor-
ously debating what to do when the hens stopped laying. Today, Menoche has 
six hens at her Seattle home. The first time she saw a chicken killed, it was pretty 
grim. “It was shocking for me,” she says. “The reality was I got upset. I was cry-
ing and forcing myself to watch.”
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In Seattle, an unscientific measure of how 
many people are unprepared to deal with older hens 
is the regularity with which people post to the Seat-
tle Farm Co-op newsgroup in search of a home for a 
hen that’s no longer laying eggs. The Co-op was 
formed to bulk buy organic chicken feed, and its 
active newsgroup hosts discussions on everything 
from raising pygmy goats in the city to how best to 
keep raccoons at bay.

Charmaine Slaven, one of the founders of the 
Seattle Farm Co-op, has been on a mission not only 
to educate potential chicken owners that they need 
to think about the full life span of their cute, fuzzy 
chicks but also to teach people how to dispatch 
chickens humanely. She grew up in Montana eat-
ing animals her family raised. “I was one of the peo-
ple who got to learn these skills from my parents,” 
she says.

Slaven believes that all chicken-raising classes should devote a portion of 
the class to the end-of-life issue. In fact, the Co-op sells chicks only once a year 
and requires buyers to first take a chick-care class in which attendees typically 
discuss what happens when laying ends. The classes prompt people “to think 
ahead and have a plan for their flock, whether they are of the chickens-as-pets 
school or the chickens-as-food-animals school,” she says. The classes “ensure 
there’s not as much impulse buying.”

Compounding the issue is that chicken owners often start regarding their brood 
as pets. Some birds are quite beautiful. When I visited Menoche, her birds came 
running at the sight of her, perhaps hopeful she’d have a special treat to offer.

JPJ

Decapitating a chicken is beyond the repertoire  
and outside the sensibility (and available equipment)  
of most urban dwellers.
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Ruling the roost

After Menoche realized that she 
might grow attached to the birds, she 
and her husband spent a long time 
discussing how they would manage 
the chickens’ life spans. He wanted 
to cull and replace hens that stopped 
laying. She wasn’t sure how she’d 
feel about killing them.

“I had a hard time agreeing to 
something that had an unknown 
emotion element. What if I loved 

each and every one?” Menoche wrote during one of many discussions of this 
topic on the Co-op newsgroup.

Eventually, they agreed to keep one or maybe two older hens as pets. Com-
plicating that decision was that at the time, the max number of chickens allowed 
by law was five, so if two weren’t laying, they’d have only three egg-producing 
hens. (The City of Seattle has now upped the number to eight but has also 
banned roosters.)

From early on, Menoche was adamant that she learn to dispatch chickens 
herself. “If you keep having chickens, you’ll probably run out of friends willing 
to do it for you,” she says.

Not only that, you might be faced with a situation where you need to end a 
hen’s life without delay. Urban chickens have plenty of predators, including dogs 
and raccoons. “If you come across your chicken and it needs to be put down 
now, you don’t have time for the vet or to look it up on YouTube and botch it and 
feel guilty for the rest of your life,” she says.

Within a year of getting chickens, Menoche and Fox went to a chicken 
slaughter class put on by the Seattle Farm Co-op, the one that left Menoche in 
tears. Less emotional about it, Fox ended up slaughtering a chicken in the class; 
Menoche didn’t.

A year later, Menoche realized she needed to attend another class. She 
hadn’t yet had the need to put down a chicken. She wanted more confidence, 
and she wanted to make sure it was something she could actually do. “I think a 
lot of women assume their male partners will deal with it,” she says.

GXD
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Fox offered to attend the second class. “I said, ‘No, I’ll just hide behind 
you,’” she says. “So I did it without him and actually dispatched a chicken. It was 
a big step for me.”

Despite all her thoughtfulness around keeping chickens, Menoche, surely 
like others in her shoes, hasn’t always followed the plan. “I did what I said I 
never would do and [brought] a chicken to the vet,” she says. “But she was special.”

Their favorite, the one they’d decided they’d keep past her prime laying 
years, developed a condition that prevented her from digesting many foods. 
The vet sent them home with antibiotics and suggested they not have high 
hopes. If the antibiotics didn’t help, there wouldn’t be much that could be done.1

Two weeks later Menoche came home from work and the hen “was in a hor-
rible state.” This, though, was just the scenario she’d planned for when she took 
the chicken slaughtering class twice; her husband was out of town. “I knew what 
to do, and I instantly left her alone and went in the house and started getting 
prepared,” she says.

Just a few things have changed in the art of chicken slaughtering. These 
days, the pros recommend that instead of using a hatchet, with which you might 
cut off a finger accidentally, you use a very sharp knife to slice the bird’s jugular.2

Menoche thinks that one other aspect may have changed too. “I might say 
that we’ve learned a lot over the years about animal suffering,” she says. “What 
we teach in the Co-op class is to hold and support them in a way that keeps them 
calm. We use a very sharp knife. If you can recall ever being cut with a really 
sharp knife, it takes some time to actually feel pain.

“My hope is that the chickens are close, if not already in death before there 
is much discomfort. If you only have a few chickens, you can take the time to do 
it with empathy and respect.”

TLJ

From early on, Menoche was adamant that she learn  
to dispatch chickens herself. “If you keep having  
chickens, you’ll probably run out of friends willing  
to do it for you,” she says.
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Fowl way to die

There are other options besides killing your chickens when they stop laying eggs. 
For instance, some farms, and organizations like Minneapolis’s Chicken Run 
Rescue, will take older hens. But it turns out that retiring to a rescue ranch may 
not be a great life for the chickens that the urban farmer cares so much about.

“Anybody who has integrated chickens [into a flock] knows it ain’t pretty,” 
says Menoche. It’s even worse moving a chicken from a back yard where it lives 
with a handful of other birds to a farm, where the chicken will likely have to for-
age for food, competing with many more birds. “It’s like taking a Chihuahua and 
bringing it into an established pack of pit bulls,” she says.

Erica Strauss, who runs the popular blog Northwest Edible Life, offers 
another reason people shouldn’t consider such farms, in a post where she argues 
passionately about why all chicken owners should know how to cull their own 
birds. “You do not get to embrace the idea of a more intimate relationship with 
your food chain and then make that food chain — the food chain you specifically 
set up — someone else’s problem when shit gets real,” she writes.

Giving the hens away to anybody, whether to keep or kill, shouldn’t be an 
option, she says. “There is a local urban farming message board that is filled — 
filled — with people trying to give away their three-year-old chicken to a ‘good 
home.’ Are you kidding me? You own the chicken. Your home is a good home. 
And once it’s not, your soup pot is a good soup pot,” she writes.

Instead of killing a bird after it’s not producing many eggs, owners can keep 
them as pets, paying to feed and care for them. That expense might be fine for 
people who want to keep the bird just like any other pet that doesn’t return much 
but a bit of beauty and love. But in fact it might not be more humane than killing it.

“Most of our laying hens don’t die peacefully from ‘old age,’” Slaven writes in a 
discussion on the newsgroup. These days, they are bred for egg production and are 
more likely to develop “various cancers and other wasting diseases before cross-
ing the rainbow bridge,” she writes. “This is why I think culling the flock is more 
humane. Chickens can live for a very long time in an unhealthy, suffering state.”

Crossing the road

Slaven has taken it upon herself to teach people how to dispatch their chickens, 
often by teaching classes through the Co-op. At first, she tried to convince 
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another large popular gardening organization in town, Seattle Tilth, to add 
classes about chicken slaughter. After all, that group offers a number of other 
classes designed to help urban dwellers start keeping chickens.

But so far, Tilth hasn’t added slaughtering to its class roster. “It came down to 
them [being] scared of liability and people losing interest in chickens,” Slaven says.

Tilth hasn’t had much demand for slaughter classes, says Liza Burke, com-
munications director at Seattle Tilth. If people ask about slaughtering their 
chickens, the organization refers people to the Co-op as well as to Farmstead 
Meatsmith, a butcher in the Puget Sound region that also offers classes.

Slaven says it’s true that Tilth sends people to the Co-op. But some of those 
referrals show how unprepared some chicken owners are for dispatching their 
birds. Tilth is “often sending troubled chicken owners to us after they are in a 
pinch with their old hens, not realizing that this was going to be a part of their 
chicken ownership path,” Slaven wrote recently on the newsgroup, in response 
to a discussion about Strauss’s blog post.

For her part, Menoche said she and her husband feel good about spending 
the amount of time they did considering how to handle the end of life for her 
chickens before they got them. “My husband probably had this fear that we’d 
end up with this big petting zoo, with 20 chickens and none of them laying,” she 
says. Instead, they’re happy with their flock of six.

They also know that beyond simply and literally putting the hens out to pas-
ture, when the time comes, they’re prepared to help their chickens cross the 
final road to get to the other side.
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 1   Susan Orlean, the author of The Orchid Thief 
and an animal lover, wrote in 2009 about  
the revived trend of owning chickens, and 
the loss of one of her beloved brooders.

 2   That link takes you to a Seattle magazine 
article written by regular Magazine contrib-
utor Joe Ray, who also provided the photos 
for this article — which were taken when he 
attended the class he discusses in that story.
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A Bicycle Built for Six   
The Netherlands has elevated bikes far above cars  

in the transportation hierarchy.

By LIANNE BERGERON 

T he Netherlands is home to over 18 million bicycles. This is a staggering 
number when you consider that the population is only 16.5 million peo-
ple. About 84 percent of the Dutch own a bike, which works out to about 
1.3 bikes per active cyclist. The country has close to 35,000 km (22,000 

miles) of cycling infrastructure, which in a country the size of a peanut — or 
more precisely, the size of Maryland — is quite a lot.

I am a Canadian girl who used to drive everywhere, had her license when 
she was 16 and a day, and managed to put more mileage on her parents’ car 
before she turned 20 than in the following 20 years. Now I live just outside of 
Amsterdam and own four of those 18 million bicycles.

CDH

The author cycles her kids around in a cargo bike. Photos by Lianne Bergeron
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I have a bike for the city, which I leave parked by the bus stop so that I can 
get around Amsterdam. I have a regular bike here at home that I use for quick 
zips around town. There’s a cargo bike (or bakfiets) for family outings. And I still 
use my old L.L. Bean cycle, purchased over 20 years ago, for the occasional 
long-distance ride.

I’ve never tallied up my total kilometers biked over the last 15 years, but a 
rough calculation has me nearing 30,000 km (18,000 miles). That’s like biking 
across Canada six times — and I’ve driven it only once.

For every purpose, a bike

My cargo bike is built for six. It seats four children in the front, one on the back, 
and me. If it’s not full of kids, it’s full of groceries, school bags, other bikes, bee-
hives — my husband’s hobby — and the occasional borrowed chair or table for a 
party. Every day, I get up, have breakfast, and take my kids to school and head to 
work on this bike — every day, rain or shine, snow or sleet, wind or wind. There is 
a lot of wind where I live.

I was working in Amsterdam when I met my husband, who is Dutch. I’ve 
stayed, however, not only because of the marriage or the weather or the drug 
laws. It’s the biking and the lifestyle that comes with it. Before living here, I 
biked around the block as a tyke, and occasionally to school. Now I have the 
Dutch mindset: use a bike where you can, when you can. I never think about 
using the car. Rather, I think about which of my four bikes I need to pull out.

The Dutch government has made it easy by providing the infrastructure 
needed for safe and efficient cycling. Creating bike paths and lanes is important, 
but a lot of other components make it into an ecosystem: bike signage, bike traf-
fic lights, bike repair shops, bike-purchase tax breaks, and bike right-of-way, as 
well as a well-designed bike parking system.

This is further enhanced by the diversity of types of bikes and the accesso-
ries designed for them. Some bikes, like my cargo one, carry kids and groceries. 
There are clip-ons for baby buggies or dog leashes, and crates in the front and 
bags on the back for extra carrying space. Add some good old-fashioned tie 
wraps on the tires in the winter, and you’re ready for biking in the snow.

There are taxi bikes, foldable-portable bikes the size of a small suitcase for 
use with public transport, cargo bikes with two or three wheels, kid bikes, speed 
bikes, back-break bikes…and the list continues. Electric bikes are gaining market 
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share by enabling the elderly and others to cycle while using the extra support of 
the bike generator. There is, quite literally, a bike for every occasion.

This becomes clear in another remarkable number: over a quarter of all 
trips in this country are made by bike, with up to 59 percent of them within cities. 
The national daily biking average is 2.6 km (1.6 mi.), and that number includes 
trips by kids and the elderly. Denmark follows, with a 1.6 km average, and the 
United States lags at 0.1 km. The percentage of the elderly still using bikes for 
daily trips is 24 percent, double that of Germans and Danes.

Even though there are all these bikes on the road, there are per capita fewer 
biking accidents here than in any other country. There is an overall acknowledg-
ment that bikes are just as important as cars.

Even the Romans are biking

Cities around the world have started to promote bike-sharing systems, which 
make it possible to use a bike without having to own it or find a place to stow it. 
In the largest cities, such storage is unavailable or expensive, and bikes with any 
value that are left outside are stolen. (Bikes are stolen in Amsterdam, too, and 
many people have two locks on their bikes; I have two for my city bike. However, 
I’ve lost only one bike to thieves here, and that was 20 years ago.)

Some cities have free bikes; others work with companies that charge for 
use, as with car sharing. These systems place bikes or bike parking near sta-
tions or end points in their public transport infrastructure and encourage people 
to bike as a component of a commute, when taking kids to school, or when run-
ning errands.

This innovation began in Amsterdam back in 1965. The city had made free 
bikes available for anyone to use. Although it wasn’t a huge success here, it did 
lay the groundwork for other cities to embrace and develop their own bike-shar-
ing systems.

Paris has the biggest such system in Europe, second worldwide only to 
Beijing’s. It is run by the city and has over 24,000 bikes available for Parisians 
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and tourists alike. New York just added its own option — currently going 
through the teething pains of software problems — with 6,000 bikes and plans 
to grow to 10,000.

Between sharing and better infrastructure, the city of London’s number of 
cyclists has tripled over the past decade. London has huge ambitions to become 
a cycling capital, modeling a lot of its vision on the Dutch system. The Danes are 
already ahead of the game, with newly built bike highways, and even the 
Romans are joining in, having purchased more bikes this year than cars, a first in 
over 50 years. It’s no longer an experiment; it’s a movement well underway.

Great legs!

City planners and policymakers seem at last to be putting serious effort and 
money behind making biking a routine, safe, and reasonable part of transporta-
tion infrastructure. It’s a positive situation in every way: less traffic congestion, 
fewer emissions, and better legs for everyone. (On that last point, just ask my 
husband.) Biking can also reduce health-care costs and both improve the quality 
of and lengthen lives.

Because bikes are affordable (or can even be given away), cycling provides a 
more level playing field for those who can’t afford a car or who devote more 
money than they can afford to using one.

The happy lifestyle of the Dutch is 
well known and much envied. Biking is 
clearly a part of it. When I bike, I arrive at 
my destination already feeling good. I 
have avoided the stress of sitting in a traf-
fic jam and can park anywhere. Imagine 
spreading those feelings around an entire 
population.

Sometimes it’s a challenging work-
out, with wind, hills, rain, or a full load, 
so I bike a little slower. And sometimes I 
would rather take the car. But I don’t. It’s 
my policy: I do it for me, and I want my 
kids to understand that, when possible, 
it’s better for everyone if we bike.
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Three Strikes, You Shout               
Moneyball documented a change in baseball, but not  

everyone has done their homework.

By PHILIP MICHAELS 

When you wonder why strikeouts are designated as a k on a base-
ball scorecard, please direct your complaints to Henry Chadwick, 
an Englishman by birth and a sportswriter by trade, who adopted 
the cricket box score around 1859 to create a record of exactly 

what transpired in a baseball game.
Chadwick gets credit for establishing the use of consistent statistics against 

which multiple games, teams, and seasons could be compared. But despite that 
early start, baseball executives, sportswriters, and fans spent most of the next 
144 years making decisions from the gut: observation and experience trumped 
any underlying story that numbers might have told.

But a change took place that moved numeric wonkiness from periodicals 
like The Bill James Baseball Abstract or Web sites like Baseball Prospectus, which 
were for a long while the sole concern of hardcore enthusiasts, into the broader 
sphere of public consciousness.

We can circle the date on the calendar when this happened: it was in 2003, 
when Moneyball, by Michael Lewis, hit bookshelves.
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Trim figures

Subtitled “The Art of Winning an Unfair Game,” Moneyball outlined how the 
Oakland Athletics were able to pursue champagne aspirations on a near-beer 
budget. For the 2002 season that Lewis chronicles in Moneyball, the A’s won 103 
games, tying the New York Yankees for the best record in baseball. The A’s spent 
a shade under $42 million on player salaries to win those ballgames; the Yankees 
spent in the neighborhood of $126 million.1

The blueprint outlined by Lewis could essentially be boiled down to: stop 
trusting old assumptions and start looking at hard data. Other teams overpaid 
players who tallied up empty stats like batting average and runs batted in; the A’s 
looked for undervalued players who excelled at getting on base. (Or, to put it 
another way, not making outs.)

While their opponents were busy bunting and stealing bases, the A’s were 
drilling into the minds of their players and coaches that those strategies didn’t 
pay off. And when it came time to scout players for the amateur draft, the A’s 
defied the conventional wisdom of the era by favoring collegiate players over 
high schoolers, preferring the predictability of performance over projecting 
what an 18-year-old might one day become.

“Too many people make decisions based on outcome rather than process,” 
then–assistant general manager Paul DePodesta tells Lewis at one point in the 
book. He’s talking about a particular at-bat in a particular regular season game, 
but really, that quote could be stamped on every other page of Moneyball and 
still be contextually appropriate.

I was an A’s season ticket holder (right-field bleacher seats) during the sea-
son Lewis wrote about in Moneyball as well as during the year the book came 
out. And for me — and I suspect a good many A’s fans — the book offered not so 
much a glimpse into another way of looking at the game we love as it did a vali-
dation of our choice in teams.

Being an A’s fan means forgoing the certainty of meaningful postseason 
baseball (something the dilettantes who’ve pledged their troth to the New York 
Yankees take for granted) in favor of a greater ideal.2 To root for Oakland is to 
root for the beauty of revealing greater truths about baseball, about life over 
mere championships.

A’s fans have to overlook a crumbling stadium and the series of penurious 
owners since the beloved Walter Haas went to the big ballyard in the sky so that 
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we can live and die with the team we love.3 And what Moneyball told us was that 
we had chosen wisely. “Your team is doing things correctly,” the book might as 
well have said. “Smart, intelligent fans realize that, even if braying sports talk 
radio types do not.”

If we felt something of a vicarious thrill thanks to Moneyball, imagine how 
the people actually profiled in the book made out. The book became something 
of a sensation in business settings, where its themes of exploiting market ineffi-
ciencies and finding value where your visionless competitors did not resonated.

Billy Beane, the A’s general manager, became a popular figure on the corpo-
rate speaking circuit, which he remains on a decade later. (In fact, while the A’s 
were fighting for a division title in September, Beane jetted off to Prague to fulfill 
one of his corporate obligations.) At any rate, you know you’ve won the acclaim 
of the larger world when Brad Pitt is tasked with playing you in the movie.4

Beane counters

The baseball establishment, however, was not so smitten with the book. And 
that’s understandable. When the central premise of your book is that a lot of 
people running teams do dumb things for no good reason, the people doing 
those dumb things may not appreciate the constructive criticism.

The blowback came not just from Beane’s fellow gMs and the baseball 
scouts who felt that Moneyball gave short shrift to their role in spotting talent, 
but also from writers and columnists who had appointed themselves Guardians 
of the Game. Antipathy from the former was certainly understandable; the reac-
tion of the latter, though, reeked of a kind of anti-intellectual hostility to any-
thing that challenged conventional wisdom.

Lewis wound up detailing the anti-Moneyball reaction from within base-
ball’s establishment in a postscript added to a later edition of the book, titled 
“Inside Baseball’s Religious War.” “There are many ways to embarrass The 
Club,” Lewis wrote, referring to the coterie of old-school baseball executives 
and beat writers making lemon faces about his book, “but being bad at your job 
isn’t one of them. The greatest offense a Club member can commit is not inepti-
tude but disloyalty.”

And so the critics took their shots — at the A’s, at Beane, at anyone who 
thought the team might be on to something with how it was approaching the 
game of baseball. The A’s weren’t a real success story, the critics suggested, 
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because the team hadn’t won a World Series using Beane’s crazy schemes. (It’s 
easy to see how Oakland might have been able to out-think people who found 
the results of a five-game sample size more illustrative than a full 162-game sea-
son.) Billy Beane was an egomaniac, they griped. (As compared to the selfless, 
modest souls who otherwise find success in sports, one might counter.) An espe-
cially laughable contingent of the Flat Earth Society wing of baseball commen-
tariat even concluded that Moneyball wasn’t the work of Lewis — who after all 
had only written Liar’s Poker and The New New Thing, among other books — but 
rather of Beane himself.

The most strident voice in that chorus belonged to Joe Morgan, who used 
his position as both a Hall of Fame player and lead baseball analyst for espn’s 
Sunday Night Baseball to routinely blast everything about Moneyball at the 
slightest provocation. Morgan’s rhetorical assault on the book might have 
proven more effective had he not only bothered to properly identify the author 
but actually read the damn thing, too.

“I played The Game,” Morgan says in a 2005 SF Weekly profile that perfectly 
illustrates the obstinacy that greeted Moneyball in some quarters. “You’re read-
ing it from a book. I played. I watched. I see everything. I know what happens 
out there…. My baseball knowledge is accumulated over 20 years of playing, 20 
years of watching The Game, so that’s what I care about. I can’t care if next week 
somebody comes up with a new way to evaluate The Game. Am I supposed to 
say, ‘Aw, that’s good. I’ll go that way now’?”

It shouldn’t matter, of course, that Joe Morgan has to perform mental and 
verbal gymnastics to explain how a team that wins 103 games on a workman’s 
wages is, in fact, a miserable failure. It shouldn’t bug me that Bruce Jenkins, the 
baseball beat writer whom I grew up reading but who has now become the sort 
of “old man yells at cloud” columnist who invites parody and routinely peppers 
his columns with diatribes about “stats-crazed dunces” who are ruining baseball 
for all right-thinking people.

But it does — and not just in the tribal “someone is saying something bad 
about the team I like” way. These are people paid to write and commentate 
about baseball, and when it came to one of the biggest shifts in how people think 
about that sport, Morgan and Jenkins and their ilk couldn’t be bothered to do the 
assigned reading.

Well, we’ve only had a decade since Moneyball’s publication, not the 20 
years Joe Morgan demands to reach any concrete conclusions. Still, there’s been 
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a marked shift in the attitude toward the notions in what Lewis called a book 
about an idea — though it would be a bit premature to declare total victory for 
that idea just yet.

This means WAR

Flip through Moneyball these days, and the ideas seem fairly quaint and self evi-
dent, like someone excitedly telling you something that you thought had long 
been accepted as common knowledge. These days, I can launch espn.com’s 
Gamecast feature for real-time play-by-play accounts and get calculations for 
how likely it is that a run will score if there’s a runner on first and nobody out in 
an inning. A mainstream site like espn offering that kind of math in 2003 would 
have been unthinkable.

During last year’s debate over the American League Most Valuable Player 
award, an advanced stat like war (Wins Above Replacement, a nifty way for cal-
culating a player’s value against his peers) got bandied about alongside tradi-
tional numbers like rbi and batting average. (True, a lot of columnists brought 
up war just to dismiss it out of hand — “war, what is it good for?” was the low-
brow pun of these sorts of columns — but still: baby steps.)

After a five-season fallow period, the A’s got back to winning, first with an 
improbable division crown in 2012 and then with a slightly more expected tri-
umph this season. The team has found a new market inefficiency to exploit: pla-
tooning, in which the A’s find one player who can mash right-handed pitchers 
and another who can do the same to left-handers, and pay each far less than 
what an overvalued everyday player might command.

It’s also worth noting that the A’s of 2013 do things that the team profiled in 
the 2003 book never would have considered, like selecting high school players 
with first-round draft picks. That’s because the lessons of Moneyball weren’t a 
series of rules carved in stone and handed down by a bearded prophet to his aco-
lytes in Oakland; rather, it was a state of mind about identifying things your 
competitors were failing to do and jumping on them. “The point is not to have 
the highest on-base percentage,” Lewis tries to explain in his postscript, using 
small words so that the book’s critics might be able to finally grok the moral of 
the story, “but to win games as cheaply as possible.”

It’s a lesson other teams quickly caught on to. The Boston Red Sox, owned 
by a commodities trader named John Henry, were soon embracing a lot of the 
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principles espoused in Moneyball and wound up with two World Series titles to 
show for it. (The $100 million-plus payroll also helped, admittedly.) The Tampa 
Bay Rays, as sad sack a franchise you could have found in 2003, had their own 
statistical rethink on how to assemble a winning baseball team; they’ve just 
completed their sixth consecutive winning season.5

In fact, of the five teams that are contending with Oakland for the American 
League pennant this fall, four of them are well known in the baseball business 
for their fascination with number-crunching. (The fifth, the Detroit Tigers, seem 
content to pursue a strategy in which they spend owner Mike Illitch’s Little Cae-
sars money on fat guys who can hit baseballs great distances.) Even the most 
stats-averse teams have someone tucked into a cubicle somewhere poring over 
spreadsheets, even if they’re not exactly sure what to do with those numbers.

Still balking

If analytics have found their way into most corners of baseball, the last holdouts 
seem to be the people who write and talk about the game for a living. To be sure, 
analysis-heavy sites like Baseball Prospectus and Fangraphs have their follow-
ings, and a number of sportswriters — chief among them is Joe Posnanski — have 
incorporated talk about advanced stats into their coverage.

Some of the more vocal opponents of the modern stat-based approach in 
general and Moneyball in particular have lost their platform. Joe Morgan, who 
thought everything about the book was a joke, became a bit of a joke himself 
thanks to FireJoeMorgan.com, which made a sport of taking him and other log-
ic-challenged sports pundits to task for their facts-averse commentary.6 Morgan 
was also removed from his Sunday Night Baseball gig a few seasons back, but 
before we take to the streets to rejoice, keep in mind that one of his replace-
ments was the sharp-as-a-bowling-ball John Kruk.7

Still, buy a newspaper, fire up a Web site, turn on a cable sports channel, and 
you’re likely to come across someone trotting out the same “nerds in a basement 
with a calculator” dismissal of baseball analytics or acting as if Moneyball, and 
all the writing that came before and after it, never existed. They’re the soldiers 
marooned on a remote island who haven’t heard that the fight is over — except 
they have access to mass media.

For a particularly dispiriting example, look no further than the Mlb Net-
work, a cable channel that has 24 hours of programming to fill and is largely pop-
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ulated by ex-players mouthing the same empty platitudes about How To Play 
The Game that were statistically disproven years ago. One of the lone nods the 
network makes toward acknowledging the influence statistical analysis has on 
the game is an hour-long show called MLB Now, but even this is framed as a 
tedious debate in which a stats-savvy analyst is pitted against an ex-player, and 
they mostly talk over each other at ear-splitting volume.

“You think that the average fan is wrapped up in war and all these asinine, 
dopey statistical thoughts that you guys can come up with,” an MLB Now guest 
named Chris Russo shouted at the stats-minded host on a recent episode that I 
had to grit my teeth to get through for the purposes of this article. “Watch the 
ballgames,” he added in a voice that would have had to have been lowered sev-
eral decibels to be considered at the top of his lungs. “If you watch the ball-
games, you can figure out who is a good player, who is not a good player.”

Well, that’s an argument, I suppose. Not as convincing as “Because, ok?” 
but we’ll accept it if only to move on.

Say it’s so, Joe

“Basically, everything you know about baseball when you are 14 years old, you 
know from baseball announcers,” a fellow named Voros McCracken tells 
Michael Lewis in Moneyball. Fortunately, McCracken — who did some pioneer-
ing research that revealed pitchers can control walks, strikeouts, and home runs 
but very little else about balls hit into play — had his eyes opened by some of the 
early writing done by baseball statistic trailblazer Bill James. “Here was this guy 
who was telling me that at least 80 percent of what baseball announcers told me 
was complete bullshit, and then explained very convincingly why it was.”

And that’s the good news, 10 years after Moneyball’s release. There are a lot 
more people like Bill James explaining to even more people like Voros 
McCracken that the stuff they’re hearing from baseball pundits shouldn’t go 
unchallenged. “Teenagers [are] discovering the world for the first time,” base-
ball writer Rany Jazayerli said on a recent episode of the Baseball Show, which 
he co-hosts. “So you have no preconceived notions that you need to get rid of 
when you read something that has the power of truth of behind it.”

The people who read Moneyball as teenagers and had enough talent to play 
baseball are just coming into their own as Major Leaguers.8 The ones who 
became sportswriters are working their way up the chain in journalism, where 
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they’ll eventually supplant the columnists who see advanced stats as something 
to be derided instead of understood. And the rest, the vast majority who simply 
remain fans of the game, will wonder why anyone ever argued about something 
so obvious.

“The world is run by people of a certain age,” Jazayerli said in his podcast. 
“And once people who grew up with these principles reach a point in their life 
where they are naturally in positions of influence, that’s when you’ll start to see 
changes made.”

Just in time for the next revolution.

 1   It’s not like Lewis got lucky by picking  
an aberration of a season: between 1999  
and 2006, the A’s enjoyed winning seasons 
every year. Only the Yankees and the Atlanta 
Braves won more baseball games.

 2   I will not claim to be an A’s fan by birth.  
I grew up in Southern California, which 
meant rooting for the Dodgers even after my 
family moved to the Bay Area and whatever 
live baseball I could attend was usually an  
A’s game. I stuck with the Dodgers right up 
until News Corp. bought the team, because, 
really, what sensible person can endure 
living and dying for something owned by 
Rupert Murdoch. I switched my allegiance  
to the A’s, and this only becomes awkward 
during discussions of the 1988 World Series, 
which ended well for me at the time.

 3   Walter Haas was an heir of Levi Strauss  
& Co. who essentially bought the club to 
give his son-in-law something to do, and  
he treated the A’s as one of the many civic 
and cultural institutions he helped bankroll. 
My favorite Walter Haas story, recounted  
in Glenn Dickey’s Champions, is when Haas 
was touring the Oakland Coliseum shortly 
after buying the team and noticed a 
storeroom full of official Major League 
baseballs. “Do you think I can have one  
of those?” he asked the stadium staff.  
They decided that he could.

 4   Pitt was nominated for an Academy Award 
for his portrayal of Billy Beane in the 2011 
movie adaptation of Moneyball. Your author, 
who plays an extra in the crowd at the 
Oakland-Kansas City game near the movie’s 
conclusion, was not nominated for anything.

 5  Like the A’s, the Rays also have a book 
chronicling their reversal of fortune, called 
The Extra 2%. I should disclose that the 
author of the book, Jonah Keri, once worked 
at the same newspaper I did. That fact 
doesn’t make me inclined to endorse his 
book; the fact that I have beat him at poker, 
however, does.

 6   Sadly, FireJoeMorgan closed its doors five 
years ago, because the people working on it 
got too busy creating TV shows like Parks & 
Recreation.

 7   Kruk once predicted that Randy Johnson 
would win 30 games a season pitching for 
the New York Yankees — a bold forecast 
considering that in an era of five-man 
rotations even the most durable starters get 
around 35 starts a year. To be fair to Kruk, 
Johnson did win 34 games as a Yankee, 
though it took him two seasons to do that.

