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Dedication:
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environments where I have spent so much of my productive life, nobody
does it alone. I salute a sampling of my friends and colleagues:
Joan Bavaria, Margaret Flinter, Millicent, Tim and Rob Freundlich,. Jim Gibbons,
Judy Greene, Roger Neece, Pony Shea, David Thompson, Film and Photography:
Harold Feinstien, Jim Furlong, Mort Heilig, Jean Hoffman, Pare Lorentz, Jr.,
Donald Wrye. Peace Corps: Dave Gelman, Mike and Shirley Furst, Roger
Landrum, Tim Lavelle, Kathy Weede. Reston: Choo Choo Adamson, Elias Blake,
Patrick Kane, Embry Rucker. New Haven Alternative Community: Ginny Bales,
Karen Belford, Virginia Blaisdell, Lew Bowers, Marlene Cenotti, Don Chambers,
Nancy Correll, Gail Eierweiss, Sandy Florstedt, Steve Gottleib, Marcia Grace
Kenline, Susan Osborne, Denis Pearson, Ken Stokes, Donna Vanderheiden, Mike
Vozick, Anne Walker, Pat Wells. Another Place Farm: Sandy Eccelston, Terry
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David Morris, Ralph Nader, Wayne Silby. Co-op/Green America: Alisa Gravitz,
Denise Hamler, Diane Keefe, Jeff Lang, Stephen Morris, Alan Newman, Deb
Shacter, Lyn Thompson Dance New England: Bob Abramms, Steve Baumohl,
Michael Beattie, Kevin Benjamin, Olivier Besson, Elizabeth Cooper, Neil Cowan,
Davio Danielson, Alida Engel, Laura Faure, Robin Feld, Carolyn Fuller, Beth
Garner, Anne Garvin, Padma Gordon, Mark Grossman, Amy Hannas, Mariba Jos,
David Kahn, Rhonda Kaplan, Corin Kennedy-Spielman, Lisa Kennedy, Mitch Levine,
Sanford Lewis, Dev Luthra, Candy Malina, Jay Mankita, Paul McCandless, Dick
McLeester, Mona Naimark, Will Russell, Leslie Silver, Paul Spielman, Alisa
Starkweather, Deb Steiner, Kenny Schachat, Christina Tucillo, Ben Silver, John
Sprague, Zevi Steinitz, Stan Strickland, Danny Trenner, Deborah Watrous,
Wendy Weinrich, Michael Wingfield. CERES Coalition: Bob Banks, Harry Fatkin,
Norm Dean, Neva Goodwin, Denis Hayes, Art Harwood, Anne Kelly, Mindy
Lubber, Bob Massie, Joan Shapiro, Tim Smith, Ken Sylvester, Joe Uehlein,
Ariane VanBuren, Susan Vickers. Fair Trading: Richard Adams, Pushpika
Freitas, Bobby Muller, Claire Smith. Social Venture Network: Jamie Babson,
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Bill Blackburn, John Evans, Leontien Plugge, Ruth Rosenbaum, Hanna
Thorsteindottir, Peter Wong, and Arnold Toynbee, Rowan Wakefield.
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Look at the young man in the reflection. He is serious, but about what, except this
self-portrait, is not yet certain. Definitely serious about making a print that in
somewhat faded form will survive almost five decades.
If he was looking back at how his life played out, would he be struck more by the
coincidence of fate or the singularity of intention; bereft by the opportunities he
missed, or amazed at those he seized? Would his small part in moving the human
agenda seem more than likely or less than enough?
Curiosity led him then: it leads him still.
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Prelude: GOD POSITION

Although I’m skeptical that deities exist who look like us, only better, and are
concerned with our affairs, I have an abiding curiosity about choreography and flow.
Einstein gave us the theory of relativity, explaining the relation of energy and
mass, and said that God doesn’t roll dice with the universe. Heisenberg gave us
probability theory, suggesting that straight-line projections are a comforting myth,
and someone or something is shooting craps.
The relation of energy to mass is constant, and in a perfect dynamic: it is always
one off. The potential for conversion gives us uncertainty, mutation, change — and
the existence of such bizarre beings as ourselves.
The universe is a large and complicated dance. It’s no wonder that we all yearn at
times for an exemption from learning the steps, and dream of a celestial partner who
really knows how to lead.
WE ARE ALL BUDDHA
Visiting the extra-special, super-renowned Green Gulch Zen Center in Marin County
for a Sunday morning service in the late ‘70s, escorted by a knowledgeable friend, I
watched Richard Baker-Roshi make his entrance. A Bishop Fulton Sheen type, if you
go back that far. You could see he liked his clothes and had cultivated a manner.
Later it was revealed that besides being a confidant of Governor Brown and other
captains of industry, he was porking a renowned parishioner’s wife. That scandal
caused an om-entory grinding of gears and temporal realignment of roles.
Not as serious as when the high Shaman of Shambala, the Nabob of the Naropa
Zen Center was caught doing junior monks while suffering from AIDS, sure in the
knowledge that his god-hood, holy light protected his minions from the — what shall
we call it? Certainly not “contamination?” Nor would it have been such a deal in the
days of Borgia popes, where sex and death were the waves that broke every day on
the Holy See.
Baker-Roshi seized the rostrum, the pulpit, like an Airedale shaking a rat. He
surveyed us like an eagle, lining up targets far below.
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His first story was about a famous Zen monk in the old country known as “The
Tiger.” The Tiger, tiring of an acolyte’s repetitious questions, began beating him at
every opportunity. “Oh you Tiger,” Baker-Roshi intoned fondly.
My goodness, I thought, looking around the room, the hundred or so in rapt
attention, what do we have here? Mass bondage? Community S & M?
Shortly after, with his parting shot, Roshi, disdaining both audience and
presumably himself, averred that, “Buddha is not in this room. He is not among us.”
Oh you tiger. What a cynical pussycat you turn out to be. To the best of my
intuition, Buddha was among all of us Siddarthas at that moment, riding down life’s
highway; peering out from behind the karmic wheel of a 16 ton rig on a ride to
nowhere, occasionally stopping to enjoy the view from some scenic overlook, or
bemused by our attempts to collect tolls from passing vehicles.
LIFE IS A FOUNTAIN
The shaggiest of all shaggy canine stories has a man at the end of his life searching
for its meaning. His travels take him over all the world at the cost of his fortune.
Finally, he attains the high Himalayas, kneeling in the snow before an ancient,
blind guru who reposes in lotus position, naked, and apparently several feet off the
ground. In ecstasy, the supplicant gasps out, “Tell me, oh teacher, what I have sought.
Tell me the meaning of life.”
As if from far away, a voice pronounces with great calm, “Life is a fountain.”
The searcher mulls this over for a few moments, then exclaims, “You mean I’ve
traveled all over the world and spent my fortune to hear that life is a fountain? That’s
the most simplistic, ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”
Again, as if from a great distance, comes the voice, “You mean life isn’t a
fountain?”
GOD IN THE HOOD
I was returning from a Miriam Makeba concert in Portland, Maine with two people,
only Heidi knew me well. The three of us had done some hot dancing in the narrow
aisle before the stage. At the peak of the action, we’d reached out hands, and soon a
few dozen folks were bopping to Afro-jazz rhythms.
My connection with Heidi was Dance New England, a sort of cooperative
community built around social dancing. We hold a big summer camp every year and
thousand of folks have been actively involved for years.
The guy was impressed to hear that I had started Dance New England. But when
further conversation developed that I had founded Co-op America, helped launch the
CERES Coalition and was a member of Social Venture Network, he threw up his
hands, and announced, “You are God.”
At the moment, I was close to broke, on leave from my family and quite tired. It
didn’t feel like I was God, but I thought I knew what he meant — that I was
occasionally in the god position of creation.
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Although it continues to amaze me that anyone takes God seriously as more than
a metaphorical construct, I very much like the thought of us assuming, for as long as
we can stand the heat, Godhood.
The Greeks worried about hubris; that reaching for godhood risked overweening
pride. They limited god-position to the high and mighty, and their dramas delighted in
the details of long and torturous descents. They were a conniving, vicious and
occasionally irrational set of deities who continually misled out of personal pique and
greed, intervening often and terribly to insure that over-reachers like Oedipus, Jason
and Agamemnon paid their dues.
But if you think those gods were nasty, place them against an omnipotent,
omniscient single force who is either testing us with wars, plagues and consumer
fraud, or playing out some titanic, eternal struggle with the down-under, bad guy.
When I play God, I try to keep it simple.
GOD RENTS DOON’S HOUSE
I was visiting a Dance New England friend who lived on the island of Eleuthera in the
Bahamas. Although the environment is close to paradise, sometimes she was bummed
by the scarcity of money or interesting men.
One morning, while lounging on the porch, my friend Doon received a phone call
from a prospective renter. As she launched an enthusiastic description of her house,
my imagination took flight about the party on the other end:
God is sitting in the big communications center in the sky, musing about
what intervention to make next. The fickle finger of fate flicks out and dials a
number:
“Doon, I want your cottage.”
During their conversation, in response to her carefully phrased questions,
God allows the following information to be elicited: “Money is no object. I’ll
work out the time to fit your convenience. I’m forty-two (eons, centuries,
seconds) and single (although some might argue for triple).”
By the end of the phone call with God-the-renter (would that make Doon
the Holy Host?) she is immensely cheered.
When Doon finished the call, I told her my story. As she listened to my recitation
of God meeting her desires, a smile came to her face. Why, having someone else
daydream for you is almost as good as reality, and daydreaming for someone else is
almost as good as being God.
A GREAT YOUNG LOVE
Reordering reality is a useful ability: Perhaps I learned it from editing film. I’m prone
to reorganize my own life when the high point of a scene precedes a let down. For
example, the linear progress of my first marriage from courtship through passion to
commitment to separation and long-term friendship is not a bad story.
But it could be better.
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I find there is a positive emotional value to identifying the romance and love as
central to the relationship, rather than somewhere in the muddle. After all, how many
readers would stick around for a postscript to Cinderella, wherein she is testily
nursing the twin princelets, and sulking over the latest excess of that bitch of a Queen
Mother.
Without denying bad stuff happened in our marriage, at this distance I’m capable
of relegating it to an interesting commentary on the human condition: Okay, some of
it was awful, but we survived.
Isn’t what matters to me that I had a great young love in the course of my life?
Now that’s a soothing thought — the hard times were simply part of having had a
great young love.
Perhaps I’m shallow, but I find “A Great Young Love” a more satisfying
headline than “High Hopes Lead to Divorce.”
What would my ex-wife think of “a great young love?” Well, like God in my
story, I can pick up the phone and ask.
If her reply was, “Great young love? You must be nuts. I remember it as hell on
wheels,” then perhaps I’d need to rethink my story. Whatever she said, I’d get an
interesting set of comments that would further extend the tale.
That would probably work with her. In other cases, I might want to leave well
enough alone: reorder the story, and replace the disk in my brain for appropriate
playback. And if that reconstructed reality is less than a perfect match with historical
reality, if it works for me and doesn’t hurt anyone else, so what?
BEING THERE IS HALF THE FUN
Still, there’s something to be said for reality. During a period when my long-term
partner, Margaret and I had questions about our commitment. we semi-separated.
It could have been a great drama, including pain commensurate with the potential
breakup of what was then a fifteen-year relationship. Mostly I chose it as an
opportunity to walk my talk — as in, if I can’t respond well to a challenging human
situation, what’s all my talk worth? And, will the community, that I believe is a
critical component in any healthy life, hold up when I need it?
Margaret and I seemed to be at an impasse that had stretched for several years.
There were hard and tangible hurts that mined the landscape, and our patterns of
behavior produced frequent explosions. Love and friendship were inextricably
intertwined with daily assumptions to the point she no longer knew which were
compelling the relationship.
Margaret needed the space to figure things, free of me. I decided to go on the road
for an unspecified period of time, without any assurance of where the road would
lead.
A WATUSI ALL THE WAY TO SOKODE
Once I made a movie for the Peace Corps about language. The opening scene placed
a Volunteer at a crossroads between West African villages.
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While exchanging greetings in several dialects, he mused about their significance:
“Do they think any more about phrases that translate as You and the road or How’s
your pain? than we do about Howyadoin?”
Now I was on the road again, and had to think about presentation. At first, I
decided to keep a low profile. That didn’t last long.
My first stop was for some Washington, DC, board meetings. I was having lunch
with one of my best friends. With no warning, he launched into how much I had
changed over the years: “When we first met, you were Mr. Community. It seemed
you were always on the road. Now you’re a real homebody.”
Did I blush?
I hesitated, then, “Uh, Jim, guess what? I’m back on the road again.”
If the road had been miserable, my pain would have dramatized issues and forced
the pace. If it had been expensive, every night away would have strained my delicate
finances.
Instead, I was able to contrive a circuit of friends in New England, New York and
Washington. With the aid of some frequent flyer miles, I even extended the journey to
the Bahamas. For my mother’s 80th birthday, I traveled with both my sons to Florida.
For three months, I ate well, slept soundly, enjoyed friends, TV, movies, dinners
and dancing, and even wrote consistently. (The writing was done on Margaret’s Xmas
present of a laptop. At the time, we joked it might be a fine going-away present.)
My visits to Margaret and our nine-year old during this period were like stopmotion photography; a flash of who we were, expressions of concern and curiosity,
then on my way. With our son, we worried about what he could handle, and did our
best – not enough, but he seems to have forgiven us.
Margaret and I didn’t know exactly where we were going, or even if we would
continue traveling together. But the experience restated that in spite of, or because of,
the break in pattern, the attraction and affection between us remained strong.
I don’t mean to infer that there were no moments of doubt and distress, only that
although this road might be less traveled, it was not unfamiliar. As my friend, Jim
noted, there were years of traveling in community, where a combination of work and
a net of friendships sustained me. So I found myself, rather than shopping in a strange
store, somewhat nervously trying on an old coat stashed in the attic, checking
carefully for fit, style and moth holes.
The several friends who anchored my circuit generously provided keys and
accepted my comings and goings with equanimity, perhaps even pleasure. The
advantage of old friends is that you can pick up the stories easily. Each of them
listened with curiosity to the development of my soap opera, but they had their own
lives and dramas.
DANCE SPREE
Beyond individual friendships, there was my community of Dance New England. At
least twice a week during these few months, I stepped into the magic of one of our
community dances.
Fifty to hundred people in a darkened room dancing to pop rock, ethnic reggae,
salsa disco. Taking the time to find my own center, my own dance and then
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integrating the play and flow of the room. As I move, I find moments constructed of
shared looks, boisterous bumps and graceful touching.
For hours, I’m flat out physically and emotionally. I fall in love, fall away and
move on. I make new friends and deepen old. For those hours, I’ve participated in
creating an epic. More drama, more ecstasy, more wonder than I can rationally credit.
How could I dare feel sorry for myself?
Even when things fell apart, there were rewards.
One night, I arrive at the appointed hour for the beginning of Dance Spree.
I climb the three flights of stairs, then crash. No music. The space is near
empty. Two women I hardly know practicing contact improvisation.
They explain the coordinators were pissed there had been insufficient
volunteer sign-ups for necessary tasks (like setting up the equipment) and
decided to cancel as an object lesson. The word had been spread in the
Northampton/Amherst area, but I was coming from out of town. Too bad.
I was headed for my friend Steve’s house, but after soothing my
expectations, I decide to hang out a while.
Sue is a large, heavy woman I’d known peripherally for years. She eked
out a living running a daycare, and was usually with the small children at our
summer camp’s childcare program. Her persona was goofy, and I’d never paid
her much mind.
But dance with her or not at all, and I find a solid, playful companion,
wielding her weight with a nice mix of control and abandon.
In the other woman, Janice, I discover a superb dancer, well beyond my
competence, but our enthusiasm matches well.
We play for hours. Sliding our bodies through and around and over. Sue
had brought a boom box, and after a while, she puts on a tape and we rock. A
few others who had missed the announcement show, and soon we have a
mini-dance going. By the time we wrap, not only are we enjoyably exhausted,
but there is an additional glow from having triumphed over adversity.
Now, when I arrive at a dance, the sight of either Sue or Janice is a cause for
celebration. I know that in the course of the evening, there will be at least a few
words exchanged to update our friendship, a few dances to restate our comradeship
and creativity.
Throughout my travels, with a lot of help from my friends and the continuity of
my work, it was more an adventure than a hard time. And if the adventure required
more logistics and checking in with people than usual, then maybe working out a
mutually satisfactory itinerary is not a bad metaphor for life itself.
Sometimes I felt like a tour guide for myself: “Is everybody happy? Good, then
wave good-bye, and please get back on the bus.”
MEANWHILE GOD IS GETTING A BUSY SIGNAL
On the island of Eleuthera
children playing at low tide
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black and white turning brown
I flash to a beach north of Bombay
camels kneeling in the sand
Glorying in the freedom to take myself
anywhere, anytime
Come watch with me
as the wind drives
clouds across the brilliant sky
bands of light cross darkened sea
like the striated, Crustacean rock
wherein Doon yesterday pointed out
a fossilized snail
dead 10,000 years.
Did it recognize the moment
its slow passage
stalled?
If the earth moved
would it be fooled
that life returns?
At the picnic
a minister is welcoming a child
blessing a newcomer to the flock
Bands of humans
moving through time
By comparison
to the snail or rock
they are dancing
Back in Eleuthera, only my laptop between me and the Atlantic Ocean, Richard
and Mimi Farinia were on the tape player, suggesting I should pack up my troubles. I
would (in about a week) but I wasn’t exactly sure where I’d be going, past dances in
New England, and a few meetings in Washington.
Now if God tired of waiting for the information superhighway to connect
everyone except the billions without electricity, and placed a call, would I have had
access to news about Margaret’s mind that she had yet to discover?
I could probably have imagined that story too, but I chose to wait for it to unfold.
VIRTUAL COMMUNITY
One of the friends I visited lived in New York City. For decades, Judy had been
fighting the good fight, developing alternatives to incarceration for women offenders,
and spent more time than she would like flying around, talking to governors and
prison officials.
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Her laptop was a constant companion, and anywhere there were phone lines, she
could maintain some continuity by logging onto one of several computer conferences.
Most were work-related, but some were interesting diversions.
On a visit, she demonstrated a network where you assumed characters at a welldefined space, and indulged in conversations or even played games with other
electronic travelers. In this setting, friendships blossomed, and spilled over into reallife, real-time dates.
The twist on this virtual community seemed typically New York. An unknown
character ?walked? into the living room of the electronic lodge, and assaulted a
woman. In front of everyone logged on at that moment, ?he? took control of her
actions. The words typed on the screen described carnal knowledge and degrading
sex.
I had imagined God intervening on a phone call. If Ishtar or his Satanic Majesty
had reached over the real life woman’s shoulder and typed instructions to give herself
to a stranger, the scene could scarcely have been more bizarre. No one had figured
out how the perpetrator did it, or when (he, she, it) would strike again. This case of
cyber-rape was big news in the “Village Voice,” and legal implications as well as
moral were considered.
Never did hear the end of the story, but it seems the electronic pathways became
fraught with a peril heretofore concentrated in our urban alleys.
THE ORACLE OF HI-FIVE
The kind of fortune cookies I like best involves bizarre insights into reality — the
best being, “Never wear your best pants when you go to fight for freedom.” I carried
this enigmatic message folded in my wallet for years, along with a twenty dollar bill
made into an elf’s boot by an inventive origami specialist.
What was in God’s mind when writing this message? Why stuff it in a fortune
cookie? Just for a moment, however, allow the possibility it was not God. I know this
seems unlikely, but consider the human options:
A semiliterate Chinese immigrant imperfectly translating a masterpiece of
military thought from the “Art of War?”
A barter arrangement with a local dry-cleaning establishment tired of
dealing with blood stains from Tong wars?
A thought for the day by the owner?
Forget it. Whether God, or someone adopting the god position makes little
difference. Like a reader of palms or Tarot cards, the writer of Fortune Cookie koans
is a direct descendent of the ancient oracles who read lamb entrails and whose
prophecies never quite specified who was that masked stranger you were supposed to
avoid killing on the road; the one who disingenuously offered disruptive answers to
the wrong questions.
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GOD FOR A DAY
There used to be a popular radio and TV show, “Queen for a Day.”
The contestants (usually women and housewives, for these were the days when
men won the bread) would tell their stories of death and dismemberment,
handicapped children, tragic dog stories. Everyone received a compensatory packet of
appliances, but the Queen, oh the Queen got it all.
Limousines, washer-dryers, gowns, designer furniture, linoleum roofs, RVs —
along with the instant palliative to her specific problem. “Yes, your little girl will be
sent to the Mayo clinic. They will operate and fix her. There will be a room full of
Teddy Bears when she returns, and it will be in your new house, that this time will be
on the right side of the tracks.”
Wow!
But “God For A Day,” now that would be something. Even “God For A Minute.”
Like those prize winners who get to race through a department or grocery store and
fill a shopping basket.
THE NATURE OF REALITY
By now you may have some doubts about my grip on reality. But look at it this way:
establishing objective reality usually takes a convocation of lawyers and scholars, and
is more trouble than it’s worth (although sale of movie rights may make back the
investment).
A few years ago, I decided to create an international distribution system, the point
of which was to fairly reward Third World artisans, strengthen community within
their neighborhoods and villages, and protect the environment.
My projection was called “The Fair Trade Foundation.” It was sufficiently
engaging that reasonably credible individuals and institutions put up real money to
the tune of $200,000. Serious discussions were carried out in Europe, the United
States, Japan and various African, Asian and Latin American countries. Poor
villagers, foundation heads, government officials, traders and captains of industry
were involved. At the Social Venture Network I convened meetings that drew on the
expertise of the founders of Banana Republic, Smith & Hawken, and the Body Shop.
I listened astutely, nodded wisely, spoke movingly.
Proposals were generated, and tests conducted with positive results. At the very
moment when a large-scale launch seemed assured, however, the early ‘90’s collapse
of U.S. retail sales and the Soviet bloc cut the legs out from underneath my bold
initiative.
Without the competition of the Evil Empire, it turned out development agencies
had a diminishing interest in Third World hearts and minds, and not much in their
bodies. The thought of supplying money for new projects barely could lift a quizzled
eyebrow.
Private and institutional investors meanwhile took one look at the crash in
consumer spending, another at the battering their bank accounts were taking from the
decline in interest rates, and offered an apologetic, “No mas.”
That part could have been labeled as objective reality.
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As the reality began to slip, I briefly indulged a day dream of the recognition of
my project by a Swedish industrialist, the availability of vast sums of money, spiced
with a visit to his country estate, including a ride in his sister’s Saab convertible,
leading to a steamy seduction.
Now I knew this was fantasy, much as the night dream I had in the late ‘70s of an
invite to the Carter White House to present a plan for developing a cooperative
intervention into our nation’s cities. I didn’t wake up the next morning, call Jimbo
and say, “Where’s my car and driver?” And, “I know we were a little fuzzy on the
implementation, but let’s get moving on this.” Instead I buckled down and developed
a national membership organization linking producers and consumers, Co-op
America.
Nor did I call up the Swedish sister, especially since my fantasy never provided
her with a name, much less a phone number.
The point I’m making is not about my relative sanity. It’s that all this stuff is
floating around in our brains. I remember the dream. I remember the daydream. I
remember my carefully articulated business strategy for the Fair Trade Foundation. I
remember the playing out of projects that worked.
Why, I can even remember sheer inventions.
SCHINDLER’S PARK 2
Steven Spielberg decides to combine the sequels to his mega-hit “Jurassic
Park,” and his critical success, “Schindler’s List,” seeking to achieve the first
mega-critical smash.
The movie, “Schindler’s Park 2,” begins with a team of Jewish scientists
reprogramming the last Jurassic Park Tyrannosaurus. They send it back in
time to the Krakow ghetto, where Hasidic mystics are attempting to raise a
Golem to smite the Nazis. The appearance of the Tyrannosaurus causes
consternation, but also hope.
They contact Otto Schindler, who supervises the construction of a double
railroad car capable of transporting the huge reptile. Operating under the code
name, “Sigfried,” Schindler convinces the authorities that Siggy is the real,
final solution.
After a mix-up in routings briefly involving the T-rex in an all night
drinking bout with Hitler youth under the impression they are living out a
Wagnerian opera, the giant carnivore arrives in Auschwitz. There, it proceeds
to eat the entire SS complement and liberate the prisoners.
At the war’s end, Schindler arranges for the Tyrannosaurus to immigrate
to Palestine, where it becomes a major force in the establishment of the State
of Israel. At the end of the movie, it is raising a family in a theme kibbutz on
the Sea of Galilee.
The final shot is of the old Tyrannosaurus laying a wreath on the grave of
Otto Schindler, the patron saint of “Schindler’s Park,” while crowds of
tourists smile approvingly.
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In “Home Alone - 24,” will a wrinkled MacCaulay Culkin be abandoned by his
children, and trapped in a retirement facility by the same bumbling, now octogenarian
thieves?
When in the play within a play of Hamlet, the poison destroys both mother and
son, and the principle characters are sprawled about the stage — what if the
intermission canapés are tainted, and someone in the audience dies of food
poisoning? Does the drama move across the footlights?
Creating institutions and communities, it’s even trickier. When psychologist and
writer, B.F. Skinner viewed the reality of an intentional community that had sought to
vitalize his behaviorist vision, he spoke mildly, “I’m not sure that’s entirely what I
had in mind.”
For me, it gets worse — or better. Sometimes, in the flow of events, I sense the
developing choreographic structure. I see what is probable, and find I can tweak
reality.

GOD POSITION
CEO level position available for known universe. Must
capacity to create worlds, and ability to coordinate with
supervisors. Compassion for all creatures great and
preferable. Salary commensurate with responsibilities.
resume. Pray.

have
other
small
Send
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PART ONE: The

‘60s

Buried somewhere in the Pentagon vaults is the 35mm movie footage this Signal
Corps cameraman took of a warm-up exercise for Vietnam, Swift Strike III; 100,000
Yankee troops marching around the former Confederacy.
Instead of the Blue and the Grey, the red force (primarily infantry and armor)
confronted the highly mobile blue force (loaded with Airborne and Special Forces
units). Given the politics, guess whom the red forces represented?
The penultimate moment comes on a brilliant, sunlit day, with a band
playing and the crowds cheering. On the courthouse steps of Columbia, South
Carolina, the Commander of the victorious Blue forces receives a bouquet of
flowers from a little, blond haired girl representing the liberated civilians
(presumably designated as white to provide the full, patriotic spectrum).
I fight my way through the crowds for a close-up of the action, intuiting
this is something special. Yet even my intuition could not have identified this
as the high point of the Vietnam War.
For somewhere in the back of the commander’s mind, as he accepted the
bouquet, didn’t William Westmoreland reserve his place in history? Chasing
that image throughout the war, befuddled by a dream of grateful blondeness,
waiting for a band to hail him victor.
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“A Choice I Made is a social document of first magnitude. It is also a superb
film,” The Harvard Crimson, 1966.

Chapter One

The Choices We Made
A light snow had deepened into concern. Driving to a party in the Virginia
countryside would be a slippery challenge. It was tempting to blow off the
engagement for a redhead who had my mind forking down divergent paths.
There was a knock at the door. I opened cautiously, but it was Don smiling down
from his six foot two. “Ready?”
“I don’t know about the weather. Drivers in DC and Virginia go to pieces at the
first flake.”
“All the more reason. No traffic, for sure.”
“Then there’s this girl. We’ve been flirting in the laundry room for six months,
and she picks tonight to suggest it’s time to consummate.”
Tomorrow afternoon, I would be on my way to New York, and thence to India for
several months of filming. My impending trip was the occasion for a black tie dinner
at the Middleburg home of friends.
“Come on, Paul. You’re not going to cut out on this one.”
No, probably not. The redhead moved to a shelf of might-have-beens.
As we headed to the elevator, the redhead stepped out, and at least for the
moment, off the shelf. She screwed up her face accusingly: “You’re going.”
I checked if Don was enjoying himself. “I’ve got to. The party’s for me.”
“All right, I’ll come along.”
Don and I exchanged glances. The Aston did have a jump seat, but this girl was
neither dressed, nor prepped for a semiformal Middleburg do.
Now we were in the elevator, riding down to the garage. Her intensity was grating
but compelling. The blouse open an extra button, and a swell of breast hinted at
passion delivered.
“Look,” I waffled, “I’ll see you when I get back.”
Her finger immediately punched “L.” As she stepped into the lobby, she threw
over her shoulder, “You can look, but you won’t see. You missed your chance.”
We were quiet the rest of the way to the car. Neither of us had the capacity for
indifference to lost opportunity. On another occasion, an airline stewardess I had met
on the Eastern shuttle called. She and her friend were looking for a double date. In the
background, Don was jumping up and down miming yes, yes, while I reluctantly
passed in favor of a preexisting commitment.
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We’d explored the possibilities of that scene about as intensively as if it had
occurred in one of the many films we saw.
With movies, you could endlessly speculate about the effect of variations in
motivation, character and action. We shared a near obsessive commitment to seeing
films in repertory. Kurisawa, Antonioni, Truffout; on the third or fourth viewing,
there were still nuances to be understood and integrated. Even this early in our
careers, we knew that on the set, or in the editing room, reality could be bent and
restructured.
Besides movies, there was the scene in Middleburg, Virginia – home of
foxhunting, bored millionaires and great parties. Neither of us were to-the-mannerborn, but we were young, promising and could put on a good show.
Tonight, our friends the McClary’s would be hosting a celebration of my grand
adventure. There was a lure to foreign lands, but above all, curiosity about people
who had talent and were creative. Work might be condescended to, but film, like
politics, was interesting.
There would be servants, champagne toasts and hearty food. The honors would be
shared with a visiting Irish Lord and his Dupont wife. There would be a roaring fire
in the huge hearth. On the mantle, a photo of the hostess with Jack Kennedy. Jane
McClary, on horseback, looking her most imperious. The President in an old leather
jacket holding onto the reins. Someone had once added a caption for Jane, “Good job,
now go muck out the stables.” Since the assassination, the caption had been removed.
Not only was it a kick to consort with the high and the mighty, we were
participating in a most American ritual. Connections were being accumulated to
qualitatively improve our opportunities for success. Whether in the Washington scene
or Hollywood, the scent of easy acceptance by powerful friends was almost as
attractive as real wealth and family traditions.
With our youthful arrogance, there was not the slightest worry that we could
possibly be co-opted. Our drive and ambition were too strong and pure. We would
make wonderful movies. We would enjoy the best that America could offer, without
counting the cost or paying the dues.
As the garage door opened, and the powerful Aston Martin eased into the night,
there were still a few flurries haunting my vision. But they seemed trivial compared
to the future that lay ahead.

Don and I had been friends for a year. Our apartments were across Pennsylvania
Avenue in Foggy Bottom. We were entry-level motion picture officers at the United
States Information Agency (the U.S. propaganda factory) working in the same office,
occasionally trading projects. Both of us had served relatively cushy tours in the post
Korean War army; there was his graduate work in film at UCLA and mine in Mass
Communications at Penn; a shared epicurean taste for sports cars, wine and food; a
longing for love; and above all, aspirations to be real, live filmmakers.
There was an inherent contradiction between the staid patterns of the Foreign
Service and our drive to make movies. It had us in trouble more than once. The
Director of the Motion Picture Service, George Stevens, Jr., had personally hired us.
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We had an easy relationship with Stevens, but several layers of hierarchy separated us
from the boss.
When the head of production took offense at some parliamentary lapses, he sent
his assistant. After listening to a fifteen-minute lecture about the use of sir and mister
to senior officers, I informed him that as a recent graduate of the U.S. Army, I’d had
enough sirs to last awhile. Also that George didn’t seem to mind, and neither Don nor
I saw ourselves as career officers anyway.
We were impatient and brash, worked hard and produced results. Mostly, we took
our cue from Stevens, who was an ornery cuss.
At the rough-cut screening of a new Agency film by one of the major
documentary talents in the country, Charles Guggenheim, I decide there are
serious problems. When the lights come up, comments are invited. I’m to be
Agency liaison on Charles’ next project, and don’t want to initiate our
relationship by trashing this film.
I’m sitting directly behind George. To make sure my points are
considered, I decide to write a note. Look frantically for a scrap of paper, but
all I find is my checkbook.
Tearing out a blank, I neatly print my several points on the back, and tap
George on the shoulder. George reads the note carefully, scrawls a reply,
then returns the check.
On the back there is nothing beyond the original comments. I flip to a
front that now reads, “PAY TO THE ORDER OF George Stevens Jr.” The
amount filled in is $1,000.
I briefly consider raising the stakes by signing the check, but don’t have
that much in my account, that much nerve, nor do I think I’ll get extra points
for being a smarter smart ass.
One of the projects I helped design at USIA was the Young American
Filmmakers Series. Four grants of $15,000 each for short films aimed to transmit the
best of American life to target foreign audiences.
The most interesting film had been awarded to a recent UCLA film school
graduate, with a brilliant visual imagination. At that moment in 1964, Carroll Ballard
was deeply in hock to several LA labs – as I discovered when he confessed to
blowing his production money paying back bills.
I went to see George.
“We have every right to cut him off or sue. On the other hand, he couldn’t have
gone ahead without settling those bills.”
“What’s your advice?”
I’d already spent some time on the West Coast with the future director of “Black
Stallion” and “Wind.”
“He’s a sneaky little guy, but also a major talent. I think he can make the best of
the films, and even at $30,000, that’s a bargain.”
“All right,” George said. “It’s your call, but it’s also your neck.”
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“No problem,” nor since the film was nominated for an Academy Award, did it
turn out to be. Yet I knew I had been informed in no uncertain terms that I was
accountable.
When projects were on the line, we would watch George politely defer to Ed
Murrow, who headed the Agency, or his successor, Carl Rowan, but assert his sense
of the correct outcome. He ignored the opinions of other senior Agency officers, even
when a majority was ranged against him. Whether because of wealth or social
position or inner strength, it seemed George just didn’t care what anybody thought.
But it turned out we were wrong.
One evening, I wandered into George’s office. We were possibly the only people
in the building at 8 pm.
George was on the phone. The tone of his voice, and the expression on his face
were quite different than anything I’d seen before. Now, it was, “Yes, sir. No, sir. Of
course, sir.”
On the other end of the line was Arthur Krim, one of the great financial powers in
Hollywood. Oh, so that was where George lived.
When I decided to leave USIA to make a film for Peace Corps, I tried to hedge
my bets. Stevens had asked me to stay at least another few months. If so, I could have
a low-budget film to direct anywhere in the world.
“George, I can’t do that. But I like it here. If the Peace Corps film doesn’t work
out, can I come back?”
Stevens looked me over, smiled thinly, and said, “No, I don’t think so. If you
succeed, you won’t want to: if you fail, I won’t want you.”
I fleetingly considered arguing that my job as a semi-producer was quite different
than being a successful filmmaker. Pushing me into a Peter Principle scene (people
moved to their level of incompetence and never returned to the place they were
effective) would be to neither of our advantage.
But if George wanted to enforce a lesson about personal loyalty or risk-taking, it
was his call. Besides, I didn’t think I was going to fail.

Twenty-three hours to New Delhi on Pan American, and Pare was still ragging me
about jungle pack. Several nights before, we had made the pilgrimage to his father’s
house in Ossining, NY. The elder Lorentz was the dean of American documentary
film directors, with credits like “The Plow That Broke the Plains,” and “The River.”
Pare Jr. had served with us at USIA, after a clubby stint at Harvard. He was a
handsome, blocky young man with a pretty wife, two expensive dogs, an old Rolls
Royce and well connected in the Washington scene. Only a week ago, I had been at
the Shoreham for Lyndon Johnson’s Inaugural Ball – with Pare hanging out at the
private box of his aunt, Kathryn Graham, the publisher of the Washington Post.
The plum of directing the Peace Corps’ first self-produced movie landed in Pare
Jr.’s lap mostly on his father’s rep and those Washington connections. I was a
neophyte, too, but had the advantage of having worked on several productions and
writing a screenplay. There were the two years as an Army cameraman, and one
experimental film.
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I suspected Pare had asked me to shoot the India film as much for what I didn’t
know. A real pro would probably have looked at the challenge, the budget and the
personnel and walked out the door.
Pare’s father was, among other things, a consummate professional. The other
things included a vicious sense of humor that he enjoyed inflicting on his genial son.
After dinner, over brandy and cigars, the elder Lorentz began taking apart his son’s
venture to India. As the person who had assembled the equipment and would be
responsible for the filming, unfortunately, I was directly in the line of fire.
“Do you have jungle pack?” the elder Lorentz asked.
My mind raced as furiously as was possible after roast duck, several glasses of St.
Emillion and the brandy. For all I knew, the reference could be to a rare disease.
“Jungle pack,” I temporized. “I’m not sure I...”
“Well, you can’t make a film in India without jungle pack.” Which launched
Lorentz into extended Second World War stories about the rigors of filming in India
on the way back from the Burma Road.
I was glad enough to play the awestruck film student and avoid fessing total
ignorance. Fortunately, by the time he reached the end of his story, the brandy had
taken its toll, the edge was gone, and we were packed off to the train.
It took me most of the next morning to locate an ancient technician at one of the
film labs who recognized the term. “Oh yeah, jungle pack. In the old days, color
emulsion was so unstable, film crews had to protect it in the damndest ways. Ice, if
you could get it was the best. You still have to be careful in the tropics, but it’s
nothing like it was. Besides, I thought you guys were shooting black and white.”
“Mostly. I’m taking along a few hundred feet of Eastman Color Negative to shoot
an opening or a close.”
“That’s cute. Well, I wouldn’t worry about jungle pack. Say, who asked you
about it?”
I offered the great man’s name.
The technician broke up laughing. “Oh, yeah. I bet he really had you going.”
Back on the plane, it was three in the morning, somebody’s time. We were parked
on the runway in Teheran. Lit by the moon, there was a heated discussion at the
bottom of the steps involving ground personnel, a stewardess, two rustic fellows and
several sheep. Whether the subject was right of passage or restocking food supplies
remained unclear.

As of 1965, the Peace Corps was still rough and ready. A long-shot idea had
turned into one of the great foreign policy, public relations triumphs of the Kennedy
administration. The reality wasn’t bad either.
For the first month in India, Pare and I were traveling with David Gelman, the
Peace Corps Director of Special Projects. The nominal producer on the film, Dave
was a feisty hedgehog of a man. As a seasoned journalist, he came along to provide
some experience, smooth the way with country staff, and make sure we didn’t
embarrass Peace Corps.
We had projected a month of research. At the end of that time, we would sit down
and rough out a plan of action and an itinerary of locations. Exactly how this process
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would occur was left to the muses. In the meantime, we visited sites, asked a few too
many questions, and mostly shut up, looked and listened.
Absorbing India, the sights, sounds, tastes and smells was almost enough of a
challenge, without figuring out the Volunteers’ role, or how to weave their work into
a coherent picture that would help recruit and train new Volunteers.
On an initial scouting trip out of New Delhi, we arrive later than expected
in Tonk, Southern Rajahisthan. Our Volunteer host meets us at the door with a
candle in his hand.
Dinner is picked through in semidarkness. Something called blue ball
stew. We are informed it derives from water buffalo – not the part that leaps to
my imagination, I hope. It chews and tastes more like thick rubber bands. But
washed down with Golden Eagle, the local beer, we aren’t complaining.
After dinner, I walk to the top of a nearby dune and survey the area,
mysterious in the darkness, lit only by an early moon. So this is what it’s like
on the edge of the desert, at the edge of the world.
Then the lights come on.
Suddenly houses and streets blaze alive, revealing a town of some size.
Below us, the PCV’s house is lit up, and from somewhere a radio blares.
I come back down the hill. “What happened?”
The Volunteer is opening another bottle of beer. “Oh,” he says, “the power
came back on.” So much for romantic notions.
We weren’t the only romantics. One of the Associate Directors in Delhi insisted
our crew go to Sittapur in Uttar Pradesh: “There’s a great Volunteer out there. Great
situation. She’s really happy. I know you guys heard a lot of bitching from Volunteers
in Rahjisthan, and this’ll be a good contrast.”
Well, we weren’t out to do an expose about Peace Corps – just document the truth
as artistically as possible. If reassuring Peace Corps New Delhi that their program
was getting a fair shake depended on a nine-hour drive, so be it.
Too bad that he had neglected to tell us the basis of his judgment – her
enthusiastic letters. No staff had yet visited Judy’s out-of-the-way site.
At the end of the nine hours, we found ourselves in the parlor of an exclusive
girls’ school being served high tea. Much giggling and brushing of skirts.
“Oh, I’ve never tried beetle,” I’m saying. “How do you eat it?” And why are you
serving me something that looks like a large Palmetto bug wrapped in a cigar leaf?
Judy, the young woman Volunteer, had arranged for us to stay with the parents of
her new fiancé. He was off in England, but she was obviously a frequent guest at the
doting, presumptive parents-in-laws’ many-splendored mansion. It probably wasn’t
very different from her own home on Philadelphia’s mainline: rose gardens, tennis
courts, though probably it had more servants.
We began to get the picture of why she was so happy.
Nevertheless, we were booked for two days, and after the dusty ride, no one was
enthusiastic about hitting the road without a break. We settled in.
Along with us, there was our driver, courtesy of Peace Corps New Delhi, Francis
DeSuiza. Other than a penchant for turning our Chevy Carry-All into an off-road
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vehicle for chasing peacocks, Francis was a good man and a dedicated co-worker.
Francis was also Catholic from Goa, the former Portuguese colony, and very black.
The ex-colonialist family made the obvious disposition: Pare, Dave and me as
white Americans to guest bedrooms; our driver to the servants’ quarters.
“Wait a minute,” say I. “If Francis was good enough to share food and living
space when we were camping out on Volunteer floors and cots all through Rajasthan,
he’s good enough for this.”
After brief domestic turmoil, Francis split a bedroom with me.
It was quite a deal. Each evening, there was a dinner party in honor of the visiting
American filmmakers, graced by the local aristocracy, bored out of their minds, nine
hours overland from New Delhi in one direction, seven from Calcutta in the other.
So here’s our film crew in our boots and jeans, and here’s the rajahs and rahnis
and the English uppers turned out in full costume. And here’s good old Francis
alternately looking terrified and inscrutable. The Indian guests all assumed he was an
American, of course.
When a princess cornered him at the party, she spoke a steady stream for two
hours that fortunately left no necessity of reply. He was out of class, out of caste, out
of color – and almost out of his mind with fear that he would somehow be discovered.
All in all, it was a dubious favor keeping him in the main house.
We were glad enough to get back on the road. In the Chevy Carry-All, I began a
speculation on the habits of the rural rich, comparing Middleburg (which Pare knew
but Dave didn’t) to Sittapur, leading to this story:
One evening, Jane, Nelson McClary and I were chaperoning a party at the
James Symington’s in Leesburg. He’s head of protocol for the State
Department, and you can bet that things were being done right.
Standing around with the Symingtons, watching the young folks flirting
decorously, old Fred, the hired hand came up to pay his respects to the gentry.
The talk turned to civil rights. In downtown Middleburg or Leesburg, that meant
whether the darkies had to get off the sidewalk when white folks sauntered by.
Old Fred shook his head. “Wasn’t like that when I was young. Nigras knew
their place.’
While I was still considering the protocol of expressing outrage (probably
shared by Jane, who had the distinction of heading both the local NAACP and
the local hunt) Fred launched into a story of the good old days.
“Why I remember when I was a boy. I was walking with my pa. We passed
by Mzz Randolph’s front porch. Pa tipped his hat to Mzz Randolph (the local
doyenne) and she said to him, If you can take the time to tip your hat, you can
take the time to take it off. I never forgot that.”
I guess not. Suddenly my antipathy to redneck Fred was converted to
sympathy for someone nearly at the bottom of a regimented, class society. Poor
fucker. Sixty-years-old, and still worrying about tipping his hat or taking it off.
Dave groaned. “So what are you saying? That the USA has as rigid a caste system
as India?”
“Gee, Dave,” I said innocently, “I’m just telling a story.”
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Nevertheless, Dave had it about right. It was easy to see parallels – but big
insight – below the surface, India was very different. Sometimes the variations
seemed based on place, others on time. Often, it felt like we were in a warp to a
feudal past not nearly our own.
For instance, while we were in Sittapur, Pare lost a silver ring with the elephant
god, Gnish, inscribed. A month later, the ring was returned to Peace Corps/New
Delhi. A gardener had found the ring, tried to keep it, but Gnish sent him bad dreams
and he turned it in.
Rational mind could easily construct a psychological explanation, yet we were
probably better off accepting Gnish as a player.
We weren’t making a cross-cultural travelogue, but it was crucial that we
understand some context of the Volunteer experience. Cultural differences impacted
on the Volunteer’s work in ways not even they always understood.
There was a group of social workers in Jaipur setting up programs for poor
youths. Helping them were several boys from a posh secondary school. Ostensibly the
purpose was to directly alter the life-style of the ghetto kids. At the same time, Peace
Corps was changing attitudes deeply ingrained in the wealthy boys.
As they worked, the Volunteers found themselves swimming in a vast gulf
between privilege and poverty, facing subtle choices about how much time to spend
with whom. The extended bull sessions held with their student aides might have the
greatest long-term effect, but how could that emphasis translate programmatically?
Getting the two groups of teenagers to work, play and talk together was an obvious
solution, but tough to implement.
Then the same Volunteers began experimenting with egg production to provide an
improved protein source. But Indians had a prejudice against eating eggs. It was
cultural, not religious, but how to break it down?
One of my epiphanies came on the edge of the dessert in Rahjisthan. Pare, Dave
and I were waiting for an introduction to a village headman.
The site where we contain our western impatience consists of an island of
shade under a withered tree. The fourth inhabitant of this minimalist oasis is a
herder child. Ignoring us, he keeps a vague eye on yonder hill where his flock
is grazing. Most of his attention is occupied with the potential fifth settler, his
dog.
It’s blazing bright all around. The dog moves in gradually smaller circles,
till it risks a tentative resting place at the edge of the shadow, as far away from
the humans as possible.
The reason for this care becomes quickly evident. At exactly the moment
when the pup relaxes, the boy unleashes a stone, yipping the dog back into the
unremitting heat.
The cruelty of this action grows with repetition. We could restrain or
smack the kid. But tomorrow, we’ll be gone. How can we estimate or judge
the torments visited on the boy’s body, mind, spirit? Without common
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language, us peaceful American are reduced to anger and finally
embarrassment at our helplessness.

As we approached the end of our first month, time was narrowing to choices. We
had visited almost fifty Volunteers – teachers, health practitioners, Ag specialists,
youth workers. Big cities and tiny villages. North and South. Volunteers new to the
country and relatively seasoned veterans wrapping up their experience.
Dave was headed back to Washington. Shortly Pare and I would be on our own,
and Dave wanted some confidence about the film.
What could be asked of the Volunteers and what were they likely to deliver? How
long in which sites? How to integrate a sense of India while making a film with
worldwide application? How to weave together many experiences? Would there be a
story line with a beginning, middle and end, and if so, based on what motivation?
Above all, where would the drama reside?
At the extremes of documentary film preparation are a structured script and
cinema verite. If everything were decided before shooting, it would simplify the
editing process, but probably limit the spontaneity of the action. If the cameraman
(me) shot raw footage, and left it to the editor (also me) to sort out a comprehensible
structure, anything could happen, including a complete disaster.
I already knew something about space, and how time fits inside. But in a long
film, time would not be contained. How would time and space fit together inside the
frame of my camera, the frame of my mind, intuiting juxtapositions that lay ahead in
the editing room?
As we sat down to work out an approach, each of us had our own sense of
urgency. Dave was an established journalist. His Peace Corps years would be a great
adventure in the middle of his middle years and successful career. But his reputation
at Peace Corps and the confidence of Sargent Shriver meant a great deal to him.
Pare was well protected by family and money. Still, as the Jr. to a famous Senior,
a success would be sweet.
As the editor as well as cinematographer, I had a large stake in the 20,000 feet of
16mm footage we would bring home.
At the moment I was hot. A year and a half as a film producer for USIA had given
me great contacts. When I left for India, there were several lively offers from
Hollywood production outfits.
Life was good. I was courting a breathtakingly beautiful general’s daughter in
California, had a little money in the bank, and the Aston Martin in the garage. But I’d
read enough books and seen enough movies to appreciate that windows of
opportunity closed as well as opened.
Mort Heilig, my mentor in graduate school had drilled me that money was
prerequisite in an expensive business. And then there was the low-budget, dramatic
feature I had been up for as a production assistant.
I’ve had a pleasant interview with the producer, at the end of which, I
expect an offer or a rejection. Instead, there’s a question: “And what can you
offer us?”
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“I’m not sure I understand. I’ve given you my film background.”
“Er... Your competition for the job is Marshall Field III. His family is
willing to put $100,000 into the movie.”
This film for Peace Corps was high profile exposure. If it turned out well, I could
reasonably expect other opportunities to follow. All these mundane considerations
were aside from the thrill of engaging with a great conceptual challenge.

So there we were on the Bay of Bengal. Wave bye bye to Dave, flying back to
America, secure in the knowledge that the filmmakers had some idea of what they
were doing.
Time to start filming. I had roughed out an obvious structure. The film would
open with Volunteers arriving at the Delhi airport and take them through their
discovery of the strangeness of being in a foreign land. In their new sites, they would
begin to engage with their work and the local culture.
See the people. Hear their voice-over thoughts about what worked and what
didn’t. There would be failures and successes. In the end, the viewer would know
them better, and be challenged and moved by their struggle to do well.
What a great cast of characters!
Fred was the son of a Kentucky druggist. He was a teacher who could spellbind a
class of youths with tales of Gulliver. When Fred walked down the main street of his
town, he was like the Pied Piper, with kids and adults sliding away from their tasks to
join his passage.
Lenny was a Brooklyn boy teaching Untouchables by candlelight in an abandoned
temple.
Kathy was everybody’s favorite heroine. She was a petite, pretty, strawberry
blond from South Carolina, and a gifted teacher of English.
There was tall, laconic Tom from the Southwest, teaching math and smoking tenfor-a-penny cigars.

Sam was from the mid-West. On his arrival in the town of Bimili, he and his
housemate, Dick, had realized that the rote memorization practiced in their school
produced little education and lousy test results. In their poor, rural town, the school
leaving exams were the only path out. Yet in the proceeding years, only a handful had
succeeded.
As an American, Sam had the cachet to restructure the curriculum and the
classroom. Twenty-three boys began his science classes. For the first year and a half,
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they threw out the curriculum, experimented and learned scientific method. They
were challenged to question everything. Classes moved to the house, often going late
into the evening.
For the last six months, they crammed. When we were there, the clock went
around and so did the kids. The net result was that all twenty-three passed the school
leaving exams, a record worthy of Guinness, if anyone charted such results.

Elephants towering above the crowds, elegant ladies in gorgeous silk saris, throngs
of celebrants making their way through the pink gates of Jaipur. Our camera was set
atop the Chevy Carry-All for a major tracking shot as Francis forced our vehicle
slowly through the crush.
To replicate this scene, it would take a thousand extras, a week of preparation,
and it still wouldn’t be this good. Even as I filmed, my mind was anticipating the
pleasure of working with the footage in the editing room.
Here I was, actually being paid money to film in a foreign land for a good cause.
There in the brilliant sunlight, I figuratively pinched myself. Remember this one. Life
will never get any better.
There was another moment, lying beneath mosquito netting, when I was so weak
after a bout of dysentery, I could only watch helplessly as my companion fly buzzed
and feasted. Remember this one. Life will never get any worse.
Eventually a Brahmin friend of Sam came by and released the fly. With great care
and gentleness, he served tea and brought cold compresses to help bring down the
fever.
The same gentle man wore a handkerchief over his face to be spared the stench of
religious contamination when riding with our Muslim driver. Once, when the route
took us through the Untouchables’ quarter of a town, the Brahmin insisted on
stepping out of the vehicle, and walking completely around the offensive area.
This driver, Hasan, had been provided by Peace Corps for the southern portion of
our filming, He was from the regional office in Madras. Hasan had met us at the
Hydrabad airport in a jeep, but seemed hesitant to load our gear.
It didn’t take long to find out why. Madras to Hydrabad is about a sixteen-hour
drive. Somewhere on the journey, the jeep had begun burning oil. The driver should
have stopped, but (a) he was in a hurry to meet the plane; and (b) he was scared to
death. Besides being Muslim in a Hindu land, he spoke Tamil and the local language
was Telegu. In his world, without even giving offense, people died for less.
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The main reason for staff drivers in India was not to protect the vehicles. On
arrival we had been warned if there was an accident, get lost quickly. There had been
too many cases of Westerners literally torn to pieces by angry mobs.
There was a patina of peacefulness and acceptance. Underneath, a barely
contained rage at the limitations of the hand people had been dealt; like an active
volcano searching for a fissure to escape.
Another image is a play where everyone except the visitors knows their parts.
People performed according to expectations of caste, class and gender. Their reward
would be in the next turn of the karmic wheel. A good performance moves up to
Brahmin. Do poorly and you could be a sea slug next time around.
The British had learned the game, and easily adapted the Indian class structure to
their mix of empire. But Americans never got it right. The Volunteers were
impetuous and sincere. They casually flouted orthodox patterns. They touched,
hugged and laughed inappropriately. They got things done that had been left that way
for a reason.
The Indians knew there was much less than enough to go around. Whether born to
take or be taken, they learned their roles as children, and spent the rest of their lives
playing them out. Their acceptance rested on a conviction that the material plane was
ephemeral, but few were sufficiently at peace to embrace poverty. Greed and envy
lurked in sidelong glances.
The Indians watched with amazement how spendthrift Volunteers were with the
margin Americans came by so easily. Money, self-confidence, education. Even the
poorest Peace Corps Volunteers moved with an assurance of inherent worth, and
confidence in the ability to make productive change.

The mid-’60s meant a new generation answering the call of their fallen leader,
John Kennedy. But as a concept, the “60s, that much applauded, maligned and above
all romanticized decade, had yet to be invented. Sex was practiced, but not liberated.
Rock “n Roll was music to dance to, not a cause. The guru of drugs, Timothy Leary,
was in the Himalayas exploring mushrooms. Vietnam was still a de facto as well as
pro forma police action.
The second half of the twentieth century saw the new kid on the world power
block receiving an extended geography lesson. As spectators, tourists and participants
in consumer-driven exploitation, Americans uneasily wandered through a vast and
confusing theme park with curious rides and distractions.
If it wasn’t political terrorism, it was desperate starvation, environmental
disasters, endangered species. There was the growing reality of a world economy, and
an America that had thrived on emigrants, newly vulnerable to cheap labor and
expensive oil. Over it all hung the threat of a world ending war.
Newscasters who three days earlier couldn’t have located countries on a map nor
spelled their cities, found the names flowing in a daily dialog with the American
people.
If the world was an amusement park, Peace Corps was the bumper car attraction.
The cars looked similar, but their paths were highly idiosyncratic. Once the
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Volunteers took up their tours, where they went, and what cultural misunderstandings
they happened upon, often seemed in the lap of the gods.

At the end of filming, Pare and I shipped the equipment and footage home, and
headed for a few days rest and recreation in Bombay.
The New Delhi airport is usually a zoo. Today, the Indian Airlines ticket
counter is in turmoil. Equipment failure has grounded our flight. The only
immediately available replacement with a pressurized cabin seats less than
half the passengers.
Agents are desperately attempting to convince one hundred and fifty angry
passengers that there is some equity to the choice of who will be bumped. The
equity argument, however, is of little interest to the bumpees, a mix of upper
class Indians and equally arrogant Westerners. Given that the unlucky
majority will be waiting in the airport for hours, the result is a lot of shouting.
One gentleman seems to be operating with less affect but greater
effectiveness. A short, powerfully built, well-dressed European of middle
years, he’s managed to corner a senior airlines official. I sidle over to listen,
just in time for a conspiratorial handshake and a nod. Unless my intuition is
totally off, at least one name on the approved passenger list is going to
change.
I’m sufficiently impressed to murmur as he passes, “Any chance of
sharing your secret of success?”
The man stops, looks me over, and says, “I’m the Managing Director of
Merck and Company for India. Who are you?”
Merck is one of the large pharmaceutical houses in the world, and they
obviously do plenty business with Indian Airlines. No, there aren’t going to be
any useful tips here. Nevertheless, I give him the short version of what we
have been doing in India.
Pare comes over, and the three of us have a nice chat before the flight is
called. A business card in the name of Laybourne Callahan changes hands,
along with an invitation to dinner.
Later, in Bombay, Callahan put his car and driver at our disposal. Dinner was in
the rooftop luxury of Merck’s private complex, guarded by a security force that
looked more competent than most government troops – and surely a good deal better
paid.
At seven, just as we’re sitting down to dinner, Callahan calls the airport to
see if our ten o’clock, Alitalia flight to Karachi is on time. When he hears
what’s up, his eyes bug, and he says in a dead serious voice, “This is
Laybourne Callahan. I’m driving them to the plane personally. Hold it.
“Gentlemen,” he turns to us, “someone has made an error on your tickets.
The flight is scheduled to leave at eight.”
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Grabbing a few choice morsels on the run, we hustle downstairs, where
our bags are already packed into his car. The iron gates barely swing clear as
the Mercedes roars through. We spin on the rutted dirt road, beginning an
ingenious dodge of pedestrians, bicycles, animals and motorized vehicles of
every size and variety.
For most of the trip, we could as well have been in the USA, so much of
the drive is on the right side of the road. At a few minutes before eight, we
pull into the airport. The Alitalia plane is sitting on the runway, and shows no
signs of going anywhere without us.
Customs and immigration slow us down though. No one had bothered to
inform us about having our visas stamped by the local constabulary after our
first month in country.
No problem. Callahan and the Chief of Immigration step into an office,
and when they emerge, both are smiling.
Our benefactor walks us out to the plane, chatting with a host of Indian
officials who have gathered for the occasion, like a line of ants waiting for
choice morsels to drop. Probably even more rupees will change hands before
the evening is over.
At the ramp, the Alitalia crew is impatient but polite. We bid farewell to
Callahan with a profusion of invitations to visit each other in the USA,
Ireland, India. As we make our way down the aisle of the big jet, heads are
craning to identify the magnitude of the personages who have enough clout to
delay an international flight. Only we know they are looking in the wrong
direction.
Callahan, speeding away in his Mercedes, holds the cards and the power to
affect this little scenario. It has pleased him to extend himself for some
interesting dinner guests. Tomorrow his life will return to the expansion of
commerce.

All the while I was making the movie, there was a subscript of furtive shopping.
Trinkets for my darling girl in La Jolla.
In Jaipur, Pare and I poured over rubies and sapphires, learning subtle lessons
about color and fire. In Hydrabad, there were handsome bangles, and in New Delhi,
we searched for silks.
One afternoon, courtesy of Pare’s old prep school roomy, we are visiting
the U.S. Ambassador’s residence. A high-class merchant has arrived with
baubles for the consideration of a visiting dignitary’s wife.
While the woman oohs and aahs, the vendor nonchalantly passes around
gems; each stone or piece of jewelry more splendid than the last.
The carpet has a pile as high as the prices. When I drop a ruby, it
disappears entirely. Soon I’m on my hands and knees.
It doesn’t take long for the merchant to notice my behavior. “What are you
doing there, young sahib?”
“I... uh... seem to have lost one of the rubies.”
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The merchant rolls his eyes to heaven. Here he is in the middle of pitching
thousands of dollars, and an unwanted bystander is providing a distraction.
It’s time for a grandstand.
“Please do not bother yourself. It is nothing.” Reaching into a small
pouch, he hands me two more rubies. “Accept these poor gifts as a memory of
a pleasant afternoon.” And then get lost.
None of my other transactions were quite so profitable, but I did arrive in
California with a modest, yet impressive stash of gems and silk to bestow upon Pony.
It was La Jolla in April, nicely timed to match with spring break; that’s high school
spring break.
We had met in a garden in Georgetown. A friend was assisting me shooting a
film. Rather aimless collection of images, searching for a coherent theme: A novice
with a small grant from the Washington Film Society looking for a cinematic
aesthetic.
There are gargoyles and fountains and plants overflowing their stone beds.
Then two girls who have joined us in the garden. What a sweet addition. How
perfect.
Do I ask or do I film? A few shots can’t hurt and then, “Would you mind?
Good. Just walk around, the way you were.”
Charlie is gasping like a fish out of the tank, on his way to the grill, “The
tall one, she is amazing.”
Whispering, “Not now, Charlie. Also they’re very young.”
At the end of the shooting, we conference at the central fountain. Shy
looks, bold young men.
“I think what I filmed today is good. If it turns out well, I’ll probably want
to shoot some more with you. Would that be okay?”
Pony meets me in Georgetown on the weekend for a full day of shooting.
Can she be this beautiful? Almond eyes and high cheekbones, long legs,
awkward still, a girl reaching to be a woman. I pose her by balustrades and
broken buildings. She walks down alleys and by the river’s edge. How
allegorical!
At the end of the day, we kiss. Very gingerly, but it feels promising and
important.
I go out of town on a few film assignments. She’s busy with school.
When I return, I have my new car, a vintage Aston Martin. One evening I
take her father for a spin, Pony and her younger sister crammed into the jump
seat. Powerful car, beautiful night. One new mysterious man driving fast
down country roads, with a conditionally approving patriarch beside him.
Heady stuff for a young girl.
I haven’t been with a girl so young since high school. All the lust and
yearning I ever felt in those adolescent years is right there with a girl so
magically lovely I would have loved her forever then. And now?
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At the end of June, my future general-in-law is off to Korea commanding
an armored battalion. Pony and her family will be moving back to La Jolla,
California where a large and matriarchally extended family is located.
Over the summer and early fall, we correspond. In October, several of the
documentary films I’m supervising for the Motion Picture Service need a
closer look and I arrange a West Coast trip.
Two long weekends in La Jolla, and I am swept away by the romance and
the drama. I admire her, lust after her, charmed by her family, impressed by
her talent as a graphic artist. I know she returns my feelings, for her own
reasons of which I have only a few clues.
She is in high school, for goodness sake. Beautiful and unobtainable for
her generation of lusting, yearning boys.
Fall turned into winter. Some dude named Skip had been sniffing around. Pony
sounded less convinced. At Christmas, I flew out for a few days. We were lovers
again, and recommitted – at least I thought so.
One day, Pony mentioned an Esquire photographer shooting a spread on
California girls, spotted her and a friend on the beach. Hmmm. Watch out for those
photographers.
The visit in April confirms that we have it all: the sweetness and delicacy
of falling in love, mixed with the urgency of desire, and the comfort of
friendship and family. There are small and subtle choices leading to a growing
sense of choreography: Oh, this is happening now. The angle she tilts her
head as she turns away, the sidewise look to compare interest. My passionate
and consistent resolve, the flow of my phone calls, visits and presents.
For the first time, we talk about marriage. No hurry, of course. She is
headed for the Rhode Island School of Design in the fall. We tell her mother
we are engaged. Sue asks us to keep it informal, and let the general take his
time adjusting.
We will get through the next six months, and then with Pony on the East
Coast, everything will be easier.
But as I soon found out, nothing would be easier.

Somewhere in the past and future, there was Pony. Day to night, I ran the
seemingly endless footage of India in my Georgetown editing room, searching for the
relevance of the actual film to the coherent structure I’d envisioned. In between, there
was an undomesticated drama that threatened to overwhelm all our lives.
Documentary film and life share the capacity for reminding that the central action
is often elsewhere. Choose what to emphasize, maybe, but the flow of events quickly
can make agendas peripheral to the main action.
My first night back in Washington, I learned that Pare and I, going about our
business in India missed the moments when his wife and my best friend were falling
in love.
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What followed was a painful time for all concerned, with me in the middle as the
only acceptable intermediary. Trying to stay neutral was close to impossible, but I
tried anyway. A side effect was to leave the decision-making involved in editing even
more to me.

Don had been “requested” to take an assignment as the Motion Picture Officer in
Saigon. The days were gone, when in my Foreign Service security interview for a top
secret clearance, it was possible to express an opinion that Communism had its good
and bad points like any other system.
The jaded interviewer absorbs my blasphemy, then grimaces painfully and
shakes his head.
“Could you please give me a straight answer?”
“Look,” I say. “I’m coming off two years serving in the U.S. Army. I’m
applying for the Foreign Service. I’m an American, and on balance I choose
this system. That’s the best I can do.”
In the small window of opportunity between the paranoia of the McCarthy
era, and orthodoxy surrounding Vietnam, it’s good enough.
I achieved my own private detente through an informal exemption from working
on films about our defense establishment. But the mood was hardening. I had jumped
ship at a fortuitous moment. As it was, when Don refused Saigon, he was under
pressure to resign from the Service. Given the potential for enduring unfriendly fire
locally, he began considering a return to LA.

The editing room increasingly seemed a refuge from a passionate and
overwhelming world of political change and interpersonal grief. In our dark cave,
images appeared on the moviola’s flickering screen; sounds of a far away land cried
out for recognition. But if you turned the machine off, it all went away.
Dave Gelman dropped by every few days to see how we were doing. He reminded
us the Peace Corps was vitally interested in the progress of the film.
The scenes with each Volunteer began to build incrementally to a solid body of
film. Sequences about teaching, health care, and Ag development took form. There
were speculations and experiments about transitions, thoughts about a beginning and
end.
.

I had been pushing hard, and often felt like a rubber band stretched to limits of
resilience.
Marriage in the middle of the surrounding drama might not make sense, but I
found myself almost helpless with longing to begin now. I was yearning to narrow
my choices, concentrate my emotional center, join with another human being before I
snapped – cast into another version of myself – harder, colder, more driven and
driving.
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The intimacy and passion of true love had been reserved for a future. But first, I
had to establish my professional and artistic credibility. Now, at almost twenty-eight,
in the midst of the most demanding challenge of my life, I knew that one way or the
other, this film would be my chance to control that future.
On May 27, good old JFK’s birthday, Pony and I were married in Ramona,
California, with her mother, little sister, Don Wrye as best man. Pony’s father had
been cabled, but neither tanks nor congratulations arrived in time for the ceremony.
There were some strange looks from her family, that at the time I interpreted as
surprise at the rapidity of events. Later I learned that almost everyone assumed Pony
must be pregnant, and were delighted when it turned out to be about romantic love,
after all.
We drove into the desert for a day and night – stunned by what we had done, as so
many couples have been both before and since. By Monday, Pony was back in high
school until she graduated in two weeks, and I was back in the editing room.

Everything was changed, except that I had a movie to finish. A first, very rough
assembly timed out over four hours. By July, it was down to two – rich and deep, but
way too long for Peace Corps.
By the fall, I was completing the edit, and there was a title, “A Choice I Made.”
With my assistant, Jim, we had persevered through the clumsiness of the moviola; the
constant search for tiny bits of magnetic track that even our most anal sorting
procedures failed to make readily available; the daily roller coaster of frustrations and
breakthroughs; the steady amazement growing that this film was going to work.
“A Choice I Made” was taking the shape of a 50-minute documentary. As the
first, major self-produced movie the Peace Corps had undertaken, the people
responsible were understandably nervous. Since the film was to be used both for
recruiting and training, almost everyone at Peace Corps Washington was interested.
In the editing room, we were figuratively tussling with life and death. One of the
most controversial scenes involved the drowning of a Peace Corps Volunteer. I had
reconstructed the event out of another PCV’s narration, slow motion footage of
fishermen casting their nets on the beach where they had discovered the body, and
tracking shots through the huge headstones and monuments in an old Dutch
graveyard sited nearby.
The power of the scene was evident, and had provoked concern and probable
opposition. While Dave would not say no, I was warned that inclusion would
decrease the film’s use for recruiting, and limit it severely even for training. After
agonizing for weeks, I dropped the scene, but it was only one of a seemingly endless
set of choices.
In early September, Dave, Pare and I were invited to a meeting of the senior staff.
Many were friends of Dave, particularly Harris Wofford, but the internal politics of
Peace Corps Washington can be brutal. Success and competence are the bottom line,
and woe to the captain of industry brought in for a high-ranking assignment who can’t
cut it.
We had done a good job of keeping personal problems quiet. Although Pare was
out of touch with the film, and not in the best shape of his life to be making a
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presentation to the senior staff of the Peace Corps, his relatively famous name was on
the contract.
A few minutes into Pare’s presentation, it became clear that we were in trouble.
He was tentative. Nobody was attacking, but with every opening, people were raising
more questions about the direction the film was taking. Without intervention, we were
going to be responding to dozens of imperatives that had nothing to do with the
reality of completing a high quality film.
At that point, the disaster of a potential restructuring overwhelmed any qualms I
might have had. I stood up, put a hand on Pare’s shoulder and intervened:
“Gentlemen, the film is coming along fine. Dave Gelman has been involved with
every step of the production. You will be seeing a cut in just a few weeks. If there are
problems, we will make the adjustments then. Thank you very much for giving us this
time.”
There was a smidge of grumbling, but Dave stepped in quickly and we were out
of there intact. Now we had some catch-up to do.

Dr. Charles Houston, the head of Peace Corps Medical, had been the original
Country Director for the India program. A fierce individualist, mountain climber and
Goldwater Republican, he had the confidence and respect of everyone including
Shriver.
Dave set up a private screening. Over the next week, the editing team worked
around the clock to get the film into viewable shape. It felt like six months of my life
and maybe a good deal of my future was riding on Houston’s reaction.
When it was over, we stepped out into the sunlight. Completely unselfconscious,
the good doctor was shaken: “You’ve got it all. I wouldn’t have believed it, but you
do.” And then he knelt, and right there on Wisconsin Avenue in Georgetown, kissed
my shoe.
The story gets more bizarre. Three weeks later, the entire senior staff of the Peace
Corps, including Sargent Shriver, trooped into the screening room. It’s show and tell
time. The lights went down, the projector was running.
Yes, there are the black and white images of Peace Corps Volunteers
arriving at the Delhi airport, sorting through guitar cases and luggage.
Ambient sound down, and bring in a Volunteer’s narration: “I’d
been trying to settle down, but there was still a certain amount of
restlessness. I had this idea there was something I could do.”
Now they are on the bus, and there’s the smiling Country Director,
Brent Ashabrenner.
Another young voice: “It was a possibility of doing something that
was really your own.”
First voice: “If I didn’t do it now, it would be a question of keeping
on saying, If I had, if I had, which is no way to go through life.”
Faces staring into the camera, as the bus jolts by. Sound of the bus
and crowds. Strange images of open stalls, animals, bicycles, rickshaws,
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and an endless procession of people making eye contact, then shearing
away – East meets West, then life goes on.
Cut to night, a lightening storm, thunder and rain pouring down.
Fade sound down, and a new voice:
“It’s about a twenty-four hour trip, and I don’t think any of us had
slept very much. We got to Bombay. It was the monsoon – the hottest,
stickiest, heaviest air I have ever felt. And I couldn’t help thinking, is
this what it’s going to be like?”
Sitar music up, and begin a montage of mosquito netting pushed
away, showers, shaving, latrines, young Volunteers facing the day.

The scene is set: grit, frustration and anticipation. I’m on the edge of my
seat, mixing the sound that is still on separate tracks, trying to watch the
movie, as well as crowd reactions. They seem rapt, but who knows?
At this early point, the hand of fate intervenes. An anxious aide rushes
down the aisle and takes Shriver outside. I look at Gelman. Do we stop the
film?
Dave shrugs, then disappears. We keep running. In a few minutes, Dave
returns with the news that Wilbur Mills, the head of the House Ways and
Means Committee is on the line, and Shriver is stuck. We should continue the
screening without him.
Forty-five minutes later, the film was over, and the lights went up. There was a
smattering of applause, but most people looked stunned. Whatever they had heard, or
expected, or prepared themselves for, this montage of stubborn, remarkable, ordinary
kids, full of doubts and convictions, relatively failing and succeeding in their work,
had blown their parameters.
For all of them who had been in the field, it was the Peace Corps, for sure. But
was it anything that people in the USA should be seeing? What impact would it have
on PCVs going through training?
Charley Houston stands up. A hush falls on the room.
Even knowing his earlier judgment, we are tense. Maybe on a second
viewing, he doesn’t like it.
If Houston was doing theatre, he couldn’t have milked the situation for
more drama. He looks around at the assembled senior staff.
“I think... I think... (pause) I think it’s the best damn film about Peace
Corps I could imagine. I’m proud of it, and I’m proud of Peace Corps.”
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With that, the bandwagon was rolling. Within a few minutes, every senior person,
from the Deputy Director on down had weighed in enthusiastically.
Shriver returned.
“Well, what do you think?”
Unanimous praise overwhelms any reservations he might have after five minutes
of viewing, obscured by fifty minutes of budgetary negotiations. The film was
approved without changes.
There’s a kicker.
Over Christmas, Donovan MacClure, the head of Public Affairs brought one of
the 50 finished prints, by now in worldwide distribution, to Shriver’s house for a
private screening.
By Don’s account, Shriver went bananas: It was too downbeat by far. “Couldn’t
we have gotten Walt Disney to make the film?” he wailed.

We screened the India film for the National Advisory Board of the Peace Corps.
It was an illustrious, powerful board, and their initial response was enthusiastic.
Emboldened by a review in the Harvard Crimson (“A Choice I Made is a social
document of first magnitude. It is also a superb film.”) Don McClure was looking for
more.
“What about a theatrical release?”
The mood became polite.
McClure made the mistake of pushing Lew Wasserman, the President of MCA,
the huge talent agency. Lew hemmed and hawed, finally getting sufficiently backed
into a corner to give a flat, “No, it wouldn’t be suitable.”
Suddenly everything changed. The other entertainment folks on the Board began
backing and filling. The voice had spoken, and the discussion was effectively closed.
Afterwards, one of the Board who had been particularly vociferous in the film’s
favor felt bad about the outcome. Harry Belafonte took me around the corner to the
Hay Adams and bought me a drink. But I didn’t feel bad.
First, no matter how much I liked my film, there was little doubt that Wasserman
was right about a theatrical release for a 50 minute, realistic black and white 16 mm
documentary with a marginal sound track. Second, it’s not every day that I hung out
with a gracious superstar treating me as a peer. Third, I’d just had a valuable lesson
about the nature of power from a master, while only being mildly embarrassed and
not nearly broken.
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A few million people would eventually see the film. It would change a least a few
of those lives, hopefully for the better.

One day, in high school, I was walking down a supermarket aisle, and saw a
grade school friend, Richie — also his wife and two kids.
I stumbled through the introductions, knowing I was a lifetime away from that
kind of adulthood. Without money or family to guarantee opportunity, marriage and
babies seemed a fast way of ending the exploratory phase of my life.
Another day, near the end of my junior year of college, the smart, lovely girl I’d
been dating for several years returned from Pembroke and came by my apartment.
Shortly she was curled in a chair with a sheaf of my drafts.
I was well into a novel, and had decided I was going to be a writer.
After an hour, Sue looked up curiously to where I was propped against some
pillows on the bed, nervously awaiting her judgment.
“Not bad,” she said. “Some of it’s quite good.”
But Sue didn’t look happy.
“So what’s the matter?”
Now there was a mix of frustration and acceptance: “I want a family, kids. I don’t
think that fits with you as a writer. If you didn’t have any talent, I’d give it some time
and hope you’d get tired and move on to something more... secure.”
We had never discussed marriage or even much about love, but I found myself
unsurprised. I discovered I wanted to hedge. “It might take a few years, but if you’d
wait?”
“I don’t think so.”
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Then in an act of generosity, closure, or perhaps just plain indulgence, Sue offered
her newly un-eligible husband everything short of the deflowering penetration that
would have risked a legitimate marital prospect.

Life had been interesting in this first phase of my adult life, with its own
frustrations and pleasures. Now, I could feel the shift.
After the success of “A Choice I Made,” Peace Corps signed me to the first of a
series of consultant contracts. I ran a one-man film unit, hiring staff and renting
equipment where necessary. I had an office overlooking Lafayette Square and the
White House, an editing room in Georgetown.
I had the girl. I had my health and youth. We had a beautiful apartment on the
lake in Reston.
I could see that having won through to this stage of adult accomplishment, there
would be a number of years to live on this plateau. Not easy, necessarily, but
established.
On my next major film trip, I’ve settled into a village in Kenya, near
Mount Eldoret for a week. One evening, we’re sitting around the Volunteer’s
house, roasting corn in the fireplace, setting up the next day’s shooting
schedule, when the conversation turns more personal.
I pull out my wallet and the first picture is of the Aston Martin.

“But I sold it,” I say. “The clutch was too heavy for my wife.”
“Better show me the wife,” he insists. “I want to see who’s worth giving
up that car.”
I present a photo of Pony, looking like a young Sophia Loren, instantly
settling any doubts.
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And yes, I miss her, the girl/woman/wife I love. And no, I didn’t really
have to sell the car. It was more like a trade with the universe. Having
suddenly been gifted with so much, I will make this small sacrifice to
propriate the gods. And maybe they are listening, and maybe not.
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“Questions Instead of Answers is the best film on education I’ve ever seen.”
 Nat Hentoff, 1971

Chapter Two

Getting Into Hot Water
In the spring of 1967. I spent three weeks in El Salvador, making another Peace
Corps film, “Beyond Agua Caliente,” with my sidekick/soundman Jim Furlong.
The Country Director, Leo Fanning, knew what to do with Washington exports.
He took us to a remote village, Agua Caliente, in the mountains and left us with his
toughest volunteer. Tim Lavelle arranged for skinny, small horses, and rode us up and
over hills and more hills (there were no dales in Chelatenango Province). We were
introduced as the visiting gringos. We stumbled along in our primitive Spanish.
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A week later, Tim, Jim and I rode back to San Salvador in our rented VW. We
were equally sunburned, smoking cigars, and getting along great. Fanning gave up on
driving us out of the country, and we repaired to the Intercontinental Hotel. After
living on a saltless, non-meat diet for a week, we ordered the biggest steaks on the
menu, and ogled the ladies of the oligarchy parading around the pool.
Trying to pin down reality in a foreign country is like catching flies: just about the
time you’ve got one, another is buzzing.
In Tim’s town of Agua Caliente, I took a fancy to a Panama hat. At $5, it was the
most expensive item in the small tienda, and had languished there for years. When I
finally bought it, people crowded into the store to witness the departure of the famous
twelve colon hat.
My history with the hat was brief: On the flight back to Miami, it was so cold that
I covered myself in a blanket, and put the hat and glasses over. Then I called the
stewardess who had been thus far unresponsive to my pleas. She threw up her hands,
laughed and raised the temperature.
In the Miami airport, amid total confusion and trying to locate all our film gear, I
set the hat down. When I next looked, it was gone.
Did whoever snagged it realize he was getting the pride of Agua Caliente?
In Agua Caliente, you could laugh or cry about the contradictions. During a
national election campaign, a politician decided the town needed tourism. We’re
talking about miles off the main highway, deep into the hills, with access limited to
one dirt road crossing a rickety wooden bridge.
The dude promised the town a swimming pool. After the election, a crew actually
arrived and built it. There the pool sat, on the edge of town. No tourists. No water
source or outlet. Just a concrete hole in the ground. When it rained, the pool filled.
Cows wandering by fell in and drowned.
When the revolution broke out, Cheletenango Province and Agua Caliente were
part of it.
At their goodbye party, when they had finished filming, Don Leonardo quaffed a
shot of my Remy Martin, VSOP. He looked surprised: where did it go? After a
lifetime of knocking down raw Agua d’Iente (distilled sugar cane) cognac was too
smooth. The cultures didn’t so much clash, as prove a source of mutual bewilderment.
Tim had been there three years, and was clearly both respected and loved.
Knowing this was a Catholic community, he had passed up the several local
prostitutes because it would be a bad example (he was a Peace Corps Volunteer, for
goodness sakes). And of course, he had carefully avoided sexual involvements with
the young women of good families because he knew he would be leaving eventually,
and not with them.
One day during filming, we were at the house of Don Chico’s old flame. Don
Chico was a man of respect, and the unofficial leader of the community. Dirt poor
and farming his land like all the others, but with a son who made it through school to
the seminary in San Salvador. Unheard of.
Don Chico had been married for thirty five years, but there was still a gleam
between him and the handsome woman. Tim was talking with them, and in the
background, the woman’s two teenage daughters were giggling. I was understanding
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about half the conversation. The camera ran on. It was a nice scene, and Tim would
fill me in later.
All of a sudden Tim’s jaw dropped and he literally sputtered. Don Chico was
laughing. The woman seemed determined to make her point. The girls hid their faces,
and giggled louder.
The translation Tim gave me later went something like this.
Woman to Tim: “How much longer you going to be in town?”
“A few more months.”
“So what are you going to leave behind?”
“Huh?”
“No babies? How come you don’t share your seed? What’s the matter with
my girls? At least if you go away, you should leave a few babies behind.”
Well, what the hell! She knew what Tim was worth – this smart, decent gringo.
Living so close to the earth, religion was one thing, life another.
As I observed the richness of Agua Caliente’s community, the poverty of their
economy, and the spirit with which they brought children into the world and nurtured
them, I suddenly felt ridiculous about my own attitudes. Because of Pony’s youth, we
were planning to wait at least five years for kids. But by comparison, we had more of
everything, except the community, and Reston looked pretty good at the time.
It was one of those, life is the answer to life moments. When I stepped off the
plane at National Airport, and Pony rushed to me, the words burst out of both of us,
“Let’s have a baby.”
Great ending for a story, but it was only pre-beginning.

Film, like life, is full of stories composed of themes and sub-plots, often
confusing at the time.
First, there is the conceptual development of themes, and the situations and people
that best evoke them. The culmination of this flow is the completed film. Let’s call it
the creative sub-plot.
Second, there are the financial implications, beginning with the budget, but
including unexpected expenses and time. The result of this flow is money and time
expended. Let’s call it the business sub-plot.
Third, are the human relationships; the flow of people’s lives as impacted by the
production. Inevitably there are sweet moments of shared accomplishment and
understanding, as well as tensions resulting from the stress of shaking up the normal
flow of people’s lives. Let’s call that the relationships sub-plot.
Together, the three sub-plots provide a frame on which the tapestry of a creative
project is woven, for a time captivating and overwhelming the life of the filmmaker
and others.
While completing the editing of "Beyond Agua Caliente," Peace Corps Staff
Training asked me to make a film helping to prepare the dozens of country directors,
and hundreds of other staff who went out to administer Peace Corps programs.
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The film would need to be sophisticated, though dramatically interesting, and
universal while concentrating on one country. With more or less the whole world to
choose from, I selected Togo in West Africa. There were one hundred PCVs, and a
small country team led by Michael Furst, a brilliant and articulate administrator. I'd
heard him speak in Washington, and read the program evaluations.
In the creative sub-plot, I’ve spent a month in Togo, observing programs,
getting to know staff and Volunteers, and developing a structure for the film.
By September, my soundman, Jim, has arrived, and on a creative level, I'm
ready.
The relationships sub-plot has my newly pregnant wife, Pony, back in the
USA, stranded from our intentions. This is a three month production schedule,
and we planned to take a house in Togo’s capitol city, Lome. Then the head of
Peace Corps Medical strongly recommended that her first trimester was not
time for the required smallpox and cholera immunizations. No shots, no trip.
I miss her badly, to say nothing of missing sex in my fidelitous condition.
The relationships sub-plot also includes my new friendships and the trust
developing with the Peace Corps/Togo staff.
The business sub-plot involves the budget and logistics. Sitting in Lome,
I'm facing two problems:
First, I've shipped 20,000 feet of 16mm color film from JFK to Lome,
Togo. It arrives a month later, evidently having made stops in Cairo, Tunis,
Dakar and several places I'm not sure exist. Color emulsion is relatively
stable, but can I risk shooting 20,000 feet of film subjected to tropical
temperatures without a test?
Second, on our initial trip up-country with the equipment, the happy-golucky Associate Director was racing another vehicle. Chuck hit a rut that lifted
everything in the Land Rover, including the $15,000 Arriflex BL camera,
about two feet in the air. Then we all landed hard.
The broken axle was the least of my concerns. Was the camera okay? It
ran, but a light leak or a variation in speed could be disastrous.
Toting it up, in early September, I have a budget of $50,000 riding on a
movie that is ready to boogie, but dependent on questionable film stock, a
possibly damaged camera, and a heartsick, horny director.
There isn’t time for heavy consultation, and besides, no one at Peace
Corps Washington knows squat about the issues involved. I'm the filmmaker
and it's my budget to manage.
The hell with it! I sit down with Mike Furst, explain the situation, then
book a flight out. I say my goodbyes, promise I’ll be back in a few days, and
carrying the camera and a test reel of film, am off.
In Dakar, Senegal, our jumping off point for the Atlantic run, I cable the
equipment rental company in New York to meet me at JFK and check the
camera over the weekend; my film lab in Washington DC to be ready for rush
processing of the test; Peace Corps/Washington to prepare a new set of orders
and a round trip ticket for Monday; and my wife to meet my plane.
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Did it work smoothly? There were a few hitches.
An hour over the Atlantic, I was awakened from deep sleep by yelling in the
cabin. Out the window, flames were shooting from the wing.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve shut down the two starboard engines. Please
remain calm. We are returning to Dakar.”
People were in turmoil, but I was too beat for more than a muttered, “Que
cera/inshalla,” then returned to dreamland.
Pan Am flew a replacement plane in from Liberia, and in a remarkably swift
twelve hours, we were on our way again.
Meanwhile, Pony was visiting her sister in upstate New York. Because of the
trouble with the flight, there was time for my cable to reach Wendy and for her to
concoct a surprise. With a story about meeting a friend, they drove to JFK.
I come through customs to see a madly waving, jumping up and down girl,
who throws herself into my arms.
After handing off the camera to a rep from the rental company, we fly to
Washington, and spend a torrid weekend in our Georgetown house. On the
psycho-sexual level, I'll be heading back to Africa discharged and recharged.
The reports come in: The film test is positive, and the camera okay.
My cable to Peace Corps, however, has been lost somewhere in the
interstices of the bureaucracy.
On Monday, at Peace Corps headquarters in Washington, the Deputy
Director bemusedly signs off on my second and unexpected, $2,000 ticket to
Africa. He asks me the responsible question, “Was this trip necessary?”
“Gee, Brent, given what I now know about the camera and the film,
maybe not. But I don’t see how I could have gone ahead. You know what it
was like in India (he’d been Country Director there while I was making "A
Choice I Made"). There’s no way I could ask the staff and Volunteers to put in
their time if I had a more than reasonable suspicion we might have a technical
wipe out.
“Think of it as a 4% contingency, and I’ll try and cut costs in the editing. “
Now there's an illusive hope.
“Are you rested enough? Maybe you should take another day.”
“No,” I say, “I need to get back. There’s a Volunteer wedding up-country
that I want to film, and I can just make it. But,” smiling out of my loving,
lusty weekend, “don’t worry. I feel great.”
The choices were not perfect, but made out of intuition and passion, and no
regrets. If I hadn’t gone back, I would have second-guessed that choice every time I
turned on the camera.
•
•

A conversation between a Volunteer and staff along the side of a
rural road overwhelmed by a chanting, brilliantly costumed
wedding party capering over the lip of a hill,.
A bitter confrontation between the black, Deputy Director and a
black Volunteer who’d split from his isolated village.
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•

•

Tracking a headlong plunge down a jungle hillside, while a PCV
and Mike Furst carry on an intense conversation about cultural
differences, eventually drowned out by ritual singing at a village
funeral under a lowering sky.
Dozens of Volunteers and village workers caught in the
excitement of seining a huge pond and harvesting tons of
leaping, desperate fish, with a running commentary by the
American Ambassador.

No, not perfect, but a dozen years later, Peace Corps Staff Training was still using
my film. They had their money's worth.
Besides, my roundtrip was a magnificent, romantic adventure. As for the decision
for Pony to stay home, our child, Tim, vulnerable-in-utero, was born healthy. Try
putting a price tag on that.

When I completed my last epic for the Peace Corps, in July of 1968, it seemed
most natural that less than three months after Tim’s birth, I took us out of our stable
home and hearth.
Off we flew Florida to see my parents, and thence to California, staying with Don
and his wife in Sherman Oaks. I bought an eight-year-old Maserati convertible (3500
GT, Vignale coachwork, silver with red leather, dual plugs on the six cylinder engine,
top speed about 140, at a cost of $2650, for you car buffs) and was ready to cruise.

We cruised down to La Jolla and visited Pony’s family. We cruised up to Santa
Cruz where friends had a beach house. We cruised around the Napa Valley (where I
selected a case of the first release of the Robert Mondavi Cabernet Sauvignon as a
house gift – $60 for the 1967 vintage, you wine buffs) and over to San Francisco.
I considered the virtues of the West Coast, and the potential for films. I shot part
of a documentary for Public Television.
While beach sitting in Santa Cruz, I’d begun writing a screenplay for a feature
film about a young American coming of age in the Peace Corps, later struggling with
the challenges of revitalizing urban America. That fall, it would be picked up by the
American Film Institute and circulated among the major studios. I think it’s a very
good story, but with locations in Africa and both coasts of our continent, not to be
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made on the cheap. My documentary films were not an automatic ticket to a big
budget, and it never was punched.
This was supposed to be a vacation, bit of a sabbatical after several years of
intensive, seven day a week filmmaking. Figuring out what came next bothered me
occasionally, but I was generally pleased with what I’d accomplished and trusted my
resume.
More in question was the personal life we had constructed.
Pony was my dedicated true love, my close friend and confidant. Oh great fortune
to have the full and breathtaking flood of love and desire united!
The choice to have a child had dazzled us both, and brought a peace and
equilibrium that carried us through our happiest days and nights. The reality of a child
was something else.
I entered parenting with serious illusions and rigidities. In the ’50s, even into the
‘60s, childrearing was something the mother did. Da fadda went out and earned da
money, dumbbell.
But the dumbell was me. I had no idea of the profound changes we were facing,
nor was I reconciled to taking the time to concentrate on them.
In San Francisco, I’ve been up every night with a screaming baby. Our
hosts are staying in the next bedroom. I’ve developed a clever technique:
taking Timothy into the bathroom, holding him up to the mirror, and jiggling
him up and down till he forgets his misery, goo, goo, and ready to lie down
quietly.
It doesn’t always end so sweetly, and the jiggling becomes more extreme.
I’m not talking child abuse, but one morning, baby Tim wakes up, looks me in
the eye, and frowns. Perhaps I’m projecting, but I absolutely believe in that
moment that the memory of the night is reaching for daylight.
That was the last time I shook him, and the dawning of a realization that our West
Coast adventure had eaten up emotional reserves that needed to be replenished. After
three months of gorgeous driving, I sold the Maser and we flew home.

During the years of traveling for Peace Corps, there was a growing fascination
about community. Villages in Africa, Latin America, India – what did people expect
out of life? Who or what did they trust? How were those dynamics reflected in the
capacity for change? Above all, why did these communities feel so radically different
from what I'd experienced in the United States.
In the New Town of Reston, the architecture was fresh, and the mix of residential,
commercial and public spaces pleasing. Cars were restricted to the periphery, and you
could walk, bike or push a baby carriage safely. Lake Anne, where we lived, was a
delight for swimming and boating.
Many of the residents were committed to retaining a spirit of innovation. That
quickly put us in opposition to those who controlled the fate of what increasingly
seemed like a company town.
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One of the curious and disturbing aspects was race. At its inception in 1964,
Reston had been the first integrated housing development in Northern Virginia. As of
1969, blacks composed about 10% of Reston’s population. But the newspaper ads,
the 280 picture slide show in the Reston Visitor Center, and the Reston sales staff
were lily white.
The Housing Committee of the Reston Community Association put on a
conference in the spring of 1969. It raised serious questions about race, and brought
together a number of prominent black residents, including a former lieutenant of
Malcolm X and a high ranking HUD official, with their white neighbors. As a result,
we decided to challenge the promotional policies of Reston’s new owners, Gulf and
Western.

We asked a few polite questions and were stonewalled.
Pony created a Picasso-esque poster of a single head with a black face pointing in
one direction, and a white face in the other, some stylized buildings, and a simple
message, “Welcome to Reston, An Open Community.” I designed an accompanying
brochure, replete with quotes from residents about how positive it was to live in a
racially integrated community.
By the next weekend, posters were up all over Reston, and we had a dozen
people, black and white, passing out brochures in front of the Visitors Center.
“Hi, we’re from the Reston Community Association. We’d like you to
know a little more about our community. Love to have you as neighbors.”
Some folks smile and some folks gulp and some folks climb right back
into their cars and drive away.
Three weeks later, there was a full-page ad for Reston in the Washington papers
showing a black couple strolling by Lake Anne; two black staffers joined the Visitor
Center team; and the slide show was in living color.
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I was juiced by this first foray into community organizing, and several strong
friendships emerged out of the experience. With my new black friends, familiarity
with Africa didn't hurt, and as we came to know each other, they liked my films.

One of the men was Dr. Elias Blake, President of the Institute for Services to
Education. The core of the 150 staff had helped develop Upward Bound. In the wake
of the civil rights movement, they recognized that the ineptitude and racism of public
elementary and secondary schools was mocking attempts to provide higher education.
The goal was to create a new and targeted curriculum and teaching methodology.
The purpose, to rescue a generation of black, southern college students.
As I talked with Eli, the idea of a film developed. There wasn't much money
available in their budget, but with general funding for ISE by the U.S. Department of
Education, the Carnegie and Ford Foundations, I was willing to take a chance. If the
Institute could put $5000 up front to cover equipment rental, film stock, a sound
assistant, etc., I'd shoot the film. If what we had looked good, then worry about the
rest of the budget for an editing studio, my time and post-production expenses.
Race and education were two of the critical issues in America. This project
seemed like a natural transition from the issues I’d dealt with in my overseas films.
A woman’s face in close up. Suddenly a scream and her eyes narrow with
fear and calculation. Now other figures emerge onto the stage. They form into
a line, becoming the denizens of a morning subway car. Jostling for position,
trying to read the paper, coming on.
It’s an urban improv and the movie is beginning.
I visited several of the thirteen southern black colleges where the program offered
a parallel educational track for thousands of more adventurous students. My film
would concentrate on their summer program, held outside of Boston, where dozens of
teachers from the colleges worked with a group of Roxbury kids. These students were
headed for a local teachers college, and came into the summer streetwise, but
woefully lacking in traditional skills.
They came out still streetwise, but also academic smart.
The math program started with games to get them thinking mathematically. One
young man, after doing a complex problem in his head, allowed as how he ran
numbers, and this stuff was easy. They sat around, playing with dice and chess pieces,
exploring probabilities and systematizing problem solving.
As I watched, I realized it wasn't just poor southern blacks who had been taught
badly. When mathematics was put in the context of problem solving, I began
seriously considering their radical premise that the point was to get past rules and
formulas to a playful creativity.
Perhaps for the first time in my life, I began to think about education. In each
discipline, there is a craft to be learned, but the process goes a whole lot easier if one
is engaged. These kids had been alienated from school as a foreign environment. At
best, they were tracked for nowhere jobs. The teachers weren't in a much better place:
Don't expect much, keep the chaos down, and try to rescue a few gifted youths.
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In the ISE program, teachers were backed with master teachers showing them
how to maintain leadership in classrooms that were lively but not chaotic. The
curriculum helped, but developing an alternative basis for authority was equally
critical. That basis was the students’ curiosity.
The physics program started with an assumption that anyone living in a city
knows something about physics: You can’t cross a street without calculating mass
and velocity. The challenge was to extend and discipline students’ practical intuitions.
Poly Sci leaped from the works of Moynihan and Rainwater on the black family
into heated discussions. The teacher’s responsibility was to place the students’
experience side by side with the observations of the most respected academic minds
— using the latter to help students to greater sophistication — but leaving open the
question of which made more sense.
English took the drama of their own lives, and challenged them to put it in a
creative form through readings and dramatization — only then bringing in a wider
literature.
One of my movie’s best scenes was a series of lights out, lights on dramatic
friezes to the theme of praying, living, dying. During the blackout, there was much
scuffling as the students arranged themselves in poses.
Lights on, and here we have a choir about to give voice, there a mugging.
Side by side, achingly graphic, young love and young death.
As I synced up picture and sound, I brought Eli in to see the unedited footage. He
was enthusiastic. It would take a while, but there was no doubt he could get
completion funding.
I had already begun the editing, when my old acquaintance, Charles Guggenheim,
called. Charlie was the premier creator of political campaign materials for the
Democratic party. Bobby Kennedy had been a client. Since my USIA days, we had
talked about my making films for his company. The conversation went like this:
"I'd like you to take over the media campaign for governor of Virginia.
Lucius Battle is running. I have a crisis and the guy I had on it is out of the
picture. There's some shooting still to do, but it's mainly conception and
completion. If this campaign works out, we’d discuss a long-term contract."
"Gee, Charlie, I'm in the middle of editing a film. I'd have to put it aside
for a few months. How long do I have to think it over?"
"I could give you twenty minutes. Sorry, but this situation is a mess.
You're my first choice to step in, but if you can't do it, I'll keep going down
the list."
"Okay, I'll get back to you."
In the twenty minutes, I talked to my wife, and Don in California. The conclusion
I reached was well reasoned – that if I believed in myself, I had a wonderful film in
process, with probable funding. Besides, I wasn't enthusiastic about the particular
candidate. Yet my decision also turned out to be pivotal, speaking careerwise.
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When I had begun making films, in the early ‘60s, an advanced degree was an
oddity. In the intervening period, film had become the hot medium of expression.
Dozens of film schools were turning out thousands of graduates.
By the end of the decade, I expected to be well paid, choose the most interesting
subjects, and have virtually complete artistic freedom. At the same time as the
competition was stiffer, the costs of film were escalating. Clients were increasingly
sophisticated and demanding. Maybe what I offered was original, but also risky.
There was a fundamental conflict between offering a secure deliverable (as a
professional) and an essay into the unknown (as an artist). I rarely thought of it in
those terms. It was more that my sense of design had its own necessity. If it feels
right, do it may work for making films, but not so fast when it comes to the film
business.
The hour and twenty minute documentary I made for ISE, “Questions Instead of
Answers,” was probably my best film. Yet the kind of choices it represented were
leading me deeper into how social institutions worked, and what interventions I might
be able to make.

Traveling through the ‘60s, without ever intending, I had learned quite a bit about
how some were exalted while others faltered; some prospered while others accepted
their lot. Connections, ego, intelligence, charm, ability, focus, timing, luck – all the
factors that made a difference.
Of course, in the Army, Foreign Service even Peace Corps there was a hierarchy,
and power resided in the central organization. But with Peace Corps, the Country
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Directors ran their show – and they were at the service of the most arrogant and
entitled of all – the Peace Corps Volunteers, working for the end users of the service,
the villagers of the Third World.
Hmm. If you turn the usual power relationships upside down, is this what it looks
like? Is there a message here?
On one of my trips, I’d visited Asmara, the capitol of Eritria, then a province,
once an Italian colony, eventually an independent country. But in the ‘60s, the
Eritrean Liberation Front was in the early stages of a war of liberation from the
central government of his royal majesty, Haillie Selassie, The Lion of Ethiopia..
Most of the Volunteers I sought to film were teachers, so my first stop in Asmara
was the regional Education Ministry. I was welcomed into the Minister’s office,
served tea and confidences.
“These are very difficult times...with the fighting, you know. The roads
are not always safe. If anything happened to a representative of the United
States, it would be very bad for us.”
Bad for me, too, struck by a vision of guerillas and government officials
clucking over my bullet-riddled body.
“Of course, we wish to be helpful,” the Minister continues. “The original
request was routed through Addis Ababa, and is being carefully considered.”
“But I’m only here for a few days.”
“Of course, and that is why I must take extraordinary measures.” He rises
from his chair. “I will show you that here in Eritrea, we can act with resolve. I
am going to call Addis immediately, and I will tell them they must break
this...red tape? Yes? And allow you to get on with your work.”
What a guy! After graciously accepted my effusive thanks, he handed me off toen
an assistant who escorted me to a waiting area, leaving him the privacy to talk straight
to Addis.
You may be ahead of me by now. Because he certainly did talk straight. As I later
learned from someone on Peace Corps staff, he rid himself of my hot potato with a
deft twist of the wrist.
A presumptuous American refuses to honor the decision-making process
of the Ethiopian government. He heedlessly wishes to thrust himself into
dangerous and embarrassing situations. He may even be an intelligence
agent. Certainly the central ministry can count on their man on the spot to
stymie any unfortunate eventualities.
That’s me who is the he in the story.
As I said before, what a guy. He had the praise of the visiting American, the
satisfaction of slipping it to a smart-ass foreigner, and high marks for loyalty. When I
was informed what had come down, I tried to get another appointment, but you can
be sure he was O-U-T.
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In Eritrea, the only place I was allowed to film teachers was Massawa, twentyfive twisting miles and 10,000 feet down from Asmara to the Red Sea. In another
valiant attempt to overwhelm nature, the U.S. Army maintained a year-round base –
so security was presumably effective, or at least not the Education Ministry’s
concern.
We start at dawn, a cool morning, perhaps sixty degrees. As we wind
down the cut-backs, we begin passing long lines of migrating peasants,
carrying their possessions on mule back.
Ever go against traffic at rush hour? There is a powerful sense that the
migrants are obeying a large One Way sign we're too stupid to follow.
April in Massawa. You will soon be able to cook eggs on the sidewalk. 175
degrees in the sun, and by June, only the crazy Americans will remain behind
in their air-conditioned bunkers.
The next morning, back in Asmara, I had an awful headache from the change in
altitude, and mild sunstroke after insisting that the best angle for a scene was from
atop a tin roof at high noon. But mostly I retained the image of the migrants’ plodding
acceptance of the planet, that at the moment seemed saner than my perspective.
When I passed on these stories to Peace Corps staff or Volunteers, I inevitably
drew a complicit grin and no surprise. Life is often cruel and strange, and of course,
those who’ve escaped into the bureaucracy are busy watching their own backs and
feathering their own nests

At the end of the ‘60s, NBC produced a two-hour retrospective on that turbulent
decade. A significant portion dealt with the accomplishments of John Kennedy’s
presidency. For the obligatory thirty seconds on the Peace Corps, there was my
footage from India. It went by in a flash, much like the decade itself, its afterimage
lingering for the seventy million Americans who watched.
In the midst of great prosperity, and with a moonwalk, even the sky was no
longer the limit. Yet after riots and assassinations, battered by changes, caught in a
bitter war, straight-line extrapolations about the next decade were out the window, as
they would be for me.
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Interlude:

PROBABILITY AND INTENTION

Junior year in college, my two roommates and I ran an informal, off-campus
gambling den. Nothing serious, but on most evenings, our classmates knew that gin
rummy, pinochle or roulette were open.
There was no house cut, other than our inmate ability. Jim would be valedictorian,
and we were all headed to grad school at Ivy League universities.
Given our respective patrimonies, I was the only one who needed to apply the
winnings to expenses. Thus when it came time to test our perfected roulette system, it
was Bob and Jim who had a reasonable stash, and set off for Las Vegas in a recent
Ford Fairlane.
Their story was the car broke down and they had to take the bus home. I’ve
always had my doubts.
Another regular player who knew the system went to Monte Carlo that summer.
Without betting a dime, Dan charted our system. He said we would have gone broke
in short order.
Unfortunately, any system is based on probabilities. If you have an infinite
bankroll, no problem. In the short-ruin, however, black can come up twenty-seven
times in a row.
Correctly identifying when the universe is user-friendly is a great help. The only
requirement is putting aside ego, knowing your craft, paying attention, and carpe
diem. That is to say, it can look a lot like magic.
SORCERER’S APPRENTICE
Betty Mae didn’t believe in magic. We were briefly a good bounce in the ‘70s, but I
never took her seriously until she caught me on my assumptions.
I was saying that risk for me is taking action when I only think I know what’s
going on.
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“No, no,” exclaimed Betty Mae. “Risk is going for something you want just
because you want it.”
Depending so much on my intuition, I was horrified. As we explored the subject,
it became clear we were operating out of two very different visions of the world:
My approach of testing the waters, observing the flow, and choosing the most
appropriate moment to act seemed to her at best magical, at worst delusional, and
since she was devoid of intuition, totally unavailable.
Her approach of gauging her own needs and desires, and asserting them wherever
possible seemed to me abrupt, spiritually dangerous and prone to failure.
We had a sudden beginning with a quickly consummated attraction, and a faster
ending when a driver plowed into her parked Volkswagen. We were in bed, when the
sound of the crash stopped us in mid-stroke. She ran downstairs to survey the
damage, and all that remained were goodbyes.
Good sex had turned into a bummer, and now it was time to move on (with a little
help from a tow truck).
Betty Mae was a leggy blonde, with a last name immediately recognizable to any
sports fan via her cousin, so perhaps that played a part in her assumptions. She relied
on her youth and sexual appeal to get what she wanted, thus shifting the probabilities
for the moment, but likely leading to some unpleasant surprises ahead. Or maybe she
was more pragmatic than I give her credit, and cashed out her chips (marriage, job,
etc) before the great dealer in the sky added a few wrinkles.
MONTY PYTHON AND MAKING BAIL
Assessing risk should not be confused with betting when the fix is in.
In one of my phases of extremely tight budgets, I find myself observing a
three card monte game on New York’s 14th street. Gosh, I know which cards
are which. What a whiz I am.
A quick $20 sounds good, and urged by the innocent bystanders, I shortly
am in the game.
Whiz, bang, schmuck, and I guess I'm not so smart, after all.
“Hey, buddy. You got real talent. You almost had it that time. Want to
double your bet and try again?”
Bowing formally to the dealer, as well as the several shills who have set
me up, I say, “Thanks for the lesson, but no thanks.” The idiocy that I could
out mark a pro whose living depends on success impresses me for at least
several blocks.
THE MORAL DIMENSION
The college friend who checked out our roulette system reappeared several years
later. The men’s room of the United States Information Agency was a gray place for
reminiscing, so we adjourned to a nearby bar.
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Dan was preparing for a stint in India, and I was a Motion Picture Officer. We
were both listed as Foreign Service, but he shortly confided his job description was a
cover for the CIA.
With a doctorate in history from Columbia, he was off to infiltrate a prominent
Indian university. Presumably it was bursting with communists aching to undermine
democracy and capitalism.
I knew enough to be dubious of the ethics, but this was 1964. Chile, El Salvador
and many of the most notorious CIA instigations lay in the future. We picked up the
acquaintance, and soon I was introduced to his fiancee, a sweet young woman.
One evening, after work, Dan and I are back at the bar and I receive
another confession. I'm going on about what a lovely wife he’s getting.
Dan calls for another drink, then says, “She’s a nice enough girl, but I
don’t love her. India is a lousy place for sex, and it’s better to bring someone
with you.”
I am, of course, shocked and appalled: “Not only are you misleading that
you’re in love with her, but you’re cutting off any depth of love for yourself.”
That's the essence, but count on it, there’s more. Finally, Dan raises a
weary hand.
“Paul, you probably don’t remember, but you gave me a variation of this
speech five years ago. It’s a good speech. I thought about it a lot, when I was
at Columbia. I’ve tried being different in relationships. I’ve searched for the
human part of me that could connect with another person, but I’ve never
found it.
“I was cynical then, and I’m cynical now. I’ll admit that you and maybe
most people are capable of a range of emotions I don’t have. That’s the way it
is, and I’m going on with my life the best I can.”
Dan, college friend and CIA mole, was missing something – mother love? – and
his choices had only the dimension of self-service. For all I know, he continued
turning graduate students, deceiving his wife, and lived happily ever after.
LET”S ALL GO BARMY
My most spectacular shifting of probabilities took place when I was drafted into the
US Army in 1961. Having survived basic training at Fort Dix during a winter that
challenged Valley Forge, I decided I needed some preparation if I wasn’t to be icepacked from the frozen tundra into the freezer. I took the trouble over Xmas leave to
prepare a portfolio of my film, writing and still photographic credits, intuiting it was
all that stood between me and two years of either deadly or dull.
•
•

Item: a front page interview with Arnold Toynbee in “Downtown,” a
Philadelphia weekly; attached to it a letter from the renowned historian
praising it as one of the best he’d ever had.
Item: a brochure from New York Hospital featuring my photographs.
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•

Item: film credits, including the San Giorgio Medal from the Venice Film
Festival for our production of “Assembly Line,” a neo-realist downer about an
American factory worker losing his illusions.

Eventually, I arrived at Signal Corps headquarters at Fort Myers, just across the
highway from the Pentagon. In formation the first day, the soldier next to me had a
daisy stuck behind his ear. Hmm.
The sergeant ordered, “Get that damn flower out of your hair.” But there was a
resigned, despairing quality that boded well for a pleasant stay. For sure, at Fort Dix
the gaily caparisoned solider would have found himself working a toothbrush into
hitherto unsuspected crevices in the latrine floor.
Reporting to the orderly room, I learned my status was merely transitory. I would
be trained as a code specialist and sent to Turkey. Interesting destination, but
deciphering messages was a puzzle that roused about as much enthusiasm as
checkers. I fancied myself more of a chess kinda guy.
With only a few hours to see about altering my orders, I took briefcase in hand,
and without a clue where I was headed, this Private E-1 negotiated the marathon
maze of the Pentagon. Against all probability, I located a surprised Lieutenant
Colonel, the Deputy Chief of the Army Pictorial Service, and presented my portfolio
stone cold.
In the doorway stands a ruffled civilian receptionist, trying to figure out
how I got past her (by walking through a usually locked door from the
corridor) waiting to throw me out. The colonel nods his head, comments on
the letter from Toynbee (“always admired that man”), waves the woman off
and keeps on reading.
Fifteen minutes later, having turned down a direct commission as a First
Lieutenant and Assistant Director at the Army’s Astoria Long Island motion
picture facility (I would have had to re-enlist, with a tour that extended an
additional year plus), I walk down to the Pentagon sound stage, and am
initiated into the Signal Corps film crew.
THE EAGLE HAS LANDED
It had its moments: assignments in the Rose Garden filming Kennedy and Johnson;
helicopter runs with the 101st Airborne at Fort Benning; and my personal favorite, a
training film for the women’s corps of the major services, a bevy of Waves, Wacs,
Marines and Air Force lovelies.
During the Cuban Missile Crisis, our crew was minimally employed waiting for
photos to be delivered from our spy planes (in those days before instant digital
transmission, they arrived on the Pentagon roof via helicopter before being rushed to
the War Room for processing and assessment). More as distraction, Sergeant Kenny
sent two of us to please a congressman by setting up a shot looking across the
Memorial Bridge to the Lincoln Memorial. His parting instructions were, “If you see
a mushroom cloud over the Pentagon, pan your camera – fast.”
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One day, during my Pentagon stint, we were filming a meeting of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Maxwell Taylor was overseas.
In Taylor’s stead, the Army Chief of Staff was acting chair. But the real dynamo
was Curtis LeMay, the Air Force Chief of Staff, and shortly to be George Wallace’s
running mate for President on the Stone Age Party ticket. (Curtis LeMay threatened
to nuclear bomb the North Vietnamese back to the Stone Age, missing the point they
were already there – and that’s why they couldn’t be beaten by air power.)
LeMay through sheer force of personality dominated the scene. He was like a
crazed, caged lion, desperate to break out of the bounds that enclose even the most
powerful.
Along with everyone else, I had absorbed the cautionary dictum about the
corruption of power. I was beginning to get a different idea, however, about the real
problem: at the absolute pinnacle of brilliance, control, power, we are still stuck in
our frail, mortal shells – making some folks mad as hell.
CHOICE, NOT CHANCE
The US Army for years had a recruiting slogan, “Choice, Not Chance. Join The
Army.” When I chose to pass up a direct commission, I was making a choice that was
driven by the desire to get back to civilian life, not the chance that we would get into
a nasty war in Southeast Asia to which I might be assigned if I stayed in uniform.
We are making choices all the time, and it would take God’s presumed
omniscience to calculate all the many streams that coalesced into why LeMay thought
he had enough information (that fit with his ideological prejudices) to make nuking
the North Vietnamese a positive option.
Practically, we don’t have forever, but some folks have a quicker trigger, care
less what others think, and are more wedded to their positions. Curtis LeMay might
get over-ruled by superior power, but nobody in that war room was likely to preach to
him about patience or non-attachment.
The Buddha appears, smiles enigmatically, disappears.
LeMay: “What the hell was that?”
Buddha returns. “It’s me, the Buddha.”
LeMay: “Damn commies have foxed us. Breached security.”
Buddha absorbs all the energy in the room.
LeMay: “I am a sheath without a sword.”
Buddha: “You have taken the first step.”
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PART TWO: The

‘70s

In 1972, an erstwhile n’er do well brother-in-law, whom Pony and I had nursed
through a crash after her sister dumped him, reappeared on the scene. He informed us
that he had become wealthy in the computer biz in Brazil, and as reward for our good
works, presented us with two round-trip tickets to Rio.
There was a car at our disposal and cash on hand, but it wasn’t all smooth sailing.
When Pony and I were traveling in the sun-shiny, culturally splendid, strife-torn,
military-governed nation, our car was stopped by soldiers at a rural roadblock. With
guns waving, and nervous young troops, did I make a speech about democracy? No, I
took the officer aside, and pointing to Pony, said, “My wife is the daughter of General
Leonard Shea, who is friend to the highest ranking men in your junta. I would
appreciate your courtesy in moving us through.”
That same spring, Pony and I were visiting the McClary’s in Middleburg,
Virginia. An acquaintance heard I was around and stopped by to quiz me about our
new communal ventures in New Haven. Harry and I had attended the same
undergraduate college, so there were some old school ties. Could I drop by his house
in Leesburg, and talk with his daughter?
“She’s into all kinds of crazy stuff. Drugs, unsavory characters. My wife and I
can’t do a thing with her. Maybe you could get through.”
I was amazed to find my communal world had some presence in, of all places,
this fox-hunting bastion of privilege. Even more bizarre, usually urbane and covert
Harry, a senior CIA administrator competent to manipulate whole nations, was
revealed as helpless in the face of his own daughter.
I talked with the girl. She could stay at our Chapel Street house for a few weeks,
and I’d introduce her to a world very different than her father’s, yet with its own
order and values. It was like in the Doris Lessing novel, “The Marriage of Zones
Three, Four and Five,” where there are tenuous relationships between several worlds
co-existing on the same physical plane. There is some mutual awareness, and
occasionally there are crossovers.
Harry thanked me profusely, but they never followed up. Don’t know why, but I
suspect the bridge between our worlds was too tenuous and the chasm beneath too
deep.
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To be dimensional in a linear world is at best absurd, at worst tragic. To be able
to function interdependently is irrelevant without others who also see it that
way.
-- COMEX, April, 1974

Chapter Three

Goin’ To The Chapel
Chris looked a little like a rat in the best of times. These were not – asthma kicked
up, car confiscated by the local constabulary, and dead broke.
With the breakup of our transitory household, he was sitting on the curb, shit out
of luck, too numb to invent another scheme, though that was his long suit. Like
stenciling Channel 8, News on the white enamel of his recently towed auto to
gain access to rock festivals and allow free parking in normally interdicted zones.
Obviously, it didn’t work all the time.
For the past week, I’d been borrowing the townhouse of a local doc, a classmate
of a Peace Corps friend. All our intended housemates had swung by.
The process of finding a suitable communal site was taking longer than we’d
expected. Nevertheless, the roller coaster ride of almost-houses was bonding our
group tighter. We began to feel like a migratory tribe, searching for an evanescent
homeland – a pleasant castle with enough bedrooms, bathrooms and living space,
preferably with some privacy, and a view of rolling hills or water.
Unfortunately, the people who owned big houses in all but the worst of
neighborhoods questioned the dependability of a dozen young men and women, only
a few of whom were credit worthy.
For instance, one mansion in the prestigious suburb of Orange produced a
particularly frustrating lemon. Tommy, a talented and well-paid electrical engineer,
and I, both in conservative suits, showed up at the downtown office of the landlord’s
lawyer.
The owner was an elderly Armenian gentlemen with no ax to grind, but his wife
was sharp enough for both – suspecting sexual behavior more inventive than our most
dramatic practice. The button-down lawyer with the Yale degree took his cue from
the distaff side, and proceeded to ask provocative questions along the lines of, Why do
you beat your non-wife?
I tried to counter with my own Ivy League credentials, the Foreign Service, and a
legit marriage, but by then he was on to the rest of the cast. Who was coupled with
whom? Contraband substances? Well, he wasn’t that far off.
Finally, I was reduced to a last sally, “You can keep us out of this house, but you
are the past, and we are the future.”
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Funny thing is, I actually believed it.

By 1970, although Reston was supposed to be kid heaven, it wasn’t working for
us and our child.
Wasn’t working. Shorthand for what most couples go through with children, if not
before. Stresses and strains that somehow are renegotiated within the contract of
marriage: transcended or compromised or not.
Pony crashed and even reordering my priorities didn’t seem to be doing much to
set us on a better path. In the face of her pain, I found myself substantially helpless.
And so we modulated between heading inwards to claustrophobia and outwards to
chaos.
What the chaos might look like was certainly more interesting, even if likely to be
no more than a distraction. The fidelity and passion that had bound our relationship
close had opened. Friendship and honesty maintained, but sexual mores and
expectations were changing quickly.
When the animals march into the ark, two by two might be looking more like three
by four or more.
Pony and I had developed curiosity as to what communes might offer. Maybe the
focus and intensity of dealing with a kid and each other could be finessed in a wider,
extended-family structure.
We talked with many friends in the DC area. All were solidly entrenched with
their families and houses. Pony had shared a studio with a young woman from New
Haven. When I directed the documentary film in Boston, we began making stops in
New Haven and liked the folks we met. They had fewer attachments and more
curiosity.
In the late summer of 1970, attempting to escape our fate, we sublet our
apartment, and moved from our upscale new town.
The winds of October, come in September
and they blow
And if you are in the way,
you will have to pay the dues
But if you could join with me
in the setting of the sun
If you could join with me
If we became just one...two...three
In the making of a child
there is something wild and free
But it’s free in the morning
it’s not free in the evening as we go
And in the morning, and in the morning
will the old love be gone?
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My last sight of Chris, he’d been standing in the middle of the road, clutching
the two twenties I’d stuffed into his hands, waving feebly at my departing Alfa.
For Labor Day weekend, Pony, our child and I had gone off to Long Island to
visit with her sister. The house search was wearing down our family and I drove back
solo.
As I pulled into New Haven, I had little idea of where I’d be staying, or whether
there were any new developments in the housing market. Imagine my surprise when a
call to Catherine discovered that marginal Chris had survived... nay, flourished. He’d
even found us a maybe house.
I dial the number.
“Hi, Casa Medico.”
“S’cuse me, is Chris there?”
“Oh, yeah. He’s here all right. Aren’t you here, Chris? He wants to know
who’s asking.”
“Paul Freundlich.”
There’s a bit of a scuffle, then Chris winds up with the phone.
“Paul, you gotta come over.”
“Are you okay?”
“Okay? I am fucking unbelievable. Is Pony with you?”
“Not this trip.”
“Even better.”
The scene when I arrive: Chris is severely stoned. Three young ladies are
on the same path, bright eyed and curious. Kerry is a lovely, manic depressive
brunette; Judy, a skinny, enthusiastic redhead; Barbara, a chunky blond with a
pretty face and sweet affect. God damn, I’ve walked in on Charlie’s Angels.
Over bread, cheese and wine, I received an update of Chris’ recent history. Soon
after I had left him, asthma had him prostrate on the sidewalk. In this near senseless
and vulnerable condition, along happened our three heroines, all medical technicians.
Being in the healing biz, how could they resist succoring poor Chris?
They checked him into their hospital for emergency resuscitation, then checked
him out for further action. At their apartment, he began mending, and soon was
sharing his own pharmacopia. As they sampled his wares, the girls began cutting into
their sick leave and vacation time.
There are a few mattresses spread on the living room floor, and Chris
seems better than chummy with all. As his buddy, the way is open to other
amusements. Although wary of the drugs, a few tokes of hashish relax
whatever inhibitions I’m likely to have.
Given our open relationship, this seems a self-contained idyll, cosmically
linked to the goodwill generated by my parting gesture to Chris.
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Over the next twenty-four hours, I join the exploration. Sex, drugs and
rock n’roll, yes! Having been in San Francisco during the summer of love, and
barely noticed, I feel like I’ve finally found the ‘60s.
Was it fun? Like most of these scenes, when you’re in the middle, it’s exciting,
intense and semi-real. The envelope that is being pushed (or licked) has limits and
boundaries, for sure, but no one knows exactly where. So everyone is constantly
modulating. Throw in drugs and the omnipresent now was wow, wow, wow.

Two days later, a bedraggled Chris and a fatigued Paul pulled ourselves together
for an appearance at the beach house he’d found in Milford, Connecticut. It was a big,
sprawling cottage, with sinks in most of the bedrooms. The floor plan might be a tad
bizarre, but there was little doubt we could fit our whole crew.
There was an elevator traveling from the basement to the second floor. There was
a shower room with three banks of needle spray. There was a lawn that led to a
seawall, a sandy beach and Long Island Sound.
It was run-down, and the furniture left much to be desired, but the spaciousness,
light and sheer, breathtaking beauty of the pounding waves, the wheeling birds, the
tide pools and rocks – we were potentially in heaven.
The rental was from mid-September to mid-June. Who could be sure the
household would last that long? The only question, could we close the deal?
Looking us over was Alice, a nice Polish matron/owner from Yonkers. What did
she see? Our assembled company showed well on first glance. Two clear couples, and
various singles, all white, young and smiling. At two and a half, Tim was particularly
young and captivating when he chose.
Alice checked off Pony and me, the presentable main couple, and moved to
Tommy and Elaine. In less than a minute, in the face of Alice’s sincerity, their
marriage pose collapsed.
“But we want to get married. Really we do.”
There was a big hug between the two women, and all the rest was details.

One of the details was Chris and his entourage. In the initial disposition of rooms,
Chris was left out. It was unclear to everyone, including Chris, how many, if any, of
the young ladies were in his party. For the moment, he stayed where he was.
After a few weeks, he seemed to have settled down to Kerry and Judy, with
Barbara as a housemate. Arriving on a house meeting night, he coolly informed us
that when he moved in, his chores would be performed by his honeys. These may
have been the early days of Women’s Liberation, and not the most political crew in
the world, but the Mansonite overtones didn’t go down at all.
Chris almost came to blows with Richard. Eventually, there was an amicable
adjustment. The menage a trois plus one rented a house two doors down. A week
later, Chris transitioned into a monogamous relationship with Barbara, while Kerry
and Judy began further adventures with several of our male housemates.
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Eventually the whole scene came apart like one of those spinning fire wheels on
the Fourth of July – except it didn’t last that long. Probably the only surprises were
that anyone expected it to, and that our communal group was getting stronger.

When Pony and I moved into Chapel Street, our initial perspective was as a
family unit, with our good friends Catherine and Richard as extended family. There
was a rapid transition, however, toward a more communal household, including Scott
and Patty, Tommie and Elaine, Kathy, Tom, Donald.
You could see the process of extending-family occurring for each person.

For the first month, it was like being let loose in a large toy store: rowdy dinners
and good food, figuring out the chores and the shopping, luxuriating in the shower
room’s needle spray, walks on the beach, jam sessions in the living room, visiting
from room to room, wandering into the kitchen at 2 am and finding a few folks
talking. “Hey, Paul, what do you think of...?” Next thing I know, it’s an hour later.
Because they’d all grown up in the New Haven area, there were dozens of friends
and hundreds of acquaintances. Because Milford had big beachfront houses for offseason rental, groups of Yalies abound.
There’s bounding back and forth, and a fair amount of bonding. The Vietnam war
at its peak, Bobby Seale being tried at the New Haven courthouse, and peace, love,
rage, drugs, sex and rock mixed with daily life.
It was often hard to tell convictions from rationalizations. A frolic flick of those
days would probably be titled, “Animal House Meets The Weather Underground.”
One night, we visit another group living in a warehouse in downtown New
Haven. The ceilings disappear into the darkness. Rooms are chunked out of
spaces, with pipes and light fixtures haphazardly arranged. Lofts might
contain mattresses or stacked paintings. A door could open on an elevator
shaft or a toilet.
We’ve brought a few dishes to heat over the communal stove. Candles
provide a flickering afterimage of shapes sliding mysteriously past the
background, resolving into oddly garbed humans offering a dab of seasoning,
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a bottle of wine or beer. Joints are passed. From another room, a piano and a
lyrical tenor. Bongos and a guitar broken out.
Time destroyed. Two tribes meeting, sharing gifts, swapping stories,
checking out mates.
Our three year old presents me with a piece of cast iron: “What’s this?”
“That’s a juicer. It makes oranges into orange juice.”
“No, orange juice comes in a can.”
“Before it goes in a can, it gets squeezed. Here, let me show you how it
works.” Great, we’re moving backwards through the Industrial Revolution.

Our hopes of a better scene with Tim were working out. Nobody was
volunteering as a proxy parent, but Tim did have eleven relatable adults. Then there
was the excitement, even for a three year old, of living in a rocking, swinging house
with the ocean just a walk out the front door.
For Pony and me, moving to Chapel Street and living communally resulted in a
mix of passionate struggle, and careful distancing. Was there an equilibrium we could
achieve that would allow us to live together as co-parents and loves, or was this a way
of easing the pain of letting go?
Almost everyone has lived through the breakup of a marriage or a sustained, but
not sustainable relationship. Therefore, you know that no matter how much love and
good will survive, it’s complicated – much more so when you have a child together.
This may seem like a strange interjection, but bear with me. Several years before,
when I had my editing room in Georgetown, the guy down the hall was working on a
porno flick. He was a sleazy character, and always trying drag me in to watch his
developing masterpiece.
One day, I was struggling with some transition, battering against the limits of the
material and my imagination. He caught me as I was heading off to the neighborhood
pin-ball machine, that was my usual distraction.
What the hell, and shortly I was watching the most unmitigated piece of trash I’d
ever seen. A traveling salesman with the charisma of a toad and a seducable
housewife with the charm of a hippo. The unveiling of their bodily parts could have
been used to turn off an entire generation of wayward youth.
And then, even as I was desperately searching for an exit strategy, a miracle. This
dumpy, frumpy young woman in the midst of a deeply degrading experience, reached
orgasm. She came like a flower opening to the sun, like a bird rising to the sky. She
was transfigured. She was beautiful.
The point: Aesthetics are great, but only part of the story. Pony was the most
beautiful girl I’d ever met, yet the perfection of her body and face was abstract unless
connected to joy and happiness. What I desired was the mating of soul and physical
being we had achieved and lost. I ached for that loss, searched for its restitution with
her, and eventually, when that seemed impossible, with others.
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In November, Tommy and Elaine were married, the ceremony taking place in our
living room. I missed the event, having stayed on to help care for my father who was
in a Florida hospital, with an attack of emphysema.
Years of smoking three packs of cigarettes a day and stirring noxious chemical
compounds had taken their toll. For those of you who are old enough, remember, “I’d
walk a mile for a mild, mild Camel?” On good days, walking to the front door was an
accomplishment.
His intellect was brilliant as ever. Occasionally he would doodle out new
formulations, but the conviction and sense of purpose flagged. The long chains of
molecules stretched into an infinity where the plastics and nylon he had invented
were of relatively little moment.
Pony’s mother Sue had died of cancer the year before, and Pony was in no shape
to be around anther dying parent. She and Tim cut short our vacation, headed back by
bus, and my mother and I took turns by my father’s bedside.
It was late November before he was released from the hospital. The first evening
back in the house, for many hours after my mother had gone to bed, dad and I sat
around the kitchen table.
Perhaps some synapses had crossed. Although he rationally knew who I was,
there wasn’t the load that usually followed. No judgment. For those hours, we were
simply the two best friends in the world, linked by genetics and spirit, far more than
history. Skipping the politics that often were at issue, there seemed a perfect and
complete congruence in how we looked at the world.
The trip we took led to the Austria of his childhood: to country houses and
university days; to the Great War with morning mist rising on the battlefields of the
Eastern front. Cavalry officer, grandson to a great and baronial Jewish house of the
Empire, rising scientist and player in corporate dramas for the international chemical
cartel. To the days when everything seemed possible and for a while, nearly was.
Loves passed and a society died. With the moratorium, the family bank failed, but
he was on to America representing I.G. Farben. Commuting on the Mauritania across
the ocean, mingling with Duponts. Every challenge met and overcome.
Time speeded up and slowed. A recognition that the world had gone on before he
was alive, and would continue after he died. But this perspective, his own.
Mostly I listened. Occasionally, a story or insight of mine seemed germane. We
laughed and joked, lost in a warp of time and place.
A nightmare building in Germany, rescuing two of his brothers before the borders
shut down. His potent connection with I. G. Farben a casualty of the war and
prejudice, The anti-Semitism that his name, position and Aryan good looks had
avoided suddenly became a factor, even in America.
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In the midst of honorary degrees and Presidential citations, his business and
prominence slipped away. A life closing down, with his emphysema like a fish cast
upon a shore by a retreating tide, struggling for breath. Only my mother and mild
amusements to distract from a final date with mortality. Along the way, a growing
sense of peace, perspective and acceptance.
Eventually we came home. Now was now. “Who are we? Oh yes. Perhaps then,
it’s time to sleep.”
The next morning and the following days retained some of the evening’s grace,
but I could see that my parents were settling in for a last stretch of equilibrium, and
this was their time.
Besides, for all the hard times, I missed Pony, Tim and the house. Stretched
between my parents and my new life, the calls to Chapel Street were building the
pressure to return.
Finally, I kissed my father good-by, hugged my mother, and began a solo drive
north. The remission could only be temporary. There were tears in my eyes, because I
guessed I’d never see him alive again.
On the stretch between Orlando and the East Coast, the heavens opened, and the
rain poured. I left the top down on the Alfa. The aerodynamics are such that at 90
miles an hour, the rain just blows on by. Melodramatic, but it felt like the sky was
joining me in a parting and cleansing.
Twenty-three hours later, in a rare state of exhaustion, I pulled into the Chapel
Street driveway. I staggered out of the car and up to the back door. Glancing in the
kitchen window, there was half the gang, intensely cooking, eating, talking. It seemed
like my life was going on without me, just waiting for me to catch up.