 8   An example would be Brandon McCarthy,  
a pitcher who used advanced statistics to 
reshape his career.

NYN

NNQ

YBV

http://www.amazon.com/dp/1611203090/?tag=themagazine01-20
http://www.nbc.com/parks-and-recreation/
http://www.nbc.com/parks-and-recreation/
http://espn.go.com/mlb/story/_/page/Mag15saviormetrics/oakland-brandon-mccarthy-writing-moneyball-next-chapter-reinventing-analytics-espn-magazine
http://espn.go.com/mlb/story/_/page/Mag15saviormetrics/oakland-brandon-mccarthy-writing-moneyball-next-chapter-reinventing-analytics-espn-magazine


142



143

 

  

By SCOTT SIMPSON

E verything was going great until you showed 
up. You see me across the crowded room, 
make your way over, and start talking at me. 
And you don’t stop.

You are a Democrat, an outspoken atheist, and a 
foodie. You like to say “Science!” in a weird, self-con-
gratulatory way. You wear jeans during the day, and 
fancy jeans at night. You listen to music featuring 
wispy lady vocals and electronic bloop-bloops.

You really like coffee, except for Starbucks, which is 
the worst. No wait — Coke is the worst! Unless it’s 
Mexican Coke, in which case it’s the best.

Pixar. Kitty cats. Uniqlo. Bourbon. Steel-cut oats. 
Comic books. Obama. Fancy burgers.

You listen to the same five podcasts and read the 
same seven blogs as all your pals. You stay up late on 
Twitter making hashtagged jokes about the event 
that everyone has decided will be the event about 
which everyone jokes today. You love to send with-
ering @ messages to people like Rush Limbaugh — of 
course, those notes are not meant for their ostensible 
recipients, but for your friends, who will chuckle and 
retweet your savage wit.
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You are boring. So, so boring.
Don’t take it too hard. We’re all boring. At best, we’re recovering bores. Each 

day offers a hundred ways for us to bore the crap out of the folks with whom we live, 
work, and drink. And on the Internet, you’re able to bore thousands of people at once.1

A few years ago, I had a job that involved listening to a ton of podcasts. It’s 
possible that I’ve heard more podcasts than anyone else — I listened to at least a 
little bit of tens of thousands of shows. Of course, the vast majority were so bad 
I’d often wish microphones could be sold only to licensed users. But I did learn 
how to tell very quickly whether someone was interesting or not.

The people who were interesting told good stories. They were also inquisi-
tive: willing to work to expand their social and intellectual range. Most import-
ant, interesting people were also the best listeners. They knew when to ask 
questions. This was the set of people whose shows I would subscribe to, whose 
writing I would seek out, and whose friendship I would crave. In other words, 
those people were the opposite of boring.

Here are the three things they taught me.

Listen, then ask a question

I call it Amtrak Smoking Car Syndrome (because I am old, used to smoke, 
thought that trains were the best way to get around the country, and don’t really 
understand what a syndrome is). I’d be down in the smoking car, listening to two 
people have a conversation that went like this:

Stranger #1: Thing about my life.
Stranger #2: Thing about my life that is somewhat related to what you just said.
Stranger #1: Thing about my life that is somewhat related to what you just said.
Stranger #2: Thing about my life…

When people tell stories, they think about how  
to communicate the entirety of their experience  
to someone else.
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Next stop: Boringsville, Population: 2. There’s no better way to be seen as a 
blowhard than to constantly blow, hard. Instead, give a conversation some air. 
Really listen. Ask questions; the person you’re speaking with will respect your 
inquisitiveness and become more interested in the exchange. “Asking questions 
makes people feel valued,” said former Virgin America Vp Porter Gale, “and 
they transfer that value over to liking you more.”

Watch an old episode of The Dick Cavett Show. Cavett is an engaged listener, 
very much part of the conversation, but he also allows his partner to talk as well. 
He’s not afraid to ask questions that reveal his ignorance, but it’s also clear he’s 
no dummy.2

Online, put this technique to use by pausing 
before you post. Why are you adding that link to 
Facebook? Will it be valuable to the many people 
who will see it? Or are you just flashing a Pri-
us-shaped gang sign to your pals? If it’s the latter, 
keep it to yourself.

Tell a story

Shitty pictures of your food are all over the Internet. 
Sites like Instagram are loaded with photo after 
photo of lumpy goo. What you’re trying to share is 
the joy you feel when the waiter delivers that beauti-
fully plated pork chop. But your photo doesn’t tell 
the story of that experience. Your photo rips away 
the delicious smell, the beautiful room, the anticipa-
tion of eating, and the presence of people you love.

Instead, think of your photo as a story. When 
people tell stories, they think about how to commu-
nicate the entirety of their experience to someone 
else. They set the stage, introduce characters, and 
give us a reason to care. Of course, that’s hard to do in a single photo, but if you 
think in terms of story, could you find a better way to communicate your experi-
ence? How about a picture of the menu, or of your smiling dinner companions? 
Anything’s better than the greasy puddles you have decided any human with 
access to the Internet should be able to see.
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Expand your circles

Several years ago, my wife and I went on a long trip. We had saved a little money, 
and the places we were staying were cheap, so we could afford private rooms in 
every city but one. Guess where we made the most friends? In Budapest, where 
we were jammed into a big room with a bunch of folks, we were forced into situ-
ations we never would have sought out. I wouldn’t have met Goran, the Marilyn 
Manson superfan who was fleeing the nato bombing of Belgrade on a fake Por-
tuguese visa. Or Kurt, the Dutch hippie who let us crash on his floor in Amster-
dam. Stepping out of your social comfort zone can be painful, but it’s one of the 
most rewarding things you can do.3

As you widen your social circle, work on your intellectual one as well. 
Expose yourself to new writers. Hit the Random Article button on Wikipedia. 
Investigate the bromides your friends chuck around Twitter like frisbees.

When you expand your social and intellectual range, you become more inter-
esting. You’re able to make connections that others don’t see. You’re like a hunter, 
bringing a fresh supply of ideas and stories back to share with your friends.

The Big Bore lurks inside us all. It’s dying to be set loose to lecture on Quen-
tin Tarantino or what makes good ice cream. Fight it! Fight the urge to speak 
without listening, to tell a bad story, to stay inside your comfortable nest of 
back-patting pals. As you move away from boring, you will never be bored.

LMY

 1   Lots of books exist because of how boring 
you have made the Internet. Books like The 
Information Diet focus on the consumption 
side of things: how are we, your readers and 
friends, supposed to deal with the junk you 
keep sending us? Instead, I’d like to look at 
the supply side: if you were more interesting, 
then there would be less junk out there that 
we would have to deal with.

 2   You don’t have to go back to the ’70s to 
find good listeners. My friend Jesse Thorn 

is a great interviewer who also listens in an 
engaged way. Check out his show, Bullseye. 
Or if you’d like to shoot for something a bit 
more academic, BBC’s In Our Time features 
great conversation led by another master, 
Melvyn Bragg.

 3   These folks make a great case for the poten-
tially life-changing value of meeting new 
people: Nassim Taleb’s The Black Swan, and 
Porter Gale’s “Conversations with 4C.”
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A Ribbon Runs  
Through It

When one sews one’s own clothes,  
the questions have a common thread.

BY ERIN MCKEAN

 “W hen did you start sewing?” I’m asked, and I reply, “When I was 12,” 
which is the truth, but the real question should be: “When did you 
start to love sewing?” The answer to that has actual documentary 
evidence, in the form of a snapshot, the kind that today makes you 

think “bad Instagram filter.”
My friend N. and I are both about 15. We’re grinning, with my braces on full 

display, as we hold up the ribbons we won at a summer Latin competition. (It is 
an extremely geeky picture.) I’ve been sewing for a couple of years, but only in fits 
and starts, with more unfinished, overambitious projects wadded up in the sew-
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ing closet than finished dresses. My mom made my dress, and my friend N. is 
wearing the dress I made from the same pattern.

We’re on our way to the dance, and there will be cute boys there — cute boys 
who think it’s awesome that N. and I kick ass at tests of Latin derivatives and are 
wearing slightly weird, obviously homemade dresses. This is one of the first 
times (if not the first time) that I realize life is for doing — and wearing — what 
makes me so happy in the company of like-minded folks.

Every new dress I make evokes that feeling again. In a new dress, anything 
can happen.

How long is a piece of thread?

“How long does it take you to make a dress?” they ask. “Four hours if it’s a pat-
tern I’ve made before, a bit longer if it’s something new or complicated or if 
there are a lot of buttonholes,” is the hedge-filled answer, and sometimes these 
calculations are visible.

It just takes so long to drive to the mall or the department store or to wander 
down a street of little boutiques, so long to surf through favorite shopping sites, 
to check the daily-deal emails, so much time to try things on, to stand in line at 
the post office to return something. None of which are as enjoyable as the snip of 
the scissors through the fabric, the hiss of the iron pressing a seam flat, or even 
the held-breath suspense of checking to see if the zipper lined up right.

Four hours sewing late on a Sunday night, after everyone else has gone to 
sleep, in order to wake up and put on a new dress the next morning; five hours on 
a Saturday afternoon with rap music blaring as accompaniment to a tricky fitting 
problem; a three-hour marathon session cutting out several dresses at once, 
until my hands get sore and the podcast queue is empty. Plus the time spent 
browsing fabric sites over my breakfast, or running to the fabric store in the Mis-
sion in the middle of a project because the spool ran out of black thread with one 
last seam to go.

I don’t sew to save time; I sew because I enjoy the time I spend sewing.

QGZ

I like this dress, but I’m self-conscious about the  
patch pockets, which are not quite perfect. 
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Thank you for your support

“I love your dress! Is it vintage?” the clerk at that same fabric store asks me while 
cutting me three yards of lightweight twill with little black and gray heart-and-
lightning-bolt amalgams on it. I’m daydreaming about what I’ll make — a shirt-
dress? another Vogue 9929? — and so she asks me again.

“It’s from a vintage pattern.” I used a metal zipper, too, just to make it more 
vintage-y, so it’s not a dumb question. I like this dress, but I’m self-conscious 
about the patch pockets, which are not quite perfect. I never get them exactly 
right. It took a few years, but I no longer respond automatically to dress compli-
ments with an apology for its imperfections.

“Oh, but is the fabric vintage? It looks vintage.”
“I bought the fabric in Japan, I think. Five or six years ago, so kinda vintage.” 

Now she’s cutting me four yards of bright pink seersucker plaid. It will look gor-
geous (and feel marvelous, light, and billowy) as a big full skirt.

“Oh, yes, it looks Japanese.” The print is little white, red, and brown birds 
on a mustard background, but I know what she means. (Japanese fabric is not all 
red chrysanthemums picked out in gold paint.)

On this particular Saturday afternoon of running errands, four people tell 
me they love this dress: the nice barista at Blue Bottle (who reads my blog, so 
that doesn’t really count), that fabric cutter, the clerk who rings me up, and a 
woman who calls out to me on the street as she walks by with her friends: “I love 
your dress!”

My response is always the same: “Thank you very much.”
I sew only to please myself, but (as happens with so many things) the more I 

like a particular dress, the more public approbation it receives. I don’t think it’s 
because my dresses are examples of exquisite craftsmanship (those wonky patch 
pockets!). It’s because I look happy while wearing them.

I am not a billboard

“Where did you get that dress?” I like full skirts, bright colors, and loud prints 
(especially camouflage, alphabet prints, and bold stripes), but even my weirdest 
clothes can make me feel safely invisible in a way: it’s almost impossible to tell 
how much they cost.1

When you make your own clothes you can opt out, to some extent, from 
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participating in brand culture: there are no labels, no logos, no convenient short-
hand ways for people to pigeonhole you by your clothes. You have to be dealt 
with as a special case; you are distinctively anonymous. Nobody knows where 
you bought that dress.

There is, of course, another way to escape fashion-branding hegemony. 
William Gibson outlines it in his description of Cayce Pollard in Pattern Recognition:

CPUs. Cayce Pollard Units. That’s what Damien calls the clothing she wears. CPUs 
are black, white, or gray, and ideally seem to have come into this world without 
human intervention.

What people take for relentless minimalism is a side effect of too much expo-
sure to the reactor-cores of fashion. This has resulted in a remorseless paring-down 
of what she can and will wear. She is, literally, allergic to fashion. She can only tol-
erate things that could have been worn, to a general lack of comment, during any 
year between 1945 and 2000. She’s a design-free zone, a one-woman school of anti 
whose very austerity periodically threatens to spawn its own cult.

But dressing in cpUs (as cool as it is) means you miss out on color, most 
shapes, and flair. Unless you make everything, you have to participate in brand 
culture to some extent — but Cayce-like, I prefer what are now called “heritage” 
brands. These are brands that have had such long lives that they aren’t tied to 
one time, place, or group: A Levi’s jean jacket. Keds. Plain penny loafers and bal-
let flats, plain T-shirts, plain cotton cardigans.

Since most people’s wardrobes are built of solid-colored separates, they 
want elaborate accessories, so the simple option (not printed, no logos, without 
snazzy buttons or “jewels,” without ruffles or trim or decorative anything) is 
harder and harder to find, and almost always more expensive.

If I’m going to be judged by what I wear, I want what I wear to be as direct a 
reflection of myself as possible.

That said, I am not judging your jeans

“Do you ever wear…regular clothes?” These questioners come the closest to sus-
pecting that “regular clothes” make me antsy and that my “fun hobby” might be 
near-as-dammit to obsessive-compulsive disorder. The joke answer is that since 
I started blogging about sewing, people feel disappointed if I’m conventionally 
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clad. But the truth is that if I don’t wear something I’ve sewn myself I feel disap-
pointed and not myself; it’s like I’m wearing a costume.

The last time I had to buy a pair of “regular” jeans was for a costume, a 
tease-a-colleague work prank. I went to the big flagship Levi’s store in San Fran-
cisco’s Union Square. I was probably the only person in the store wearing a skirt. 
It was just before closing and the stacks of jeans were tumbled and mauled, but I 
found a couple of pairs in what the label numbers said were my size.

They were not my size: waist and inseam measurements are necessary but 
not sufficient to find jeans that fit, and in my rush I had grabbed pairs from the 
wrong table. (Evidently I should have been looking for the Sir Mix-a-Lot table — 
“Oh my god. Becky, look at her butt!”)

I don’t think it matters how good you feel about your body: trying on clothes 
that don’t fit always makes you feel lacking in some way. (Why do we get mad at 
ourselves when clothes don’t fit?) I make my clothes to suit my body, not my 
body to suit my clothes. This is not to say that I don’t have “fat day” clothes, but 
sewing keeps me more in touch with (and forgiving of ) those fluctuations. Peo-
ple sometimes tell me that they want to be at their “right” weight before they 
start sewing, but they have it backwards. When you wear clothes you really like 
that really fit, you feel better about your body and more inclined to take care of it.2

Another reason that wearing “regular” clothes sucks: 90 percent of ready-to-
wear women’s clothing has inadequate pockets or no pockets at all. What I carry in 
my pockets every day: my phone, one or two pens, a lipstick, my wallet, a 3.5 × 5.5 
notebook, my keys. Sometimes I throw in my sunglasses case, my earbuds, and 
an extra light or two for my bike. (My pocket role model is Harpo Marx: someday 
I will fit a mannequin leg and a puppy in my pockets, with space left over for a sled.)

My daily haul wouldn’t be that notable for a guy in a sports coat, but when I 
start pulling things out of my pockets in front of other women, their response is 
always the same: “I wish my clothes had pockets.”

WPD
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My hatred for the handbag-industrial complex probably verges on the irra-
tional, but you can’t tell me that the rise of the expensive-designer-handbag 
fetish and the lack of pockets in women’s clothing are purely coincidental. Pock-
ets are a feminist issue: how much more could women accomplish if we had the 
full use of both arms?

Not for sale

The most uncomfortable questions always circle around selling: “Do you ever 
sew for other people?” “Do you sell what you make?” “Could you make me 
something?” I always feel selfish saying, no, my clothes aren’t for sale. Sewing 
professionally would turn my hobby into a job.

Professional work brings in all the worst parts of sewing: fitting, alterations, 
and slippery fabric. I don’t want to sew corsets, wedding dresses, or even 
trousers. Besides, no one would want to pay what I’d need to charge to make a 
living at it.

There’s a reason that all the clothes sold at the big retailers are made far 
away, by people making pennies an hour. My time costs me nothing; being my 
own sweatshop weirdly counts as entertainment. But the economics of sewing 
for other people just doesn’t work.

If they look disappointed that I don’t take on commissions, I try to sell them 
instead on the idea that they should try making their own clothes. It’s not a case 
of Tom Sawyer and the whitewash; sewing is hugely interesting, fun, fulfilling, 
and creative, and it’s not as hard as it seems. “If you can drive a car and follow a 
recipe, you can sew,” I say. “You just have to be able to use an accelerator pedal, 
measure stuff, and follow instructions.”

YouTube is crammed with videos that will show you how to do all the tricky 
things I had to learn from the Reader’s Digest Complete Guide to Sewing. There are 
sites (like BurdaStyle and PatternReview.com) that host feedback on patterns, 
show off finished garments, and even run online classes. And there are even 
places that will rent you a sewing machine by the hour.

The hardest thing to describe, however, is the feeling of putting on some-
thing that is your idea made real. That reification is familiar to anyone who 
makes, whether coder, chef, knitter, brewer, or beyond. And the more practice 
you get in making your ideas real, the easier it is to have bigger and bigger ideas. 
I don’t think I’d be working at a startup today if I hadn’t started sewing as a kid.
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Asked and answered

I don’t really mind having these conversations, even the “will-you-make-me” 
ones, because talking about sewing is inherently pleasurable, and I will talk 
about sewing every chance I get. Traveling is an excuse to buy fabric; going to a 
wedding or giving a talk is an excuse to make a new dress. Heck, a sunny Tues-
day is an excuse to make a new dress.

And it’s good that I’m happy to answer these questions forever, because I 
can’t imagine a future me who wouldn’t want to spend her Saturday mornings 
flooring the sewing machine’s pedal. When I plan for my inevitable old age, I 
think about what tech might keep me sewing. I’m thinking industrial exoskele-
tons, or probably a variation on 3d printing.

The “what” I sew might change — perhaps I’ll get deep into tailoring, or 
asymmetric Japanese patterns, or printing my own fabric — but I never want to 
lose that 15-year-old’s feeling that the world is a place for the exuberant indul-
gence of enthusiasm.

 1    A typical dress for me costs anywhere from 
$10 to $75 in fabric, made from a pattern 
that costs anything from free (sometimes 
people send me their patterns so they can 
live out their lives in a happy place, like 
sending your cat or dog to a farm) to $20  
or so. Add in another few dollars for notions 
(buttons, thread) — and completely ignore 

the thousand dollars or so in sewing equip-
ment (sewing machine, $100 iron, scissors, 
and so on).

 2   Even if you don’t sew, it’s hugely worthwhile 
to take clothing in for alterations. Buy gar-
ments that fit in the shoulders and bust and 
hips, and get the length and waist changed 
to suit you just as you are now.
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Instant Memories      
The Impossible Project has earned its name  

by re-inventing instant film for Polaroid cameras.

By MAARTEN MUNS   

T he photographer and I ride up in a large and noisy elevator. Our chaper-
one points to the photographer’s camera. “You should use a Polaroid 
camera in this building,” she says. “This is still an old-fashioned digital 
one,” I reply. She smiles and repeats my words softly and slowly. “An 

‘old-fashioned’ digital camera. That’s funny.”
In Enschede, a town on Holland’s eastern border with Germany, factories 

churned out textiles and other products from the early 19th century until the 
1970s, when the last shut down due to competition from Asia. The Polaroid film 
factory was a late arrival, built in 1965 and shuttered by the firm in 2008. But a 
brightly colored phoenix rose almost immediately from the ashes, and the plant 
brims with energy today.

As digital photography and digital photo printing became increasingly 
affordable, demand for Polaroid film plummeted. The firm filed for bankruptcy 
in 2001, and the new entity that bought its assets decided in 2004 that instant 
film’s future was dim. It stockpiled what it thought was enough chemicals to 
meet demand for new film for a decade, and dismantled its ability to make 
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more. Film sold faster than expected, depleting reserves. Meanwhile, the new 
Polaroid began closing its factories as it tried to shift to putting its name on and 
making digital products. It stopped making instant cameras first, then film. The 
new Polaroid filed for bankruptcy in 2008.

That would have seemed to be the end for Polaroid film, even as the com-
pany assets were sold again and the name slapped on unrelated digital cameras 
and other products. The knowledge of thousands of workers across many 
decades was scattered. But the Enschede plant’s closure contained the seeds of 
the return of an instant film, lacking just the Polaroid name.

But that’s Impossible

Florian Kaps, an Austrian entrepreneur, met André Bosman at the closing party 
for the Enschede factory in 2008. Bosman was the factory manager whose job it 
was to shut down the complex, while Kaps ran a Web site selling Polaroid prod-
ucts. Kaps and Bosman both loved Polaroid’s instant film and decided to save 
this last factory and find a way to continue production. They both felt there was 
still a strong demand for this type of photographic magic.

Kaps contacted Polaroid with a plea to hand over its production secrets. 
“We have shut down,” the regretful Polaroid manager replied. “What you want 
is impossible.” That didn’t deter them; rather, it was a call to action. Kaps and 
Bosman started the Impossible Project. They leased the Enschede building and 
bought many of the machines that made Polaroid film, but they couldn’t acquire 
the formulas, processes, or raw chemicals. Instead, the company had to re-in-
vent Polaroid’s magic with enormously fewer resources.

One can find many accounts of this period of the Impossible Project’s life 
(both before and during the launch of its film products in 2010), such as Wired 
UK’s lengthy feature from 2009. But outside of photo magazines and sites, pre-
cious little has been written since, even as Impossible has expanded production 

HCX
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and continued to raise significant capital.
The firm says it shipped 500,000 packs of film in 2010, 750,000 in 2011, 

and nearly a million in 2012. Sales continue to climb. Capitalized initially with 
€1.2 million (about $1.6 million) from friends, family, and angel investors who 
went on to chip in an additional €3.5 million ($4.5 million) through 2011, the firm 
says it raised unspecified “significant funding” in 2012 for substantial expansion 
of its work. Impossible hosts project spaces in New York, Paris, and Japan. 
(Japan’s Fujifilm continues to make its own instant products.) Its headquarters 
are in Vienna, but its main research and development efforts remain located in 
the old factory in Enschede.

On assignment for The Magazine, I visited the plant with a photographer in 
February 2013 to see how the Impossible Project had become entirely possible. 
We met Martin Steinmeijer, the project’s chief chemist and a precise, enthusias-
tic, and hard-working man, like so many in this part of the Netherlands.

Steinmeijer takes us to a large room where dozens of developed instant 
photos lie on a table. Some are overexposed; some too dark. Steinmeijer 
explains, “These photos have been shot in a cold room in our lab on our new pX 
100 black-and-white film. You can see that they have not developed the way 
they should in temperatures far below zero. Not a major problem in everyday 
use, but we have to fix it.”

Steinmeijer is clearly a perfectionist. “Polaroid’s production used to be frag-
mented,” he tells me. “In this factory we mainly produced the chemical paste 
needed for the development of the film, and we manufactured the film packs. 
The negatives, the sheet material, and the pigments all came to us from the 
United States. We had no knowledge of the techniques whatsoever.”
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But in 2010, the project started developing 
instant films that can be used in almost every old 
Polaroid camera, like the Polaroid 600 and 
sX-70. The new media include both mono-
chrome “silver” and full-color film, which rely 
on completely different techniques. Impossible 
says they even improved the old Polaroid quali-
ties. The films have “never seen before color sat-
uration, a completely new level of detail and 
sharpness, and overall stunning image quality,” 
according to its press releases — and confirmed 
by reviews and my eyes.

I appreciate the fine, warm colors in these 
images as opposed to the hard, sharp prints that 
often come from a modern digital instant-print 
camera. Kirstin McKee, a London photographer, 
likes the film for its variation. McKee was 
recently featured on the Impossible Project’s 
blog for photos she took on a trip to Crete. She 
says via email that she has found instant-film 
pictures appealing for a few years, and started 

“trawling eBay” to acquire Polaroid cameras to try out with the project’s film.
McKee says Impossible’s film “is a pleasing contrast from the reliable 

repeatability of digital imaging. Polaroids are, in other words, more like memo-
ries. They are unreliable, rose-tinted, and capricious, and their characteristic 
format is somehow inherently nostalgic.”

Speeding up

The firm sells several varieties of film for about $3 an exposure, mostly in packs 
of eight. The price and variability of results mean the film currently appeals 
mainly to photographic artists rather than general consumers. A Flickr group for 
instant-film shooters gives a good sense of how Impossible’s film (and the pre-
cious remaining Polaroid stock) is being used. But there are other drawbacks 
that Impossible must overcome before it can reach even a fraction of the mass 
audience that Polaroid once captured.
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“One of the most appealing aspects of old-style Polaroid photography is 
seeing your photo develop in a few minutes after shooting. This is a unique 
experience totally absent in modern digital cameras,” Steinmeijer says. “But 
with our films it takes much too long for the picture to appear.” He sounds worried.

Impossible’s first films have two problems. After shooting, the negative 
behind the photo sheet remains very sensitive to light, and it has to be shaded 
the instant it comes out of the camera. The first half-second is critical, but an 
exposure must be kept out of the light for up to four minutes to be safe. On top of 
that, full development takes 10 to 20 minutes.

A new color-protection film, which has greater satu-
ration as well, solves the problem of extreme light sensi-
tivity, but still takes a long time to produce an image. 
(The monochrome film retains both issues, and the older 
color film is still sold.) The new film, released in late 2012, 
squeezes a layer of opacifier over the sheet as it comes 
out of the camera. This layer, only about 0.1 millimeters 
thick, consists of protective titanium dioxide and indica-
tor pigments, and protects against all but full sunlight.

The pigments decolorize (change from opaque to 
clear) in about half an hour after the negative has been 
developed and is no longer photosensitive. But the 
developing process requires just five minutes in the 
new film. Impossible is trying to narrow that gap. “It is 
a huge challenge to bring that back to exactly the time 
needed,” Steinmeijer explains. “When your picture 
develops, you should be able to see the chemistry tak-
ing place in the palm of your hand. We are not that far 
yet. We are working very hard on this problem.”

 “ Polaroids are more like memories. They are unreliable, 
rose-tinted, and capricious, and their characteristic  
format is somehow inherently nostalgic.” — McKEE
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Of course, that may be part of the charm of Impossible’s film at this stage of 
the market’s development. Photographer McKee notes that “instant” pictures 
have a process all their own: “It does not appear, immediately and flawlessly, on 
the camera’s screen, but takes its own sweet time to develop, often in unpredict-
able ways.”

Shake it like a smartphone

Today, Impossible is the only company producing instant film for original Pola-
roid cameras. But the project is not only about reviving Polaroid instant photog-
raphy. Last year it developed its first new hardware concepts. In an office at the 
Enschede factory, the firm showed me a prototype of a fascinating invention 
called the Impossible Instant Lab, which captures the image on an iPhone screen 
onto instant film.

Just launch the Impossible-designed app and select a picture. Place the 
iPhone in a cradle on top of an expandable hood 
connected to the newly designed film-process-
ing unit, which contains mechanical gears that 
process and eject the photo after shooting. Then 
open the shutter. The app flashes the picture on 
the iPhone screen just long enough to expose the 
film. The sheet rolls out of the processing unit, 
and you can see an “analog” iPhone image 
develop in the palm of your hand. Just like old 
times, but with a digital twist.

The Impossible Project used crowdfunding 
to raise the funds for Instant Lab. It had a target 
of $250,000 and raised nearly $560,000 on 
Kickstarter. The funds will allow it to go from a 
working prototype into mass production, with an 
expected price of $300. Although Instant Lab 
was promised to be available to Kickstarter back-
ers in February, the usual delays between early 
prototypes and the production line have pushed 
delivery back to no earlier than April.

But the Instant Lab isn’t a single project. 
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The film-processing unit that’s part of it will form the basis of new instant-film 
cameras already in the design phase. “If you place a lens on the front of the pro-
cessing unit together with a mirror, then you have a Polaroid camera,” one of the 
researchers explains. He takes a Polaroid camera from the 1970s out of a glass 
case. The two designs are basically the same.

It is never easy to re-invent a 20th-century success story from scratch. And 
in a time when everything needs to be small, fast, and portable, will a mass mar-
ket for instant-film photography once again develop? Steinmeijer and the rest of 
the dedicated team in Enschede believe it will.

“Surprisingly, it turns out that our consumers are also youngsters, who have 
never been familiar with Polaroid anyway. Apart from artists, we also want to 
make our instant film practical for people who just want to take a quick picture. 
Instant film is such a wonderful, quick, and easy-to-use product. That is the rea-
son we think we can re-conquer the large group of customers Polaroid once 
had,” he says.

Photographer McKee has a simpler answer: “A Polaroid links me physically 
to the past in a way a digital image never could.”

The Impossible Project used crowdfunding to raise  
the funds for Instant Lab. It had a target of $250,000  
and raised nearly $560,000.
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How to Make a Baby    
The path to parenthood isn’t always straightforward.

By GINA TRAPANI 

C hoosing a sperm donor is a little bit like setting up an Xbox avatar. You 
begin by deciding on the ethnicity, hair color, and eye color of the fel-
low whose sperm you’d like to combine with your egg to make your 
baby. Then you enter that criteria into a sperm-bank search engine, 

which returns a list of matching anonymous males who passed rigorous genetic 
tests and filled out detailed questionnaires. Finally, you pore through each donor 
profile, considering things like his height, weight, build, sat scores, family med-
ical history, sexual orientation, whether or not he has moles, the shape of his 
nose and mouth, and in some cases, his baby photo or voice sample.

Our sperm bank has a Web-based form to search its database. When I use 
tools like this, as a developer I can’t help but think about the coders behind it. 
Did the people who wrote this htMl really consider their end-users? Did they 
visualize the lesbians, the single women, the aspiring parents who had every-
thing lined up except viable sperm? Did they imagine the tension, the hope, the 
bizarre feeling of picking out the genetic material to make your baby online, the 
same way you’d shop for computer parts?

In my Web browser, I scroll down a page of search results, clicking the 
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mouse wheel here and there to open potential donor profiles in background tabs.
My parents, devout Catholics, conceived me by accident. They had agreed that 

they were finished having children after their third, my sister. They got rid of all 
the baby clothes, the car seat, the toys, and the crib. Our family was big, the 
house was full, and they were happy — until seven years later, when the rhythm 
method failed them. News that Mom was pregnant with me was met with both joy 
and concern. Dad worried about space, tuition, and parenting stamina. They bought 
all the baby stuff anew. Later, they’d tell the story of how I was a surprise, and I heard 
the undertones. They loved me so much, but my late-in-life arrival was stressful.

My wife and I have been discussing having a child for seven years. Unlike 
the path to parenthood of our heterosexual counterparts, ours is not straightfor-
ward. We debate whether or not we’re ready, which one of us should carry, who 
our donor should be, where we would adopt from. In the meantime, our biologi-
cal clocks tick and tock in tandem, louder every year. Forty looms. We either 
have to make a move or get a cat.

You picked a good one

I show up at the sperm bank, credit card in hand. We’ve decided on a donor, and 
my wife is going to carry. She’s older than I am, so she gets first dibs. If it doesn’t 
work, I’ll try. Redundant uterus backup! I’ve never purchased sperm before and 
I’m nervous. I try not to think about the men who have come through this place, 
in the back rooms stocked with sterile cups and pornography.

When she sees the donor code, the nurse behind the counter lights up. “Oh! 
You picked a good one,” she tells me, winking. “I know him, and I really like 
him.” Either she’s a great salesperson, or our superior search skills unearthed a 
gem. I choose to believe the latter. Still, it’s weird that this stranger knows our 
child’s sperm donor, and we won’t.

The vials of sperm come frozen in a tank, which they roll out on a small 
hand truck. In the parking lot, I strap the tank into the passenger seat of my car 
with the seatbelt. Driving across town to the fertility center, we get stuck in traf-
fic — me and the sperm that I hope will make my kid. I glance over at it. “You’ve 
got to swim, baby, swim!” At times like these, I feel like I’m co-starring in a bad 
sitcom about lesbians having kids.