By winter, I came up for air and looked around. It’s a great life, but what’s going
on?
Nobody in our Chapel Street commune much knew or cared.
First of all, everyone was in their twenties, on the early side at that. Those who
weren’t studying were busy getting laid, stoned, or making music, otherwise known
as sex, drugs and rock’n roll. Whether in school or out, they were fiercely against the
war, corporate America, and a consumer-driven economy – particularly as it applied
to them: neither soldiers, suits nor suckers.
None of them had kids, so it’s no surprise that their issue was freedom.
Besides being a parent, I came at things somewhat differently. My years as a
documentary filmmaker, and my travels overseas for the Peace Corps, as well as my
life in Reston had given me a comparative basis for evaluating this new environment.
I found I knew a lot about how community works. It was a great bunch of folks,
but I could see that the links, the infrastructure, were nonexistent, except on a social
basis.
Regardless, I was falling in love with the people and the scene. As my
commitment increased, so did my curiosity and desire for it to continue. The flow was
great, but where was it flowing, and who might turn off the tap?
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So much of my discipline as a documentary filmmaker was observation. I would
come into a situation with great curiosity, but I always knew it was headed towards a
film. Now, I was reversing my pattern. The curiosity was even more urgent, because
it was my life. But I had no sense if there was any form through which the experience
might be interpreted.
That the balance was shifting toward participation felt healthy. Living was
keeping me busy, and my choreographic sense increasingly poured into making our
communal house work.

Pony and I were able to construct a life to meet our needs as parents, allow us to
explore community, and cheap. The last was crucial, since it meant we could live well
on my income of a few thousand dollars a year, drawn from occasional film,
consulting or video gigs.
Keeping expenses down was an issue for everybody at Chapel St.. I began making
Saturday morning runs to the farmer’s market in New Haven. But the good buys were
on crates and cases. Even eleven hungry adults and a kid have a hard time doing
justice to a crate of bananas or broccoli before it spoils.
Soon I was stopping at some of the other Milford houses, checking in with our
new friends at the warehouse. In just a few weeks, we organized an informal buying
brigade. With orders in hand for fruits, greens, dairy, meat and grains, I’d be out
checking for bargains early.
A few people from other houses began joining me. Later in the morning, we
would divide up the food from the back of a pickup, and split expenses. The
communal food bill was cut in half.
In a few months, our informal buying club had several drop points in the area, and
added the purchase of 50 gallons of milk a week. By the late spring, sixty people,
representing a dozen houses, were gathering once a week for a community dinner
held in the basement of a parish house on the New Haven Green.
At one of the gatherings, two Yalies showed up. They had a few food buying
clubs organized, one in the Hill area, a primarily black and Hispanic ghetto. They
were going to open a storefront, food co-op. Would we join with them?
Sure, why not?
In less than ten years, the New Haven Food Co-op would outgrow two
storefronts, have several thousand members, and be doing $5 million in annual sales.
By 1984, as one of its Directors, I would help it work through a painful bankruptcy,
but that’s another story.

An urban planner friend from Reston, Pat Kane, visited. He looked around the
household, tried to make allowances for the social virtues, but ended up shaking his
head.
“Paul, you had so much.”
Charlie Guggenheim was lecturing at Yale, and I stopped by to say hello. I had to
disabuse him of the notion I was teaching at the University. He had a hard time
grasping there could be another reason for being in New Haven.
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Paul Cantor came from San Francisco to cover the Bobby Seale trial for KQED.
Pony, Tim and I had stayed with him and his wife when Tim was a baby. He was
delighted to see Tim doing well, loved our scene, worried for Pony and me, wondered
what happened to my film career.
Don Wrye stayed over. He admired the seashore, but treated the rest as if I were a
teenager, going through a phase.
If I had said to them, These are the ‘70s that came out of the ‘60s, and I am on the
very edge of society’s learning, even if they believed me, they would have asked, But
then, what will you do with it? And I would have said, Beats me. I’m too busy finding
out.

Among the other group houses, there were several with parents and kids. I was
impressed with childcare arrangements that included the day care cooperatives in
New Haven, particularly Morning Sun (that was also a school, K-12) and State Street.
The co-ops tended toward a strong feminist stance, surrounded by heavy
collective rhetoric (we take no prisoners). In the course of my first Morning Sun
meeting, I made a remark about the boys and girls in the daycare. There was a
nervous pause, then the conversation moved on.
A man leaned over and whispered, “In the Morning Sun, we call them women.”
Other than a few curious political touches, it seemed like an earnest, committed
group. The literature was screened carefully for sexism and violence, because we
were, after all, a fundamentalist institution. That was okay with me, and the politics
had some advantages like a sliding fee scale, that in our case would be based on my
occasional gigs.
(A popular psychiatrist-about-town complained it was a bit much that he was
paying $250 a month for his three year old to attend Morning Sun. On the other hand,
given the problems that little Kevie was likely to inherit, Morning Sun probably saved
years of expensive therapy.)
For the adults, our meetings became a prime environment for playing out political
and organizational philosophies.
At a big, evening Morning Sun meeting, two dozen adults in the living
room are struggling through arcane policy question related to the distribution
of work shifts. I’ve retreated to the kitchen.
As others blow out of the meeting for a rejuvenating cup of coffee, the
conversation goes like this:
“Can you believe it? What a mess!”
“Right. And when it’s so obvious what the solution is.”
“Right, if we just did it like....”
“Uh, no, I think we should...”
Of course, the kitchen crew is now on its way to replicating the arguments
going on in the living room.
At the largest, Morning Sun had fifty kids in the day care and the school. Between
single parents, and multiple siblings about the same number of adult members.

72

Educationally, Morning Sun was no trailblazer. The strong suit was giving kids
enough space to find their own way in a warm and trustworthy environment. Often it
seemed that the kids were controlling the school. Given that the adult lives seemed
frequently out of control, that didn’t seem such a bad idea.
Calling Morning Sun a school or day care is inaccurate. A
three-ring circus traveling through time, perhaps; a series of
human environments shifting according to the needs of its
participants. To stick Morning Sun in a compartment to be dealt
with when convenient just doesn’t work. To be tolerable, it has to
be part of our lives. But that shouldn’t be so hard to understand
since we joined so that we wouldn’t have our kids growing up in
compartments.
In Morning Sun, we are less free to go our own ways. In
Morning Sun, we are more free to be whole.
-- from my article about the Morning
Sun in COMEX
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The kids were the easy part. As I sat in meetings with adults and took my turns
working shifts, some things became clear:
It turned out most parents didn’t have a clue, and were horribly frightened of
screwing up. Some of that was based on the profound changes their adult
relationships were going through, splitting up and hanging on, and guilt about the
traumas visited upon helpless kids.
Much of it rested with their own parenting models. Along with the politics of the
‘70s, the personal often meant a rejection of past experience. For most of the adults in
Morning Sun, the relationships carried over from their own parents were, at best,
irrelevant, in general, inadequate, and at worst, awful.
That meant that as parents, they had little guidance, except to avoid what they
knew – hardly a basis for intuitive behavior. Otherwise, they read like crazy, and
snuck nervous peeks at the parenting styles of others – both hoping and fearing that
others knew better.
No wonder they were enthusiastic about Morning Sun. Nevertheless, it wouldn’t
be accurate to paint the range of parenting in absolutes, and everyone was trying.
Above all, the kids did just fine.
Stressed or relatively unstressed in their home life, Morning Sun rapidly became
their world, their sanctuary. Different age groups and gender provided divisions, but
often it was a big gang of fiercely loyal, playing, learning children. Brooke, in her
high school years, the acknowledged, trusted leader of them all.
The adults were along for the ride but sometimes we did better.
Morning Sun had an overabundance of cute kids who’d learned how to attract
affection. One family seemed to have missed the boat. Their baby was a mess. He
whined. He cried constantly. He spit up. His diarrhea was green and smelled bad. At
age 1.2, he was singularly unappealing.
After observing the patterns during several shifts, a group of us decide to
counter-program. He becomes the first kid we go to; the recipient of extra
hugs and snuggles. When he wakes up from his nap, there is someone there to
coo over him. If the other babies avoid him, we find ways to bring him into
the circle. When we change his diapers, we smile.
In six months, he’s just another cute, lovable kid.
We knew we had a good thing. Not that it was perfect. There were times when our
admirable urge to do everything right came up short.
A woman and her son came into Morning Sun. He had a history of behavior
problems. We put increasing resources into meeting his needs.
The harder we tried, the more he acted out. We finally had to face that our
wonderful alternative couldn’t work for everyone.

As the network of living groups became more self-aware, I informally began to
organize regular meetings. First once a month, then weekly. Besides getting to know
each other, houses sent word of openings. Soon we moved to a formal process of
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announced meetings, and mutual introduction between potential housemates and
houses with openings.
Even with the new service, the process was imperfect: everyone smiled a lot, and
avoided talking about household idiosyncrasies (Sleep in basement coffins during the
day? Why yes, it leaves the bedrooms free for corn shucking parties. Do you mind?)
while newcomers hesitated to reveal a history of psychotic breaks. Still, it was better
than putting ads on bulletin boards, and a more careful follow-up screening was
routine.
There was a crew who had bought East River Farm, a beautiful spread in
Guilford. Lovely main house, outbuildings, a barn on the East River, animals, kids
and about a dozen adults. I was impressed.
These people were continuing with their lives while exploring life-style changes.
They had jobs and professions. They earned money and kept up the mortgage
payments.
That didn’t mean there weren’t problems. One of the founding couples was
splitting. The wife, in her forties, had taken a much younger lover. Her nearly grown
kids weren’t thrilled. As she ruefully admitted, “The last few years have been a really
interesting learning experience. Now I’m ready for something that works.”
One of the men in the community had fathered children by two women, more or
less at the same time. Soon, neither woman was speaking to him, and one had left the
community. Were the kids brothers, and if so should the mothers stay in contact? Did
the man have any rights along with the wrongs he had perpetrated?
For sure, our learning experiences were ambitious. At our next Communal
Conference, one of the aforementioned mothers was walking up a path as I walked
down.
“Where are you going?” she asked.
“To a workshop on sexuality.”
Jayne put both hands on her hips, and gazed at me in disbelief. “You mean you’re
gonna talk about it?”
I probably wasn’t the most likely candidate for a speech about a little more talk
and a little less action, so I just kept walking.
In our community, old patterns of monogamy were politically suspect. Lust was
safer than the love we often saved for whole classes of disenfranchised peoples and
our kids.
But I don’t mean to put us down: we weren’t stupid or mean or terribly greedy.
Curiosity about what was possible included a reasonable expectation that above all,
we treated each other with respect.
Women had awakened to the extent their lives, loves and sexuality had been
controlled. Men who stuck around, paid at least lip service. Together we worked our
jobs (a mix of professionals and temps) marched (in demonstrations) raised our kids
(in the day care and alternative school) shopped (at the food co-op) lived (in our
communal houses) and partied through it all.
Some group houses preferred isolation, but most sent representatives to the
housing meetings when they had vacancies. There were several childcare co-ops, and
though not every one of the parents lived communally, most saw the obvious
advantages in shared responsibilities and at least tried it for a while.
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Hundreds of women annually came through the New Haven Women’s Liberation
Center for counseling or to rethink their lives, and all were exposed to the
opportunities available. Hundreds, then thousands shopped at the New Haven Food
Coop, and monthly work shifts were mandatory for members.
It was like a whirlpool. On the periphery were services and socializing. As people
were attracted, they increased their participation. As they did more, they saw the same
people more frequently and in a wide variety of situations.
You cut cheese with someone from your consciousness raising group. You danced
with the same folks you shared parenting with. Across the communal dining table, on
work shifts, at parties, at meetings, we talked about what we were doing and why we
were doing it. We gossiped incessantly, and common references and language
developed.
Did this mean we were a community, and at what point?
What we lacked was intentionality. Although each institution made demands on
participants, the whole was something that people grew to be aware of, but there were
no road maps.
Some people searched for a political or social analysis. For myself, I was
idiosyncratically following my curiosity, much as if I were researching and preparing
a documentary film.
Housing...okay, the communal housing network. Food...okay, the Food Co-op.
Kids...okay, Morning Sun and State Street Co-ops. Money...uh oh, nothing there. And
off I go, launching The First New Haven Piggy Bank.
Money is nasty stuff among the people exploring alternatives.
It induces high levels of paranoia. But for a community
interdependent with the American economy, we’re stuck with it.
The Piggy Bank offers a way to play with money in a socially
useful fashion; to build trust around economic issues; and to
support the development of institutions. Although a general
commitment to sharing is helpful, all you really need is $10.
Report:
The major piece of business was the purchase of a chain saw
from Charlie, and an appropriation to cover repair and
maintenance. Thus a piece of nonworking private goods was
collectivized for wider use. When fixed, it will be available to Piggy
Bank depositors at $2 per day and to nonmembers at $5 a day
(plus a $20 security deposit).
Appropriations by Consensus:
$ 9 to the Piggy Bank News
$ 5 to the Divorce and Separation Group at the Womens
Center to buy audio tapes
$75 for the purchase, repairs and maintenance of a chain saw
Financial Report:
Previously in Savings: $130
Repayment of loans: 55
TOTAL ASSETS $185 and one chain saw – Piggy Bank News #5
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Eventually the Piggy Bank ran out of participants. It was replaced as our financial
experiment of record by a more serious institution that attained a few hundred
thousand dollars in deposits, the Connecticut Feminist Federal Credit Union. Did that
make the Piggy Bank a precursor or a dead end?
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For each of our improvisations, there was a perceived need, a target population,
impediments and resources. But that’s marketing talk, said with the hindsight of later
sophistication.
Truthfully, we seldom had any idea where we were headed: it just seemed like a
good idea at the time. We tried it out, and if people responded, it took on a life of its
own. Our theory of collective decision-making included the desires of new
participants – although in many cases, the originator was smart enough or strong
enough to maintain a leadership role.
It was a perfect R&D modality. Because very little money was invested in the
success of a venture, failure could be accepted and learned from. So little of what we
had been told would last forever was lasting, why should we be surprised or dismayed
when our institutions played out?
None of this happened overnight. Nevertheless, in a few years, we created a set of
continuing institutions which looked increasingly like the infrastructure of a
community.
Hmmm. An urban community with its own value system, a few hundred to a few
thousand active participants, and institutions providing food, shelter, health services,
counseling, social life, education, child care, communications and even a few jobs.
One day I receive a call from a friend who is trial separating from her
husband: “Paul, what’s going on in town for the next few weeks?”
“Huh?”
“You know – parties, gatherings, things that will get me into circulation so I
can make some use of the time I have now.”
“I suppose I know a few things going on – but why me?”
Pause. “Well, I sort of thought it’s like we’re all on a cruise ship together and
you’re the social director.”
Unsure whether I should feel flattered or insulted, I do the job.

In the fall of ’72, Pony moved out of Chapel Street and on with her life. But when
you have a kid, much less if you still like and maybe love each other, it never ends.
In our functional shared custody, Tim would stay with me in the commune during
the school year, and live with Pony in the summers, while we shared Morning Sun
shifts.
At Christmas, she came back to spend a few days. We were lovers again, and for
twenty-four hours, it felt like heaven: Oh, yes, that’s why we were together.
Then it became increasingly frantic. Tim at four and a half fighting for attention.
The whole dance out of hand. It was also clear it’s our dance, and we both loved and
hated it.
I literally called, “Stop the music.”
Frozen in place, flushed with excitement, ready to hurt each other as part of
loving — the only way left to express love.
Embarrassed, saddened and defeated, we let it go.
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In these early days of working in New Haven, a housemate, Peter Lallos, talked
about circuit riding. His analogy was to the riders of the Pony Express in the early
days of the West. As well as the formal work of delivering the mail, the circuit riders
making their rounds defined an informal path for gossip and information. So it was
for me, and others who had staked out claims on what we were defining as the
alternative community.
In the spring of 1972, some of us who had been creating fledgling community
institutions began to hang out more regularly. We played with the idea of a
comprehensive, integrated approach. Within a few months, we took ourselves
seriously enough to choose a name, “The Community Exchange Cooperative.”
How seriously was that?
We didn’t know ourselves. There are virtually no measures for the creation of
community, except at a certain point, it might live and breathe. At least half our talk
was posturing: we could see our breath on a cold night, so we must be saying
something.
The Community Exchange Cooperative tried to reinforce natural alliances
between a few thousand folks in the New Haven area who shared life-styles and
values: work parties, fund-raising, celebrations, a monthly journal. Above all, we
were a reference and support group for each other.
Although there was some socialist and anarchist rhetoric, and co-ops were
respected, people were trying out words to fit actions. Social justice had a nice
resonance, a solidarity with others in struggle. Community and cooperation were
totally safe.
It seemed that those of us who were going through changes were operating on
three levels:
Personally, we had our hands full with the rapid shifts and balances, and the
emotional toll involved. Collectively, we found ourselves on voyage of discovery,
interdependent with our companions, traveling on a ship whose amenities were
themselves in flux. Politically and perhaps spiritually, we were citizens of America,
part of a rich economy, concerned and often confused about the contradictions
between the mainstream and our new lifestyle. But hopeful. Very hopeful.
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“A meeting in a local church last Monday evening may herald the start of a new
experiment in cooperative community development. The meeting gave qualified
endorsement to a proposal recently submitted to the National Institute of Mental
Health was called by Paul Freundlich, who originated the proposal.”
“The thrust of the idea is visionary. Based on observations of a rapidly
developing network of alternative institutions... the application sees it as
necessary and possible to expand that community of common interests. The
proposal writer’s hope... to provide a channel through which individuals who
feel trapped in their jobs and cultural roles... can experiment with alternatives.”
-- The Elm City Chronicle, April 25, 1974

CHAPTER FOUR

Training for Urban
Alternatives
Bert never seemed dangerous. Wearing a pair of glasses, he looked the serious
academic. As the head of the English Department at a local university, he could be
charming and credible. His reputation within our alternative community, however,
contained a number of anomalies.
A leader of State Street, the most political of the day care cooperatives, he was a
vicious street fighter for a Marxist/Maoist doctrine that few could understand, much
less follow. Then there were shadowy tales of connection with the Weather
Underground.
One afternoon, Bert stopped by our communal house. He stood in the doorway of
my room.
“Paul, do you have a few minutes?”
I was wary, but he was on the Community Board I had put together.
“I’m resigning from the Board, and I wanted to tell you personally.”
Jesus, is this going to be some big, political grandstand?
“I made my play last summer to get control. You blocked me. Sticking around
now would just be putting in time. I hope there’s no hard feelings.”
“Bert, are you saying all those principled moves were just about power?”
He laughed. “What else?”
I shook my head. “You don’t care about what we’re trying to accomplish?”
Suddenly he was dead serious. “You should understand that from my point of
view, this is just a lot of liberal bullshit. A compromise with a lousy, corrupt system.
If I can use it, fine. Otherwise, good luck, but I have better things to do.”
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In 1974, as a logical (to me) extension of my community work in New Haven, I
became Project Director of a semi-crazed consensual process linking the feministcooperative-hippie-socialist Left with a Washington administration most notable for
the final collapse of the Vietnam War and Watergutted Nixon White House.
Sound like fun?
The image I have is of a rodeo, and I’m being hoisted onto this community
horse. Before they open the gate, I’m explaining, “Now listen, horse, you
understand I’m the one who got us entered in this event?”
The horse nods.
“I’m just another community animal like you, but if we want the purse,
there has to be a rider. I’m not wearing spurs, you’ve no bit or saddle, so it’s
going to take a lot of cooperation.”
The horse snorts: “That means we can do anything?”
I’m looking over the fence at that wide open arena, the crowd in the
stands and the judges (that the horse can’t see, of course) and I say, “Uh, not
exactly. I handed a paper in ahead to the judges with our program.”
The horse blows a fart and I know I’m in for a ride.

I had been doing occasional video gigs for Action in Washington, and Yale’s
Department of Psychology in New Haven, and eking out a living. But the center of
my life had become our community. Was this real work or just a pleasant fantasy?
It seemed real. As people’s values shifted in the late ‘60s, many of the available
institutions no longer met their needs. Hierarchy and patriarchy were under fire.
There were implications for housing, socializing, food consumption, parenting,
education that hardly anyone understood for certain.
Although the work I had been doing in New Haven was local, there was national
curiosity, particularly about the impact of these new values on our cities. That’s
where the people were. That’s where the problems were. And it turned out, that’s
where the money was.
Perhaps I could use some leftover connections from my Washington Peace Corps
days. I began talking with staff from the Center for the Study of Metropolitan
Problems, at the National Institute of Mental Health.
I conceived and wrote the Training for Urban Alternatives proposal with a
potentially fundable perspective: that cooperative experiments we had undertaken in
New Haven offered a serious and comprehensive mental health alternative for our
cities.
The communal living groups made more economic use of large, old houses and
provided a reconstructed extended family. The Womens Center offered a path out of
patriarchal dependency into self-realization and mutual support. The Food Co-op cut
costs and empowered members to control an important aspect of their lives. Womens
health clinics reduced the dependency on hierarchal medicine. Day care cooperatives
and alternative schools allowed parents and kids the chance to explore cooperative
values and new approaches to learning.
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The interdependence of these institutions and the experience of working and
living with them created a sense of mutual empowerment, reinforcing a healthy and
growing environment open to a significant proportion of an urban area, across lines of
race and class.
That was the proposal, and against all probability, lacking any appropriate
institutional or professional credentials, the grant was funded. My writing and
conceptualization may have been as good as the evaluators later told me, but what
really turned it around was a site visit by the Metro Center Review Committee.
The Review Committee stayed at Chapel Street. We visited the Food Co-op,
Women’s Center, all the likely suspects that had been detailed in the proposal. My
God, it all turned out to be true!
When we walk into Morning Sun, we find an eight-year-old teaching a
five-year-old weaving. But the older girl is obviously pissed. One of the
teachers has gone off with a bunch of kids, thoughtlessly disrupting planned
activities.
The Review Committee hovers in the background, fascinated by this real
life problem. I decide to play it for drama.
“Well, Rachel, what are you going to do about it?”
“Call a meeting when the teacher gets back,” announces the little darling,
right on cue.
One of the Review Committee members who later worked in the Carter White
House told me this became her classic empowerment story. I always enjoyed the
thought of some bozo being skewered on the sharp tongue of an eight-year-old
hippette.

With the announcement of grant approval, pressure began to build swiftly.
$250,000 was a lot of money in those days, and everybody had their personal,
political and institutional agendas. We had meetings of fifty and sixty people that
lasted hours. Seven in one week to set up task forces on health care, childcare,
housing, economics, education, training, communications.
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As Project Director and Program Coordinator, I attended all meetings. My
presence was for informational purposes, but given the sometimes justified paranoia
on the Left, and my new link with Washington (the other title NIMH happily
bestowed on me was “Principal Investigator”: you can imagine how that went over),
no wonder there were suspicions about the outflow of information from our
community.
I had a relatively clear design for the project, much of which was on paper, the
rest in my head. I remained perplexed and upset when folks doubted my good
intentions. Their ideas about how the project should develop often assumed
contradictions between the legitimacy of our community and the responsibility to a
funded grant. At that point speeches were made which probably could have been
cribbed from the early days of out nation, replacing England with Washington.
I was trying desperately to be rational about a working process that touched folks’
deepest hopes and dreams, but also their fears and frustrations. We struggled with the
degree of independence of the funded groups, how we would select projects, who
would exercise power, and our accountability to the feds.
My problems were exacerbated by my insistence on a true community process of
sharing authority. I began to suspect I would have made everyone’s life a lot simpler
if I’d simply hired staff, set up the project, distributed the funding under rules of
accountability, and created a Community Board afterwards – phasing in a transfer of
power over the first year. Instead, my power rested in my authoring of the grant, my
history as a community participant, and my fading eloquence.
Well, the die was cast, though it began to feel more like rolling dice in an endless
crap game with 7-11 ruled out, just waiting for snake eyes. At one point, Ginny
Blaisdale and her partner, Jennifer Abod, feminist leaders, and respectively the
drummer and singer for the New Haven Womens Liberation Rock Band, were
commiserating with me after a particularly exhausting session.
“Paul, you’re not doing bad. There are people in this room tonight who haven’t
spoken for years.” Given what was being said, the unity failed to move me.
My guidance or objections often sounded hollow, even to me. When confronted
with a suggested change in procedure, I had to say, “Of course, we could do it that
way. But it’s not what they expect down in Washington. If we want the money, we’ll
have to tell them about the changes. If it changes too much, who knows when they’ll
pull the plug?”
I kept trying to remind folks that the basic structure of the grant allowed the
funding of what we were already doing. Why screw around with a good thing? That
got us into questions of ego and power for their own sake. Easy enough for me to say,
Leave it like it is, when it was my way.

Coincidentally, my personal life began collapsing. In a remarkable conjunction of
the personal and political, the woman I loved seemed to be dumping me for another,
suddenly more PC character. In the dance within the dance, whether Gail sat next to
me or Alan became at least as important as the ostensible content of the meetings.
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There were many times when I would have liked to have walked out the door. As
Project Director, responsible community person, and the only serious link with
Washington, I didn’t have that option.
Somewhere between synchronisity and payback time, Alan was the former lover
of Heather, who had broken their arrangement to be lovers with me.
Earlier scene on the beach, circa December, 1973: Alan, a big fella, arrives
with fire in his eyes.
“I heard you slept with Heather.”
“I think that’s between her and me.”
“She and I... We’ve been... serious.”
“I didn’t know.”
“How could you not know?”
“Jeez, Alan. I saw you together, but there are so many changes, who can
keep track? Nobody, including Heather, told me there was anything
intentional. Sorry, but it wasn’t personal.”
Alan looks like he has just been hit by an impersonal truck. He puts both
hands on my shoulders, and gazes down at me, gauging my sincerity, while I
wait to find out if I am about to be cold-cocked.
Then draws me in for a big, mano-a-mano hug.
He and I became better friends in later years, when he was Editor of the San
Francisco Bay Guardian, and his politics mellowed a bit. But in those days, it was
heavy. I had lunch with him and trotted out my own politically correct credentials.
“My last year in high school, at the time of the Army-McCarthy Hearings, I did a
paper attacking McCarthyism. I was accused of being a communist.”
“That must have made you proud.”
“Huh? But I wasn’t a communist.”
“Oh.”
Not that Alan was: that’s how people talked in those days – glorying in being the
most advanced, furthest out you could be in Leftist land.
All in all, Alan was a good dude. So I guess I should give him the benefit of the
doubt; that what happened between him and Gail also was not personal
It began without portent.
When Gail and her daughter joined Morning Sun, she was approaching anorexia,
coming off a rough separation from her husband. As her life stabilized, the haunted
look departed, and I noticed she could be quite pretty. I also came to appreciate her
quickness and intensity. If her politics were the usual mix of socialism, the Womens
Movement and hippie culture, her opinions were always lively and amusing.
We often hung-out during day care shifts, and by Thanksgiving, becoming
friends. No need to make it complicated, but there was a sub text of attraction and
curiosity.
The other women in my life faded. Over the winter, intimacy and friendship
deepened with Gail in a way that hadn’t happened since Pony.
One day in the early spring, Gail initiated a quasi-mating conversation that was
full of starts and stops. We were switching between two languages, and the
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translation was failing. One language was a jargon and world-view we both had come
to espouse. Its underlying structure was of independence: What she was getting at had
more to do with commitment. God forbid, we should be trapped by romantic ideals or
patriarchic values of ownership.
After thinking it over, I made a pitch that was sufficiently garbled by political
rhetoric and self-protection, that it came out like, If we keep doing this forever, maybe
we’ll get someplace, though of course it won’t look like any traditional relationship,
and who knows if we’d ever be a couple?
My deep thinking led her to the not unreasonable conclusion that I didn’t really
mean it. That would have been okay, except on a sub-conscious level, her pitch
caught me. Effectively we passed each other like two ships in the night, going in
opposite directions. Our running lights were sufficiently bright, however, that the
image maintained.
We continued as friends and lovers, oblivious of the widening gap of
expectations.
Events came to a head when Gail went off to a week-long socialist vacation camp
in northwestern Connecticut, where among other outcomes, she and Alan became
lovers. I drove up the last day.
As I wandered between discussion groups, I knew almost everyone: folks I had
worked with for years in the community. But I stood apart from a conviction about
imminent revolution and relentless class struggle that structured their dialogs.
Gail and I argued politics on the drive back. When I tried to garner personal
support for my increasingly exposed position, I was hit with a feminist critique of me
as male leader. Gail said that wasn’t entirely the way she saw it, but within the
Womens community, she was taking some heat for being my woman.
For all these reasons and more, it was an unlikely moment to become housemates.
Nevertheless, 2 Chapel St. was breaking up for the summer, and along with most of
the gang who were carrying over, Gail was slated to move in with us to a large row
house in downtown New Haven.
Tim was off for the summer and perhaps longer with Pony. I had my room. Gail
had her room with her daughter. Different floors, a flight of stairs and many obstacles
between to trip us up.
I knew I was losing her. In the moments when I wasn’t totally consumed with
saving the project, or Gail was ducking out to see Alan, we talked through our
separation rationally.
Our friendship, honed in the meetings of Morning Sun and endless gossipy
sessions about community relationships, gave us confidence we could successfully
work through anything. Besides, I seemed so well protected, even Gail had a hard
time believing I could be in trouble.
She was sympathetic, committed to easing the transition, capable of rising to the
occasion when drama and passion were called for. Late at night, early in the morning,
there were those tempting stairs. In the summer heat, a sense of building disaster for
me. At the very moment I should have been drawing away, I was heading toward
obsession.
For beyond all my visions of how men and women should relate; past all the real
pleasures and satisfactions of an open lifestyle – I began to suspect I had tricked
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myself. I had mated, and with my center somewhere between us, breaking apart was
tearing me up.
The stairs and Gail were tempting, but like a detoxing addict who knows his
supply will be cut off too soon, not a sustainable choice.

On July 3, I was scheduled for a meeting in Washington with the Director of the
Metro Center, Elliot Leibow. There were a few questions about documentation and
evaluation of our project, but mostly it was to express appreciation for the grant.
A few days before, our Advisory Board met. All the incipient paranoia coalesced
around my trip. Rather than angry attacks, there were more subtle undercurrents of
doubt about my motives and allegiance. The discussions went round and round, and
in that atmosphere, it was almost impossible to get a grip on where we were.
Finally, grudgingly, the Board accepted my trip to Washington as necessary, and
sent me on my way, rather than run me out of town.
Gail and I came home together after the meeting. We were both wiped. She said
she couldn’t go on. Probably she should move out while I was down in Washington.
It seemed about right.
Her daughter needed a few stories from me to get to sleep, then Gail and I settled
in for what probably would be our last night together.
There is a certain grace that comes with acceptance. We had all of it that night.
Friendship and passion were freed from the complexities of these last weeks. Every
romantic story of hapless, star-crossed lovers parted by outrageous fortune ran
through my dreams. At dawn, I should have been spent, yet I felt outrageously alive.
We kissed a parting for our separate ways, then I put the top down on my Alfa,
and drove off into the sunrise.
On Monday morning, I was off to NIMH for my meetings. Folks, everything is
fine. We’ve done all the preliminary work. We’re ready to rock ‘n roll. Thanks, gang.
I basked in the Metro Center staff’s impression of my New Haven as a pleasant
land of health and kindness, with life endlessly expanding into new iterations of
collective personhood. It’s not that they were naive – just, everybody’s got to believe
in something. Except for this community and personal disaster I’d arranged, it was
mostly true. Even I could recognize we were probably in a transitory phase, so I
wasn’t going to give away the game.
The next morning, I dialed up Jeff at the New Haven Food Coop. Jeff was the
strongest force behind our most successful institution. Although he took his own hits
for being a male heavy, he was smart and politically savvy. He and I had mixed it up
pretty good a few years before, when I told him to stop apologizing for being a Yalie.
Jeff and I are arguing strategy outside the office of the State
Commissioner of Education. We’re involved in a fight to allow more
autonomy for community colleges, and most of our group of young people is
reduced to twisting nervously in a paneled anteroom grander than they are
used to. Jeff is spouting some politically correct position about presenting a
collective front.
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“Cut the crap, Jeff. The only reason we’re getting in the door is your Yale
connections and Yale attitude. Let’s accomplish our objectives. If that means
using who you are, live with it.”
We weren’t friends, but he was too arrogant to weasel behind the scenes, and I
trusted he could deliver on any promises. With a little distance and perspective, I
asked him what was going on in New Haven, and whether he had any suggestions
about how to proceed. He said there was a lot of talk, but not much action. He
appreciated that the money would be useful, and agreed to work behind the scenes to
lessen the paranoia.
Stunned I’d finally done something politically expedient, I took the opportunity to
head for a community conference at Twin Oaks, an intentional community in rural
Virginia for a few days. It was like a journey to the heart of lightness. The further I
traveled from New Haven, the more life returned to something approaching normal.
But I knew I’d have to go back eventually.

My birthday is July, 8. I snuck into New Haven in time for a present of the news
that I was no longer in remission.
It was hot. Our row house looked like a waiting room, and Gail wasn’t waiting. I
saw her briefly, and helped move some furniture to her car. We were polite, but it was
clearly over. I didn’t know what I felt. Maybe nothing, just burned out.
I’d cultivated a beard. I felt a hundred years old. One morning I woke up, looked
in the mirror, and discovered the stirrings of curiosity. A scissors and razor did the
job. My face began to emerge. Lo and behold, I was still there. Where were the lines,
the indications of pain?
I traveled to Boston to visit with Project Place. There were some similarities to
what we were attempting in New Haven. I hung out with the Director for a few days.
At the end, I asked him, “Have I seemed strange to you?”
“Not really,” said Rick.
“Amazing,” I mused, impressed again with my ability to compartmentalize and
evidently survive. I ate, drank, slept, crossed streets, asked reasonable questions, even
learned – while my soul wandered.
By mid-August, 1974, the arrival of our first NIMH check was imminent, but we
still hadn’t sorted out how we were going to run this thing. The $4,000 available in
each program category (economics, food, housing, healthcare, etc.) might seem small,
but not then, not by our standards. Competition for funding was fierce. My projected
salary as Project Director, in the best collective tradition, was also $4,000.
I’m sitting in a bare room, facing about thirty of my closest acquaintances.
The meeting has been dragging on for hours. We’ve argued about everything
except the real issue. Finally, I reach my own limit.
“Look folks, I can’t continue in this role without your support. If you want
my resignation, you’ve got it.”
Considerable grumbling, but nothing tangible.
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“All right, let’s take it one step further. If I don’t get a vote of confidence
by the end of this meeting, I’m done.”
Immediately, consternation: “But what will happen to the grant?”
“I’ll report there’s been a change of Directors.”
“Would that affect the funding?”
“Beats me. I’d try to present it in the best light possible.”
Almost a collective wail, and the crux of the dilemma: “But if you go, who
will deal with Washington?”
With that on the table, the Board moved swiftly to affirm my position as Project
Director. We put together an administrative working group to coordinate the project,
facilitate the selection of projects to be funded, and got on with our business. The
drama was finally over.
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I loved our community. I believed in the vision I’d helped bring to reality. I
thought we were doing something important. But personally, these remained hard
times.
Gail was around. I watched her from across the aisles of the food co-op.
Occasionally we talked. Not casually. Sometimes it was to help me get through the
time. She was an ache like a missing tooth.
At a party, I was dancing hard with another woman. Gail was talking with
someone else, but I knew she was watching, and I was performing. When I passed,
she muttered, ”You’re disgusting.” I kept walking.
She and Alan were living together in another group house, but it wasn’t turning
into a grand romance. Gail went into the hospital for an operation. She called to say I
wasn’t the only one hurting.
We filled out our Administrative Work Group. Pony came back to town with Tim.
I moved back into Chapel Street for the fifth year. There were new lovers.
The work was stressful, but challenging. I was hurting, but maybe that was just
life. Grow up, I instructed myself.
One afternoon, Gail came out to Chapel Street for a meeting. After it broke, we
were alone in my attic room where we had spent so many wonderful times. It seemed
no more than a trick of fate that we weren’t still together.
Maybe we still were. Did she want to stay for dinner?
“Yes,” and then a housemate barreled up the stairs to say there was a communal
crisis. We needed a house meeting. Gail and I exchanged looks. Another meeting,
another crisis. She waved a tired hand, and left.
Coming and going are part of the whole
Denying our changes was never our goal
But our loving is past and I think that’s a shame
and the same old bad times are back again
Lusting and trusting and caught in our play
We reached for tomorrow and lost yesterday
Yet our loving is past and I think that’s a shame
and the same old bad times are back again
Well, open to loving is open to loss
Risking the future, we can’t know the cost
Now our loving is past and I think that’s a shame
and the same old bad times are back again
There’s learning in pain, so that’s not my regret
Not the pain nor the pleasure, for that’s what I’ve left
Just the loving and searching we’ll never reclaim
and the same old bad times are back again
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We’re born in the morning and die in the night
The light of our living is briefly insight
The time that is wasted we’ll never regain
and the same old bad times are back again
Rising tomorrow, I’ll remember our love
The moments of friendship and passion above
All the visions of future that dance in my head
Will the same old bad times be back again?

For the next three years, although there were difficult moments, the community
worked together with remarkable good will and coordination. Blacks, whites,
Hispanics, across boundaries of class and gender.
Conceptually we were saying that education, communications, housing, health
care are necessary components of a comprehensive redefinition of what is possible in
our cities.
Housing: We funded a full-time staff person for People Acting for Change. PAC
developed block associations in a primarily black and Hispanic ghetto area that
pressured slumlords, banks and the city. The staffing helped them avoid burn out and
provided the opportunity to attract other funding from foundations and Catholic
charities.
By the end of the three year grant funding, PAC had initiated sixteen block
associations, successfully lobbied an urban homesteading bill, pushed neighborhood
cleanups, and created a housing rehab unit which was able to leverage large scale
state and federal funding, as well as provide construction jobs for neighborhood
residents.
Economics: We funded a full-time staff position for the Connecticut Feminist
Federal Credit Union. Hundreds of women benefited from CFFCU through loans;
fifty women served as staff, board or on the credit committee and learned a great deal
about how our financial system works; thousands of depositors had a chance to put
their money behind their values without losing money.
At its height, CFFCU had offices in New Haven and Hartford, and $240,000
loaned out. Some of those loans would not have been made by traditional credit
institutions, either because of their purpose (i.e., to pay for abortions) or the credit
worthiness of the borrower.
At its depth, the Credit Union failed, and was eased out of existence by Federal
examiners. Too many loans were questionable, and for all the education of borrowers,
too many women considered walking away from their loans an option. The tension
between the need of poor women for credit, and running a businesslike operation that
made the bottom line the only line did it in.
Given what I know now about credit unions, community loan funds and the whole
field of micro-enterprise lending, it seems an awful waste. So much more is spent on
welfare programs, that the development of even high-risk lending programs is a much
better bet. Properly securitized by Federal, State, city or private resources, and
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effectively guided past the initial few years, CFFCU (fondly referred to as
“kafuckyou”) could have been a positive addition to the financial system.
Certainly by comparison to the impact on society in the 80’s of failed S&L’s,
CFFCU was a bargain.

Health: TUA supported the early steps toward a low-income community clinic
through funding of Women’s Health Services and Women’s Health Education,
underwrote classes in self-defense and assertiveness training, as well as providing
support for the challenge of statewide abortion regs.
Childcare: The Childcare Organizing Group influenced state policies toward day
care centers (licensing and fire codes are a major legal constraint on the operation of
parent co-ops); produced a newsletter, “Free Play,” which explored radical
approaches to childcare, linked day care workers in the region; and served as a
consultant to new parent co-op day cares in the state.
Education: Major funding for three years (uh, that’s $4,000 a year, lest we
forget) went to The Street & Children’s Theater. They performed political and
feminist skits in schools, meetings, demonstrations, on the street. TUA money
allowed them to expand the number of participants, refine their skills, pay for
rehearsal space and travel more widely.
They were funny, angry and the cultural heart of the community.
Additional funding was provided to allow the 5,000 member, New Haven Food
Co-op develop a new orientation process for members and a greater sense of
participation.
The Women’s Liberation Center received funding for retreats and conferences,
and there was a small grant to the Morning Sun.
Communications: The possibility of a serious alternative weekly kept a working
committee busy for almost a year, before economic realities wore them out. In the
second and third years, the money was split between developing a membership
newsletter for the Food Co-op, and providing typesetting and publications support
through the collective at the Advocate Press.
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Entrance & Facilitation: If there was a community with a set of values, how did
you get in, and what kept it lively? The Community Co-op, for which I doubled as the
paid staff person, created and maintained files for the fifty group houses; ran
conferences, workshops and meetings, including a program that placed interested
people in a group house for a two week experimental living situation.
E & F also developed a cooperative play group that designed games and put on
social events; initiated a 275 member, vegetarian eating club, “Fed Up,” that grew
into a storefront, full-time collectively run restaurant; put on a major conference on
Single Parenting and a follow-up newsletter on the subject; and published a monthly
calendar of community events.
Administrative Work Group: Though the funded projects mostly agreed
philosophically, they had their own priorities and agenda. It was up to the
Administrative Work Group (AWG) me and the evaluators to package the work; then
demonstrate it could retrain an urban population to make better use of resources
through cooperation.
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For three years, the Administrative Work Group: managed the coordination,
finances and evaluation of a decentralized, $250,000 grant, accountable to NIMH and
responsible to the community through the working projects and community board.
The process occasionally drove us nuts.
We did all the administration on a budget of $8,000 a year. It was a smart, welleducated crew and people were working cheap because it was our community. If we
hadn’t had that level of skill, dedication and competence available, we would have
had to pay for it — or suffer the consequences, as so many social change institutions
did.
Personality struggles and differences of opinion were not unknown, but neither
were they overwhelming. Most of the time, we operated with sufficient trust to both
stay on top of business, and plan for future eventualities.
Our greatest difficulty came in rotating funded groups at year’s end. When it
came down to it, we behaved not much better than most traditional funding agencies.
Once people were on the inside of the process, and had a hand in the decisionmaking, it was almost impossible to dislodge them.
But no one was freeloading, and an amazing amount of work was accomplished.

At the final evaluation, the community and services were stronger, and NIMH was
delighted with the documentation.
Several alderpersons emerged from our community, as well as the city’s Director
of Economic Planning. The city put up $100,000 to help the New Haven Food Co-op
move to a new, larger location where sales reached a peak of $5 million. For the
decade of the ‘70s and into the early ‘80s, a few hundred actively organized an
alternative way of life, and through a useful set of institutions and services, impacted
about 5% of the population.
In an article for “Doing It!” Magazine, I did my summation:
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TUA made a difference to the people who came in contact with projects
which made sense — which turned out to be connected to other, equally
reasonable and humane projects — all funded in a way that made sense — for
purposes which made sense — which might just add up to a society which could
make sense.
I think that’s the direction in which we’ve been heading — from alternative
to coming to grips with the tough questions of how to redirect this society on a
very small and practical level, joining with sisters and brothers who have taken
other paths, to see where it all leads.
— “Doing It!” May 1977

Oh sisters, oh brothers,
let’s all gather round
and listen to stories
of where we are bound
The rest of the world
is setting up roles
We’re breaking them down
so we can be whole
Well, one to retreat
and one to stand firm
One step backward
for each one we earn
The dues for the struggle
we all have to pay
The price is our passage
Let’s be on our way
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“As you embark on a trip through the ‘80s, consider “A Guide to
Cooperative Alternatives.” New and hopeful perspectives, a valuable
source.”
--The Washington Post

Chapter 5

Where the Rubber Meets
the Yellow Brick Road
One of our pastimes at Chapel Street was playing games.
Sardines involves one person stuffed into an obscure nook or cranny, and
everyone else searching. On discovery, the challenge is to cram yet another person
into the space (hence sardines). We usually had five to ten playing, a good mix of
kids and adults.
This evening, I was hiding in the elevator. It hadn’t worked for years, so we
tended to forget it was there, to the right of the front door, across from the kitchen.
No, you don’t need a map, but the logistics are critical.
So here I am, with the elevator door closed, listening to the excited shrieks and
patter of footsteps as my housemates conduct their sweep. I'm gloating because
nobody has a clue.
Ringadingding.
The kitchen phone is about five feet from the elevator:
“Hello? Huh? Are you kidding? Wait a minute, I’ll see if I can find him. He’s
hiding.”
The housemate goes to the living room, shouting up the stairs: “Anybody found
Paul? It’s the White House on the line.”
Is it a joke? If not, what’s the legit person to think who’s been told I’m hiding?
I could walk out of the elevator and pick up the phone. But this is a great hiding
place, a once in a lifetime hiding place, because next game, everyone will be looking
here.
Gingerly I push the door open a crack. Nobody around. Wider and a quick grasp
for the phone. Snake it in, and the twelve-foot cord now extends from the wall unit in
the kitchen into the elevator. With the line taut about neck level, anyone coming
through the front door would be close-lined, but, hey, there’s risks in everything.
“Hello,” I whisper.
“Is that you, Paul? And why are you whispering?”
The person on the other end gets the previous explanation.
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At that moment in time, Joe Blasi was a professor at Harvard, where he ran the
Center for the Kibbutz and Collective Education (and I was invited occasionally to
talk with the students and imported kibbutzniks about U.S. cooperative development).
Joe was also a consultant to Congressman Russell Long on the subject of employee
ownership, and helped write key legislation now coming to a vote – hence a meeting
at the White House.
Joe had his own urban communal scene in Cambridge, where I often stayed
when in town.
All of which is to say he didn’t think it odd I was playing communal games and
hiding in an elevator.
Joe was writing a column in the magazine I edited, “Communities.” As we
focused, the parade of housemates who discovered the cord, followed it its logistical
conclusion, and sandwiched themselves into the space became a bizarre, yet
somehow appropriate backdrop to a conversation about collective responsibility in the
workplace.

By 1975, with TUA firmly established, although New Haven remained
demanding, I could make a reasonable case that foreign policy was part of my brief.
People were smart enough to understand that our experience was not an isolated
phenomenon, and to dream there might be a larger cultural, political and economic
alternative.
As the Director of a nationally significant project (maybe) I began to explore
many networks and movements. That process made more sense as I took on editing a
small, national magazine. “Communities” was rooted in the rural intentional
communes and communities that sprung up in the late ‘60s, but there was mutual
interest in the conjunction with urban cooperatives and collectives.
In New Haven, the food coop, communal houses, day cares, etc. created a matrix
which overlay the physical environment, and became the dominant reality for our
alternative community. Had we maps, they would have been the points of interest,
much as an overlay of historic New Haven houses might have been significant for
others.
Now, like an early maker of charts, I found myself mapping whole worlds, only
parts of which were clear to the eye. A medieval cartographer might have said,
“Cathay. Yes, over there somewhere. Past it, the sea and thence to the edge of the
world. The caravan routes go here, perhaps.” And the great trading houses of Venice
and Genoa would pour over the maps, speculating about their significance.
I would say, Twin Oaks. How does it connect with the Philadelphia Life Center?
What is the impact of cooperatives and worker ownership? What about the West
Coast and Northwest? I must visit these places.
In the summer of ‘75, here's Willi, an editor of “Communities, A Journal
of Cooperation,” and me at Twin Oaks, engaged in map questing. Up to DC to
visit David Morris at the Institute for Local Self-Reliance, check. On to
Baltimore to meet with Elizabeth McAllister, at the radical Christian
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community, she and the Berrigan brothers founded, check. My finger then
takes a jog slightly northeast to Philadelphia...
“Why Philadelphia?” says Willi, “It’s out of the way.”
“I want to look in on the Buckminster Fuller, World Game project. Also
there’s a friend there I want to see... a woman.”
“Oh, okay." Check and mate. Later, Willi and I stop for two days in Ohio,
where he woos a maid.
In the midst of serious business, still room for hanky panky. Cherchez la femme
or l’homme. Mildly embarrassed complicity among all us New Age, liberated, social
change folks, but we are still making side trips to check out this woman or that man.
Where’s the action, where’s the juice?
In Minneapolis, a gang of self-proclaimed Stalinists (that I suppose makes
some sense, if you consider there is a right-wing fringe still painting
swastikas) has liberated the co-op warehouse from the health food freaks. The
proclaimed goal is solidarity with the working class.
After the previous summer in New Haven, it’s a little closer to home than
I want or expect, but I’m just traveling through and no bullets flying my way.
As an outsider, I’m able to cross battle lines. A coup leader asks me if I
can deliver a message to a certain woman.
“Sure, where do I find her?”
“Across the street.”
“Gee, why don’t you.... oh, I see.”
Or in some cases, you can cherchez, but you can’t trouvez.
On my trip to the Twin Cities, I stayed at a Quaker commune on a pleasant, treelined, residential street. My Alfa had developed a fuel-pump problem, and was
visiting the local dealership. As I pedaled around on a borrowed bike, I filled in the
co-op map of the Twin Cities. There actually was a map, provided by the co-op
newspaper, SCOOP. Featured were the one-to-a-neighborhood food co-ops,
collective restaurants, a hardware/general store, group houses, bookstores, and a
whole, hippy West Bank neighborhood...
While the Co-op Warehouse's crisis of political correctness provided the main
action for activists and buzz for gossip, life went on. There were still romances,
outdoor concerts and commerce. Although from my perspective, the proto-Stalinists
had a deranged interpretation of class struggle, on an individual basis, they could be
sincere, personable and nearly indistinguishable from their less ideological peers.
As I searched through the political morass for some wisdom to impart to our
readers, I was aware of being driven by unanswered questions from my deja vu.
Were their internecine battle driven by the same motivations that led to my near
trashing? Was there a fatal flaw of jealousy and greed that brought down community
and cooperation just at the point it was being consolidated? Were the contradictions
and pain of the society so great that the progress of our tiny institutions were more
embarrassment than accomplishment? Was it all ego and posturing? Would we ever
develop enough trust to do it right?
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In Toronto, I’m following up an invitation I’d received at a Twin Oaks,
Conference. It’s from the leader of a communal group that runs a restaurant in
downtown Toronto. His main gig is as a Reichian analyst, but he’s gone
native.
The restaurant, Spice of Life, is a successful veggie fast food cafeteria,
and they all live together in his big, Victorian house. When people aren’t
working at the restaurant, a living room covered with mattresses is the setting
for an around-the-clock encounter session. The major subject, as far as I can
see, is who the leader will next grace with his attentions, and what’s left for
anyone else.
Although I’m hardly a Puritan, the place makes me nervous. The
humming of the power trips is even louder than the psychobabble that
supposedly justifies it.
As a visiting dignitary, I’m awarded a guide. She is the slender redhead
who was curled up next to the boss for most of the evening. When she shows
me the bathroom, I note that there seems to be a paucity of toothbrushes on
the rack (one).
“Oh, we all share.”
Not me. I brought my own. Taking that as my theme for the evening, I
sleep alone.

By the late ‘70s, I had explored both commitment and non-attachment. It was a
choice both personal and political.
As an ideal, it had its merits. With my son, Tim, it consisted of nurturing his
independence, while always being there for him. On a community basis, or with
friends, it worked fine. I set my priorities and made them clear. I was responsive
within those parameters, and willing to respect that others had a right to their own
boundaries and needs.
When it came to falling in love, however, the passage seemed fraught with
inherent problems: Passion contradicts limits. Its very nature is a wild ride through
white water. At best, one paddles like hell, and avoids the most dangerous rocks.
Managing multiple relationships, each with a measure of passion and rationality
worked for a while. But even in relatively calm waters, it was too often like riding
logs that were drifting apart.
I wasn't alone in the struggle. A generation of folks had been set on similar paths
by rampant ideology. Feminism rejected patriarchal possessiveness. Cooperatives and
cooperation rested on interdependence. Community and collectivity posited that
greedy passion could be subsumed within love and commitment for the whole.
We all knew the dues paid for LUV, and the compromises that seemed so deeply
rooted. Spiritual communities I visited used God or a guru to provide a suitable vessel
for both commitment and love. Secular communities arrived at more complex
solutions.
Kerista Village in San Francisco had evolved one of the more bizarre, yet
intriguing formulations. Their resident social philosopher, Jud, resolved fidelity and
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variety by creating BFICs, or Best Friend Identity Clusters – groupings of lovers
within the larger community. Within each group, sleeping schedules were arranged
and maintained, commitment encouraged, sexual needs met, jealousy tamed.
Screwing like bunnies among friends seemed a fine idea, and on my frequent
visits, I admired the symmetry and several of the women (regrettably off limits to a
non-BFIC member).
Even Eve played the main lady to Jud's avuncular patriarch and her cartoons
lightened the social message.

As I gave them space in “Communiites,” I became a roving comet challenging
them to pull me within their orbit.
One afternoon, they sit me down at the community ouija board. And, Oh
my golly gee. Look what the letters are spelling out!
It's a message that a possible participatory exemption is in the works for
yours truly. But Cheez Whiz, it turns out that the woman I have an eye for,
and the lady who has her eye on me are not the same person. All the
manipulation is for naught. After some embarrassing revelations, the board
goes back into the cupboard, and leching into the closet.
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They were smart enough to recognize that life was not such a smooth passage,
and even had an elegant term, graceful distancing, for the subtle adjustments on the
way out. Sometimes, there was a way back in, and otherwise, there was always
another BFIC.
The social pressures of the in-group and peripheral pods was internally observed
and gossiped about as intensively as in any village. A gang of four or six could easily
contain a seething cauldron of conflicting desires: as in, sleeping with the old goat
once every few days gave social status, and besides, the handsome oriental was part
of the package.
Although Kerista was a high flyer, with dreams of cluster development rivaling
suburban sprawl, they never outgrew a few houses in the Haight. They achieved a
measure of successful economic collectivity, and struggled with child rearing; blown
away by one tiny tot's capacity to wipe out the emotional reserves of thirty adults, and
her total rejection of distancing, graceful or otherwise.
I think kids eventually did them in. Kerista was a great, adolescent fantasy. When
they broke down into parents and babysitters, it was the beginning of the end.

When we stopped in Madison, Wisconsin, I inspired Ken Perlow, the Director of
the University student housing co-ops, to cook up a Conference on Alternative
Community Coordination. That fall, my old friend Heather and I flew out to make a
presentation about Training for Urban Alternatives, joining groups from Minneapolis,
Austin and Cincinnati.
No surprise that college towns were centers of activity, and one of the most
promising was Austin Community Project. ACP had brought together the campus
housing co-ops, the food co-ops, small collective businesses, and a large, organic
farm on the edge of town. The vision was to unite all these elements into an
economically coherent entity.
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"ACP began a heady two year climb in activity until the spring of
1974. There were perhaps 1000 members of the organization. Its purpose
was to create and maintain a cooperative community in central Texas.
Two years later, the organization dissolved amidst panic, accusations and
bad feelings
The vision had by far outreached our grasp. Our organization was
economically premature and impractical. We had a pathetic lack of
capital and a gross lack of specific skills. We had a lot of bozo ideas
After the smoke, what we have is a pluralism of separate activities.
For now, this pluralism isn't a bad thing. Each group is a focus for its
own members -- a few based on geographic neighborhoods, most on a
commonality of interest. Everyone is certainly breathing easier."
-- Bill Meacham & John Dickerson, The Collapse of ACP,
Communities, May, 1977

Even when things fell apart, it was exciting to see what people facing similar
challenges were organizing around. In Madison, the student housing co-ops formed
the most potent force, but there were food co-ops, bookstores, restaurants. To give
you some flavor of what people had on the furthest edges of their minds, Ken Perlow
later helped launch the People’s Yacht Collective (PYC) and wrote up their
adventures in “Communities.”
We decided that old co-opers need neither die nor fade away - they
should sail off.

101

Well, why not? We’ve all been involved in cooperative ventures in
order to transform other dreams into reality. So once upon a time, five
Madison co-opers set about going to sea the best way they knew, and the
only way they could afford.
Three PYC members returned last summer from a 1200 mile cruise
through the Florida Keys and Bahama out-islands. Three others were
even more ambitious, returning last June by way of Haiti, Jamaica and
Mexico. One is en route to Panama. Plans for the future remain plastic:
it’s a mean ocean.
Unlike big houses, small cruising boats get bounced around rather
violently, especially by inept hippies. And even if your house does fall
apart, you’ll only end up in the street, not 300 fathoms.
For all our initial study and careful planning, we managed in the first
four months alone to hit two reefs, narrowly dodge one nasty waterspout,
and become totally lost in the famed Bermuda Triangle.
On the ocean, competent collective decisions must be made quickly,
and people must trust each other with their lives. Both pastimes have
their moments of jubilation, yet are basically humbling experiences.
Beneath its effulgent socialist rhetoric, collectivism has invariably
stagnated into endless meetings of petty bickering which are run by
consensus to hide the total lack of interpersonal trust. Indeed, the
unwritten social contract is, Since I don’t trust you, I won’t let you make
any decisions without me.
We rewrote the contract. Simply, Take turns. Stand your watch. Nod
off. One of us might totally fuck up and sink the boat, but that has to be
okay. Without that trust, you never get any sleep.-- Ken Perlow, “The People’s Yacht Collective,”
Communities Magazine, 1978

It sometimes seemed that the entire ‘70s was one long meeting. To switch from
the nautical metaphor, a sort of traveling road show by train. People boarded and
exited at every stop, or jumped off between stations, only occasionally paying for the
tickets, and then often by barter.
Issues were thrust into the commonweal with great intensity, and often resolved
only by the departure of those most concerned, general boredom, or the preeminence
of another emergency. The question of who was running the train seemed less critical
than providing work crews to lay track just slightly ahead of where we were.
The rules of the game were debated as hotly as the issues, and peoples’
credentials to be taken seriously depended on a subtle mix of recognized work,
political correctness and the willingness to persevere to the end of meetings.
With it all, there was a sense in which we were paying with the most valuable
coin of all – our lives. Although some voices spoke with greater experience, clarity or
volume, the willingness to take risks as participants earned a level of mutual respect
and equality.
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Coming to each world
like a curious space traveler
noting the customs,
paying the dues
till folks have sniffed out my strangeness
and pronounced me human
Then opening my peddler’s pack:
“Would you like a yard or two
of my pretty networking?
Try our best snake oil
appropriate workplace?
Consider this model
of community organizing?”
My pack is lighter now
yet more full
Moving on is a meditation
on letting go
That star out there
I visited once
and with good fortune will again
Or its inhabitants,
will visit me in turn
Then time and space
will warp, woof, poof

As I entered each of these communities, I searched for answers. Without them, I
couldn't see how a movement could survive in the long run.
We had high hopes and collective dreams about a community that
would consume what we produce and produce what we consume. We
would be self-sufficient, democratic, organic, ecological and humane.
But the logistics of how we would get there and what strategy we were
using were never really discussed. We thought we were to live the
revolution as if it had already occurred. So our dreams were the only
thing we talked about. That and our alienation from the current society.
-- The Gung Ho Collective, “The Collapse of ACP,”
Communities, May, 1977

To the north of New Haven, in Greenville, New Hampshire, there was increasing
fascination with a New Age conference center, Another Place Farm. The founder of
Another Place, Marc Sarkady, had an idea in 1975 for a New England Communities
Conference. I arrived, representing TUA, ready for serious, regional organizing. By
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the end of the weekend, I knew there would be a new stop on my circuit, but not
because it was relevant to our urban cooperatives.
I'm looking for the space where I'm to lead a workshop on economic
change. I poke my head in one room. A breathless woman is enthusing to an
attentive audience about her recent trip in an alien spaceship.
It was that kind of place: We could be doing a Goddess Circle one day (fifty
women with flowered tiaras circling clockwise, singing, “Goddess is alive”; fifty men
in an outer circle flowing counterclockwise, chanting, “Magic is afoot”); another day,
we put together a caravan to the state capitol, joining in solidarity with comrades
arrested in the Clamshell Alliance protest of the Seabrook nuclear facility. In
between, we shared massages, chores and bathrooms.
It was full flower powering without most of the trips. People came for a weekend,
and found the cathartic virtues of group therapy, the transcendence of ritual, music,
and dance, surrounded by earnest talk about new efforts at social change. They left,
wanting more, sensing this was all that the ‘60s had promised, but usually failed to
deliver.

There was no cult, no dogma. Instead, shared leadership between men and
women, a minimum of seamy seductions, and the cost was reasonable. Of course, all
this took a toll on the mostly volunteer staff. Pay was in the form of room and board,
even for the directors.
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Although there was an egalitarian ethic, what made the weekends work was
charismatic, often brilliant leadership. Marc had an emotional attunement to process
and a powerful presence. Ten years later, he would become the top organizational
consultant to General Motors. Sydney Morris was co-director. Ten years later, as a
graduate of the Harvard Divinity School, she would be a Unitarian minister. Linda
LeClair arrived to give a workshop as the regional organizer for the American Friends
Service Committee. In the ‘80s, reinvented as Grace Parker, she was the Marketing
Director for the Calvert Social Investment Funds.
Although Training for Urban Alternatives and later, "Communities Magazine"
were my main gigs, I helped organize weekends, served as a consistent out-of-state
advisor, and gave workshops.
Another Place became my Country Club, my seasonal measure for personal
growth. In the fall and spring, there were the Communities Conferences on the
Equinox. In the fall and winter, the Social Change weekends on the Solstice. There
were Healing Arts Fairs and Right Livelihood Weekends.
Perhaps the best was that in my curious version of parenting, son Tim came right
along for this newest exploration of community. When a whole alternative high
school arrived from Newburyport, Mass for an education weekend, Timothy was
informally accredited.
The Canta Libre kids became regular attendees, and Tim suddenly had a new peer
group. Watching him stretch his limits with these wonderful kids, playing and sitting
in on workshops, became another gift I could offer him along the road of growing up.