Almost half a dozen attempts at artificial insemination fail. Every month is 
an emotional cliff. After each procedure we leave the fertility center high on 
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hope. Two weeks later, not pregnant, we’re crushed. I’m ready to bring in our 
backup uterus, but my wife wants to keep trying.

Our doctor upgrades us to in vitro fertilization (iVF), which is more expen-
sive, more invasive, and more effective. At home, my wife shoots herself up with 
hormones and downs prenatal vitamins. At the hospital, they extract her eggs. 
I’m beside myself. I’m in awe of what a good mother my wife already is, endur-
ing endless exams, painful injection bruises, and a collection of daily pills, 
always calm and without complaint. Every night, I try not to stick her in the 
wrong place with the needle.

The first “test tube baby” was born in 1978. I was three years old. I can’t 
believe that within my lifetime, a complex procedure like iVF is available to reg-
ular people (with enough savings) like my wife and me. I think about all the sci-
entists and doctors and technologists whose lives’ work might help create my 
child. I try to focus on my gratitude instead of worry.

At the lab, the embryologist injects the sperm directly into my wife’s eggs.
“The embryos like it dark,” our doctor says, as the nurse dims the lights. I’m 

not sure how a handful of cells that have just begun to divide could possibly have 
a lighting preference, but I just nod. The embryologist brings into the room our 
fertilized egg, which she has loaded from a petri dish into a syringe. The doctor 
injects our embryo into my wife. We all hold hands and have a moment of 
silence, willing the baby to find a place to attach, grow, and thrive.

We binded her with science

Our baby girl was born on September 18, 2012. She looks just like my wife, which 
means I get to fall in love again with a new iteration of the most important per-
son in my life.

My conception was an accident, but my daughter’s was the opposite. When 
she grows up, she will hear how her moms conceived her in their minds years 
before she was conceived in a lab. She will find out that we went to the greatest 
emotional, financial, and medical lengths possible to bring her into this world. 
She will learn of the complicated and incredible medical technology that helped 
make her, and how lucky we were to have access to it.

When she understands all of that, she will be proud to be a test tube baby. 
She will know how much we wanted her, our precious result of a mad science 
experiment gone wonderfully right.
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Light Motif     
A pinhole cap finally brings infinite focus and  

undistorted images to digital cameras.

By DAVID ERIK NELSON 

Justin Lundquist was watching tV in 2009 and saw a commercial for one 
of the first cameras built around the new Olympus/Panasonic “Micro 
Four Thirds” system. These are high-end digital cameras with inter-
changeable lenses, and are similar to digital single-lens reflex (dslr) 

designs, which show precisely through the viewfinder what the camera captures 
via its lens.

The design goal with Micro 4/3 was to make a professional camera signifi-
cantly more compact than any dslr. What got Lundquist on the phone to his soon-
to-be business partner — another Chicago-based photographer, Ben Syverson —  was 
a word that probably didn’t impress anyone else watching that ad: “mirrorless.”

In order to shrink the camera body, Olympus/Panasonic did away with the 

PJW
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angled reflex mirror at the heart of any high-quality camera. The mirror allows a 
shooter to see, via a tiny viewfinder, what the lens sees. Because the design had 
a compact camera body and no mirror in the way, Syverson and Lundquist 
(who happens to be my brother-in-law) realized that they could remove the 
lens entirely and place a usable pinhole within a few millimeters of the camera’s 
ccd sensor.

Lundquist, a freelance photographer, has experimented with pinhole cam-
eras for decades. The mirrorless guts of the Micro 4/3 allowed him to finally see 
beyond the necessity of hacking together his own little digital pinhole camera: 
He could offer a pinhole add-on to an existing body. The Pinwide, a “pinhole 
cap,” is the result. It transforms any Micro 4/3 camera into an honest-to-god 
ultra-wide-angle digital pinhole point-and-shoot.

A super brief foray into physics

A lens creates a sharp image by gathering photons and directing them toward its 
focal point. Collecting more light reduces exposure times and noise, creates 
brighter images, and increases detail. But a lens bends the light it gathers; the 
image it casts is not true to the object. The most obvious example of this is the 
barrel distortion created by a wide-angle lens.

You and I both know that no architect designed a roofline with that curve, 
and no masons tried to build it that way. This image is grossly distorted, but 
every image coming through a lens has at least subtle distortions corrected by 
optics and electronics.

RBH

Strong distortion from a fisheye lens. Photo by Wade Patrick Brooks
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A pinhole camera creates no such distortion because it never alters the path 
of any photon. Instead, it sharpens an image by massively reducing the number of 
photons that reach the image plane. Blurriness, in part, is caused by a “point-to-
patch” correlation between object and image, where photons striking a given point 
on the object scatter at slightly different angles and thus strike over an area of the 
image plane, rather than at one point. By blocking these stray photons, the pinhole 
brings us closer to an ideal point-to-point correlation between object and image.

The closer you bring a pinhole to the sensor, the smaller it can be. A smaller 
pinhole blocks more stray photons, and thus yields a sharper image. Shorter dis-
tances between pinhole and sensor yield a wider viewing angle, because the 
entire cone of light cast by the pinhole falls onto the tiny ccd sensor, which has 
about half the area of a Us postage stamp. The result is a super-wide-angle field 
of view with no lens distortion.

Go build a camera

It’s not hard to make a simple non-mechanical, non-digital pinhole camera. 
Grab a cardboard box for its body. An oatmeal canister or other tube is good, 
because you want it lightproof and any joint is an opportunity for a leak. While 
you’re digging through the recycling bin, keep an eye out for an old pie tin or 
soda can.

Cut a small square hole in the side of your would-be camera body, roughly 
midway down the length of the tube. Don’t worry about making it perfect. This 
isn’t rocket science; it’s photography.

Spray-paint your box and its lid matte black, inside and out. If the lid or bottom 
is translucent, back it with a circle of thicker cardboard or plastic before painting. 
Once that paint dries, you’re just a few minutes away from taking pictures. Cut a 

A pinhole camera creates no such distortion because  
it never alters the path of any photon. Instead,  
it sharpens an image by massively reducing the number  
of photons that reach the image plane.
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piece of aluminum a half inch or so bigger than your square hole. Drill a hole in 
its center with a pin, then tape that little square of aluminum over your tube’s 
little square hole. Electrical tape is handy here; you want this to be light tight.

Want to take a picture? That’s where things are trickier today than they were 
once upon a time when Kodak was solvent and every school or rec center had a 
fully stocked darkroom. Those days are gone, but if you have access to a dark-
room, then you’re going to go into that darkroom, slide a piece of photo paper 
into the back of the tube, seal it up, cover your pinhole with your thumb, and 
head outside. Find something well-lit that you want to photograph, point your 
camera in its general direction, and remove your thumb for a few dozen sec-
onds. Stay still! Don’t even breathe!

Cover that hole back up, head back to the darkroom, pull out the paper, 
develop it, and — pow! You’ve got a negative version of what you photographed. 
Want a positive version (that is, one where the shadows are black and the light is 
white)? Clamp another sheet of photosensitive paper on top of your negative 
image, expose them to really bright light for a good long while, and then develop 
that second paper. Voilà!

Even a pinhole evangelist like my brother-in-law acknowledges that this is a 
pain in the ass.

“The reason it sucks is because you’re stuck being near a darkroom, because 
it’s a one-shot thing: You put one piece of 5-by-7 [inch photographic] paper into 
the oatmeal can, you go out somewhere relatively close, you go back into the 
darkroom and process it and see how it looks. If you want to take another pic-
ture, you load it while you’re in the darkroom and go out again. So it’s simple to 
build and to use, but it’s not practical for taking a bunch of shots out and about.”

Despite the pain-in-the-assery of it all, pinhole cameras offer certain advan-
tages that keep us coming back. First and foremost is that a pinhole camera has 
no lens, which means an infinite depth of field with no lens distortion. In other 

Despite the enduring allure of pinhole, no decent  
analog or digital pinhole camera or accessory has ever 
come to market.
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words, everything from the pinhole to infinity is equally in focus. Set your cam-
era in a meadow and take a picture of the clear sky; each blade of grass is just as 
sharp as the moon.

But the most readily recognized hallmark of pinhole photography is the nat-
ural vignetting. This is the fairly pronounced circular light falloff from a bright 
center to shadowed edges.

A dearth of commercial pinhole gear

Despite the enduring allure of pinhole, no decent analog or digital pinhole cam-
era or accessory has ever come to market. This isn’t to say that there’s been no 
attempt at pro-grade pinhole gear, just that the results have been disappointing.

Despite their complete lack of experience in engineering, industrial design, 
or physics, Lundquist and Syverson immediately realized why: most pre-digital 
interchangeable-lens slrs and their electronic dslr descendants use the same 
method (developed in the late 19th century): allowing a single objective lens to 
serve as both the viewfinder and the “taking” lens.

slrs and dslrs have a flip-up mirror mounted just behind the lens. When 
you squint through the viewfinder, that mirror is resting at a 45-degree angle 
between the lens and your eyepiece, which has its own fixed 45-degree-angle 
mirror — it’s like a periscope — beaming whatever the camera sees directly to 
your eye. When you press the shutter release, the little mirror flips up out of the 
way and the shutter cycles, exposing the film. Then the mirror drops back into 
place and you’re back to viewing. dslrs may use an image sensor instead of 
film, but they otherwise maintain all of an old film slr’s internal mechanics.
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This clever arrangement of flip-up mirrors is fine if you’re using a lens, but 
replacing the lens with a pinhole proves entirely unworkable: the reflex mirror 
forces a huge gap between the pinhole aperture and the sensor (or film). At that 
distance, the pinhole itself must be made larger to allow more light to pass 
through. The result is a blurrier image that overspills the sensor, and is thus 
cropped square. This is totally unacceptable to guys who really care about pinhole.

Mirrorless cameras opened the opportunity, but making a precision product — 
one that performs consistently — is a far cry from hacking something together 
from recyclables and tape. The real challenge is the pinhole itself. First of all, 
that hole has to be as smooth and round as possible. Additionally, you want the 
material surrounding the pinhole to be thinner than the diameter of the hole — 
otherwise, light bouncing off the interior surface of the passage scatters unpre-
dictably on the image plane, blurring the picture. The Pinwide’s design calls for 
a pinhole less than a third the size of a period on a printed page; you aren’t going 
to get that in molded plastic, or even by popping pins through pie tins.

Committed non-digital pinhole hobbyists buy thin metal foil that’s been 
custom micro-drilled, or even laser-drilled. While this can have good results 
photographically, the cost is prohibitive: at $30 a pop, using either method 
would have doubled the price of the Pinwide.

Then Lundquist and Syverson discovered chemically etched aperture 
grids made for electron microscopes. These are minuscule holes burned 
through tiny circles of ultra-thin vapor-deposited foil. They’re produced using 
an industrial process and can be bought only in bulk; totally impractical for a 
lone hobbyist monkeying around on his own, but a fraction of the cost of a 
manually drilled pinhole aperture once you do the per-unit math. And they 
take awesome pictures.

Signal and noise

As our tools become cheaper, cleaner, and crisper, we tend to grow nostalgic for 
the old “noisy” things of the past — the roar of a guitar overdriving an under-
powered amp, the smeary Polaroid colors imitated by Instagram filters. I suggest 
to Lundquist that the Pinwide, which introduces the flat, wide angle and vignett-
ing of yore to high-resolution digital photography, is one more example of our 
tendency to make yesterday’s noise into today’s signal.

VRX
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Lundquist sets me straight: Yes, the software-based “pinhole” effects take a 
clear digital image — albeit one distorted by a glass lens — and further muck it 
up with filters, masks, and circular cropping. But the Pinwide is “just showing 
more of the image through to the dark edge where it’s falling off, instead of crop-
ping out what’s naturally there.” Any other camera configuration, from a junk-
shop toy 35mm point-and-shoot to a $6,000 Canon eos-1d X with all the 
trimmings, discards much of the large, circular image captured by its lens, pre-
serving only the sharp, bright square at the center.

An actual pinhole photograph, analog or digital, is “a straight image that’s 
being captured with just the light and the sensor,” with nothing that intervenes. 
All you see is what’s there, and you see it more and more clearly as you block out 
more and more of that stray light.

Afterword As of early 2014 Ben and Justin — as Wanderlust Cameras — continue to 
sell the Pinwide pinhole cap, and they are on the cusp of releasing an affordable, ultra-
portable large-format 4x5 film camera, the Travelwide. RBH

 1   Amateur analog cameras, on the other hand, 
usually use a separate low-quality lens for 
the viewfinder — a sorta crappy version of 
the classic “twin-lens reflex” design — while 

cheaper digital cameras use either this 
approach or low-resolution electronic view-
finders that pull an image from the CCD.
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he remnants of the Hamilton district in 
Two Rivers, Wisconsin — the former head-
quarters of the country’s largest producer 

of wood type in a town that once hummed with 
manufacturing — now largely sits quiet. The indus-
trial building housed two last bits that came out of 
over 100 years of wood manufacture: a laboratory 
furniture operation, and the Hamilton Wood Type 
Museum. Save some old business cards scattered on 
the ground, the factory is empty.

Thermo Fisher Scientific, the descendant 
owner of Hamilton Wood Type Manufacturing and 
its buildings in Two Rivers, announced abruptly in 
2012 that it would shut down its furniture division 
in Two Rivers. The museum was forced to move, 
and found a space a few blocks away. Now relo-
cated and only recently chugging back to life, its 
unofficial motto is unchanged: “Preservation 
through use.” The museum houses one of the few 
remaining shops in the world that can produce 
wood type, a mainstay for a century in the produc-
tion of many kinds of printed work.

Like vinyl records, the sales of which have 
climbed back into the millions a year, wood type 

A once-obscure bit of printing  
history on the shores of Lake  

Michigan finds rekindled interest.
BY JACQUI CHENG
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appears to be getting its groove back. A branding and exposure makeover for the 
museum, combined with the rapid rise of maker and crafts movements, have 
helped wood type carve out a new space.

Wood type has kept its appeal even as the born-digital generation starts to 
take charge of the world, maybe because members of that demographic have 
become aware of what they are missing. Current museum director Jim Moran 
says he can’t teach enough traditional letterpress classes to satisfy demand. He 
believes if he had more time to carve new wood type, he would be able to sell 
every last piece.

Type-cast

From Gutenberg’s day to the early 1800s, movable type was cast in metal; wood 
blocks were used primarily for illustrations. Then in 1827, Darius Wells disrupted 
the industry by coming up with a way to mass-produce wood type for the large 
letter sizes that had begun to be desirable for advertising and newspaper head-
lines. This had numerous advantages over metal type, which was expensive to 
cast at such sizes, remarkably heavy, and susceptible to warping before it was cool.

Wood, on the other hand, was relatively cheap, light, and resilient, and 
could be carved with smooth surfaces. Wells released the first known wood type 
catalog just a year later, a move that led wood type to share the market with 
metal for almost 150 years.

In Two Rivers in 1879, James Edward Hamilton began working at a chair- 
and table-making factory as a lathe operator. Hamilton’s friend Lyman Nash, 
then editor of the Two Rivers Chronicle, felt Hamilton’s skills could be put to bet-
ter use — namely, to carve letters for a poster he was printing on a tight deadline. 
Nash knew he could never get type delivered fast enough from the East Coast, 
where all other type was made, so he asked Hamilton to carve something — any-
thing — he could use to get the poster done on time.

BTL

Hamilton came up with his own style: cutting the characters 
out and gluing them to blocks of wood. The process was 
cheap but effective.
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“Hamilton didn’t know anything about type,” Moran says. “He didn’t see 
the future of it or anything like that. He was simply helping out a friend.”

With no background in type carving, Hamilton came up with his own style: 
cutting the characters out and gluing them to blocks of wood. The process was 
cheap but effective — so much so that Hamilton found himself making more and 
more type for Nash’s posters. Hamilton’s hand-carved type evolved to the point 
where he thought he could turn it into a business, and in 1880, he did.

“Hamilton’s business grew at such a rate that, as competition will do, some 
people were forced out of the market. Others simply sold to Hamilton because it 
was the easiest thing to do,” Moran says of Hamilton’s sudden success in the 
typemaking industry. The company’s rapid growth can be attributed to the fact 
that every time he acquired a competitor’s fonts and techniques, Hamilton 
would refine his own carving methods. (Hamilton also made type cabinets to 
store metal and wooden types, first from wood and later from steel.)

One of his most notable acquisitions was the William H. Page Wood Type 

ZCQ
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Company. “When Hamilton bought out Page, he switched to Page’s way of mak-
ing type, which was to make it out of a solid block of maple wood,” explains 
Moran, adding that Wisconsin and much of the Midwest has a vast maple sup-
ply. “He kept buying out competitors and refining his techniques, and suddenly 
he had the entire market.”

Indeed, it took only 11 years for Hamilton to dominate the wood typemak-
ing industry; by the turn of the century, nearly all of Hamilton’s competition had 
been either absorbed or eliminated. Hamilton had become the king of wood 
type in the United States without ever intending to do so.

Fossilized remains

Hamilton’s manufacturing company stopped cutting its own type more than a 
hundred years later, in 1985. Moran calls this “way late,” considering that Apple’s 
first Macintosh computer was released in 1984. By then, demand for traditional 
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type and typesetting was under-
standably limited, as computers were 
quickly revolutionizing type and 
design. Type enthusiasts prepared for 
the death of wood type and kept try-
ing to buy Two Rivers patterns for 
private collections.

“Each piece needs a template, 
and you’d have all these pallets of 
these gorgeous patterns that were 
collected over time,” Moran says. 
“That was all about to be sold, and that’s when the Two Rivers Historical Society 
stepped in to create the Hamilton Wood Type Museum.”1

In addition to the Hamilton museum, which opened in 1999, the rural 
industrial town also boasts a farm museum just a few streets away, which is not 
far from the historical ice cream parlor, tap room, and ballroom, all preserved 
thanks to the historical society.

But the Hamilton museum was unique in that Hamilton Manufacturing, 
long since sold to a new owner (the product of another ancient firm merged with 
a newer one), allowed the museum to coexist in the same historical factory 
building in Two Rivers, giving an extra hat tip to the museum’s heritage.

“I think they initially saw the museum as more of a local thing that people 
from the area would like to visit,” notes Moran.

But what made Hamilton’s wood type collection so great also put it at odds 
with the location. “You can only find so many volunteers, particularly when they 
have no experience with the industry,” says Moran. There wasn’t nearly enough 
regional interest to suitably maintain the collection. (Some former workers 
acted as volunteers in the museum’s early days, and a few have continued to 

It took only 11 years for Hamilton to dominate the wood 
typemaking industry; by the turn of the century, Hamilton’s 
competition had been largely absorbed or eliminated.
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donate their expertise. But the youngest worker when the wood-type operation 
shut down is well over 50 today.)

The historical society eventually appointed a director with a design back-
ground to help get the museum on track. But because the director had no back-
ground in traditional printing, neither Hamilton’s equipment nor his collection 
was getting any use. The warehouse began stacking up with type, which was 
quickly becoming unusable thanks to leaks and poor ventilation rotting the wood.

“You couldn’t come in and use the stuff. There were no regulations,” says 
Moran. Only a few years after it opened, “It seemed like the place was just about 
ready to close.”

A branding makeover

Jim Moran’s brother Bill, a designer and printer, had been volunteering at Ham-
ilton since 2001 and made it his personal goal to try to give Hamilton more expo-
sure. “I was just completely blown away that I grew up 40 miles away from this 
thing I’d never heard of until I had been a practicing designer for 10 to 15 years,” 
Bill Moran says of his interest in the museum. “Then I realized what they needed 
was good marketing.”

Bill, a digitizer of old fonts, was a link between eras. He was a computer guy, 
but taught a printing history class at the University of Minnesota. In 2002, he 
began to push ideas on how to increase Hamilton’s exposure to the world without 
changing its heart: the preservation, study, and use of wood-type letterpress print-
ing. That began with a Web site, and then a book: Hamilton Wood Type: A History 
in Headlines.

“No one was talking about the place, and no one was really marketing the 
museum,” Bill Moran says. “There were a handful of printers from around the 
country going there and making beautiful type, but by 2003, it became clear 

FXR

  “ By 2003, it became clear that they were going to need  
a way to tell their story in a way that a couple  
paragraphs on a cool Web site wasn’t going to.” — BILL MORAN
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that they were going to need a way to tell their story in a way that a couple 
paragraphs on a cool Web site wasn’t going to.” Bill is now the museum’s 
artistic director.

The book was a success, at least in the design community. In 2008, Jim 
Moran, who had grown up in his family’s printing business, took over as the 
new director of the museum. He had become enthralled with its history with 
the help of his brother’s book. Then in 2009, Kartemquin Films released Typeface, 
an independently produced documentary about the Hamilton museum and its 
challenges. The film toured the world with numerous film festivals, painting 
for filmgoers what seemed to be a bleak picture of the museum’s assumed fate.

“The film director told me the museum looked ‘too sad’ when I took him 
around,” Jim says of his days spent with the film crew. “It looked like the place 
was dying. And that was accurate, too, but it’s one of those things that makes the 
resurgence even more incredible.”

PZV
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Community revitalization

Once the film was released on dVd, iTunes, and Netflix, the messages began 
pouring in. Jim would roll in to work to find 10 new emails from Australia after a 
showing of Typeface. Then 15 new Facebook friends from Norway. Then a couple 
of visitors from Germany would show up. Suddenly, global interest in the Ham-
ilton Wood Type Museum looked to be trending upward.

“The film helped us an incredible amount,” says Jim. That same year, with 
Bill’s help and connections to the design industry, Jim began offering letterpress 
workshops. He wanted to make Hamilton into more than just a museum, and 
felt that in order to best appreciate the craft, the equipment and collection had 
to be in active use. Much to his surprise, the workshops became a wild success.2

“I began to get wonderful interns from Australia and England and Ger-
many,” Jim says, highlighting the diversity of those interested in learning more 
about wood type. Few even knew how to make their way to Hamilton’s rural 

Museum assistant director Stephanie Carpenter
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home — “I know how to get to Chicago, but how do I get to Two Rivers from 
there?” they would ask Jim — but they began coming in droves anyway.

Jim eventually found himself teaching a group of senior designers from 
Nike, and the museum even ended up partnering with Target to do a line of fall 
clothing that was designed by and licensed from the Hamilton museum. For 
nearly half a year, 1,755 Target retail stores sold clothing emblazoned with 
images from the Hamilton museum.

The exposure helped the museum staff feel like they were finally building 
mind-share among modern designers. Amidst this growing interest, Thermo 
Fisher Scientific announced that they were moving out of their industrial build-
ing in Two Rivers, evicting the museum and leaving it to fend for itself. Bill says 
that wasn’t in itself bad, as the building had gone to pot: it had severe leaking 
and no heat. “We had the nation’s largest collection of wood type and couldn’t 
protect it,” he says.

The current owners shifted the eviction date around, and zoning issues for 
the new location also caused worries. “There were so many unknowns as to 
whether they could come knocking on any given day saying we had to be out in a 
week. That kind of thing could have been ruinous,” Bill recalls.

Branching out

By the time the new location was settled — with help from the town — in late 2012, 
“We ended up having about six months to bring in 1,500 hours of volunteer time, a 
phenomenal outpouring of money and hours to help us make this move,” Bill says.

Even after the staff finished moving the massive collection, unpacking and 
re-organizing 26 semi-trucks’ worth of pallets, they still had not reopened the 
space to the public when I visited in early June 2013. The enormous warehouse 
was only unpacked enough for the staff and volunteers to begin making their 
very first prints at the new location.

Jim, assistant director Stephanie Carpenter, and a group of volunteers were 
printing posters for an upcoming conference in San Francisco. There, they’d be 
showcasing some commissioned work for a client and giving talks to industry 
professionals about the museum and workshops. “We just can’t keep up. 
Demand for our work — and the workshops — is huge,” Jim says.

Indeed, part of the appeal of taking one of the $125 workshops at Hamilton 
is the ability to create art in practically any style using vintage equipment that’s 
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still in active use. Those who participate in the workshops end up creating 20 to 
25 prints of their own throughout the day.

Moran thinks it’s no coincidence that the uptick in participation in crafts 
and the do-it-yourself approach that has percolated back into culture has had a 
positive correlation with the revival of letterpress. Attendance at the workshops, 
he says, includes people who have been in the industry for a long time, but the 
bulk of participants are college-age graphic design students.

As that demographic continues to keep Hamilton afloat, Jim Moran now 
welcomes the trend with open arms. In fact, 27-year-old Carpenter only recently 
completed her master’s degree in graphic design at Indiana University, repre-
senting a new wave of young people interested in practicing and maintaining 
the craft.

“There’s a 30-year difference between us, so we come at this from different 
angles,” Jim says. “But we both share a love of art and printing, and that’s what 
makes our partnership unique. And she’s a pretty good letterpress printer.”

The museum’s new location should be open to the public by August. The 
staff hopes to draw even more attention to its offerings through a vintage poster 
gallery, showcasing over 2,000 Globe printing plates from the 1920s through the 
1960s, many of which were used to create successful posters for Ray Charles, 
Miles Davis, and historical musical venues. The Hamilton museum is now creat-
ing restrikes — or modern “mashups” — of that classic artwork.

Work cut out for it

One of Jim’s plans to help keep the museum humming, and bring in a revenue 
stream, is to carve and sell new wood type. He’s aware of only two other type-
makers in the United States engaged in such work, and as a letterpress printing 
revival is underway, demand for the painstaking craft is high. The Hamilton 
museum has carved three sets of type in recent years, including one for a 
600-year-old Native American language (called Lushootseed) that is on the 
verge of extinction.

Another was a new font by renowned type designer Matthew Carter. Carter, 
in his mid-70s and a recent MacArthur Foundation fellow, has a career that 
spans carving metal type as one of the last youth trained in that specialty, 
through very early work in computer-based typesetting, and into screen fonts 
for Web reading. If you’ve ever seen Verdana and Georgia, you know his work.
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The museum commissioned a new face from Carter in 2003, but after work-
ing on initial designs cut into templates by a former Hamilton type cutter, they 
were stymied by limitations in that method. In 2009, the Morans revived the 
project and turned to a local shop that used a cnc (computer numeric con-
trolled) router to cut the templates directly. Carter wrote,

On the day I arrived at Hamilton I picked up a piece of maplewood type and real-
ised that it was exactly 50 years since a type of my design had been in a physical 
form that I could hold in my hand.

Jim emphasizes that this is no easy (or cheap) process, but it’s worth it for a 
quality product. It’s the marriage of new and old methods, such as selling a ren-
dition of Carter’s face in digital form, that permeates the museum’s revival. 
Despite the recent change of fortune, with a new building and a high level of 
outside interest, Jim and his team maintain an air of caution.

One of the main benefits to being located in the original Hamilton museum 
was free rent, with free light and utilities to boot — when they worked. Now, the 
museum holds the burden of those overhead costs. “We can support three 
salaries at this point and things are moving along very well,” Jim said, “but we’re 
still fragile.”

“I could sell all the type we could make,” Jim says. “We truly plan to get 
back into the business of making type. All we need are time and money.”

GHN

 1  Hamilton destroyed all its competitors’ font 
patterns after each acquisition, a decision 
that still causes gnashed teeth among  
letterpress printers today when you mention 
it just as if they felt it had happened a few 
weeks before. 

 

2    Editor’s note: Your loyal editor took a half-day 
course from Jim and Bill in late 2010 in Seattle, 
which rekindled his love of letterpress printing 
from the 1980s. The two are infectious about 
their work, and Bill has a photographic memory 
for names and one’s preferences for pie. 
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The Paste-Up              
The smell of rubber cement is her madeleine.

By CAROLYN ROBERTS 

I 
remember the smell. It must be more than 20 years since I last experienced 
it, but it lingers in my nostrils still. It was sharp and strong, a scent reminis-
cent of petrol or turpentine in its pungency: thick, chemical, and unmistak-
ably bad for you. It was called Cow Gum, and I loved it.
It was not, disappointingly, made of actual cow. Cow Gum was a rub-

ber-based adhesive that my journalist mum used to do the paste-up, a long-for-
gotten task that must once have been the bane of editors’ lives.

Mum ran a monthly magazine for women, all about rural life, agriculture, 
and home baking. I do not know why. My mum lived in cities her entire life. She 
rarely baked, and I have no evidence that she could tell one end of a pig from 
another. How she came to spend the last 20 years of her life working on a rural 
journal may well have been as much of a mystery to her as it is to me.

Illustration by Jacob Souva
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Each month, Mum would sit down at the kitchen table with all of the arti-
cles for the next edition. They had been cut out to appear exactly as they would 
in the magazine: some were long and thin, some short and wide. Mum would 
paste each one onto a sheet of paper, ready to go to the printers. It must have 
been massively frustrating: you entered a profession because you loved words 
and language. But you ended up sticking a scrapbook together, scraping glue 
instead of ink from your fingers.

Words were what my mum did. She wrote on a blue typewriter, fingers bat-
tering the keys faster than anyone else I’d ever seen. Later, she typed on a com-
puter keyboard just as quickly, but somehow it was never as thrilling as the 
clackety noise of the typewriter.

Growing up in a wordy family

In fact, words were the backbone of our family: my dad was a compositor, or 
typesetter as they are now more commonly called. Trained in the 1950s, Dad 
served a thorough and lengthy apprenticeship. It required six years of on-the-job 
training, attendance at college, and thrice-weekly night-school classes. Dad was 
trained to spot and correct mistakes before they were committed to type, engen-
dering a lifelong devotion to correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation.

Growing up in a house so enamored with words and language had an effect 
on my childhood. I was never short of something to read, since publishers regu-
larly sent my mum children’s books for review. But we were never allowed to 
“read and run”: the privilege of receiving a free book had to be paid for by writ-
ing a review, meaning that both my brother and I were published writers before 
we reached double figures.

And my goodness, those reviews had better be grammatically perfect. In 
our house, being below the age of 10 was not an acceptable excuse for poor 
spelling or — horror of horrors — an incorrectly deployed apostrophe. You might 
have written a story with a plot to rival Tolstoy’s, but if you hadn’t punctuated it 
accurately, you would be brutally mocked.

A compositor’s training

Dad’s training began when he was 15 and started work at an Edinburgh printing 
firm. He was allocated menial jobs until a place for an apprentice became free, VDH

http://www.edinburghcityofprint.org/
http://www.edinburghcityofprint.org/
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as the unions had negotiated strict limits on the number of these junior workers 
that could be taken on at any one time. This protected the jobs of qualified union 
members by preventing firms from replacing them with cheaper trainees.

Once his apprenticeship was complete, my dad was officially a “journey-
man,” so called because in the past, qualified tradesmen would travel in search 
of work. The language of the printing trade is dense and hard to follow: when I 
interviewed Dad for this piece, I had to constantly ask for translations. Many of 
its phrases have their origins in religious orders, reflecting a time when monks 
were the custodians of the written word.

For example, when Dad served as the chief officer of his company’s trade 
union branch, he was not, as he would have been anywhere else, a shop steward. 
Instead he was the father of the chapel, a phrase that baffled me as a child: I con-
fusedly imagined him in a cassock, hearing the confessions of his workmates in 
between typesetting pages.

When Dad began his working life, the main form of printing was letterpress: 
the process of pressing inked hot metal type against paper. Although mechanical 
methods were already well established, compositors still had occasion to hand-
set type, in the manner invented by Gutenberg in the 15th century. (Handsetting 
involved assembling metal letters in a composing stick to make words in a line.)

Each of these letters was stored in its own shallow drawer in a case, so 
the first task for an apprentice was to learn which drawer each letter was stored in. 
This was known as “learning the case.” Some cases contained only lowercase let-
ters, with the capital letters stored in another — from which the words “lowercase” 
and “uppercase” came.1 Once the compositor had made up a complete page, it 
would be placed in a chase — similar to a photo frame — before going to press.