Having left my car with my faithful co-worker, Chip, and my affairs
more or less in order, I did purchase on the fourth day of July, 1977, in
the city of Richmond, Virginia, a ticket allowing unlimited travel for a
period of two months on the North American continent, wherever the
gray hound would bear me.
Since my actual travels soon superceded my relatively imprecise
plans, let it suffice that I sought to connect a host of communities, thus
reinforcing a network supportive of social change in general, and this
magazine in particular. Sic rapid transit.
- Communities, fall, 1977

Old ladies on the bus
talk of travel like a truss
holding the world up by the balls
of departed husbands
Those who served the men
who made this country
what it is
survive on memories that allow
Greyhound travel
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The dog that barked at husband’s heels
trails them now on rubber wheels
The dog that dragged their husbands down
carries them from town to town
Still traveling in twos and threes
old women who now are free
to remember without guile
their masters’ dreams
of retirement in style
The dog that barked at husband’s heels
trails them now on rubber wheels
The dog that dragged their husbands down
carries them from town to town

The analysis I was developing in the magazine sought to rationalize three themes:
First, that there was a communitarian, environmentally sensitive culture and
lifestyle that offered the best structure possible for life on this planet.
Second, a recognition that there were deep contradictions and oppressions in the
mainstream of our country, as well as tremendous economic vitality, and an erratic
commitment to liberty.
Third, that cooperatives, employee ownership and more participatory styles of
management could lead to a democratization of capitalism, resulting in a synthesis
more consistent with community.
But was common cause likely between alternatives that challenged the basis of a
capitalist, consumer-oriented society and those whose major gripe was being shut out
from participation?
For all the language of oppression spoken in rhetorical rallies, there tended to be
an abstract quality to most of it. That changed radically whenever I spent time in
minority communities.
In 1968, I had shot a documentary for Public Broadcasting about the Mexican
Americans in the Southwest. In Denver, I spent a week with a militant community of
several thousand, the Crusade for Justice. At the time, I was deeply impressed by the
mix of education, cultural expression and politics.
Nine years later, on my journey for "Communities," I stopped by to visit. One of
the staff took me on a tour of the buildings and programs they had added. Ernesto had
been 19 during my first visit. Since then he had been busted for draft resisting, shot
at, beaten.
In the evening, we watched a recent video they had produced about their boxing
program. Their leader, Corky Gonzales, was a former Golden Gloves champion and
after turning pro, the 3rd ranked welterweight in the world.
Corky threw in a few stories about dealing with the Mafia, when the cops decided
a contract would be the easiest way to eliminate the Crusade leadership. There were
still bullet holes in a building from a small war fought with the police in 1972.
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Corky’s strong support of the American Indian Movement hadn’t endeared him to
national law enforcement officials, either.
The conversation turns to some of the guys I’d met on the earlier trip.
“Emilio?”
“He’s out on the Northside, running a youth program. We see each other.”
“There was a guy... Frank, I think his name was.”
“Wasn’t any Frank. Richard, maybe?”
“I don’t know. I remember we were over to his house for dinner. We’d all
knocked off a few beers, and he said I was okay and he respected how hard I
worked and what I was doing. But he still had a hard time not punching me
out... Just because I was a gringo.”
“That could have been almost anybody,” says Corky, and we all have a
laugh.
In Denver, Corky’s measure of justice was to notice where the sidewalks stopped.
In a variation on the theme of final responsibility, one could say of the MexicanAmerican neighborhoods, The bucks stopped here.
Whether it’s city services or the Rio Grande, a border usually draws a line
between more and less, and someone on the outside will be asking, How do I get in?
The answer is usually, You don’t.
I’m in a burger joint in Minneapolis with several activists involved in the
recent Sioux rebellion. They’re ragging each other about being wild Indians.
Always curious about language, I hesitantly introduce the politically
correct description, “Native American.”
There’s a moment of silence, then sly grins.
“Hey, man. when people talk about us, it’s a sign of respect. But can you
see me goin’ up to one of these guys, and callin’ him a Native American?”
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In San Francisco I found the folks equally politicized around a host of community
issues.
Ernest workers climb the hills
like democratic spiders on window sills
Voting No on prop A & B
District elections will make us free
Pretty city still believes
so displays its politics
up its sleeve
Filling in California circles
Going round San Francisco Bay
Lunches are a Sacramento,
indulgences a lost memento
Lines of power pass
through San Francisco lives
describe the body politic
like well thrown knives
Before, the lines were solid class
With money, one could pass
Now the lines snake twisting from our hands
stretching us like rubber bands
The numbers game
turns out the same
as, Guess which shell conceals the pain?
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I had slipped into a mode very similar to my Peace Corps years. Issues of the
magazine took me on the road, with the big trips over the summer when Tim was
with Pony. Each issue had a specific theme, which I attempted to present in a
coherent, interesting form. Most of my time, once again, was in the editing room.
Only now I was at the typesetter or over a layout table.
One evening at the Advocate Press, we’re working on an issue about
spirituality. I’m doing paste-up and my production manager is at the
typesetter. Good old, down-to-earth Chris Collins calls out in frustration,
“Paul, do I have to capitalize light when it comes in the middle of a
sentence?”
“I think that’s a worker control issue,” I respond. “Use your judgment.”
The 1970s were full of visions, and many of them achieved a measure of reality.
At the Abode of the Message, a Sufi community in upstate New York, they began an
article with, “As a spiritual community, we have... only a wish to... realize Heaven on
Earth.”
What are you going to do with folks like this? A prize bunch of idealists for sure.
Some started from a political place, others from religion, but the shimmering mirage
of the Emerald City lay ahead for all.
At Twin Oaks, we do an economic plan every six months, which
means we have to allocate so much money, so much labor to 50 or 60
areas. And, of course, there’s always way less available than what we
need.
The last few times, we’ve turned it into a game. We give the form to
everybody: Divide it up. Here’s what folks got last time, here’s what they’re
requesting this time. Here’s what they’d like, and what the minimum is.
And everybody plays the game.
People were there with calculators. You kept going back because the
first time you found you’d spent $20,000 too much, and were over 5,000
hours in labor. What are you going to cut?
The bigger and more complex we get, the harder it gets to involve
people, and the bigger risks we’re taking.
-- Larry Lensky, Twin Oaks planner,
at the Second Right-Livelihood Business Conference,
AP Farm, February 1977

I was coming to believe that all I had admired in Third World villages could be
replicated or adapted here in the USA. Communitarian experiments offered a good
life to their members, were open to new folks, and contributed to the larger society.
Alpha Farm in rural Oregon supported itself through farming, rural mail delivery
and a local health clinic. Twin Oaks Community in Virginia ran a commercial
hammock business, published “Communities Magazine” for years, and contributed
staffing to the county planning board. The Farm in Tennessee developed a book
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publishing business, a strong program in training midwives and agricultural
programs.
Those were the exterior economic manifestations of communities that served
those within and appealed to those without. The incentives for people to join included
richness of family life, the lure of less fettered sexuality, the opportunity for simple,
useful work outside of the rat race of urban society.

Even, still, yet, I go places where people talk about the Movement. I’m not sure the
Movement ever existed as a tangible reality with a set of accompanying
demographics. But as a short-hand description of a state of mind shared by activists
and people of good will, it has had a certain presence.
People committed to social change spent a good deal of emotional energy shadow
boxing with the giant infrastructure of American capitalism. The Movement in those
days never had the clout to do more than marginally annoy American business. We
knew that the Baby Boom generation, of which we were but a small part, had rejected
many of the values of capitalism, but failed to replace them. Yet we needed our
illusions and our ideals: they were what kept us going, working twelve, fourteen
hours a day.
Common assumptions derived from shared experience – struggling against war,
patriarchy and racism, for justice and peace; the communality of dancing, drugs and
rock music. They provided a language and a basis of trust.
Our major themes in the ‘70s were economic democracy, employee ownership,
cooperatives and the equal rights of women, people of color and gays. The unique
quality about the Movement in the mid and late ‘70s was that in contrast to earlier
versions that reveled in revealed truth, it was on a voyage of discovery. The lessons
were being learned that ideology, no matter how elegant, was no substitute for
experience.
Whether we considered ourselves Left, progressive, or just busy, changing society
turned out to be demanding work, and those of us involved co-existed with two
contradictory, but often inter-related challenges:
First, was the creation and management of democratically structured
organizations to serve community needs. Second, was the face-off with a perceived
lack of democracy and justice in mainstream institutions.
As I traveled, I gradually began to recognize my co-workers. My peers became
the leaders in cooperatives, communities and worker owned businesses around the
country. We talked to each other at the annual Consumer Cooperative Alliance
conference and Employee Ownership conferences; at workshops about democratic
management; meetings about social change and organizing on a regional and national
basis. For publications, we had "Mother Jones" and "In These Times" with a focused
political slant; "New Age" Magazine more psychological and spiritual; and
"Communities".
There was commitment to our grass roots, an understanding of cooperative
process (whether or not it was always practiced). There was a conviction that the
experience of the Vietnam War, the Women’s Movement, Civil Rights and
community activism could be, must be broadened in their impact.
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One of the people with whom I shared a relatively sophisticated position on
economics, I'd met at the first Another Place Communities Conference. Roger Neece
had studied under Ray Marshall, later Secretary of Labor in the Carter
Administration. A few years of working for the Texas Nuclear Energy
Administration, and high paid consulting, when Roger suddenly discovered he was a
dancer.
The flow between social change and personal change, questioning old patterns
and developing new disciplines, playing and working, made anything seem possible.
What we fervently believed, and tried to practice, was that community and
cooperation, work and play were mutually supportive. Struggling through tough
issues was like learning the steps to a dance. Eventually everyone on the floor would
get the idea, and then the choreography would be magnificent.
Visions abounded that our community would inevitably encompass the entire
region, and that we were the leading edge. But we needed to be more than visionaries.
In small collectives and co-ops, workers were suffering with their victories over
hierarchy and authority. It turned out that endless discussions accomplished very little
when it came to making decisions and doing business.
When the co-op eating club, Fed Up, which I had launched in 1975, decided to go
public in 1977 as the Down to Earth restaurant, it was as a worker collective. They
had a good crew. There was an established, loyal customer base, and we had
developed a hearty and healthy menu over the two year test period of Friday night
dinners for 50 and 60.
But they had this dim idea of what a collective was supposed to be, that they were
dead set to play out. Down to Earth was open six days a week, and on the seventh,
they held a six or seven hour staff meeting. Even God cut herself more slack.
Endless processing of menu choices and their significance. Is tofu cheesecake
more politically correct than rice pudding? Brown sugar or honey?
Meanwhile, interpersonal relationships fractured under the pressure of getting the
vegetarian lasagna to table four while it was still lukewarm. Most of the action was in
the kitchen where staff tended to huddle. But no one was calling the signals.
At our successful eating club, one key job was to greet people as they came in –
make them feel comfortable till they were served. At Down to Earth, not only was
there no maitre de or host/ess (someone might think that person was the owner!) often
it was hard to even find a waiter.
They kept changing the menu and the decor, but never found the key to the
restaurant’s success. Thus it died a, pardon the expression, natural death.
When it came to the practical matters of building cooperative and democratic
businesses and organizations in our communities, it turned no matter how
overqualified even the best educated might be for moving crates and card files, most
of us were woefully under-equipped when it came to balancing books and managing
operations.
Come then, children of the marches
veterans of tear gas and fallen arches
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co-op struggles across the land
Come to San Francisco
with a notebook in your hand

In the summer of 1977, I was on the faculty of a two week program on the San
Francisco State campus to provide business skills to the managers of cooperatives,
collectives and other progressive organizations. Billed as the New School for
Democratic Management, NSDM appealed to those many folks who had begun to
organize in their local communities: food co-ops, natural food stores, credit unions,
free clinics, alternative weeklies and magazines.

Harvard and Stanford don’t have to start worrying yet, but educator
David Olsen has jumped into an expanding area that traditional business
schools so far have mostly ignored.
He explains, “There are definite roles for a manager in a
democratically structured organization. What we’re trying to do is train
managers who will be loyal to employees.” But there is also the challenge
of teaching often non-traditional businessmen and women some very
traditional business practices... financial development, marketing and
promotion, bookkeeping, accounting.
There are 10,000 or more alternative businesses around the United
States run cooperatively by small groups of entrepreneurs. And a
growing number of “establishment” corporations are experimenting with
management schemes involving employee participation. Established
business schools are not geared to train managers with small staffs and
small change capital.
-- The Christian Science Monitor, August 29, 1977
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The keynote speaker at NSDM was Jim Gibbons, the successful and innovative
president of the worker-owned, Consumers United Insurance Company.
Most of us had heard of him. There were chapters in books devoted to his
company, and he was quoted in Time and Newsweek. Jim spoke movingly of the
effort to hire and involve minorities, particularly blacks and women; of the struggle to
do business in an ethical and humane way within an industry that interpreted his
efforts as unbusinesslike and threatening.
Speaking from the platform of a company with hundreds of workers, $60 million
in revenues, and more than a dozen years of history, his words resonated with our
highest hopes of challenging a system we perceived as rank with greed and
materialism.
After the keynote, a mutual friend, Paul Bernstien, introduced us, and we shared a
cab back to Jim’s hotel. The conversation continued over drinks.
Jim had built his company by identifying a product (supplemental military
insurance) and creating a means of distribution (affiliation mass mailings through
retired military associations). It helped that he was a marketing and financial genius.
Besides making sure the numbers worked, developing an effective organizational
structure, and getting the right product to the right market, Jim’s company proved that
it was possible to run a business in a way that didn't contradict the values we had been
working towards.
The next time I was in Washington, DC, where his company was located, I
stopped by for a visit. That led to an article in “Communities Magazine,” and a
growing dialog about the future of economic democracy.
“We see people in their roles as workers, customers and citizens as the
end and purpose of our business, and not as the means to achieve profits,
growth or power as is the case in most American businesses.”
-- Consumer United, corporate philosophy

Our success in New Haven though TUA inevitably set people thinking about
other ways to impact the larger society, as well as how to make use of traditional
systems we were stuck with.
When Bobbi ran for alderperson or Ken was appointed as Director of Economic
Development for the city, they drew on their alternative experience, fought the system
from within, and struggled for and with personal success.
Our measure of difference was their accountability to the community from which
they hailed. Did that make them any different than ethnic Italian officeholders who
dispensed favors to their neighborhoods? Only insofar as our respective communities
had different values. If jobs or contracts were awarded, perhaps it had more to do
with the greater good than personal loyalty, but it was an arguable point.
For instance, Ken helped me arrange CETA funding for three positions in 1977.
The purpose of CETA was to give unskilled workers a chance to obtain skills and
develop long-term competence in the marketplace, also to help businesses succeed. It
was a well-abused program. Did we do any better with it?
One of the slots allowed me to bring Roger Neece down from Boston to
consolidate regional work on the National Co-op Bank. I took a slot as Editor of
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Communities Magazine, and hired a production assistant with the final slot. Roger's
work on the national scene transitioned into full-time, highly paid employment, and I
used the year to develop enough of an income base to pay a salary for myself and my
editorial assistant. Three for three on continuing work was good results, but I
wouldn’t have wanted to justify our pork barrel, given the skill levels of both Roger
and myself.

Patricia Sun, a West Coast, Earth Mother type, is bestowing upon an
initially dazzled and sympathetic audience her blend of peace, love and
spiritual power.
The crunch point comes when she blithely launches into her rap about
personal responsibility. She’s doing fine when it’s about power, and how you
can shape it. Folks get nervous as she pushes into victim responsibility.
Finally a woman in the back can’t contain herself: “Excuse me, Patricia.
Are you saying that if a woman is raped, it’s her fault?”
Ms. Sun takes a deep breath. “Well, not her fault. Fault isn’t the issue. But
if a woman has her power together, these terrible things will not happen to
her.”
A collective groan goes up from most of the women and many of the men.
It’s the moment when the rubber meets the yellow brick road.
Small-scale, idiosyncratic and downright ornery, as much as I was fascinated by
communities, or enjoyed my own communal life, I wasn’t sufficiently gaga to miss
the potential for danger.
The same circle that includes also keeps others out – often on the basis of criteria
like race, class, gender, ethnicity and religion. Maybe that’s the right of communities,
but who’s to judge?
The line often blurred that divided the New Age from manipulative projections. I
tried to draw a distinction in the pages of our magazine between communitarian and
cooperative ventures that developed out of a shared vision; and trips that employed
many of the same symbols for other purposes.
At its most extreme, there were community inspirations turned bitterly cruel, and
none so terrible as that precursor of Waco, The People’s Temple in Jonestown,
Guyana.
It was quite a Thanksgiving week here on the North American continent.
Beginning with the murder of Congressman Ryan, through the enlarging
scale of the suicide, to the puzzled response of the media: Beware the heavy
trippers, and the one-truth, ya gotta believe, abandon hopelessness all ye who
enter here.
Roslyn Carter was interviewed. She was unable to understand the
relationship between her fundamentalist creed which teaches that life-is-sin
and salvation-lies-in-the-next-world, and a revivalist cult crazy enought to
take it seriously.
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Another TV interviewee was a past member of the cult. She and her
husband sitting in their living room: “Several years ago we went through a
ceremony. Jim kept hinting about death and the next world. After we drank
the wine, we were all waiting...but Jim laughed and said it was just a test.”
And she looks into the camera: “But I was ready to go. I just thought, thank
God, it’s over.”
Those who joined the People’s Temple in its migration from Ohio to
California to Guyana didn’t begin life as cultists. For those who had come off
addiction or out of prison, they didn’t start there either. The People’s Temple
found its membership among the contradictions, confusions and poverty
which exist in the midst of plenty: people who were conditioned to jive, hustle
and dodge the failure they knew to be their inalienable right.
Were they any worse off investing their lives in a cult? The People’s
Temple offered a way out of hopelessness, costing only the freedom which
was a glut on the market.
This is not an apologia for Jim Jones or the People’s Temple. Murder is
awful and the decisions which were taken for the children out of a Greek
tragedy...
Hitler and his coterie also took cyanide at the end of their hopes. The
Nazis in their Berlin bunker also preached Gotterdammerung for the
German people. If their last act had taken place in a giant sports stadium,
with suitable reinforcement (exhortations, peer pressure, armed guards and
no exit) that suicide toll might have been in the hundreds of thousands.
Might it not have been said of them, Yes, they were coerced, but they made
their choices long before?
If the communities movement rests on rationality, love and trust, hard
work and playfulness of vision -- where does that leave folks who have been
driven nuts by the society, see work as oppression, love and trust as jive, and
whose playfulness is getting back some of their own?
 editorial, Communities Magazine, January 1979

I'd met Joe Blasi at a Twin Oaks Communities Conference. Just one more pleasant
fellow walking along the path to the swimming hole, until our conversation took off.
He was working on his doctorate at Harvard, recently returned from research on
the characteristics of collective work in the Israeli kibbutzim. I'd been to Israel a few
years earlier, researching a documentary film about the relation of their social
innovation to our society.
Flies buzzed, the heat bore down, naked communards joined us in the cool stream,
but we were off in Jerusalem, the West Bank, Gallilee, sharing insights and
speculations. What were the underlying cultural assumptions that produced such
different, yet dynamic societies? A commune or collective in the USA might
superficially look much like one in Israel, but the sense of life and death riding on
choices seldom pertained here, except in the most fevered, radical imaginations. How
to compare the urgent necessity of cooperation in Israel to the mix of social justice
and experimentation here?
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Joe was equally fascinated by our funding source. By the time we climbed back
on the shore, I'd briefed him on the Center for the Study of Metropolitan Problems.
Soon enough, they were funding him, too.
The Director of the Metro Center, Elliot Leibow, was a renowned anthropologist;
his book, "Talley's Corner," a brilliant study of black ghetto life. Joe, Elliot, myself
and many others shared a great curiosity about the impact of the ‘60s on the fabric of
American society. Was there a new amalgam that could lead to greater justice and
equity?
In March of 1979, I was scheduled to deliver an address on the subject of
community and cooperation at the headquarters of HEW, the Department of Health,
Education and Welfare. My presentation was part of a series of reports on
groundbreaking NIMH funded projects, and it attracted about fifty mid-level
bureaucrats.
The Training for Urban Alternatives project had been evaluated as a success. The
potential for replication had been the basis for funding. Our evaluators had delivered
a comprehensive report. But reports are routinely buried, and the Metro Center folks
were convinced that we had struggled through to some important understandings.
When I accepted the gig, my expectation was to have a completed version of my
newest project to pass out to those who arrived; the Gospel according to St. Paul. “A
Guide To Cooperative Alternatives” would be a 188 page, comprehensive resource
book, that presented both the tangible and intangible accomplishments of community
and cooperation.
Deadlines being what they usually are, when I stepped on a plane that morning,
the book was still in galleys, and what should have been a landmark turned into one
of my most frustrating experiences.
I had slides. I had quotes. I had a rich confluence of experiences. I had the zeal of
a participant/creator. I believed that our lifestyle and institutions offered a far better
context for human society than the mainstream. Why, if we had only a fraction of the
resources that existed, a veritable Garden of Eden could bloom in simple splendor.
But as I touted the virtues of small is beautiful, appropriate technology,
membership cooperatives, communitarian egality, worker ownership, I noted that the
rush to the barricades was not developing, Most of the faces were either blank or
troubled.
I was better than buzz words, because my truths derived from the lives of folks
who were living these values, yet I wasn't good enough.
If I'd had the greater tangibility of the book, I’m sure I would have made more of
an impact. But the problem was deeper. The HEW staffers may have been personally
cynical or hopeful, but they all measured my construct against the realities they faced
in their Beltway lives: the political infighting of government, and the academically
and institutionally defined projects on which they worked.
Even if I could have transported the roomful of people to the aisles of the New
Haven Food Coop; the courtyard of Twin Oaks; the Great Hall of Another Place; the
hillsides where the Hoedads labored in sustainable harmony – even if they had
accepted that our truths worked for us, they needed a clear message that there was a
programmatic application that could be exported to dozens of cities around the
country. And they needed it years ago.
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In the face of their urgency, I gave them probabilities. I ended up sounding like a
two-bit Zen master:
“No, I can’t promise that your target populations of disadvantaged can be helped.
It’s a matter of sitting down with people and discovering their questions, and what
interventions they’re ready for. Cooperation comes from the inside. Even in New
Haven, when people said they were ready to participate, it was terribly difficult to
retain focus because there were so many other pressures and opportunities.”
“Then what good is it?”
“Organizing on a cooperative basis is great for those who are ready. If you can get
people to commit volunteer time, and organize their resources more efficiently, then
there are economies of scale that can deliver better results. But you still need
resources, and the biggest payoff is in how people feel about their own lives and how
they relate to each other.”
“Intangibles?”
“There's nothing intangible about people's lives. Hundreds of thousands of
Americans in the city and country are struggling to integrate these cooperative values
in their homes, in the workplace, in their most personal relationships.
"We showed what we could do in New Haven with only a little help. We
demonstrated that there's another path out of the desperation and hopelessness that
overwhelms so many.
"Poor people have more motivation to organize. What they often lack, for very
good reasons, is trust. The challenge is to identify something that offers a real pay-off
(like food or housing) and find a base they can organize out of (like a church or
neighborhood). Credit unions, rural electric co-ops, food, housing have all grown out
of real economic needs and people working together.
"Look at electric power: the Tennessee Valley Authority created a vast grid that
changed the economics of an entire region. That was government working through
rural electric cooperatives to improve opportunities. The National Consumer Co-op
Bank has just been capitalized with $300 million. It will be able to provide major
financing for cooperative expansion in a variety of sectors."
"Then what are you asking us for?"
"To include this cooperative perspective in your work. To consider that your
target populations have the potential to organize for their own benefit. If they do that,
they will be more self-reliant and therefore contribute to the general well-being. They
may need help in the organizing – technical assistance, capitalization – but it's a great
investment in the long-run. Otherwise, it's easy for the social and economic
infrastructure to deteriorate. Whole populations become dependent and despairing."
I saw a mix of outright skepticism, boredom and frustration. One woman shook
her head, "But most of the populations we deal with are already deeply fractured. The
pre-conditions for the cooperative organizing you're recommending don't exist."
"That's a problem."
“Thanks for sharing.”
I knew how good our project was and how much we’d accomplished. I also knew
there were no quick fixes. Now they knew, too.
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Afterwards, over lunch with Elliot and our project manager, Dick Wakefield, I
felt bad. Maybe in the attempt to communicate the challenge of cooperative
alternatives, I’d understated our accomplishments.
But what was the best that could have come out of that situation? A nouvelle
Model Cities, with Reagan waiting in the wings to step forth and gut old and new
social initiatives alike?
In due course, the book came out. It sold more than 10,000 copies, was reviewed
in the mainstream press, featured and recommended in the Style section of the
Washington Post. It probably did some good. But it didn’t seriously affect the
contradictions between the mainstream and our experimental edge.

Nine or ten years ago, as I began to personally explore community, I
read a book by an anthropologist that essentially said, Just because
20,000 years ago, humans had more brain capacity than they needed for
day-to-day survival, is no reason to assume that 20,000 years later, with the
development of language, civilization and technology, that humans with the
same brain capacity can understand what they've created.
Poor us. Even with great patience and skill, we still spend most of our
lives trying to figure out what's going on. In a rush to conquer the
universe, we've given up the cultural framework which would allow us to
know ourselves as part of the universe.
Not even the gods could fault an individual or species for struggling to
survive, but when material accumulation threatens the life of the
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individual, the family and tribal units, the community, and the ecology -perhaps we must judge ourselves.
The 1960s opened up an American generation to a series of personal,
social and spiritual awarenessess. In the wake of awareness came a whole
lot of frustration. People's lives remained to be dealt with... jobs,
schooling, lovers, parents, kids. People get older, health becomes an issue.
If the ‘60's message was, Be here now, for flower power, end the war
now, enlightenment is right around the corner -- the question for the ‘70s
became, How? How to live lives which support rather than contradict our
spiritual and political quest? How in the face of vast complexity and
confusion to follow the light of our truth into a New Age?
And that's what this Guide is about: In little pockets of community
around the continent, people have been redefining how we make our lives
together. We call them food co-ops and child care co-ops, block
organizing, intentional communities, ashrams, collectives, communes,
centers of healing for women and men: we could as well call them
classrooms.
introduction to “A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives,” 1979

POLITICS
The 1960's generation is coming to power, naturally, inevitably.
One cannot generalize about millions of people. The Me Generation is
as much an outcome of the 1960s as is voluntary simplicity.
Yet...combining numbers with unprecedented affluence, this
generational tidal wave changes institutions as it matures.
How do we relate our basic philosophy of effective, grassroots
participation...? How do we maintain an orientation toward first-hand
experience in recreating society from the ground up, when we are at the
same time attracted to the benefit stemming from power?
Can a movement which tends to eschew power, suddenly work out a
comfortable arrangement with it?
 David Morris,
Director of the Institute for Local Self-Reliance,
“A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979

COMMUNITY ORGANIZING
We chose to stand our ground. Because we know we've got to fight
from here. We just can't permit ourselves to be shoved around from one
community and one borough into another. People in America move from
one state to another as fast as you can deposit dimes inside a phone booth.
But it's time to make a decision if we're going to let communities fall
apart. That people are going to remain and care enough to save their
roots, their culture, and the places where they live.
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Some schmuck down at urban renewal made some kind of decision
and every third building was knocked down. Those buildings just needed
a couple thousand dollars. The city's lost a tremendous tax base because
of the demolition program, and because the city would rather move
people.
You go around this country and see what's happening -- they literally
lay their bodies across the bulldozers coming in.
 Robert Nazario,
"A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979
Eighteen months after the tenants began the rehab, the building was
ready for occupancy. All the work, including the electrical, plumbing and
heating systems was done by the tenants themselves, with professional
supervision. Over 300 beams were replaced, and a building once given up
for lost was transformed into a non-profit cooperative providing housing
for eleven low-income families, with two community storefronts on the
first floor.
Although the 11th Street Movement was created primarily to
coordinate the range of resources coming into the block, and to pressure
the city to improve services, it is also a voice of the people to influence
how those services and resources are used. Every tenant-owned, managed
or cooperatively-owned building on the block (and there are now nine) is
invited to be on the policy-making, 11 Street Movement Board of
Directors.
What may be most important is that the neighborhood has organized
itself for a community-based effort to attack the problems which a long
list of large-scale federal programs were unable to solve. In the process,
the people of East 11th Street achieved a new measure of self-sufficiency,
pride and community control.
-- Michael Freedberg,
“A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979

FOOD
By 9 pm, most of the co-op businesses are closing for the day.
Workers are counting out cash receipts, mopping floors, turning out the
lights. Country and bluegrass music twangs out of the Riverside Cafe. A
theatre collective has a show. Meetings groping toward a never-ending.
The bakery is still operating: their lights will wink out around midnight.
For a few hours, the co-op community will be at rest.
-- Kris Olsen,
"Food for People,"
"A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979
It seemed unacceptable that tomorrow's food supply should be
determined by a hullabaloo at high noon in the Chicago Commodity
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Futures Exchange. Food for People, Not for Profit became the motto of
many who undertook to build a new food system.
-- Ann Evans,
"A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979

HOUSING
Moving in day, 1971. Warm, friendly greetings, an atmosphere of
concern and fullness, spontaneous and sincere. From apartment to
apartment, Come in and see how I've arranged my furniture. I've just
made a fresh pot of coffee.
The private space is only the beginning of what it means to live at
Bishop. On each floor there is a room-sized lounge opening onto a large
porch, coin-operated washer and dryer, carpeted and well-lit halls. There
are bulletin boards to keep up with events and meetings. On the first floor
is a very large recreation room used for games, meetings, parties,
dancing, shuffleboard. There is a poolroom and hobby room with a small
shop.
And I must tell you about the view from my picture window -- the
river, a ship, gulls, the lights of the city -- at once exciting and restful. It's
a window for dreaming, and for feeling a kinship -- in that kinship a
challenge to share in making the co-op dream come true -- people helping
other people
You begin to think that survival with dignity for the low-income aging
person is plainly impossible. And then suddenly, the Bishop Co-op
Apartments.
Carrie Porter, "A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979
The waiting list for the most recent of our 200 unit buildings had over
1,000 names, two days after the groundbreaking ceremonies.
Co-op Services, with its few buildings, makes no pretension of solving
all the problems of society. We do the best we can: we believe we offer a
far better alternative to isolation and poverty than traditional, for-profit
elderly housing: through cooperation, we believe our buildings provide a
context for human dignity.
Fred Thornthwaite,
"A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979

HEALTH CARE
For years, we have been riding the tide of scientific optimism, secure
in the belief that rational analysis of physical phenomena would reveal
the dynamics of natural processes. Although science has acquired much
knowledge about the effects and characteristics of chronic diseases, we
still know very little about their prevention and cure.
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The premise of self-responsibility is powerful and enabling, affirming
the reality of creative choice. Development of more humanistic, consumer
participant, institutional frameworks for health care has accompanied
the exploration of alternative health practices.
 Val Staples,
"A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979
We offer complete primary health care services with an emphasis on
education and prevention. Maternity and obstetrical care is one of our
joys. Our aims are first: to deliver high quality health care on a low
budget. Second, to be self-supporting, relying on our local community.
Third, to return power over themselves to the folk we serve. Fourth, to be
a model that proves that structures can be created that are more simple,
sane and human.
 Dr. Claire Douglas and Dr. Jim Scott,
"Siuslaw Rural Health Center,"
"A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979

NETWORKING
The way of networking and organizing is conceived in Indian country
as a great circle. There are the warrior societies, the Nations from the
various regions of North America, the International Indian Treaty
Council, and the communications work of Akwesasne Notes.
In the Indian country the struggle has been real. Many people have
died in the last few years, many brothers and sisters are in prison. We
need to understand who the real enemy is, and we do that clearly by
drawing the circle of life, and seeing who stands outside it.
It's a sacrifice to be away from our families and communities. It's
critical to bring the life of our peoples from the many scattered places,
and return them with the circle.
 Jose Barriero,
Akwesasne Notes,
"A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979

At the end of the decade, after a traditional Thanksgiving dinner, this pilgrim
joined a group of supplicants from the Farallones Institute in California and New
Alchemy Institute in New England traveling to China to exchange information about
appropriate technology and alternative energy. Although no scientist, I went along for
the ride, devoting a large proportion of an issue of “Communities” to the trip.
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The New Alchemists brought a card with this inscription (translated into Chinese,
of course):

I am an American visitor who has come to your country
to learn how you raise food, produce energy and provide for
your other basic needs. In the U.S., I work at a Research
Institute which is exploring ways of growing food without
the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and ways of
producing non-polluting energy from the sun and wind. The
drawing on this card shows the fish farms, gardens, orchards,
windmills and solar heated greenhouses at the place I work.
For all its excesses, China had carried out a remarkable series of social
experiments in collectivity and communality at a scale to boggle the imagination. We
visited factories, lived on a rural commune, rode bikes, exchanged views with staff
from the Institute of Wind and Sun in Guangzhou.
In the evenings, we sat with our interpreter, local officials and other guests,
transfixed by the trial of the Gang of Four, presented on state television like a game
show parody.
“Who was that revisionist running dog I saw you with last night?”
“That was no capitalist lackey, that was my late husband, Mao.”
“Good answer. Now, for a free trip to a Mongolian reeducation camp...”
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Any illusions we might have had about China as a workers paradise were
dispelled by the fear which pervaded the room every time one of the now-shackled
principals spoke; the tidal dregs of a human disaster so overwhelming that the
Cultural Revolution was to our Joseph McCarthy era like the vast flooding of the
Yalu River to a hurricane watch.
Yet it was impossible not to admire both the spirit and the accomplishments of the
people. Given conditions that were impossible, they had reinvented reality. Somehow,
through it all, the Chinese had maintained a spiritual perspective that allowed for
humor and creativity.
At a village demonstration of bio-gas generation, human and animal waste
provide electric power. We observe the exchange of secrets of French
intensive gardening; visit a dam that had been constructed by the labor of
50,000 over a ten year period, and reclaimed many square miles of arable land
from the sea; marvel at the decentralization of production achieved by
coordination of design and quality control.
At our commune, we manage to get the interpreter to focus on a problem
we’re having with meal preparation:
“Everything is very good, but also full of grease. Is there any way the cook
can accommodate us?”
There’s a hurried consultation, a curious look thrown our way. We watch
expectantly at the next meal. All the same ingredients, except instead of using
oil, the cook makes a broth from soy and water. Not quite as tasty, but
absolutely greaseless. Now why didn’t we think of that?
Mystification cut both ways. In the county of Taishan, the Chinese who had
managed to learn English were hot for our technology and consumer goods. Taking
away their dreams (now being carefully nurtured by Beijing) would have been a
thankless task.
And who were we, indescribably rich gringos by their standards, to
prattle about simplicity, ecology and right livelihood; in the face of
handlabor-and-vegetables-are-all-we-can-afford.
Yet we were a good group. A curious blend of humor and seriousness;
working hard, playing hard; spiritually and politically motivated;
intensely practical — and most relevant to the Chinese, very aware of the
dues to be paid for either embracing technology or avoiding it.
We could see that the Chinese in many ways had a good thing. The
question was, were they sophisticated enough to maintain their
simplicity?
 Communities, 1981
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Arriving back in the, back in the USA, I was intrigued by the financial news. In
the few weeks I’d been out of the country, interest rates had climbed to 13%, 16%.
Who knew where it would end?
My United Airlines flight was delayed in San Francisco, and as a transit passenger
from Hong Kong, I asked them to oblige me with a phone. No problem, and I began
to hatch a plan.
With key staff moving on, Another Place Farm on its way to a fire sale, I knew
the deal was being driven by hard debt of $35,000. That was nine or ten people at
$4,000 apiece. If we could raise enough to pay off the debt, the $85K mortgage at 8
1/2% suddenly was a valuable commodity.
Three hours later, when the flight was finally called, my phone survey had
identified seven sure lenders and the likelihood of several more. We would put up the
money, and become the Board of Directors of the non-profit corporation, then find
some folks to run the conference center.
We would be preserving a sacred space for communitarian purposes, and the
means would be the flawed economic system of the USA. How ironically perfect!
Not only did the deal work, but many more wonderful gatherings were promoted,
and eventually everyone was repaid their money.
For me, Another Place had in many ways expressed the best of the ‘70s. Carrying
it into the next decade seemed a respectful gesture and a hopeful sign. Accomplishing
it through the expertise and contacts I was beginning to accumulate, even better.
The trust we expressed in our communal experiments, in the affirmations
of sisterhood and person, is as much the point as whatever insights might
develop.
Any path is no better than our own commitment. We stand between
the pain reaching from our past and dream of karma fulfilled. There is a
delicate play between the majesty of our communion and the recognition
of our aloneness. That at one moment we are joined in a sufi dance,
celebrating the God in us all, and at the next, confronted by our
individual pain, ego, mortality, is a source of frustration, humor -- and
finally, acceptance.
The great work before us feels like pioneering, it feels hard, it feels
like the only thing there is to do.
Sydney Morris and Paul Freundlich,
"A Guide to Cooperative Alternatives," 1979
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Interlude, LUST AND TRUST

I’d had several intense dances with a young woman at one of our community events.
The attraction was obvious, and seemingly mutual. While actively in the hunt neither
for relationship nor a lover, I couldn’t help being curious.
At the end of a lovely evening, before we went our separate ways, I held her
lightly, and touched my lips to her cheek. She inclined her head slightly, so that our
lips grazed.
I pulled back and we looked at each other. I moved in again. This time, our lips
met, with delicacy but gently, firmly. Again I withdrew.
Tentatively I moved my head again. This time there was resistance.
At which point, I laughed and told her this story:
Another Place Farm in the mid-’70s was a conference center in southern
New Hampshire. It became a sort of country club, weekend retreat for those
who were exploring alternative life-styles.
We were all learning a discipline of how to be men and women together in a
new age of anticipation without guilt. Touching and being touched. There was a
lot of that at Another Place.
Although I didn’t live there, I helped put on gatherings, and promoted them
through my access to the New Haven alternative community. Marc and Sydney,
the co-directors, were two of my closest friends.
One weekend, I brought along my housemate, Charlie. Now Charlie was a
good guy, who hadn’t entirely absorbed the new cultural patterns. But he liked
people in general and women in particular. I thought he would do fine, and to
the extent I noticed him over the weekend, he seemed to be having a good time.
At the end of the weekend, Sydney took me aside. “Your friend Charlie, he
hangs on,” she said.
“Huh?”
“I’ve been getting complaints from a number of women over the weekend.
When you get a hug from Charlie, it’s a long-term commitment. He doesn’t let
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go. Charlie seems like a nice guy, and he gets some latitude for being a friend of
yours, so maybe you need to talk to him.”
On the drive home, I broached the subject.
At first, Charlie was defensive: “I don’t know. It feels good to me.” Then
pensive, “How can you tell when it’s too much?”
Now I’m the one who’s thoughtful.
“Charlie, You know massage, and how someone feels when they’re relaxed?
When you’re in a hug with someone, attend to their level of comfort.
“Or a cat, Charlie. When you pick up a cat, up to a point it’s loving being
held. But when it’s had enough and wants to move on, if you don’t want to get
scratched, you better let go.
“Think about it as a game. And the game is to sense tension. The moment
you feel her tense, you let go. Do you think you could do that?”
The New Hampshire countryside was rushing by, and Charlie’s thinking.
We crossed the border into Massachusetts before he made up his mind.
“I guess so.”
I sensed his disappointment, that this New Age would not be as welcoming
of his desires as he might have hoped. We rode in silence for a while.
“Charlie?”
“Yeah?”
“And then if you get really good, maybe you could anticipate the tension.
You could sense the moment before she gets uptight, and release.”
Back in the present, the young woman looked at me curiously. “And did he ever
get good?”
“No, not very good.”
“And you?”
“Well,” I said, “sometimes late at night, my discipline has been known to falter.
Maybe you better tell me.”
MIDNIGHT SPECIAL
In the days before every new sexual adventure was a half-blind date with the Angel of
Death, a friend was approached by an attractive young man on a long train ride. He
aroused both her curiosity and libido by suggesting a one night journey through
eroticism. Seated under blankets, standing in bathrooms, prone in the darkened dining
car, they screwed the night away.
Well, more power to them. Sometimes at an airport or in a restaurant, I’ll enjoy
the exhilaration of a momentary crush. A look of appraisal or flirtation exchanged,
then a smile of complicity: it might be, but it won’t for more reasons than either of us
will ever know for sure – but we can guess.
HAVING A WONDERFUL TIME, WISH YOU WERE HERE, SIGNED, THE
ANGEL OF DEATH
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At a West Coast conference about intentional community in the early ‘80s, I admired
and befriended a couple. She was blond, witty and ornamental. He looked a bit of an
elf, played a lovely sax, and we jammed with my archaic recorder.
Back in San Francisco, I joined them for a quiet evening, After dinner, we
reclined in front of the fireplace, she in the middle, stroking toward ecstasy. At the
point of entrance, I declined the favor, and pleasantly stoned, enjoyed their coupling.
Two years later, at a community dance jam in the Mission, I saw him again, or
rather what was left – Yoda on the way to decomposition. He was too far gone to
recognize me: He was an early victim of AIDS.
It wouldn’t have been my first triad, and I can only credit my survival to some
sensitivity about theirs being the main action, and dumb luck.
ALL IN ALL, PORNOGRAPHY IS SAFER
On HBO of all places, I saw a movie in which a cab driver refuses to accept a tip
from a porn star because, “You have given me so much pleasure.”
I don’t believe much I see in the movies, specially about the good will of cab
drivers, but bought that one. Before there was the Death Angel of Aids, there was
super-porno star Angel, the junior miss of faked orgasms, as in, “Oh, oh, OH!
A relatively straightforward lass in her bisexual, male-oriented fantasies, she
occasionally wandered into material so weird that sheer boredom on the part of the
creators seemed the only explanation.
Have you heard the one about the house haunted by a ghost bride who comes
back to seduce new occupants? Perhaps if Michael Keaton had cameod as a priapic
Beetlejuice..? Perhaps leave well enough alone.
I hope Angel survives to enjoy her winnings. She deserves a star on Hollywood
Boulevard for all those men at near desperation who took the safe way out. The worst
they suffered was nervous guilt as they checked their cassettes in and out.
SO WHAT WAS I DOING AT THE VIDEO STORE?
Conducting a study of sexual mores? Well, that dog won’t howl.
Professional curiosity? That pooch won’t even bark, although I was once offered
director of second unit photography for a porn feature. I turned it down in favor of a
clean slate if I ever wanted to re-enter government service.
I guess I just like sex in its many variations. In the days before major visual aids,
there were erotic passages in the “Amboy Dukes,” “Heritage of the River”; real
literature like “Anthony Adverse,” and “The Naked and the Dead”; exotica such as
“The Tales of Genji.”
In the 8th grade, a friend and I went into business lifting copies of a scandalously
descriptive (for those days) sex manual, “Love Without Fear” from Macy’s and
selling them at twice the cover price to our classmates.
Although our entrepreneurial career was cut short by store detectives, I continued
to feel intuitively that access to sex (or at least smut) should be an inalienable right,
up there with, and perhaps indistinguishable from, the pursuit of happiness.
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NOW IT’S TIME TO BECOME A MAN
Except for the relatively few who are celibate all their lives, everyone loses their
virginity. And although there’s considerable nostalgia among grown-ups for
recapturing their innocence, mostly that’s so they could have a better first time.
In the ‘50s, a boy’s range of possibilities included at one extreme, sordid visits to
prostitutes and furtive fumblings in back seats. At the other, romantic fulfillment of
young love and trysts with mysterious older women.
SORDID VISITS TO PROSTITUTES: Some of my college mates regularly
patronized a house of ill repute in Elmira, NY, that notable den of iniquity. Their
reports were enough to curdle any incipient lust in that direction (due west).
MYSTERIOUS OLDER WOMEN: In post-pubescence, I yearned for a lovely
housewife on my paper route who plied me with milk and cookies. In my novel,
“Deus ex Machina,” I took the liberty of playing out more of my lust than ever
occurred, but even there, it did not end well.
YOUNG LOVE: In high school I kissed, copped feels and infatuated frequently.
By my senior year in college, I’d had several romances that involved sleepovers with
nice girls from Vassar, Pembroke, etc., and sexual exploration right up to penetration,
including spilling my seed (as they say in serious books) in beds, on bodies, in
condoms. Despite my desire for both sexual and emotional completion, I was daunted
by the prospect of marriage (which is what you did with nice girls, particularly in the
case of pregnancy in those perilous, pre-freedom of choice times).
FURTIVE FUMBLINGS: There had been a few golf course attempts in White
Plains with girls who, by reputation, put out. These dates required a level of
premeditation and lurching seduction I found impossible to carry through. I’d known
the girls since we were kids. On the few occasions I tried this route, they wound up
crying on my shoulder, and me with a deep pain in my groin.
Lust and trust. It was all very confusing
Boys talked a lot about getting laid, and anything else risked being thought
terminally weird. As for cross-gender conversation about sexuality in the 1950s,
forget it.
I had a mother who was a guide to my imagination, politics and ethics from an
early age, but except in the most general terms, I wasn’t discussing these issues with
her. Her great gift to me was an easy path into friendships with women, but that was
for later.
In the meantime, I dated and dreamed (day and night, dry and wet).
SWEETHEART
If my first adolescence was mostly a mess, there were some previous times of great
clarity.
In fourth grade, we had a gang of kids who hung out and played during lunch
recess. The gang was mixed boys and girls. I was one of the leaders, and my girl, my
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first girl, was Suzanne, the prettiest of them all. We never kissed or did more than
hold hands, but we were pledged, all the same.
The sweetness of a first love, without any of the complications of sexuality,
without doubt or insecurity.
One day, our teacher is called to the office. She appoints Suzanne to watch
the class in her absence. The moment the teacher is out the door, a classic
scene begins: boys and spitballs. I hold back, but feel the challenge from my
mates.
Time to choose, if you want to be a leader of this gang.
Suzanne looks at me entreatingly, then with disappointment, then with
anger. I’ve made my choice.
On her return, the teacher is annoyed, but hardly surprised, punishments
are reserved for us male miscreants.
One boy hadn’t joined in. Charlie was a minor actor in our lunchtime
dramas and none too bright either. But Suzanne has her own punishments to
mete out.
For the next week, Charlie and Suzanne walk to lunch together, avoid the
gang, and stay out of the woods. She doesn’t talk to me, nor I to her. She
neither demands an apology nor do I offer.
For one week, we don’t even make eye contact. Yet there is never a time
in that week that I doubt we share an absolute understanding of what is going
on.
I did what I had to do. Now she is doing what she has to do. There are no
excuses and no regrets.
At the end of a week, still with no discussion, Suzanne walks with me to
lunch. We play together in the gang, and Charlie fades into the background.
Life goes on.
Shortly thereafter, with the onset of puberty, sexuality overwhelmed my intuition:
I know swamped by I want. By my late teens, the loss of intuition and a sense of
probabilities made each romance hell.
HOW I LOST MY VIRGINITY AMONG FRIENDS
When I managed to place myself at all-male, Union College in Schenectady, NY, it
only took a year before I found a preferable environment to visit, all-female
Bennington College, across the border in Vermont.
I more or less became the mascot of one of the dormitories, Woolley House, privy
to the romances and intrigues of the young women. Soon I led two lives: college in
Schenectady; and joining in outings, sing alongs, reading, arguing and even attending
classes at Bennington.
At the end of my senior year, in Woolley House, I finally lost my virginity. It
happened like this:
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A week before finals, I opened an envelope from the University of Pennsylvania,
and found I’d received a prestigious and prosperous Fellowship to the Annenberg
School of Communications I caught the first ride to celebrate with my friends.
In walking about campus, I met a young woman. There was an easy attraction.
The topic of sex came up. Both of us were virgins. She mentioned a friend of mine
from Woolley, who had offered a record from her collection when she lost a barrier
that had become nothing more than an unwanted caution sign on life’s highway.
I said, “If you lose it with me, I bet Phyllis would give you three records.”
To test the theory, and as an intellectual proposition, we walked over to Woolley.
Phyllis was sitting in the upstairs window of her room when queried.
“Three?” she called down. “If you do it with Paul, I’ll give you five.”
That evening, we took a ride in her Thunderbird. We huffed, we puffed, but try as
we might, we couldn’t find a viable position in the back seat. Amid promises to have
another go, we parted.
On my way to crash, I stopped by Woolley. One of the girls was about to leave
for a weekend party at Margie’s house.
“If you want to come, I could use another driver and the company.”
Now Margie was the one Woolley-ite (Woolley-ette?) with whom I had fallen in
love over the three years of my visits. We had messed around in the backyard one
afternoon enough to get excited, but she thought better of extending the foray to
foreplay.
I had some miserable moments, having blown our brother/sister relationship, and
spent too much time obsessing about what might have been if I’d known how to play
it differently. There’s nothing like being young to make you feel young and stupid.
Eventually, we eased back into friendship, smoothed by the rich texture of
Woolley House relationships.
Margie had dropped out for a semester in deference to her lover, an older sort of
sleazeball dance teacher by repute. That put her in Philadelphia, which I had never
been to, and, what a coincidence! That was where the Annenberg School and the U of
P were located.
I knew Margie was rich, but I hadn't expected the sprawling, Main Line estate. I
knew it was a party, but I wasn’t prepared for dozens of young sophisticates, crashed
out on drugs and alcohol, slung over couches, rugs and the lawn.
Margie was glad to see us, and gave me a personal tour, winding up in her father’s
study, where she liberated two splits of Piper Heidsick. Over champagne for
breakfast, she confessed the weekend was not going according to plan.
“My father is going to be way pissed when he gets back. Also lover Joe never
showed, the son-of-a-bitch.”
The latter was not the worst news I’d ever heard.
But timing is everything. Margie and I had barely initiated a state of active
reconsideration – holding hands, and gazing deep into each other’s eyes – when a
partygoer burst into the room, announcing, “Joe is here.”
Drop those hands, honey, as if they had never been held. Margie threw me an
embarrassed, thank-God-we’re-friends look as she rushed off to Joe.
Watching her fawn over him was depressing because (a) I intuitively thought him
a bad egg and (b) he made me feel completely inadequate. Joe was about thirty at the
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time, a good looking, determined dude who specialized in romancing little, blue
haired old ladies to part with their money at his dance emporium.
When I knew him better, I liked him less, and never did figure out how to
compete for Margie’s affections.
Fortunately, I was so high on my Fellowship that borrowing a car, and motoring
off to the Penn campus cheered me immediately.
Late Sunday, we arrived back at Woolley House. I had finals Monday afternoon
in Schenectady, but first, there was some unfinished business. Considering the ten
years since puberty, upcoming graduation from college, the tumbling in the
Thunderbird, and seeing Margie that weekend, I was ready.
As I was about to seek out my intended co-conspirator, it chanced that a fresh
faced, first year Woolleyite (Woolite?) I hardly knew accosted me. Maybe it was
pheromones, or maybe timing isn’t everything. In a very few minutes, with very little
discussion, we were upstairs in her room.
Beds are definitely superior to Thunderbirds, if you have the option. I even
managed to locate and successfully apply a rubber. The sex was memorable to me
only for its energy, and a vast feeling of relief that followed penetration and
ejaculation.
If it wasn’t young love, neither was it a seduction nor a struggle.
I don’t remember her name. We never saw each other again. It may or may not
have been her first time, and I know the question of free records was never
mentioned.
AFTERMATH
In my twenties, the tide of sexuality became more known, though familiarity rarely
bred content. The accumulation of small successes and heartfelt losses, the repetitions
and variations began to add up. Now I knew when things were going wrong, and why.
Although it seldom made a difference, at least it didn’t make me crazy.
After a decade of confusing relationships, capped by a passionate marriage, and
its protracted, painful, but relatively friendly breakup, my second adolescence was a
great improvement. Partly that was a result of being more sure of myself as a male
and an adult. But a larger part was a community in New Haven that assumed
sexuality as a given for both men and women.
Although the quantity of adventures raised eyebrows, no one was accusing me (or
anyone) of being a slut just because I enjoyed consensual sex with women who were
enthusiastically exploring their right to be full, sexual beings. These were the ‘70s,
pre-AIDS and post-women’s liberation. It seemed everyone was changing partners,
and couples were out of fashion.
“Am finding it gorgeous to be twenty-five, plowing through the revolution,
physically strong and competent. Goddamn. I have given up underwear, and
after two months of that – you know what? – I don’t even bounce. Though
deep depressions hit me, fears for the future of man, I am learning how to ride
the tides. Not bad at it, considering that in the adolescence of my Scorpio
moon, I was quite an ass.”
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-- letter from a woman friend, circa 1971
My own perspective was radically skewed. As I drove through the ‘70s in my
Alfa spyder, I had to know there was an alpha male component to the experiences that
occurred. Each of these environments was an analog village in which the most basic
human patterns were in play.
In tribes and communities, there is a natural selection toward mating and power.
There were inevitable opportunities that followed. These opportunities were increased
by the nature of our communities. Much of a person's impact had to do with the
charisma they generated, as well as a recognition of real accomplishments.
At Another Place, a weaving line of dancers, singing and chanting. As the
snake turns upon itself, a look, a glance, sharing brief moments of
engagement.
I’m accustomed to having the full attention of each passing person, and if
that means their eyes linger and the next person receives shorter shrift or
skipped entirely, well... I don't play it up, but I’m not complaining either.
Today, I’m holding hands with Sydney as we begin, directly in the line
behind her. Now Sydney, when she turns it on, is a virtual pinwheel of
excitement and energy.
As I search the passing lines, I mostly search in vain. Some people are
dazed; some heads swiveled, still following Sydney; some meet my eyes with
sheepish complicity.
Briefly humbled, I can afford to laugh it off.
There were always a few women who stood out. More life force, often because
they’d been encouraged in their lives or they were the brightest and most confident
and/or attractive. It was usually obvious to me where the match of energies lay. I was
never so arrogant as to assume mutual curiosity, but I knew when it was engaged.
SCORECARD
In the mid-70’s, as the volume of my lovers was becoming a statistically meaningful
sample, I began a chart. It viewed lovers historically and in terms of key indicators:
sexual satisfaction (mine, of course) character, beauty, intelligence (theirs, of course).
On the edge of Kirillian fantasy, I explored colors; sorting lovers as predominately
blue, red, white, black, yellow, etc, to see if there were any themes and positive
correlations.
People write books on the basis of worse shit than this, but I was comfortable
about creating a piece of second-adolescent speculation that I consulted from time to
time. Comfortable until one of my lovers picked up my current notebook and
discovered the chart.
Janet didn’t like it. And although she challenged me by providing a similar table
of her lovers, the end of the romance was at hand.
MEN ARE DOGS
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The color category in my chart derived directly from a game we played in the 70’s:
“If you were a ___, what kind of ___ would you be?”
Another version provided a description of a person known to the group in terms of
several categories. After learning that, “The person I’m thinking of would be a
chipmunk,” guesses are hazarded. If no one gets the right answer, we go on to find
out the mystery figure would be “coffee ice cream, a five dollar bill, and The Atlantic
Monthly. (On one occasion, I was deeply chagrined to be portrayed by my son as a
Plymouth station wagon.)
Animals were the most prevalent category, but according to one read, the
identification for men would be simple:
Margaret and I are having dinner with another couple. The wife is French,
and obviously both amused by, and in love with her husband of several years.
He travels a great deal in his work, and when the question of fidelity comee
up, she makes a small moue.
“Men are dogs.”
Jeff looks slightly embarrassed, but it obviously isn’t the first time the
subject has surfaced.
“Would you care to elaborate?” I ask.
She laughs. “Not really. You know what I mean. They are always sniffing
around. They can’t help it.”
I think she’s relatively complacent, because Jeff, though no puppy, is welltrained. A good man, who can’t help looking, but probably won’t act out,
except under extreme provocation.
The differences between the genders sparked a seemingly endless series of
relationships workshops in the ‘70s. At one, a new couple, Ken and Kathy were on
the dime. They were in love, but they had a problem. Ken’s growing resentment went
like this:
“When Kathy and I got together, I went to the several women I’d been
sleeping with, and told them that I’d fallen in love. There were a few rough
places, but basically they all wished me luck and waved good-by.
“Kathy went to the men she’d been sleeping with, and gave them the same
pitch. Without exception, they wanted to know if they could still be lovers.
“We haven’t decided to be exclusive, so I can’t blame Kathy for
continuing. But I am pissed that my opportunities have closed, and hers
remain open. And it turns out to be a serious pressure, forcing us into choices
we may not be ready to make.”
Was this more of “men are dogs?” Was the big surprise that the woman involved
didn’t settle immediately into a promising relationship, while the man continued to
sniff around?
DID YOU MEAN IT?
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After a community dinner, we’re playing games. In one exercise, two lines of people
have instructions to move toward each other and when we’re close, do a little dance
without touching.
I advance toward the woman who’s opposite me, using facial expressions and
gestures, playing off her response as we do an intense and intriguing exchange.
A few minutes later, I’m sitting on a couch. She approaches and asks
directly, “Did you mean it?”
Flustered, I reply, “Well, sure. I was into it, and I meant it in the context of
the exercise.”
“But did you mean it?” she insists.
“Uh, not really.”
I was impressed that she demanded an honest answer to what for her, at that
moment before getting hooked into expectations, was the right question.
I tried to do as well, with middling success. The urge to use my force and intellect
to turn the argument my way was almost impossible to resist. But, as I learned to my
dismay, not even in my own, long-term, best interests.
POWER GAMES
I once gave a workshop with a simple structure: I guided participants to go for
whatever was most present. For two hours, we were on the edge, engaged and
responsive, using our collective skills to meet our individual needs. At the end,
besides having a good time, we knew a little more about each other, and how things
work.
In the course of the workshop, two young women wrestled their anger on a
mattress; a man told of almost dying from cancer; we took roles and played out a
woman’s fantasy of being picked up at the beach by a stranger.
The kicker is, she chose me to play the stranger. I was flattered, but it was tricky
ground for a workshop leader. I agreed on one condition: since it would be the
workshop’s last exercise, I wanted a commitment from everyone to stick around and
process before we split.
“No problem.”
Okay, here she is with her girl friends. Here I am with my group of fellas.
Suddenly, magically, here she is coupled with me – and everybody else
disappearing.
“Whoa! Come on back, folks. Remember, you promised.”
The others are clearly nervous.
“Please, sit down. I did what I was asked.” Turning to the woman, “Is that
what you wanted?”
“Yeah, I liked that.”
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“Great, but it was in a workshop situation. I was the leader, and in our
simulation, I got the girl. I want all of you to remember I was serving the
class, not manipulating it for my own benefit.
“I want to take it one step further. I will now explain what rarely gets said.
Not because I’m proud of it, but because this stuff goes on all the time, and it
just became part of the workshop.”
So I analyze the choreography of the scene: How my movements and
words, bolstered by my already dominant position in the workshop, made me
the center of the action, cut her out of the pack, and scared the others off.
“I’m not telling you this to provide major pickup techniques. I pay
attention to what goes on, so I’ve learned a lot, but I don’t necessarily like it.
Certainly not in a situation where there are differential power relationships.
“Keep your eyes open. Maybe next time somebody runs a number, you’ll
see it coming. You can still choose to go along with the program, but at least it
will be your choice.”
LA BIMBA
In real life, those with power take advantage all the time and rarely pay the price.
Occasionally a Congressman gets semi-nailed after years of abuse, but Ted Kennedy
was excused for literally drowning his sorrows.
Often it seems that all the talk of love and romance is a smokescreen for how
wealth and position control sex. In its classic version, pre-women’s movement, the
power to give and withhold was con of the realm. Senators, professors and executives
routinely bonked a stable of administrative assistants, graduate students and
secretaries.
On the distaff side, there has been a tacit compact that extends from marriage to
office politics to prostitution; Princess Di, palimony, rock groups and groupies, the
classification of the Dawn-Fawn-Fannie class of bimbos (probably should be bimbas
or bimbettes, since it takes two to bimb and bozos involved deserve their own word).
Sex and power have been linked since prehistory. At least in cave culture, scarcity
was real. Our culture develops a synthetic competition with idealized images. The
National Lampoon once ran a fold-out poster of a luscious wench, and her text that
ran something like this:
“Why are you getting an erection? I’m just a piece of paper. And if
you saw me, I wouldn’t look much like this because I’ve been airbrushed
and enhanced.”

In the wonderful film, “Beautiful Girls,” Rosie O’Donnell gives an equally
targeted lecture to a few males drooling over paper fantasies. “Get over it,” she
instructs. Lots of luck.
In our culture, the beauty we romanticize creates a caste system with its own
Brahmins and untouchables. For those who are gifted as beautiful people, they see,
they like, they expect to be wanted and appreciated in turn. No wonder movie stars
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seem to jump in and out of relationships so often. Except for community morals and
sexually transmitted diseases, what other inhibitors make a difference?
When a beautiful woman or a handsome man is moving through an environment,
heads turn, eyes light up, people are ready to fall in love with only minor provocation.
Of course, there are people who are solidly content in their own lives and loves. Even
so, there is recognition – a big ship has just passed in the night.
My communal housemate, Marcia, was a tall, willowy blond, sweet smile, pretty
face. At a party, a guy I know came over to me breathless. “I’ve just fallen in love.”
He pointed to Marcia.
“Great,” I said. “That probably makes you number five on the day. You don’t
even know her.”
Most people have a self-protective device that alerts them to being out of their
league. From childhood on, they have been tracked by subtle and not so subtle cues
from peers, parents and teachers.
THE RULES OF THE GAME
What happens if the ground rules change? Big promotion, win the lottery, become a
star? In its classic, Hollywood version, sudden wealth or stardom elevates to
opportunities for which the newly anointed is emotionally unprepared – leading to
loss of money and power, alcoholism, drugs, disastrous love affairs – all reassuring
that the audience is really better off as they are.
In the early ‘70s, with most of the rules out the window, the playing field was for
the moment relatively level. To be badly dressed, poor and unattractive might be
politically correct – even better if you were the “wrong” color or sex.
Eventually the same issues surfaced. A co-worker of mine was always in the
forefront of political demands for the downtrodden. He lived with a group outside
New Haven.
Their rural farmhouse became a weekend retreat for our alternative community.
Among those who became regulars were kids from a progressive, alternative high
school. He and a few other men started moving in on the girls.
“That’s not right,” I say. “And it sure isn’t consistent with what you’ve
been preaching. How can you do that?”
“Because I have the power,” responds an ex-fat kid, getting back some for
a painful adolescence.
In spite of some good times, eventually Clarity Farm transitioned to Obscurity
Acres, and the scene collapsed of its own contradictions and bad trips.
DEBASEMENT IS WELL BELOW DE ADDICT
In a real community or neighborhood, there are inherent limits on behavior because
you have to live with the consequences.
Most communal houses I’ve known have had an incest-like taboo (except for
couples). At one, everyone paid their respects until it was clear the group was
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breaking up. They were all consensual adults who had developed natural curiosity in
relatively intimate quarters. For the last few weeks, once they stopped worrying about
facing each other over breakfast, almost every heterosexual combination was tried.
Was this good, clean fun, or sex at its most trivial and debasing? It depends on
your frame of reference. A woman I had lunch with one day in Washington, DC
certainly would have had an opinion:
Under the impression there is a mutual attraction. I broach the subject over
coffee, explaining that I’m in a long-term, open relationship.
Her eyes widen, mouth drops, and she blushes with embarrassment and
anger, “I, sir, am a Christian.”
I might have argued that even the most absolute and traditional sexual
morality, handed down from God-on-high can lead to polygamy (Mormons)
encouraging suicide among widows (Hindus) and rape of infidels (recently, by
Serbian Christians). Or that even without those extremes, patriarchy usually
means boy meets girl, man dumps woman, man gets a new girl.
Instead, for the next fifteen minutes, I backpedal furiously, and am glad to
get away without a public exorcism.
PRIDE AND PREJUDICE
In the old days, deep thinkers generalized that men wanted sex and women wanted
security. More recently, it could be said that everyone wants sex and security, but
rarely at the same times, with the same people. That leaves us with a great confusion
about what men and women need.
In a scene I once filmed in Kenya, a pride of lions is lazing about after a kill.
Mama nuzzles the cubs. Dad is picking at the remains of an antelope. They gaze out
over the veldt, undisturbed, sated and peaceful.
Apes groom, dogs sniff, humans cuddle. How ordinary, how intimate. In Vance
Bourjailly’s novel, “Tales From the Canterbury,” a professor and his housewife rent
a room to an artist. One day, the professor comes home early from class. Entering
quietly, he hears his wife’s patter; the daily desiderata heretofore reserved for his
ears, bestowed on the artist. In that moment, before any conscious infidelity, he
intuits he has lost her.
Not just habit, but intimacy and comradeship, an outgrowth of mating and living
closely, that means that there is a person to whom you reserve your casual, as well as
deepest confidences. In childhood, it’s a best friend. In the flush of romance, where it
seems that our most precious yearnings will be shared, true love triumphs and there is
a consummate bond — until and unless selfishness, different biology, or failed
expectations of perfection cause a perception of fundamental betrayal.
Perhaps we need a chart that describes the principal issues for each gender at
different stages of life:
•
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Sexual attraction or infidelity would be primary issues for both men and
women at moments of self-definition such as adolescence (no matter how
extended) and menopause.

•

•
•
•

Having children would top the list for women soon after mating, or in their
thirties and early forties if a mate has not been found. For men, early in
their lives, the need for kids would be more defined by family history and
cultural expectations. Intimations of personal mortality would begin to
exert pressure in middle age.
Security and family would be critical for women throughout, when the
other issues didn’t obtrude; and for men in their late forties and onward.
Straight-out issues of survival, and the use of sex as a commodity would
pertain for those suffering from economic exploitation.
Lust matches with the phases of the moon, social conditioning, chemistry,
biology and physics.

Gross generalizations, of course, but better than “sex and power.” At least we
would have a more subtle understanding of why women and men often feel helpless
and controlled in relationships. That knowledge would be relatively useless, of
course, lacking a trustworthy framework.
BACK IN THE, BACK IN THE USA
I’ve been thinking lately that we never really have a chance. Love is attached to sex
drive is attached to procreation... and that’s the word of the Lord. We were designed,
along with most other animals, to impregnate early and birth frequently. Given a short
lifespan, about the time folks might have begun wondering whether they had selected
the proper lifemate, they were dead.
Courtesy of improved diet and medical science, the western middle class has been
steadily lengthening life, having kids later and fewer. At the same time, our
expectations about what is due us as individuals have risen dramatically.
Yet in the face of long life and complex relationships, the best our culture has
managed is two romantic ideals: (A) young love and great passion without much
concern for what comes after; (B) peaceful compatibility among loving couples that
extends past retirement unto death.
There’s very little information on how to get from plan A to plan B, and less
evidence that this is a wide-scale phenomenon. In dramas, when people divorce, or
stay in relationships overflowing with bile and distrust, we call that realism.
So why do people keep doing it?
First, the drives are still there, so people have to do something. Romantic hope
takes those who should and do know better into repetitious and stupid relationships
doomed before they begin. Attractions based on limited information lead to
improbable couplings, ending with resentment and distancing.
Second, some people don’t keep doing it. What I learned in the ‘70s, courtesy of
the Women’s Movement and community, is that I could live and love within a
context of relationships.
Me and whoever were not the whole trip, neither then nor forever. Individually,
we had kids, friends, work, responsibilities. There was history and there was future. If
we took care of each other, respecting endings as well as beginnings, love became a
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set of transitions that allowed us to transcend the moment, not a guarantee that the
moment would extend forever.
In the communities I have known best, Dance New England or our New Haven of
the ‘70s, people have had the distinct advantage of sharing history and experience.
They are workers and dancers, parents and children, as well as sexual beings hunting
for mates.
When, out of some combination of the ticking of their biological clocks, falling in
love, attraction and comfort, they do mate, it’s a choice within a total context.
Folks still want different things (kids, friendship, security, sex, back rubs) and to
inappropriately paraphrase Abraham Lincoln, nobody gets it all, all of the time.
Although the power relationships never completely disappear, at least they can be on
the table.
GUYS AND GIRLS JUST WANNA HAVE FUN
The ultimate power in relationships isn’t the power to control. No matter how much
it’s condoned and taken for granted in the mainstream, control results in passiveaggressive, underground warfare — unless the dominated person escapes. In either
case, usually both people come out of it diminished.
The truth is a risk: Hey, I just want to get laid will probably be greeted with as
much enthusiasm as, What I really want is to have a kid with somebody, and you’ll
do. “I love you,” when the truth, is probably the greatest risk of all.
Where community is a factor, long-term trust is a necessity. Years ago, a good
friend with herpes became lovers with a woman who lived in our house. I asked my
housemate a few delicate questions that revealed he hadn’t been straight with her.
She was upset once she figured out what was going on, but he was furious. “What
kind of friend are you? I know when I’m having an outbreak and I’ve been careful.
Why did you have to tell her?”
“I shouldn’t have had to tell her,” I said. “That was your job.”
I was particularly sensitive about herpes because of an earlier experience in which
I hadn’t done so well myself. While visiting an old friend in Santa Cruz, I began
flirting with a housemate. One thing led to another, and soon we were kissing in the
kitchen.
Which reminded me that I had made a commitment to my new lover in New
Haven to check two matters before beginning any adventures.
Discussing birth control would be nothing new, but herpes? I had never even
heard of herpes — at that moment in the late ‘70s, a mysterious precursor to the
greater transmittable scourge to come.
Margaret was a nurse. I was sure she was right to be concerned, but I had a hard
time believing anyone else would know what I was talking about. Nevertheless, it
was a commitment.
How to introduce the subject? I’m sure I would have gotten around to it
eventually, but at what moment?
I put it off, as we moved from kitchen, up the stairs and to her bedroom. Then, in
mid-clinch, both of us flushed, she pushed me to arms length. Poised on the edge, she
staggered me with, “I have to tell you about this condition I have. It’s called herpes.”
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Well, herpes, unlike AIDS, isn’t the end of the world, and the chances of
transmission can be reduced by safe sex. But though medication has been
increasingly effective in controlling outbreaks, it’s a difficult and unpleasant
condition.
I’d lucked out through the combination of Margaret’s concern, and meeting a
woman of sufficient integrity to broach the subject.
“Maybe we better talk about this,” I said.
And so we talked about it, and held each other, and didn’t become lovers through
a long night. We visited a few more times on my trips to the West Coast. The
attraction was always there, and a friendship developed, though we never took it any
further sexually. The last time I saw her, she was moving out of the house to live with
a man. They were deeply in love. Maybe he had herpes, too. Maybe he was so deeply
in love, that in the context of the rest of their lives, it just didn’t compute.
HOW ARE YOU GONNA KEEP ‘EM DOWN ON THE FARM?
While in Santa Cruz, I often visited with a friend from our rural retreat days outside
of New Haven. Karen was one of the young women who had the moves put on her by
older men, although she had always been so politically sophisticated and personally
together, it was hard to think of her having being exploited.
Now she was part of a women’s health collective, and in a committed lesbian
relationship. One night, I stayed over and we were up late talking about old times.
“I’m still angry at Mike,” she said. “He should have known better.”
“How about Beck?” I asked. Beck had been her second lover. “He was a lot older
than Mike.”
“That was different. He loved me. He never wanted anything from me. Mike
wanted this big romance, and demanded I get caught up in it. I never had a chance
and it messed me up for a while.”
“Well, you were a lovable sort... not that you still aren’t,” I hastily added.
“So it seems,” she smiled out of her present contentment.
We were quiet for a few minutes, contemplating past and future loveability.
“It wasn’t the sex,” she said. “I was curious myself. Older men like Beck or you
were interesting.”
“Karen, you and I never did anything.”
She laughed. “Did I ever tell you I showed up on New Year’s day, 1973, at
Chapel Street? I’d said I might come by, but you weren’t home.”
“Hmmm. I was out at the Farm, discussing the future of community organizing in
New Haven.”
“Well, you missed being offered a present of my virginity.”
My mind briefly did a quick flip. What on earth would I have done if I’d been
home? How old was she then? I decided it was time to change the subject. “Can you
tell me more about what messed you up?”
“So much of what happens to women, girls anyway, is that in a relationship with
men, we lose track of what we want. Men always seem to know what they want and
what’s best. And whatever the issue of the moment, it’s always so fucking urgent.
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“With Mike, there was also this big age differential. I felt like I was being molded
into his perfect little honey. I liked it at first. After a while, it was very
claustrophobic, and he didn’t make it easy for me to get out. There was a lot of guilt.”
“So is anything possible with men?” I asked.
“Possible, sure. Probable, I’m not so sure. Sex and friendship are okay.
Relationships are tough. But they’re not always so easy among women either.”
It’s been years since I’ve talked with Karen. What changes in understanding had
we both reached? Would our shared passion for community, justice and human
relationships prevail over the translucent barriers of time, age, gender and sexual
preference? I’d like to think so.
It seems very much like a long chain. The actions we take and the choices we
make either strengthen or weaken the links. The battle of the sexes should be
something that men and women can join in together; the enemy instead of each other,
becomes what keeps us apart.
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PART THREE: The

‘80s

In December of 1988, as I was assuming the Presidency of the Social Investment
Forum, I organized an event on Capitol Hill. Organizing is probably overstating my
contribution, since the Co-op America and Calvert staffs did most of the work.
But the final touches of lining up speakers for the morning panel on banking and
the afternoon panel on investment did drop in my lap. Ralph Nader was not the
easiest person to nail down in the best of circumstances. I caught him on the way out
of town.
“The Social Investment Forum is putting on a conference in Washington. We'd
like you to do the keynote."
"Glad to. Just contact my speakers bureau."
Ooops! I know we don't have a budget to match Nader's fee (several thousand
dollars). "Can we talk next week, when you get back to town?"
By the next week, I'm prepared.
"Ralph, forget what I said. The Social Investment Forum is bringing in some of
the best people in the country to make presentations about dishonest banking
practices, greedy stock manipulations and the positive alternatives for ethical trading
and business.
"It’s in the House office building, and we already have confirmations from several
senators and congressmen, and a lot of interested congressional staff. We think we
can make a strong case, but it will be even stronger with a speech from you. Think of
it as testifying on the Hill. Can you do it?"
The flag has been waved, and without a moment’s hesitation or further mention of
fees, Ralph signs on.
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Co-op America is steadily translating its grand vision of building a
national marketing and buying group into a viable business. Co-op
America wants to “organize people who share values,” in order to utilize
your hearts and minds, not just your disposable income. As my favorite
line in the Co-op story goes, “exploiting is making people think they need;
organizing is making people think.”
-- editorial, “Community Jobs,” October 1982
“At last, you don’t have to have a contradiction between your politics and
your pocketbook.” Co-op America began spreading that message in the
spring of 1982, and socially conscious consumers, many of them veterans
of various causes the ‘60s, responded.
“From the point of view of the Gross National Product,” says founder,
Paul Freundlich, “we don’t exist. Otherwise, we’re either a fly on an
elephant, or a fly in the ointment, depending on your perspective.”
Noting that people can be successful financially and “still be true to
their social conscience,” Freundlich says his organization is not trying to
set itself and its members off in “some sort of separatist environment.
What we’re really concerned with is changing the way America does
business.”
-- “The Washington Post,” April 23, 1986

CHAPTER SIX

Co-op (Green) America:
If the business of the USA is
doing business, let’s do it our way.
Community Village at the great northwest hippy festival of commerce and culture,
The Oregon Country Fair. It’s my third fair, and per usual I’m sharing a booth with
my friends from “Cascade Magazine,” a regional networking journal.
It’s 1981, and I’m passing out surveys for something called... Well, that’s part of
the survey.
Question 23: “If all the products and services we’re talking about could be
available to you as part of your membership, which name would seem most
appropriate for the organization: (a) Community Futures; (b) Community
Marketplace; (c) Co-op America; (d) other ________?
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Carolyn Estes of Alpha Farm comes by to see what I’m up to. After
reading through the material, she starts taking me to task.
“I thought you understood the whole basis for communities is in the local
quality. Why on earth are you trying to do a national project?”
“But Carolyn, it’s not that different than “Communities Magazine.” It’s a
national service to link local folks.”
She’s shaking her head. If Carolyn wasn’t a good Quaker, I’m sure she’d
be consigning me to the devil.
Although I had my own doubts whether I really had to go from A to B by way of
Z, I could have noted that her community was generating hard cash by delivering
local mail for the U.S. Postal Service.
“Carolyn,” I might have said, “it’s a trip either way.”

Some of us who explored small-scale development in the ‘70s, had the fortune to
see our social innovations expand. In the early ‘80s, I founded Co-op America to link
socially and environmentally concerned consumers with producers who shared their
values. We provided information through our magazine, “Building Economic
Alternatives”; products from our Producer Members through a mail order catalog;
services including several socially screened investment funds, and health insurance
from a worker owned company.
By the end of the decade, when I left as Executive Director and moved to a less
active, Board role, we had helped redefine the mission and impact of socially
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responsible business, pioneering a movement that affected billions of dollars and
millions of people.
Along with Working Assets, The Calvert Funds, Ben & Jerry’s, Pueblo to People,
and others, we were quoted in the mainstream press, emulated by hundreds of startups and ongoing businesses. Our membership and catalog helped prove that even in
the United States of the Reagan era, there existed a socially concerned segment of the
population that was financially competent: At the end of the decade, 50,000
individual members, 600 business members, a staff of 23, leveraging over $70 million
directed to serve a consciously responsible economy.
By establishing ourselves as a membership cooperative, we set out to avoid the
often exploitive relationship between producers and consumers, or the adversarial one
between management and labor.
By incorporating as a non-profit, we stated clearly our priority of building an
economic alternative that respected the values of social justice and environmental
responsibility.
By operating as a business, we sought to demonstrate we could generate our own
income, and compete in the marketplace.
Through a combination of intention, intensity and good fortune, we achieved
many of our goals. We stood for a change in values, and we tried to live by our
values. There was a high degree of worker participation and consciousness about
environmental impact; about how money was spent and where it was invested.
But in order to be effective and do business in this society, we inevitably
developed many of the characteristics of the institutions we sought to replace.
To accomplish our purposes, we had to create dependable systems that delivered
goods and services on time and handled money safely. The measure of our success
became the number of customers, the size of membership, staff and annual operating
budget. We had debt service, five year projections, and by the end of the decade,
several of the organizations I mentioned (including ours) were being managed by
Harvard MBAs.
We were hedging our bets. But what real choice did we have?

In New Haven, in the early ‘70s, we had been able to organize cooperatively
because there was a population ready for a set of services that fit changed values. But
once savings, unemployment and parental largesse ran out, and as grants were
running dry, it was predictable that folks would run home to the jobs and lifestyle for
which their background and education had prepared them.
In the mid-’70s, my travels for Communities Magazine convinced me there was a
large population nationally that was underserved..
The media might be chortling over a return to normalcy, but I saw the changes
that touched and changed folks were deep. The failure to establish an institutional
support system for alternative life styles left the values intact, with nowhere to play
out.
I thought there was still time to recoup the failure.
From my travels, I also knew of many non-profit organizations, for-profit
businesses and co-ops. Each had its own dream of serving and guiding the public
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towards a more responsible future by succeeding with its product or service. For most
of them, the connection to anything larger than local markets was beyond their
capacity.
I could identify with their problems because as the lead person within our editing
and publishing cooperative, I shared them. As I faced the challenge of expanding our
subscriber base, it occurred to me that the same amount of effort that would go into
developing a viable distribution system for the magazine could be put into a more
generic approach beneficial to many organizations, and many more people.
Thus in the late ‘70s, motivated by economic threats to my communitarian world,
intrigued by the potential of cooperative and democratic business models, aware of a
potential audience, I began to think about a new project.

My thoughts were given both form and substance by my conversations with Jim
Gibbons. What I began to understand through observing Consumers United, is that
anybody who sets up or runs a company with goals beyond profitability has to deal
with three levels of corporate responsibility: product, ethics and impact. CUIC
became my template for understanding how things should work, because it seemed to
doing all of them, plus making a profit.
First, products. The products or services of a company should be useful (or at
worst, neutral). CUIC began with a relatively neutral health insurance plan. As Jim
identified problematic issues, the Plans were modified.
The insurance industry discriminated against women, routinely charging them
more because in their fertile years they faced expensive gynecological and birthing
procedures. Not only did CUIC’s plans revoke gender discrimination by charging
unisex rates, Jim took on his own industry by arguing the case in the press and with
Congress.
Second, ethics. The company should operate responsibly toward its workers, in
business relationships, and in marketing and promotions to customers.
Jim started with his hiring practices. In a 90% black town where most
organizations struggle with the principle of affirmative action, Jim not only welcomed
blacks and women to the point they were a majority of employees, he made sure they
received the necessary training and earned greater responsibility in the company.
When he changed the company over to a worker co-op, the staff not only had
responsibility, they had equity.
Third, impact. The company should generate a surplus without exploiting the
environment, employees or the communities in which they are located. At least part
of profits should be directed to improving the environment, worker rights and
community well-being.
The company was in a curious situation because its early clients were associations
of retired naval and army personnel. CUIC’s personnel policies complicated matters.
The association folks were not comfortable with black women or gays in positions of
authority.
Jim was a former naval pilot, which gave him access to the military association.
As the company’s front person, he was acceptable. But he yearned in his heart for a
clientele that matched CUIC’s values.
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In 1979, my conversations with Jim culminated in calling an invitational summit
on economic democracy. A dozen leading organizations and key individuals were
hosted by CUIC for two days in the fall of 1979. The group included the president of
the nation’s pre-eminent community development financial institution, Chicago’s
South Shore Bank; the publisher of Mother Jones Magazine; the general manager of
one of the country’s most successful new food co-ops; a lawyer for a Native
American financial organization; two representatives from the academically-oriented
Association for Workplace Democracy; and the manager of a successful, community
business. I represented “Communities Magazine.”
“There were some serious differences that developed among the staff and
board in the first year. It was politics and personalities. I suppose it came
down to who would control the magazine. Finally we had a showdown, and it
wasn’t pretty.”
As I listened to the publisher of “Mother Jones,” I looked around the table. Every
head was nodding. Our rhetoric might be of democracy, consensus and justice, but
each person had struggled with who would lead and who would lose. Well, I’d been
through enough of my own cooperative dramas, so that I wasn’t counting on a free
ride.

The commonly perceived challenge was how to achieve economic productivity
with justice. Agreement on the best strategy to achieve that goal was something else.
We broke into three task forces to explore the feasibility of creating a membership
organization; servicing existing businesses; and starting new businesses. As part of
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our work, we conducted a survey of 400 businesses. Ninety-three organizations
responded (a very good sample, in itself important information).
I thought that the survey responses were somewhere between a blueprint and a
mandate on how to proceed. It was clear the responding businesses had the products
and services worthy of being described as a sector.
The businesses represent half the states, and a membership of almost
100,000. Astoria Plywood does $20 million business a year: A community
in West Virginia is also in the lumber business and does $10,000. Both
seem relatively happy about the scale at which they are working.
Besides food co-ops and health food stores, which make up about half
the businesses, there are publications, several bakeries, a greeting card
company, warehouses, New Games, a soap factory, a fishing business, a
salvage company, and communities producing low-cost housing,
hammocks and fruitcakes.
-- Communities Magazine, December, 1980

I'd always been able to conceive and sell my ideas, then bring home the resulting
films and projects with the goals and the budget met. That didn't mean I knew how to
develop an entrepreneurial business, but it might.
I had run a complex project in New Haven, knew the media scene, could write,
speak, edit. Probably my most valuable assets were my reputation and a wide network
of personal friendships; a willingness to work hard; and the ability to enthusiastically
articulate and re-package complex positions.
Although I was no business school grad, I had some background in statistics and
assessing the marketplace from my graduate work in Mass Communications, and a
good feel for finances. I was comfortable whether I was conceiving and directing a
$250,000 federal grant, or figuring out how to publish a magazine on a shoestring.
I’d watched simple tools like Management By Objectives be elevated into cureall fads. I understood and appreciated the value of spread sheets, but I remained
dubious about straight-line extrapolations. Above all, I trusted my curiosity to allow
me to find the right people, ask the right questions, listen carefully to their answers,
and draw my own conclusions.
I had comrades and peers in this process, principally my sometimes co-worker,
housemate, dance teacher and friend Roger Neece on the economic modeling end,
and Jim Gibbons from Consumers United Insurance Company, as my shining
example of what could be accomplished.
Another close friend, David Thompson, had gone to Washington as the new
Director of Planning for the National Consumer Co-op Bank, and that ought to be
worth something. At least it was another indication that the timing was right.
I still didn’t have a precise idea of what this new business would do beyond
linking producers and consumers. The specific products and services, and how the
organization might develop were the target of intense speculation and endless
hypothesis.
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At the beginning, it’s mostly just folks waving spears around the fire at night to
raise their courage in the face of the great unknown. As a prominent banker once said
to me, “Any lending officer who trusts speculative projections more than people has
his head up his ass. On new ventures, we lend to people who have shown they think
things through and follow through. If they have a good idea and the numbers add up,
it helps. But if they’re any good, why would they choose a project that doesn’t make
sense? They’re investing their time and reputation, which means they have as much to
lose as we do.”
If there were a recipe book for cooking up sure-fire successes in business, it
would be on the best seller list. (There usually are several.)
Prepare business plan by stuffing with aggressive assumptions. Add a few nuts
for texture. After draining stock, place employees in a well-greased pan. Saute
over a low flame until they curl at the edges. Sprinkle with a dry, white whine
and serve hot.

Instead, every project is idiosyncratic Yet even beginnings have some consistent
elements: vision leading to a coherent strategy (including an understanding of the
competition); resources of capital and personal credibility; a specific product or
service that pays the bills.
Forget the Yellow Brick Road: To understand why institutions make their
choices, it’s more instructive to follow the cash flow.
Is it surprising that when rapid turnover was profitable for American
manufacturers, cars began deteriorating into rustbuckets as the result of planned
obsolescence? If a town depends on revenues derived from speeding and parking
tickets, you might be better off riding a bicycle. If officers in the armed services
receive quicker promotions in wartime, then watch out for provocations.
Every direct mail practitioner knows that disasters, starving children and martyrs
open pockets. Bhopal, Chernobyl and the sinking of the Rainbow Warrior were bad
news for the environment, but the contributions to environmental organizations
poured in.
I’m at a Washington reception, talking with the Exec Director of Greenpeace.
He looks exhausted.
“It’s maddening,” he says. “We’ve gone from 200,000 to 2 million members
overnight. We’ve got to staff up, but I know we won’t retain most of these new
members. Next month or next year there’ll be another crisis. They’ll migrate and
we’ll be left holding the bag”.
Every successful organization has a core product or service, a cash cow that
supports the operation. Whether through consumer spending, advertising dollars,
private contributions or government funding, success rests on the ability to effectively
milk it.
If that’s depressing news, then stay out of institutional development.
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But let’s assume a consistent source of income has been achieved, that you can
live with. Now that you have a going operation, there’s a great sigh of relief.
The operations phase is easier on everyone. It is quantifiable. Goals can be set and
checked out. Staff can begin to think of themselves as professionals with a future:
Thank goodness we finally know what we are doing.
The purpose of the organization, if people think about it at all, is understood to be
encapsulated in the operation. Every organization with any integrity lives by
generalizations such as, We raise our money from people who care about the
environment: We spend it protecting the environment.
The operation, however, creates a system that demands care and feeding. Program
is increasingly defined by its capacity to contribute to stakeholders. Because they
have more power, that usually translates to job security, training and higher salaries
for staff; dividends for those who hold equity or stock.
The predictable pattern is a gradual erosion of purpose. Program is subordinated
to income. That’s expected in a strictly capitalist framework but we’re supposed to be
doing something different – aren’t we?

The name “Co-op America” originally was suggested by Derek Shearer at his
Santa Monica home, while he was fixing lunch.
Paul: “Any ideas?”
Derek: “How about peanut butter and sprouts?”
Paul: “Sounds good to me, but what about a name for this project?”
Derek: “What about Co-op America?”
Paul: “Sounds good to me.”
The name was heartily endorsed by a survey and several focus panels. But whatever
we called it, the point was to build a link between product and market that would
benefit the individual businesses and consumers, but also build a movement.
My early analysis of the market was as follows:
ACTIVISTS: a core of 250,000 staff and active volunteers in a wide variety of
social change organizations;
PARTICIPANTS: 2.5 million members and customers who would define their
involvement as a significant part of their lives.
THE WIDER GENERATION: 35 million baby boomers who had been
affected by the movements, but either saw them as peripheral, irrelevant, part
of the past or plain didn’t like the values .
ALLIES: labor, civil rights, traditional cooperatives, older progressives and
liberals, college students.
As for competition, we would be up against the entire panoply of the American
mainstream, producing a cornucopia of goods and services unrivaled in world history.
But no one had packaged cooperative alternatives as a product before. We would be
selling social value added with each individual product or service.
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One of my early perceptions was that our society was skewed. The real power
was neither with consumers nor producers, rather with mysterious middlemen. Banks,
insurance companies, wholesalers and distributers controlled vast sums of money
without any conscience or accountability.
But there was nothing wrong with the middleperson function if it didn’t get
carried away with its importance. So long as the middleperson operated as a service
to producers and consumers, it was quite legitimate and deserved fair compensation.
Our structural link would be a cooperative in which all participants – staff,
consumers and producers alike – would have a membership. Each company or
organization whose products or services we offered would provide a share of the sales
to Co-op America. As a middleperson organization, we would not be greedy, but we
still would need to get paid.

In 1980, Roger Neece joined Jim at Consumers United in Washington. He was
specifically hired to develop ways that CUIC health insurance plans could be
marketed to the movement.
It was not coincidental that Co-op America would be an ideal vehicle for
marketing health insurance, or that this might be our break-out product: Given my
friendship with Jim and admiration of his company, a health insurance plan from a
worker-owned, minority controlled company that promoted alternative health care
was a great potential match.
Consumers United had the resources to make it happen, and the marketing
sophistication to move Co-op America into a serious operation. In the fall of the
1981, Jim offered to make Co-op America a division of Consumers United.
I was intrigued, but cautious. In the short run, it sounded great. Among other
things, I could begin drawing a salary. But I had much grander visions of the breadth
of products, and how widely the sense of ownership might be spread among
participating organizations and individuals.
How could we be a membership cooperative, with control in the hands of all the
parties we were serving (consumers, producers and staff) if we were wholly owned by
CUIC?
Could it work with CUIC as a partial owner? Roger, myself and another friend,
Terry Mollner, had incorporated an entrepreneurial worker co-op a few years earlier
that was the official vehicle for developing Co-op America. Community Futures was
projected as the worker co-op segment of the membership, and it already had an
equity position.
Community Futures equity would be a basis of later compensating me, Roger and
others who put in time before there was any cash in the till. Eventually, it was
planned that as new staff was hired, they would become part of Community Futures,
to be rewarded with an equity stake in Co-op America.
Was there a way for CUIC to share in that equity?
Well, if you’ve had trouble following this presentation, so did Jim. Besides, if
CUIC was going to start putting up serious money for a project which at that point
was a long-shot, they wanted a larger measure of control. In the most friendly and
respectful way, we agreed to disagree. CUIC explored the possibility of setting up a
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separate Economic Democracy Association, but their venture never got off the
ground.

Money is one of the necessary building blocks in any project. When I’d saved
Another Place Farm in1981, many of the investors were young people with inherited
wealth. The deal was small stuff compared to the sums with which they were familiar,
but it was a pleasing and successful intervention.
When it came time to raise seed capital for Co-op America, some of those same
people helped with the initial capitalization at $500 per Founding Member. My
capital strategy of Founding Member contributions raised $10,000, and allowed us to
limp through our early ventures.

At first there was me, with Roger to jam with on ideas. In the wings, watching
our shaky take-off carefully, was Jim Gibbons. A friend in Connecticut had been
helping with the operational side, then Roger’s wife, Deb Shacter, a talented financial
manager came on full-time as another volunteer/equity hopeful.
By the summer of 1982, Co-op America had received a very positive response to
our initial flyer addressed to some 400 businesses around the country.

“If the business of the USA is doing business, let’s do it our way.”
-- first Co-op America flyer

With access to 800 lines at CUIC and Deb available, Jim offered us desk space.
I'd been commuting in the temperamental Alfa sedan that had replaced my dearly
beloved spyder, and developed a thorough aversion to the New Jersey Turnpike. I
wasn't thrilled about the operational move to Washington, but neither did I see much
choice if Co-op America was to survive and grow.
When Roger and I were at the Consumer Co-op Alliance meeting in Ohio in the
summer of 1982, one of the organizers of the conference, Denise Hamler, was
looking for a new challenge, and willing to take her chances that income would
develop.
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In the early days of Co-op America, there was also a nice guy who loved the idea.
At a point where we needed help, he wanted to help. Fred went on the road making
contacts, but his reports demonstrated a lack of focus. When he was in the
Washington office, he drove Denise and Deb nuts with his style.
In December of 1982, the two women forced the issue. I was the Director. Could I
please get him out of there?
“I’m working on it,” I said. “If that’s not good enough, I can’t afford to lose you,
and I’ll fire him. But I haven’t found a graceful way yet that leaves him with some
self-respect. I think he deserves that.”
They grumbled, but gave me the time. It took an extra month, but when he left, it
was a mutual choice, and he remained a supporter.
I’ve learned to trust my intuition over the years. I depend on it. It gives me a core
of creative confidence that, in most situations, allows the ability to know the right
path – meaning a path I intuitively know I can make work.
Since I often work with other people, I appreciate there are other right paths, also
that differences occur over issues of ego and establishing power. The usual mode is
force or compromise.
Neither increases the base of intuition: Arbitrary solutions backed by power get
fast action, but usually lead to long-term dissaffection. Compromises often are
solutions where everyone gives up their sense of rightness.
My preferred path is more collaborative. At best, leadership or guidance allows
everyone involved to reach a point of consensus where we all know the right path. At
worst, guidance is another word for manipulation. There are times I’m not sure
there’s a difference, but the best gauge is how much listening is going on, and
whether positions (including mine) change.

Roger and I had continued to discuss the potential for a health insurance plan for
organizational and consumer members. Our initial breakthrough did come with health
insurance, but not exactly as we might have thought. One day, when I was in the
office, Roger introduced me to Rick Koven of Workers Trust who was visiting town.
Workers Trust had begun as a health self-insurance scheme for tree planting coops in Oregon and then grew to serve other Northwest collectives. They were saving
everybody money, but if a tree fell on someone, and a big claim had hit, they would
have been wiped out. So, like a small-time bookie, they had to lay off their high risk;
it’s called ‘re-insurance.”
After a year, their first re-insurer pulled a bait and switch (bring ‘em in for low
rates, then raise the roof). So they went looking for another insurance company,
preferably one that shared some political values so they wouldn’t be screwed a
second time.
There wasn’t a long list. In the spring of 1982, Workers Trust had begun
negotiating with Consumers United to provide their re-insurance.
Rick was on the way to Baltimore to catch a train. With the conversation
developing, I offered my car, and Roger came along for the ride so we could continue
talking. With the three of us representing our respective organizations, it began to get
interesting:
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CUIC didn’t offer insurance directly, they worked through associations. Workers
Trust had a product, but was limited to the Northwest. Co-op America was setting up
as a national membership organization to distribute responsible products and services.
Marketing to membership through a national association allowed an end run around
complex state insurance registration laws.
A good employee health insurance plan (featuring coverage of visits to alternative
practitioners) combined with an insurance company that itself was a worker
cooperative, marketed through a national membership organization committed to
social and environmental responsibility had the potential to be a hot product.
And it was. We shook hands on the deal when we dropped Rick off in Baltimore,
and had the contractual details and the operational details in place within a few
months.
The Workers Trust Employee Health Plan made Organizational Membership in
Co-op America much more attractive, and demonstrated that we could offer a new
and valuable service.
With the beginning of a formal relationship, Jim paid increasing attention to our
fledgling efforts. In August, he handed me a check for $6,000 as an advance against
future income, and as earnest that CUIC was on board on our terms.
In keeping with our friendship and his sense of integrity, Jim told me, “I didn’t
think it was going to work. I thought you were doing it the wrong way. It turned out I
was wrong.”

With a rush of new and old organizational members responding to the Workers
Trust plan, we went into an intense strategic mode with CUIC to develop a parallel,
individual member health insurance plan. We knew we wanted to support the use of
alternative practitioners like chiropractors and accupuncturists. They offered care that
both was a productive alternative to traditional treatments and cost-effective. We also
knew there was a market for those services that matched our target audience for Coop America.
I brought in my mate, Margaret Flinter, a Yale trained, family nurse practitioner,
to work with CUIC on the plan’s content. For the Co-op America, Individual Member
Health Insurance Plan she became our Plan Representative.
The Plan would be offered through our association – the ticket in the door being
Individual Membership in Co-op America. Health insurance would be the first of
many products and services demonstrating our premise.
Marketing would be through on-page advertising in publications and through
direct mail. I knew something about the former, and nothing about the latter. By the
time I completed the process, I knew considerably more than I wanted about
demographics, propositions, list selection and other arcane subjects.
As I sat through strategy marketing discussions, I did have a strong intuition that
we were in the process of meeting our fate. Its name was America, and the only real
question was whether the Co-op in front of it would mean anything.
Our first ads were run in “Mother Jones” magazine, and the response was
spectacular, Our initial direct mail test, consisting of a letter from me and a brochure
about our projected programs, hit in the early fall, and we were averaging results of
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2+%. The conversion of inquiries to Co-op America membership and insurance
coverage were extraordinary.
CUIC was enthused, freeing up more marketing money that would increase the
volume of direct mail, and thus members. We had a handle on a growth strategy. But
there were a few questions of where we were going.

No matter what we were promising, for the moment we offered health insurance
plans to employers and individuals. Our new members were primarily signing up to
get the benefit of the plans.
Even my friends were mumbling about Co-op America being a front for an
insurance company. It was a great, politically correct company, for sure, but that still
isn’t what I had in mind. There was an irony, since I had gone to such lengths to keep
an arms-length relationship with Consumers United. Until there were other programs
and services, however, the perception would grow.
In 1983, Co-op America had a few over-worked staff in Washington and
marginally successful insurance and membership programs. My intuition was to
demonstrate dramatically that we stood for a new way of doing business. My choice
was a catalog that would present us as an ordering nexus for clothes, books,
alternative energy products, records, crafts, the new Calvert Social Investment Fund...
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Everything would reflect the values of the members we already had, and those to
whom we were appealing. The long-term goal was increased sales and expanded
markets for our member businesses, service to our consumer members, and income
generation for the organization. It would firmly establish us as representing the
economic outreach of the movement – social change, new age, feminist – one-stop
shopping for the politically aware.
In the winter, I began assembling products for a Co-op America Catalog. Some
deals worked, others didn’t.
I wanted a book service. Bookpeople in Berkeley had the volume, but we couldn’t
work out the logistics. I called Dick McLeester at Food For Thought in Amherst.
Great. Clothing from Good Things Collective — oops, Good Things just went
bankrupt. How about Deva? Okay.
My old friend Wayne Silby at Calvert was bringing up a Social Investment Fund.
It would have both money market and mutual fund components. We’ll offer that, of
course. How many basis points?
Basis points? What the hell were basis points?
One thing Jim told me early on as he watched my ideas developing, “Paul, if
you’re going to make a success of it, you’re going to have to learn everybody’s
business.” Not everything, but at least enough to understand the basic concepts and
vocabulary of each industry with which we dealt.
One field I needed to understand quickly was catalogs. Off I went to a three day,
Direct Mail Marketing Association session. Sitting around the Greenwich Holiday
Inn with folks from Brown & Williamson, ad agencies, monster clothing outlets, I
found myself comfortably in the heart of the beast.
For the moment, my political considerations were as irrelevant as their cigarettes.
So this is how page display criteria works. Can I drop ship? What are the industry
standards for turn-around time?
Lots of questions. All the answers were interesting. Over the next several months,
as I tussled with the form and content of the first Co-op America catalog, I threw out
much of what I had learned, but at least I knew why.

Drop-ship is the form of catalog fulfillment where you don’t inventory goods.
Saves a lot of overhead, but takes time. The model Deb and I developed had a single
order form for all the products in the catalog coming to Co-op America — actually to
an order service in northern Virginia. One check made out to Co-op America.
In turn, we/they sent off the orders to our suppliers. Assuming the supplier had the
goods in stock, they turned the orders around within a few days.
The best part of this approach is that we weren’t paying speculatively for a lot of
products we might not be able to sell. That was particularly important with items like
clothing, where there were multiple sizes, styles and colors. Also it was energy
efficient, in that goods were only being shipped once, from supplier to customer.
The worst part is that it didn’t always work. If goods were out of stock, it could
take weeks. For customers educated by the quick turn-around of L.L. Bean, that could
be a killer. Fortunately most of our customers were forgiving.
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With no help to spare, I picked the products, negotiated the deals, wrote the copy,
typeset the text, laid out the pages.

In these early days of Co-op America, I was splitting my time geographically. The
office was in Washington, DC, where with money tight, I stayed with various friends
or slept at the office. Home was our communal house in Milford, Connecticut, wherin
resided my adolescent son, Tim and my mate, Margaret.
All my printing contacts were in Connecticut, and the Communities Magazine
typesetter was available at the Advocate Press — which gave me a great reason to
spend a few weeks at home.
The Advocate Press had been a worker collective. By the ‘80s it was modifying
toward a partnership or single ownership as they adapted to the realities of operating
within the capitalist system. (When they went for a loan, their P&L made more sense
to their bank than the organizational chart.)
At the moment, the key people at the press were a close, if somewhat erratic
friend and co-worker since the early ‘70s and his partner, a funny, smart and
consistent woman. They had been a couple for several years: Now they were coming
apart.
He was the only person who knew the new press well enough to run our four
color cover, but suffering from increasingly frequent freakouts. I knew the pressure
he was under, and how he was medicating himself. In terms of the work I was
counting on, it was clear that things did not go better with coke.
I 'm watching every penny and doing the catalog on a shoe-string. We
have absolutely no margin for major mistakes — such as a cover two weeks
behind schedule because out printer is acting out; threatening to smash up the
environs with an axe — including the typesetter.
With his paranoia out of control. I am spending odd hours trying to
convince him that cleaning our clocks is not going to help him tell time. Better
he should lift himself by his bootstraps and kick his own habit.
It reaches the point where I'm sleeping every night on a couch at the Press
to protect our equipment and materials — jeez, it's just like Washington.
Worse, because the warmth of family and touch of my lover are right around
the corner.
It takes another week, but I finally nurse my friend through the cover. He
does his usual dandy job, then loses it completely and wrecks everything in
one of the storerooms.
The Co-op America Catalog, when it appeared in the spring of 1983, provided
one of my most totally satisfying moments. As the four color cover rolled off the
Advocate Press and was mated with the 32 page polished newsprint insert, I looked at
the Co-op America logo staring back and felt the fulfillment of four years of
imagination.
Whatever else happened, no one could take that moment away. In 32 pages, plus
cover, here was The Movement for Economic Democracy and Environmental Justice
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— a mix of products and services stating what our world had to offer, and that had
never before been presented together.
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After the first two catalogs, I increasingly turned the responsibility over to Denise
Hamler. Occasionally I’d find this great product I’d foist on her, but mostly I stayed
out of her frizzy hair.

The next year there was our magazine to be launched. For the first seven years, it
was “Building Economic Alternatives,” more recently, “The Co-op America
Quarterly”, now “The Green American.” I edited it for those first seven years. It
became a more practical, and less long-winded version of “Communities,”
concentrating on strategies to help consumers and communities live closer to their
values.

The insurance plan had its ups and downs, but it brought in strong revenues. One
of the first challenges on the Co-op America Plan was to involve our member
insureds. In principle, there was a great opportunity for mixing education with
marketing and service.
But our insureds didn’t really understand the difference between insurance and a
pre-paid health plan. They wanted to use chiropractic, accupuncture and massage for
a level of prevention that often verged on hypochondria.
We knew in the long run the prevention would pay off. In the short run, however,
claims were running past acceptable levels. There were compromises CUIC was
forced to make, but they never stopped struggling with the issues.
I suspect that’s what it’s all about. In business, the attempt to operationalize
principles leads away from those purposes. The best you can do is to take note of
compromises, and live with the frustration rather than rationalize.
Maybe everybody should keep a list and read it at board meetings. When and if
you get to the point you can’t bear the compromises with principle, change behavior
or go out of business.
We were edging over 20,000 members and beginning to draw attention.
Membership and member renewal was the solidest source of income so we hung on
the response rates, and juggled the materials and lists we solicited.
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Our staffing went from three to seven to eleven to fifteen to twenty-one. Our
annual operating budget passed $1,000,000. We broke into teams, coordinated by
myself and the heads of Member Services, Marketing and Operations. Our Friday
morning staff meetings were consensual and shared information effectively. Because
we had made an early commitment to deaf staff, we required interpreters for the two
hour meetings, and absorbed the cost. It’s this kind of staff:
One of our early hires is playing volleyball regularly in Adams Morgan.
Volleyball had been one of my favorite community sports in New Haven, and
I keep pestering him to bring me along. After a month of this, he sits me down
and faces the reason he’s been avoiding the issue.
“Part of why I go there is to meet other men. If you came with me, people
would assume we were together.”
“Peter, is this an oblique way of telling me you’re gay?”
“Uh, yes.”
“For God’s sake, you must have known that would be, if anything, to your
credit. We’d probably give preference to a Martian, just to encourage more
diversity.”
“Sure, but if you’d heard all the stories I have, you’d be careful till you got
a feel for what was behind the rhetoric. This is my first serious job. Anyway,
I’m out now.”
Not all the potential contradictions were resolved so smoothly. One woman had come
over from the Women’s Community Bakery. She was used to collective process. The
style of Co-op America was consensual, but there was a clear path of authority.
She couldn’t accept that process, and eventually left.
Information flowed smoothly, and we went to great effort to see that everyone
who would be affected by decisions had an opportunity to contribute their experience
and opinions. When it came to decision-making, although much of the authority was
delegated, final choices were in the hands of our Coordinating Team, me, and on rare
occasions concerning key issues of policy, the Board.
Our Board of Directors had representatives of the three classes of membership:
worker, individual and organizational. In 1985, we restructured from a worker co-op
to a non-profit and I gave up my equity in the process. At the time, it seemed a small
price to pay.
It wasn’t heaven, but Co-op America was exciting and made us proud.

A good part of my work once the key design elements had been implemented,
was representing what we stood for at various events. Of course, there were
relationships that would benefit Co-op America, but lurking behind the practical was
what had been driving most of the leaders and participants in likeminded
organizations for years.
I was elected to the Social Investment Forum Board, invited to join the
International Labor Rights Fund Board, and for every opportunity I accepted, there
were several to pass up.
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On a bitter cold weekend in 1984, with black ice making a joke of DC
transportation, and Ronald Reagan on his way to a second term, a few hundred of us
gathered at the Shoreham Hotel to consider the chances of a progressive economic
future. Thank goodness for Jim Hightower who provided a few laughs (the only thing
in the middle of the road in Texas is yellow lines and dead armadillos) because
otherwise it felt like our best efforts were painting us into a corner where we were
organizing a diminishing population of activists to take on a set of challenges the
mainstream was ignoring or denying.

Oh Yippies and Yuppies
are two sides of one coin
But watch for the edges
of where they are joined
For mailing lists
of the social concerned
bear direct correlation
to how much has been earned
Why should we fault
a comfortable living?
Are not these the folks
so lavish in giving?
Yet protest songs
on expensive components
will not chill the blood
of our real opponents
The karma that sits
on our shoulder at night
is an American eagle
poised for full flight
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A scavenger, sure
with plans for destruction
meets the white dove of peace
well primed for seduction
Who know the end
of this dubious battle?
My baby, perhaps,
but he’s not ready to tattle
Oh Yippies and Yuppies
are only one pair
Most folks are too busy
surviving to care
— Building Economic Alternatives, Spring, 1985
I wrote that poem for our magazine out of my own sense of the contradictions we
faced in Co-op America, but more directly after attending a debate between the Grand
Yuppie, Jerry Rubin, and the Grand Old Yippie, Abbie Hoffman.
Jerry said, to paraphrase, “Peace and love will take over about 1988 or 1992, or at
least by the year 2000, because we’re going to take over. Our social conscience is
undercover, but operational. And the best part is that we must achieve success and
make a lot of money in the process.”
To which Abbie replied (paraphrased) “Yuppies are going to create heaven on
earth about the same time a rich man passes through the eye of a needle. It’s
committed activists who keep the struggle for social justice alive.”
A few months later, Hoffman asked me to appear on his New York radio show.
The subject was responsible business. Laura Scher of Working Assets and I were
matched up against an editor from “Business Week,” whom I went after on the
subject of planned obsolescence:
“If the American industry you’re defending hadn’t forfeited the trust of the
American people, I wouldn’t be here. The corporations had it all, but they got
greedy. They thought consumers were fools who could be manipulated
indefinitely. Then the Germans and Japanese came along and beat us on
quality and price.
“We can talk about how to handle environmental questions responsibly,
but the real issue is trust. One industry after another has betrayed and looted
that trust — Bhopal, Love Canal, it goes on and on. Until your business
community finds a way to do business without exploitation, you deserve to be
on the defensive.”
After the show, Abbie and I had a good laugh about whupping the editor, and
about old times we hadn’t shared in da movement. Turned out “Communities” had
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been one of his favorite reads during the years he’d been underground. Goddamn,
maybe there really was a movement.
Abbie, as was well reported, took himself out. Drugs, depression, hiding out for a
decade – all possible explanations. I’ve never looked askance at suicide, so maybe
he’d just been there, done that, and it was time.

Toward the end of 1986, Co-op America hit the wall.
I was blithely off at a meeting of the Social Investment Forum in Seattle. The
Board of Directors, to which I’d been recently elected, met on Sunday. The Forum
itself would be on Monday. Sunday evening, my General Manager called.
Alisa Gravitz was a Harvard MBA with a solid history in the environmental
movement. I’d hired her in 1983 as our senior business consultant. By ’86, we needed
more weight on the operational end. She came on full-time, initially to study our
needs, and defined the GM job for herself. I considered us lucky to get her under any
circumstances.
Our finance director was a wonderful human being, and very bright. But he
lacked experience. Early in the year he had developed a set of projections that led us
to assume a fast growth scenario. In response, we increased our overhead by hiring
several new staff, raised salaries and declared a surplus at our mid-year, fiscal year
end.
On the early December weekend in question, Peter and Alisa had been going over
the budget, and she uncovered some of the assumptions behind his projections. One
in particular didn’t look right. After some deeper research, it was clear there was a
serious problem.
The assumption in question had to do with our rate of conversion of inquiries to
membership. When the numbers are small, there tends to be an intensity to the
bonding of members with an organization. The conversion factor tends to be reduced
as time goes by.
To put it simply, the assumption of a continued high conversion rate had stayed in
our projections. It was both deeply embedded, and crucially driving many other
figures. Anotherwords, 40% of 2,000 is 800. If each one of those members is worth
on the average, $40 per year to the organization, that’s $32,000.
Now if we’re working with 20,000 members and we use the same conversion
factor, we get 8,000 members, and $320,000 gross income. If the conversion factor
has fallen, however, to 25%, the member number is now 5,000, and the income,
$200,000. The net short fall between projections and reality is suddenly $120,000.
That’s the general idea, although the real situation was worse. According to
Alisa’s new projections, without reducing expenses radically, we were on a path to be
out of business in three months.
The panic call was for me to hop on a plane and get back to Washington, DC. So
off I went down the bunny trail.
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This wasn’t Peter’s fault any more than mine or Alisa’s. I knew he needed help,
and that’s why Alisa came on. But I could have pushed that decision earlier. Alisa
could have examined the projections earlier.
The point at crisis is not what you could have done, but what you will do. They
thought we should seriously consider closing down the operation to be fiscally
responsible to our members, our lenders and our vendors (sounds like Winkin,
Blinkin and Nod).
Get out before the tail of the whiplash comes around. Leave with our heads held
high.
This was the three of us meeting. The rest of staff didn’t know. The Board of
Directors didn’t know.
I told them to slow it down. We had a crisis, but you don’t take a growing
operation that is creating social value in which we all believed and scrap it. Besides,
most of the stakeholders they were so concerned about would much rather have us
alive than dead.
The first step would be to get Jim Gibbons on board. Not only did Jim represent
our largest stakeholder for the thousands of insureds and millions of dollars in health
insurance premiums, but he was on the Board of Directors and deeply committed to
our future. Also CUIC had the resources available to help us weather a hard
transition.
We could not even consider closing Co-op America without hearing his opinion.
Second, we needed a serious operational plan for reducing expenses over the next
three months. Cut ourselves to the bone with reductions in staff and salaries, cut out
any unnecessary expenses, and identify some additional short-term sources of
income.
We would need that plan to present to Jim by mid-week, to the Board a day later
and workers by Friday for our staff meeting. We also had a $125,000 line of credit
with the National Co-op Bank. They would need to be informed about all these
changes — but not before we had an operational plan in hand.
Creating that plan, leaving a few variables open for my judgment, would be in
their hands. Meanwhile I would go to Jim. Should I wait for the plan? No, he would
trust me that there would be a plan, and that it would work.
Could they come up with a plan within that time-frame? They would have to. And
they did.

It was no surprise to me, that from Jim’s perspective, closing Co-op America was
not an option. Not only was his company deeply involved with present income and
future growth projections, but our shared vision of economic democracy did not
admit of giving up easily.
By Wednesday, when we resolved the outstanding variables on our restructuring
plan, we knew that CUIC would advance money where necessary. This was no
sweetheart deal — the company got back every penny they risked, as well as the
retention of their second biggest client.
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Thursday, we took the plan to the Board. Those most sophisticated in the vagaries
of business, like Malon Wilkus, thought we were facing up well. Others simply
trusted we knew what we were doing.
But on Friday, staff was shocked and appalled. Not bitter, however. The plan
included separation stipends for those who chose to be among the seven staff (one
third of our number) who left. Those who stayed understood everyone would be
taking a cut. (We had guaranteed key staff would stay in conversations before the
meeting.)
At the top, I would be taking a 20% slice of my salary. That would work its way
down to a 5% cut for the bottom salaries. (We already had in place a mandated ratio
of no more than 4-1 between top and bottom salaries, that in practice was slightly
below 3-1.)
There were tears. Some key people did leave. In a month, life had settled down
again. We knew budget would be tight for the next year or so. But we would survive.
Over the next year and a half, Alisa and I, supported by the dedication of staff,
and the loyalty of Members and allies, brought Co-op America from the brink of
disaster to growing success. Pre-crash salary levels were reinstated. On the surface,
everything was hunky-dory.

For almost two decades, my work had kept me intensively involved with local,
regional and national work in the United States. Aside from the trip to China in 1980,
my interest in developing countries seemed long ago and far away.
Occasionally, I’d screen my movies. In 1986, there was a flurry of activity around the
25th anniversary ceremonies for the Peace Corps, including an event at the Kennedy
Library in Boston, where my films were formally inducted into the archives.
A friend, Roger Landrum, was President of the National Council of Returned
Peace Corps Volunteers. I was always seeking affinity groups whose values were
consistent with the products and services that Co-op America offered.
The NCRPCV was interested in expanding to a much fuller inclusion of their
quite large mailing list (140.000 former volunteers against about 20,000 RPCVs
involved in local chapters or belonging to the national organization). There seemed a
likely match between the membership development services we could provide, and
purchase of products from their membership.
I attended a national meeting in Los Angeles, and when Roger told me that the
Council had committed to hiring an Executive Director, I found myself intrigued.
Maybe the best of my work with Co-op America was over. How exciting to involve
myself, once again, with issues of international development.
Along with the two other final candidates, I was flown to San Francisco for their
Board to interview. Unfortunately, this was the very moment, in the winter of 1986,
when Co-op America almost crashed and burned. Once I sorted out the immediate
crisis, it might be even more attractive to leave, but a lot less likely.
The confidence of the staff, the Board, lenders and other stakeholders in Co-op
America rested with me. I was dubious that I could even explore the possibility of
resigning without risking the organization.
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And that's what I told the National Council: "If you want to make me a firm offer,
I'll take it to my Board, and see what we can work out. If that's not good enough, you
should drop me as a candidate."
That wasn't good enough. They went with another fellow and I stayed with Co-op
America for another few years. But the incident was part of reawakening my curiosity
about the Third World.

I’d already learned as a parent that the first step in a journey leads many places not
imagined in the moment of creation. Once committed, through good and bad times,
choices are narrowed and focused. Projects also have their own cycle of commitment.
On a business trip to the West Coast, the road curves through Redwoods
near Palo Alto. In my usual hurry, I note the giant trees, wander in my mind
through extended visits to other groves, slowed, but keep driving.
Half an hour later, I'm on the Coast Highway, US 1, with the Pacific
Ocean on my left. The pounding of the surf in the distance provides a nagging
distraction to focused thoughts on my upcoming, San Francisco meeting.
Then I can't take it any longer. I pull to the shoulder, slip off my shoes,
and walk down to the beach. For an hour, I sit in desperate appreciation of the
waves, the beach, the birds circling over head. I feel like my soul is drinking
in what has been for too long denied.
All my years of living on the beach in Milford flood back. What is it worth
to be cut off from the daily assimilation of the tides, the wind, the constantly
mobile and changing face of our planet?
When I returned to Washington, DC, I took my usual trip from the Metro to my
office. I walked toward my modern office building, on pavement, past windows
offering the riches of the known universe — but so much was unknown.
It felt like prison. No court orders and police, just the normal kind of prison
composed of routine and increasing limitations. Having chosen this path, I could
hardly feel sorry for myself — particularly since much of the work was interesting,
and after many years of minimal income, I was finally being reasonably well
compensated.
Co-op America was an institution that grew out of curiosity, had a measure of
ambition, and was choreographed reasonably well. But seven years down the line, the
design I had created was a reality that bred satisfaction and frustration in increasingly
unequal measure.
I found myself metaphorically drowning. From that moment on, I was looking for
the next available wave, to catch a ride into shore.

Co-op America is still very much alive, though with a variation of the name:
“Green America”. I have the honorific of Founder and President Emeritus, and
continue to serve on the Board of Directors.
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My decision to take a year’s leave of absence in 1989, then to resign as Executive
Director effective in 1990, and recommend Alisa as my successor, came as a result of
many factors.
The environmental story you’ve already heard. There were at least three others:
1. Margaret had moved back to Middletown, Connecticut to take the job of VicePresident of her old health center. Our son, Robin was with her. My older son,
Tim, was at college at Wesleyan University, also in Middletown. Although I had
helped start a co-op dance in DC, my primary community remained Dance New
England. What in the hell was I doing in Washington?
Next?
2. My best work is creating something new, and refining the strategy to the point
it’s working. By 1988, it was clear Co-op America worked. Although I am a good
leader, management is neither my long suit, nor fascinating. It was time I moved
on to something else where I could make a greater contribution.
I’d been interested in the Third World since my Peace Corps days. Once I became
seriously intrigued with applying some of the lessons of Co-op America to Third
World craft importing, it was only a question of whether it would be appropriate
to do it within the structure of Co-op America.
When that didn’t look like a good idea, I was on my way out. And?
3. Years before, when Don Wrye and I were both making documentary films, we
always thought it would be a great idea to work together. Finally the opportunity
occurred. He was directing a film for the National Endowment for the Arts: I
would come along and do the cinematography. During the research phase, we
were visiting a class in West Palm Beach. As I completed my circuit of the room,
engaging each person in dialog, getting the feel for the situation, the human
dynamics as well as possible camera angles, I realized Don was on the same
circuit. We were redundant. It wasn’t a matter of ego: You didn’t need two
directors. If we had continued past that one film, we would have driven each other
nuts.
Alisa is talented, smart and I’d hand-picked her. We differed very little on either
strategy or purpose, though her style of implementation was much more cautious.
Whatever, she was ready to run her own show.
At Co-op America, I tried to define an outside representation, editing the
magazine, and an entrepreneurial development role for myself, leaving inside
leadership and operations to Alisa. By 1988, it was clear that wasn’t working. We
hadn’t lost respect for each other, but we were confusing the organization. Eventually
someone would have to leave.
I had made a promise to her, when we faced our crisis in 1986. If she stayed on
through the crisis, even if our partnership didn’t work out, I would not use my
authority as Director to force her out.
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As much as I thought it was critical in ’86 that both of us remain, by 1988, I
thought the organization would be better off with one. Given that I continued to have
confidence in her competence, and I couldn’t honorably ask her to leave, I left.

Did we, have we, achieved our purpose? Yes, and of course, no.
Yes, the world is marginally better for our contribution. Green America helps
keep hope alive for its members, and facilitates responsible business that is significant
to those who participate. As a demonstration of the way things can work, I’m proud
of it. We pioneered not only a different look, but also helped establish a more
cooperative mode of doing business. We legitimized a sector that was both
economically vibrant and ethically sound. The development of the National Green
Pages and Green Festivals have been positive initiatives.
No, the world isn’t noticeably better. Green America is part of a responsible
distribution system, but it hardly has become the nexus for building a powerful
economic force. I miss the catalog and what it might have achieved if it had continued
deep enough into the ‘90s to establish an on-line presence.
On a more personal evaluation, I made a few mistakes, some of which I might do
better with foresight. Mostly, I think it’s amazing to have brought off as much as we
accomplished.
My decision to bid farewell is questionable in hindsight, but unless time travel
becomes more than just a walk down memory lane, it’s a done deal. I still enjoy
sitting in on Board meetings and contributing a small measure of continuity, maybe
even wisdom. The story we have written goes on.
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After laboring for a decade to build Co-op America into a national distribution
system for socially responsible goods and services, Freundlich is going global.
He’s undertaking a similar – but more daunting – goal on a grander scale with
the Fair Trade Foundation. Its mission: “Trading for a fairer world.”
-- Business Ethics Magazine, Jan/Feb 1992

CHAPTER SEVEN

Fair Trading

My challenge in this chapter is to make a failure interesting enough to be worth
your attention. Certainly it’s not sufficient that a project took the better part of my
time for five years, as people waste all kinds of energy on wild schemes.
This one was sufficiently credible that it raised money, opened doors and made a
few hearts beat faster. Snake oil salesmen have done as well, so that’s not enough
either.

171

Maybe it’s a cautionary that high ideals and good preparation don’t necessarily
win the day, and at the end, the salesman packs up his snakes and moves on, leaving
the audience scratching its collective head.”

Like most Americans, I’ve been a consumer of the cheaper-than-they-should-be
products of poor countries. If I’ve given more than a second thought to this casual
exploitation, perhaps it’s because I’ve been in position to have some small effect.
While making a Peace Corps film in West Africa, I’m beginning a modest
collection of artifacts. There's a Hausa trader I've bought a few pieces from.
We've been dickering heavily over a statue from Ivory Coast. He stops by one
evening, and while we're chatting at the door, I mention I'd been to a shop in
town that afternoon.
"Did you buy anything?"
"Yes. Two small, brass pots."
"I have a few pieces there on consignment. Can I see them?"
I lead him into the living room, and show him the pots. He picks one up
and examines it. "Yes, this one is mine. If you would be so kind, what did you
pay?"
Is this going to negatively impact our bargaining for the statue? Probably
not. I name a figure.
He shakes his head. "A good price. I won't make much on that." Then
picks up the other pot. "And this one? It is from a friend of mine."
I name another sum.
This time he shakes his head with more vehemence. "That is a very good
price." And then, "He lost."
It was the intonation of he lost that made such a profound impression. My
trader usually had an edge, mixing playful banter with an ability to cut to the
chase and close out the deal. Suddenly he seemed weary, as if all the travels
and careful dealings could be wiped out in a moment of miscalculation.
It softened using my leverage as buyer to force the hardest deal I could
manage. Because those francs we struggled over represented curiosity and an
aesthetic to me. To the trader, they might be life and death.
The next time I bargain, it’s in a small village. In question is a small brass
bell with a bird atop (that even now rests on a table by my bed).
I have the price to 50 CFA, and push the artisan down another 25.
I hand him a 50 CFA note, and he grudgingly gives change. His little boy
is standing next to him. I smile and hand the extra coins to the boy.
Then we’re all smiling.

In 1984, as part of my work with Co-op America, I began attending the annual
North American Alternative Trading Conference, mostly out of a sense of
responsibility. The lessons of marketplace sophistication that I had been learning
were well beyond most of the small traders and earnest do-gooders who attended.
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With a limited level of discourse and missing some key players, it seemed these
gatherings were headed nowhere.
It's midnight. I'm still hoping to dance, but the meeting of coffee importers
endures. Through an interior window I can hear raised, angry voices and see
rapidly rotating arms.
One other non-participant is sitting in a chair near me, munching potato
chips in a desultory fashion.
I complain, "The total imports of alternatively sourced coffee were less
than a hundred thousand dollars last year. What in the hell are they arguing
about for five hours?"
"You're just saying that because you drink de-caf," he replies.
In 1987, the Conference would be outside of Nashville. I cajoled some more
sophisticated business folks to put in an appearance, like my old friend from Austin,
Jimmy Pryor, now with Pueblo to People, and Alan Newman, who ran our Co-op
America Catalog's mail order service, and later was the founder and CEO of the
Seventh Generation Catalog, more recently, Magic Hat Brewery.
Alan and I were going to present a two hour plenary workshop on marketing, but
on Saturday morning, after a day and a half of festivities, I woke early. That may had
something to do with one of my roommates, who set a volume standard for snoring
unequaled in my travels. Anyway, I was up, and something was bothering me.
As I watch the sun rise over the Tennessee hills, I grapple with the
problem that most of the seventy folks attending have a limited to zero
understanding of how things work, and showing up is more a matter of
political solidarity.
I revamp our workshop, and begin with the flip chart I've prepared. On it
I've listed a simple flow:
PRODUCERS
EXPORT
IMPORT
WHOLESALE
RETAIL
CUSTOMERS
"Goods flow down. Money flows up. Information about market trends
flows up. Information about production or export difficulties flows down.
“Any export-import model works this way, but in alternative trading, the
value-added also needs to flow. That means information about the social and
environmental value of these goods, their means of production and impact on
the communities in which they are produced also must flow downwards to the
customer.
“Everyone in the room should find a place on that chart. Some
organizations are involved in several aspects. For example, Pueblo to People
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works directly with co-ops in several countries; does its own exporting and
importing; has some wholesale, a retail catalog and storefront.
“The point of the conference, and alternative trading, is to make our
distribution system work.”
I then instruct everyone in the room to select one category which best fits
them, or in which they are most interested.
The groups break down for a half hour of intense discussion of common
problems. Then we have a half hour sharing the lessons learned. Finally, in the
remaining hour, Alan and I blast through the two hour Marketing Workshop
we had planned.