Until Dad retired in the late 1990s, his career changed in line with the 
industry’s innovations. Initially he’d worked on a Monotype machine when not 
handsetting. Invented in the late 19th century, Monotype allowed much quicker 
typesetting, using perforations in paper to tell a separate casting machine which 
letters were required. (Such paper-tape systems were used to automate telegra-
phy with the invention of the Baudot code in the late 1800s, and then later to 
enter programs via a teletypewriter.)

But shortly after Dad qualified, Monotype and the similar Linotype 
machines — which allowed entry and casting of an entire line of text on a single 
machine — began to fall out of favor due to the advancement of photocomposi-
tion and lithographic offset printing.

VRZ
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The former exposed letters from glass plates onto film and then onto photo-
sensitive paper, which was cut up for paste-up. The latter involved flexible print-
ing plates (exposed from film negatives taken of the pasted-up type and 
halftoned images) that could be wrapped around a cylinder on a press, transfer-
ring the inked text and images first to rubber and then to paper.

The changing world

For both Mum and Dad, the irresistible advance of automation really began in 
the late 1980s. First the electronic typewriter replaced Mum’s manual one that 
had juddered on our kitchen table for years. Soon afterward came the first per-
sonal computers with their desktop publishing packages, and suddenly the 
monthly paste-up was an anachronism. For a tiny magazine like Mum’s, this 
new technology allowed work to be done more efficiently without affecting staff-
ing levels simply because only three people worked there in the first place: there 
wasn’t any dead wood to cut.

Things were different for Dad. Printing had been a highly individual and 
labor-intensive business. Once letters could be transferred to paper simply by 
depressing a few keys, whole battalions of proud and skilled journeymen 
became redundant, both conceptually and literally.

For my dad, now working at a national newspaper, it was clear that this was 
a game-changer. Dad’s job shifted from laying out print using skills passed down 
over the centuries to simply pasting up pieces of paper, much as Mum used to 
do. Salaries were cut, and finally the paper’s compositors were let go.

When Dad entered the printing trade in the middle of last century, his fam-
ily confidently expected it to provide him with reliable employment all the way 
to retirement. Technological advances shattered those expectations and sent 
Dad back to night school at the age of 58 to learn how to use a Mac.

You’d expect Dad to be bitter about the computers that robbed him of his 
profession. He is not. My 76-year-old father uses Twitter to get updates on the 
condition of his local golf course, regularly Skypes my brother in Australia, and 
comments on photos of my baby daughter on Facebook.

No Luddite, he says that Macs actually returned some of the skill to the job 
of typesetting, allowing text to be formatted and manipulated in ways reminis-
cent of the old hot-metal days. He told me, “It is incredible now, looking back, to 
know that all the fonts, typecases, and chases (not forgetting the Monotype 
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machines and casters used to do the typesetting) once found in those caserooms 
are all contained in one Apple Mac.”

Looking back and looking forward

On a recent trip to the National Museum of Scotland, Dad and I came across an 
exhibit in the main hall. It was a printing press of the kind on which Dad had 
created proofs for checking over six decades ago. It was a very visual reminder 
that the skills he learned back in the 1950s have literally passed into history.

In the basement of the grand newspaper offices where Dad once worked, 
the massive thundering printing presses fell silent long ago. The unions, once 
belligerent and powerful, were broken and discarded by Rupert Murdoch in the 
decisive Wapping battles. The days of the kitchen-table publisher like my mum 
and the dedicated specialist like my dad have tumbled into antiquity.

So should we mourn their passing or give thanks for their obliteration? Print 
in Mum and Dad’s day was a messy, dirty, tiring business. Today’s technology is 
far more efficient and has opened up the world of publishing to anyone with a 
laptop and something to say.

What’s more, in the days before tablets I’d never have seen a publication 
like The Magazine. It’s produced in the United States, I’m all the way in Scotland, 
and our paths would likely never have crossed. Now I can read whatever inter-
ests me, regardless of where it is created.2

But I can’t help being nostalgic for the old days. There is no longer much 
physical work associated with the printing process. The children of today’s jour-
nalists and printers don’t watch magazines being assembled by hand or conjure 
fanciful images of paper being branded by metal type blazing with heat. 
They’ll never hear the terrifying roar of a room full of printing presses. And nev-
ermore will children grow up with an unhealthy love for the smell of Cow Gum.

VCC

 1  In America, upper- and lowercase letters 
were mixed in a California Job Case, an 
American invention for easier transportation 
of type to different locations. 

 2     Editor’s note: We are largely produced in  
a basement in a home office located directly 
beneath a kitchen table on the main floor.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2011/jul/27/rupert-murdoch-wapping-25-years
http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2011/jul/27/rupert-murdoch-wapping-25-years
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Icecapades        
The clearer the ice, the smoother the melt.

By ALISON HALLETT 

High-end cocktail bars spend a lot of time trying to replicate drinks that 
your average 19th-century sot took for granted. The methods used by 
bartenders in those days have little in common with your average 
present-day dive bar booze-slinger. Former Oregon Bartenders Guild 

president Dave Shenaut, who currently manages the bar at Portland’s Raven & 
Rose, ticks off a list of reasons for the cocktail’s 20th-century decline: rapid 
industrialization, mass production of booze and other bar ingredients, and the 
rise of processed food.

The death knell came in the 1980s, when calorie-counting, convenience-happy 
patrons didn’t care a whit for interesting drinks. From a bartending standpoint, 
it was “vodka and four cans of mixers,” he says morosely.

Over the past 15 years or so, though, “bartenders started looking at every 
element of the cocktail,” explains bartender Sean Hoard of Portland’s Teardrop 
Lounge. That includes small-batch booze, fresh-squeezed juice, handcrafted 
bitters and syrups, and all the tricks and techniques that would have made up an 
old-time bartender’s arsenal. But the least obvious return has been a specialized 
kind of ice.
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If you’ve got ice cubes in your freezer, pull one out and take a look. More 
than likely, it’s got a cloudy, feathered center. This cloudiness is caused by a few 
things, most notably impurities in your water and air bubbles trapped in the 
cube. They gather toward the center because ice freezes directionally: that is to 
say, if cold is applied to the surface of a body of water, the water will freeze from 
the top down. As ice crystals form, impurities and air bubbles are forced down-
ward. In an ice tray, those bubbles are sealed in, creating an ice cube that’s clear 
on top and cloudy toward the middle.

That appearance doesn’t match a cocktail’s aesthetic. It’s inconsistent and 
uncontrollable, and it makes the ice melt too quickly. There are solutions, if 
you’re willing to dive into the wonky world of clear-ice aficionados.

Ice age

“Exactly when and where ice first hit glass is impossible to say,” writes New York 
Times critic William Grimes in Straight Up or On the Rocks: The Story of the Amer-
ican Cocktail. Ice was certainly used in some early drink preparations, but a turn-
ing point came in the 1830s with the invention of the ice plow. The plow allowed 
bulk ice to be harvested from lakes and ponds, and led to commercial availabil-
ity of ice. (Manufacturing “edible” ice on a grand scale took till the 1930s.)

In his James Beard Award–winning Imbibe! From Absinthe Cocktail to Whis-
key Smash, David Wondrich writes that in the 1830s, “ordinary people started 
getting used to the stuff, expecting it, calling for it in their drinks. Suddenly the 
bartending game was entirely transformed.” By 1862, when Jerry Thomas pub-
lished the first American cocktail guide, How to Mix Drinks, or The Bon Vivant’s 
Companion, “his book and all its imitators called for ice in all forms,” Grimes 
writes. Cobblers, swings, swizzles, and more entered the scene — a whole world 
of drinks with funny names that were tossed and shaken and served over ice.

The tools of the bartender’s trade evolved accordingly. Cocktail shakers 
came on to the scene as early as the 1840s, Wondrich writes. Straws made an 
appearance, important for preventing ice cubes from clinking against teeth pit-
ted by 19th-century oral hygiene. Julep strainers were another concession to old-
timey tooth decay: essentially a slotted spoon that fit to the lid of a drinking 
glass, they were reportedly designed to keep the ice in a julep from coming into 
contact with the drinker’s teeth.

On the bartop at Riffle, a Portland bar widely acknowledged to have the best 
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“ice program” in town, bar manager Brandon Josie has one of the most esoteric 
ice-related tools: an honest-to-god swizzle stick. No, not one of the plastic nov-
elty things most frequently seen adorned with tiny testicles at bachelorette par-
ties, but a branch of the Quararibea turbinata, or “swizzlestick tree,” a tree native 
to the Caribbean.

Strictly speaking, a swizzle stick is a long, thin branch with tiny spokes radi-
ating out from one end. Ingredients are placed in a glass along with crushed ice, 
and the drink is “swizzled” by placing the spiky end in the glass and rolling the 
stick rapidly between the palms, like trying to start a fire in Girl Scouts.

The drink is sufficiently mixed when the glass is so cold it develops a layer of 
frost on the outside — an old-timey piece of cocktail lore that’s being revisited in 
serious cocktail bars across the country.

This distinctly low-tech trick is increasingly being complemented by a very 
high-tech alternative: absolutely clear ice.

Crystal clear

The aforementioned air bubbles can be eliminated in high-end ice machines: 
Water is kept in circulation as it freezes, to prevent impurities from freezing into 
the ice block. The result is clear, flaw-free ice. A perfectly translucent ice cube 
looks prettier than a cloudy one, but there’s more to it than that. The lack of air 
bubbles and fissures within it makes pure ice denser, which in turns lets it melt 
more slowly. This allows bartenders to more precisely control how their mixed 
drinks “age” during the time they are drunk. A single large, clear cube will melt 
much more slowly than a handful of standard ice cubes — a better bet if you’ve 
got a shot of nice whiskey you don’t want to water down too fast.

At Riffle, Brandon Josie wrangles his ice from a Clinebell, a customized, 
top-of-the-line machine that produces 300-pound blocks of ice. Staffers chain-
saw giant blocks into more manageable hunks, which Josie then hand-carves 
into cubes and tall spears.

The Teardrop Lounge’s bar ice comes from a Kold-Draft machine, which 
freezes ice in individual “cells,” producing clear one-inch cubes. The cubes are 
perfectly uniform, and the bar’s top-notch bartenders are well versed in how 
long to shake a drink and how vigorously to stir, when to crack an ice cube, and 
when to serve it whole in the middle of a drink to slowly melt. “As geeky as we 
get,” Sean says, “the drinks still have to be beautiful and delicious.”

FLW
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Most of us don’t have the cash to shell out for a custom ice cube machine, 
but that doesn’t mean the ice plutocrats and their $15,000 Clinebells have a 
monopoly on the clear stuff.

Google “clear ice” for a minute, and Camper English’s name pops up. A San 
Francisco-based cocktail columnist who maintains the popular Web site Alca-
demics, he’s written extensively about how to make clear ice in the home with-
out the benefit of a super-spendy ice machine.

“I had heard a lot of rumors and hearsay about how to make clear ice,” 
English says. “A lot of it sounded like a lot of hooey, to be honest. Things like 
‘use boiling water to make ice, leave the ice out until it turns into water, and then 
freeze it again.’ That was one of the things that I replicated at home, and I would 
do the same thing like 13 times, take a picture of the ice at each round, and it 
showed that the ice wasn’t getting clearer each time. I decided to take a more 
scientific approach to the problem, and confirm or deny all of the rumors about 
how to make clear ice. And I then ended up developing a method of doing it.”

In trying to make clear ice, English “realized something really obvious 
about how ice freezes.” After making ice in containers of various sizes, he 
noticed that regardless of the shape of the container, the cloudiness in any piece 
of ice was always in the center. He explains, “That lit the light bulb that the 
direction that ice freezes is important, and if one could control the direction that 
ice freezes, one could make clear ice wherever you want it.”

English used that insight to develop an approach appropriate for the home. 
“My method is just to fill up an insulated cooler with regular water and let it 
freeze with the top off — that way ice is only forming from the top of the cooler 
toward the bottom, and the last part to freeze is where any trapped air or impuri-
ties are, so the first 75 percent or so of your ice will be beautiful and clear.” He 
then chops off the cloudy portion at the bottom, and is left with a large, clear 
chunk of ice he can break down into cubes.

“It makes it more beautiful, and that’s a huge part of what makes us like 
drinks,” English says, explaining his fascination with ice. It’s true “whether it’s crazy 
tiki garnishes or a nice big fat clear ice cube in the bottom of the whiskey glass.”

Global cooling

While some factions of the cocktail world look to the past for inspiration — viewing 
good ice as just one of the ingredients that bartenders once took for granted — 
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others are experimenting with less traditional ways of using the ingredient.
The Aviary, a Chicago bar, is widely recognized as one of the country’s most 

innovative cocktail bars, boasting from 25 to 35 different kinds of ice. The Aviary 
served for a time a variation on an Old Fashioned in which booze was sealed 
inside a hollow sphere of ice. The lucky sipper was presented with a tiny sling-
shot to crack open their sphere and spill out the drink.

Riffle’s Brandon Josie offers a suggestion for replicating the Aviary’s drink at 
home: Hang a small balloon full of water in the freezer for a few hours — long 
enough for the outside layers of ice to freeze, but not so long that the center isn’t 
still liquid. (It’s important that the balloon hang in the freezer so that cold air can 
circulate around it, freezing it uniformly.) Remove the ice from the balloon, and 
use a screwdriver or metal pick to make a hole in the ice to drain out the liquid 
from the core. A syringe can then be used to fill the sphere with your booze of 
choice. Throw it back in the freezer for long enough for the hole to seal back up, 
and you’ve got a homemade version of one of the fanciest drinks around.

Ice’s more novel formations are usually found only in cocktails, but the 
Whiskey Soda Lounge, a popular Thai joint with outposts in Portland and New 
York, sells a drink called “jelly beer,” which is a sneaky way of saying “beer 
Slurpee.” A bottle of Singha is plunged into a barrel full of ice, rock salt, and 
water, and rapidly jostled at sub-zero temperatures for four to five minutes. 
When the bottle is opened, carbonation escapes, abruptly raising the beer’s 
freezing point — and voilà. Your ice-cold bottle of beer is transformed into a 
beer Slurpee. The 22-ounce bottles are served with a straw, though presumably 
this is more a concession to the difficulty of pouring the beer slushie from the 
bottle than an accommodation to modern dental hygiene.

By far the best crazy-ice experience, though, belongs to Camper English. 
With the help of a friend with connections to the tourism board in Newfound-
land, English enlisted a fisherman to chop off a chunk of iceberg and ship it to 
him. “We had it stored in a special freezing room, and we all drank some deli-
cious rum over 10,000-year-old iceberg ice,” English told me. “Iceberg ice is 
really compressed from all the snow and ice on top of it, so there’s a lot of air in 
there. When you pour liquid over it, the air pops like Rice Krispies. It was so 
ridiculous. It was spectacular.”

RKT
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The Wet Shave      
A relaxing, rewarding, and self-indulgent morning routine.

By LEX FRIEDMAN 

I 
used to hate shaving. I ranked it below flossing on my list of bathroom-re-
lated activities that I would dread. Of course, no one knew if I skipped floss-
ing; everyone could tell if I skipped a shave.

My father taught me to shave using an electric Norelco razor, an 
approach I stuck with for years. My biggest problem with the Norelco electric 
razor was that it left me with a crappy shave. It was quick enough, but I never 
looked truly clean-shaven.

In college, a friend introduced me to acoustic shaving, with more-tradi-
tional, disposable razors. Over the years, I kept up with the blade arms race, 
switching to razors with two then three and four and even five blades over time, 
some with batteries that made them vibrate, some with lubricating strips, some 
with built-in trimmers on the flip side.
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I didn’t like the disposable razors much either, but I stuck with them for 
years. The shaves were still mediocre at best, shaving the mustache region never 
felt great, and I found over time that blades were produced with lower quality: 
I’d need to chuck newer replacement blades ever more quickly.

Finally, I got fed up with shaves and razors of frustrating quality, and I made 
a change. It’s a change that saves me money, gets me a dramatically better shave, 
and converted me from a begrudging shaver who hated the morning shave into 
a guy who looks forward to it as a highlight of the morning ritual.

Be nice and clean

Traditional wet shaving is perhaps most easily defined as “the kind of shaving 
your grandfather probably did.” It involves the use of a safety razor, a shaving 
brush, shaving soap, and a handful of other supplies.

The safety razor is the most intimidating part of the setup. I use a dou-
ble-edged safety razor. That’s a razor that takes disposable double-edged blades. 
The razor itself may be the most expensive manual razor you’ll ever buy; I use 
the Merkur Model 180 long-handled safety razor, which costs about $35.

There are many manufacturers of double-edged blades; you’ll likely spend 10 
cents a blade or thereabouts. Some folks change their blades once a week, while oth-
ers swap them every couple of days. I use a blade for six shaves before I get rid of it.

That means I go through about 61 blades a year, or about $6.
Before you ever let one of these scary-looking blades near your face, you 

must first prep your face. That’s where the brush and soap come into play. The 
brush is most commonly a badger-hair brush, though horsehair, boar-hair, 
hybrid, and synthetic brush options are all available (badgers and boars are 
slaughtered for their meat and hair; horses merely get a haircut to provide the 
hair for a horsehair brush). I use a cheap Tweezerman badger-hair brush; I lust 
after some synthetics and hybrids.

While you can use a brush in tandem with the traditional shaving creams, 
gels, and foams that are sold in fluorescent aerosol cans, you shouldn’t. A signif-
icant portion of the joy of wet shaving comes from the slew of skin-pampering, 
delightfully scented shaving soaps and creams made explicitly for this form of 
shaving. This is where the real fun in wet shaving comes in, and I use — and 
enjoy — many, many brands, scents, and types of shaving soaps. My favorites 
include Proraso, Taylor of Old Bond Street, and Mitchell’s Wool Fat.
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Lather, rinse, repeat

The purpose of the brush and the soap is to form a good lather. Wet shaving 
requires a wet face; you rinse your face with hot water and then apply your lather — 
also made with hot water — to your face. This helps open your pores, soften your 
stubble, and relax your skin.

I first learned to make a good lather using a shaving bowl, which is probably 
a smidgen easier for beginners. I now prefer face lathering because it’s barely 
more effort, and it leaves me with one fewer thing to clean. Whether you’re 
using a shaving soap (fairly solid) or cream (goopy), the general process is the 
same: thoroughly wet your shaving brush with hot water, give it a couple of good 
shakes, and then rub it on your shaving supply. You need a comically small 
amount of shaving soap or cream to make a good lather. With a solid soap, you 
need a little more water to get enough onto your brush; with a cream, about a 
nickel-sized amount does the trick. As you experiment and shave, you quickly 
learn: when there’s tons of shaving lather left on the brush and your face is 
already smooth, you’re using too much cream.

Get a small amount of shaving soap or cream onto the brush, and start 
swirling the brush in circular motions all around your face. I generally start with 
a thin layer of soap around my face, and then add small bits of hot water to the 
tip of my brush and repeat the swirling. If your brush is too wet, the lather ends 
up dripping down your face in annoying rivulets that won’t get you a good shave. 
If it’s too dry, your shave will hurt. Your shaving brush should end up with peaks 
of lather that look a lot like the shaving cream you’d squeeze from a can. Experi-
mentation is key.

You can always add more water to your lather. Taking water out of the lather 
you’ve spread on your face is a major challenge.

Swift strokes

Once your face is fully lathered with warm, wet soap, it’s time to shave.
If it’s your first shave, you’ll probably be a little nervous. My advice: Get 

a good shave with your old method the day before. Take a hot shower. Spend 
an extra minute soaking your face under the hot water before you shut off 
the shower.

Build your lather. Scrub it onto your face, adding water and swirling more as 
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necessary. Grab your razor, and remember the three keys to successfully maneu-
vering the blade on your face: angle, pressure, and patience.

You want to hold the razor against your face at approximately a 30-degree 
angle. That is, the handle should be at a 30-degree angle, starting from parallel 
to the floor. That angle — depending upon your razor and blade — should just 
allow the edge of the blade to reach your skin, which is what we’re going for.

On the pressure side, forget everything you know about disposable-razor 
shaving. Disposable razors use densely packed, lousy blades; you’re accustomed 
to pushing hard against your skin to remove your facial hair. That’s not how wet 
shaving works.

Rather, you hold the razor gently against your skin. The weight of the 
razor — and trust that it will weigh considerably more than the plastic doo-
hickey you bought at the supermarket — provides the oomph the blade needs 
to cut your hair. Instead of pressure, your method for acquiring a smooth shave 
is repetition.

That’s where patience comes in. You’ll make multiple shaving passes 
along your face to achieve impressive smoothness. When you’re new to wet 
shaving, my advice is to do but a single pass, with the grain of your beard. (And 
remember, only shave where your face is lathered. With a disposable razor, you 
might shave over the same spot again and again. With a safety razor, shave 
where there’s lather. If you miss a spot, get it on the next pass, but only after 
reapplying lather.)

After you get comfortable with the process, add a second pass that goes 
across the grain of your beard — not against it. Starting your second pass requires 
the same prep as your first: Again rinse your face with hot water, again build a 
fresh lather on your face. Your brush is already loaded with lather; you don’t 
need to reload it with soap. Add a few drops of water to the brush and then start 
swirling it on your re-wet face.

Get a small amount of shaving soap or cream onto  
the brush, and start swirling the brush in circular  
motions  all around your face.
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When you’re comfortable with the across-the-grain shaving pass — give 
yourself a couple of weeks — it’s time to add the final pass, the against-the-grain 
pass. Once more you rinse your face with hot water, once more you re-lather 
from your still well-loaded brush. Now, after again repeating your “angle, pres-
sure, and patience” mantra, you carefully shave against the grain of your beard.

I love that third pass. My face looks smooth before it happens; it feels 
smooth afterward.

After the shave

When the third pass is complete, I rinse my face with cold water, and then with 
an alum block. This is a fragile block of soap that you can buy online; it’s a natu-
rally occurring astringent. I wet the bar with cold water, rub it all over my face, 
and rinse five minutes later.

The cold water and the alum block close your pores. It can help prevent 
ingrown hairs and other problems. I love mine. Generally, the alum block merely 
feels cooling. If it burns, I know that I have a shaving problem: I’m pushing too 
hard, my angle’s off, or the blade is dull, and I’m hurting my skin with my cur-
rent shave — meaning something has to change about my process.

Finally, I apply an aftershave lotion; my preference is to choose an option 
that’s alcohol-free.

That’s it?

Building a lather, making three complete shaving passes, the brush, the alum — it’s 
an awful lot. There are not-insignificant startup costs involved with wet shaving.

For me, though, the process is well worth it. My kids object to stubble, and 
they give me a kiss test many mornings to verify that my face is as smooth as it 
ought to be. I’m saving money by not buying multi-bladed monstrosities from 
Schick and Gillette.

And the whole shaving process takes me 10 to 15 minutes from start to fin-
ish. Longer than it ever took before, sure, but a far more relaxing, rewarding, 
and self-indulgent process than any other approach I’ve tried. I feel like I’m car-
ing for my face, and my face seems to appreciate the attention.

RMH
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How He Met My Mother    
The unlikely sequences that lead to a new life.

By JASON SNELL   

I’m driving my parents’ car down a two-lane desert highway, my father in the 
passenger seat. Chauffeuring him feels a little odd, but despite his fierce 
independence he seems to acknowledge that it’s a kindness.

From my parents’ house in the Arizona outback to the suburban Phoe-
nix hospital is an hour’s drive. My father is 81. A year ago, nearly to the day, he 
had a pretty severe heart attack. He doesn’t have much energy to begin with, 
and what little he had this morning he depleted at my mother’s bedside.

My dad has always been a storyteller. My mother would retreat from a room 
as he regaled the guests with a favorite anecdote — entirely new to the apprecia-
tive crowd, but one she had heard dozens of times before. These days, his short-
term memory in disrepair, he repeats those oft-told stories even more than he 
already did.
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The car stereo is off for the 
entire drive. A child of the pre-rock 
era, my father has no interest in the 
music on my iPhone. And I’m not 
interested in listening to his preferred 
political talk-radio programs just a 
few days before a presidential election.

So instead, he tells me stories. 
And to my amazement, after know-
ing him for 42 years, he tells me one I 
haven’t heard before.

Half Moon Bay

It’s 1963, just months before Ken-
nedy will be assassinated, and the 
man who will one day be my father 
has finished a long shift at the Victor 
Equipment Company on Folsom 
Street in the grungy, industrial South 
of Market area that four decades 

later will host gleaming conferences put on by Macworld, Apple, Oracle, and 
many other companies not yet founded.

The neighborhood will change a lot, but the weather won’t. It’s July in San 
Francisco, which generally means cold fog, but not today. Today, it’s sunny and 
warm. Driving south toward his house on the Peninsula, my father impulsively 
detours to Half Moon Bay. He’s never been there, but he knows it’s got a beach, 
and today he can have that rarest of things for a San Francisco summer: a walk 
on the beach with no jacket.

He parks his blue Mgb and walks out on the beach. There’s a blonde in her 
early 20s sitting on a blanket, her nose in a book.1 The woman who will one day 
be my mother has come to the beach as a reprieve after several days of enter-
taining her parents and teenage brother, who had come from Pennsylvania to 
visit her and her sister.

She doesn’t want to talk to this strange man — she wants to be left alone. 
He’s persistent and apparently somehow successful, because they talk for an 
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hour or two. But the ultimate prize eludes him: she doesn’t give him her full 
name or her phone number, and she drives off in her Corvair. He thought they 
had hit it off, but in the end, it’s an opportunity missed.

Family math

I had known bits of the story before. I knew that my parents had met on the 
beach at Half Moon Bay. And I clearly recall the moment when I was 18 that they 
mentioned the meeting had happened a full five years before they were married. 
My half brother, the youngest of the three children from my father’s first mar-
riage, was born in 1964. But if they had been married in 1968 and met five years 
before that…

In that moment, my understanding of my relationship with my older half-sib-
lings changed completely. Before, with barely any inkling of the complexities of 
adult relationships, I just knew they had a different mother, and that it was awk-
ward when they came to visit my dad and his new family.

What I hadn’t understood was that my mother was the Other Woman, and 
that my father met her nearly a year before my half-brother was born.

Future past

My father is free to drive to Half Moon Bay and chat up a skeptical blonde reader 
because his wife and two daughters are spending a few weeks of their summer 
vacation with her parents in Southern California.

From the perspective of the far future, when the Other Woman would be his 
wife of 44 years, it’s easier to forgive his actions. I have no doubt he was unhappy 
in his marriage. Was there some special spark with that blonde 24-year-old on 
the beach, right from the start? Or is that too much to project onto a 32-year-old 
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father of two trying to pick someone up while his young family is safely out of reach?
Regardless, my father doesn’t shrug off the conversation with the blonde 

girl. He’d learned that she works for county health, and that she drives a rear-en-
gine Corvair. In those innocent days, car registrations had to be in public view, 
so once he finds her car by checking out public-health parking lots, he gets her 
name by simply looking at the steering column. He calls the health department, 
finds out where she works, and leaves her a message, using a fake last name so 
she can’t look him up and discover that he’s married.

Now the ball is back in her court. She can ignore him again, but he’s shown 
his interest. She must have been interested, too, or maybe just intrigued by his 
persistence. In any event, the girl with the Corvair relents, and returns the call of 
the man with the Mgb.

Prepared for the worst

My mother is the healthy one. She’s eight years younger and has a statistically 
longer life expectancy. Women on her side of the family are extremely long-
lived. My father was diagnosed with serious carotid blockages in the late 1980s 
and has been talking about his imminent demise for the intervening two 
decades. He’s had four major surgeries and two month-long hospital stays.2

So, in a sense, I have been preparing for my father’s death since 1988. My 
wife and I talk about what we can do to support my mother after he’s gone. We 
always figured she’d outlive him, maybe by decades.

I think about this as we pull into my parents’ driveway and unload the shop-
ping bags from the car, and I prepare to make us some dinner. An hour away, my 
mother is in intensive care, recovering from her emergency triple bypass.

Decision point

Four years after meeting my mother, my father is planning his exit strategy. He 
and his wife are enmeshed in the professional community of Walnut Creek, a 
suburb at the eastern edge of the Bay Area. But he plans to open a second ortho-
dontic practice nearly a hundred miles away in the rural Sierra Nevada foothills, 
a move to leave his old life behind for a new one.

His wife knows there’s another woman. One night, my mother had picked 
up the phone at her apartment, and a woman’s voice had said, “May I speak 
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to Dr. Snell, please.” My father took the 
phone. It was his wife. The cat was out of 
the bag.3

It’s 1968, and it all still hangs in the 
balance. Even if his marriage is over, does 
he know he really wants to flee to the coun-
tryside and marry his girlfriend? She wants 
children. He’s already fathered four and 
raised three. Does he want to be a parent 
again at nearly 40?

This is all going through his mind as 
he’s setting up his new office, a small space 
built directly over a creek in downtown 
Sonora. He’s installing the furniture and 
equipment himself. My mother goes off to 
do some shopping downtown as he installs 
Formica countertops using contact cement. 
When she returns, opening the front door 
creates just enough air movement to waft 
the contact cement’s fumes over the office’s gas pilot light.

There’s an explosion that bows the office’s windows outward and creates a 
fireball that engulfs my father. He crawls across the burning countertops and out 
the door, then drops 20 feet off a deck and into the creek below. There’s enough 
water in the creek to put out the flames, but not enough to insulate him from 
smashing into the rocks and cracking his ribs.4 He climbs out of the creek and 
helps put out the fire in the office.

Hours later, my mother knocks on the front door of my father’s house. “Your 
husband is in the hospital,” she says.

A moment of clarity

Forty-two years after my birth, my father tells me that this is the moment that 
led directly to him divorcing his wife, selling his practice, giving her the house 
and custody of the kids and a monthly support check, and marrying my mother. 
In that moment he’s on fire and dropping 20 feet into a rocky creek. And he 
knows what he wants: he wants to marry my mother and have children — well, 
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maybe one will be enough — and leave his old, successful, unhappy life behind. 
Three months later the divorce is final and my parents are married.

He’s telling me this part of the story at the kitchen table in their little retire-
ment house, while 40 miles away the woman he married, the one he’s always 
expected would outlive him, is heavily sedated after having her ribs cracked 
open and three veins grafted to her heart to save her life.

Two days before, I was in San Francisco and she was going in for an angio-
gram to find out what was causing her chest pains. Now the two of us, husband 
and son, are eating breakfast by ourselves in the middle of her kitchen.

What he’s telling me is the story of his true love, a story in hindsight of nearly 
50 years together, no matter how messy it might have been when they were living 
it. What I’m hearing is the complicated chain of events that explain my existence.

Thermodynamic miracles

In the landmark comic-book series Watchmen, the nigh-omnipotent character 
Dr. Manhattan can see the entirety of space and time. To him, humans — even 
his longtime girlfriend, Laurie — are no more relevant than ants in an anthill.

But in this dark work of fiction, set against the backdrop of Cold War–era 
nuclear annihilation, there comes a surprising glimmer of light. Laurie discovers 
that her biological father is the man who had once attempted to rape her mother. 
She believes that this proves her life is a meaningless joke, but Dr. Manhattan 
views it as an affirmation that every human life is itself a miracle:

Thermodynamic miracles…events with odds against so astronomical they’re effec-
tively impossible, like oxygen spontaneously becoming gold. I long to observe such a 
thing. And yet, in each human coupling, a thousand million sperm vie for a single 
egg. Multiply those odds by countless generations, against the odds of your ancestors 
being alive; meeting; siring this precise son; that exact daughter…

Until your mother loves a man she has every reason to hate, and of that 
union, of the thousand million children competing for fertilization, it was you, only 
you, that emerged. To distill so specific a form from that chaos of improbability, like 
turning air to gold…that is the crowning unlikelihood. The thermodynamic miracle.