As I focused on this process, my concern grew for the frail vessels that contained
the hopes of so many people in developing countries. Most of these businesses were
only surviving because they had carved out a highly protected niche in church
basements, relying on volunteers. They wanted to reach more people, but I couldn't
see it happening unless the sophistication and capitalization increased radically. I was
intrigued, but first I needed a better understanding of the present players in the field.
On the plane ride from the conference to my next meeting in Chicago, I thumbed
through a few of the catalogs I’d picked up. They communicated the desperate need
of artisans for expanded markets, but as sales vehicles, they left a lot to be desired.
The more I thought about it, the simple proposition of selling quality goods from
overseas that met criteria of social and environmental responsibility should be a
cinch. With Co-op America, I’d been limited to a niche market with customers who
had concerns about the way America does business. But there was a mainstream
disposition to recognize exploitation overseas. Fair Trade had the potential to be a
major social intervention.
Aside from upgrading the marketing, the operational capacity should also lend
itself to rapid improvement. After all, the commercial sector was already extracting
great quantities of goods. It was only a matter of distributing the profits more
equitably, not of inventing trade.
When I learned that that the Europeans, with a similar population base, were
supporting a fair trading sector six times the size, the scale of U.S. contribution
seemed particularly small ($8 million as of 1988).
In the summer of 1988, Richard Adams visited from England. Richard (more
recently, Sir Richard) was the founder and Managing Director of Traidcraft, which by
itself did $15 million of fair trade sales in the U.K., primarily through a consumer
catalog and home sales. Traidcraft proved an excellent model of how a modest but
serious market intervention could be accomplished.
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Based on my experience and preliminary investigations, it seemed a reasonable
assumption that consumers, social investors and development agencies could be
brought together: Development agencies would provide the seed capital and fund
technical assistance; social investors would put up capital for business expansion;
consumers would heed an appeal to demand green and fairly produced goods.
Like Co-op America, the Fair Trade Foundation would link producers and
consumers – but this time, between the First and Third Worlds.
The land is dry and unproductive. Women hire out their labor to big
landlords. The wages hardly suffice to feed their families. Wages of the
child are considered very important to supplement the family income.
Three to five million children, many of whom are only six to seven
years old, work in hazardous industries. Over 50,000 children are
working in the match box factories of South Tamil Nadu. They are woken
up at 2 AM by the agents, huddled in the buses to the match factories,
where they work 10-14 hours a day for 4-5 rupees (about 30 cents).
To increase the output, these children are beaten. In mortal haste, the
boxes often rub against each other and catch fire. Noxious fumes of
phosphorous and other chemicals permeate the entire factory.
 The Tara Project Newsletter, 1988

For 1989, I took a year’s leave of absence as Executive Director of Co-op
America. Key advisors were identified who could move into senior staff positions for
the Fair Trade Foundation down the line. An illustrious advisory board was created.
A good part of my confidence that I could succeed rested on a matrix of
connections and history through my credibility as founder of Co-op America and
visibility as President of the Social Investment Forum
I was firmly pointed at the individuals and institutions that had a movement past
and a monied present. That included the Consumer Co-op Bank, National Co-op
Business Association, but my most promising venue should be the Social Venture
Network.
Wayne Silby and Josh Mailman had founded SVN in the mid-’80s as a membersonly, safe deal-making environment for social investors and high rollers – a kind of
Super Heroes comic book of the socially conscious, with various characters who
could boast pots of money, the creation of innovative organizations, and/or great
success in business.
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Though Co-op America was recognized as an important venture, even as I hung
out, hustled and danced with them, there was a dynamic that was new to me. Living
simply (despite my penchant for sports cars, and even there, used and not yet
vintage) I’d seen as a virtue.
Yet among the millionaires of SVN, the few thousand a year I'd drawn in the ‘70s
from the NIMH grant or “Communities Magazine” would have been acceptable only
as noblesse oblige, volunteerism. The idea that I had lived on it, without reserves of
wealth, was not unheard of, but belonged to another world – that of the people one
helped. Even my Co-op America salary of $43,000, and our 3-1 ratio, at best was
considered a charming political statement.
I suffered the indignity of relative poverty, and my ego didn’t like it. I’d first
struggled with this dilemma in the early ‘80s at a weekend retreat of the Doughnuts, a
precursor of SVN.
I've been invited as a resource person by the New Age, socially conscious
kids of the inherited wealthy (Dough-nuts, get it?).
As I listen sympathetically to the struggles of dealing with great wealth, I
find myself comparing the angst that surrounds their cautious attempts to do
well with income derived from interest, to the many folks I know who’ve
worked years for little or no pay.
A quick mental calculation shows almost a million dollars I’ve brought
into communitarian and social change institutions over the past decade, out of
that I’ve taken about $30,000. Obviously I’m not going to get into a pissing
contest about who’s a bigger philanthropist, but it does cross my mind.
When I thought about the next steps after Co-op America, perhaps I could be
pardoned for factoring in the creation of an even more dazzling economic success that
would establish more firmly my place in the sun. Maybe even thought I deserved it.

In January, I made my first trip to Europe in over twenty years. The immediate
occasion was a meeting in the Netherlands about the creation of a trade bank. The
European alternative trading groups faced that expanding inventory and marketing
costs needed financing and capitalization beyond their present resources.
Conversations were initiated towards the investment of several hundred thousand
dollars for the creation of a loan fund. It would allow low-interest, easy access loans
to businesses in the USA that wished to purchase imported goods from qualifying
producers.
In May, I was back in Holland to meet with traders from Europe and North
America, and representatives of producer groups from Africa, Asia and Latin
America. IFAT, the International Federation of Alternative Trading, was holding its
biannual gathering.
The central conundrum seemed to be the relative weight to give fair distribution
of income, against the need for quality products, delivered on time.
Some folks wanted to radicalize the marketplace by educating consumers, while
others emphasized improving design, production, quality control, transportation and
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marketing. Some saw reeducating producers as culturally biased, others saw it as
bottom-line business practice if the trade was to benefit those producers.
I was concerned about the capacity of southern producer groups. Who could I
count on who didn't already have most of their production committed to the larger
European trading companies?
In June, I was in Oakland, California, for a meeting of SVN. I was able to set up a
discussion group that tapped a wide range of business and marketing experience –
Paul Hawken, the CEO of Smith & Hawken, Ben Cohen of Ben & Jerry’s, Mel
Zeigler, the founder of Banana Republic, Anita Roddick of the Body Shop. They
were some of the brightest marketing people I knew, and I would be regularly testing
out possible approaches with them.
Catalogs or retail sales, retailing or wholesaling, buying direct from producers,
through country-based middlemen, or from importers – there were so many choices
about how to structure the business, state the proposition, reach the market.
That summer, to communicate with a growing mailing list, I published the first
edition of a newsletter, “Fair Trading.” To provide a visually and conceptually
powerful tool to reach funders and the public, I also began planning a video essay.

Selling the idea of the Fair Trade Foundation would primarily rest on the written
word, personal appearances and solid financial projections. Yet shouldn’t my visual
talents as a filmmaker be helpful? A promotional video that portrayed the need as
well as the opportunity of fair trading would be a useful tool. Besides, I would be
traveling around the world, anyway.
Good justification, but maybe a better rationalization, because I missed a level of
self-indulgence of which I was only vaguely aware. There was a side of me that
needed to dream, create and play.
After a decade of struggling to establish Co-op America, there was fatigue. Fair
Trade was a creative challenge, but to a great extent, it was a straight-line
extrapolation of the work I'd been doing. Yes, I'd probably structure The Fair Trade
Foundation smarter, but it still wouldn't be a major break, the sabbatical or seasonal
change I might need.
I'd found in my life that after wrapping up a major project, the best path was to
give myself the time and space to find out how I'd changed, and where that might
lead. Eventually, most of the old skills and strengths would out, but in the meantime I
would be refreshed, and discover new potential.
The video took me back to my first love of filmmaking. It was a self-contained
universe in which I could play with words, images and concepts. Yet creating
something of beauty risked becoming an escape, as much as it was a reasonable
means to an end.

On the 18th of September, 1989, I began a trip around the world, searching for
community-based craft production. I knew the U.S. market reasonably well, but the
relationships that grew out of visiting folks on their own turf would be the basis for
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long-term business, and the conviction that I know how to make this whole system
work. Together, we will change the world.
A dusty street in an Indian village. White robed craftspeople pouring
molten metal into forms. Others sitting and polishing jewelry.
For the Indian portion of the trip, I’ve arranged to visit suppliers with
Traidcraft’s Managing Director, and I’m videotaping one excited Indian:
"Before the cooperative, we were helpless. The buyers came from Delhi to
our village. We had to take whatever they were willing to pay. If they didn't
like the quality, they would give us nothing, and never any ideas about what
kind of work would sell.
"We were in virtual slavery, and so poor that our bitterness at life was
taken out on each other. I beat my wife and children. I am deeply ashamed,
but it was common.
"When Mr. Sharma came to our village, he paid us a fair price. At first we
thought it was a trick. Then we came to see he was sincere. He made
suggestions about how to improve our craft. He was willing to advance
payment so that we could get a better price for raw materials.
"Then he talked with me and the other men. He helped us organize a
cooperative. Now we have a life for our families. Our children can go to
school. There is food on the table. There is hope."
The man displays a gap-toothed grin.
I turn to the European next to me. "How much business does Traidcraft do
with this village?"
The man shakes his head. "I don't believe I recognize any of their bangles.
But we do several hundred thousand pounds buying from Sharma, and he
supplies most of the EFTA organizations."
Their translator comes over.
"Will you have tea with them?"

We dutifully march off with several of the artisans to sit on a rooftop
balcony overlooking the small factory, the rural village, oxen plowing, cows
grazing.
I sip my tea, then motion the translator over. I raise my camcorder, "This
video I am making will help people in the United States understand how much
benefit the trade with your village can accomplish."
Now I hold up several of their bangles. "And this beautiful jewelry I will
also bring back, so that people in America can appreciate your craft and buy
your products.
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"I would like nothing better than to become a good customer for you.
There is nothing better than working together in community. Thank you, for
allowing us to be your guests today."
In an upscale New Delhi restaurant, we are meeting with an apologetic
Indian gentleman.
“There have been heavy rains in Bihar, and transportation has been
disrupted in Kashmir because of the fighting." Then brightens. "But the orders
are nearly complete. We are only waiting for a few items."
A Traidcraft rep shakes his head. "I'm concerned about the time, of course,
but the quality control is a problem, too. Our people have had to reject much
too high a proportion of goods for serious defects or unauthorized color
changes in fabrics."
The Indian is concerned: "But of course you must return those goods. We
will replace them at our cost."
Again the Englishman demurs. "Number one, I doubt you have the margin
to afford that. Number two, shipping goods back to India is more trouble than
it's worth. Third, when we advertise goods in our catalog, dependability and
time are critical.
"If we waited until your goods arrived, reduced our inventory by what was
acceptable, and then advertised, we would be carrying your goods on our
shelves much too long. Yet that's what we face, if we can't count on orders."
Afterwards, in a cab traveling through the crowded New Delhi streets, the
Managing Director muses, "The real problem is we don't always know where
Assam gets his products. We have the same production problems with
Sharma, often worse, but at least we trust that he's dealing directly and fairly
with the villagers." Sighs with frustration. "If I'd known what I know now,
when I took over, I'm not sure I'd have made the move."
He smiles at me, "Are you sure you want to get into this business?"
There were times on the trip when I had my doubts. Everything was working
about as well as I might have hoped, but the basis of a successful, large-scale
operation was elusive.
In Madras, I visited with a South Indian marketing cooperative, as well as with
Cooptex, the marketing organization for the vast village handloom industry first
proposed by Gandhi.
Cooptex had a hundred million dollars in annual sales, mostly domestic. Looking
through their showroom, I felt a similar concern as with their smaller counterpart:
These goods were barely credible for the present niche market, and not nearly
sophisticated enough for the mainstream breakout I contemplated.

In Bombay, I was met at the airport by Pushpika Freitas, Vice-President on my
Fair Trade Foundation Board. Push's family was from the former Portugese colony,
Goa. She was catholic, middle-class, a pretty, smart woman who had married a
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DePaul University professor. Before she came to America, Push had begun
organizing handicapped women in the slums of Bombay to make crafts.

In Chicago, she set up a non-profit operation, Marketplace, Handwork of India, to
sell SHARE's goods. Now she commuted between the two countries. I had introduced
her to the Co-op America Catalog, that had us both thinking about possible expansion
of her line of clothing and housewares.
We spent a day visiting workshops in Bombay, then flew to Ahmenabad in North
Central India. There we met with the staff of the National Design Center. They were
already working with SHARE to develop patterns for bedspeads, tablecloths and
clothing. We were all intrigued by the possibility of creating a more national and
comprehensive approach to design, utilizing their students and graduates.
At the airport, Pushpika was heading back to Bombay, and I was catching a flight
to New Delhi and thence to Bangkok.
"I hope you make your connection," she said.
"It's always an adventure," I laugh. Six hours later, after being off-loaded in Jaipur
for a bomb scare, we’re landing about the same time as my flight to Thailand is
departing, and I’m not laughing.

A

shop in Chieng Mai, Thailand that supplies fair trading businesses. I’m

fingering fabrics in a brilliant array of colors, occasionally asking questions of
Paul Leatherman, a tall, white haired American in his sixties, and General
Manager of the largest U.S. alternative trading company, Self-Help Crafts, with
about five million in annual sales.
"The quality seems good, but after shopping around this morning, the prices
are high."
Leatherman responds, "I think it's because they're paying more to the village
craftsmen, but you should ask their Director. It doesn't make so much difference
to Self-Help. We absorb some of the price differential, and mark up the rest. Our
customers aren't going to quibble about a few dollars."
"I guess. But that isn't going to work in the mainstream. A little bit maybe, but
I'd rather be selling competitive price, plus quality and social value."
"Wouldn't we all," Leatherman smiles.
Later, I meet with the Managing Director of the Thai outlet, a well-dressed,
older Thai seated behind a desk.
"The problem is we are carrying a great deal of inventory that, in strictly
commercial terms, we should never have bought or we paid too much for."
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I asks tentatively, "Is that a problem you've solved?"
"No, no."
"Then why?"
"Our funding is mostly from church groups in Germany and England. There is
a commitment to support tribal groups. As a matter of policy, we have a hard time
turning down villagers who come in here with their goods, even if the quality is
not so good."
"That's a tough way to run a business."
"Impossible," the Director acknowledges, "but we persevere. Fortunately our
customers, like Self-Help are sympathetic."
I’m thoughtful. After a pause, "What if you separated the charity from the
business?"
"Yes, but how?"
I’m warming up. "Possibly a separate organization, or maybe just separate
books. On the business side, you need enough to pay for inventory, overhead and
shipping. But you're no start-up, so if your cost of goods was reasonable, and with
solid customers, there's no reason you shouldn't be able to run at least a breakeven business.
"Therefore, most of the money that came in from your church supporters
could be put aside for technical assistance. ACP in Nepal runs workshops.
MINKA in Peru sends master craftsmen out to the villages to help with technique.
SHARE in India brings in designers. If you did pay a support surcharge on goods
you purchased, it could be structured as a grant.
"If you ran through your technical assistance fund, you could then say, We've
expended our funding for this year. It would be the choice of the churches to put
up more money, or the villagers to accept a fair price for well-made goods."
"In the long-run, technical assistance is probably better than charity, and the
business would certainly make a lot more sense."
Suddenly I’m embarrassed. "I'm sorry. You may have thought of all of this
before. And it's certainly not my place to come and tell you how to run your
business. It's just I've run a number of non-profit businesses, and I appreciate
some of the contradictions you face."
The director is thoughtful. "No, this idea is interesting. Tell me more about
these other organizations you have mentioned. How would I contact them?"
I’m visiting a factory that produces upscale clothing, pays fair wages and has
good working conditions. Their silks are right in the mainstream product line I'm
hoping to develop for Fair Trade.
The factory is spacious, well-lit, and the young women who are sewing at the
tables are obviously a high-spirited lot. The owner and I are walking through and
chatting.
"Do you have any kind of benefits package for the workers?"
The woman shakes her head. "We pay good wages."
"I appreciate that. But I was thinking of the marketing arguments I can use in
the United States to separate the producers Fair Trade would be representing.

181

"There’s a company I visited in Katmandu. They’ve created a fund for the
further education or health needs or retirement. Would you be open to taking a
small percentage of sales and using it to establish a fund for the workers? Let's
say I contributed a 2% surcharge on purchases that I passed on to my customers.
Would you match it?"
The owner nods. "That's possible."
.

In Bangkok, I booked into the luxurious Mandarin Oriental Hotel, courtesy of the
Vietnam Veterans of America Foundation. Bobby Muller, the charismatic President
of VVA, and I had been intrigued by the potential for respectful economic relations
between the two countries, of which fair trade would be one small component.
Informed insiders had it that normalization was coming fast. Could our delegation
be the first stage of introducing to the Vietnamese the possibility of moderating an
either/or choice around capitalism?
We had met in New York with Vietnam's ambassador to the UN, and drawing on
my wider contacts in the world of social investment and cooperative development, I
put together a team to explore the opportunities that might emerge.
“Mesdames and messieurs, si'l vous plait, votre ceintures."
In the cabin of the Air France flight, we were clustered about the window,
looking at the landscape, searching for our first glimpse of ex-Saigon. Somewhere
down there was a country nearly bankrupt and desperately poor. Yet what does it
profit a nation to gain market share if it loses its soul? The old revolutionaries
were hanging onto power, at least partially because the ghost of Uncle Ho was
looking over their shoulder.
It was a revolution that had substantially failed, but they were proud of it. As
one of our team, Doug Hellinger, Co-Director of the Development Gap, put it,
"What they did accomplish is that it's their country. Even if they have to sell it off
piece by piece, at least they have some say in the terms of sale. Maybe they can
retain some controls that benefit the people in the long run."
At best, our delegation would be the preliminary for a long-term program of
technical assistance. The conclusions that we collectively reached would indicate
that there were opportunities in finance, agricultural production, cooperative
structure that might lead to targeted visits and interventions.
Along with the required round of meetings, factory tours, sights of the city in Ho
Chi Minh City and Hanoi, I found a high level of craft and a wide range of goods
available. Considering America’s dubious fascination with Vietnam, it seemed a
viable line of products could be imported.
As it turned out, the MIA issue blew up in Congress, and normalization was
delayed another five years. Too late for a targeted craft intervention, much less the
broad initiative I’d envisioned.
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The last stop on my trip was Tokyo. I’d met Masaru Kataoka in the Netherlands at
the IFAT meeting. Recognizing a kindred entrepreneur, I arranged for him to attend
the California session of the Social Venture Network. Kataoka was the millionaire
son of industrialists, and busy setting up a fair trade network of craft import shops in
Japan.
We had meetings whose formality justified having traveled with the requisite suit
and tie: a member of the Japanese Diet to understand how legislation could give fair
trade an edge; bankers to see the financing of business expansion; at the offices of
Saikatsu, the largest Japanese Consumer Co-op, with over a million members, we met
with the Managing Director and President of the Board about how they were aligning
purchasing with fair trade opportunities.
I was interviewed by one of the main Tokyo dailies for a front page, feature story,
and I waxed enthusiastic about the vision of coordinated selection between U.S. and
Japanese sectors committed to significant expansion. In Japan, there was the potential
for government support, capitalization and access to markets.

Maybe the reality would be down the line a few years, but it was exciting to open
the dialog. The possibility became one of the dazzlers I could trot out when invoking
a big time future for fair trading.

In the fall of 1989, just before leaving on a trip to Europe and Asia, I’d informed
the Board and staff of Co-op America that I wouldn’t be returning as Director, and
completed arrangements for an orderly succession.
Leaving an organization that I had founded and led to success was not an easy
choice. But it felt as though there was great potential in this new effort, and it would
require my full and long-term commitment.
At the end of 1989, I was accorded observer status with the European Fair Trade
Association (a federation of fair trading groups in nine European countries, with
aggregate sales of $70 million). I regularly attended meetings with their producer
managers. These would be the primary business contacts, if we were to initiate a
major trading operation in the USA.
Early in 1990, I visited producers in Ecuador and Peru. In the spring, the Agency
for International Development (U.S.A.I.D) sent me on invitational travel to Senegal,
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Ivory Coast, Togo, Ghana, Zimbabwe and Kenya to assess the potential for craft
producers.
That spring, I completed a long-range planning document, “Fair Trading, Ready
for the ‘90s.” It said it was possible to shift a significant portion of existing craft sales
into a fair trading sector.
In the USA, we resent the impact of cheap imports from the Third
World on our economy, yet we make individual choices to buy those
imports. We annually make charitable contributions in the billions to
help the Third World poor, when those same poor are excluded or
exploited by the distribution system we alternately decry and support.
Stated simply, this is dumb.
It is time to face a few contradictions: the villages of the Third World
seldom have the opportunity to produce for a world-wide market
economy. Even when the economic miracles of a Thailand or a Korea
happen, they primarily benefit entrepreneurs, insiders and middlemen,
trickle down to a new class of urban poor, and the cycle of dependence is
at best maintained.
It doesn’t have to be that way.
Consider a Fair Trade partnership between Third World producers
and an organization linking them to the American market, financed by
charitable and development agencies and social investors. Together we
will raise consciousness about fair trading, and raise sales that benefit
producers and their communities.
It is time to link the choice to give and the impulse to buy. Bringing
value-added products and socially concerned buyers together calls for an
efficient, equitable and visible distribution system.
It is time to bring business and compassion together.

The paper pointed out the stages in fair trading, from design and production,
through export/import, to sales and education. It noted what elements were already in
place, and what needed to be innovated. It considered the financial and management
capacity critical to success, and the institutional allies it would be necessary to
involve.
With the initial seed money raised, contacts established, and a plan, the next step
was to select a primary direction.
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I had commissioned a team from the U of P’s Wharton School to produce a
strategic business plan around our most likely scenario: a mass market, retail catalog
combined with an importing and wholesale operation. The target was to achieve $10
million sales within five years, and move to $50 million in a decade.
The numbers and strategy looked good. During the year, however, my research
convinced me that neither the quantity nor quality of goods that would make those
numbers realistic were available.
Understand, there was no shortage of talented artisans, nor a lack of market for
their goods. Yet only in a few countries had small producers cooperated to
consolidate goods for export. Nor did they have much information about the design
and production standards necessary to compete in the U.S. market. Many of the
strongest producers had their inventory spoken for, and it would take time to increase
their production.
Above all, any changes would have to be accomplished with due respect for the
cultures and sensibilities of the producers who were the driving force for market
expansion.
For anything larger than the slow development process already happening, there
would need to be a lot of money spent to underwrite the cost of raw materials, expand
production capacity, provide design input, smooth export, develop retail sales and
educate the U.S. public.
By 1990, it was clear that money would be problem.
While I was running around, doing research and development, preparing for a
better world, the world had its own agenda. Two major events impacted the work we
had begun:
1.

2.

Even the term, “Third World,” became outdated when the “Second World”
of socialist countries collapsed. Much of the development money targeted
for the Third World was linked to strategic and political competition for
allies, and dried up when the need was gone. At best, both public and
private agencies were scrambling to fund projects to which they had already
made commitments. They had neither the attention nor the resources to
engage in major new initiatives.
A decade of profligate profit-taking ended with the United States
experiencing its worst recession in fifty years. Retail failure was up,
consumer spending was down. Even social investors were understandably
nervous about financing any new marketing venture.

As I faced what was happening, I scaled back my grandest plans. In some ways,
the forced changes fit more easily with my preferred, more organic mode of testing
small-scale experiments before taking on larger commitments.
At the same time, I began looking for a dramatic gesture that could get the
attention of the marketplace and large investors and funders.
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My solution was the aforementioned catalog, but one that showcased the variety
of goods available around the world. The approach would be sophisticated.
Customers would be appealed to on the basis of style and utility, and only secondarily
for social value or cost.
Each “World’s Fair Catalog” would highlight the work of a different group of
producers. An excellent, U.S. based, technical assistance group, Aid to Artisans,
would provide the design input. Because the showcase approach would require
hundreds of each item, rather than thousands, we wouldn’t be overloading production
capacity.

The most successful products from each showcase would be included in the back
of future catalogs, as we developed a full-range, “World’s Fair.” If whole lines of
goods were extremely successful, we could roll them out in a separate catalog.
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Wholesaling of products was assumed, once production was assured. We also
explored marketing products through cable home shopping and through campus sales.
How to test the concept?
Pushpika Freitas was ready to try her own catalog. The timing was right for a
collaboration.
SHARE and Marketplace would get financial and marketing help for a catalog to
test their line: The Fair Trade Foundation would use the test to demonstrate the larger
proposition of showcasing products from around the world.
It worked.
The initial catalog did so well, that years later, it was still going strong.
“Marketplace, Handwork of India” also demonstrated that properly presented, the
showcase approach could succeed.

In the spring of 1991, with the test results, a management and operational team
lined up, and a financial and marketing plan in hand, I went to the individuals and
agencies who had expressed initial interest (some in the form of tens of thousands of
dollars in unsecured loans). We sought $250,000 capitalization or investment, and a
$200,000 line of credit.

Now, let’s go back to the changed conditions I mentioned earlier. Although I
was aware the economy was tightening, I had assumed that if the package was strong
enough, the financing would be forthcoming.
To put it bluntly, I was wrong.
I made the rounds of potential backers to little avail. In the panic environment of
the early ‘90s, even the continued success of the Marketplace catalog moved no one
to invest (although the National Co-op Bank Development Corporation seemed ready
to follow its $20,000 planning advance with the full line of credit).
One of my major start-up funding strategies was to reach the hearts, minds and
pocketbooks of traditional development agencies committed to Third World
Development: The Ford Foundation, USAID, The Inter-American Development
Bank.
My connections did get my foot in the door.
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I’m in touch with a gatekeeper at the World Bank. He’s had my proposal
in his hand for a few days when I call him back.
“Look,” he says, “you’re a friend of Betsy’s, so I’ll give it to you straight,
if you want it that way.”
“Please.”
“My job is to sit on proposals like yours – by the way, it’s quite good –
and string you along for a few months, then kick it upstairs to drag out another
few months. Six months down the line, you get a letter applauding the worth
of your project, but regret to inform you, dada dada da...”
There’s a pause on the line. “I hope I haven’t offended you.”
“No,” I say. “Thanks. You just saved me some time.”

It was not a time for major innovations. Being a tenacious sort, I didn’t bail out.
Within the momentum already achieved, I launched several initiatives:

•
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There was a mini-world’s fair catalog offering a small inventory of products
and their sale, linked to a direct mail membership campaign that brought in
1000 individual members at an average of $25. The conversion rate of
mailings to memberships not only brought in $25,000 and covered costs, but
indicated a long-term financial flow and the potential for significant
expansion.

•
•

•

•

There was the development of a “Fair Trade” label to separate the wheat from
the Wheaties.
There was the creation of “Just Trade,” an association bringing together U.S.
importers and small retail stores. More than 50 businesses signed up and paid
their dues with the hope of becoming outlets for quality goods.

Marketplace, Handwork of India repaid its loan and there was a loan fund to
encourage buying from fair trading producer groups. It was structured so loans
would only be available if an importer bought from any of the 241 qualifying
groups in 43 countries that I had researched. The one loan that was made
encouraged sales and was repaid. The large-scale discussions for fund backing
with the Ford Foundation and the Ecumenical Cooperative Development
Society were unsuccessful.
There was an initiative to obtain as donations the use of corporate blocked
funds (where money earned in a country is blocked for transfer to the home
office) for purchases and expenses in southern countries.
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•

The “Fair Trading” video was completed and shown.

Revolutionizing fair trading was the challenge I’d taken on. Remember that chart I
drew up about the financial flow in any trading system? Goods flow down, money
and information flows up?
PRODUCERS: By my travels, and by working with EFTA, Traidcraft and
Oxfam, I’d identified a broad range of products in poor countries, and
understood the design and marketing issues that affected sales. Through
the association with Aid to Artisans, there was progress in strengthening
the capacity to guide production and raise standards.
EXPORT: Established trustworthy relationships with MINKA, ACP, Thai
International, SHARE, Bombalooloo and other export organizations that
could aggregate products, provide quality control and manage shipping.
IMPORT: Well along in the financing and implementation to bring goods
into the USA.
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WHOLESALE: Organized a Just Trade Association of retail outlets for
the line of products.
RETAIL: Created or participated in two retail catalogs, both of which
succeeded in meeting sales objectives.
CUSTOMERS: Organized a base of customers through patron support of
the Fair Trade Foundation. Provided critical consumer guidance through
the “Fair Trade” label.
Substantially I’d knitted the parts together to create, at least on paper, a
comprehensive fair trading system. The numbers added up. The test results
proved out.
If I was a politician, I could have declared revolutionary victory.
If I had substantial personal wealth of my own, or we had found a major backer,
the Foundation’s grand design would have added up to more than the sum of parts
that couldn’t sustain the whole.
If I had been less ambitious, and moved more quickly to establish a dominant
source of income it could have supported the larger concept.
The last was critical. For all I could see that without the whole, the sum of the
parts would never add up, an unforgiving market was anxious for a simple model.
The cash cow I sought never mooed.
My mantra for the ‘80s had been, Replace ambition with curiosity. With the Fair
Trade Foundation, my curiosity was too ambitious. I counted on my personal
credibility, the strength of my ideas, well-conceived plans, and a wide-spread concern
for the Third World to overcome resistance to change.
All the careful building of alliances and relationships became a house of cards.
Without the structural support of solid financing, when the big wind of economic and
political readjustment swept through the world, the house collapsed – in slow motion,
like one of those dynamited, antiquated hotels hanging suspended for a few
milliseconds before descending with a crash.

There are dreams and daydreams. As reality became less supportive of my dream
of a functional fair-trading system, I flirted with magical thinking. In the Prelude to
this book, I had a Swedish industrialist pouring big money into the Fair Trade
Foundation. It wasn’t a total fantasy, because I certainly knew individuals and
institutions with the requisite financial capacity and interest.
There were moments when I actually had commitments of several hundred
thousand dollars to back specific projects — the loan fund, a catalog of Vietnamese
crafts (with the engaging name, “The Light at the End of the Tunnel”). In each case,
the commitments were enough short of what was required that I passed on the money.
For example, I had proposed to the Agency for International Development a
“Marketplace Africa” test catalog with a price tag of $100,000. A year later, they
came back to me with great excitement because there was a pot of money available.
The kicker was that it had to be spent within five months.
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I wanted the money and the catalog. The impact on the project, however, of a five
month completion schedule for product selection, purchasing, shipping, catalog
design, production and mailing would have been devastating.
Not only would I be over budget, the whole organic process of working with
producer groups in a manner that respected their needs would be strained. While I
was dickering about more money or ways of circumventing the time constraints, the
head of the Africa operation was kicked upstairs to another bureau, and the discussion
became moot.
In retrospect, I probably should have taken the money and run. Yet there are so
many bogus projects that loot foundations and agencies. I kept wanting to do things
right, even if the cost was my solvency.
Enough of reality. Let’s paddle off to the island.
In 1992, responding to one my published articles, a major donor initiates
conversations about proper funding.
The conclusion is an outright contribution of $300,000. The donor brings
along several foundations willing to provide a matching $300,000 as program
related investment. Converting the Co-op Bank’s previous interest in a
$200,000 line of credit, and the promised $300,000 backing for the loan fund
from a private investment firm — the total resources available to the Fair
Trade Foundation suddenly are over $1 million.
I go into high gear.
Our first number of “The World’s Fair Catalog,” featuring “Marketplace
Peru,” appears in the fall of 1992. The results during the continuing recession
are marginally profitable, but not bad for a first try. We are already hard at
work on the spring catalog featuring “Marketplace Thailand.”
When USAID comes to us in the late spring, their interest in a catalog fits
right into our established format. The $100,000 is a bonus. We take it, and
move “Marketplace Africa” featuring goods from Zimbabwe, Kenya and
Ghana into the schedule. Because we are already way ahead on our product
selection, the five month deadline presents no problems.
With the catalog expanding, and a developing national presence, the flow
of wholesale goods becomes more critical. The Foundation establishes “Just
Trade,” our link between importers and retailers. The loan fund provides
lending to participating retailers to buy from qualifying producers.
With our resources, we hire the former funds manager from City Bank
with whom I had been working on the Corporate Blocked Funds Project.
Given other successes, she is able to leverage an additional $1 million in
corporate commitments over a five year period. This means we can run a
“Marketplace Africa” segment of “The World’s Fair Catalog” once a year
profitably — using the additional resources to strengthen production capacity
and overcome shipping difficulties among our producers in Africa.
By 1993, we are beginning to have some national presence. The mailing of
100,000 Fair Trade Foundation brochures in 1992 had been successful as a
test. With our increased resources, we can go out to half a million.
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Now it also makes sense to begin publicity on our “Fair Trade Label.”
During 1993, the label is promoted through our catalog and through the Just
Trade Association. It guarantees that the producer groups represented respect
their workers, the environment and the communities in which they dwell.
The success of the campaign stirs interest. In 1993, with Somalia and 1994
with Rwanda, anything positive related to Africa is worthy of note.
The catalog continues to be produced by Pushpika’s organization, but we
are moving toward a merger. An operational staff has taken project
management off my hands. I head a team of consultants and project
managers, insuring that there is coordination of activities, budgetary
responsibility, and constancy with our program goals.
As of 1994, we already have a diversified, well-funded and successful
program, all the more impressive for having bucked some difficult trends. We
are on target for achieving the original intention of leveraging $50 million in
sales by the end of the decade.

The funny thing about this extrapolation is that it makes about as much sense as
what actually happened. On the other hand, if I presented down-side scenarios for Coop America, the Ceres Coalition, or any of the successful projects with which I’ve
been involved, I could make a convincing case that they should have failed. Strange
world, huh?
I’ve often thought that what I’m really good for is making choices, and
sometimes it turns out I’m not so good at that. Sometimes there is a welcome reversal
and a project is revived. Sometimes, it is necessary to let matters go, and move on.
For myself, success or failure of a project makes some difference, but not as much
as you might think. It was nice going to Social Venture Network meetings and being
a hot focus of interest, but even more I like finding out whether things can work. With
Fair Trade Foundation, the testing proved conclusively to me that the concept and
execution were equal to the task, if not the times.
The next time I had a bright idea, I would probably have more trouble raising
money. Compared to my Third World comrades, however, my concerns were minor.
Norma Valasquez and the folks at MINKA spent a decade and a half working to
change conditions among poor villagers in Peru. In the face of often impossible
circumstance — cholera, the Shining Path, government bureaucracy, wildly
fluctuating currency — they built a reasonably competent craft marketing
infrastructure with great integrity.
As things were winding down for me, I was able to hook them and some other
women’s sweater producing co-ops with the Inter-American Foundation to the tune of
about $60,000. I’m pleased to have done that much, but it was still a long way from
providing a dependable trading partner.
For them, and tens of thousands of others in Latin America, Asia and Africa,
success of the Fair Trade Foundation would have meant access to a marketing partner
committed to their long-term survival and growth. The market economy that punishes
so viciously would finally have begun serving them.
Fifteen years later, things haven’t changed that much.
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Pueblo to People and a host of retail stores and catalogs went out of business.
Either they lacked organizational and business skills, were underfunded, or the lack of
critical infrastructure forced them to deal with problems beyond their ken.
Ten Thousand Villages, an initiative that began with the Mennonite group that
sponsored Self-Help Crafts, has been successful with a chain of stores around the
county, and even some international presence. They are as closer to my model than
anything else around. Their former Exec Director, Paul Leatherman was part of my
Vietnam team, and there were many conversations during while I was developing my
project, and I’d like to think my analysis had some effect on their design.
Yet, for all the good work that has been done around fair trade, it’s still more
noble proclamations than dependable system.
The opportunity to shift sales to a fair trading sector could represent tens of
millions of dollars difference reaching artisans for their handiwork. In the villages
and barrios of the Third World, tens of thousands of artisans and small producers
await a better answer.

In the movie, “Little Big Man,” the old chief goes out to die. He composes himself
on a hill and waits for the Great Spirit. There’s a drop of rain, than another. The chief
goes from acceptance to annoyance. Finally gathers the blanket around him and heads
back down the hill to his village, muttering, “Sometimes the magic works, sometimes
it doesn’t.”
By 1995, I’d closed out the biz aspect of fair trading, and was left with a $25,000
personal debt. Since I wasn’t about to stiff the Co-op Fund of New England, I worked
out a settlement with Co-op America for the last unpaid salary owed me for the early
years. Weird to be paying a debt for one project with money from another, when both
were history for me, but stranger things have happened.
Even with a history of wonderful projects, and continuing involvement with
CERES, Co-op America and other connections, by the mid-’90s, I had to consider
that the intuition I counted on wasn’t working. Maybe I’d been too ambitious. Maybe
it was pomp and circumstance. Maybe I should look for some less grandiose
involvements that could help pay the bills.
I stopped by Peace Corps Washington. Running a finger down the roster, I
discovered that an old acquaintance, Fred O’Regan, was a Regional Director.
I called upstairs, and shortly Fred appeared, looking as harried as ever. His region
was the former Soviet Union, its former eastern European satrapies and the present
Middle East.
“Are you having a good time, Fred?” I ask.
He looks at me as though I’m crazy, takes another drag on his cigarette,
then smiles almost shyly. “Yeah, I guess so. It’s interesting, anyway.”
Somewhere in the middle of a complex exchange about colonialism,
tribalism, and the black market in these wide-open, bitterly divided and
desperately poor economies, the subject of Country Director assignments
comes up.
“Anything interesting open?”
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“Albania, Yeman.”
“Yeman! Did I ever tell you about how I almost wound up in Baghdad in
the middle of the ’67 Arab-Israeli war?”
Fred shakes his head, puffs on his cigarette. It occurs to me that Fred
would probably still be in his office if he hadn’t needed a smoke break. About
time cigarettes were good for something. I continue.
“My old boss at USIA wanted me to set up a documentary film unit in
Iraq. $2,000 a month and all the sand you can eat. This was ’67, and I asked
him if he didn’t think my Jewish background might be a problem.
“It had never crossed his mind I was Jewish, so he thought it would be all
right unless I made an issue of it. I told him it wasn’t a deal for me, but I
wasn’t ashamed of my heritage either. It was hard to imagine it wouldn’t
come up at an embassy function or just talking politics with my trainees.
“He allowed it might be a good idea to drop the offer. My best friend went
instead. One month in and war broke out. They trucked all U.S. personnel
overland, twenty-four hours to Teheran. There’s one I’m just as glad to have
missed.”
“How about Albania?” Fred asked.
“I was thinking more along the lines of Southeast Asia, maybe subSaharan Africa.”
But over the next few weeks, everyone I talked to seemed to have something nice
to say about Albania. It looked pretty on the map, next to Greece, across from Italy,
bordering... oops, Serbia.
Fred helped smooth the interview process, and within a month, I was back in
Washington talking with all the Regional Directors about a variety of slots. In the
end, it didn’t work out.
As with many of my adventures, however, the process turned out to be as
interesting as the stated objective. The shit hit the fan when the Regional Director for
Africa asked me what I thought about African development.
I looked at her curiously. “I don’t mean to offend you, but my biggest reservation
about an African Country Director job would be whether Peace Corps is serious about
sub-Saharan anything.”
But I was clearly over the edge of offending her. I tried to explain: “After my last
trip in 1990, and everything I’ve read since, I have a hard time talking about
development. Sustainability, maybe. Survival is probably more like it.
“When I was in Zimbabwe, a senior U.S. embassy staff person told me in
confidence that we were blood testing natives who were up for American support for
training and travel. With one third of the country HIV positive, and higher among the
urban educated class, it just didn’t make sense to prepare folks for a future they
weren’t going to be part of.
“That was four years ago. Now we’re not spending money on anyone. I guess my
concern is that the USA is pulling out of Africa, and Peace Corps is a cosmetic cover.
Programatically, I can think of a few useful directions that might help people survive
better on a village or personal level, but nothing I would call development.”
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This was a decent, smart woman struggling with terrible administrative issues:
program shutdowns in Rwanda; going back into countries with deep-seated ethnic
rivalries like Ethiopia; AIDS, starvation. She was busy maintaining a positive attitude
for staff, Country Directors, Volunteers, parents, Congress, and here’s this candidate
asking the unthinkable question — Does any of this make sense?
“I care about Africa,” she said.
“I’m not questioning that,” I said. Maybe not, but after five years of working
toward the goal of bettering Third World lives through the Fair Trade Foundation, I
didn’t think caring was the issue.
The familiar non-profit conundrum: the folks at risk have little power; the folks
with power have little risk. Somewhere in the middle, there are occasional moments
of mutual recognition that result in action that makes a difference. My fair trading
initiative would not be among them.
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Interlude: THE NATURE OF
REALITY

A Sci-Fi writer, Alan Nourse, wrote a story about a window into another universe.
Scientists had discovered a way to penetrate and had sent several experimental
animals and eventually humans to reconnoiter. They all went mad, and when
extracted could only babble or be sunk in total withdrawal.
In the story, the researchers go looking for someone with max stability. The
woman they send finds herself without referents. No light. No sound. No sensations.
Nothing with which to gauge the passing of time or movement through space.
Panic follows, obviously the path the others took, spinning away into chaos.
But she does find a referent: herself, her mind, her thoughts. As she calms, she
begins to reach out. There is something outside herself. Cautiously she explores and
makes contact.
If I remember right, she eventually births a baby in that other space who can
intuitively function in both worlds.
From childhood, nature plus nurture tells us what the color red means when it’s
on a pole at the edge of a street and how to interpret the wagging tail or growl of a
dog. If you took away our human capacity to order and correlate, we’d be in chaos.
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LIFE IN THE HOOD

It says something about the nature of reality that our interior lives have a wide range
of potential connection to exterior events.
While traveling for Peace Corps in Honduras, I found the second largest city, San
Pedro Sula, particularly intriguing.
The town seemed... vacant. There were shops, banks, people, parks, but not much
conviction. More like a prop town for a Hollywood movie.
Only when the Volunteers who were escorting me visited some of the outlying
villages did the scene came to life: conversation animated, gestures extravagant, trade
in the marketplace intense.
Oh, so that was where the life of San Pedro was lived. In the city, as people did
their jobs, their hearts and minds were at home with neighbors, families and lovers.
BENDED

The summer of ’07, I traveled to Bend, Oregon for a reunion of Peace Corps
Volunteers who had served in the mid-‘60s in India. Most of them had been players in
my documentary film, “A Choice I Made.” Besides re-viewing that movie, the two
dozen of us wandered through local towns.
As we shopped, stopped for food, sightseed, we were also traversing the streets of
Hyderabad, Visek, New Delhi, Bimili, Vishinagram. Friends and colleagues long
dead or lost touch wove through the conversation. Clothing or jewelry in the stores
was compared to artifacts forty years ago and half a world away. The lives that had
been shaped by the experience in India were shared. Concerns for the war in Iraq
intruded, but India remained the common touchstone. Even with Iraq there were
likely to be allusions to the religious divisions that had led to great tragedy in the
partition of India and Pakistan.
Our referents had a presence that was superimposed on the ordinary streets of
small town America. We could have been space travelers or time travelers, and we
were.
This experience of traveling through time is peculiarly human (as of our present
knowledge). There have always been travelers, even if it was only over the next ridge
and into the next valley. When they returned, like Marco Polo, they brought tales of
different cultures and strangely fashioned goods.
“What do you call that?”
“It’s a wheel.”
“What’s it do?”
“Watch.”
PATAGONIA FOREVER

Playing substitute teacher, I walked into a bottom-tracked high school classroom in
West Haven, Connecticut, and quickly discovered that the students not only didn't
know any history, they don't even believe in history.
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"Okay," I say. "Tomorrow morning, the Patagonian Navy will be landing
on the beach out there. Well armed, swarming over the sea wall, crushing
resistance. Who could expect the few cruisers of the West Haven police to
stand up to the mighty Patagonian Navy? By tomorrow noon, you'll be singing
a different national anthem,, and saying, Yes, senor, no senor. Class?"
Stunned silence, then a babble of voices. What am I talking about? That
couldn't possibly happen!
"On what basis can't it happen? What do you know about Patagonia and
their navy that allows you to sleep soundly tonight instead of hauling butt to
the hills?"
I begin to get some opinions and a few facts. Gradually a case is made
against the event I’ve projected. Finally, I give in. "No invasion. Defeated by
the forces of – guess what? – history. Guess what else? This textbook you've
evidently so carefully ignored is full of information that gives you a better
basis for choices."
Once again, resistance: "This is old stuff."
I shake my head. "How far back do we have to go? The United States
loses to Japan and Germany in the 1940s and we have a different world. The
Confederacy wins at Gettysburg and we have a different world.
"Class, it's a different world everyday because of choices that get made.
You are citizens of this town, state, nation. What choices you make in the
voting booth, how you treat your fellow citizens on your job, in your
neighborhood, they all count to some extent. History is about understanding
consequences."
Well, I gave them a run for their money that week. I don't know if any of the
energy spilled over to the regular teacher when he returned, or what he might have
done with it.
Yet it was better than the dismal class where after trotting out my most
imaginative methodology, a kid slouched up to the desk, peered through his shades,
and whispered, “Hey, teach. I see you’re really tryin’, but there was a big party last
night, an’ everybody’s hung over.”
Now that was a quiet 45 minutes.
Few classes are exciting all the time, much less life itself. I'm not sure we could
stand it if they were. Frankly, no humans have time to exercise all the potential in the
universe. Walk down a city street and the opportunities for creative action are
boundless. Sometimes a little boredom is a stand-in for peace.
GIVE US THIS DAY

From the first moment humans gazed beyond our daily bread, we’ve been trying to
get a handle on what’s going on, and how to gain some measure of control.
Education, drugs, religion, philosophy, gambling are all methodologies for
understanding or messing with the natural order.
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There is always an order, a set of patterns being played out, and between
horoscopes, polling and socio-economic projections, human beings spend a lot of
time trying to outguess events.
Cassandra, the oracle of Troy, was a mystical lass whose dire predictions were
infallible, not that it did her or her city any good. Merlin set the standard for wizards
as King Arthur’s advisor.
Magic aside, access to reasonably accurate news has always been the basis for
anticipating probable threats and opportunities. Until the printing press, people mostly
depended on traders, spies, and traveling bards to provide a wider picture.
By comparison, we live in an information rich world. Not a day goes by without
some pundit proclaiming trouble ahead in print, talk radio, TV and blogs. Our ability
to view the flow of events and perceive patterns is something every news junkie
claims, and on which Wall Street analysts made their livelihood before their selfserving nature was revealed.
We love numbers because they seem to objectively tell the truth, reflecting reality
and guiding decisions. Even assuming the books or the statistics aren’t cooked,
however, it usually turns out somebody has a stake in skewing choice. Numbers are
manipulated, and Lordy, look at that: the CEO’s bright idea has been substantiated
once again.
During the Vietnam War, Robert McNamara and Lyndon Johnson were regaled
with body counts that could be easily extrapolated to victory. Each level down, the
providers of those numbers were rewarded for their undue diligence.
Finally, there’s an accounting when objective reality intrudes, and we’ve been
whupped or Columbia Savings/Enron/AIG goes broke.
THE RAINBOW AT THE END OF THE POT

Divergent realities have puzzled folks since the first grapes were crushed and
cannabis smoked around the tribal fire.
On a flight from New Delhi to Bombay, there was an improbably tall, slender and
attractive couple dressed in matching, high-collared, white simplicity. Randolph Scott
made up for an Eastern, with LSD in his holster.
My traveling companion had known him at Harvard. When they turned up at the
same hotel, the connection produced an introduction to Timothy Leary and his
fashion model wife, Nena.
As of early 1965, Leary had been thrown off the Harvard faculty for
experimenting with hallucinogens, and was returning from six months retreat in the
Himalayas, testing mushrooms. He was on his way to America to challenge the status
quo with, Turn on, tune out, and drop dead.
At the time, I countered his flamboyant recruiting pitch with an intuitive sense
that life was moving about as fast as I could handle. Without arguing that there were
mysteries beyond my un-chemically expanded imagination, my choice was to rely on
the range of available synaptic connections.
Besides, film was a trip in itself. I spoke knowingly and glowingly about the
discoveries available through the lens: the play of light and shadow, the shifts of
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focus and attention; the way that time and space warp when juxtaposed; how
character and probabilities release their patterns.
EX-TASY

Given the communitarian lifestyle I chose in the ‘70s, it took me a remarkably long
time to modify my position. I wouldn’t even try nitrous oxide when a canister passed
around. I loved our communal house, but tired of dragging my child out of rooms
where a contact high went with the territory.
Eventually I came to appreciate the subtle blurring of an occasional hit of grass,
but it was the ‘80s before a designer drug captivated my attention, and then only once
or twice a year.
Ecstasy, otherwise known as Atom or the love drug, combines an hallucinogen
with amphetamines. The impact is to totally focus on the person you are with, and
encourage the sharing of heretofore closely held secrets.
It became an annual ritual to delve into the mysteries of our recent past in a nonjudgmental fashion:
“Isn’t that interesting. Adrian, huh? I thought there was something up.”
Focus could be a problem. Before a Washington DC wedding, a half dozen folks
were gathered for hot tub, dinner and the evening. One friend had brought his exhoney up from Atlanta for the weekend.
They were heading for a reconciliation, but it never happened. As best man in the
wedding, I passed on the love drug (who knows what I might have added to the
ceremony?) but observed the unfortunate moment when the drug hit, and Mary Jane
was looking at the wrong guy.
Boinggg! And the two of them were off on a trip for the night, while Marc
puzzled out his fate alone. If this sounds like an orgy, forget it. One of the side effects
of Ecstasy is to depress orgasm.
Many of the same characters were involved in another wedding several years
later. The groom who once-had-been-looked-at invited fifty of his dearest friends for
an after-reception trip.
TAKE A RIDE ON THE WEDDING

We arrived at Union Station in the late morning to board a private train car. There
were hors d’oerves and drinks aboard as we rode to Philadelphia to attend a play. On
the way back, the selection was extended to a choice of Ecstasy or mushrooms.
The effects of the two drugs made for an interesting population mix. I’d never
taken mushrooms before (or since) and they put those who indulged in a space of
hilarity and curiosity; contrasted with those who had intensified on Ecstasy.
In Baltimore, we piled into cabs, and headed for a private house where we were
treated to an all-night, shamanic journey led by a noted researcher in the field. There
was music and dancing, films and slides of fantastical images as we traveled through
worlds without end.
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I’m not sure what the aboriginal peoples who cavorted on screen would have
made of us if the one way mirror were reversed. From my own experience of dancing
in the Rif mountains with Berber villagers, sipping home-made beer with Kikuya
elders, communing with Indians on the Altiplano and in the Rain Forest, I suspect
beyond barriers of wealth, culture and class, they would have been tolerant, curious
and bemused.
THE WHITE RABBIT

For Leary, it was all about transcendence. He thought there was a way through the
looking glass. That on the other side, all the rules would be suspended, and humans
could sustain their high. He assumed we could find our way to heaven.
Every radical religion and political movement has felt the same; that the magic of
the right words, the perfect belief, the ultimate experience would sustain us through
worldly troubles.
Steve Martin in his brilliant turn as spiritual huckster Jonas Nightingale in “Leap
of Faith” has figured out every pitch to separate the faithful from their cash, but is
humbled in the end by a genuine miracle. Timothy Leary outwore his welcome, even
from media that embraced excess.
Then there were the illusions of Don Juan, the notable Mexican trickster either
observed or invented by Carlos Casteneda. I don’t know if other readers had better
luck projecting across wide-open spaces in the form of a hawk or a hummingbird.
When I figured out that Castenada’s secrets of the universe were more
metaphorical than literal, I returned to my mundane mysteries of enhancing
community life through semi-replicable communion.
PERSPECTIVE

As with the Patagonian invasion I concocted, our ability to draw from experience
gives us a more sophisticated picture of reality.
Lucky us, we get to cruise both the length of our planet and the breadth of human
history for our lessons. In the first season of Showtime’s “The Tudors,” a young
Henry VIII is freaked by a pandemic, “sweating sickness,” that sweeps across the
English countryside.
It dominates for one whole episode, though it’s mostly the backdrop for various
romances being played out, culminating in a recovered Anne Boleyn (in yet another
snazzy, bodice ripping outfit) running to her future husband's (and executioner’s)
arms.
During the sickness, lacking antibiotics or even the germ theory, various lay and
medical people trade old wives’ tales. The big laugh is that when Henry has a
nightmare, he jumps out of bed and begins frantically running in place to induce the
“natural” sweats he’s heard are a useful preventative.
From the perspective of advanced medical science, watching these obviously
smart people groping for explanations is particularly poignant because simple hygiene
would have saved so many lives. Their ignorance stretched for several more
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centuries, and it took a fierce debate to move us into what, scientifically speaking, we
might call the present.
TIME OUT

Sorting out past, present and future is critical to an understanding of what’s possible.
Yet from the position of traditional physics, the present barely exists. There’s what
we remember (past) and what lies ahead (future). Present is only the lacy curtain that
separates those states, to be blown away by each gust of wind, and consigned to the
past by each step into the future.
I’m suggesting something quite different: The present extends as long as
meaningful choice is alive. It is the experience of choice, free will, if you will, that
learns from the past, and gives meaning to the future.
Not just for humans, though we are more complex.
The cat watching a mouse is engaged and focused for the fatal pounce. That
present is over once the mouse is trapped. It leads to a new set of choices bound up in
the next experience (though probably not for the mouse).
My erstwhile students facing the Patagonian invasion briefly inhabited a present
in which the choice to run or stand fast was only obliterated by their acceptance of
more realistic historical conditions. At the other end of the spectrum, the Saxon
defenders who stood against the Norman Conquest had their entire social, political
and economic structure overwhelmed and relegated to the past through a few hours of
bloody battle. Those who survived looked back with anger or nostalgia on a life that
was clearly past.
These days, the future seems to bearing down on us like a runaway truck on a
steep decline; our sense of what is present influenced by potential terrorists and likely
climate catastrophes. Oh, for that idyllic past when it seemed every dot com venture
or bundled real estate package offered unlimited wealth as we trod the streets of an
ever-expanding global village, donating our largesse to hosts of eager and grateful
workers!
With the free hand of the marketplace looking more like the fickle finger of fate,
and climate risk almost universally accepted, we live in a dubious present.
Considering that the measure of our time may be what we do about climate risk, the
present will last until either we achieve a state of sustainability or face catastrophe.
BOOM OR BUST

Shifting paradigms is difficult, but we’ve had some practice. Contrary to the Robert
Ardrey theory of human development, where we’re always one club away from
bashing our neighbors to get what we want, there’s a legitimate history of creativity
and cooperation stretching back to pre-history. Even in a society that extols
competition, neighbors trade cups of sugar, people contribute to causes, and
everybody’s favorite Xmas movie is “It’s a Wonderful Life.”
In the ‘60s and ‘70s, there was a great cultural shift. Youth, in its boundless
naiveté, is prone to believing it will change everything and live forever, but this was
the largest generation in American history, and more likely to have impact. Also, in
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the USA, it came of age at a time when America was reaping the rewards of political
success and economic wealth.
Living off middle-class prosperity and savings, much of this generation rejected
earlier values as immoral or unnecessary, work/success/progress as peripheral to the
most basic questions of human existence, and embraced simplicity, collectivity and
spiritual search.
In the decades since, confronted by oil spills and toxic waste, the Khmer Rouge,
apartheid, battered women, child abuse, crack and AIDS – despite monolithic
evidence of stupidity and perversity displayed before us every day of our lives, to
hope became an act of charity toward ourselves and our children.
Even after the timeless moments of sex, drugs and rock’n roll gave way to a
longer perspective, there remained a skepticism about the nature of reality.
What a seeming contradiction: a generation both hopeful and skeptical.
To paraphrase what Pogo said, We have met everybody, and they is us.
Responsible for everything. Accountable for everything. Experiencing the pleasures
and dues that come with power.
Mass society, mass murder, mass communications, neighborhoods at risk,
underclass acting out, late adoptions for those who outlasted their biology, Viagra
enhanced sexuality for those who seek to extend their potency...
The point of this Baby Boom digression is that for myself and to varying degrees
millions more, we have already experienced a cultural shift analogous to what would
be critical in embracing sustainability and ecology as cultural metaphors. We have
entered into an extended present, where there is at least the illusion that choice
remains possible.
WE ARE ALL… WHATEVER

So here’s my proposition about the nature of reality: Our bodies sleep, shuffle, dance,
while our minds fly to the outer reaches of expanded galaxies, whirl through worm
holes.
The written word and artists renderings, film and video images inspire us to
include past and future: Samuel Coleridge decrees pleasure domes while on an opium
induced journey. Albert Einstein derives the unified field theory. Shakespeare
imagines Cleopatra fulfilling her political destiny, sequentially seducing Julius Caesar
and Marc Antony, certain in her divine right.
We empathize with each other, even other species. At best, we intuit the universe
and create it anew, accepting the consequences of our actions and creations without
recrimination.
We are experienced travelers between worlds, explorers of alternative universes.
At best, the Secrets of the Universe are there for the asking.
Being human is uncomfortable
A confused, confusing state
We do better as gods or animals
Escaping from our fate
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To ride the bright fantastic
Romance and love beguiled
To heartstrong drive and swept away
Oe’rwhelmed by passion wild
To dream in wise clarity
Is a fine and precious way
To godlike seek the universe
But it leaves some dues to pay
For most of life we’re traveling
Between these perfect states
Poor travelers can’t take the time
To understand our fates
If we could only read the rules
That tell us what we are
Travelers aware of what is past
Seeking what’s afar
Reach into the present then
And preconception put aside
When they told us life could be known
In most respects they lied
Yet as between each dance there’s time
To talk and look around
And do the waves that ebb and flow
Care where they are bound?
Do they end when they touch the ground?
There are no contradictions
If we are traveling in state
Animals and gods we pause…
In reverence for our fate
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PART FOUR: The

‘90s

In 1995, Joan Bavaria's company decided they needed a video to keynote a big
conference targeted for institutional investors. Their first choice, an Academy Award
winning documentary filmmaker, suddenly backed out after a can't-pass-it-up offer
from HBO.
Joan was in a bind, and had loved my fair trading video.
Could I step in and take over the project?
Ten months later, Congressman Joe Kennedy finished his welcoming remarks to
the audience of several hundred gathered in the Grand Ballroom of the Park Plaza
Hotel in Boston. As he stepped off the podium, the lights dimmed, the Barco
projectors heated up, the black and white image of Michael Douglas appeared on the
screeen.
"Greed," Gordon Gekko says, "for want of a better word, is good."
A one minute tease from Oliver Stone's brilliant film, "Wall Street," leads
directly to a blast of Abba singing, "Money, Money, Money," over archival
footage of Michael Millken and Ivan Boesky.
Joan's voice: “There’s always been greed. The corporate takeovers and the
S&L raids of the ‘80s, were just examples of the continuing game of who ends
up with the most toys.”
A California reporter tells the story of the Maxxam buyout of Pacific
Lumber, and the attempted rape of old growth Redwoods. Dan Fogleberg's
song, "Blind to the Truth," powers up behind images of lumber yards and
clearcut hillsides.
Title, MONEY WORKING, and narration, "As we move through the ‘90s,
the rules have changed though the games remain. Increasing numbers of
concerned, sophisticated investors are seeking ways to bring responsibility
and return together."

By the time the lights came up, thirty minutes later, the context had been set for
the two-day conference. There would be workshops and speakers, dancing and small
conversations. Ben and Jerry's had a booth serving free sorbets to the attendees.
More than once in a panel or a plenary presentation, my video was referenced.
Not for how wonderful it was, but as a touchstone with which everyone was familiar.
I was happy. I'd had another chance to contribute, to make a difference.
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“CERES is founded on a belief that considering financial profits alone blinds us
to social and environmental costs that may rob of us of our ability to have a
future.”
-- Joan Bavaria, Chair of the CERES Coalition
at a Press Conference on Wall Street, September, 1989.

CHAPTER EIGHT

CERES: For a Living
Planet
We were sailing along on Moonlight Bay, actually just off the coast of
Marblehead, Massachusetts. Our annual CERES Board retreat outing.
It had been several long days, with yet another to come. But tonight was for
socializing. The ocean was blue to black, unfathomably environmental, resting our
fervent struggles for the fate of the planet in its embrace.
Denis Hayes, President of the Bullitt Foundation, and Woody Tasch, Treasurer of
the Noyes Foundation, were topside when I came up from the cabin, beer and veggie
sandwich in hand. There was a break in the conversation, so I threw in my latest
speculation.
“I’ve been thinking about the corporate irresponsibility we deal with in CERES.
That a lot of our problems stem from a popular assumption that justice and
democracy are natural to a capitalist system.”
I leave them to digest that mouthful while I take a bite of my sandwich. Since
they haven’t immediately leapt overboard, I continue.
“The United States, where that conception has flourished, began as a frontier
society. The British Empire had its colonies that provided a frontier.
“With an expanding frontier, whether of trade or land, it seemed the meanest
villien could escape a feudal past and find an economically potent future. In that
situation, a market economy and economic justice were not inherently at odds.”
“Well...” says Denis, “the inequities were terrible.”
“I don’t mean to minimize them,” I reply. “I’m just saying that conceptually, it
was possible to believe that everybody would get theirs within the system.”
“Excepting women, slaves and the native populations.”
“Of course.”
Denis looks out over the water, looks back at me, deciding at least for a moment
to engage.
“It’s a little more complicated than that,” he says. “There was the transition from
an agrarian to an industrial society. There was an intellectual ferment led by the
writing of Malthus, Adam Smith and others arguing for a free marketplace. They
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were part of a revolt against authority that played out in the American and French
Revolutions. Large elements of those societies weren’t buying the great opportunities
theory.
“But okay, it makes some sense,” continues Denis. “Where are you going with
this?”
“Just that the environment is another frontier. The exploitation of natural
resources fit right into the paradigm of an indefinitely expanding market economy.
Conversely, the closing of the environmental frontier follows the closing of the land
frontier. That leaves western society with a set of institutions whose justification is
somewhere in the past, groping for a rational.
“Maybe there’s a sequence,” I suggest. “First political justice (dealing with the
right to life and liberty) then social justice (the quality of life) economic justice
(opportunity to better oneself) environmental justice (insuring there’s a future to live
in). If we could figure out where we are in time, it might help the choices we make in
CERES.”
Denis looks at me skeptically. It’s been a long day. The sea is rushing past, or are
we rushing through it, driven by the spread sail. If the wind fails, we can count on the
internal combustion engine to help us wend our way home.
More likely that’s where we are in time.
Woody notes a house on Marblehead Neck that we are passing. “My wife and I
looked at it last year. It was a nice piece of real estate.”
Perhaps it was appropriate that we moved to real estate: Real estate is what folks
take to calling land, after the houses are built and the frontier is over. At the
beginning of North America’s recorded history, Native Americans had the curious
notion that no one owns the land. Now it seems to be that ownership of our wealth
has moved to the Asian mainland, after a brief visit to Japan. What with global
warming, most of our valuable shoreline may wind up underwater, in which case
ownership again becomes moot.
And justice, economic, political, social, environmental or otherwise? When
people operate from outmoded paradigms, justice tends to get lost in the transition.
America has been losing its second frontier of unlimited natural resources, the basis
of the paradigm has shifted, and we hardly noticed. When that happens to society or
its leaders, all of us are in trouble.