But the world is so full of people, so crowded with these miracles that they 
become commonplace and we forget…I forget. We gaze continually at the world 
and it grows dull in our perceptions. Yet seen from another’s vantage point, as if 
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new, it may still take our breath away…For you are life, rarer than a quark and 
unpredictable beyond the dreams of Heisenberg; the clay in which the forces that 
shape all things leave their fingerprints most clearly.

It’s 1963, and a man impulsively decides to go to a beach he’s never been to.
It’s 1967, and he’s on fire, falling into a shallow creek.
It’s 1970, and a baby is coming into the world.
It’s 1989, and a new chain of circumstances is created when I’m introduced 

to the woman who will become my wife.
It’s 2012, and I’m serving Thanksgiving dinner in the kitchen of my parents’ 

house in Arizona. My children are there, both with their own stories of a series of 
choices my wife and I made that led to their existence. My father sits at the head 
of the table, turkey and mashed potatoes in front of him. And next to him, home 
from the hospital for three weeks and recovering from her heart surgery, is his 
wife, my mother.

There we sit, eating dinner. Thermodynamic miracles all.

Afterword About two months after the Thanksgiving dinner portrayed in this essay, my father 
passed away. The time I spent with him in the car seems all the more special now. A year later, 
my mother is healthy and still living in her house in Arizona. She continues to grieve for her 
partner of 50 years, as does our entire family.

 1  My father never shied away from chatting  
up girls, and apparently had quite a lot of 
success with it. Sadly, I did not inherit that 
trait. Instead, I inherited my mother’s 
propensity to stick her nose in a book.

 2  He’s twice had surgery on his carotids, had an 
abdominal aortic aneurysm that burst during 
surgery and led to him being in the hospital 
for more than a month, and most recently had 
a heart attack that led him to another 
month-long hospital stay during which the 
doctors determined he was just too weak for 
open-heart surgery. 

 3  My father recollects that at some point in  
the 1960s, AT&T started to itemize every call 
outside a limited local area on his home 
phone bill. This presumably exposed countless 
straying husbands and wives who called their 
lovers while their spouses were out. 

 4  In the end, the fall does more harm than  
the fire. My father’s damage from the fireball 
ends up being relatively minor, thanks to  
the dip in the creek. He acquired just a scar 
up one arm from crawling over the burning 
countertops. 
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In Melbourne, Australia, a man who can repair  
almost any typewriter nears retirement.

By RICHARD MOSS

T ypewriter Tom lives with his two sisters in an apartment above his 
shop on Elgin Street, just outside Melbourne’s central business dis-
trict. He fixes typewriters for a living, or at least he used to. “It’s not 

a viable proposition,” he tells me. If he didn’t own his shop, he’d have gone out 
of business 20 years ago.1 But it’s all he knows, and he’s not about to quit.

Walking into Tom Koska’s shop is like stepping into a time machine. He has 
typewriters, of course — including a manual Arabic and an automatic Hebrew 
one — but over them loom old fax machines, photocopiers, spare parts, and all 
manner of obsolete technology.2

A narrow, weaving path leads you through the mass of vintage machines to 
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an old desk covered with more “junk.” The wall here is lined with small shelves 
containing hundreds of typewriter ribbons and spools and other spare bits for 
more brands than even Tom can tally off the top of his head, accumulated over 
half a century.

If it has moving parts, Tom can probably fix it. But Tom is master of a dying 
craft, lost in the march of technology. His customers come from miles around, 
learning through word of mouth and a few Internet posts about one of only a 
handful of typewriter technicians in Australia, and perhaps the most broadly 
skilled of the lot.3

That’s how I found him, too. Or rather it’s how my girlfriend discovered 
Tom, as she searched online for a typewriter to give me as a birthday present in 
March. “Use this to write your first book,” she said, minutes after sneaking a heavy 
blue Craftamatic manual typewriter into my living room unannounced. It took me 
by surprise, this mechanical beast from before my time. But I instantly fell in love 
with my typewriter. And I’ve been grappling ever since with the question of why.

Soul in the machine

We used to take typewriters for granted. They were just part of the background 
noise. “You won’t be surprised to hear that we didn’t notice the sound of type-
writers back [in pre-computer newsrooms],” Robert Messenger recalls. He’s a 
veteran journalist and the proprietor of the Australian Typewriter Museum. 
“But then again, we didn’t notice the cigarette smoke, either. These things were 
just part and parcel of where we worked, our environment.” Like computers in 
the ’90s, before Apple turned them into a fashion statement with the original 
iMac, typewriters were mere work tools. Now they are old, obsolete, and quaint, and 
people accustomed to today’s planned obsolescence can wonder at their resilience.

Like computers in the ’90s, before Apple turned  
them into a fashion statement with the original iMac, 
typewriters were mere work tools. Now they are old,  
obsolete, and quaint.
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Messenger describes it well: “Twenty-five years or more since I last used a 
typewriter in a newsroom, I now gaze at these magnificent things in wonder — 
and wonder how I didn’t notice their simple beauty and brilliant mechanical 
designs back then!”

My greatest surprise, as I surveyed the typewriter landscape, was at the 
sheer variety of them. My Craftamatic is typical of the vision I had for non-vin-
tage typewriters, which I always imagined as being like the black Underwood in 
Tom’s shop window. But then there are box-like automatics from ibM, beauti-
fully engineered Remingtons and Olivettis, workmanlike Brother and Olympia 
machines, Smith/Coronas, Royals, Adlers, and so many more brands with mod-
els that targeted specific occupations and needs.

There are “portable” typewriters, ranging from the size and weight of early 
laptops to beastly things as heavy as a bowling ball once you take their enormous 
case into consideration. There are all sorts of frills for paper alignment, noise 
reduction, transistor radios, and anything else that might have clinched a sale. 
And they come in every imaginable size, color, and shape — today’s mobile-
phone market has nothing on the 20th-century typewriter space.

I left my research more confused than I began, so I asked an expert.
“A good typewriter has a keyboard with well-spaced keys and a snappy yet 
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smooth typing action,” Messenger explains. It is engineered and designed to 
precision. Mine, Tom assures me, is a good one. I still can’t tell, perhaps because 
I haven’t seen a bad one.

I doubt that the young people who seek out Tom from time to time know the 
difference, either. They don’t particularly care. “The funny thing about the 
young people is they like these old black ones,” Tom says. “You know, antique 
ones, but I only have a few left.”

Return of the typewriter

It turns out that typewriters have made something of a resurgence in the past 
decade. It began in America, spurred by a perfect combination of nostalgia, ret-
ro-chic, technology fatigue, and, paradoxically, interconnectedness — it’s easier 
than ever to track down people with similar interests and to find old things on 
social networks and secondary markets. The recent popularity of television shows 
such as Mad Men only served to magnify the trend, pushing prices up and provid-
ing documentaries such as The Typewriter (in the 21st Century) an easy platform for 
media attention.

I couldn’t find a clear origin to this renewed interested in typewriters — 
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indeed, many people, including famed film director Woody Allen, actually never 
stopped using one. But I did spot a commonality among people in the burgeoning 
typewriter-blogging, or “typecasting,” scene, who scan their typewritten pages 
and post those with a few computer-typed comments. It’s a love for the focused 
nature of the machines, which stand apart from the chaos of modern computing.

A typewriter cannot order pizza, search Google, play music, and check the 
weather, all while idly processing more information than a person 2,000 
years ago would encounter in their lifetime. It doesn’t even have a Usb input. 

“When you sit at a typewriter, you write,” Messenger tells me.4 “You don’t scroll 
back, you don’t get distracted, you don’t make changes as you go, you just 
keep writing.” It’s just you, the words on the page, and the clank of the keys.

Every one of the typewriter enthusiasts I found — whether young or old, col-
lector or first-timer — had this sense that a typewriter shuts out the frenzied 
world of email and Web browsing in favor of the simplicity of writing and the 
immediacy of their words on a physical page.

A typewriter is the ultimate minimalist text editor, in a sense, and perhaps 
the real answer to technophiles seeking to unshackle themselves from the 
almighty bloat of modern word processors. As Messenger says, “You are the 
master of the typewriter; the computer is the master of you.” This, I think, is why 
a few minutes with my typewriter converted me to its charms.

Despite its myriad disadvantages, it’s easier to write on a typewriter. The 
noisy clanking of keys and the incessant need to manually move to the next line 
help you build up a rhythm. (Unless you have an electric typewriter, in which 
case you’re missing out on half the fun.) They block out the world, and they give 
writing a tactility like nothing else.

But even conceding that I now prefer the experience of writing on a type-
writer to that of writing with a computer or touchscreen device, there are still 
certain…practicalities to consider. Much like if:book Australia director Simon GWX

The recent popularity of television shows  
such as Mad Men only served to magnify the trend,  
pushing prices up.

http://futureofthebook.org/blog/
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Groth describes in his recent essay, I am not in a position to work in the old 
non-digital world. (Nor do I want to — I really like the Internet and my multi-
tasking habits.) I need my words to appear onscreen, in an easily editable format 
for people to publish or revise. I rely on my iMac, laptop, smartphone, iPad. 
No longer a tool of productivity and trade, the typewriter now stands as an 
object of leisure.

The typewriter grants me extra focus, but being temporarily divorced from 
my digital world proves more bane than boon for anything with a deadline. That 
is why I think Tom is right when he responds with skepticism to my assertion 
that there’s a resurgence of interest in typewriters. I doubt it’s a fad, but the incon-
venience of a typewriter today limits it to a dedicated few — predominantly 
writers, hipsters, collectors, and old people.5

The times they are(n’t) a-changin’

Business is slow. There may be a surge in interest, but it hasn’t had much 
impact on Tom. He only opens the shop by request, doing repairs on the spot. 
“It’s not like they’re waiting in a queue,” he remarks. “It used to be like four, 
five pages of typewriter repairers and resellers. Now it’s only a few private peo-
ple like myself.”

He doesn’t dwell on this. At 70 years old, he’s “just about” retired. “I do odd 
jobs, but that’s about it.” He could close his business, clear out all the old stock 
of faxes, printers, photocopiers, and parts, and rent out the shop space for sev-
eral hundred dollars a week. “I’m not interested to become a millionaire. For 
me, fixing the typewriter gives me a pleasure.”

I learned about Tom on the Internet. He doesn’t own a computer, or 
know how to use one. “I wasn’t even aware that I’m becoming famous in my 
old age,” he says. People started coming, saying “I found you on the Internet,” 
and Tom couldn’t believe it. He never advertises; his customers do it for him.

XJQ

“  I wasn’t even aware that I’m becoming famous  
in my old age,” Tom says. People started coming,  
saying “I found you on the Internet.”

http://www.futureofthebook.org.au/2013/04/22/type-face-an-experiment-by-a-typing-n00b/
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“I haven’t got no business card,” says Tom. “I have no ad in the paper or 
other advertising. The customers are doing it for me. Even that page on the 
Internet — I didn’t even realize. I am computer illiterate; I wouldn’t know how to 
do it.” You build a pretty good reputation after 44 years in business.

Afterword A few months after this was first published, one of Tom’s customers set up a 
Facebook page dedicated to his business — with semi-regular posts of photos of Tom 
and his typewriters. You still have to call ahead to make an appointment, though.

RDV

 1   Tom arrived in Australia in 1966, after having 
learned the typewriter repair trade in stints 
working in Germany, Austria, and the former 
Yugoslavia. He immediately jumped into 
work as a typewriter technician for a firm on 
Elgin Street. He started Elite Office Machines 
in 1969 with a business partner who later left 
to be a restaurateur.

 2   My personal favorite is an adding machine 
that predates my birth yet remarkably still 
works as new.

 3  Apparently the knowledge to fix one brand 
of typewriter is very different than that 

needed to fix another, and sometimes varies 
significantly even among different models 
within the same line. Tom is a generalist, 
able to fix anything; the norm in the world of 
typewriter repair was traditionally to special-
ize. 

 4   I always find it funny when people have 
names that match their occupation; he also 
runs a popular blog called ozTypewriter.

 5   Plus some people in developing countries 
where Internet access or electricity can’t be 
relied upon, but that’s a shrinking market.

BNR

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Typewriter-Repair-Shop-Elite-Office-Machines-Co/369840029812792
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Typewriter-Repair-Shop-Elite-Office-Machines-Co/369840029812792
http://oztypewriter.blogspot.com.au/
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Mechanically Attached         
A coin-operated museum proves common ground  

between a litterateur and a geek.

By MORGEN JAHNKE 

Nestled among the chocolate and fruit in the Easter basket he had sur-
prised me with, a roll of quarters seemed out of place. “Laundry 
money?” I asked my then-boyfriend. Joe smiled. “They’re for the 
Musée Mécanique.” I grinned too. Although we’d only been dating a 

few months, he knew me well.
Our previous visit to the museum of antique automata and carnival 

games had ended in disappointment. We hadn’t brought any coins, and had 
to be content to look at all the wonderful machines waiting to be set in 
motion. We waited for other visitors to feed in coins to watch them perform. 
Thanks to Joe’s gift, the next time we would be prepared. I couldn’t wait to 
make the articulated horse gallop, to bring the opium den to life, to watch 
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tiny farmers toss tiny bales of hay with their tiny pitchforks. “When can we go?”
At that time, in the late nineties, the museum lay tucked away in the base-

ment of the Cliff House restaurant, at San Francisco’s Ocean Beach. If you didn’t 
know it was there, you would have had to venture behind the iconic building, 
perhaps to visit the giant camera obscura perched on the cliff edge, to happen upon 
it. On first entering, you might notice only the oppressively low ceiling, a general 
dinginess, and the lack of direct sunlight. But spend an hour or so inside, and it 
transforms into Ali Baba’s cave of forgotten treasures, gleaming in the low light.

For a cost of one quarter, you could test your arm strength, get a love predic-
tion, have your fortune told, or provoke Laffing Sal, the grande dame of the 
place, into noisy guffaws. Sal is a giant marionette, a relic of the defunct Playland 
at the Beach amusement park, from which many of the games and machines 
had been rescued. She has a cackle that could split wood.

Perhaps you fancied a boxing match between dueling pugilists whose paint 
had worn through to the metal beneath from the glances of their innumerable 
bouts, or maybe you’d like to peek into the wooden box promising “XXX Old-
Time Movies,” fully knowing they held little that could shock a modern viewer. 
There was something so over-the-top and a little bit naughty about the place, 
and we both loved it. But not for the same reasons.

Data and decay

He was an avowed computer geek, and I was smitten with poetry and 19th-cen-
tury novels. If he was digital, I was analog. Our first email correspondence left 
him baffled by my terseness. It was a new medium to me, and I used it sparingly, 
but he wrote epics. He lived his life online — found his friends, his colleagues, 
and fellow travelers that way — but the Web was utterly foreign to me. He was 
ahead of the curve, and I had my feet firmly planted in the past.

Since childhood, he had taken apart any gadget he could get his hands on, 
to the consternation of his parents and to the detriment of the gadgets. My girl-
hood was spent imagining the worlds I read about in books and collecting ran-
dom, wonderful things — rocks and shells, coins and jewelry.

At the Musée, Joe was drawn right away to the workings of the machines 
themselves. They were magical in how they were put together, the ingenuity on 
display. I was spellbound by the traces time had left on each tiny figure, in awe of 
what had not been lost in all those decades of use.

LBL
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Then, and many times since, he has teased me about my “love of decay.” 
This is the name we give to my obsession with the morbid, the ugly, and the just 
plain old: monumental buildings, ghost towns, ancient ruins that I find abso-
lutely thrilling. Time rakes over them and yet elegantly exposes what within 
them is essential and well built.

To my geeky beau, it was the future that promised renewal. He wanted to be 
Captain Kirk, exploring the farthest reaches of the universe and finding the 
secrets to existence. He loved the search for the new and unknown, and his 
mind went forward to possibility, not back to the past.

Opposites interact

What we found at the Musée was something we were both passionate about: 
ideas. We both saw the human mind at work behind the clever machines, 
although we asked different questions about what we saw. Joe wondered, then 
and now, “How does it work?” My refrain: “What is the story?” If he marveled at 
the ingenuity of the design, I was in awe of the history of the object.

And so we met in the middle. As Joe (now my husband) wisely points out, I 
may like ice cream and he may like chocolate, but we can enjoy chocolate ice 
cream together. What did it matter that our enjoyment came from different 
sources? Strength comes from being fully ourselves without negating what our 
partner treasures. We chose not to simply agree or to ignore our differences, but 
to take a middle way.

And as our relationship went on, we were delighted to find more and more 
examples of what the Musée promised that we each loved — from movies to 
books to food to places — and that we could learn to love as the other did. Thanks to 
my influence, my husband admires things as disparate as California ghost towns, 
sun-dried tomatoes, Patagonia, and European art house films. Thanks to his, I have 
embraced Las Vegas, Umberto Eco, iPhones, and email. He still has no patience 

What did it matter that our enjoyment came  
from different sources? Strength comes from being fully  
ourselves without negating what our partner treasures. 
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for poetry, and I still find the minutiae of technology boring, but we can agree that 
Starbuck is a kickass pilot and that Don Draper can mix a mean old-fashioned.

Back to the future

“Let’s ride the train.” My son’s face lit up. He was nearly two and couldn’t resist 
the chance to climb aboard the bright blue engine, laughing as it jerked and 
bumped him around.

We had traveled a long way since our early days in San Francisco: three 
international moves and the birth of a child had taken place since we first set 
foot in the Musée. Now back in San Francisco for a visit, I couldn’t resist bring-
ing our son to the Musée while Joe was occupied with his work at that year’s 
Macworld conference.

But while we had been on the move, the Musée had as well. In 2002 it hit 
trouble: the National Park Service, which owned the Cliff House and was thus 
the museum’s landlord, decided to embark on an ambitious renovation plan. 
The Musée would have to vacate its space while the work was going on, and had 
no guarantee it could return once the renovations were complete.

Fortunately, when the citizens of San Francisco heard about this plan, there 
was vigorous public outcry, and a renewed interest in the goings-on at the 
Musée. The authorities got the message and got to work coming up with a viable 
plan. Before long, the museum moved to a new location, in the tourist-heavy 
area of Fisherman’s Wharf.

So my son and I found our way to its new location, in the cavernous belly of 
a dock warehouse smack dab in the middle of Fisherman’s Wharf. My old friends 
were waiting for me — Laffing Sal and the fortuneteller, the mechanical horse 
and the battered boxers. They were the same, but it was strange to see them in 
their new home, in the sunlight, with space between them and room to walk all 
the way around them. My son didn’t know the difference. He squealed with glee as 
we fed our quarters into the carnival display, as the circus performers bobbed up 
and down on their high bars, as the Ferris wheel turned and jiggled the tiny riders.

Since his earliest days, he has disliked staying still. He has always had to be 
on the go and would complain if we stopped pushing the stroller or carrying him 
around. He loves things in motion — cars, trucks, trains — and automatons cer-
tainly fit that bill. It was incredible to see him experience the Musée on his own 
terms, finding his own reason to adore the place. If my husband looked to the 
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future and I looked most often to the past, he was all about the present moment, 
the now of everything.

As I looked around again at the old beloved machines, I realized that seeing 
them in this new setting hadn’t diminished their beauty. Although every scar 
and every chip in their paint was made more visible by the light flooding in, the 
light also revealed their essential strength and timelessness. As with the 
museum, so with any healthy relationship — the shine may wear off, but what 
is most important remains. And in our case, what endures is the choice to meet 
in the middle: to keep asking our questions and to keep looking for those 
answers together.
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Head Games   
A new species has emerged in the living room;  

what can we learn from him?

By CARREN JAO

In the dim light of the living room, he stalks his multiple prey. He reclines 
against the sofa, and his eyebrows furrow slightly as he levels his gaze at the 
72-inch television screen. His too-long hair curls slightly at the neck and 
around his eyes, making him look like a kid lost in serious thought. Sand-

wiched between his hands is a bulbous, Batarang-shaped object: a controller.
He waits just a few beats, as his virtual enemies slink onto the screen. Then, 

he furiously unleashes a complex choreography of finger flicks aimed precisely 
at the array of buttons within his grasp. Bumpers and triggers are pressed; left 
stick and right stick swirl under his thumbs in a graceful dance. As soon as neu-
rons fire in his brain, his phalanges tap-dance into action.

An onscreen avatar moves on command, darting this way and that. His dig-
ital self dances back and forth, at times running away from combatants, and at 
others charging ferociously once his weapon reloads. Somehow, he survives the 
onslaught.

For my husband, playing every relevant video game release for the year is 
research. Ask and you’ll soon discover that this year’s lineup includes Metal Gear 
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Solid, Saint’s Row, Grand Theft Auto, Batman, and another Call of Duty. Every 
other night, I find him in bed with an iPad, searching for new games to down-
load, including titles like Cut the Rope, Temple Run, and Robot Unicorn Attack 2.

Once, I found him playing Walking Dead for pc and for the iPad — which 
were developed by different companies and employ different mechanics — on 
top of watching the television series.

My husband’s job description is one that often leaves boys and men around 
the world salivating. I should know. I’m often beside him as he answers the 
perennial question “So, what do you do?”

“I make video games.”

Level up

It has been five years since I struck up a relationship with Ludus architectus, a 
name I concocted from a combination of the Latin words for “diversion” and 
“builder.” A Homo sapiens sub-species more commonly known as “game 
designer,” Ludus architectus blends seamlessly with the general populace. Like 
many of us, he enjoys blockbuster superhero movies and makes polite small talk.

Except for his overly detailed knowledge of video games past and present 
and the preponderance of T-shirts emblazoned with game logos in his wardrobe — 
invariably snagged from big industry events like the Game Developers Confer-
ence in San Francisco or the E3 Expo in Los Angeles — nothing seems amiss. It is 
only upon prolonged exposure that one notices small deviations that reveal his 
true identity.

For Ludus architectus, creating something fun is the measure of success — 
not realism, not use of advanced technology, not even aesthetics. Unlike those 
of us who just kick back and relax, the game designer actively intellectualizes 
entertainment and excitement in search of that seed of an idea that could per-
haps go into a game level.

He wooed me with a dozen roses delivered for no good  
reason at all. The blooms always came with a cryptic 
handwritten message: “I win.”
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Ludus architectus tells me that fun — despite the monosyllabic construction 
of that word — is abominably complex and requires dogged pursuit similar to 
that required to find happiness. A game designer is forever in search of this con-
founding balance between frustratingly difficult and laughably easy. Too hard, 
and players turn off the game. Too easy, and the tasks become monotonous. His 
quest is to set the fulcrum’s location with extreme care.

And aside from professional satisfaction, his never-ending task offers me 
unexpected personal perks.

Playing to win

Long before his cV said game designer, my husband played games with his then-
long-distance girlfriend: me. Though we met in high school in the Philippines, it 
was only after years of seeing each other’s adolescent awkwardness subside that 
we finally made a go of it — right about the time he left the archipelago for grad-
uate studies at Carnegie Mellon University.

Separated by the Pacific Ocean, he in Pittsburgh and me in Manila, he 
wooed me with a dozen roses delivered for no good reason at all. The blooms 
always came with a cryptic handwritten message: “I win.”

What did he win? I don’t know. What game was he playing exactly? A cos-
mic one, I suppose. All I knew was that a semi-regular flower delivery seemed to 
indicate that I was winning, too.

Games helped strengthen our still-long-distance relationship two years 
after the bouquets stopped coming. Deprived of date nights, we would bond 
over bandwidth. We played mini-games online, especially those made by 
now-shuttered oMgpop, makers of that Pictionary-like game Draw Something. 
Who knew that brightly colored blocks, cutesy characters, and squiggly line 
drawings that would shame a grade-schooler would become our relationship’s 
lifeline? Ludus architectus probably did.

Despite all our technological advances, long-distance lovers know that a 
cold computer can never compare with real-time romance. Still, in no small way, 
those games and the feelings they inspired brought us closer together, one tri-
umphant holler at a time.

Years later, I asked him why he sent flowers with those mysterious little 
cards. He simply said, “So you wouldn’t forget me.”

I never did.
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Blame game

Marriage to Ludus architectus gives me ringside seats to the video-game develop-
ment circus. In turn, it gives him access to the n00biest n00b he knows. You see, 
I’m a culture buff. I prefer museums to multiplayers. I’d take actual ruins over 
cg ones. The only quests I would be engrossed in are those in J.R.R. Tolkien’s 
tales. I had never really gotten into games of any kind, unless you count solitaire. 
Until we married and it was required, I had never played a single-player video 
game from start to finish.

The games we engage in continue to grease the wheels of our happy, healthy 
relationship, but now, it plays out differently. Given my relative lack of gaming 
experience, I am the perfect guinea pig. Rather than compartmentalizing his 
relationship with his work, he opens his world to me by asking me to take part in it.

I play through his prototype levels; based on my feedback, he tweaks his 
design. By doing so, he turns my stumbles into strengths and gives me license to 
voice my thoughts. When he asks me what I think of a level, he isn’t searching 
for a single right answer. He’s seeking an honest one.

In between my muffled curses and hundreds of attempts to clear a level, I 
learn that player proficiency (or lack of it) can’t always explain a bad game expe-
rience. Designers take on much of the burden. They can be dinged for anything 
that makes players stop and go, “Huh?”

Don’t know where to go after fighting off alien attacks in an abandoned mil-
itary base? Tired after pressing the same series of buttons a hundred times to 
perform a once-amazing kick combo? Bored with excessive narration in between 
levels? In every instance, most players are justified in blaming the designer.

Playing god

Ludus architectus is a god in a virtual world, an invisible force that nudges players 
this way or that. If video games were movies, his work would be that of a direc-
tor. He sets up scenes, directs characters, and helps the action unfold, some-
times to a thrilling conclusion. But video games are not movies.

No matter how bizarre the plot twist, Quentin Tarantino never worries that his 
actors will suddenly go rogue. But a game designer’s actors are also his audience. 
Rather than retaining full control, Ludus architectus defines the parameters and then 
cedes decision-making to his players — akin to God giving humankind free will.
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Along the way, Ludus architectus has acquired a vocabulary he uses to com-
municate with others of his kind that is superficially similar to that employed by 
Homo sapiens. “Geo” is not geography but “geometry,” a collection of circles, 
rectangles, and shapes that together form onscreen environments. “Script” isn’t 
calligraphy; it’s the set of instructions you give a computer. “Crunch” isn’t a 
chocolate bar with rice crisps, nor is it an abdominal exercise; it’s really code for 
12- to 16-hour workdays and spoiled weekend plans.

When he talks about “engines,” he means the part of the video game soft-
ware that dictates how objects are drawn or sounds are played, not what’s under 
the hood. “Play dates” aren’t for children we have yet to conceive; they are for 
him and his friends to go online at the same time to play cooperatively.

When he asks, “Did you beat it?” I know that he means, “Have you played 
through a game from start to finish?”

When not crunching, our weekends and weekdays are filled with him trying 
to beat games. When he turns on our desktop computer, which he has hooked up 
to the television and a speaker system so he can play on a larger screen in sur-
round sound, I know the time has come to break out my reading material.

By now, I recognize the silly grin that comes from conquering a particularly 
difficult level. He’s having fun — the kind he tries to build into every game he works 
on. It’s the same delight he shares with me when I’m in the mood to play as well.

Winning

Some of my fondest memories of Ludus architectus involve cooperative games 
that allow two or more players to work together toward a common goal. While 
playing World of Goo, a physics-based puzzle game in which players transform 
bits of black tar into makeshift machines that funnel errant tar balls in a desired 

The games we engage in continue to grease the wheels  
of our happy, healthy relationship, but now, it plays out 
differently. Given my relative lack of gaming experience,  
I am the perfect guinea pig.
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direction, he and I would while away hours overcoming the obstacles of each 
level in the game.

As I held a crucial bit of goo aloft onscreen, he would frantically rush around 
gathering his own goo into the proper formation until his shaky Rube Goldberg–
like machine connected with my piece. As balls of goo emitted rapturous shouts 
of glee as they were sucked into a vacuum container (the goo’s end goal), we cel-
ebrated each goo that we had “saved.” While we were facing digital challenges 
together — and winning, I might add — I felt as if we were also doing our rela-
tionship a favor.

Modern marriages may not be in danger of amorphous evil beings or madmen 
bent on world domination, but my experience with Ludus architectus leads me to 
conclude that challenges (both real and imagined) faced and overcome together 
can bear only good fruit — or, at the very least, higher leader board rankings.

It is customary for couples to inscribe a meaningful passage inside their 
wedding bands. When we married, we chose two words: We win. Because, 
indeed, we both do.
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Inkheart     
Letterpress printing has been revived  
as a craft after its commercial death.

By NANCY GOHRING   

T here’s something soothing about the whir of a letterpress machine in 
motion. It’s a low murmur with a gentle knocking mixed in.

“That lovely sound I call the art of the clanking iron,” says Carl 
Montford, the man many people credit with fostering the thriving let-

terpress community in Seattle. “When I had my shop in the garage in Kansas, 
my son remembers going to sleep at night listening to the clanking iron.”

His colleague Jenny Wilkson, one of the first people in Seattle to hold 
instructional classes on printing with letterpress, gushes about the studio she set 
up at the School of Visual Concepts (sVc). “It’s beautiful equipment, so attrac-
tive, so romantic,” she says.

It wasn’t always so. At one time, there was very little romance to letterpress. 
Tradesmen — and they were mostly men — learned to run the machines at voca-
tional schools. The trade and craft mostly disappeared as photographic, offset 
lithographic, and digital technology replaced the old gear. But it never died out, 
and it’s experiencing a limited but substantive renaissance as an art around the 
world. Seattle is one of the centers of this modest rebirth.
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Hands on

Letterpress was the dominant method for producing large and small editions of 
pamphlets, books, and periodicals nearly from the moment Johann Gutenberg 
figured out the right combination of interchangeable (movable) type, ink, paper, 
and mechanical pressure around 1450 up until the 1950s, when a vastly cheaper 
and more efficient replacement took over.

For those 500 years, the vast majority of printing involved locking raised 
metal and wood type into a frame. Carved images from wood and other material 
joined them; later, so did photographs etched into metal. Ink was originally 
brushed on by hand and later mechanically. A press would make an impression, 
pushing paper with exactly the right amount of force onto the inked surface. 
Montford’s “clanking iron” is the sound of a manually operated mechanical 
treadle in motion; later, steam and electricity powered presses at all scales of 
operation, from one-room shops to city blocks of newspaper machinery.

LPP

Carl Montford in his letterpress shop

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Letterpress_printing
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Until the 1880s, every bit of that type was handset, one letter or symbol at a 
time, from metal produced in specialized type foundries, or carved from wood for 
larger sizes. (See “Wood Stock,” page 178, in which Jacqui Cheng visits the Ham-
ilton Wood Type Museum and recounts wood type’s history.) In the late 19th 
century, “hot metal” typesetting equipment sped up composition by allowing an 
operator to tap away at a keyboard to cause molten lead to gush into molds and set 
lines of type all at once. (Linotype: The Film documents the rise and fall of hot metal.)

Hot-metal type sped up newspaper, magazine, and book production by 
orders of magnitude over handset type, and thus dramatically reduced the num-
ber of people needed to compose the same run of text. But however the type was 
made or set, printing was still almost entirely ink brushed on metal and wood 
impressed into paper.

“It was this utilitarian thing in every small print shop, every ad agency, 
wherever somebody needed to do small print runs,” says Kristine Lynch, a rela-
tively recent letterpress devotee and owner of Flourish, a Seattle shop that sells 
letterpress cards. “And now it’s this piece of art really. Just the press in and of 
itself is a piece of art.”

That’s because of the shift in the 1950s from letterpress printing to off-
set-lithographic printing. This newer technique, tinkered with for a long while, 
became cost effective. Offset printing uses flexible plates coated with a photo-
sensitive material. (The use of photosensitive plates for making prints dates to 
the 1820s, even before the capture of realistic photographic images was possible.)

Expose a film negative of the material to be printed — like a newspaper page 
or an illustration in a book — directly onto the plate, and those exposed areas 
harden. After washing the unexposed areas off, the hardened parts accept ink 
(“oleophilic”) and the unexposed areas reject ink (“oleophobic”). Initially, let-
terpress typesetting was still used to make a single “proof,” which was photo-
graphed as a negative to expose onto the plate.
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For 500 years, the vast majority of printing involved 
locking raised metal and wood type into a frame. Carved 
images from wood and other material joined them.
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But the seeming death knell of metal and wood type came in the 1960s, as 
computers became cheap enough to allow for phototypesetting (“cold type”). 
Type was reversed out of opaque glass or film strips; the outline of the letter 
could be exposed by light shining through onto paper or film behind it. The com-
puter controlled moving the plate to the right position or flashing a light through 
a spinning film strip on a drum at the correct fraction of a second. Phototype 
was, in turn, replaced starting in the late 1970s by imagesetters, which used 
lasers to paint computer-created type and images directly onto paper or film.

Even though some print shops clung to using letterpress years and even 
decades after replacements appeared — they had already paid for all the equip-
ment and had trained staff — all commercial operations eventually gave it up.

Abandoned in the back of print shops, old letterpress equipment collected dust 
for a while — or was taken out and scrapped, especially as print shops and newspa-
per presses moved out of city centers close to commerce and into cheaper suburbs 
and even rural areas. (Seattle’s last major commercial printer left for the hinterlands 
in the late 1990s, and its giant brick building was turned into urban storage lockers.)

But not long after technology had passed letterpress by for commercial use, 
people like Montford started to toy around with it again. He and a small number 
of his peers carried the dying process through the dark decades until more 
recently, when some say a backlash against all things digital breathed renewed 
interest into letterpress.

With that revival of attention comes a bit of experimentation with new tech-
nologies that are aimed at making letterpress printing more efficient, bringing 
elements that left letterpress for dead into focus as key elements of its renaissance.

What was once strictly business became an art form and is now coming full 
circle as some people hope to turn letterpress printing back into a livelihood.

GJV

Montford had spent his free time shoveling chicken  
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up doing odd jobs for the weekly newspaper in a small 
town in Kansas.
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Ink and lead in the veins

Montford’s love for printing started young, when his father “graciously allowed 
me to go downtown and find a job,” as Montford puts it. “At the ripe old age of 
13, I figured I needed a summer off.” Montford had spent his free time shoveling 
chicken waste on his dad’s farm and range operation. He ended up doing odd 
jobs for the weekly newspaper in a small town in Kansas.

Years later, with an engineering degree and a job at Boeing, Montford just 
couldn’t shake the allure of letterpress. “The ink and lead seemed to get into my 
veins, unbeknownst to me,” he says.

Montford moved to Seattle in the early 1980s and ended up finding a few 
other letterpress fans by reading the classified ads while on the lookout for 
machines and typefaces. Three or four of them would meet Saturday mornings 
for breakfast and help each other out with equipment problems.

A chase, which holds type or carved blocks or a combination of the two, locked down for printing
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At the time, very little craft printing of the sort he liked was going on across 
the country. The American Printing History Association existed but mainly 
“printed these little three-by-four cards with witty sayings,” as an exercise in 
using the antique type and cuts they’d find, Montford says.

From then until around the turn of the century, there was a small but grow-
ing community of letterpress fans in Seattle. That’s changed in the last decade: 
as people began spending more time staring at screens, the interest in this 
old-fashioned, deeply tactile and messy process has boomed.

“A graphic artist goes to work, sits at a computer all day, and leaves at night, 
and their hands are just as clean as they were when they went to work,” Mont-
ford says. “So many of the students are present-day graphic artists, and they 
want to come in and get something tangible in their hands.” Montford teaches at 
sVc and takes on some private students in his own studio.

Wilkson finds a similar yearning in her students at sVc. “It’s a reaction to 
how distant we’ve gotten to working with our hands,” she says. “There’s a huge 
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diY revolution going on in a lot of parts of the country. Letterpress is so perfectly 
suited for that.”

About half of her students have a graphic arts background — sVc teaches 
visual and communication arts and trades. But the rest are people who “don’t 
think of themselves as creative types but love the printed word,” she says. Sur-
prisingly, she has a fair number of accountants in her classes.

A ruinous business or an expensive hobby

The problem for many students, though, is what to do with their newfound 
knowledge after they take a class in letterpress. “You spend 10 weeks learning 
this craft, but it’s not like you’re learning tennis and you just go to the courts on 
your own. There’s no way to carry it on,” says Lynch, who took Wilkson’s class.

Making a full-time living based on handset type and hand-operated letter-
press is nearly impossible, most people agree. “I think you can either try to teach 
it or you create art books or sell broadsides, but I don’t think it’s a viable living,” 
Wilkson says. To set type and make greeting cards on a hand-operated press, 
running each individual card through multiple times to add colors, is just too 
time-consuming to pay all the bills. Some turn to it more as a hobby that pays a 
small return; others mix in higher-paying work to make letterpress production 
financially feasible.

Plus, since it’s become more popular, letterpress type and presses are harder to 
come by and growing more expensive. No one is making new presses and few are 
making new type, and the world’s supply of workable items is always dwindling. 
In the 1970s and 1980s, an uncountable number of pounds of lead, antimony, 
tin, cast iron, and steel were junked when shops closed down or went bankrupt. 
Printers — or creditors in bankruptcies — typically had to pay to get presses and 
cases of type hauled off. (The wood type sometimes survived in limited quanti-

 “ A graphic artist goes to work, sits at a computer all  
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ties to be sold by antique and knick-knack stores for household decoration.)
As the supply of presses has shrunk, however, prices have gone sky high. 

When Wilkson was creating the shop at sVc in 2000, she was able to acquire 
most of the machines for free or around $1,000. The same kinds of presses 
today go for $10,000 or $15,000, she says.

And they easily break. “When people move these presses, they don’t know 
what the heck they’re doing and the presses fall over and break,” Montford says. 
“When cast iron is 150 years old, it becomes brittle with age.”

With his engineer’s background, Montford has become the go-to man for 
repairing old machines. He’s “in cahoots” with a local machine shop that does a 
good job of welding cast iron and helps him repair broken pieces, he says.

Mixing bits and metal

While no one has really solved the problem of a shortage of presses, people have 
turned to new technologies to try to address some other issues that make it so 
difficult to make letterpress printing into a business.

For instance, to create the Flourish logo that appears on the back of cards 
that Lynch prints on her 1920s Chandler and Price 10×15 platen press, she 
designed the logo in Adobe Illustrator and sent it off to New York, where a com-
pany created a photopolymer plate for her.

These plates combine modern, recent, and antique technology. Photopoly-
mer, invented in the 1950s, began to be used in the 1980s for letterpress as 
good-quality handset type became scarce and the hot-metal machines fell out of 
use. A polymer plate can be directly exposed to lithographic film — film that is 
either transparent or opaque with no shades of gray — to harden its rubbery sur-
face in almost the same method used for making offset printing plates.

But when offset plates are washed, only an extremely thin layer of material 
is removed. With photopolymer, a significant amount of the medium comes off 
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A polymer plate can be directly exposed to lithographic 
film — film that is either transparent or opaque  
with no shades of gray — to harden its rubbery surface.
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with warm water and “washing soda,” a non-toxic alkaline, leaving a high relief.
The finished plate is attached to a plastic or metal backing, which then pairs 

with a base through reusable adhesive or magnetism. The plate plus the base 
bring the material to “type height,” always exactly 0.918 inches (23.3mm) in the 
United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom.

“The great thing about polymer is it can take a beating,” Lynch notes. Lead 
type of the kind originally used in many letterpress machines is quite soft and 
can easily be damaged. Although there are a few foundries now that produce 
fresh type for letterpress, they make very few faces and the cost is quite high. If 
you ruin what you’ve got, you may not be able to replace it. Magnesium plates 
using caustic acids for washing are also made, but are better for foil stamping 
than printing — they are very hard.

Wilkson also has a studio where she prints off modern plates, although 
she’d prefer to make a living out of handset printing. “There’s just no way to 
make it financially make sense if I were to handset everything,” she says.

In addition to using polymer plates, some printers are attaching motors to 
their old letterpress machines so that they can churn out prints faster and with 
less labor. Designers are even farming out the printing — they create a design 
and hire a commercial printer, like Seattle’s Evolution Press, to print it on a let-
terpress machine.

Apple introduced modestly priced “letterpress” cards in October 2010 that 
combine fancy color laser printing of custom messages and photos with photo-
polymer-based commercial printing. The company wanted the nostalgia of let-
terpress but the convenience of modern production.

Six of one

To Lynch, these are all ways that people are experimenting with letterpress in 
hopes of making a living at it. If the work is high quality, she may be interested. 
“People are trying different things like using neon inks and different paper 
stocks and printing on chipboard instead of Italian art paper,” she says.

Some artists, though, point out the difference between handset printed 
materials and those made on polymer plates. “What’s better about handset? It’s 
imperfect,” Wilkson says. “Digital letterpress, because it’s a relief plate it’s all 
precisely the same height. Sometimes that seems a little dead. I think the hand-
set projects really stand out in their imperfectness.”
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The uninitiated, too, seem to prefer the imperfections, even if they might 
not know exactly why. One of Lynch’s suppliers, Ghost Academy, makes a line 
of cards that aren’t actually made on a letterpress. The artist hand-carves lino-
leum and simply inks it and presses it to the paper by hand. “Look how primitive 
it is,” Lynch says, holding up the card.

It turns out that these cards are Lynch’s best sellers. “I think this is a back-
lash maybe to these perfectly printed things,” she says. Part of the allure, though, 
is in the message on the Ghost Academy cards; one reads, “If you were a zom-
bie, I would totally let you eat my brains.”

Even as designers continue to play with ways to make letterpress printing 
into a business, hobbyists and artists are sure to carry on with the traditional 
handset printing just for the love of it.

Like Montford. “I’m not a commercial printer and never have been. I’m a 
private press proprietor. I print and do art work for my own amusement,” he 
says. “I go to art shows and book shows and set up my table and sell my limited- 
edition wood engravings, and that’s enough to keep me in paper and ink money 
for a while.”

Whether the public buys one of his limited editions at an art show or a more 
mass-produced card in a shop, it seems that letterpress has gotten under the 
skin, just like the lead in Montford’s veins.
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Wilkson also has a studio where she prints off modern 
plates. “There’s just no way to make it financially make 
sense if I were to handset everything.”
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Sink Your Teeth In  
Nerdy pleasures deserve to be shared, 

 especially when sweet or savory.

By JULIO OJEDA-ZAPATA 

T he quenepa is a tree-grown fruit found in a gigantic swath of the tropics: 
from Florida to Mexico it grows, and across the Caribbean and Central 
and South America. It is my favorite fruit, by far, because it is a bit like 
candy. That is why kids adore it, as do virtually all adults who grew up 

with it, as I did in San Juan, Puerto Rico. (Say it like “keh neh pah.”)
But it’s a hard sell for my fellow Minnesotans. I’ve been trying to seduce 

them for years. I once returned from a trip to the tropics brandishing a bag of 
quenepas (also commonly called mamoncillos and Spanish limes, among other 
names, and officially dubbed Melicoccus bijugatus), and excitedly handed them 
out to my friends, neighbors, and coworkers.

Invariably, the reaction was puzzlement — or even mild disgust. I couldn’t 
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fathom this, because quenepas are so good and so easy to eat.
Use your teeth to gently crack the thin, green skin on the quenepa, which 

looks like a midget lime. Remove the pit, leaving the orange-colored pulp that 
tastes…unique, but with tantalizing hints of apricot, peach, orange, and lemon.

Pop the fruit in its peel in your mouth and suck, suck, suck on it until only 
dried-up pulp remains, and discard. Repeat.

What’s not to like?

“Slimy” is a word I heard a lot among those I handed quenepas to. Some couldn’t 
even be persuaded to crack one open.

One colleague peered at his fruit for a few seconds while holding it gingerly 
with thumb and forefinger, and then, with his face blank, he slid it into his 
pocket. I read his intentions — he would wait until I was not around and lob the 
mamón into the trash — and I insisted on its return. I’d be damned if I’d let a sin-
gle precious genipe go to waste.

“What is wrong with you people?” I wanted to yell. “There’s more than 
supermarket-aisle apples, bananas, and oranges that have been bred into insipid 
uniformity, y’know!”

I do not mean to imply that gringos as a rule do not get it. On the rare occa-
sions when a bunch of quenepas miraculously appeared on shelves of Latino or 
Asian groceries in St. Paul, I’d see Floridians walk in, eyes wide — they some-
times looked like they wanted to cry. (So did I, guys, so did I.)

But they were raised on the things, just as I was in Borinquen and my wife in 
South America (she and I have epic mock fights about its proper name; I favor 
“quenepa,” while she insists the correct designation is “mamoncillo”).

For other Americanos, especially those in the far north, the quenepa may 
just be too weird. At least, I have yet to find an adult who likes it even after I’ve 
made my sales pitch and offered up a sample.

Geek out

I’m a passionate geek, and I like to convince others to try the new things I’ve 
found that are fantastic. I’m fired up by everything nerdy: the latest notebook 
computers and handhelds, the newest killer apps and social networks, and the 
coolest comic books and geek-themed toys.

TBT
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These are interests meant to be shared. Nerds, by our nature, are not con-
tent to pursue such passions alone. We’re obsessed with getting others to grasp 
and embrace them. We know we’re in a niche, but we want that niche to grow.

Such pursuits needn’t be overtly techy or nerdy either, as my proselytizing 
for quenepas shows. They can be anything at all. A nerd who succeeds in con-
verting the uninitiated to his or her way of thinking feels like a fucking Moses. A 
nerd who fails might slide into despondency. At least, that is how this nerd has 
felt on a handful of such quests (some triumphant, some failed) over the years.

Keep pushing!

Coffee is easier to sell than an unusual tropical fruit in the Twin Cities, where 
you’ll run into Caribou Coffee or Dunn Bros establishments on nearly every inner-
city commercial zone and in every suburban mall. Minnesotans do love their 
java, and that makes them receptive to another of my obsessions: the AeroPress.

I used to think expensive coffee-making gear was required to make an 
exemplary cuppa joe. Then, among the laptops and handsets and other pricey 
tech gadgets that regularly show up on my desk at work to be evaluated, one day 
an assortment of plastic tubes and doodads appeared.

My life changed at that moment, though it took a while for me to realize it. 
Oh, the dreck I used to drink because I thought fantastic-tasting homemade 
café was beyond my grasp (affordably, anyway). Nope.

The AeroPress is deceptively simple. You spoon coffee grounds and pour 
hot water into a plastic tube that has a filter at one end. You then push a slightly 
narrower, plunger-like tube through the first one to force the water through the 
filter and into a mug. Elementary!

Yet the results taste amazing — even more so with the AeroPress-brewing 
variations that acolytes of the gadget’s inventor, Alan Adler, have devised over 
the years. The AeroPress subculture is profoundly gadget-nerdy, with gazillions 
of YouTube tutorial videos and recurring events called AeroPress Champion-
ships that award trophies in the shape of — you guessed it — an AeroPress.

“Do you like coffee?” I’d ask people at random. If their answer was in the 
affirmative, I’d add, “Oh, good, I have to tell you about my favorite coffee 
maker.” If their answer was in the negative, I was not fazed: “You might develop 
a taste for it if you buy an AeroPress. Have you heard of it?”

I got my mother pressin’. My best friend, another nerd, was thrilled with the 
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AeroPress I gave him as a present, declaring it a “sci-fi coffee blaster.” A few of 
my coworkers, duly converted, put a communal AeroPress in a vacant news-
room cubicle so anyone could lift the gizmo lovingly from its decorative bas-
ket for brewing sessions.

Heck, I even won over my newspaper’s then food critic, Kathy Jenkins, who 
called the AeroPress “the little black dress of coffee makers.”

I have no clue how many AeroPress purchases I’ve triggered to date,  
but the figure is significant…and thus represents my greatest triumph of  
nerd indoctrination.

That’s crazy, chicken

I’m in the midst of another campaign.
I spotted a Latin-style fast-food chicken establishment near downtown St. 

Paul not long ago, and grew more and more curious about it as I drove by it every 
day. I finally talked my skeptical wife into trying it with me.

Turns out that Pollo Campero, a chain originating in Guatemala in the 
early 1970s, is something of a sensation among Latin Americans and, increas-
ingly, stateside Latinos as enclaves pop up around the country. Its juicy grilled 
chicken is to die for (there is the fried kind, too), and its crispy yucca fries put 
those at the Twin Cities’ Brasa sit-down joints to shame. The empanadas are 
perfection, too. Pollo Campero has become a favorite for my family meals 
and date nights.

More to the point of this essay, it is also becoming my preferred setting 
for work-related lunch meetings. I am becoming obsessed with luring all of 
my colleagues and contacts over there. Once they bite into that insanely fla-
vorful pollo, I know they’ll lose interest in kFcs like the one adjacent to St. 
Paul’s Campero (the only Campero in Minnesota, long may it endure).

Another, admittedly weirder, reason Pollo Campero fascinates me is its 
resemblance to Los Pollos Hermanos, the fictional fast-food chain that is a 
front for a methamphetamine trafficker in the, um, addictive tV series Breaking Bad.

My first time at Pollo Campero, I half expected to find a slender, dapper, 
bespectacled African American manager taking my order (I wasn’t sure whether 
I’d smile or scream if this came to pass). No, Gustavo Fring’s doppelgänger never 
appeared, but I have come to regard Pollo Campero as so wicked cool that I want 
all to try it. My inner nerd insists that I evangelize it.
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It begins at home

Sometimes I’m looking to convert an audience of one: my son.
The kid, now 14, is a micro-Julio who shares many of my classic nerd inter-

ests, from Star Trek and Star Wars (we agree to disagree on Jar Jar Binks) to Ava-
tar: The Last Airbender and superhero-themed motion pictures.

So when I got it in my head to make sushi not long ago, even though I’m not 
much of a cook and I had never attempted anything remotely like the Japanese 
delicacies, I made sure my son was involved.

After a bit of Web research, I was rolling makizushi like a lunatic and obsess-
ing about making the tightest, most rounded such cylinders. My son, however, 
proved to be the sushi Jedi after he watched me make maki but once or twice. 
This filled me with annoyance and pride. The boy and I bonded over sticky rice 
and seaweed wrapping.

A nerd pal, watching me blather on about sushi-making on Twitter and 
Facebook, invited me to her apartment for a tutorial that turned into a multi-family 
feast. My kid came along, and he was one of the sushi chefs at this nerd conclave.

I’ve lately been a fool for Sriracha sauce, too. My son, though fond of spicy 
food, is not convinced about the chili sauce, and he rolls his eyes when I 
half-seriously refer to the red goop as “one of mankind’s greatest inventions.” 
I’ll convert him to the way of the rooster soon enough. Oh, yes.

“Sriracha,” The Oatmeal webcomics artist Matthew Inman writes on his site, 
in an homage that is also a clarion call to his fellow nerds, “you are a delicious 
blessing flavored with the incandescent glow of a thousand dying suns. I love you.”

I’m putting The Oatmeal on my son’s reading list.

First quentact

We recently had neighbors — a Californian of Puerto Rican extraction and his 
Minnesotan wife — over for dinner. Their two older boys (of four kids) are good 
friends with my son; all are adventurous.

I handed them quenepas, and won converts in seconds. This fruit is almost 
like candy, as I said, so young ones are predisposed to take to it — I have yet to 
encounter one who doesn’t, regardless of whether he or she grew up with it or 
had just discovered it.

Every child is a passionate nerd, it seems. Too bad so many outgrow it.
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Re-Enabled                
iOS’s impact on those with impairments isn’t just  

a marketing slide; it’s profound.

By STEVEN AQUINO 

 S cott Forstall, then Apple’s ios chief, stood onstage at the wwdc keynote 
last June and showed the audience a series of slides illustrating the 
many uses to which an iPad could be put. The one that resonated with me 
appeared for just a moment: it showed a boy with autism using an iPad.

That scenario plays out for me every day. I work with special-needs chil-
dren, and I also have a severe visual impairment. The situation depicted is part 
of my every working moment. But I wondered if Forstall’s slide was just another 
marketing bullet point to those outside our community. Do other people know 
about the profound changes ios has brought to those with disabilities?

iOS’s profound assistance

The accessibility technologies built into ios — things like VoiceOver and Guided 
Access — let those with disabilities use their devices with as much wonder and 
enjoyment as the fully abled. VoiceOver describes aurally every object onscreen 
and its placement, as well as reading sequences of text aloud. Guided Access 

GCD

RKR

JGW

Video frame from an Apple presentation  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_detailpage&v=tTb59inTw5o#t=21s
https://www.apple.com/accessibility/iphone/vision.html
https://www.apple.com/ios/whats-new/#accessibility


242

limits a device to a single app by disabling the Home button and limiting which 
onscreen areas can accept touch input.

Accessibility, as I relate to it, is best framed in the context of my visual impair-
ment. Being born three months premature left me legally blind. In my case, that 
means “low vision”: I can see — just not clearly or at a distance (certainly not well 
enough to drive, for instance), and I benefit greatly from accommodations like large-
print books.

What large text means to me in 2012 is worlds different from what it meant 
when I was growing up. I was born in 1981, and accessibility was a far different 
beast during my formative years. Larger text meant more pages, resulting in 
thick and heavy books that I had to lug around in my backpack. The books were 
big and ugly, and I hated them with a passion. The price of accessibility sucked.

ios has made those books into nothing more than distant memories. Large 
print is just a gesture or tap away on a device that fits into my pocket or my 
beloved Café bag from Tom Bihn. For someone like me, ios is nothing short of a 
godsend. That I can pinch-to-zoom to my heart’s content in order to get my daily 
dosage of Daring Fireball, or tap once in Tweetbot to make the font bigger, 
makes my ios devices all the more usable. More importantly, it makes ios and 
the content I love all the more delightful.

On task

My day job has me working as a paraeducator (the more professional term for 
classroom aide) to preschoolers with special needs. The iPad is a huge success 
with them. My students’ disabilities are moderate to severe in range, and 
because they’re developmentally delayed to varying degrees, they need activi-
ties precisely tailored to suit their needs.

The iPad’s power for these children lies in the fact that we don’t need to 
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teach how to use the thing. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve given an iPad 
to a student who’s fairly cognitively delayed and watched them tap and swipe 
like a pro. I’ve even had students master the advanced multitasking gestures (for 
example, five-finger pinch to close an app) without any demoing or prompting 
whatsoever. In addition, I’ve had students ask for apps by name — Angry Birds 
and abc Food being popular requests.

Furthermore, the iPad has changed the way we in the classroom view 
instruction. One of my daily tasks is to lead a small group session in which we 
work on pre-academic skills such as identifying colors, shapes, and the alphabet. 
Before the iPad, I used traditional, analog tools like flash cards, puzzles, and 
other manipulatives. While these tools still do (and should) have their place, the 
recurring question among staff is whether we need as much of the old-guard 
stuff in our curriculum.

The iPad is such a hit, in fact, that it serves as a motivator for our students to 
“use their words.” When one of our students wants to use the iPad, he or she has 
to ask for it; it requires using expressive language. Saying “iPad” or “I want 
iPad” or some approximation thereof (depending on ability, of course) is a win-
win situation: Not only does the child get what he or she wants while practicing 
the use of language, but we as staff gain insight into their language and 
social-emotional development — as well as the pleasure of seeing a face light up.

You might suspect that the iPad’s whiz-bang interaction would distract our 
kids. But we’ve found that it keeps our students attentive and engaged far better 
and longer than any of our conventional tools. And with Guided Access, I can 
ensure that they stay on task by locking them in to the app I want them to use. 
Moreover, the iPad is a tool they want to learn on and use. The iPad has nearly 
obviated the need (and the desire) to keep utilizing older materials, because the 
iPad is capable of helping our students grasp the necessary concepts in a mod-
ern, engaging way.

I work with two speech and language pathologists (slps) who are assigned 
to my classes. Once a week, they perform a “push-in” (large group) circle time in 
which they lead my students in singing songs, reading stories, and the like. The 
slps use the iPad to play music and show pictures of concepts related to the 
day’s lesson. This is reinforced in the small-group sessions that occur outside 
the classroom.

Beyond the benefits the iPad brings our students, it’s also been wonder-
ful for staff. They buzz about the tablets in the hallways and staffroom. I 
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hear conversations all the time about which apps work best for what activity, 
and how much the kids enjoy using the gear. And the parents have offered simi-
lar feedback.

Many of the parents own ios devices, and they ask teachers and support 
staff for tips and tricks on how to make use of an iPad at home. We’ve even had 
parents who didn’t own an iPad buy one because they were so excited by our 
reports that their child’s learning progressed because of it.

Apps such as Notability and Dropbox are great for taking and storing assess-
ment notes, while Safari is the gateway to our district’s Web service for keeping 
track of daily attendance. So not only is the iPad changing the way our students 
learn and access information, but it’s also helping the staff provide the best 
possible support in ensuring that our students reach their highest potential.

Pocket full of superpowers

Every time I pick up my iPhone or iPad, I feel extremely fortunate that I’m living 
in this time. Being able to manipulate content with just my fingers, allowing me 
to get as close (or as far away) as necessary, feels genuinely magical to me. I 
often wonder how I made it through 12 years of schooling without multi-touch 
gestures and VoiceOver. The resources that are available now are spectacular.

A few months ago, Matt Gemmell had a great insight into what ios means 
for disabled individuals, and it resonates with me still: “ios devices are a lifeline. 
They’re a bionic enhancement — a pocket full of superpowers. The difference 
that they make to the life of a blind person is truly profound. They’re tools of 
independence, and of participation.”

If Apple strives for the intersection of liberal arts and technology, as Steve 
Jobs said, then the words you’ve just read epitomize that vision. It makes 
Forstall’s slide meaningful, because it’s no longer just a superficial marketing 
point. My experiences and those of my students personify that slide. We’re 
much more than feel-good marketing.

Afterword: Since writing “Re-Enabled” last year, my life has been pretty exciting. After 
the essay was published, I quit my job to pursue a career as a writer, and my freelance 
work has appeared in several publications. This led to me co-hosting a podcast with my 
friend Ben Alexander: Accessible, a weekly show in which we discuss accessibility in iOS.
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What Lies Beneath               
Dwindling nudist colonies have trouble finding new members.

By ALISON HALLETT 

T he first thing you notice, when meeting a nudist in his natural habitat, 
is that he’s naked.

There’s no way around it. No matter how open-minded you think 
you are, when you meet your first nudist you’ll probably find yourself 

making unusually good eye contact to avoid sneaking untoward glances at the 
myriad bits on display.

But what’s really surprising — more surprising than the sight of bright sun 
on the bare flesh of a man old enough to be your father — is how quickly that 
self-consciousness melts away.

In the August 7, 1938, edition of the Oregonian, columnist Virgil Smith 
described a trip to Camp Hesperia, a nudist camp outside Estacada, Oregon:

Dave Bush. Photos by Pat Moran
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Your correspondent was shocked when he entered Camp Hesperia and saw men, 
women, and children strolling about in nothing but shoes — shocked that he was 
not shocked. Another shock came with the realization of self-consciousness, even 
embarrassment in clothes. And a third shock that should he shed his own clothes he 
would not be embarrassed or ill at ease.

(Smith went on to diplomatically conclude that while he found nudists to be 
a friendly, egalitarian bunch, “People are more inspiring as companions when at 
least the worst of their physical imperfections are shielded from view.”)

Smith’s observation conforms precisely to my own experience, 75 years 
later, at Squaw Mountain Ranch, the same camp visited by Smith in 1938. (They 
would, admittedly, benefit from another name change, as the name and Indian 
princess logo are decidedly problematic.)

I first visited the camp in 2010 with a friend who was writing about its 
attempt to beat the world skinny-dipping record. At 51 participants, they didn’t 
succeed — the world record is 729 — but I was taken by how cheerful and earnest 
everyone was. The nudists I met were just like anyone else with a geeky pastime 
that the rest of the world doesn’t understand: friendly, welcoming, and eager to 
explain their lifestyle to the uninitiated.
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Live nude grandpas

If you have any preconceived notions about what kind of person takes up nud-
ism, five minutes talking to Squaw Mountain groundskeeper Ron Coyle will 
quickly dispel them. He’s serious, thoughtful, down-to-earth. “I’m a country 
boy,” he says when I ask him why he became a nudist. “This is about as country 
as I can be and still have people around.”

Squaw Mountain was founded in 1933, just two years after the national orga-
nization the American Association for Nude Recreation was born. It’s the sec-
ond-oldest nudist camp in the country, and the oldest west of the Mississippi (a 
distinction we westerners are often abashedly forced to claim), occupying just 
under 20 acres.

This is timber territory, as a freshly clear-cut expanse bordering the camp 
attests. Roadside stands sell strawberries, and if you dawdle on the road that 
winds through forests and farmland toward the camp, sUVs will impatiently hug 
your bumper. After a rumble down a bumpy gravel road, the camp emerges from 
the woods, and any expectations of seediness or salaciousness are immediately 
dispelled. Flower-lined paths surround tidy cabins; there’s a small bandstand, a 
volleyball net, a shuffleboard court.

Squaw Mountain’s fortunes have risen and fallen over the years, Ron 
explains. Gas shortages threatened the camp with closure during World War ii, 
and it fell into disrepair and disuse again in the 1980s. When Ron joined Squaw 
Mountain in 1990, the camp was nearly abandoned, back taxes were owed, and 
most of the cabins were rundown and uninhabitable. Today it’s neat and well 
maintained, and Ron estimates that current membership hovers around 70 peo-
ple. (He’s seen it as low as 50 and as high as 120.)

The atmosphere is, in a word, wholesome. It’s summer camp for naked 
grown-ups.

PSR

The nudists I met were just like anyone else with a geeky 
pastime: friendly, welcoming, and eager to explain their 
lifestyle to the uninitiated.
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In the flesh

The word “family” comes up a lot among Squaw Mountain’s residents, and they 
mean it both figuratively and literally. Tattooed, friendly Terri, Ron’s daughter, 
tells me about the first time she reluctantly came to visit her dad at Squaw Moun-
tain. “I really didn’t want to see my dad naked,” she confesses. “And then we get 
up here, and who should lead us to our spot but my naked dad! Four days later, I 
was asking to be a member.”

Her children learned to swim at the camp; her son-in-law, who initially 
feared that Squaw Mountain would be a “perv cave” and refused to let his chil-
dren visit, relented after Terri brought him for a visit to see how innocuous and 
kid-friendly it really is. Now Terri’s grandchildren are regulars too, making Ron 
the stoic patriarch of four generations of Squaw Mountain campers.

The campground he presides over looks like the setting of a Meatballs-esque 
’80s movie. On a sunny day in August, Ron and his fellow camper Dave take me 
on a tour as a manic dachshund named Annie makes wild circles underfoot. (It 
was my second visit to Squaw Mountain, and the only moment my composure 
threatened to dissolve was when I heard myself say “wiener dog.”)

Squaw Mountain boasts 15 cabins as well as rV hookups and space for tent 
camping. The cabins were brought to the site in the 1950s, salvaged from a 
nearby logging camp, and they’ve all been upgraded and customized over the 
years. Today they’re cheerful and colorful and personalized with bits of kitsch, 
like a small neon arrow reading “Live Nudes!”

A few people play shuffleboard, wearing hats to shield at least their heads 
from the sun, and more sit in camp chairs in front of tents or rVs — like campers 
anywhere, except not wearing pants. There’s a rec room, with ping pong and 
foosball, and a small gift store that sells nudist clothing, which sounds like 
an oxymoron until you see the mesh ensembles for sale inside. (And as more 

 “ We’re having trouble attracting younger people,”  
says Ron, acknowledging that the club tends to draw  
an older crowd. 
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than one person pointed out to me: 
Nudists might enjoy being naked, 
but they’re not stupid. In the winter, 
everyone wears clothes.)