In the ‘60s, as a junior functionary and filmmaker, I was a fly on the wall of the
White House and the Pentagon; at most accepted as a piece of casual infrastructure.
Perhaps I was bright and promising, but there are so many, most of whom will be
winnowed. Even the great majority of those who stay the course will be shunted to
less than their hopes implied.
If in the ‘70s, it felt like I was spiraling outwards to explore the basis of
community, now it seemed I was moving inwards to the centers of power in our
society. The best was that there were friends and comrades on the same path.
There was at least the illusion that we were affecting the way the world ran.
Shared history was translating into something like a common agenda. We were better
than power brokers; we were advocates for a community-based perspective on the use
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of power; and that a true definition of productivity had to include long-term
implications as well as short-term gain.
By 1989, as Executive Director of Co-op America, a director of the Labor Rights
Fund, member of the Social Venture Network, President of the Fair Trade Foundation
and Social Investment Forum, I had more titles than a tricked-out noble awaiting
introduction at the Court of Versailles.
Often I wasn’t so sure myself how to present, or even which role I was occupying.
I’m being interviewed on Financial News Network; me with a reporter in a
Manhattan studio, and Wayne Silby from Calvert on the monitor from a DC
studio.
The first round of questions has been inane. I’ve done my best, but don’t
like the impression of the Social Investment Forum that is coming across.
While Silby is taking his turn, I dash off a note to the interviewer with a
suggested question. She absorbs it, nods her head, smiling complicity. It’s a
good question. I’ve made her job easier by playing both sides of the street.
At the Social Investment Forum, I was following in the footsteps of two brilliant,
hands-on presidents of the Forum, Joan Bavaria, the CEO of Franklin Research and
Development (later changed to Trillium Asset Management, which is how I’ll refer to
it), and Joan Shapiro, Senior VP of Development for South Shore Bank. With a brand
new, Fair Trading project requiring my intense concentration, I knew I couldn't give
SIF the same degree of attention. After a credible stint as Vice President, however,
the Forum's leadership was firm in feeling I was the best person for the job, so I
acquiesced.
To take care of business, we created an Executive Committee that would divide
up many of the president's responsibilities, and expanded the role of our Executive
Director.
Recognizing I’d be distracted by fair trade didn’t mean I didn’t care, or that I
didn’t have a sense of direction.
The Forum had been vacillating between becoming more of a trade association,
and its initial focus as an activist, issue-driven organization. Stated simply, did the
Forum exist to serve its members, or should it provide an organizing focus for
investors, institutions and financial advisors to move a socially responsible financial
agenda?
It was a matter of emphasis, that I felt was slipping from urgency (“how can we
work together to change the world”) to complacency (“how can we help you do your
worthwhile business better?”). I stood on the issues side and as I looked for firm
allies, the key became bringing Joan Bavaria back onto the Board.
The internal politics of nonprofit coalitions can be rough. When Joan had been
pressured out of her founding presidency, she felt disrespected. I was able to convince
her to return, partially out of friendship, but also because it fit with an idea Joan had
for a new project.
At a meeting of the Forum in Colorado, the summer of ’88, Joan was intrigued by
a paper presented by another innovator, Tamsin Taylor. The focus was on gathering
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information, and it set Joan thinking about the lack of corporate environmental impact
information available to investors.
Her worker-owned company managed hundreds of millions of dollars. In
aggregate, billions were invested in publicly traded companies by the religious
institutions, public pension funds, foundations, the new socially screened mutual
funds, private individuals and financial advisors represented in the Forum. Their
portfolios contained large blocks of stock from major corporations.
Joan had noted that the most common concern of her clients was the environment.
The environmental movement had its own complex and often competitive politics,
but could key groups be brought into coalition with social investors? Link the
pressure from investors and the environmental organizations, and it just might be
possible to change corporate behavior.
I threw the weight of my presidency behind her visionary initiative.

An ad hoc committee of the Board had lunch together in New York City.
Strategies were discussed about involving the environmental community. The first
meeting took place during our spring Forum in Raleigh, North Carolina; the second, a
few weeks later in Washington, DC.
There was some initial resistance from those skeptical about any dealings with the
world of finance, but what quickly emerged was interest on the part of several major
environmental organizations. This coalition wouldn't be competing for public
attention, grants or contributions, yet it might help achieve the environmental
movement’s objectives.
Decades of confrontation and adversarial relationships with business and industry
weren't about to be abandoned, but there were indications of diminishing returns.
Behind the screen of this coalition, better public reporting and accountability might
be explored without compromising public positions.
Not that the environmental community was monolithic. More radical
organizations like Greenpeace were unwilling to even consider an accusation of
fraternizing with the enemy. Others, such as Conservation International, had such
close ties to business that they weren't about to risk an activist stance.
But there were enough. NRDC, National Wildlife, Sierra Club, Lighthawk and
others joined with the City of New York's $40 billion pension fund; the Public
Employees Pension fund in California with $100 billion invested; the AFL-CIO
pension funds; Calvert, Working Assets, Co-op America, the Interfaith Center on
Corporate Responsibility.
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We began to develop a strategy. Joan picked the name, CERES, for the coalition,
from the Greek goddess of the harvest (and an acronym for the unwieldy Coalition for
Environmentally Responsible EconomieS). A Board of Directors was appointed,
although the initial legal structure was as a project of the Social Investment Forum.
Because we were representing financial shareholders in corporate America, it
seemed reasonable that we should ask companies to account for their impact via an
annual environmental report, and to that end, began to develop a reporting format.
At the same time, we felt it critical that they register their commitment to
principle A committee of the new Board developed a set of ten environmental
principles including clean air, clean water, and corporate accountability for
extraction, production, and marketing.

Then in March, the Exxon Valdez spewed vast quantities of oil into the arctic sea,
wrecking the local ecology, destroying jobs and riveting the attention of the media
and the public.
“Let's call them the Valdez Principles," said Jan Hartke of the Humane Society. It
seemed only the humane thing to do.
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On the ninth of September, the CERES Coalition held a press conference in New
York City to announce the Valdez Principles. There were reporters from the major
business journals, and speeches by co-chairs Joan Bavaria and Denis Hayes, as well
as the Chair of Sierra Club, Comptroller of the City of New York and President of the
Audubon Society.

I had a few remarks myself on behalf of the Social Investment Forum, although I
spent most of my time behind the camera, documenting the event for posterity. We
made the “Times” the next day, and aroused some corporate curiosity.
We had our own curiosity about where we were headed, but there was a sense of
having begun a long journey.
On the fifteenth, I was on the podium, welcoming a few hundred people to the fall
meeting of the Social Investment Forum, held at the Riverside Church auditorium.
With the recent announcement of CERES, I was hopeful that social investment
was embarked on a new and powerful challenge to business as usual. In the plenary,
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workshops, reception and mingling in corridors, everything seem speeded up. Of
course, that may have had something to do with my leaving to travel around the world
for five weeks in a few days.
Our Board meeting had been the day before. I thought both the meeting and the
Forum had gone well. At the end, one of my best friends on the Board, Joan Shapiro
said she needed to talk about some membership committee business. We set up a
conference call the next day with her and Jerry Dotson, President of the Parnassus
Fund.
Speaking for the membership committee, they recommended I should vacate my
Presidency after the one year. They knew it was a stressful time, with my new project.
They thought I would probably welcome the idea of stepping down.
My immediate reaction was surprise.
"I thought I knew the Board pretty well. There are certainly people, either of you,
for instance, whom I'd be delighted to give way to. But when I took the job, there was
a distinct void of enthusiasm among likely candidates. Who do you have in mind?"
There was a hesitation, then Jerry announced, "John."
I nearly choked. "Is this a joke?" I asked
"No, he's ready to put in the time and provide the resources to take SIF to the next
level."
"What level is that? John's not a bad person, but he's a bozo. The last time he got
up to speak for the Forum in Minneapolis, he managed to offend most of the women
in the audience. I can't imagine trusting him as a national spokesperson for any
organization with integrity."
But Jerry was into it. "I think it's more important that we move ahead strongly
with building the organization, and I think John can make that happen."
Now I got the picture. Jerry was one of the people on the Board most concerned
that an emphasis on advocacy might undercut the Forum’s growth. My support for
CERES as our major new project moved us further down that path. I saw CERES as
an important success. Jerry saw it as a distraction from building a strong institutional
support base for the funds, fund managers and financial advisors who composed most
of the Forum's membership.
It was a legitimate position. I just disagreed with it.
"Folks, I can't do much about this now. I'm leaving for Europe tomorrow. Let me
think about it. But I want you to think, too. I'm not deeply attached to continuing as
President of the Forum, but I do feel strongly about turning the Presidency over to
someone I feel would be an embarrassment."
Our next Board meeting was set for Los Angeles in December. I hoped there still
would be time after I returned to sort matters out.
Two months later, I was on my way to LA for the meeting, fresh, well, not so
fresh, from 72 hours of racing to and from a European Fair Trade Association
meeting in Salzburg, Austria. Not the best shape for a showdown.
Positions hadn't changed. The Nominating Committee remained set on John as
my immediate presidential successor. I still felt he was a lame choice.
No, it wouldn’t be a messy fight, but I was committed to putting the issues as I
saw them before the Board.
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There are a dozen people in the room, gathered about a large table.
I’ve worked with them on the Board for years, like and respect most. I
shake off my fatigue and begin speaking:
"I'm all in favor of graceful exits – I'll be making one in less than a
month, stepping down as Executive Director of Co-op America. But I also
think it's important to face issues and make clear choices.
"I believe CERES is the most important new direction for social
investment in a decade. It's brought us directly in alliance with the
environmental movement, and is symbolic of our initiative and innovation.
Most of the credit goes to Joan Bavaria, but it’s taken up significant time of
my Presidency. I think it's been a good investment, and is even the best route
to making SIF a stronger trade association.
"Finally, although I like John personally, I don't believe he has the
sophistication and stature to speak for the social investment movement.
"Frankly, folks, I assume this vote is a foregone conclusion. A majority of
the Board sees the chance for expansion and greater power. I think you're
wrong, but for those who are committing to raise the money, I'll wish you
luck.
"I also want to make it clear that if the Board so votes, I'll support John's
Presidency and continue to serve out my term as a member of this Board."
Then John and I march out of the room. After a few minutes of
deliberation, we are informed that John has been elected. Later in the meeting,
the Board of SIF votes to cut loose CERES to find its own organizational
identity. In that vote, I heartily concur. No sense being where you’re not
appreciated.
Three years later, with SIF a shambles, in a scene out of Gunfight at OK Corral, I
marched with the present President, Steve Scheuth, as one of three ex-Presidents
(including both Joans) down a street in Minneapolis, to a confrontational vote for
salvaging the Forum.
All the expansive plans were down the drain and the Forum was in the toilet. As
the votes were counted, it looked ugly. Threats and recriminations were exchanged as
it became clear the good guys (us) were going to win. Then Greg Ramm, the Exec
Director of the Institute for Community Economics and a long-time Board member
stood up, all six foot six, and the scene quieted (there’s a new sheriff in town).
There was a certain satisfaction, mixed with sadness that such a promising
institution could get so out of whack. Eventually, Co-op America provided a home
and the Forum limped back to health. Meanwhile, CERES had charted its own course.

It wasn’t the Round Table, but the crew of stalwarts we assembled at the
beginning of CERES rallied around our quest for the holy grail of environmental
salvation.
At first, there was a wary skepticism, except for the few of us who had worked
together before. It might have seemed we had a common agenda, but the diversity of
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the environmental organizations, and old rivalries made even our internal bickering in
social investment look tame.
Soon enough a combination of common purpose and Joan’s leadership style set a
tone of mutual respect.
Joan Bavaria was a doughty leader. A small, intense woman of great conviction
and determination, she ran a company that managed large amounts of money without
ever compromising her ideals. That gave her a practical edge that everyone respected.
Her ability to focus her own and her company’s resources on CERES provided
everything from leadership to office space and support functions.

Joan had a rare quality of being eminently sensible, yet with the vision to identify
the crux of the matter, along with the skill to listen and extract the best that was being
put forward.
One of the key people she’d brought on board early was Denis Hayes. Denis was
brilliant, droll and well-connected. Joan had taken him out to lunch in San Francisco,
preached CERES, and five hours later had a Co-Chair from the environmental
community whom everyone respected.
Denis’ reputation was lit by being the initial, national coordinator for Earth Day in
1970. He was an environmental lawyer who had battled the biggest and best, founder
of Green Seal, and recently anointed as the President of Bullitt Foundation, based in
Seattle.
Mike McCloskey, Chair of the Sierra Club, was steady, strategic and wellrespected both within his own decentralized organization and among other
environmental groups.
Joel Thomas, General Counsel of National Wildlife, was large, both in size and
emotional energy. Joes had battled against corporations for years, and could give as
well as he got.
Ariane van Buren was a lively, thorough woman who represented the Interfaith
Center for Corporate Responsibility. Her major responsibility was coordinating the
shareholder initiatives being leveled against corporations – keeping track of who was
in productive dialog with us, so that resolutions could be withdrawn; making sure the
filings would pass SEC scrutiny.
Also on the shareholder end were Ken Sylvester, representing the Comptroller of
the City of New York, Andy Smith, Director of Economic Justice for the American
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Baptists, and in the early days, Steve Cohen, representing Grey Davis, and the State
of California Pension Funds.
Ken and Andy had made their bones in the successful struggle to destabilize the
racist government of South Africa through shareholder activism. Along with Ariane
and later Bob Banks, the VP for Environmental Affairs for Sunoco, they usually
arrived at our meetings fit and breathless after early morning tennis.
Jack Doyle, who represented Friends of the Earth, had written several books
probing the environmental deficiencies and evasions of the chemical industry. As the
only person on the Board with scientific background, he was particularly valuable in
helping us work our way through to an understanding of how to evaluate corporate
sincerity, and in the design and modification of the Report format.
Others signed on within the first few years: Joe Uehlein from the AFL/CIO,
Mindy Lubber, later to become our CEO, joined to represent the PIRGS; Alisa
Gravitz from Co-op America, Neva Goodwin from Tufts University, Norm Dean
from Friends of the Earth.
If that was the core of the working Board, there were dozens of others who could
be brought in for specific dialogs, or who were willing to make the right phone call at
the right time.
Everybody had strengths, connections and expertise, and the organizations
involved in the Coalition meant there were large staffs that potentially could be
mobilized to support our activities.
With hardly any dedicated staff or budget for its first five years, CERES relied on
its Board, aided by consultants, particularly Allen White, from Tellus Institute for the
development of the reporting model; David Sand and Marc Sarkady, both of whom
had a rare ability to cross the lines between corporate culture and our assumptions.

The clear intelligence and commitment of everyone on the Board maintained a
hum of activity that disguised for a while our lack of significant success.
Yes, Ben & Jerry’s, Stonyfield Farms Yogurt, Smith & Hawken, Aveda and
Harwood Products signed the Valdez Principles. Yes, we developed a standardized
report format. Yes, we were interesting enough that Al Gore showed up at a meeting
in 1992 as our keynote speaker.
But given how ambitious our goal of documenting and improving the corporate
environmental performance of the Fortune 500, all we really had to show was a string
of polite and not-so polite rejections.
There was a meeting in Boston with representatives of all the major companies
from the chemical industry. They had their own trade association, with their own
code of conduct. Behind their skepticism about the positive benefit of relating to
CERES lay a deep-seated suspicion about letting us behind the scenes of their
businesses.
Only one of those companies came in, yet the fact that the exchange happened,
and confidentiality was respected, became part of the gradual movement toward
ongoing dialog with corporate America.
Later, a dozen major companies in a variety of industries met with us for a year.
At the end, discussions broke down. Yet they adapted the CERES Principles, leaving
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out key components of accountability, but still better than what had existed before.
Eventually some of those companies did endorse CERES.
We had put in place a new force. Behind the scenes, hundreds of investors were
cranking out resolutions coordinated through the Interfaith Center on Corporate
Responsibility, and backed by the even larger shareholdings of our big pension funds.
Resolutions to sign the Principles made it past SEC scrutiny, and showed up in
Annual Meetings. Seventy-five companies a year were dealing with resolutions that
regularly garnered 5-15% support, very high for a non-management resolution, and
enough to get them on the ballot for the next year.
In some cases, corporate annoyance gave way to curiosity. Given the chance to
dialog with environmental leaders on our Board like Mike McCloskey and Denis
Hayes, careful and confidential inquiries began.
How many corporate CEOs were like to turn down a phone call from Alan
Hevesi, Comptroller of the City of New York or Tim Smith, Director of the Interfaith
Center on Corporate Responsibility?
What made these early dialogs possible was the mediating influence and
sophistication of the social investors. We were aligned politically with our
environmental brothers and sisters, but we also understood the language of money
and power. Even better, given fiduciary responsibility to investors and pensioners, we
accepted that corporate survival was a good thing, and profitability – so long as it was
not at too high a cost to the environment – even better.

Each corporate dialog was a drama in itself, with all the requisite twists and turns.
The Sun Oil Company, operating under the logo of Sunoco, had been the target of
several resolutions. In 1993, with a troubled financial picture, a new CEO, Robert
Campbell was brought in to turn the company around.

Bob took a look at the every aspect of the company. When he confronted CERES,
the Principles themselves made sense, and the usual adversarial stance didn’t. After
several conversations with Andy Smith, who was also based in Philadelphia, a fruitful
dialog process was established. From the first, Campbell put the weight of his
presidency behind the effort. He wanted to know how to make an endorsement work,
not all the reasons why it couldn’t or shouldn’t.
It was a courageous act, and a break with both the chemical and petroleum
industries. The crunch point came early on. Sun might have a long-term intention of
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becoming an energy company less reliant on fossil fuels, but in the short to medium
term, Sunoco pumps were delivering gasoline.
Could CERES live with a petro-chemical company, or were we asking Sun to go
out of business? Might as well get that clear from the get-go or we’d be get-gone.
In our internal discussions and with Sun, we staked out a clear position. CERES’
bottom line was truthful reporting of present practice; continuous and significant
improvement of their performance in every area that could affect the environment;
and commitment to searching for the technical and scientific basis to redesign their
business.
Our Coalition was composed of stakeholders, both in the environment, but also in
productivity and wealth creation of corporate America. We had no illusions that any
company involved in extraction and manufacturing could be perfect, particularly
when they were multi-billion dollar multi-nationals. Sincerity, accountability and
collaboration were the best we could expect in the real world.
Those were the answers Bob Campbell was waiting for, and in 1994, Sun Oil
became the first Fortune 500 company to sign the CERES Principles in a ceremony at
the National Press Club in Washington.

If Sun was the first, the giant step for CERES began with General Motors.
After several years of shareholder resolutions and stonewalling, the GM
discussions turned serious helped by the intervention of my old friend from Another
Place Farm, Marc Sarkady. Marc had become the top organizational consultant to
GM in the late ‘80s, and his willingness to vouch for the integrity of the CERES crew
(no, they aren’t just out to get you) was a critical starting point for dialog.
Nevertheless, it took the GM/CERES dialog team a year to reach an accord on
endorsement. There were visits to plant sites and corporate offices.
Denny Minano, the VP for Environmental Affairs and Denis Hayes were old
adversaries. In this new context, their grudging respect turned to mutual appreciation.
Being on the same side might be even more interesting than being on opposite sides.
In 1995, the largest corporation in the world, with 700,000 employees and plants
in dozens of countries endorsed the CERES Principles, and began preparing their first
CERES report.
The stakes were high. The depth and seriousness of conversations made clear a
CERES relationship was not a pro forma involvement. Behind the scenes, a level of
stakeholder and corporate collaboration and consultation was evolving undreamed of
in our most sanguine moments.
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Several events tested the relationships quickly. A graphic demonstration of the
inherent risks occurred when a Philadelphia refinery that Sun had recently bought
sent a plume of yellow smoke over the city. The emission looked far worse than it
was, but the headlines and newscasts trumpeted trouble in River City.
The next morning, before most of us had heard a thing, every Director of CERES
received a packet of materials from Sun. There was no attempt to minimize or justify
the event: It had happened. Sun accepted full responsibility (even though they could
have blamed it on the previous owner) and here’s what they intended to do about it.
The cover letter indicated that Sun appreciated the difficult position in which
CERES Directors might be placed, and intended only that we be fully apprised so that
we could respond clearly to our constituencies.
Sun then utilized the good offices of Andy Smith to quickly establish a process
for meeting with more than seventy community groups, insuring they had both access
to all information, as well as a voice in the remediation.
In a pressure-driven situation, that easily could have destroyed a young and
fragile relationship, Sun and CERES had just turned a potential black eye into a
positive experience, and trust was strengthened.
At the five year mark of the Sun-CERES relationship, Bob Campbell had a costbenefit study run that came up with a preliminary number of $17 million in savings
attributable to the CERES relationship. He thought it was significantly undervalued:
Avoiding costly litigation, enhanced reputation paid off not only in the marketplace
but also in hiring top MBAs, new systems and protocols established that avoided
environmental clean-ups, energy savings by identifying wasteful practices.
CERES and Sunoco had agreed upon a thorough, five-year review of the
relationship. In a bizarre confluence of life and art, the review was a critical scene in
the documentary video I was producing a about our first ten years. The review didn’t
seem to be happening and Bob Banks, Sun’s VP for Environment, Health and Safety,
was equally frustrated.
I used my leverage as Board member to drive the review ahead, lining up Joan,
Andy and Jack Doyle to meet with the corporate team. The result pleased everyone: a
day-long session that allowed us to evaluate the impact of the relationship at real
depth, and I had my scene.
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Even as we gathered experience, we recognized we were in largely uncharted
waters. The dialog process with companies required people on both sides who could
listen, as well as put forth a position. Compromise was probably better than
confrontation, but far preferable were the moments of mutual insight where we
discovered solutions to challenging problems that left all parties satisfied, and
business running more efficiently.
Where did the people come from who could sit at the table and engage
productively? At first it had been more like rounding up a posse. Grab some likely
suspects from the environmental and investment communities and ride hell for
leather.
In the mid-‘90s, we began holding annual training sessions, two days at the Airlie
Conference Center in Warrenton, Virginia. Originally the design of Marc Sarkady, it
became an interesting mix of religious types, shareholders and financial managers
with environmentalists and a company representatives. Negotiating skills, role
playing, listening techniques, and case studies, many drawn from our growing
experience with companies comprised the curriculum.
As a result, for each potential company, the dialog teams had more sophisticated
skills, and over the course of a few years, a cadre of skilled participants was
established from which we could draw. Our adventures on the Dialog teams were
anywhere from painful to challenging.
Sister Susan Vickers is not your average company representative. She and
I have designed a day-long meeting to wrap up negotiations between CERES
and Catholic Healthcare West, a consortium of hospitals in California, Nevada
and Arizona. In total, it’s a big operation, providing care for hundreds of
thousands of patients, and billing $4.7 billion annually.
But the aggregate masks the decentralized authority that leaves decisionmaking in the hands of hospital managers. Presented with the complex
demands of CERES reporting, there is a tenacious resistance developing.
We have an agenda, but Susan and I have also built in a check-point.
At the lunch break we huddle. The agenda for the afternoon is revised. We
directly address the reporting process, and what will be required.
On our team we already had Joan Bavaria, a West Coast staff person from
NRDC, Alice Tarcher, MD, the author of (of all things) “Environmental
Medicine.” For this critical meeting, we’ve added Allen White from Tellus
Institute.
Alan helps pull together the answers people need on the reporting end.
First, we agree to phase in reporting, starting with three hospitals that are
eager to participate. Second, CHW will hire a consulting firm to work with us
to develop what amounts to a health-care annex to our CERES report (that up
till then had been oriented towards manufacturing companies).
What are the issues for a health care facility? Red bag waste? Air quality?
The consulting firm will come back to us with recommendations, and the first
draft of the report format will be modified by the experience of the test panel
of hospitals.
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Later that year, CHW becomes the first health care endorser of the CERES
Principles.
Fifteen years down the road, my involvement and commitment continues
as part of the team that annually provides multi-stakeholder input on CHW’s
sustainability reporting.
Joan Bavaria and I are driving through times zones as if we were warping
through Star Trek. On the interstate between Ohio and Central Indiana, it’s
possible to go from Eastern to Central time zones so frequently that we’ve lost
track of whether we’re going to be early or late for our meeting.
Arrived at the vast factory, we get a dramatic example of the persistence
of many of the problems companies face.
As one of the senior managers guiding us explains, “We know how to
make relatively clean diesel engines – and that’s exactly what we’re selling in
the USA. What’s killing us is that overseas, in Africa, Asia and Latin
America, the competition is forcing us to the lowest common denominator.
Our premiere, clean engine is priced right out of the market.”
He looks at me hesitantly. “You do understand we’d rather sell those
engines.”
I shake my head sympathetically. “The point isn’t to put you out of
business for making a high quality, environmentally sound products. But if
you joined with CERES, I could see asking your company to lead an industry
initiative to raise the standards. If all companies participated, then nobody gets
hurt.”
The manager nods enthusiastically, but maybe I’ve been through too many
time zones. I’ve missed that consumers in Third World countries may not be
able to afford the clean engines.
After a year of indecisiveness we seem to be on the verge of working
through the endorsement of a large electric utility. They have several nuclear
plants, but so long as they operate them responsibly and don’t build new ones,
we accept that a well-managed, sincere company is capable of improved
performance.
As head of the CERES team, I’d done my due diligence by talking to many
regional environmental groups. Nobody was giving the company a clean bill of
health, but they seem redeemable.
I get a call from our new Exec Director. “Did you see Time Magazine?”
“No. Why?”
“Because Northeast Utilities is on the cover.”
After reading the story, I felt embarrassed, angry and betrayed.
The next day, I’m on the phone with my contact at the utility. By then all
the papers and TV are talking about whistle blowers ignored and harassed.
There have clearly been major violations in the company’s nuclear facilities.
The temptation is to level the guy, but my intuitions are that he is caught in
the middle. The people I don’t trust are the VP for Environmental Affairs and
the company’s CEO.
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“I’d bet this isn’t a great day for you,” I begin. We stumble through polite
commiserations before I get down to business.
“Let’s say we’re lucky that we hadn’t gone further in this process. Bad
enough that we went through a year of dialog without any intimations that
your company had major environmental problems; bad enough that your
company did its best to silence internal criticism – but as we’ve said
throughout, these relationships depend on trust. For us to find out about this
from the media is completely unacceptable.
“I wouldn’t preclude ever getting back into dialog, but it would minimally
mean a complete change of senior management; acceptance of responsibility
for past errors and making amends; and installing internal avenues that
guarantee that criticism will be heard.”
Three years later, I stood on a podium at our annual conference, and welcomed
Northeast Utilities as the newest endorser of the CERES Principles. They still weren’t
perfect, but their CEO and chief Environmental Officer were gone, and every one of
our concerns had been addressed.
Two months after they became an endorsing company, I spoke to two hundred of
their safety engineers, with another 1000 on video feed. I told them the story of our
first, aborted relationship, then another:
“Last week, I was presenting a resolution at the annual shareholders
meeting of Aetna. My co-filer was a nun, representing her order’s investment.
Before the meeting, we went over my remarks. In the conclusion to my
presentation, I had planned to mention that the power to run the lights in the
auditorium was provided by the newest endorser of the CERES Principles,
Northeast Utilities.”
“Oh, no,” she said. “We won’t gain any votes that way. Too many people
in this room are still angry at NU.”
I regard the audience seriously, then continue. “I know that most of you
live in Connecticut or Massachusetts. I’m sure the past few years have been
painful. The questions from your neighbors, criticism in the local paper and
TV. I believe the new leadership of NU and the new protocols you’ve
installed have the capacity to make this a safe company for our communities,
otherwise I wouldn’t be standing here, representing CERES.
“But as with the nun in my story, trust lost is not soon regained. You are
going to have to prove yourself again and again over these years. The
reporting that will be part of your CERES responsibility, and the relationships
that develop should provide benchmarks and access that help prevent a
repetition of the debacle that almost ruined your company’s reputation.
“In the final analysis, the integrity of your operation rests on individual
effort as well as corporate commitment. That comes down to choices all of
you will face between expediency and thoroughness. Make the right choices.
Don’t turn a blind eye to danger. Remember that it’s your company, your
communities, your environment.”
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Those are a few of my stories, and here’s one more: Near the end of the second
millennium, two paradigms of development met head on. At the World Trade
Organization meeting in Seattle, there was a bitter clash between those who believed
the marketplace offered unlimited and expanding economic opportunity, and those
who had embraced the need for natural limits.
As our CERES Board and staff prepared for our first meeting in the new
millennium, a paper by a colleague, Paul Hawken, compelled our attention. Paul had
been on the streets, initially as an observer, then drawn in by the rush of events. As a
social entrepreneur, economic essayist and confident of corporate leaders, what a
surprise to find himself the recipient of pepper spray and tear gas.
His paper targeted globalization and corporate arrogance, as manipulated by
lobbyists and interpreted by bureaucrats. Their objective was a system that divided
the spoils of consumption, enforced by the WTO as ruthlessly as the Seattle police
implemented their version of crowd control.
A managerial class without accountability is dangerous. That goes for
corporations as well as governments. The people demonstrating in Seattle were
demanding an accountable process. The discussions at the WTO fell apart when
representatives at the highest levels couldn’t make sense out of the fruit basket they
had been presented.
People were slipping on banana peels, and there was a surfeit of lemons. Neither
the corporate lobbyists nor the administrative implementers had taken the trouble to
examine the implications of the WTO version of free trade.
The media scrambled for interpretation and made do with the usual sound bytes.
We would try and do better.
As two dozen of the CERES Board and staff argued the implications of the Seattle
affair, the last of the wine and grilled salmon was replaced by tiramisu and coffee. A
French cafe on Manhattan’s upper West Side; fish from the Northwest; coffee from
South America; and an Italian dessert. God forbid, but we too were an artifact of
globalization.

By 1996, the growing success of CERES pushed us to bring on board a high
profile Executive Director. There had been a few people who had nominally occupied
the position, but only now did a combination of corporate fees and grant funding
provide the resources to take a next step.
Joan initiated conversations with Bob Massie, who had just completed a semisuccessful run for Lieutenant Governor in Massachusetts (Bob won the primary, but
the Democratic Gubernatorial candidate lost the election).
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Massie was Harvard Business School and Harvard Divinity School out of
Princeton (sounds like the pedigree for a race horse, and in a manner of speaking, it
was). He was writing a book on the defeat of Apartheid, in which process he had been
an activist. While he’d never run a non-profit organization, and was no expert on
environmental matters, investment or corporate culture, it quickly became clear that
he had tremendous energy, charisma, charm and a brilliant mind, along with a high
level of political savvy and the connections to use it.
From leaders in the Democratic Party, to Foundation heads, and NGO
organizations around the world, Bob might not know everyone or be similarly known,
but there was always someone glad to provide a personal introduction.
Stepping into an organization with great potential, backed by a potent coalition,
with a few good staff, and some major corporate participants, Bob quickly took
CERES to another level of program, impact and funding.
By the late ‘90s, with growing awareness of the environmental crisis, particularly
around climate risk, CERES was becoming a player in developing new rules for how
the world was shaking out.
Joan had returned from meetings in Europe with the insight that there was a
growing curiosity about reporting, and a void that needed to be filled. It wouldn’t be
the CERES model, because companies were developing their own principles, and
unlikely to accept them from a US organization.
Bob began working with Allen White from Tellus Institute on a process that in
less than three years grew into the Global Reporting Initiative. It would be an
international framework for guidelines that covered the entire environmental and
social impact of corporations.
From the initial meetings in the USA, to the first big gathering in London in
March of 1999, there was a clear sense we were onto something important. Business
and the financial industry were realizing there was a major revision occurring in how
the world viewed corporate behavior, and they were grasping at what GRI might be
offering: a potentially legitimate and critical piece of infrastructure.

The Global Reporting Initiative, and my own involvement as a member, then
Chair of its Stakeholder Council, is worth its own chapter. But the launch, including
our estimable recognition that GRI would need to be independent of CERES, has
been an impressive example of the collaborative capacity of human beings in the face
of great challenge.
Major foundations, the United Nations, the international labor movement, NGO
public interest groups, and many of the largest corporations and financial institutions
in the world have played an honorable part.
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As the GRI Secretariat moved to Amsterdam and established its independence,
CERES moved to another challenge. Al Gore had been leading the struggle to achieve
recognition of the scientific validity of global warming. Bob Massie was a good
friend of his, and it was a natural step for CERES to take the lead in a new
intervention, the Investor Network on Climate Risk. In the wake of growing
acceptance of the scientific evidence and the dramatic example of Hurricane Katrina,
INCR quickly gathered financial leaders with aggregated assets over $3 trillion, and
the treasurers and fiduciary agents for many states.
The early choice by CERES, even during the relatively friendly days of the
Clinton administration, to keep a critical distance from government, and restrict the
Coalition to activists and investors, paid off big-time during the Bush years. INCR
was an important part of mobilizing a swift-building consensus around climate
change in the face of the Bush administration’s intransigence on global warming.
Institutional investors were no longer willing to watch helplessly while the value and
wealth of the American economy was risked.
Leadership for INCR and CERES passed from Bob Massie to Mindy Lubber, who
had served on our Board representing the PIRGs and later her Green Century Fund.
Bob had struggled for years with hemophilia. His courage was an inspiration to us all,
but in the early years of the new millennium, it had become clear that his health
would force him to a less-pressured, advisory role. He remains on our Board of
Directors.
By 2008, when 500 leaders in the financial industry met for the third Investor
Summit on Climate Risk, every major bank, investment house and insurer was
represented, as well as state and private pension funds, managing total assets of more
than $22 trillion.

The value of assets would be radically reduced by the financial disaster later that
year. Nevertheless, it signaled a new appreciation that what had recently been deemed
extraneous was recognized as material.
With a strong Board and Coalition, excellent leadership by Mindy, and a hardworking, imaginative staff, CERES was both maintaining commitments to present
programs and opening up new initiatives:
•
•

Coordination and review of CERES network companies’ annual reports by
multi-stakeholder teams..
Collaborative initiatives with industry sectors (finance, insurance, electric
power, auto, etc.) most dramatically INCR.
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•
•
•

Annual CERES Conference bringing together leaders from business with
those from the public interest sector to identify progress and continuing
challenges.
Continuing focus on reporting, primarily with GRI.
A Washington DC office to monitor and guide the congruence of the
CERES agenda with governmental developments.

CERES has been blessed with brilliant leadership, starting with Joan Bavaria, but
also dozens who, like myself, have served as Board or staff, or helped make key
connections along the way. To mention a few whose names haven’t come up in this
brief history: Norm Dean of Friends of the Earth, Ashok Gupta of NRDC, Alisa
Gravitz of Co-op America, Joe Uehlein of the AFL/CIO, Stuart Auchincloss of the
Sierra Clubs, Kevin Knobloch of the Union of Concerned Scientists, Neva Goodwin
from Tufts, Bill Somplatsky-Jarman and Vidette Bullock of the Interfaith Center on
Corporate Responsibility, Tim Wirth of the UN Foundation; staff members Pat
Daniel, Judy Kusczevski, Chris Fox, Deb Hall, Tim Brennan, Anne Kelly, Andrea
Moffitt.
In the end, it comes down to people, principles and structure. The vision that Joan
first annunciated in 1989 has been turned into practical initiatives that continue to
enliven our world and offer hope for the future.
For better or worse, we live on a planet that has given up its secrets to serve
mankind. As individuals, even in our separate organizations, we might struggle for
cherishing the appropriate values of community, comity and conservation. But for
CERES, neither trade nor the scale and speed of a transactional, transnational
economy were the question.
We had been transported through time and space to a new frontier. No wooly
bears, but predators aplenty roamed the landscape. Few of them had any more
thought about their impact on the environment than herds of buffalo on the Great
Plains or the rabbits that overwhelmed the Australian outback.
In the old West (at least as pictured by Hollywood) when outlaws pillaged, the
schoolmarm, the banker and the owner of the general store demanded the sheriff set
some rules of engagement. Likewise, we could say, Free trade means trade free of
exploitation, not the freedom to exploit.
Even a market economy exists within a framework. Unbridled exploitation means
no future and that’s not only spiritually untenable, it’s bad business. At minimum,
there needs to be an understanding not to kill the customers.
The paradigm of progress and the paradigm of conservation are at odds only if
given license by stupidity, greed and exponential population growth. The taming of
these tenacious predators will challenge our best practice.
No matter how off-center, the world always exists in some sort of ecological
balance. The universe is even now giving up new secrets about our biology; about the
storage of memory and its processing; about the extraction of energy from heretofore
impractical sources that may re-shape the future of this planet.
CERES stands for the capacity of the world’s stakeholders to shape our fate,
rather than be ruled by it. Perhaps all we are saying is that corporations, the new
rulers of the world, must be accountable, if to no one else, at least to their own future.
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In 1999, for our annual conference, I had made a half hour video to celebrate our
tenth anniversary.
A crow looks into the camera, nods its head, and caws three times. The
camera pulls back revealing the massive striations of the Grand Canyon. Cut
to a bird wheeling in the sky. Native American chanting up in background.
Narration: “Twenty-thousand years ago, human beings lived in scattered
tribes. Large animals roamed the planet, and the ice age was at its fullest,
glacial flow.
“Technology through primitive tools, civilization through language, and a
global warming that thawed the glaciers gave human society a chance to
expand.
“Twenty thousand years later, ironically, global warming is one of several
threats to the planetary ecology.”

In 2009, at the CERES Conference celebrating our 20th anniversary, I put together
a five minute video tribute to memorialize Joan Bavaria’s passing. We all missed her
prescient leadership, and there were few dry eyes among the hundreds gathered at the
top of the Fairmont Hotel in San Francisco.
As we contemplated the beautiful city and bay spread before us, we knew the
challenges CERES had taken on. The world and its civilization were at risk and that
would not change overnight.
Much like the our primitive forbearers who protected their caves, built their fires,
raised village walls, at least CERES had given us some tools to stave off disaster.
Thanks, Joan.
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What a deeply human dream. That somewhere, sometime, there could be a safe
and secure homeplace. A place with familiar friends, full with trust and
acceptance. A place to which we could return, work and play
In these years of changing places, changing work, changing friends – all for
such good and purposeful reasons – I’ve thought so many times of what it would
mean to have a homeplace.
I think most of us are far from the neighborhood in which we grew up – far
emotionally, if not geographically. The friends along the way from school or
work or community are scattered. Our reunions are on the run, moments of
peace pieced together.
There have been times over the years when a group of friends dreamed
together. A house in the country we could buy together. A place by the sea. What
could we do by pooling our resources? What we wanted was a set of possibilities
centered around a structure that offered not just shelter, but a flow of people
and relationships – a homeplace.
-- Margaret Flinter, Building Economic Alternatives, fall, 1986

CHAPTER NINE

Dance New England
Towards the end of our first DNE summer camp, a dozen dancers piled into cars for a
date with the big Wednesday night, Cambridge boogie, Dance Free. We’d been
steeped in the lore of contact improvisation, and not surprisingly, there were a few of
us doing homework assignments on the dance floor.
Several other dancers had penetrated our circle, so that when Margaret leaned
back for balance, her partner of the moment de-committed. Hell, he probably didn’t
even know they were, for that moment, partners, nor possibly that contact inprov
existed.
As she lay on her back, struggling to get her breath, he stared down puzzled. “I
guess I missed your cue,” he said.
In the transitions that have marked the passage between life in and out of Dance
New England since 1980, it is safe to say that many cues have been missed, but many
more taken.

For three decades, my principal community has been Dance New England
(DNE). Living in Washington DC or Connecticut, I’ve had neighbors, co-workers,
and a normal physical environment, yet the emotional core, beyond and including
immediate family, has been DNE.
If this seems an odd twist for community, consider that it seems to work for most
of the six hundred folks who show up every summer for our two-week camp; and that
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the circle extends to involve the hundreds who boogie weekly at member dances and
thousands who are included in our Member Directory.
The music is rock, ethnic, techno, country. The dancing is barefoot, loose
clothing, flat out shaking it or smoothly in contact. The environment is smoke and
alcohol-free and children-friendly. The dance floor becomes a complete world.
Whether couples or solos; whether we choose to dance with three or four people;
become a line of snaking dancers; the impact is of a varied and intense ensemble
piece. It may not be Woodstock, but as a more sedate friend said after I dragged her
to one dance, “You mean this stuff is still going on?”
Every community should have some passion to bring it together and carry through
the hard times. Given all the organizing I’ve done in my life around issues of
economic interdependence, I’m impressed with how strong is the human need to play
and socialize. We’re nowhere close to a cult – just folks who have come to appreciate
the kinds of spaces we create, and what goes on within them.
Because the weekly dance is a social highlight, the accumulation of events and
intensity builds over years. Soon, the life of the dance community extends to parties,
relationships, the choice of where to live and with whom. When we started, kids were
a rarity. Now there are DNE households, marriages, more babies and some of the kids
are grown up.
Personally, I’m putting my bets on the longevity of Dance New England. Part of
that is an objective assessment of our history. Part of it rests on appreciation of what
the physical and spiritual nature of dance brings to our community.
I think in DNE, because of the dance component, we have a strong, intuitive
knowing of each other, and of the choreographic relationship of the individual to the
community.
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2.
GOD VISITS DNE FOR LUNCH, SOME MIFFED
For the past few days, campers have been entertained at lunchtime with
potent gospel singing by the Moonlight “Amen” Singers. Although most of
the reaction has been positive, at least one camper expressed a reluctance to
be “born again and again.” The question is, if God visited without
registering, should payment be sought, the deity considered a DNE member
and placed on the mailing list.
-- Dance New England Newsletter, August 23, 1995

I had helped start Dance Haven, a co-op dance in New Haven. The same year as
Dance Haven succeeded, Dance Spree in North Hampton, Massachusetts was
launched. There was also Dance Friday in Watertown Square outside of Boston. All
these were co-op dances, with similar volunteer structures (a music committee,
purchase audio equipment, set-up and take-down, handling money, door, etc.).
Coincidently, after successfully raising money to salvage our New Age
conference center, Another Place Farm, I was looking for ways to enliven the
program and bring in revenue.
The preceding summer, I’d played staff at Rowe Conference Center’s Liberation
Camp. The Unitarians who attended were straighter than our dance crowd, but a
theme-oriented summer camp for adults and kids was a nice idea.
I dreamed up a simple model. Folks from the existing dances in Boston, New
York, New Haven and Western Mass would be invited to spend a week taking classes
and hanging out, the usual Another Place good vegetarian food, trips to the waterfall.
Call it “Dance New England.”
I visited each of the dances and made my pitch to key organizers. Jimmy Two
Feathers, a veteran of both AP Farm and the dances helped with the contacts,
particularly Paul Spielman at Dance Friday. The teachers I hired were one each T’ai
Chi and Contract Improv, plus a cook and a childcare worker.
Three dozen folks showed up for the weekend, and two thirds remained for the
week. By the end, most of us felt we’d died and gone to heaven. In the middle, we
knew we had something special.
Most of the crew is crowded into one of the bedrooms, sprawling on
mattresses, hanging off bunk beds.
I've been the prime organizer, risk taker and worker on this camp, but I
don’t have any attachment to the role. I look around the room. "It seems
there's general agreement that we want to do this again next summer. I'm up
for sharing the leadership."
A few hands go up. My partner, Margaret Flinter, joining me from New
Haven. Bill McAvinney and Jonathan Smith from Boston. Jimi Two Feathers
from Western Massachusetts.
On the drive back to New Haven, Margaret has another idea: "Why don't
we invite everyone for a weekend in the fall? We can sleep thirty in a pinch
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(in our communal house). We'll have Dance Haven for a Saturday night
dance. Maybe we can rent space for a few workshops."
At the fall weekend, a few of us are gathered about our kitchen table for
breakfast. Paul Spielman pipes up, "I think Dance Friday could put on a
winter weekend in Boston."
Next summer, Emmy Rainwalker brings out a cake to the Great Hall of
Another Place, celebrating our first birthday. There's a pause, a low hum in
the room. What are we doing? Is there another step we can take?
Margaret has another idea. "The planning group worked really well, but
maybe we could formalize it. If each of the dances has a representative or two,
we’d have the basis of an ongoing operation. The planning for next summer’s
camp could be coordinated by these Reps.”
I suggest, "Maybe at each gathering, the community, assembled as Dance
New England, could have a meeting -- like this one."
We're all looking at each other. It feels right.
Margaret and I served the next two years as New Haven Reps, then in a changing
of the guard, moved to participant status. That was important as more people stepped
front and center, assuming responsibility, achieving recognition and respect. Soon,
how DNE began became part of the mythology, and way in the background.
3.
FLUSHED WITH SUCCESS, OR, “JIGGLE THE HANDLE, STUPID”
By a recent poll, 46% of the people who flush the toilet in the office
bathroom leave it running. Running? Many words would accurately
describe the state of confusion rampant in the toilet bowl – but two things
you can say for sure, it’s noisy and it wastes water
It’s not that people mean to sabotage the water table, they’re just in a
hurry. So....
You’ve finished on the pot. The toilet is flushing, you are moving toward
the sink to wash your hands. Before you turn to unlatch the hook on the
door, come to a pause. A sense of peace will flow into you. Think for a
moment about that part of you left behind, and which even now is moving
through the septic system. Say good-bye to it. Now, open your awareness to
the sounds in your space. Is that rushing water so close at hand? A
waterfall, perhaps? Now reach out your hand toward the sound. Is that a
metal handle? Yes, it is. Give it one quick jiggle. The sound of the waterfall
ceases. There will be a moment of sadness. Having moved, it’s time to move
on. You’ve earned the right. You’ve jiggled.
- DNE Daily Camp Newsletter

There were new innovations and new people. Danny Trenner, a gifted teacher of
improve, picked up a hitchhiker one day on his way from Boston to Western Mass. It
was Maji, one of the curious sorts who had been coming to Another Place for years,

231

and was best known for speaking in rhymes. He was the Muhammad Ali of the
counter culture.
Maji was on his way to summer camp, like a wise man following yonder star, and
talked Danny into a detour something like this: You think you're free, but thinking be,
a way to run from opportunity. Come and dance, come to prance, maybe even some
romance. What's to lose? An hour or two? Take a chance!
How could he resist? Danny came, saw and stayed to teach ensemble, jazz
technique, and with various partners, tango. He's a heady fellow, well into the
metaphysics and social science of dance.
In a partnering class, he drew a distinction between leading and following, as in
traditional social dancing, and direction and embellishment.
"When you think about it, instead of one partner being subservient, that means
that each has an honorable role, and they can be exchanged. If I provide an impulse,
my partner can turn and swirl. That gives me more ideas for where I might take the
dance next. Now you try it with your partner, switching roles back and forth."
There were other fine teachers who provided a consistent core faculty: Robin
Feld, Andrew Harwood, Nancy Stark Smith for contact; Cheryl Smith and Marilyn
Middleton for African. There was Authentic Movement, theatre games, the list went
on.
In class, discovery and technique were counterbalanced. Warm-ups and safety
first, then the mix of steps, movement and choreography that the teacher had
prepared. Plenty of room to jam and innovate, but always remember other people are
on the floor.
A German woman, Renate, who had studied in West Africa was hired by
Margaret, and brought African dance. Across the road from Another Place was
another conference center, Merriam Hill. One of the staff was a fine conga drummer.
Michael Wingfield who introduced percussion classes to Dance New England in
1985. From mid-’80s, whole troops of African teachers were drumming and dancing,
and the racial complexion of the community shifted slightly.
We had the great hall, the side field, the backfield for drum council, the waterfall
to cascade over bare bodies, the town hall in Greenfield for classes. The townsfolk
came to appreciate our business, and then we moved on.
4.
GHOSTS SEEN WANDERING IN PARKING LOT
Shadowy apparitions resembling DNE’rs who were frozen out of
camp through the lottery selection process were seen in the parking lot
after midnight, the first Friday of camp. Their piteous cries provided a
poignant counterpoint to the enthusiasm of the arrivals.
A member of the parking lot crew had another explanation, after
allegedly overhearing one of the characters say, “Beam me up, Scotty,”
just before disappearing.
-- DNE Summer Camp Newsletter
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By 1985, we had outgrown Another Place. 175 people for a week strained the
physical capacities, and put a cap on how many people could attend. Yet
claustrophobia was not a problem.
Folks mostly enjoyed their marginal privacy. Bathroom jokes were extended into
performance. The most memorable was Steve Robins' mime that had him snaking
through the crowd in the main bathroom to brush his teeth, spitting out the window
because there was no path to the sink, and circling in a line, taking his fast chance in
the shower to soap, lather and rinse.
We all laughed because it was absolutely true.
Lunch on the side lawn, and Eve asks if anyone knows what Joan Collins
puts behind her ears to attract men. Several voices shout out, "Her legs." A
brief, hot exchange about the difference between sexism and sex is brought to
a crashing halt when Michael weighs in with the difference between kinky and
erotic. Eve is ready for this: "Erotic is when you use the feathers. Kinky is
when you use the whole chicken."
Steve, who is Broadway actor of some renown, slides into a Yiddish
accent: "Seymour tells his parents he's marrying a Native American woman.
His mom and dad throw a fit. An Indian with a papoose? What did we do to
deserve this? So Seymour stays away for a year. Then he calls. Momma, he
says, this time I got all good news. We've had a little girl, and given her a
Jewish name. We're going to call her Smoked Whitefish."
There were circles and earnest concerns repeated too often. We argued about the
next step as we struggled with consensus.
Another camp was found, Farm & Wilderness, high in the hills of central
Vermont. The only time available was the week before Labor Day. We had two years
of cold, rainy weather, with lean-to cabins open to the elements. But they were great
camps.
Suddenly we could accommodate 300 people, and no trouble filling the camp. We
expanded to dozens of classes. Now there was more room for African, contact and
jazz, but also theatre, music, belly dancing. Four or five classes to choose from, three
class periods a day. Events every evening. Live concerts and the dancing never
stopped. People learned to pace themselves or collapsed.
5.
INSECTS INSTITUTE MAJOR STING
Bees and Yellow Jackets Pose Problem: People who have been once bitten
should be twice shy.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter
CRUSTACEANS MASS SUICIDE FREAKS VEGGIES;
40 Beautiful Lobsters 40 Meet Fiery End
A plan by the 24 person, Yellow Jacket Defense Committee to hire
Maine lobsters to protect campers from the threat of stings was foiled on
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Thursday. The lobsters were to be stationed at picnic tables, where they
would wave their claws at the yellow jackets. When interviewed shortly
before dinner, the head lobster said, “We feel we can perform this task
without danger, since our thick shells will protect us.”
Imagine the shock of those behind the plan, when the crustaceans
hurled themselves with lemming-like frenzy into huge pots of boiling
water. No motivation was apparent, but dozens of campers were on hand
to mourn the lobsters’ passing. The Defense Committee then joined in a
private memorial ritual. One commented, “We have taken the flesh of
our brother and sister beings into our own. We have shared their pain.”
Other DNE folk felt that no matter what the circumstances, the
consumption of non-vegetarian food by a small number of campers
contradicts community standards. “Yeah,” said one skeptic, “I think it
was set up from the start as a lobster dinner. I just can’t figure out how
they got the corn to go along with it.”
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

Inevitably, over the years, friendships built cliques and new folks were susceptible to
a sense of exclusion. Jeanne Vulte proposed a W.I.S.H. Committee (Welcome,
Information, Sharing and Hugs). They buddied up with new arrivals, checked on the
general vibes, picked up on folks freaking out from too much rhetoric and not enough
reality, or too much reality and not enough emotion.
Family groups were a natural step, as we grew larger. They provided a regular
time each day to unwind and unpack your old kit bag. Sitting around in the attic with
a dozen kids and adults, hearing their triumphs and tragedies drawn from recent
events or the rest of their lives, or just hanging out, telling stories, singing songs.
LOOSE LIPS SINK SHIPS DEPARTMENT
“What’s up dock?” were almost the last words of the Love Shack
Family Group, as they held their evening gathering Saturday. Passing
campers watched in horror as each additional arriving love-blind family
member caused a deeper sag in the dock. Like dancing on the deck of the
Titanic, the crew chatted away, doubtless exchanging profound insights
into the nature of relationships. Like a backwards Limbo, singing, “A
little bit lower,” the center of their circle headed toward the surface of the
lake. Could they not observe that the sides of the dock were pointing
toward the sky like the V of traveling geese, flying in formation? Sunday,
members were back in the shack, oblivious to their close call with
mortality.
-- DNE Newsletter
6.
NOW WE WILL ALL GO TO HEAVEN; DNE reaches 100%
In the long history of DNE, a day without no-shows for kitchen chores
has been as scarce as a day without whine. The winners in this case are
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the cooks and kitchen organizers who could simply go about their
business; the campers who ate their meals without waiting for food; the
chore committee, who for a shining moment saw the fruition and
culmination of their efforts; and, of course, the community.
So who will be the first to break the string? May acrimony and
hailstones rain about her/his head! But wait, be still my heart. Perhaps
we have transcended our personal limits, Perhaps the standard of
community responsibility will be so compelling, that never again will
kitchen personnel be forced on frantic forays to corral substitutes.
Naahhhh!
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

Chores had always been a shared responsibility, but on an individual basis. Let's
package them with the family groups. It will strengthen the groups as they get to work
together, and provide peer pressure to show up for assignments.
As our numbers grew, and it became clear this was an ongoing event, DNE
transcended a simple extension of the dances. A week may not seem like a long time,
but I knew from our Another Place weekends how the intensity could prevail over
daily life. Once home, memories of Camp became a studied contrast to work, family,
the contradictions and pressures of life in these United States.
TAXATION SCHEME ATTACKED
Millionaire recluse, Bruce Wayne, explains his absence from camp
this year: “The progressive taxation for DNE registration meant I would
have been paying more than $1000 for a nine day camp. With hikes in the
price of gasoline, and the lousy mileage I get on the bat car, I couldn’t
justify the expense. I also felt I was subsidizing many folks who have
chosen not to work nearly as hard as me. I guess it looks fun and
glamorous, but believe me, all those pows and thwacks I sustain are more
painful than your average contact class.” Bruce will continue to serve on
the Peace Council.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

The politics of Dance New England are deeply rooted in a sense of fairness,
community and social justice. In our laudable campaign against racism, sexism,
ageism and carnivores, we struggle with a few contradictions. Such as who we are
(90% white); what we have (incomes range from subsistence to six figures); and how
we live (in the midst of traditional social institutions like schools, the media, and
workplaces that for the most part are decidedly hierarchical).
The voyage back and forth between what is often referred to as the real world and
DNE is a head-trip. Some folks live DNE, but many actively participate with goodhumored reservations. Does anyone ever expect these contradictions to be resolved,
or is the vision and search our best hope?
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CHORE SCHEME EXPLAINED BY ROSS PEROT
“If Dick cleans cabin A, which is 250 steps from the dining hall, and
Jane cleans the toilet in cabin B, which is 911 steps from the waterfront,
how many hours of pot washing will it take Dick to even his chores with
Jane? Make sense? Try this one: If Spot did 6 kitchen shifts and Fluff did
125 umbrella steps, why were they sent home from camp?”
[Answer to question 1: Pot is not allowed at camp. Answer to question
2: Pets are not allowed at camp.]
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

At best, there is an interactive value to the dialectic: we are better in our homes and
workplaces because we practice democracy and community at DNE; we are more
realistic and less rigidly ideological because of the compromises inherent in living in
a competitive, capitalist society.
At DNE, we preach and as much as possible practice an egalitarian ethic. The cost
of camp is subsidized by our more affluent members through progressive taxation,
and kids gain support from the whole community. At our community dances, kids are
both welcome and free.
LAST MINUTE DNE OPPORTUNITIES BOOST EMPLOYMENT
FIGURES
Fears about unemployment leading to another recession were
ameliorated today, when DNE indicated that critical sweat equity
information had not been included in recent national data. A
spokesperson from the Department of Labor, said, “We just didn’t
realize how hard people were working at DNE, or how valuable their
time was. If everybody pitched in like DNE, we’d have this country back
on its feet in no time.”
At the Omni Camp site, Reps were on hand to supervise the
conclusion of this year’s DNE. When queried about the way DNE folks
respond to community service, a Rep said, “If someone comes up to you,
and says, Hi, I’m your chore person. May I tell you about our specials for
today? the correct response is, Yes, how may I serve?”
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

Equity in the work to put on camp tends toward illusion. At Camp itself, chores are
distributed fairly, but there is a huge amount of work that goes into preparation
through the Reps and a dozen committees. Some people do get free camp, but it's a
long way from a wash.
7.
NEW WORD DISCOVERED, WILL FACILITATE RELATIONSHIPS
IN CAMP
Ken goes to Barbie. He’s knocked out by her new costume, and can’t
wait to get physical.