A trail leads down to the man-
made Lake Opal. It’s named for one 
of the camp’s original founders, 
whose photo is pasted into a collaged 
poster of historical photographs in 
the camp’s dining hall.

Other photos in the poster — a 
blonde nude reclining in a classic 
pinup pose; a muscular young man 
with two grinning girls hanging from 
his arms — hint at Squaw Mountain’s 
more youthful past.

Naked ambition

Today’s members are more likely 
to have 20-year-olds of their own 
than to be 20-year-olds, which is something of a problem.

“We’re having trouble attracting younger people,” says Ron, acknowledging 
that the club tends to draw an older crowd. “Most people who come up [are 
retired], their kids are all gone, they’re at loose ends, looking for something to 
do,” he explains. “A lot of people’s kids don’t even know what their parents are 
up to.” (Think about that next time your parents take a vacation.)

Squaw Mountain has made bids to attract a younger crowd — a music festi-
val in August, a Spring Break week in the spring — that parallel the efforts of nud-
ist organizations nationwide, which have seen declining numbers in recent years.

“A lot of young people just aren’t joiners,” says American Association for Nude 
Recreation spokesperson Tom Mulhall. “Doesn’t matter whether it’s nudists’ 
resorts, gyms, or bowling leagues. Doesn’t matter; they just don’t join. Nudists’ 
resorts that are not membership-driven have a much younger membership.”

Mulhall says young people are much more likely to spend a day at an out-
door nude recreation site, like a beach, or visit a non-membership resort (like 
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the one he owns in Palm Springs) 
than they are to pay $150 to $200 a 
year for a membership to a place like 
Squaw Mountain.

Though their ideas about the 
ideal setting for nude recreation 
might vary, Mulhall and the Squaw 
Mountain campers express many of 
the same values in talking about 
why they were drawn to the nudist 
lifestyle: Freedom. Acceptance. The 
ability to really get to know some-
one, without obvious markers of 
class and status getting in the way. A 
resistance to what they see as a per-

vasive cultural fallacy that there is something inherently sexual about nakedness. 
(“Nude, not lewd” is a common refrain.)

Squaw Mountain’s version of nudism isn’t sexy or glamorous. Instead of 
big-breasted women playing volleyball in slow motion, there are senior citizens 
playing shuffleboard (in slow motion). It’s not the body-painted bacchanal of 
Burning Man. It’s closer to the earnest industriousness of urban homesteading, 
of people who get really excited about making their own soap.

Whether Squaw Mountain succeeds in its efforts to attract new members 
or not, there’s something undeniably endearing about the fact that in a little 
camp in the middle of the wilderness, four generations of nudists are keeping 
a family tradition alive.
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Pinball Wizards   
Keeping machines in play, one location scout  

and data field at a time.

By BRITTANY SHOOT 

T here’s only one reason to stop at the tourist-trap diner in my downtown 
San Francisco neighborhood. In the back, behind a display case of 
schlocky trinkets and the bored servers clustered around a red vinyl 
booth, there are two pinball machines: a 1991 Williams Terminator 2: 

Judgment Day and a Gottlieb Atlantis, an electro-mechanical console first 
released in 1975.

I didn’t figure this out by peeking in the window or even by going in. I grew 
up with a Bally Paragon in my basement and love to play, but I’m not that com-
mitted. Like a lot of players, I turn to the Pinball Map to determine which nearby 
bars, arcades, and pizza shops have machines inside. It’s an actively crowd-
sourced collection available through its Web site and its smartphone apps. 
Before I wander into a dank pool hall south of the city, I know which machines 
I’ll find there. Moreover, I know what condition the machines are in, and 
whether I should bother making a stop at all.

Mapping the relevant locales for any sort of hobby or sport isn’t exactly a 
new idea. In the pre-smartphone era, pinballers scribbled on bits of paper to 
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keep track of their favorite bars. In recent years, because of renewed interest 
in the pastime, players have banded together to create data banks for most 
major cities: New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Seattle, to name a few. The 
Bay Area’s robust, timely listings are thanks in large part to the efforts of my 
pal Jon Olkowski.

Like a lot of millennial and Gen X players, Olkowski grew up slapping flip-
pers in arcades and tilting machines in friends’ basements. When he rediscov-
ered pinball in late 2008, he knew about only a handful of spots to play. On a 
slow day at work, he decided to map his 10 to 15 go-to pubs and found another 45 
from other maps and Yelp listings. After posting about the project to the Bay 
Area Pinball Association newsgroup, he gained 18 collaborators. “Within two 
weeks, I was up to 150 locations,” he says, still a bit incredulous.

Flipping out

No one — especially players in the pinball community — should be surprised by 
the collaborative attitude. Like any esoteric hobby, pinball relies on an active, 
committed base of regulars to keep interest from waning. Highly skilled location 
players — that is, pinheads who log hours playing in public rather than practicing 
on their own machines — help remind club owners that pinball is still in demand, 
and that machines should be maintained accordingly.

And while it might seem like a convenient trend-piece thesis, there is an 
actual pinball resurgence underway. In 2006, the International Flipper Pinball 
Association had 500 ranked members and ran 50 sanctioned events. Today, 
there are over 16,000 players competing in more than 350 official tournaments, 
with those numbers increasing substantially every year. After teetering on the 
edge of bankruptcy for over a decade, Stern Pinball, the country’s only surviving 
legacy manufacturer, has seen sales quadruple since 2009. That same year, pinball 
documentary Special When Lit sparked interest on the film festival circuit. Two 
startup manufacturers, Skit-B and Jersey Jack, released machines in 2013 and 2014.

Yet for all the pizzazz in industry fortunes, pinball machines still elicit a 
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sense of classic Americana, mostly because so little about the actual game has 
changed. Pop bumpers have functioned in the same basic way for a century. 
Coin-drop is still just a quarter or two. Unlike video games, a game of pinball is 
difficult from the start. There’s no beginner level. You either stick with it and get 
better, or you don’t. Word of mouth remains the most effective form of market-
ing. A friend of a friend told me he played in a league and at weekend tourna-
ments where fellow players give pointers and cheer for one another. After 
entering half a dozen Saturday afternoon tourneys this past year, I’m ranked 
3,323 in the world (as of January 2014), and I have some cool new friends. It’s 
hokey, but it’s true.

Fueling fellow-player passion for the past seven years, back-end developer 
Scott Wainstock and front-end coder and designer Ryan Gratzer manage what is 
widely considered the definitive pinball map. It started when the friends were 
living in Portland, Oregon, one of the focal points of the pinball revival. With 
player communities expanding there and farther north in Vancouver, bc, Wain-
stock and Gratzer knew they needed to map their home turf and eventually 
include other regions.

No one can verify what happened next — we know only that Wainstock and 
Gratzer connected with Olkowski, despite having no elegant solution for merg-
ing the data. “I think I just manually added it,” Gratzer says with a laugh. From 
there, the Pinball Map rapidly expanded. Every city and region mapped, from 
Toronto to the Twin Cities, has at least several committed players in the area, 
something Gratzer and Wainstock insist upon in order to keep the information 
from becoming stale and outdated.

It’s a simple and fair request, and one that makes the app far more useful 
than a static Web site occasionally updated by random players. Every commu-
nity resource needs an active evangelist behind it — or at the very least, a tal-
ented, curious curator. Eric Wagensonner, a Bay Area admin who recently took 
over the primary maintenance responsibilities from Olkowski, treats updating 
the map like a treasure hunt. “I’ve always seen the map as a community ser-
vice,” he says. “There are a ton of bars I don’t enjoy, but I go every six months. I 
like exploring new places.”

That’s quite an understatement. Wagensonner recently settled in San Fran-
cisco after nearly three years on a massive, multi-continent road trip. It started 
in London, weaved through Africa and the Middle East, and landed him back in 
Europe before he came home to the States. Get him talking about pinball, and 
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you’ll find his thirst for adventure is much the same.
Olkowski concedes that Wagensonner is more enthusiastically active when 

it comes to locating machines. “Eric will go anywhere!” he says, joking about the 
many times that the seemingly straitlaced Wagensonner has sauntered into 
seedy leather bars, all in the name of cataloguing another machine. Olkowski, 
an it systems administrator who hosts a number of regional tournaments, admits 
another reason for the changing of the guard: “I don’t like doing data entry.”

Thankfully, Wagensonner does. Unlike a lot of players, he didn’t grow up 
cruising pool halls looking for neglected pins. By chance, he and his wife, Lou-
ise, began playing four years ago when they spotted a machine in a bar and 
thought it looked like fun. (It was, and it is.) A year into it, he started tracking 
machine locations on a spreadsheet. Pretty soon, he heard about the map and 
connected with Olkowski.

Maintaining an already compiled database is not only a cool side gig. It 
means that when I ask Wagensonner to meet me for some location play on a Fri-
day night, he suggests we meet at Shotwell’s, supposedly California’s oldest bar 
and the home of a well-maintained Medieval Madness. After giving me substan-
tial pointers on how to start multiball, then shaking the console hard enough to 
cause an end-ball tilt, he beats me anyway.

Despite the fact that he’s a highly skilled player, Wagensonner didn’t ini-
tially attend tournaments or join a league. “My favorite part is the collabora-
tion,” he explains, shrugging off the benefit of competitive events. Before we 
part ways, he leads me through the Mission and Castro districts, pointing out 
bars along the way. “They got a new Theatre of Magic two days ago,” he 
announces as we pass dive bar Delirium.

We soldier on, eventually stopping at a gay bar. I’m the only woman in the 
place, but no one notices us until Wagensonner beats me again. I furiously 
pound the machine’s steel frame, yelping in pain as I realize what I’m doing. 
Self-inflicted pinjuries are the worst.

Solid state

With passionate, high-profile moderators handling incoming data in every 
region, the Pinball Map developers can focus on creating better search function-
ality and doing the occasional redesign. The ad-free, open-source app uses the 
Ruby on Rails framework, and Wainstock makes the site’s code available on 
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GitHub. He encourages others to contribute. “It’s the community aspect of the 
whole thing that has kept it thriving.”

Of course, that means it’s always a work in progress. “Ryan and I talk every 
day,” he says, noting that after seven years the two have no intention of letting 
the app stagnate. “With a lot of Web sites and applications, there’s always a risk 
of the creator or developer moving on.” He’s adamant that that won’t happen to 
the Pinball Map. “We don’t just let this sit in one person’s hands.”

You don’t have to be a developer to know that data is dynamic or to believe 
in the power of a virtual community. Last week, on the way home from an 
appointment, my husband and I passed a little British imports shop near our 
apartment. “I heard a rumor there’s a Doctor Who in there,” Andreas said, his 
hand already on the doorknob.

Sure enough, out in front of the Aero chocolate-bar display and the shelves 
of Marmite jars, a 1992 Midway model was set to free play, and a friend’s initials 
displayed as a high score in red led lights. After the storeowner gave us a few 
tips, we played for 20 minutes before buying a $6 bottle of Bitter Lemon 
Schweppes as a token payment of sorts. “Was that place even on the map?” I 
asked Andreas as we headed home. “People should know about it! Why the hell 
doesn’t the guy charge for it?”

He looked at the bottle of soda. “I think we just paid for the equivalent of 25 
games,” he said. Pretty sure we’re the winners anyway.
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Flaws and All  
John Vanderslice adores digital technology —  

except when it comes to audio.

By MANJULA MARTIN 

J ohn Vanderslice wants me to know he’s not a Luddite. We’re sitting on 
a blue couch of vague vintage in a cluster of brightly painted rooms in a 
warehouse in San Francisco’s Mission District, and he’s expounding on 
the awesomeness of computers.

“Computers are f——g fantastic,” says Vanderslice. “Everything is better now. 
Everything. The only thing in my world that isn’t better is recording technology.”

We’re at Tiny Telephone, the recording studio that Vanderslice, a musi-
cian and producer, started in 1997. Looking around, I can see how he might 
feel a need to defend his love of contemporary machines. It’s feeling pretty 
vintage in here.

An end table displays old machinery parts and a miniature rotary telephone. 
Next to that stands a beautiful pump organ that looks straight out of my 
great-grandmother’s drawing room. Old photographs hang in neat frame clus-
ters, mingling with gig and vintage-propaganda posters. (A grumpy but solici-
tous cat named Marvin keeps trying to sit on my digital voice recorder.)
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In the main control room sit a 30-channel Neve 5316 console from the 1970s 
and a 24-track Studer A827 two-inch tape recorder. Yes, tape. The kind you have 
to cut with a razor blade to edit.

On the record

Tiny Telephone is devoted exclusively to the art of analog recording. With two 
rooms and a third opening off-site in Oakland next year (featuring a Neve 8068; 
“Arguably the greatest console ever made,” says Vanderslice), the studio has 
been booked solid for years, weekends and holidays included.

The studio’s client list includes neighborhood high-school bands as well as 
such indie-rock stalwarts as Death Cab for Cutie, the Magnetic Fields, and the 
Mountain Goats. Bands are drawn here by the equipment, engineers, and demo-
cratic rates, but the main selling point is Vanderslice. His particular brand of 
enthusiasm, perfectionism, and experience is a magnet for musicians seeking 
an authentic analog experience. (That, plus lots of cute cat photos.)

When Vanderslice talks, he uses a lot of similes. A well-produced guitar part 
is like an organic strawberry. Making a record is like making a sculpture. (“It’s 
the negative space thing.”) Too many recording studios are like dry-cleaning 
businesses: “You bring your clothes in and they’re like, ‘ok, we’ll have ’em ready 
on Wednesday!’” he says. “There’s no editorial pushback at all.”

In June, Vanderslice self-released two new albums: an original lp, Dagger 
Beach, and a limited edition cover album of David Bowie’s Diamond Dogs. The 
albums were recorded on tape, but Vanderslice funded them the new-fashioned 
way — on Kickstarter. He raised almost $80,000 after asking for $18,500.

Add to the mix a sold-out tour of living-room shows last month, an active 
Tumblr, and a food and music festival that Tiny Telephone is cosponsoring with 
music Web site the Bay Bridged on July 13, and it’s clear Vanderslice is an artist 
who isn’t stuck romanticizing bygone eras.

At 46 years old, and 10 studio albums into his career (plus assorted rari-
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ties and remixes), he’s still in a constant state of discovery, moving freely 
between old and new technologies as best fits his art. And here in his studio, 
the computers may be f—— fantastic, but they’re not allowed to be used as 
recording devices.

Curated obsolescence

While Vanderslice and I talk, live sound surrounds us. In an adjoining room, a 
musician fingerpicks a simple melody on an acoustic guitar. James Riotto, one of 
four full-time engineers employed at Tiny Telephone, tinkers around trying to 
get the new air conditioning units to work. (As with most machines, unplugging 
them and then plugging them back in seems to do the trick.)

The warehouse door is open to a San Francisco spring day; it’s sunny, and 
the sound of unseen birds chirping fills the room. Beneath the sparrows’ wall of 
sound are two dull roars: the wheels-on-concrete Doppler of the adjacent skate 
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park and, quieter in the mix but much more steady, the ambient noise of the 
Highway 101 on-ramp, which Tiny Telephone is almost underneath.

The on-ramp is one of the main traffic portals for what San Franciscans 
generically call “Google” buses: private, chartered fleets operated by Facebook, 
Electronic Arts, Yahoo, Apple, and, yes, Google that shuttle employees south 
from San Francisco to Silicon Valley.

The buses are ubiquitous in the city, especially in the Mission District, where I 
also live. To a pedestrian, it can sometimes feel like the oversized vehicles are 
semi-sentient: these are the new Transformers, transporting their soldiers to the 
front lines of the battle for our future, our economy, and, perhaps, our souls.

The week I toured Tiny Telephone, the Google I/O conference was under-
way. The neighborhood swarmed with twenty-somethings in clean hooded 
sweatshirts eating expensive food and drinking a bit too much, many of them 
wearing Google Glass. This is San Francisco, now: the once and current boom-
town that loves new technology.
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Despite the boom, the city’s prevailing aesthetic still has a decidedly lo-fi 
sheen, perhaps originating from our famous Victorian houses and our street-
cars. San Franciscans may love new tech, but we love things that look old. The 
morning I go to meet Vanderslice, I walk through the Mission from my apart-
ment to Tiny Telephone along Valencia Street, past upscale boutiques selling 
vintage eyeglass frames, antique typewriters, and refinished tree stumps.

Outside a café architected to look like a warehouse, I pass a cluster of young 
men dressed like they’re straight off the cover of the Band’s 1969 self-titled sec-
ond album, bushy beards and all. One of them awkwardly plucks a ukulele. 
Another wears a messenger bag made out of bicycle tube rubber and an old 
vinyl record.

I appreciate the style on display, but I wonder if the real aesthetic power of 
all these almost-obsolete objects has been lost somewhere in the transition from 
functional object to fashion statement. I think about the way recorded music has 
transitioned from being contained within tangible objects — tape, vinyl, even 
cds — to existing only in ones and zeros within the cloud. My epic iTunes library 
notwithstanding, sometimes I miss having something to hold.

Perhaps this, too, is part of the appeal of a place like Tiny Telephone: every 
object in the studio has a use. Vanderslice treats analog technology as a tool, not 
a trend. He embraces the ineffable grace of tangible culture — at home, he lis-
tens to vinyl and shoots on a film camera — but he’s also realistic about the 
evolving role of the object in music.

He believes one of the reasons his Kickstarter was so successful is that he 
offered limited edition 200-gram vinyl pressings of his albums as rewards. 
“There’s a benefit to scarcity,” he says. “I wouldn’t have generated anything [on 
Kickstarter] if it were just digital downloads of a record.”

Vanderslice has little patience for nostalgia when it comes from people who 
fetishize analog recording for what he sees as the wrong reasons. “It’s almost 
like they want Robert Johnson to be playing on a porch into a wire recorder.” Not 
only would the fidelity suck, he says, but it’s not exactly a contemporary 
approach to making music.

Digital divide

Musicians and recording geeks love to argue about which is the better process 
for recording and mixing music: digital, in which sound is deconstructed into 
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discrete numbers, or analog, in which sound waves are converted into electrical 
signals and stored on magnetic tape or engraved as physical markings on vinyl.

Gearheads will happily recite track quantities in multiples of four and intone 
various other letter/number combinations as if they were mantras. Vanderslice 
can do this with the best of them, but when asked why he prefers the analog pro-
cess, he keeps it simple: analog just sounds better.

“Digital audio is treading water,” he says. “To be blunt, it’s a joke. It’s not 
good enough. Yet.” Until digital can surpass it, the analog process is still remark-
ably good at recording and processing music in a way that replicates how 
humans actually hear music.

Jazz musician Patrick Wolff, who has recorded several albums at Tiny Tele-
phone, believes that the accuracy of digital recording is a false superlative. “A 
digital recording has more information — and the information is more accurate 
— than an analog recording,” says Wolff, “but musicians can hear the differ-
ence.” He compares the analog process to cooking. “Do you want to mass-pro-
duce a perfectly seasoned, perfectly proportioned meal, or do you want 
something that someone cooked for you?”

Vanderslice puts it in a more intimate way. “You know when you’re attracted 
to someone?” he asks. “It’s because they’re interesting, they’re confident, 
they’re filled with weird flaws. It’s not that they’re perfect.”

This, says Vanderslice, is the real reason why analog is better than digital: 
the entire methodology of the analog process pushes artists in ways that help 
them fully embrace their potential as performers, imperfections and all. With 
the widely used Pro Tools audio-editing software, for instance, bands are fun-
neled into what Vanderslice calls an “editing black hole,” accessing and rear-
ranging tiny aspects of their performance at random.

By comparison, laying tracks live to tape is a linear process. “When the 
engineer says ‘rolling,’ bands know there is literally tape rolling. There’s a red 
light on; they can see it through the window. They know their performance will 
not be randomly accessed,” he says. “And you get more nervous. You actually 
get more inspired. People just simply play better. It’s a kind of euphoria.”

Coda

A few days after our interview, Vanderslice performed at a loft show hosted by 
the literary journal Radio Silence. The audience of about 75 people sat on the 
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floor. Daniel Handler, author of the bestselling Lemony Snicket books, read a 
short story and then picked up his accordion to join Vanderslice and Rogue Wave 
drummer Patrick Spurgeon for an acoustic set.

According to Radio Silence editor Dan Stone, in order to understand Vander-
slice’s oeuvre — his studio, albums, tech, all of it — it’s essential to see him per-
form live in a small setting. “That sort of honesty and integrity you see in his 
performances, you see in all his work,” says Stone.

The new record, Dagger Beach, is both expansive and intimate; Handler 
describes Vanderslice’s songs as “glimmers of perfection, tucked in at night.” 
Gear geek that he is, Vanderslice tends to pair experimental analog noises and 
unusual rhythms with rock song structures. But in performance, stripped of his 
studio tools, the more intimate aspects of his songwriting take the foreground.

As he plays, he sings out, gazing down the barrel of the mic stand into the 
collective eyes of the crowd; at emotional moments, he scrunches up his face. 
He stomps his foot or raps on his guitar to punctuate rhythm sections that aren’t 
there. At the party, he strummed a Gibson J45 with a capo; a couple of pedals 
were visible behind him, but nothing sounded un-acoustic to the audience’s ear.

As he segues into his encore, the microphone whines with feedback. 
Vanderslice looks visibly pained. He apologizes to the audience and jokes about 
it, but goes on to add that, in fact, feedback is kind of a wistful thing. “The level 
you had before was working,” he says. “But then you have to adjust it. And 
you’ve lost that level forever.”

This casual observation — the act of acknowledging the perfection of a 
moment but being willing to leave it behind if it holds you back— reminds me of 
something Vanderslice said at Tiny Telephone while I was waxing nostalgic 
about musical objects.

The choice to use analog or digital formats, processes, and creative experi-
ences isn’t cut-and-dried, now versus then. At this particular moment in time, at 
this level, Vanderslice says, “The best we can say is that it’s really, really good to 
have access to both.”



264

Code Dependency   
A sculpture presents an enduring mystery that resists solutions.

By MARK SIEGAL 

The Kryptos sculpture at cia headquarters remains among the world’s 
most famous unsolved codes despite over 22 years of hints from its creators.

The sculpture’s centerpiece, hidden away in a courtyard, features 
curved copper plates that together stand nearly 10 feet tall. Carved out 

of the plates with a jigsaw are 1,732 letters and four question marks. Half of 
these characters encode four sets of encrypted messages, each more difficult 
than the last.

Like many Kryptos aficionados, I’ve spent hundreds of hours wrestling with 
the final unsolved piece of the code. Perhaps the greatest mystery isn’t the part 
left to extract. Rather, it’s why we’re still trying to solve this infuriatingly 
addictive puzzle.

Leveling up

Most of Kryptos was solved during the 1990s, initially by staff at the nsa and the 
cia who didn’t publicize their accomplishments beyond the intelligence com-
munity. The first amateur cryptanalyst to get that far, Jim Gillogly, used his Pen-
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tium ii. We now have faster computers in our pockets. But the fourth and final 
section, a tiny passage known as K4, seems to be impenetrable.

K4 has merely 97 characters. Just how short is that? It’s the same length as 
this paragraph, minus punctuation and spaces.

My fascination with Kryptos started in June 2005 after I heard an npr story 
on my drive to work.1 As I slogged through Beltway traffic around dc, this enig-
matic sculpture felt irresistibly close. I could have driven there in under 30 min-
utes — well, after rush hour — not that it would have done me any good. The cia 
allows a vanishingly small number of “approved academic and civic groups” to 
tour its grounds.

The closest that regular people can get to seeing Kryptos is buying a small 
replica from the Spy Museum Store or visiting one of the similar pieces made by 
the artist, Jim Sanborn, such as Antipodes at the Smithsonian’s Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture Garden. Otherwise, one has to rely on pictures posted by 
the rare visitor, such as Gillogly or Elonka Dunin, a leading expert on Kryptos.

Kryptos adepts keep poking at K4, tantalized by patterns that emerge from 
those apparently random characters. Our efforts surge when prompted by new 
hints or theories. There have been reports of fans becoming truly obsessed, even 
to the point of quitting their jobs. Some of those stories were later refuted, at 
least in their intensity. It’s possible that expert cryptanalysts at the nsa or cia or 
elsewhere have solved K4 and don’t want it publicized. That’s another reason 
why Kryptos is so maddening.

The fame of Kryptos has inspired numerous Web sites for those who want to 
learn more or, ideally but less likely, find the solution.2 Dunin’s Kryptos page 
provides an excellent starting point. The Rumkin site has cryptographic tools 
that could be useful for experimenting with K4, including the decryption techniques 
used in K1 and K2 and K3. These might be used in tandem or in part for K4.

Individual codebreakers have also developed tools for their own attempts, 
such as the program Gillogly used to solve K1–K3. Purists, like the cia employee 
who quietly achieved the same goal a year earlier, can use pencil and paper.

Sudoku for masochists

There are several possible reasons why K4 has remained unsolved for so long. 
It’s very short, which generally makes it harder to gain insights from letter fre-
quencies and n-gram repetitions.3 In addition, K4 could employ masking 
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techniques to make such frequency analyses even less helpful. The encryp-
tion might combine multiple techniques in sequence or use a nonstandard 
technique that relies on aesthetics rather than on methods commonly known 
to cryptanalysts.

Maybe there was an error in the encryption process that makes solving it 
all but impossible. Or maybe Sanborn is just messing with us and K4 is an elabo-
rate hoax.

Kryptos remains a great challenge to geeky muscles by demanding both 
math and programming skills along with a love for ferreting out elusive patterns. 
Unlike most puzzles, however, Kryptos can become a bottomless time-sink with 
little prospect of a satisfying reward. When you get stuck and frustrated, the 
solution isn’t readily available. Rather, it’s locked in a safe deposit box, the loca-
tion of which Sanborn has kept to himself and a few others.

Like providing a proof for a theorem that previously lacked a solution, try-
ing to decrypt a famously knotty code has elements of megalomania in the act. 
The possibility is remote that you’ll experience an epiphany that lets you break 
through where others have failed, even though examples abound of such flashes 
of genius in the mathematical world.

For the rest of us, it’s lonely and slow going. Two prominent Kryptos experts — 
Gary Warzin and Dunin — decided to facilitate pooling expertise and started a 
discussion group in May 2003 for people to work together on a solution to K4. 
(Warzin passed away in 2005, two months after I joined the group.) Nearly a decade 
later, the Kryptos Group has about 2,000 members and over 14,000 messages.

“Our goal is to provide a comfortable environment for the open exchange of 
ideas,” the group charter says. “This can be difficult to achieve when one of the 
individual goals has always been to be ‘the one’ to crack the cipher.”

Many of these discussions take the form of wild brainstorming. After so 
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long without a solution to K4, it’s like being in sensory deprivation. Almost any 
theory can feel plausible, though they may seem (and probably are) far too eso-
teric or convoluted to be the right path.

But sometimes the group strikes gold.
In October 2005, a group member was experimenting with shifts of the 

known keywords and found the previously undiscovered text laYertwo at the 
end of K2, where the established plaintext was idbYrows instead. Six months 
later, Sanborn reached out to Dunin to say he realized that the existing solution 
for K2 wasn’t quite correct. The group used this information, along with the pre-
vious reconnaissance, to determine that XlaYertwo is the intended plaintext 
for the end of K2. The confusion arose from Sanborn leaving off a letter from the 
sculpture, ostensibly for aesthetic reasons, though perhaps as an accident of 
design or construction.

Clues, corrections, and red herrings

Kryptos is unusual among famous unsolved codes in that Sanborn and the for-
mer cia employee who helped teach him about cryptography, Ed Scheidt, are 
both still around giving mysterious interviews and doling out hints. This can be 
painful and encouraging.

Sanborn revealed the most substantial clue so far on the 20th anniversary of 
the dedication of Kryptos at the cia. He disclosed a complete word from the final 
plaintext (berlin) as well as which encrypted characters it lines up with from 
K4. This clue was also Sanborn’s way of acknowledging that even he is getting a 
little exhausted about it taking so long to solve Kryptos.

In addition to that outright bit of text, as well as the K2 correction, many 
other hints of unknown veracity and usefulness have been cajoled out of San-
born and Scheidt. Along with interviews, some information has come from their 
direct conversations with amateur cryptanalysts, particularly those in the Kryp-
tos Group. These often take the form of a joint meal, timed with a Cryptologic 
History Symposium that nsa sponsors every other year.

I was at one of the first such meals in 2005, a few months after I joined in on 
the cracking effort. About a dozen of us from the Kryptos Group were there trying 
to pump Sanborn and Scheidt for clues over a sushi lunch several blocks from the 
White House. Whitfield Diffie was present too, but mainly because he’s friends 
with Scheidt.
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Amidst our spicy tuna rolls and polite interrogation, Sanborn asked for help 
making corrections to Kryptos replicas that he had brought. He wanted them to 
faithfully represent Kryptos as it exists at the cia. These prototypes included the 
six-inch version that can now be purchased from the Spy Museum Store for 
$150. (He was also gauging our interest about whether we might buy one.)

Extrapolating from those conversations, and from the ways in which this 
replica differs from the actual sculpture, we can make certain deductions. For 
example, there’s an extra “L” on the half of Kryptos that doesn’t contain the 
code. That letter is missing from the replica, so it was probably a mistake made 
while cutting out all the sculpture’s letters.

There are also differences in the kerning, font, and justification used on the 
replica. As we pestered Sanborn, he acknowledged that the process of making 
Kryptos generally didn’t allow him to keep track of and control the typography at 
that level. This seems to rule out any theories involving steganography using 
sculpture-wide letterspacing.

Until the solution to K4 is known, it’s impossible to distinguish which of 
these hints are genuine clues as opposed to red herrings, misunderstandings, or 
errors that were claimed as intentional. But it’s equally impossible to resist seek-
ing out more hints and trying our best to decipher them.

Be sure to drink your Ovaltine

For some, these continued attempts to crack K4 explain themselves: as with 
any mystery, it must be solved because it’s there, like a mountain yet to  
be summited. Others are curious about the plaintext itself, with or without the 
sense that this message — or other mysteries that it leads to unlocking — has 
implications for any Dan Brown-esque intrigues.

FJM
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are both still around giving mysterious interviews  
and doling out hints.
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People like me don’t care much about K4’s remaining 91 characters of plain-
text, even if it turns out to be nothing but a crummy commercial for Ovaltine. 
We care about the decryption technique. Were any of our theories right? Did we 
all overlook something obvious?

Whatever your reasons, however long you persevere, Kryptos is a worthy 
challenge. And I’m not just saying that so one of you will finally solve the damn 
thing for the rest of us.

Afterword: New details have emerged about the NSA’s early successes with cracking Kryptos, 
based on documents responding to a Freedom of Information Act request. And Sanborn used to 
have a page where you could enter the first 10 letters of K4 if you thought you’d figured out the 
answer — but he took it down because he was receiving too many low-quality submissions. He 
says he’s working on a different method of checking answers.
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 1   Around that time, media attention and 
public interest had been increasing for the 
already well-known Kryptos, mostly due to a 
reference on the dust jacket of Dan Brown’s 
book The Da Vinci Code, released in 2003.  
I actually first heard of Kryptos in early 1992, 
before any of it had been solved. A company 
newsletter for my favorite roleplaying game 
had printed a question from me in the same 
issue as another person’s question about 
Kryptos.

 2    My own improvised scripts and spread-
sheets have proven far less fruitful in terms 
of breaking new ground. And yet Kryptos 
has motivated me to do more enthusiastic 
programming than almost anything else in 
my life. The main rival would be from when  

I was in middle school, around the time Kryp-
tos was dedicated: using a hand-me-down 
Apple II Plus, I made a Batcomputer-style 
database of my older brother’s friends, com-
plete with secret passwords to access details 
about their superhero alter egos.

 3    Although K1 is even shorter, at only 63 
characters, it uses an encryption process 
that seems to be far more forgiving. It also 
conveniently has a five-letter sequence that 
is repeated twice, helpfully lining up with 
one of the keywords needed to decrypt that 
section.

 4    I have a role in this correction, as noted on 
the Kryptos timeline that Dunin maintains, 
but it’s so minor that mentioning it doesn’t 
even count as a humblebrag.
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Playing to Lose    
How competitive Tetris players approach an unwinnable game.

By CHRIS HIGGINS  

 “T hree, two, one, go!” I yell, and Ben Mullen and Bo Steil are off, playing 
a game of Tetris on their nes consoles almost faster than I can follow.  
I  have to stay 
focused, as I’m 

the match’s volunteer 
referee at the 2012 
Classic Tetris World 
Championship. My own 
history with Tetris involves flop sweat and throwing the controller in frustration; 
now my task is to observe pairs of Tetris players as they zip through the game. It 
takes all of my concentration to monitor the action — and I’m not even playing.1

Dual ironies compete. Mullen and Steil are tight friends in the competitive 
Tetris community, although I didn’t know that as I watched them last September. 
They also rank among the top nes (Nintendo Entertainment System) Tetris play-
ers in the world. Mullen chooses to begin play on 
level 18, the highest allowable starting point.2 At 

“go!” the pair press start on their nes game con-

Photo by Chris Higgins

2.  At  the  CTWC, 
play ers are allowed 
to start games of 
“A-Type” Tetris, played 
on vintage Nintendo 
hardware, at  any 
point from levels 9 to 
16, or on level 18. 

Why not level 17? 2012 CTWC organizer Adam Cornelius 
tells me and the other referees that “on level 17, the  
colors are kind of a mauve and violet and don’t stand out  
against the black background enough. All the TVs are  
different. It could cause a big disadvantage if one player  
had a lower-contrast TV. And level 17 is just really ugly.”

1. The game of Tetris, originally developed in 1984, sports blocks of 
four units in various shapes descending a unit at a time inexorably from 
the top to the bottom of the screen. A player moves blocks left or right 
and rotates them around their axis to fill holes in incomplete rows at the 
bottom. A filled row disappears, scoring points. The game speeds up 
over time, varying by version. A player loses when the screen fills with 
incomplete rows of blocks. In most versions, there is no way to win. 
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trollers — which are nearly as old as they are3 — while a crowd looks on, clus-
tered behind a line of blue masking tape on the concrete floor of the Oregon 
Convention Center.

Neither competitor can actually win. nes Tetris 
cannot be defeated, even in a so-called “max-out” 
game, in which the top possible score of 999,999 points 
is achieved. Every game ends with a player topping out 
and losing.4 Yet the best possible loss is exactly what 
these men seek, though each hope to win the Champion-
ship first.

Mullen, a 30-year-old college advisor from Minne-
sota, takes the first game with 308,237 points.5 Steil 

tops out at 253,539 points, and the thrift-store crt television connected to his 
nes shows an end-game animation. I put on my best referee voice: “Good 
game, guys!” Neither man smiles. They hardly look at each other.

Competitors in the 2012 Classic Tetris World Championship warm up before their Round of 16 matches.

3. The Nintendo Entertainment 
System was released in the US 
in  1985; NES Tetris  in 1989. 
Both men were born in the 1980s.  
4. In Tetris, “topping out” occurs 
when the stack of pieces reaches 
the top of the screen, ending the 
game.  5. For comparison’s sake, 
my best game of Tetris ever was 
around 50,000 points, and that 
involved a lot of screaming at the TV.
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Steil wins the second game, forcing a third game as a 
tiebreaker. In that final game, Mullen tops out, and his 
frustration is obvious. He runs his hands through his 
shaggy brown hair and frowns, fiddling with his controller 
as Steil quietly slams tetrominoes into place.6 Steil 
keeps an eye on the score box, and 
drops his controller the instant he beats 
Mullen’s score.

I record the results, pass them to 
the head referee, and Steil crosses the 
blue-taped line as a quarterfinalist. He 
is eliminated early in the next round.

999,999

Mullen’s loss stings. He was the number three seed in a field of 50, and this is his 
third year failing to win the Championship. Victory for Mullen always seems just 
out of reach. As he says in the documentary Ecstasy of Order: The Tetris Mas-
ters, “The one trick to training [at] Tetris is to be always almost dead.”

Mullen’s gameplay reflects his philosophy, with his stack of tetromi-
noes often showing gaps and rising dangerously high, only to be knocked 
down in the nick of time. After decades of gameplay,7 he has come within 
seconds of a perfect, 999,999-point max-out game nine times,8 but he 
perennially scores short just one “tetris” of a perfect score. (In one pain-
fully memorable instance, he topped out at 996,500 points.)9

Mullen and his wife, Mary, return to Min-
nesota after the loss on September 30. But 
Mullen doesn’t quit. At home he plays what he 
calls “rage Tetris,” inspired by frustration.10 

CKV

Steil wins the second game, forcing a third  
game as a tiebreaker. In that final game, Mullen  
tops out, and his frustration is obvious.

6. Top NES Tetris players often bring their own 
controllers to competitions, like athletes carrying 
their own bats or musicians their instruments. 
Mullen brought his own, but Steil used an onsite 
controller, since he had bought an NES only 
months earlier and its two included controllers 
weren’t great.  7. He began playing in 1989 but 
says he only got “serious” 

about Tetris around 1999.  8. In NES Tetris, the 
score counter stops at 999,999. The game does 
not. It is only possible to score 999,999 points 
at very high levels (typically level 29), making it 
a rare achievement. Because of its insane diffi-
culty (and perhaps because it’s well known to 
most players), NES Tetris is the canonical Tetris 
used in the Classic Tetris World Championship.

9. Scoring a “tetris” means 
clearing four lines at once, 
only achievable by drop-
ping a long bar vertically 
into a slot. This grants the 
player a huge score boost: 
1200 points times one 
higher than the current 
level’s number (1200 × 
(level + 1)). Mullen refers to 

his one-tetris-away-from-a perfect-score games as “one-aways.” 
For example, on March 7, 2012, he earned a 996,500 score 
on level 28 — that’s just three lines (or one four-line tetris) 
away from a max-out. His Facebook comment: “I have no words.”  
10. Mullen explained in an email: “The most rage I ever felt in 
the game was the month after Matt Buco maxed out in January 
2012. The rage allowed me to play more than normal, with 
more anger than normal, and with better outcomes than normal.”  

http://ecstasyoforder.com/
http://ecstasyoforder.com/
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Exactly one week after his 
Championship loss, Mullen 
posts a photo on Facebook: It 
shows the nes Tetris high 
score screen, revealing that ben M has achieved 999,999 points.

This is only the seventh time anyone in the world has achieved this feat,11 
and it earns him the #2 global rank, just behind Matt Buco.12 Competi-
tor-slash-friend Buco jokes, “Fake…you are only allowed within 1 tetris [of win-
ning]. Nice job Ben!” To celebrate the max-out, Mary gave Ben a bottle of Crown 
Royal and two cans of Pepsi Max.13

Blue tape

Bo Steil spends his days in a 3M factory making the same blue masking tape that 
separated him from the crowd at the Tetris Championship. Each spool is a 
model of orderly precision. Steil, 31, says that Tetris is always on his mind, 
though he claims that his day job indicates a certain lack of ambition. “I’m the 
guy that everyone meets and says, ‘What the heck are you wasting your time 
working here for?’”

It’s clear that Steil has at least one abiding ambition: Tetris mastery. Steil 
quit college two classes short of a bachelor’s degree, and his high school career 
was mixed, as he didn’t bother to do homework. “In algebra, I’d actually sit and 
play Tetris on my ti-83 calculator during the majority of class. I was the #1 calcu-
lator Tetris player in the school.” He currently ranks #13 in the world, and plays 
every evening in an attempt to max out.

Steil’s quest for Tetris supremacy started more than a decade ago. He began 
taking Tetris seriously in 2000, and his goal was to clear as many lines as possible.14 
He set a personal record of 292 lines in 2001 (though he didn’t verify the record 

The men became friends after discovering that  
they lived an hour’s drive apart and that they had  
independently sought the same Tetris lines record  
for more than a decade.

11. Harry Hong was 
the first NES Tetris 
player with a doc-
umented max-out, 
recorded in 2009. 

12. Mullen’s rank is reflected in a community-run leaderboard 
maintained by Tetris Grand Master Alex Kerr. 13. Mullen’s max-out 
game is on YouTube in its entirety, as are many others.  14. Tetris 
tracks the number of lines cleared in addition to the player’s 
score. Separate records are maintained for lines and points. 
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with Twin Galaxies, the de facto video game high score arbiters) and signed his 
own Tetris cartridge in victory. He then hung up his controller.

In 2008, Steil saw the documentary The King of Kong and decided to check 
with Twin Galaxies to see if his unofficial lines record had been broken. He dis-
covered that Ben Mullen had bested him, putting up a record of 296 lines. Dis-
couraged, Steil didn’t attempt to beat Mullen’s record.15

But then in May 2012, Steil went to an Ecstasy of Order screening in Minne-
apolis. Mullen was there to introduce the movie and to host a mini-tournament 
beforehand. Steil met Mullen for the first time when they 
played a match together, which was Steil’s first game of 
Tetris since about 2001. Steil was shocked by Mullen’s ability 
to play smoothly on the high levels, and Mullen won that 
game. But Steil proceeded to beat all the other entrants, 
earning him free tickets to the show.

The men became friends after discovering that they 
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Ben Mullen watches as his friend and competitor Matt Buco is eliminated from Championship play.

15. The records kept by Twin 
Galaxies have appeared 
on and disappeared from 
the Web in the past year, 
apparently as the result of 
an ownership change. At 
the moment, the Web site  
is completely offline. 
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lived an hour’s drive apart and that they had independently sought the same 
Tetris lines record for more than a decade. Just four months after that first meet-
ing, Steil had upped his game enough to eliminate Mullen in Championship play.

Steil often starts his Tetris training sessions around 1 a.m. He continues 
until as late as 5 a.m., then sleeps before it’s time to work in the blue-tape fac-
tory. He is driven, and his rise to Tetris prominence has come fast, although it’s 
a lonely game. “It is a battle with yourself. That’s who you play with over and 
over,” he tells me. It’s rare that he has the opportunity to interact with other 
players in person.

The lonely Tetris masters

nes Tetris is a one-player game, and its masters are willing to put in long hours, 
typically for years, playing the game in solitude. Steil says, “The overwhelming 
time is spent by yourself, alone in the dark, game after game, minute after min-
ute, hour after hour.” Steil likes to play with a second tV on, while Mullen pre-
fers music.16

Despite — or perhaps because of — the intrinsically solitary nature of their 
game, Tetris masters have formed a community online. All the top players are 
Facebook friends, and many have become friends in daily life. This leads to 

friends constantly both competing against and 
encouraging each other.

Steil explains that “any time someone passes 
you in score, you are happy for them and ticked at the 
same time. That’s usually when I play the worst, 
when I’m playing like I need to get a score.” He says 

his games go much better if he just sits back and lets them come. 
Steil’s friendship with Mullen is textured by competition and 
their shared quest to max out, which each had hoped to achieve 

before the other. After Mullen maxed out, Steil recalls that his friend told him 
that “he was happy to get it out of the way. Now he can truly cheer me on.”

This is the core of competitive Tetris: a group of friends who all want to win, 
but feel bad about beating each other. Steil told me he didn’t want to play Mul-
len at the Championship (and indeed I had no idea the players knew each other 
at the time), but the luck of the draw pitted him against his closest friend in the 
community. The fact that Steil was eliminated in the quarterfinals (making him 
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16. Mullen says he listens to 
“’90s music or golden oldies,” 
and turns the Tetris music off — 
though he leaves the sound 
effects on (which he calls “the 

beeps”) so he can use them for 
feedback. Steil watches either 
sports or shows he can mostly 
ignore; he says it’s the only 
way he can still watch Dexter.
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#8 in the Championship overall) was bittersweet: Steil had arrived as a serious 
player, but he got there by beating his friend.

Minor successes and monumental failures

When Steil achieved his current high score of 889,131 points (and 222 lines) in 
October of 2012, it felt like a loss. Despite being Steil’s best game to date, it rep-
resented a failure to reach the perfection of a max-out. When he posted the 
score on Facebook for his Tetris friends to see, he wrote, “Another new high 
score, but what a choke job at 222 [lines]. Each new high score is a minor success 

as well as a monumental failure.”
This attitude pervades competitive Tetris, and it high-

lights the perverse aspect that the best game is still a loss. 
Faced with this harsh reality, nes Tetris players have devised 

ways to compete (the 
C h a m p i o n s h i p) ,  m i l e -
stones to achieve (max-
outs and high numbers of 
lines per game), and ways 
to measure performance 
(max-outs achieved start-

ing at higher levels are more difficult due to the game’s speed). Fundamentally, 
however, players compete against themselves and lose every time.17

After Mullen maxes out, I ask him how it felt. He has four answers. “Great, 
because it’s so hard to do. Liberating, because now I can play for fun. Relieving, 
because so many great players are fighting for position all the time. Bittersweet, 
because the chase is now over.” It’s instructive that Mullen feels he can only now 

“play for fun”; he has the attitude of a professional athlete who has reached a level 
of mastery in a sport and can look again at what drew him to it in the first place.

Co-op mode

After maxing out nes Tetris, Mullen turned his attention to its sibling: Tengen 
Tetris, an alternate version of the game that was briefly on the market in 1989 
before it was the subject of a legal battle. Tengen Tetris differs from nes Tetris — 
it has a multiplayer mode and a co-op mode, and most importantly it reaches a 

SVL

17. What appeals to 
me most about these 
players is their una-
bashed pursuit of a 
series of white whales. 
When Mullen couldn’t 
win the Champion-
ship, he raged his way into a max-out — a goal that had eluded 
him for years. Steil is only half a year into his quest for the max-
out; it could be days, months, or years before he achieves it, 
but he just keeps trying. For competitive Tetris players, 
record-setting success arrives in an instant, after a series  
of defeats that stretches over staggering lengths of time. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tetris_%28Tengen%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tetris_%28Tengen%29
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stable top speed. Unlike nes Tetris, which speeds up with every level, eventually 
breaking most players with the brutally fast level 29 “death screen,” Tengen 
Tetris tops out at a comparatively leisurely pace on level 17. This, combined with 

a score counter that flips over and restarts18 rather 
than stopping at 999,999, means that Tetris mas-
ters can play indefinitely, limited only by endurance.

On November 20, 2012, Steil decided to try his 
hand at a Tengen Tetris marathon. Tetris legend 
Thor Aackerlund (winner of the 1990 Nintendo 

World Championships) held the world record on the game, having 
scored 3.5 million points during a marathon session in 2010. Steil 

spent over four hours playing and scored 10.4 million points, shattering Aacker-
lund’s record.19 He stopped only because he had to go to work.

Steil is still actively pursuing an nes Tetris max-out, playing with the same 
steady intensity that earned him a spot in the Championship. When he’s not 
playing nes Tetris, he plays Tengen, and he has begun playing in co-op mode 
with Mullen, simultaneously dropping pieces into a single gigan-
tic well. With Tengen Tetris, the pair can finally play together and 
share their victory; Mullen says they plan to set the high score 
record for cooperative play. Despite this 
newfound sense of shared accomplish-
ment, both men intend to compete in the 
2013 Championship and “win” as best 
they can.

Afterword After this article was first published, both men continued playing. Steil maxed out on 
August 29, 2012. Mullen maxed out twice more in 2013, and achieved the highest Super Nin-
tendo Tetris score yet recorded. Mullen remains the #7 NES Tetris player in the world, and Steil 
is now #11.

In a surprising twist, the pair squared off again in the Round of 16 at the Classic Tetris 
World Championship in 2013. I refereed their match, and it was another tense battle. Steil took 
the first game, Mullen the second, and Mullen the third (the exact opposite outcome of their 
match in 2012), allowing Mullen to advance in the tournament this time. Steil joked, “For the 
second year in a row, the better player lost.”

HPS

XFJ

DBG

FYR

18. The Tengen Tetris score counter flips over to 
100,000 rather than to the more obvious 0, which makes 
keeping track of scores in the millions an exercise in 
arithmetic. Steil writes, “An [easy] way to look at it is 

first flip is a mil-
lion, every other 
one after that  
i s  +900,000.” 

19. No bathroom 
breaks or pauses 
are allowed, though 
Tengen Tetris does 
periodically pause 

itself between levels, showing statistics and counting 
up points, allowing the player a roughly half-minute 
respite to stretch his or her thumbs. Tengen players 
joke that it’s only a matter of time before someone 
attempts a marathon record while wearing a diaper.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nintendo_World_Championships
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nintendo_World_Championships
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j16-tzqobko
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KKsvAXQ6jEo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KEK4wvtjOU4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KEK4wvtjOU4
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The Sound of Silence
America’s archive of audio recordings remains  

quietly out of range of hearing.

BY GLENN FLEISHMAN

T he Library of Congress (loc) occupies three massive and ornate build-
ings in the center of Washington, dc. But those edifices house just part 
of the collection, which spans hundreds of miles of shelves across many 
less-interesting buildings, and extends to media beyond books.

To find the heart of the nation’s audiovisual memory, I took a lovely drive 
along ever smaller highways heading southwest from Washington, dc, to Cul-
peper, Virginia, where sound recordings, films, and video reside in tempera-
ture-controlled vaults beneath Mount Pony.

Passing historical sites like Bull Run1 and Manassas, and watching the land-
scape shift rapidly from government buildings and commercial high rises to 
strip malls to farms and antique stores, I felt as if I’d traveled through time as 
well as distance on the 75-mile trip.

But the library’s Culpeper facility is firmly rooted in the 21st century, and its 
existence owes much to the latter half of the 20th. While the focus is on what’s 
buried inside, it’s hard to ignore the beauty of the setting and the building’s 
architecture; it’s the best use of concrete that I’ve ever seen in interior design.
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Bursting into flame

The Library of Congress Packard Campus for Audio-Visual Conservation has a 
mouthful of a name, and sits in a seemingly peculiar spot, perched on a hill above 
the quaint small town of Culpeper, full of shops and mildly trendy restaurants.

Gene DeAnna, the chief of recorded sound collections for the entire 
library,2 explained during a visit in October that the building’s underground 
storage area had once belonged to the Federal Reserve, and stored enough cur-
rency to restart a cash economy east of the Mississippi River in the event of 
nuclear war or other massive disasters.

It became superannuated, and in 1988, the money was removed. The facil-
ity was put up for sale in 1997. David Woodley Packard, the son of hp founder 
Dave Packard and his wife, Lucile, was instrumental in arranging for the private 
purchase of the site. The bunker was transformed through $155 million provided 
by the David and Lucile Packard Foundation and the Packard Humanities Insti-
tute, the latter of which the younger Packard heads.

Congress also allocated $82 million, but the site was under Packard’s super-
vision, which explains why it’s gorgeous. The government’s brief for functional 
architecture doesn’t include beauty (and sometimes even fails the functional 
part) lest officials are castigated for wasting money. Packard had a handsome 
building constructed for office and conservation functions, as well as upgrading 
and expanding storage to the precise needs of the loc, before handing it over to 
the Librarian of Congress.3

The audiovisual conservation part of the Library of Congress has under its 
purview all recorded audio, film, video, and associated printed material (like 
movie scripts) donated to and collected by the library.4 The Packard Campus 
holds much of this collection, including 124 nitrate film vaults, 3.5 million 
“items” of recorded sound, 1.2 million films and videos, and much more. (A 
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The Packard Campus contains 124 nitrate film vaults,  
3.5 million “items” of recorded sound, 1.2 million films 
and videos, and much more.

Type http://magcode.me/ plus a blue code in the margin to visit the related Web page.
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http://www.loc.gov/avconservation/packard/features.html
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smaller amount that doesn’t require the same degree of care or conservation is 
in other loc archives.)

If you’ve ever wondered why we need an official repository to keep a record 
of our creative past that has an eternal charter, rather than allowing academic, 
corporate, and private libraries and archives to handle it, you only need consider 
the problem of nitrate film base. Kodak’s founder, George Eastman, commer-
cialized the use of cellulose nitrate to make rolls of film, in contrast to the indi-
vidual plates previously required. The ease of shooting onto continuous roll film 
appealed to both professional and amateur photographers, and also gave East-
man the lock on the nascent film industry.5

Unfortunately for preservationists, nitrate film is highly flammable — even 
when new — and decomposes in storage into flammable gas. Films that haven’t 
burst into flame — as prints did in many theaters, killing patrons, and in storage, 
destroying themselves and archives around them — will eventually turn into 
goop and dust.6 Photographic negatives until the 1930s and motion picture neg-
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atives and prints from the start of the industry until about 1951 used nitrate film 
base, and those that remain are at risk. The loc says over 80 percent of movies 
made between 1893 and 1930 are lost for good. The vaults under Mount Pony 
keep remaining memories alive.

Resuscitating the past

The loc conducts specially arranged tours of the Packard Campus. It also has 
showings in its facilities of films from its collection; since the movies are shown 
on site, the library doesn’t have to arrange permission from the copyright hold-
ers for those still under protection. The lucky folks who live within a reasonable 
drive of Culpeper can attend screenings for free most Thursdays, Fridays, and 
Saturdays of well-known movies and films that few have watched in living memory. 
The lovely theater even has an organ used to play along with silent films.

The library’s ability to bypass copyright restrictions holds true for its sound 
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recordings as well. In the library’s Recorded Sound Reference Center in dc, and 
in limited other locations, researchers and civilians may listen to parts of the 
collection with advance arrangement. But the limits on what and where one can 
listen are what brought me to Culpeper.

I’d met the recorded sound section head, DeAnna, on a previous trip to dc 
after interviewing him in June 2011 about a project he’d spearheaded called the 
National Jukebox. The jukebox streams audio from a digitized collection of 
more than 10,000 recordings from the Victor Talking Machine Company from 
1901 or 1925 retrieved from wax discs.7

A thoughtful man with a touch of Southern lilt in his voice and a clear love 
of music and his work, DeAnna showed me the labs in which technicians digi-
tize a myriad of audio formats dating back nearly 190 years. It’s a tedious pro-
cess, because most media — either due to fragility, playback equipment, or other 
factors — must be digitized at real-time rates or even in multiple passes or fits 
and starts. Most labs are equipped with reel-to-reel, cassette and other formats 
of tape players, as well as record turntables. One even has a cylinder reader for 
wax and other ancient formats.

One room contains recording and playback equipment that spans the entire 
history of fixing sound permanently onto a medium. In a more contemporary 
lab, DeAnna showed me irene, a system developed at the Lawrence Berkeley 
National Laboratory to scan grooved recordings, like 78 rpm discs, and recon-
struct sound without any physical contact.

Years ago, the library would play the original media on request for research-
ers in D.C. under carefully controlled conditions. More fragile material, such as 
lacquer discs and brittle or damaged tape, would be transferred to mylar tape 
reels for playback to keep wear and tear low on the originals. Analog audio 
degrades every time it’s played back — some forms more than others.

Now, DeAnna said, the creation of a digital version is likely the last time the 
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Over 80% of movies made between 1893 and 1930 
are lost for good. The vaults under Mount Pony keep 
remaining memories alive.
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master recording will ever be played. “These copies will be the last we’ll have 
time to make,” he said. No correction is applied in the transfer, with the excep-
tion made in cases in which material is unlistenable without some editing. (One 
might ask why the original is maintained, since it will likely never be consulted 
again or will degrade beyond playing; that gets into philosophical issues.)

The library digitizes material when it’s requested for research and even per-
sonal purposes as much as is feasible, as well as having a program of converting 
material that’s falling apart or that works toward the goal of having complete 
collections in digital form.

To hold these digitizations, the Packard campus sports a modestly sized 
server room full of both disks and robotically retrieved offline storage. It’s small 
in area, but large in storage, comprising 10 petabytes of tape storage. Capacity is 
about to quadruple with an upgraded tape format. The Culpeper facility is con-
nected by fiber-optic line back to listening rooms in dc proper, in which 
researchers can hear the digitized work. Keeping up with digital storage require-
ments is the least of the library’s problems.

Silence!

Which brings us back to the National Jukebox. Despite the material dating back 
no later than 1925, launching the project required permission from Sony Music 
Entertainment, which is the successor through a chain of ownership to the Vic-
tor Talking Machine Company.8

“Wait!” I hear you cry. “Why would the Library of Congress need permis-
sion to freely offer material that old? Isn’t it in the public domain?” That, my 
friends, is an involved answer, and something I talked about extensively with 
DeAnna during our ramble through the audio archives and labs.

Common law made it murky as to what party  
possessed the right to reproduce audio. The singer?  
Musicians? The studio? The producer?
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Sound recordings typically have two sets of rights: a copyright in the under-
lying material, such as a composition or an oral work (even if the oral work is a 
public extemporaneous performance), and a sound copyright, sometimes called 
a phonogram right, which covers the audio part. (The phonogram right has a 
neat Ⓟ symbol that has a distinct meaning apart from copyright’s ©.)

Until February 15, 1972, the sound copyright fell under the common law of 
whatever state in which a recording was made. Common law had no expiration 
date on rights, and also made it murky as to what party possessed the right to 
reproduce audio. The singer? Musicians? The studio? The producer? Some 
experts believe that whoever owns the master recordings (in whatever form: 
wax, lacquer, tape, metal, and so forth) also owns the audio rights. Studios are 
reluctant to test this in court.

Recordings created after February 1972 have a federally regulated expira-
tion, and phonogram rights can be vested and assigned just like the copyright in 
a book. (For the uglier details, read “Copyright Term and the Public Domain in 
the United States,” a one-page summary, by Peter B. Hirtle at Cornell, of all of 
America’s copyright vagaries.)

Federal rules leave work under state protection until February 15, 2067. On 
that date, a peculiar legal event will occur. All material under protection is feder-
alized for just a moment, and then instantly put into the public domain. It’s a 
form of copyright magic. You read those dates correctly, too. Edison’s first utter-
ances in 1877 onto tinfoil (lost now) may bear 190 years of protection. (I dive 
into this particular aspect in greater depth in my Economist blog entry about the 
rights issues associated with the Jukebox.)

There’s an effort underway by the Copyright Office to fix part of this by 
retroactively federalizing the phonogram right for all works before February 15, 
1972, and assigning sensible expiration dates of 95 years from the date of 
publication or, for unpublished works, 120 years from when it was fixed in an 
audio medium.

That would expire the phonogram right for all published audio from 1917 
and earlier (unpublished audio, 1892 and earlier), representing a wonderfully 
large hunk of the loc’s collection, along with material in other governmental 
hands and in academic and private collections. It’s also intentionally close to the 
1923 cutoff, before which published printed works vest in the public domain with 
no ambiguity.9

HGX

SRO

LGJ

http://copyright.cornell.edu/resources/publicdomain.cfm
http://copyright.cornell.edu/resources/publicdomain.cfm
http://www.economist.com/blogs/babbage/2011/06/sound-recordings
http://www.copyright.gov/newsnet/2011/446.html


286

Listen carefully

The current state of things clearly pains DeAnna, who is rightly proud of the 
remarkable range of material in the library’s collection. He said the loc was once 
culturally snooty and rejected popular music in favor of classical, which led 
to lacunae, some of which were later backfilled by donations and collection efforts.

Universal Music Group donated 200,000 master recordings (nearly a mile 
of storage) in 2011, covering released and unreleased material from the late 
1920s to the late 1940s, but not the rights to that material. Universal managed to 
shift the cost of maintaining these archives to the loc without providing any 
cash or revenue stream, although it has given permission for parts of the archive 
to be streamed in the future.

Much of the library’s audio holdings, even most 
of that Universal gift, have little current commercial 
value to the parties that retain the phonogram right 
and often the associated copyright. In one lab, I 
looked into a bin and spotted a box containing the 
October 20, 1942, nbc radio broadcast captured on a 
lacquer disc of several programs, including an epi-
sode of Fibber McGee and Molly.

nbc meticulously recorded its radio broadcasts, 
and donated the archives in 1978 (150,000 lacquer 
discs from the 1930s to 1970s). When nbc gets an 
inquiry about using this material, DeAnna said the 

interested party is referred to the library, which digitizes it and charges its cost in 
doing so. nbc separately negotiates its own licensing fees.

Thousands upon thousands of hours of broadcasts, including an enormous 
amount of news recorded during World World ii, are locked up. DeAnna would 
like to set them free, but he lacks the authority, and copyright and phonogram 
rightsholders have little motivation to let their rights go as they cling to the 
notion that some portion of donated or library-collected material could poten-
tially generate revenue. DeAnna would make nbc’s material broadly available, 
if only someone with authority at the network (now owned by Comcast) had the 
interest in signing over the necessary permissions.

The nation’s audio history remained tantalizingly at my fingertips as I 
toured around the main building and, later, through one of the 17 vaults dedicated 
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to recorded sound. In the future, the library hopes to create dozens of outposts 
under its control across the country to allow more people access to digitized 
material of all kinds.

DeAnna doesn’t want to deny rightsholders ownership nor commercial 
exploitation of valuable recordings, but that remains a tiny part of what is in the 
library’s hands. The rights situation means that, for now, the sound of silence 
reigns over our past — unless you can make a trip to dc.

 1    As I was schooled on while playing Jeopardy, 
Clara Barton, not Florence Nightingale, 
nursed soldiers at the Battle of Bull Run. 

 2  Technically, DeAnna is the head of the 
Recorded Sound Section of the Motion 
Picture, Broadcasting, and Recorded Sound 
Division, which is part of the Special Col-
lections and Services department in Library 
Services. The LOC is a very large organization.

 3   Learning about the Packard Campus, I’ve 
grown to admire the younger Packard’s 
modesty and intent. He said in a film about 
the project, “The reason that we can do 
this is because of the achievement of the 
tens of thousands of employees of the 
Hewlett-Packard Company over the years, 
especially in the first 50 years. I think they 
should take the most pride, and I don’t think 
anyone should give me credit for it.”

 4   Conservation refers to means employed to 
stabilize or repair media, typically without 
making irreversible changes. Preservation 
can include that, but may also mean keeping 
just the content alive (a digital or analog 
extraction or copy) even if that destroys 
the original in the process. See Nicholson 
Baker’s somewhat controversial look at  
book preservation, Double Fold, for one 
view on the topic, related to destroying 
books to make microfilm, microfiche, and 
digital scans.

 5   Eastman’s use of cellulose nitrate violated a 
patent granted after he began production, 
and Kodak eventually paid out a vast sum.

 6   Kodak notes on its site that “as the film 
breaks down, it gives off nitric oxide, nitro-
gen dioxide, and other gases that yellow the 
film base, yellow and soften gelatin, and oxi-
dize the silver image. Later, the base cockles, 
becoming very brittle and then sticky. Finally, 
it disintegrates completely.”

 7   Victor was bought by RCA under the guid-
ance of its early chief David Sarnoff, a distant 
relative of my mother’s. When my parents 
were married in 1965, he sent a telegram of 
congratulations (and a hefty check). Sarnoff 
claimed to have been the sole operator 
receiving the Titanic’s S.O.S., and ran RCA for 
over 40 years.

 8   The Victor rights’ history is fascinating. GE 
once owned RCA and NBC. RCA bought Vic-
tor in 1929. GE had to divest both in 1930. 
In 1986, GE bought RCA back, and sold off 
everything but NBC. The music wound up 
at Bertelsmann, which merged its holdings 
in 2004 with Sony; in 2008, Sony bought 
Bertelsmann’s part. The rights have followed 
all that.

 9   A book registered and published in 1923 
had 28 years of protection (registration with 
the copyright office was required until the 
1980s), and copyright could be renewed 
shortly before its expiration for another 
28 years. Changes in the law before 1979 
revised the expiration of renewed and new 
works published between 1923 and 1979 to 
be fair in relation to new rules that started a 
clock ticking when an author had died. Thus, 
the first mass entrance in the public domain 
of works from 1923 starts in 2018.
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