236

“Ken,” she says, twisting away from his grope, “I’m not feeling like
that today.”
“But, Barbie,” he responds, “you’re such a doll.”
He makes another move toward her, at which she uses the N word.
“No, Ken” Barbie says.
“What does that mean,” asks Ken?
“No” replies Barbie, “means no. It’s sort of a tautology.”
Ken is crestfallen. “I’m sorry I pushed your limits, but glad you trust
me enough to share your feelings. By the way, don’t wait up. I’ll be
checking out that cute new Mighty Morphin Power Rangerette who’s
moved into the doll house next door.”
Barbie glares at him. “Okay, Ken, and I’m going to exercise the
second week option at Dance New England. Now there’s a place where a
doll can feel comfortable saying, No.”
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

Even on the dance floor, equality is an illusive quarry. Yes, we sometimes dance in
groups, and there are pairings of every sort, across lines of gender and attractiveness.
But no, the same level of invitation is not always available, and some have more
opportunities because they are better dancers, better known, more attractive, younger,
etc. Another words, it's a scene, albeit a generally nice one.
Margaret and I began doing a Men's and Women's group using psychodrama
techniques:
Cindy is a soft, pretty woman in her late twenties, who often feels
harassed on the dance floor. Sometimes she just wants to dance by herself, or
sit quietly. Even when she avoids eye contact, it seems men won't leave her
alone. At least one older woman mutters, "I should have such problems."
The young woman sits in the center of our circle. She selects a man to sit
across from her. "Ask me to dance," Cindy instructs.
As he complies, her confidence crumbles, eyes lower. "Ummm. Sure."
She turns to the rest of us, appealing for help.
A woman slides in beside her, becoming Cindy's alter ego. "Oh, dear. I'm
doing it again. Why can't he see I'm upset?"
Another woman puts her hands on Cindy's shoulder's and says to the man,
"No, thanks. I'm into my own dance."
The subject glances nervously upward. "Oh, I could never say that."
A male alter ego says softly, "I've been watching her for the last few
dances. She's so pretty and vulnerable. I bet I can score."
There is a chorus of groans and hisses, and a few embarrassed grins. The
young woman looks wildly at the men in the group. "Do you really think like
that?"
I intervene. "Maybe, but save those kind of questions till later. Stay with
the drama."
The first man is replaced with a tap to the shoulder. The second man
offers, "I really like the way you dance. I don't want to interrupt, but...?"
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Cindy nods. "Yes, that's easier." Then to him, "I'd like to. Not right now,
but maybe later."
He smiles. "I'll check in with you, if that's okay."
"Sure."
But many people in the group are dissatisfied. In the discussion that
follows, most of the men and some of the women protest that if everyone had
to act like that, all the spontaneity would be out of our dances.
Kurt shakes his head. "It all happens so fast. Most of the time, a song ends,
and you look around. If it's not carrying on with the person you've just danced
with, you pick someone you know, sort of raise an eyebrow or smile or just
move close. The music starts and you're dancing. If she doesn't want to, she'll
shake her head or turn away, and you do something else." He looks
bewildered. "I mean it's just a dance, just one dance. What's the big deal?"
The young woman seems on the verge of tears. Another woman drapes an
arm around her shoulder. "It is to her, and that's what matters. Obviously if
everyone was completely confident it wouldn't be a problem."
Margaret comments, "Everybody has something going on. A bad day, a
head cold, somebody stepped on their foot or their feelings. It is fast in the
dances, so that makes it even more important that we take the time to read the
signals. Most of the people can take care of themselves, but those who can't -whether it's a long term problem or a bad day -- don't deserve to made into
victims."
I take a try. "Nobody's saying it's sexual harassment. But if we're the kind
of caring community we say, taking extra care with people who are new, or
who seem vulnerable should be a given."
The man who had scented her vulnerability says quietly, "But Cindy was
smiling. She smiles a lot on the dance floor, too. How the hell am I supposed
to know she's shy or wants to be alone?"
"I smile because I'm nervous. I mean I want to be having a good time.
Everyone else is, and that's what I'm here for. Sometimes I do want to be
approached, so maybe I am sending the wrong signals."
Margaret cuts in, "This isn't about signals. It's about your ability to say no,
and men making it easy as possible for you to do that."
I can feel closure. People are looking around. We haven't solved the
problem, but it has a better identification. Maybe Cindy has a few more tools,
and the two dozen people in the workshop are a significant subset of our
community – meaning the sensitivity will spread.
"Okay?" I ask. "Maybe it's time to move on to the next problem. Who
wants to be next?"
Neither Margaret nor I have done that workshop for years, but others have
stepped forward to help us address how we relate as men and women. Of course,
despite our best practice and intentions, it doesn't work all the time.
GOLDILOCKS AND THE TWO BEARS;
Condom Caper Discommodes DNE Couple
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Imagine Neil and Judy’s surprise when they found a used condom in
their cabin bedding! “That’s not my condom,” said Neil. “That’s not my
condom,” said Judy. They turned toward each other. “Whose been
screwing in our bed?” they exclaimed. But there was no answer. Do you
have an answer?
-- DNE Camp Newsletter
8.
FIRE RISK IS BURNING ISSUE
As fires raged in Quebec, nervous [town] administrators were being
supported by the cultural forces of the New Age. People responsible for
the Drum Council, Women’s Fire Circle and sweat Lodges were doing a
slow burn because fire permits were refused.
There was, however, considerable controversy among those offering
climatelogical prayers. While the Goddess was being implored by many
to wet down the underbrush, another contingent of DNE campers were
stubbornly invoking dry weather for their leaky tents.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

When people danced around the fire circle in pre-historic times – well, we don't know
exactly what they did – but it probably wasn't steps. Warrior posturing, placating the
gods, mating, honoring the spirits of departed prey or ancestors seems more like it.
Women offering supplication for the fertility of their bodies and the harvest. Drums,
primitive flutes and voices in victory, keening in loss.
At Dance New England, one of our premier events for years has been the Drum
Council. For hours, by the flickering light of a giant bonfire, hundreds of near-naked
bodies sweating and stomping to the beat of conga drummers.
Usually that’s enough drama, but there are special events. One year, a for-real
African storyteller showed up; another, several leading East Coast horn players joined
the action. One summer, a giant Tyco drum was pounded.
In the early ‘80s, being stoned was an essential part of the experience. While I’m
not saying that the sheer beauty of the dance and the drumming, and our sense of
community were not capable of creating communion -- for a once-a-year blow-out,
tribal experience, why not?
Well, as we’ve grown larger, the formalization of our relationship to the host
camp has called for at least a show of respecting legalities. Also the twelve-step
Recovery Movement has gained strength, raising internal political questions about
potentially addictive substances. And even though kids are rarely still up for Drum
Council, their increased numbers argue against a large haze surrounding events. As a
result, drugs have become restricted to a surreptitious option.
Myself, I hadn’t smoked at Drum Council for years. Except for the occasional
excitement of folks acting out, I was wondering if the experience had lost its luster.
Maybe I’d been there too many times, or just getting old.
Last summer, a friend passed me a joint. Several tokes and a few minutes later, I
rediscovered the magic of Drum Council.
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As I careened about the fire, my fatigue and boredom evaporated. The music was
great. Our bodies were beautiful. What a great bunch of folks! God damn, ain’t life
swell!
Several of my friends later told me they found my behavior odd, since few others
were dancing in an ecstatic state. By then, I was back to normal. I couldn’t argue with
their objective assessment of me or the Drum Council. I only wished there had been
more folks to share my projective communion.
Perhaps the most far-out Drum Council event ever happened a few years ago,
without benefit of mind-bending embellishment, when Joe decided to act a male
warrior ritual, and led several gyrating men around the circle, brandishing flaming
sticks.
Many of us thought it was interesting, but soon, several women confronted Joe in
the circle, suggesting that his actions were violent and dangerous. Joe faked impaling
a well-known pissant with the burning stake. I knew he was kidding, but she didn’t. It
was time to call a halt.
I come up behind Joe, and wrap my arms around him.
“Hey, Joe. Take it down. Cool it.”
“Paul, we’re just playing. What’s her gripe?”
Our community struggles with such issues. We even have a Peace Council with
the power to terminate the camp experience of dangerous characters. I happened to be
a member of the Council that summer, and besides my direct intervention, participate
in the discussions that follow.
“Joe is an artist,” I defended. “I’ve known him for years. In the mid-’80s, he and a
bunch of New Haven folks did an unauthorized contact improv demonstration at the
Museum of Modern Art. They were asked to leave, but surely we can do better than
that. He’s always pushing the envelope, but he wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
“Beth is really freaked about him.”
“I’d be willing to talk to him. I’m sure he’d agree to give her plenty of space.
Whatever negative feelings exist are mutual.”
We were able to calm the scene without radical action, but it served as an
indication that wildness was an endangered species. I found myself reminding folks,
and to some extent myself, that unless dance and community retain the capacity for
being outrageous, you wind up with a prepackaged, theme park.
Fat chance.
BIG BAD WOLF COMES TO BREATH WORKSHOP, HUFFS, PUFFS
AND BLOWS DOOR DOWN; GRANGE SEIZED BY IMPATIENT
CLASS BENT ON DANCING WITH WOLVES
On Tuesday morning, several carloads of DNE folk arrived at the
Grange to take a breath workshop. Finding the door locked, the teachers
demonstrated hitherto unsuspected skills in problem solving. They
entered the building through a window, and after setting off two burglar
alarms, dismantled them.
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Unlocking the front door, they invited the class in. While a former
Rep used the phone to reach Grange officials and DNE Camp
Coordinator, Bill McCarthy, the class proceeded. Then the police arrived
and were convinced that it was all a mistake. They left, to be shortly
followed by Bill McCarthy and Teachers Committee member, Laura
Faure.
Laura explained that a communications breakdown had resulted in
failure to notify the Grange about this added class. Until it was
straightened out, DNE had no right in the building. Some of the class
balked at leaving. Bill reiterated that until the question of illegal access
could be cleared with responsible parties, participants had to leave... now!
BAD BREATH A FACTOR
Some of the class felt their right to hold class was being infringed
upon. After a failed attempt to create a healing circle involving
participants with the spirit of the Grange, the part of the class not blown
out by events removed themselves to a hillside on the edge of the DNE
camp where their screams and chanting attracted the attention of the
children of a neighboring family.
A frantic phone call to camp brought the Day Coordinator on his
bike. He was informed that the children had been upset by the sight of
“hooting, naked people.” Meanwhile, Bill McCarthy had gone to meet
with a representative of the Grange. While no direct damage had been
done, it was made clear that another such incident would terminate what
has been a friendly relationship for many years.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter, Tuesday, August 29, 1995
GRANGEGATE, DAY 2; THE PLOT SICKENS, BOREDOM SETS IN
There were virtually no new developments in yesterday’s front page
story. Fingerprints on the alarm system and window confirmed the
identity of culprits we already knew. A tape of Bill McCarthy’s
excoriating comments to the squatters proved he has a temper when
outraged.
The “National Inquirer” and “Rolling Stone” which had gathered in
anticipation of further revelations about DNA quickly departed when
they realized this was DNE, and had no connection to the OJ Simpson
trial.
Nevertheless, even without chants of, “The whole world’s watching,”
the 8pm Studio meeting to sort out community understandings will go on
as scheduled. It should provide a poignant opportunity to relive events
for those involved, a chance for community learning, and cheap thrills for
vicarious observers.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter, Wednesday, August 30, 1995
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BIG, BAD WOLF RETURNS, AND IS TAMED
After last summer’s breath work debacle (see “60 Minutes,”
September 16, 1995, for “The Seizing of the Grange; A Community
Terrorized by Heavy Breathing Hippies”) we are glad to note the return
of Breathwork. This time, the class is wisely staying on campus.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter, 1996
9.
RABBITS RUN AMOK, FOXES IN HOT PURSUIT
The 135th game of Foxes and Rabbits at this summer’s DNE
continued to make the child care program a visible part of the camp. As
the rabbits escape and run through the camp, the pursuit by foxes brings
a smile to adult’s faces. Attempts to switch the nomenclature to a more
vegetable-friendly form have thus far failed. A child care worker
remarked, “We just can’t get the kids excited about playing Artichokes
and Yellow Squash, and calling it Birds and Bees brings in another set of
problems.”
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

Little Josh had hemophilia, one kid was into biting, and some others smeared toilet
seats with a mix of peanut butter and honey. In the early years, our childcare
arrangements were primitive, but somehow we got through the rough and tumble of
the days without incident and lots of support.
At Farm & Wilderness, the sheer numbers overwhelmed the teepee approach to
childcare (Native American artifacts will quiet the savage beast, and besides all our
kids are angels). When one of the hired childcare workers had a nervous breakdown,
and was revealed to be a recent release from a mental institution, Leslie Woodworth
and Carolyn Fuller decided it was time to strengthen the program.
CANDYPERSON BUSTED, THEN RELEASED
As candy rappers and empty bags of chips littered tent and cabin
floors, the Reps stepped in quickly to prevent an outbreak of epidemic
proportions. Ruthless interrogation produced the culprit, a 12-year-old
girl. Initially, the Reps closed down her operation (out of a trunk in front
of her cabin). At today’s Rep Meeting, however, she was accompanied by
a big city lawyer (Rochester, Vermont). The girl strongly made the case
that she had followed proper procedures, and besides, you could buy
sugar-rich sodas on the dining hall porch. An accommodation was
quickly reached which allows the youthful entrepreneur a one-time
opportunity to sell out her stock, with a tithe to the community.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

After a few years of incredible effort, consistency was achieved, and we began hiring
a few staff to replace the exhausted volunteers. Then our preadolescent boys began
creating havoc, and we had a whole new set of challenges. So it goes. Now we're
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talking about rituals of passage. But the reality is that for most of our kids, Dance
Camp is a weird week or two a year, when placed against the socializing intensity of
their school friends, neighborhood and the media.
FIST FIGHTS AT THE NO K CORRAL;
Or Collapse of Accountability Contradicts Integrity of Vision
“Yup,” said Jake, “not like it was in the old days, when everybody did
their chores. Why I can remember when 85% was a bad day. Sloppy and
late, too, I reckon’.
“Yup,” said Erica. “Nowadays, it seems kids just run wild at night.
Not their fault, poor little tykes. The parents get all excited about
something goin’ on up at the Lodge, and they’re gone. I guess you can’t
blame them either. They’re here for a vacation, but somebody’s got to
attend to the kids at night.”
“Hear tell there was a ruckus down by the B-barBequed Tofu Dining
Hall the other night,” Jake said. “Spec you were in the middle, sheriff.”
“Yup,” said Erica. “Buncha 9-12 year olds, acting out. Maybe they got
set off by the bozos playing King Moose on the docks. Bad example, that.
Don’t like to see the young’uns punchin out each other’s lights. Somehow
doesn’t fit in the spirit of camp. Just my opinion, of course.”
Jake laughed. “Why sheriff, your opinion counts for a lot around
these parts. That’s why we chose you.”
Erica shook her head. “Now hold on, Jake. While I appreciate your
support, the truth is, nobody chose me sheriff. I’m not much more than a
kid myself. `Cause I’m a childcare worker and know the kids, they pay
me some mind. So when I go to break up a fight, there’s no badge I’m
carrying.”
“How’s that feel, sheriff?"
“Not so good, Jake. I keep feelin’ like somebody else should be down
here at the No K Corral, and I could just get back to bein’ a kid again.
Mostly I go to bed by 10 and I don’t even want to think bout what
happens then.”
“Guess you’re just a responsible cuss, sheriff. What do the kids fight
about?”
“Foosball, food. They’ll fight over anything and nothing. Not every
kid and not all the time, but kids are still kids, not little New Age angels -specially when they’re chuggin’ down coffee and straight sugar.”
"Sheriff, guess we owe you a big debt of gratitude.”
“Jake, I wish folks would skip the gratitude, and either take care of
their kids, or get a real sheriff down here at night. Somebody to keep an
eye on things. Step in when needed, with actual authority. Keep it cool,
you know.”
“Guess it’s just part of the second week blues,” suggested Jake. “Not
like in the old days. Not like last week. Last week, those were the good old
days.” [Erica Quimby has been part of DNE for six years, and works with
Childcare.]
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-- DNE Camp Newsletter

A few kids have bought the whole trip, and maybe more will find value as they see
what's really out there in the big, wide world – but who knows? For now, babies are
well cared for; younger kids love the program; and the older kids hang out, and seem
to enjoy themselves without overt violence. I'm not sure you can ask for much more,
at least until and unless we cohere as a community in much more consistent ways.
10.
MAYBE IF WE DRANK DE-CAF?
A local farmer had been accepting our compost, but coffee
grounds rendered the slop unacceptable. Much as small bones from
the plates of carnivores can choke dearly beloved pets, coffee grounds
wreck the intestinal system of farm animals. A spokesperson from the
American Coffee Institute said today, “There has been no direct link
established between coffee grounds and the traffic in narcotics. We
stand by our claim that coffee is good for you, particularly as a
topping on morning cereal.”
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

There was a big split between western and alternative medicine. Traditional eastern
medicine mixed with Native American remedies and New Age therapies. Polarity,
crystals, aspirin, Echinacea, ice packs. Anyone daring to get ill risked inundation by
helpful healers, each one hell-bent on displaying their prowess and legitimacy.
Margaret and some of the other professionally accredited docs and nurses
watched with a mix of sympathy, curiosity and annoyance. How much of what
worked was the result of trust and comfort, and at what point did you switch to
antibiotics or call an ambulance?
For the 1987 Camp, Margaret was stuck in Washington, DC, busy tending to the
health of Galludet University's students, and only briefly at camp,
Most of the camp was laid low by an outbreak of shigella. It was sufficiently
interesting that the Center for Disease Control came sniffing round. Dorms and cabins
resembled MASH tents, with dozens of campers suffering from diarrhea and fever.
Nobody died, but we had some sick puppies.
Mitch Levine is one of the leading OBGYNs in Boston. He was pressed into
general practitioning, and I accompanied him a few times on grand rounds. No matter
how much folks were into alternative practice, you could see the relief in their eyes as
a real doc arrived.
The next year, Margaret and some of the other pros empowered themselves and
we began an all-out assault on hygiene. Hot water laced with bleach was rigorously
applied to hands before meals. Like many other primitive peoples, we finally
accepted the germ theory.
CARS PARKED ILLEGALLY BY INFIRMARY TO BE SWATHED IN
ACE BANDAGE
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Non-emergency vehicles left by the Infirmary will be assumed injured,
filled with sterile gauze, painted with tincture of iodine, and wrapped in
bandages. Equally suitable punishments will be meted out to autos
improperly parked at other locations.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

Positive thinking and reflexology continue to coexist with traditional western
medicine, and the community has been remarkably healthy the past decade.
POTTYMAN PARALYZED BY WEIRD VIBRATIONS
On Monday morning, Alisa and Sylvia surveyed the site of their
breathworkshop and found it not pleasing. “Breathing deep and often,”
noted Alisa, “means that the odor from yon portopotties is bound to waft
to the nostrils of our tender clients. Especially will that be true during
and immediately after that noisome time whence the shit is extracted.”
“Oh,” yearned Sylvia, “if only that dread pottyman could be stopped.
Yet that is an ignoble thought, for the shit would build within the
enclosures, oe’rflowing the bounds of reason and decorum.”
“Yet,” opined Alisa, “mayhaps a brief interruption of his rounds
would not be so terrible an event.”
And thus was born a scheme so audacious and bizarre, that if a cock
crowed at midnight, the natural order could not have been more
outraged, nor a greater consternation achieved. At their first class, a
chant began. First low, then with more assurance. “Nopoddymun,
nopoddymun.” To the unitiate, it sounded much like some arcane
Buddhist incantation, invoked perhaps to appease the god of wind. “No
poddymun, no poddymun,” the beat went on. Soon it merged with the
class work. Ecstatic and existential moments, but behind them, implicit
was, “No poddymun, no poddymun,”
The pottyman in his local rounds, full expected a date with Dance
New England, for the cleansing of his minion pots the next day. Yet a
growing disquiet and confusion invaded his consciousness each time he
thought of this assignment. “Was it indeed Tuesday, that Bill and I
agreed? It seemed so clear, and yet...” A quick call to the camp revealed
that Bill was gone for the day. Puzzled, he broke his usual routine, and
opted to wait.
Meanwhile the portopotties filled and stank. A cry went out from the
people. “Worse than a plague of locusts is this stench. Where is the
pottyman in our hour of distress?”
On Wednesday, with Bill’s return, the schedule of potty suction was
reviewed. The last breathwork class was completed. No more did the
chant of, “No poddymun, no poddymun” rend the heavens. Suddenly
there seemed a great clearing in the minds of the principal parties. Soon
the potty truck arrived, and once again the shit flowed like honey to its
wagon. Grateful campers grouped about the welcome wagon. A new
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chant swelled, “Poddymun, poddymun.” The pottyman smiled. The
breathworkers smiled. And all was right on campus once again.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter
11.
SHE WILL WATCH US FROM ABOVE
Carolyn Fuller, an Elder, tireless worker, and key designer of DNE
databases, has been encoded and up-linked to a communications satellite
for greater efficiency. Access is through any Mac, including her husband,
Bill.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

Tracking our mailing lists and keeping in communication could easily have been a
problem, except among our programmers we had a senior staff with MIT, and several
software whizzes, including a person who had written some of the basic protocols for
Windows. We have our own website, and several chat groups.
The subjects range from serious governance issues to calls for solidarity on the
struggles of our times to intense arguments about the relative virtues of type A
personalities or comfrey.
12.
DNE TO ERECT HOTEL ON PARK PLACE
After considering a wide range of solutions to present and future
space problems, a fortunate pick from Community Chest allowed 100
people gathered for the DNE Community Meeting to face the challenge of
monopoly capitalism on its own terms. The purchase of a large hotel will
allow urban convenience, year-round swimming pool and super, private
accommodations. Sauna, hot tubs, massage facilities, a beauty parlor, a
rooftop sweat lodge and an indoor basketball court are planned. A mall
would include Teva and Birkenstock franchises, Ben & Jerry’s, and, of
course, the DNE Community Store.
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

By 1989, with a decade in, Dance New England had reached the point for many
people, of, What do you do for an encore? After folks had served their time as Reps,
gone to a few dozen workshops, knew each other’s moves on and off the dance floor,
I noted a certain lowering of the vital signs.
On our ten-year anniversary camp, Margaret and I drew up a proposal for another
level of participation. After a series of camp meetings, it evolved into a Council of
Elders. Anyone who had been a Rep, a longtime teacher, or contributed significantly
to the community was eligible.
There was no pay, but a measure of respect and the opportunity to serve. In
community, the knowledge that your contribution is valued is an important benefit.

246

The analogy is the understanding that in worker-owned businesses, accounting for
salaries is a benefit, not a cost.
Strange how many things we take for granted in a capitalist society are turned on
their head in community. Phillip Slater has a riff that “Love, like money, increases
with transmission.” Space and time are also transmuted.
Time that is usually at such short supply in society, becomes facile and stretches
to fit community needs. A work shift that begins as something to finish quickly
becomes a riotous kitchen sharing with friends. A class of two hours seems to last
forever or go by like a flash.
Space, that is usually, the final defensive frontier changes radically depending
with whom you are sharing it. As in our old communal game of Sardines, the crowd
dancing or snuggling may increase pleasure.
The idea that intimacy may be shared with more than one’s obvious honey or
family may be strange to modern society, but it would have seemed most natural to
our earliest ancestors huddling in caves or around the communal fire.
Even so, a natural respect for experience and wisdom, as well as tolerance and
appreciation for new energy, grow in our community. The charge of the Elders was
“Remember the past, support the present, invent the future.”
Brave new ventures are fine, but any community also depends on maintenance
and hard work. The Rep body, our governing group, had become overwhelmed by
personalities to the point that most people saw it as an unpleasant service. At best, do
it for a two-year term, then leave it to others.
While I set up the Elders, Margaret was conspicuously absent from the initial
dozen. Instead, she began a second term as a Rep, with the express purpose of restating that being a Rep was an honorable estate. I served a three-year term as an
Elder, then in 1994 and 1995, along with several others who had previously served,
took another try at being a Rep.
By the late 90's, behind the leadership of a new crop of Elders, we rethought our
entire governance and decision-making process. What did we need to be a long-term
community, particularly if we might own land?
13.

In 1987, we held our first, informal discussions about a long-term home for our
community. It took five years before that coalesced into something more tangible. An
architect, Michael Beattie, did some sketches. Rebecca Dunn, the Exec Director of
the Cooperative Fund of New England, and I roughed out some financial projections.
In 1993, we launched the Homeplace Fund and began to raise money. About the
same time, our dedicated treasurer, Bill McAvinney, began increasingly to sequester
operating funds. No, we weren't intending to run at a profit, but with so much
volunteer energy, and such high levels of attendance, with longer camps (in the 90's
we moved to nine, fourteen, then sixteen day camps) the money flowed in and we
weren't offering rebates.
Even with a progressive basis for cost based on income, scholarships, and kids
subsidized, by the mid-90's we had saved over $100,000.
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A DECLARATION OF INTERDEPENDENCE
For fifteen years, Dance New England and our member Dances have
provided a hopeful and playful environment. Many of us have grown up,
found love, had kids. We’ve been able to count on at least one stable and
supportive community in the midst of so much violence and stupidity.
But DNE has encompassed only a small part of our lives. Thoughts of
a future we might share have remained vague.
For the past several years, Dance New England has been moving
toward the vision of a “Homeplace” -- a home base for our community.
Ideas abound of having permanent space to dance, live, work, tub, ski,
swim, vacation. A place where we can settle, visit, learn.
It is as much a process as a specific plan -- an intention to have a
Dance New England future together. Whether that looks like a village or
a conference site; a retirement community or a school; a summer camp, a
weekend retreat or all of the above -- it will be in our hands. To design.
To struggle with priorities. To choose and accept the consequences of
choice.
It is as if we are pioneers, heading inward from America, circling our
wagons around the communal fire, warmed by the dancing flames.
-- from Alphonse, the Quarterly Newsletter of DNE, Winter, 1994

The Homeplace Project was a long-term goal. We had seemingly found a home at
Omni Camp in Poland Springs, Maine. But once again, we were outgrowing it. Also
the owners were trying to expand their own programs, and had us on a short leash.
BUT WHERE WILL HEAVEN BE NEXT YEAR?
“To buy or not to buy,” is one of the questions which will be
addressed in Wednesday’s community meeting. Should we buy a camp?
Owning a camp, however, brings with it financial and task
responsibilities. Not only that, but since we couldn’t afford a site even as
sophisticated as Omni, there would be a huge work load for the next few
years to bring it up to our needs. In the meantime, would we abandon
camp as we know it and go with an all-volunteer work camp? Or perhaps
we could also run a separate camp at another location with a minimum of
chores and much higher prices?
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

In 1996, with concerns about our tenure at Omni Camp, we began to look more
seriously at long-term options.
ALIENS NEAR AGREEMENT TO CONQUER WORLD, PROVIDE
DNE WITH HOMEPLACE
After observing our remarkable Vision Council on Saturday morning,
DNE was contacted by aliens during lunch. Their offer to provide either
Long Island Sound or Lake Champlain as our private space in return for
diplomatic recognition is under consideration, but the Reps did not have
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time to give the matter their full attention. The offer has been transferred
to the new Site Search Committee, which is still in formation.
As an Elder suggested, “Of course, we will give it consideration. But
DNE is not about to become the unwitting dupes of an alien conquest. I
fear their offer is comparable to the beads which bought Manhattan
Island. Besides, the Northern California contingent thinks we should hold
out for the Pacific Ocean, California and Hawaii.”
-- DNE Camp Newsletter
DNE CONSIDERS ITS OPTIONS: Bye, Bye? Buy?
Two Community Meetings, one Vision Council, two site searches, two
Homeplace Committee meetings later, DNE wound up its 18th summer
camp with more questions than answers about its future. At least there
was a widespread commitment to a future, and consensus about a process
for exploring the options.
Much of the pressure was created by word from the owners of Omni
Camp that their expanding program would conflict with our 1997 dates
for camp. No matter how pleasant our years at Omni Camp, there has
always been concern about the need for a more dependable site. As we
have filled to capacity, and begun turning away folks, we need either
come to terms with limiting our community, or find a way to expand.
Through careful stewardship, DNE has put aside about $100,000. The
Homeplace Committee was created in the early 90’s to explore our
options. and has raised another $7,000, with commitments for an
additional $30,000.
OPTIONS: RENT, BUY, SHARE
Renting is the easiest path in theory. There is considerable empirical
evidence, however, that when you add up our numbers, noise, need for
privacy, and match them against available camps without full summer
programs, that our options for renting are meager.
The six figures we might develop for a down payment begs questions
like how do we pay the mortgage? Who does the upkeep on a year round
site? What else would we use the space for? What could we find in New
England for under $1 million which wasn’t a dog?
Sharing space means sharing control of a site. That could be anything
from a delight to a disaster. If we found a site into which we could buy,
most of the use and maintenance questions might go away. If we started
looking with congenial groups, we might discover exciting synergies, and
double or triple our available resources.
WHAT HAPPENED AT CAMP
At camp we talked to each other, with each other, and occasionally, at
each other. If we didn’t know it before, we proved that Community

249

Meetings make a great forum for testing out ideas and getting direction,
but are tough environments in which to reach decisions in limited time. A
fragile consensus was forged to create a Community Search Committee
(CSC)... empowered to explore all the available options, and make
recommendations.
-- Dance New England Quarterly Newsletter, fall 1996

In 1997, we found another camp in Maine, Mattaponi. It was comfortable enough, but
few loved it. It pushed our site search.
We came close to buying a Connecticut property in 1998. Shoddy, yes, but great
location, and plenty of space. I headed the drive to raise money, and we had
commitments for $200,000.
The process was instructive on several levels. Yes, there was a solid core of
people who cared enough about DNE to put money on the line. No, we had a
primitive decision-making process, and a mailing list swelled to over 3000, only a
proportion of whom could seriously be considered members.
In the summer of 1998, we restructured our governance process and created a
Leadership Council of up to 15 (combining the strategic function of the Elders with
the policy making function of the Reps, and creating a separate Camp Coordinating
Group to deal with operational issues). As one of the elected LC Members, I took as
the next challenge a redefinition of our Membership Policy. At the least, people who
had been considered Members because they had attended a DNE event would have to
step forward and say, Yes, I want to be a Member.
Over 300 have.
In 1999, we moved back to Omni Camp. It felt great to be coming home, even if
that placed restrictions on the length of camp.
For the eight years, we settled into Omni, making small modifications that were
conducive to our needs. Satisfaction with Omni diluted urgency about finding a
permanent home, and with Camp seemingly resolved, led us to ask more questions
about how else to strengthen and enjoy community.
14.
RELIGIOUS FANATICS SEIZE DINING HALL:
Dateline DNE, the year 2000
Sheep were slaughtered, virgins sacrificed, and giant stones erected in
the Dining Hall last night in an ecumenical service which sought to satisfy
every possible religious preference. Several Roman, Greek and
Abyssinian deities of great antiquity made wraith-like appearances on the
porch. We were able to interview Thor, the god of thunder, who had
manifested in his namesake, a teacher. Thor protested his exclusion from
the sacred pantheon: “If I was good enough to roll with Bob Dylan, I
should be good enough for DNE.”
Among several people who were distraught after the event, one has
been involved for years in DNE’s traditional Friday evening Shabbat
ceremony. He agonized, “I never dreamed that matters could get so out of
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hand. I think it all started the night in 1996, when Charlie tried to do a
dinner circle after we had begun the Shabbat ceremony. Without
anybody planning it, the next thing we knew, the whole Dining Hall was
involved. Or the year before, when we had the second coming of
Moonlight and the Jesus Gospel Singers. Now we have sacred bulls and
Mithraic warriors marching around in what’s supposed to be a peace
oriented, vegetarian camp. Then there’s Kali -- I know she/she’s got a
good side, but all those arms make me damn nervous.”
In a related story, Scott Anderson, the food critic for Communities
Magazine and Rolling Stone will report that Friday’s challah and sushi
were delicious, but garlic a tad heavy in the babaganoush: “I personally
saw a vampire overcome by fumes and die on the spot. DNE will never
get Mick Jagger here.”
-- DNE Camp Newsletter

At a Dance New England event, I was talking to a young child. To illustrate some
abstract point, I asked him the familiar conundrum, “What is the sound of one hand
clapping?”
Without any hesitation, he took one hand and swished it through the air, clearly
one half of a clap. As we both noted, it had a distinct sound.
I briefly considered challenging him with the riddle of the Sphinx, or checking out
whether he could solve more perverse problems like overpopulation. We should take
our seers where we find them.
A variation of the one hand-clapping bit, is the tree falling in the wilderness story.
If you remember, the point, or the question, rather, is there a sound, if no one hears it
falling?
It’s sort of a dumb idea, since we know about sound waves, and anyway, does the
one have to be human? And why limit the question to hearing?
A rodent might find the fallen tree a better shelter than when it was standing.
Birds will be forced to the limbs of another tree. Other trees may now have a more
direct access to sunlight, and an easier draw through their root systems for
nourishment.
But we don’t hear much from mice, except for Mickey’s daily spiel at
Disneyplanet; J. L. Seagull has been off the bestseller list for a few decades; and trees
only have their day in court via representation by the Sierra Club.
The real point, of course, is not who hears, but who cares?
A TREE FALLS IN POLAND SPRING
The popular conundrum, If a tree falls in the forest, and there’s no one
to hear it, was there really a sound? was answered conclusively over the
weekend. First week camper, Jonathan Price was heading back to his tent
to change clothes. when he fell into a conversation (a popular DNE
activity). The delay of five minutes probably saved his life.
Approaching his campsite, a person running down the path yelled,
“There’s a tree down. A tent’s been crushed.”
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Jonathan blanched. “My god, it must be mine.” And so it was;
crushed right down the middle by a large dead tree. As Jonathan later
related in family group, “If I’d been in that tent, I would have been
dead.”
So what do we extract from this event? First, never pass up an
opportunity to talk to anyone at DNE. Second, even if a falling tree is not
heard, it can have a serious impact. Third, there may be druids,
leprechauns, elves or other freaky supernatural creatures who don’t like
us; as well as beavers or woodpeckers going about their normal business
of taking down odd trees. And except for an occasional terminal incident,
is this process not part of the natural thinning by which ecosystems
replenish, and thus to be welcomed? Godspeed then to Jonathan, and
away!
-- DNE Camp Newsletter
15.

I’d kept up good relations with the owners of Omni, thus when they decided to sell in
the spring of 2006, we were first in line for a series of conversations. By the fall, we
had a price ($2.7 million) for 125 acres plus the 75 acre private lake, requiring $1.1
million up front.
We didn’t need a full-time summer camp, however, and I’d brought in some
recommended and experienced camp folks who would put up some cash for the
opportunity to run a full summer camp, and contribute significantly to our overhead.
A step away from fulfillment, our presumptive managers decided to buy it
themselves. Without their contribution we were short and with the clock ticking, our
deal fell apart. By 2008, it was clear the new owners wanted a clean, well-lighted
camp for the offspring of the suburban wealthy, and no counter-cultural dancers need
apply.
Bad news for us, but we had to share the blame. It had taken every bit of cajoling
to coax out $800,000 in commitments from our DNE membership. If we’d had
another $300-500 K, the deal would have gone through.
At our 29th camp, we waved goodbye, and prepared for another journey to a new
site in New Hampshire for 2009. On the other hand, with the collapse of the real
estate market, with a recession well on its way, maybe we got off lucky: if kiddie
campers stopped coming, the biz wouldn’t be sustainable for anybody.
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16.

I don't know what an ordinary day will be like in the 21st century if we ever get our
homeplace. Will dozens of families and individuals move to the surrounding area?
Will there be monthly, weekly, nightly gatherings around the hot tub, dances in our
great hall?
Will we remain a virtual community, primarily communicating by e-mail and a
visualized web, meeting and sharing some of our lives, but reserving large portions
for our present neighborhoods, workplaces, schools, friends in Boston, Northampton,
New York, Vermont, California?
What are the trade-offs for a new communality? Is there a way to have the best of
both? Is it co-housing, with private living and communal spaces mixing in a
delightful harmony? Heated swimming pools, flowing dance spaces, a dining hall for
events, guest spaces, community garden, volleyball and basketball and tennis. None
of it absolutely necessary, but all lovely adjuncts to the important stuff – love, trust,
commitment, play, work – community.
Will our children like what we construct? Will we appreciate what we have done
as we grow older and face retirement, changes in our own health or our parents?
There are times when I suspect that Dance New England, like Another Place
before it, like any true community in this complex age, is best left as a virtual site.
Perhaps having been cast out of that metaphorical Garden of Eden, that prehistoric
Avalon, we should accept compromise as more than our due.
In "A Few Good Men," Jack Nicholson skewers the civilian world with, "The
truth? You couldn't handle the truth." His truth is devotion to duty that at moments of
crisis calls for human sacrifice. I think our truth is embedded in our dance: stay with
the probabilities, seek mutuality, express character, accept awkwardness as well as
grace. Love will find a way – or not. We will have enough time – or not. The dance
will transcend our foolishness – or not.
In one of my favorite Communities Magazine articles, an activist in the small
town of Comptche, California talked of the sacrament of commitment.
My belief is that you have to anchor yourself somewhere in a very real
way. If you make that decision, This is where I'm staying, this is where I'm
going to be forever, the Earth will immediately yield power to begin
effecting the change in yourself and outward.
I don't mean that in a metaphysical kind of way. There's something
about the interaction between commitment and power. There is a
sacrament and grace comes with it.
-- Mike Nolan, "Twelve Is About the Right Number, "
Communities Magazine, September, 1978

Like wedding vows, the choice to be a community has moments of brilliant
revelation, that light the passage of years. As with any long-term commitment, there
is also the daily choice to work and struggle, that dignifies the vows.
Whether we achieve a literal homeplace, even whether we survive as a
community, is only an expression of love, luck and will. Failure, as with any dance,
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may bring an ending none of us could imagine. Yet the twenty years of Dance New
England has been an Odyssey in itself. We have sailed our ship into many ports, met
ourselves behind many masks, succumbed to siren calls, yet persevered.
Whatever larger choreography exists, as oil spills and punctured ozone layers
collapse our friendly universe, as we move to greater complexities and
understandings in our overpopulated information age, we've had our part to play, and
Goddamn, we’re still dancing.

254

Interlude: THE GREAT,
ALTERNATIVE LIFE GROUP IN
THE SKY

On an ordinary day, I stopped by the library, the post office and the super grocery
store. Most of my business was ordinary, though perhaps the 2000 piece, non-profit
bulk mailing of Dance New England’s summer camp flyer might qualify for out-ofthe-normal run of experience.
When I drove up to the library, I noticed an extraordinarily scrupulous meter man
giving parking tickets. The entire block of cars had paper fluttering on their
windshields like a flock of birds caught in an oil spill, flapping to be free.
As I parked, the meter man and I exchanged a look of complicity. I was in the
process of entering his jurisdiction, and a potential offender, but I was there in person,
and confrontation wasn’t part of his job description.
I came down to the library desk with one more CD than the limit. I was full of
explanations and arguments as to why they should let me take out four, only to be
informed they had raised the limit to five.
On my way into the post office, I held the door for a tall, blonde woman who
would not have been out of place on the cover of Cosmo or the Plaza corner of the
Park, but this was Middletown, CT. I almost turned to follow and ask her business or
pleasure, before remembering she hadn’t noticed me in her imperial passage.
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STOP AND POP
On my previous Stop & Shop, the apples had turned out badly. I therefore felt entitled
to sample a Granny Smith. It was tart and crisp, so I bagged a half dozen on sale
while continuing to chomp away. A few people gave me strange looks.
I can remember a time when that would have made me nervous. I’m a regular
customer, however, and I figure they have worse problems with waste and pilferage.
Once, while stopping to peruse the NY Times, my fully loaded cart disappeared.
Tapping the manager on the shoulder, I informed him someone might have made it to
the parking lot with the unregistered haul. He gave me an odd smile, then went to the
PA system.
“Mildred, could you bring that cart up to the front?”
With hardly a missed beat, a pleasant and somewhat breathless employee arrived
with the remains of my shop that had as yet not been returned to the shelves.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “It was just sitting there. Sometimes people realize they
don’t have money with them and go away. If the carts sit too long, we routinely pick
them up.”
That’s the trouble with the Times. A topical, front-page story on China carries
over to a full page of background.
I probably should have bought it. Is browsing through the paper another version
of shoplifting?
“But your honor, it seemed so civilized.”
“So is the legal system. Twenty days. Next.”
I know they have these hidden cameras and wide-angle mirrors. I try and be out
front about my casual sampling of delicacies, and balance with serious eating of
already weighed items. Besides, anyone can obtain a small meal from the deli
counter, simply by asking:
“A pound of the honey ham, and let me taste that imported Swiss. How is the
smoked turkey? I’ll try a slice of that, too.”
If I was a homeless looking ne’r do well, would they humor me? Are they saving
up a large bill?
“Let’s see, the total for fruit is $13.75. There was a whole bag of pretzels
last year, and several rolls from the bakery. That brings us up to $21.85. With
candy, when your son was along, the total is $34.18. Will that be cash, ATM
card, or jail?”
At the fish counter, a customer was worried about lobsters when they are thrown
in a pot of boiling water: “Uh, do they make noise? I mean, I don’t think I could
handle it if they screamed.”
The staff expert reassured her that lobsters don’t scream.
I considered suggesting that didn’t mean they don’t feel pain, but a critique on
animal rights would have been way out of the ordinary, particularly from someone
buying scallops who likes his lobsters delivered on a platter.
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As I proceeded down aisles, I found myself traveling with several other people
who had begun the circuit about the same time. There was a woman with a six-yearold boy. They were treating each other wretchedly.
I thought about telling him to mind his mother, but I’ve been in publicly worse
places with my son, and just as glad no stranger intervened.
It’s different in community.
At one of our dances, a guy I’ve known for years was being attacked by his kid,
age five. The child was flailing away with his no longer so tiny fists, out of sync with
the music and way out of line with community standards.
Jim didn’t look happy, either.
As I passed by their tableau for the fifth time, I stooped to conciliate. Restraining
the child, I advised, “I know this is between you and your dad, but there are other kids
here. They might get the idea this is an okay way to act.”
Later, Jim took me aside to offer thanks for helping him out of a locked-in bind
that had been worsening for a while. But I was also prepared to be called down for
interference. It’s happened before.
That’s okay. I’d operated with intuition based on years of practice. In community,
doing the best you can had better be good enough. There are frequent opportunities
for both arrogance and service, and without a sense of humor, no one would survive.
I’m communing with the new day, leaning out my third floor window,
when my housemate Steve and his daughter Haika amble down the
driveway. They are late for day care, and per usual, she’s dawdling, paying
minimal attention to his pleas.
Reaching for my deepest voice, I project downwards:
“Haika Gottleib.”
The voice comes from above, but for her at that moment, it must seem to
be omnipresent.
“Haika, this is God. Mind your father!”
Like a rabbit caught in headlights, then reprieved, she races to her father,
and obediently off to day care. It doesn’t last, of course.
Most of what I was thinking while I was shopping (other than which coupons were
worth using) had to do with the hand we are dealt:
Each of the lives passing me by was working with their variety of a full deck.
Each person wanted the best for themselves, their families and, to give them the
benefit of the doubt, the rest of the world.
In the ordinary course of events, why not try to add more gold than dross to the
game? A joke here, a moment of politesse there, and maybe the load is lightened.
At the library, I had inadvertently returned one of our own CDs. The librarian
chased me down with a smile of complicity – “Hey, we all make mistakes.” Later, I
had to call because the Santana CD wasn’t in its case, and found myself talking with
her again.
“Oh,” she said, “I remember you. Don’t worry. Somebody picked it up on the
sidewalk and brought it back. Those cases aren’t very secure. It must have slipped
out. Come by anytime and I’ll hold it for you.”

257

No scolding, and for someone who occasionally assumes the god position, this
librarian was beginning to approach guardian angelship.
The librarian and I didn’t have a lot to go on beyond our basic humanity. More
than with the blonde or the meter man, but a lot less than with Jim at our dance.
THE GREAT ALTERNATIVE, LIFE GROUP IN THE SKY
I was hitch-hiking into New Haven in the snow with my six year old son,
having left my car with a friend so she could drive in later, and on the
way to my teaching shift at the free school my son attends, which is part
of the Morning Sun, a sort of cooperative around childcare, which is part
of a network of alternative institutions in New Haven, including the
communal house in which we live.
And after about sixty cars had gone by and we’d walked a mile, my
kid turned to me and asked, “How come nobody’s stopping?”
And I said to him, “Because they’re a bunch of pigs.”
So he started yelling, “Pigs,” at every car that went by. After a while I
began feeling bad about that, so I pointed out we don’t always stop
ourselves when we’re in a hurry.
But that didn’t seem to cover much, so I told him this was a learning
experience, and we were learning a number of things: First, to accept the
consequences of our choices, because both of us had been feeling
adventurous, but now we were getting cold. Second, that not everybody in
the world is going to reach out in a loving way (to this child who had been
growing up for the last four years in an increasingly homogenous and
supportive world).
So he said, “Okay.”
I felt it had been a really useful learning experience, but I sure was
glad when somebody stopped and picked us up in a nice warm car. Or as
they say in children’s books, And that was the best learning of all.
-- From “The Great Alternative Life Group in the Sky”,
Communities Magazine, 1979

For this interlude, the framework is “The Great Alternative Life Group in the Sky”,
that was first convened in 1974 to provide the basis for a chapter in a book about
changes in the ways of loving. A psychologist in Washington, DC had promised my
favorite anthropologist, Colin Turnbull, as a co-contributor. The psychologist had a
nervous breakdown, possibly after reading my chapter, but the group I assembled
took on a life of its own.
A dozen housemates, day care friends and community folks crowded into my
Chapel Street attic. The dialog moved from tentative to spirited to contemplative.
There were several meetings in 1974; revived on our fifth anniversary and celebrated
in an article in Communities Magazine. We corresponded in 1984 leading to another
Communities piece. I talked with almost everyone in 1994, and finally in 1999, with
people scattered, I did a bit of reminiscence on the occasion of what would have been
our 25th anniversary.
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1974
Ruth Ann: “When I first split from my marriage and moved into New Haven,
I started meeting people in the Great Alternative Life Group in the Sky. I was
so pissed off because people were cold to me. I’m sure I must have looked
like the most bummed out person – which I was at the time.
“People are into so many things, and changing so quickly. It’s a matter of
energy and overload. And for everything we’re trying to do, for everyone of
us, there’s ten people out there trying to make it not work. We’re trying so
desperately hard to hold onto what we believe in, that we often don’t notice
people who are really bummed out.”
1979
Gail: “I decided to end the relationship with Paul. It had been built on the
assumption that people don’t live together, or if they do, they live in separate
rooms. I learned not to make assumptions about where I was going to be, or
what I was going to do. But that was what relationships had always meant.
“A relationship meant that you didn’t worry about who you were eating
dinner with. That was the good thing about it. Now I was told, and believed, that
it was a bad thing. But I never liked it.
“I didn’t see there was anywhere to go with Paul. It seemed the kind of thing
you did with those relationships was you got into a new, more romantic
relationship which had the passion and the fun. So I moved into another
relationship.”
Ruth Ann: “I’ve thought about how our past haunts us. Literally, ghosts. I
lived with the specter of, I used to be this suburban housewife, this ridiculous
woman.
“I remember coming home from parties. I’d had a great time and my husband
was complaining, ‘Boy, did you embarrass me again.’ And I’d feel rotten instead
of, Great, you deserve to be embarrassed because you’re a turkey. Or, I should
get out of here. One or the other. It was a ridiculous setting for me to be in.
“So I stopped trying to pretend being with men made sense, and decided to do
what felt comfortable, and that was be with women. I did that for a while, then I
realized, Well, if this feels so good, then why don’t I just sleep with them, too.
That will probably feel even better. Then I stopped and went, Whoa, this means
I’ve got to change my whole life, because my support systems aren’t going to be
there.
“I was married for a while, to a woman. For about two years, I was as married
as any married person could be, although we didn’t have that paper, and I felt
stifled by the commitments and demands of living with another person.
“I’ve realized I have different facets. Some part of me is very psychic and
spiritual. Some part of me likes doing karate and self-defense. Some part likes
being a mother. Some part like being an executive at the Women’s Center. And
I’m not going to find one person who’s going to connect with me on all those
levels.”
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“I was terrified when my love moved out. I thought, Oh, my Goddess, what
am I going to do now?
“Last night, my roommate was studying and I closed the door between our
halves of the apartment. I’d come home from a massage. I opened a bottle of
wine, lit candles, turned off all the lights, and had a candlelit dinner with myself.
“I loved it. I couldn’t think of anyone I would rather have had dinner with last
night than me. It was liberating because I didn’t need anyone else. The phone
rang, and I went, Oh, no. I answered it and said, ‘I’m sorry I answered the phone.
I don’t want to talk to anyone.’ I hung up and left it off the hook.
“The other choice I made was about not being a full-time mother. It was hard
not to live with Michael, but I was tired. I’d done it for eight years. I just wanted
someone else to do it for a while. I’ve given up custody. He’s living with his
father.
“Michael thinks I’m very exciting. He comes to me and says, ‘Mommy, I love
being with you. You’re so exciting.’ He never told me that before. He always
gave me a hard time. Now I don’t get the hard time, his father does, and that’s just
fine.”
Peter: “I threw myself into the alternative, and new Left community the way I
do everything, with a vehemence. I was tremendously involved in the alternative
school; in communal living; in every kind of sane and insane experiment that
most of us did.
“One of the things that bothered me about the house I lived in, was that it was
taboo to talk about the future. You should be in the here and now. What I was
really asking was, Hey, folks, what is our commitment to each other?
“Five years ago, we were talking about how wonderful it was that even
though we were divorced or separated, we were still sharing childcare. I don’t
mean that we were bad or to make fun of us. But I think we stopped ourselves
from going through a process that was absolutely, vitally necessary.
“It’s like when people die: you can figure out how not to mourn and then
you’re screwed up the rest of your life.”
Steve: “What’s happened in the past five years is that I’ve become more
accepting about what in me is characterological; what I don’t feel comfortable
changing; some of which I like and some of which I feel vaguely uncomfortable
about.
“The choices which I’ve made which seemed powerful, almost none of those
have worked out. Just incredible. I guess that Ruth Ann and I share the experience
of not being in a coupled relationship, not looking for one.
“I’m not sure what idea I have left of community. But there are many
people I’m strongly in touch with, most of whom we know, whom I feel I can
depend on in serious ways. I find I’m increasingly able to derive the most
pleasure and benefit out of the scattered things in my life.”
Paul: “I think it takes a long time to build a new culture. I’ve been on this
tribal kick for the last few years. I think we’re trying to recreate a tribal
culture within a mass, technological society, and it’s an ambitious thing to
do.”
Ruth Ann: “It’s impossible.”
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Paul: “Well, it may be impossible, but we’re sort of doing it. In our own
half-assed way, we’re drawing little boundaries about ourselves – in one case
lesbian, in another, communitarian – and we say, Within these boundaries,
we’re going to get it together.
“I think that’s part of the change that’s been happening: Okay, we can’t
take on the whole world. We’ll back off and take care of our little piece of it,
and make it better.”
1984
Donna: “In 1975, I found a man with whom I wanted to live. Phil and I felt like
old friends very quickly. A year ago, Phil proposed and I accepted. We continue
to get support from our old friends in the cooperative network, in the EST
community, and in a new men’s and women’s support group. We are excited that
members of all these communities, as well as our parents and other close relatives
will be joining us for our wedding celebration.”
Paul: “Some things remain remarkably the same. I’m sitting at the same desk,
in the same room, in the same communal house overlooking Long Island Sound
as ten years ago. My son, Timothy, came upstairs a few minutes ago. True, he’s
about two feet taller, and the question was about the spare tire on the car he drives
to school. But the school is approximately a high school version of our Morning
Sun daycare and school co-op, and two friends from those days are in his carpool.
“Friday night, we went to a Holly Near, Ronnie Gilbert concert, and last
evening we were dancing to Ginny Bales’ band at Donna’s wedding. At those two
events, I saw probably a hundred old friends and comrades.
“There’s not as much to exchange these days because I commute to
Washington, and in truth, there isn’t as much of a community since our prime
gathering place, the New Haven Food Coop went under a year ago. Sometimes,
seeing old friends is similar to having been part of an ethnic neighborhood that’s
been gentrified.
“Margaret and I have been primary lovers since about a year after she moved
into our house. We’re both strongly independent and supportive – a dynamic
relationship for sure. But our choice to be together neither excludes separate
friendships, nor draws an absolute boundary around our relationship. Much like
our individual boundaries, it’s more like a semi-permeable membrane, allowing
others in and out, while maintaining its integrity.
Gail: “I’m living in Boston with my husband, Jeff, and daughters, Nina and
Gillian. We do miss old friends. Hard to make those kind of friends in Boston. We
don’t meet many people in our professional lives that we feel kinship for. If over
the next few years we don’t find enough people with whom we can share that
camaraderie, we’ll know we’re in the wrong place.
“In retrospect, I’m glad about the experiences I went through in New Haven.
It was part of my development. But it wouldn’t suit me now. I don’t have the
emotional space to deal with that many people as I did in a communal house,
cooperative workplace, daycare, politics. Even then, my involvements with the
community were at the expense of my closest relationships.
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“Speaking as an acknowledged workaholic, I still think I operate more out of
sharing and trying to make things better.”
Peter: “Barbara and I just celebrated our ninth anniversary yesterday. We’ve
been legally married for seven years.
“I continue to feel, Thank God, we disclaimed the traditional ways. But I also
feel that a significant part of our Alternative Life Group in the Sky syndrome was
a way to defend against working through various issues such as loss of the dreams
that marriages may have represented.
“Sometimes when I’m feeling skeptical, I feel that trying to love in a more
genuine and free way was a license to fuck and feel less guilty, and in some cases
less responsible.
“If I have one overwhelming criticism from reading the old stuff, it’s that if
we hadn’t had kids before the ‘Great Alternative Life Group in the Sky,’ that
there would be no kids. That is, there’s an understandable preoccupation with our
own struggles, and Jesus, did we take ourselves seriously.”
Steve: “I worry less about the strain between men and women. It’s there, all
right, because of the history we inherit. But we can decide to make new history,
too. Sometimes we attribute to the pressures of sexism what is really our fear of
relationships, of intimacy.
“Next week I am heading for Vermont with my daughter and a friend of hers
to watch the autumn leaf storms, to take my fall bearings, to vary my context,
expand or contract my capacity to feel, to generate new themes in my life. It
would be wonderful to share this trip with a lover, a woman with whom I could
develop a long history. Intimacy, for me, depends upon certainty. I want a
guarantee that a committed relationship will last. I worry about emotional
investment: where does it go? If my lover left me, would she take my investment
with her? Would I be diminished as a result of the investment? I apply banking
imagery to love relations.
“I feel the edge of the aging process which drives me to establish that longterm love relationship which has proven such an elusive and troublesome ideal. If
the chemistry of a passionate, all inclusive relationship offers itself, I shall say,
Yes (I think).”
Ruth Ann: “It wasn’t until I left my job as Director of the Women’s Center in
March of 1980 that I began to suspect that something was very wrong. I found
myself depressed most of the time; often lying in bed shaking and crying.
“Luckily the woman I saw for therapy had extensive experience with adults
who were abused as children. The more I told, the more I remembered and the
better I felt.
“Taking on the label ‘abused child’ was not an easy step for me. I had prided
myself that my family was a happy one. Very slowly, I readjusted to the truth –
that I was an abused child, not the happy, carefree child my parents spoke of, but
the one who was terrified of her father and brother; the one who knew her mother
would never protect her.
“One of the most difficult transitions has been acknowledging that I was an
abusive mother to my son – hitting him too hard, too often for my frustration, not
for anything he did wrong. Telling him he was not a worthy person. I now
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understand that my abuse taught me to abuse him, but I also know there is no
valid excuse for what I did. As part of my healing, I have been able to apologize,
and free him to express his anger toward me. I have also changed my feelings
toward him, accepting him for who he is, loving him, and wanting him as a
vibrant part of my life again.
“I have moved, as Alice Walker says, from victim to survivor to warrior. I
welcome other warriors in this fight.”
1994

Steve can’t make it Sunday night. The daughter of his mate – the close love
relationship he thought was politically impossible and characteralogically dangerous
fifteen years ago, and dreamed of ten years ago – will be in town from California.
That has precedence. Given that he is lucky to be alive, after two open heart surgeries,
I guess he’s entitled to his priorities.
Donna, Gail, Peter and Ruth Ann remain to be tracked down. I don’t doubt that
would be possible, with the network of New Haven relationships which still exist.
Ann Walker wasn’t in the original group, but she appeared in those first
discussions via her son, Jonathan, who had occasional problems with my carpooling
technique.
Maria was one of the best and brightest in Morning Sun and participated in the
first round of conversations. She has lived in the same house all these years. Her kids
live in town. Several of her neighbors are old community and Morning Sun folks. For
her, it seems, the alternative community has merged gradually into a normal and
comforting life.
On the phone, when I expressed surprise that there was so much continuity, Maria
skewered me with, “Did you think it all stopped when you moved away?” Maria
always had a way with words.
“No,” I replied, “or at least not entirely. By the mid-’80s, our gathering places had
mostly disappeared, the nexus of our community. When I’d come back to visit, the
flow that had been so natural was difficult to recapture. I mean in the old days, you
could go down to the food co-op, and in half an hour meet twenty friends and hear the
gossip about everybody else.”
“There was also a sense of purpose that we were creating something important
and wonderful. That seemed to be gone in New Haven, and for myself, I’d replaced it
with my work on Co-op America.”
Another Morning Sun person I’d contacted was Sandy. She was off to Wyoming
to visit her daughter, so sent regrets. Instead, Sandy’s husband, Bud, showed up
Sunday morning to drop off a recent article he’d written about “Boys and Guns,” a
lively subject in our family.
Bud had also been a teacher at Hammonasset, the private, alternative high school
that my son Tim attended. He’d known many of the ex-daycare, New Haven kids. I
asked Bud if there were any significant differences he noticed between those kids and
the others who came through Hammonasset.
But said, “I guess that they had each other. They still went through hard times, but
they tended to not to be so isolated. That makes a big difference in adolescence,
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having a trustworthy group. Also they seemed to be able to talk with their parents,
which was quite rare.”
Margaret who had several years of carpool driving experience with the ex-daycare
gang, and has continued to follow some of their exploits through Tim’s occasional
up-dates, chimed in, “They were a great bunch of kids, but it bothers me that they
don’t seem to be doing anything with their lives. For such a smart, well-prepared
crew, I’d have expected more.”
“They seem happy,” Bud commented.
“I think you’re both right,” I said. “After all, we presented to them an example of
adults who seriously questioned the values of a driven, capitalist society. Maybe it’s
only surprising they took us seriously.”
I then asked both Margaret and Bud if they wished to sit in on the upcoming
conversation. Bud had a prior engagement, For Margaret, after sixteen years, she
could easily qualify as a sort of honorary member of the Great Alternative Life Group
in the Sky, even if she only caught the tail end of the communal wave we rode in
New Haven.
“No,” she said. “I admired it from a distance. I’m sorry I missed it, I guess. But
that’s what happened.”
What with the new faces, and absences, it doesn’t shape up as a conclusive
discussion, but these matters aren’t really meant for conclusions.
What do I expect from the conversation? Better than nostalgia, some wisdom.
Collectively, we shared the experience of creation. Separately, we saw it fall
apart. Does that make us fallen angels?
If dozens or hundreds of us did a walking tour around the streets of New Haven,
would we be like the guardians in “Wings of Desire?” Could we invoke the shadowed
images of the New Haven Food Coop, the Morning Sun or our various communes?
All of us go on, some to other acts of creation. Is that an indication of tenacious
constancy or stubborn stupidity?
We’re born in the morning and die in the night
The light of our living is briefly insight
The time that is wasted we’ll never regain
And the same old bad times are back again

That song I wrote more than twenty years ago, came from the hard times of losing
Gail. Oh, I felt sorry for myself, all right, caught in the discontinuity of separation.
I suspected I would recover — all I had to do was go back and read the recently
completed chapter about our 1974, “Great Alternative Life Group in the Sky” to
remind myself that life goes on, and is to be learned from. Yet I wanted to honor the
moment.
Reading this material, decades later, it strikes me all of us have honored a world
that allowed us so much opportunity for life. We honored it by learning from it, and
carrying the bits and pieces into new environments.
Peter wanted something he could count on from New Haven, and he was
substantially disappointed. Lacking his up-date, I do know that his marriage to
Barbara ended painfully, so it re-raises the question of what you can count on.
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Tribes or communities lack the patterns of obligatory relationship we find so
comforting and maddening in families. What tribes are good for is being there.
Whatever their dynamics and history, and to whatever extent you are a part of them,
they are there.
I feel most blessed because I have Dance New England. Like our New Haven
scene, it shares a common bond of tribal experience. Unlike our New Haven scene, it
is still there.
When I walked into Dance Spree, last Friday evening, I saw a friend. In and
around the dance, we’ve gained enough of a line on each other to appreciate that a
door has been opened, even though because of age differentials and both having
mates, we choose not to pass through.
This evening, we hardly made it through a dance together before she was
peppering me with questions: “How do open relationships work? How do you keep
everything separate?”
I found myself amused, flattered and humbled. Amused because of her girlish
enthusiasm. Flattered because she thought I knew something about issues that could
be useful for her life. Humbled because some of my recent experiences and
conversations with Margaret have forced conclusions that we paid heavier dues for
openness than I thought.
You get what you pay for, and that’s about what I told her. “On balance, I think
it’s worth it. But it’s not a choice I’d push for anyone else.”
In due course, probably at Dance Camp, I’ll give her the longer version — the
freedom to explore and grow, balanced against the near impossibility of
accommodating the modulations between mates. At her stage of life, these will be
clues that she may find useful, whatever doors she chooses to open.
It’s as if the doors were clearly marked “Lady” and “Tiger” but they both led to
the same place. Everyone needs to explore openness. Everyone needs to explore
commitment. What order you take them, or which suit you best will have a great deal
to do with the luck of a good scene or good mate, as well as your own, internal
security.
Gail and Donna found comfortable, peaceful places with new husbands. They are
all still together. That was after the break-up of their first marriages and a full
exploration of the recreational opportunities provided by our New Haven scene. After
a few years of our brave new world, each began sorting through the potentials for a
new, committed relationship, but this time with a better line about who they were,
what they needed, and how to interpret the signals from that strange species, men.
Steve identified that there were great dangers for him in being coupled, because
he easily fell into dependency. It was years before he could face the danger of
extricating himself from another mess. Of course, in the meantime, he had grown and
changed so perhaps it was a false issue by then. I’ve visited with him and his partner a
few times. They seem happy. Or maybe he just found the right mate this time.
Stranger things have happened.
Ruth Ann felt she had so many facets, it was unlikely they would match up with
one other person. I agree. But that doesn’t mean a long-term, committed and primary
relationship isn’t possible.
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For myself, I’ve rejected “exclusive,” because I can’t figure out where to draw the
lines. Is it the look, the touch, the kiss, the penetration? Is it friendship? Is it love?
How close do you dance? How many times? Some of those choices have to do with
sex, some with time and some with respect.
I don’t much like “open” relationship either. It sounds like a shop: the blinds go
up, open for business. Ready for the next customer. Neither Margaret nor I are
“open.” We have history, comradeship and love. Even some possessions and a kid.
For a long-term relationship, “primary” or “committed” seem to fit what I know
best. It means we can play together as friends; demand respect as peers; work
together on common issues as comrades; call on each other in times of need — and
expect that in all of the above, eventually love will find a way.
“Primary” implies there is “secondary,” but it’s not a clear line. My community of
Dance New England and the far-flung tribe of old friends, loves and co-workers
around the world have many people with great presence for me; people with whom to
share good and bad times; people with whom I have walked through many doors,
often without knowing exactly where they might lead, confident only that love will
find a way.
“Committed” accurately indicates that however interesting other possibilities, and
whatever the frustrations and compromises of life together, we persevere out of love
and loyalty.
There are more doors because of Dance New England, as there were more doors
because of our New Haven community, or Another Place Farm.
Changing metaphors, every community or tribe creates a fire circle in the night.
Choosing to join, or be swept into its energy field; learning the dances, engaging with
the people; changes occur for which we are, Ready or not, here they come.
As Gail pointed out, there are some quid pro quos: More time for community may
mean less for self or immediate family. Living with contradictions is an active choice,
and one we clearly made in New Haven. How long or how deep we can maintain that
intensity is both an individual and a communal choice. And if enough individuals
make the choice to withdraw, it may spell the end of the community.
If we wander away because of personal choice, or if a big rain storm comes and
washes out the event, then shared memories remain. If we find or help create another
circle, we are better dancers for past experience.
I occasionally see Ann at Dance Spree. A few more lines, for sure, but she looks
and dances about the same. When we had dinner in Northampton one evening before
the dance to discuss this latest iteration of GALGITSky, we continued to find each
other interesting and amusing. Given the twenty-three years since we first met at a
Morning Sun meeting, I take those as favorable signs for the Great Alternative Life
Group in the Sky.
1999

Christmas, and my search for a diamond ring led through a friend from Dance New
England and her ex-husband who is in the jewelry biz, to an old volleyball compadre,
Peter Indorf, probably the fanciest jeweler in New Haven.

266

When I walked into Peter’s elegant shop, the first person I saw behind the counter
was Alise; part of my son Tim’s closest circle of buddies growing up. We were both
surprised and delighted. Sheila, one of Donna’s daughters had been trying to figure
out how to contact Tim, and Alise couldn’t wait to give her the good news.
“Sheila is living in Seattle with Kimberly. By the way, Donna and Phil have
separated.” Jeez, there’s a surprise. “Allie, Steve’s daughter, is doing fine, and so is
Steve.”
About this time, Peter ambles out, looking natty in a suit. He shows me a few
rings in my price range. We talk about the old volleyball game.
The next day, I brought Margaret in, as much to see Alise as the ring. Margaret
was the designated driver for the Hammonasset School carpool in the mid-’80s, when
I was busy in DC, and Tim’s car kept breaking down.
They were talking about the day a garbage truck creamed Margaret’s Chevy
Cavalier. That same year, a Brink’s truck caved in the side of my newly repainted
Alfa. Maybe if I’d preserved my Maserati, it would have been crashed by an airplane.
Mostly, we were bubbling about old days in New Haven, when they were kids
and we were adults, growing up. Some didn’t grow up – Alise’s brother died, a
housemate dead. These things happen.
A few months earlier, I served as MC at a wake involving the man who lived with
Alise’s mother, Mary. Sun Bear, earlier Don Chambers, had been in the hunt for
Margaret as a housemate at the communal housing meeting where we met.
I was happy about the actual outcome, as attested to by the ring I shortly
purchased, twenty-two years later... or one might say, simply late.
The idea of an MC for a wake may seem strange, but lacking a minister, I wasn’t
such a bad choice. Sun Bear had shuffled off this mortal coil while traversing a path
at the Rainbow Family gathering, that for an old hippie who survived a Yale PhD, is
probably about as good as it’s going to get. He was a lover of Donna’s for a while, as
I remember.
At the wake, held at a Unitarian meeting house in southern New Hampshire, a
letter was read that had been found in Don Chamber’s papers. It was from his first
wife, giving up on him. More or less, she said, “You have been a big disappointment
to me and your family. You were very promising, and you are throwing it all away.”
At the wake, somebody is off on one of the day’s many tangents, revealing
that Sun Bear’s obsessions had manifested in a truly monumental collection of
old bottles that no one knew what to do with. An entire roomful of bottles.
Anxious looks around the circle of the fifty or so folks assembled, but there
are no takers.
Somehow this leads to another story involving the IRS and aliens. Several
people nod sagely. Just as we always suspected.
Sun Bear was part of the community that managed Another Place Farm
after we took over the mortgage. In New Haven, he was on the task force I led
in Training for Urban Alternatives.
A large fellow. A very bear of a fellow. One of the hundreds of not so
humble collective workers who make various communities more fun than not,
and help through the hard times as well.
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Too bad he disappointed his wife. If she could have seen him dancing,
perhaps she would have felt differently. Not likely. She is presumably headed
for a different heaven and a separate peace, divided from her youthful
indiscretions by a generational iceberg that sunk so many titanic hopes, at best
diverting them into small lifeboats seeking salvation that others might
perceive as despair.
Back in Peter Indorf’s store, Alise was admiring the ring. She and her boyfriend
are thinking about marriage. So are Margaret and I after twenty-years. Might as well.
We seem to be deeply and passionately in love
Not settling down. It doesn’t feel like we’ve settled for anything. If there are
many friends to dance with, concentrating on love with each other seems to have
defined practical limits, and delivered great gifts.
Without taking the time and making the effort to poll the delegation, I can’t say
that any of us have come full circle. I wouldn’t argue that all of us committed vast
stupidities along the way, that caused grief to all concerned.
That’s life, folks. Both to be learned from and moved on, and cherished because
it’s what we did.
Margaret and I loving each other because of, in spite of, along with the changes
we’ve gone through. I wish as well to the other members of the Great Alternative Life
Group in the Sky.
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PART FIVE: The

‘00s

On page 56 of Forbes was a photo of my older son, Tim, and his business partner,
complementing an article announcing the formation of their new social venture
company, “Good Capital.”

Margaret and I had been visiting Tim, his wife Julia and grandbaby Milo in San
Francisco a few days earlier, so we’d seen a pre-publication, on-line version, but I
wanted hardcopy in my hands.
After the initial rush, I thumbed through the issue, and, lo and behold, there’s an
old acquaintance, Malon Wilkus, once the hammock production manager at East
Wind Community, later President of my Co-op America Board, and for years, the
CEO of American Capital Strategies. ACS had moved on from promoting employee
ownership to a buy-out, wheeler-dealer and turn-around specialist.
I made a note to get together with Malon for dinner next time I was in DC, and
thought about other friends and comrades from various stages of engagement who
had picked their poison/pleasure and created a solid body of work. My own mix of
projects had its virtues, among them I was hardly ever bored, but I did wonder what
benefits might have had accrued if I’d focused more consistently on filmmaking,
made a career in the Foreign Service, stayed as Executive Director of Co-op America,
kept editing “Communities”, with a few etceteras thrown in.
At the turn of the millennium, I’d already passed my 60th birthday, a point in life
when many folks begin thinking about retirement or even more extreme, their
mortality, and potential legacy.
In the mid-‘90s, I’d even concocted a project called, “Legacy”, positing that a
subset of the Baby Boom generation would be less concerned with entertainment and
benefits than with what it left behind. Legacy would be a repository for personal
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stories, a path to socially responsible investment, and a gateway to volunteer activities
where experience could contribute to a sustainable world.
I’d tried to engage my friend, Jim Gibbons, with the idea. He’d been close to
those who launched AARP, and I thought with that foot in the door, we might secure
funding as a project of the largest membership organization in the world. He was
briefly intrigued, but Jim had lost a bitter battle to save his insurance company, and at
five years older than me, it turned out he wasn’t enthused about jumping into a startup.

Although I played with the idea for a year longer, Jim’s perspective grew on me,
specially after I’d struggled so hard with fair-trading. The question remained,
however, what else?
Along with working on the early stages of this book and a novel, “Deus ex
Machina,” I’d returned to my first enchantment with a series of video documentaries.
The technology had taken a huge leap in quality, cost and simplicity so that by 2000, I
had at my disposal the capacity to produce, direct, capture and edit only limited by
my imagination and ability to secure requisite funding.
Swinging between a participant role on boards of activist organizations and an
observer role as a writer and documentarian seemed typical, for better or worse, of the
path I’d been following all my life. Engagement seemed always the issue, and that
was not a problem.
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“In these times, when people who have a chronic health problem, as well as face
being out of work with no healthcare, have to choose between food or purchasing
medications. M-CAP is a fantastic program… a breath of fresh air (pun
intended, since I have asthma).”
- Hal Lichtenbaum, patient

CHAPTER TEN

Communities Joined in
Action
I was having lunch with Ralph Nader in Washington. At the end of a conversation
about recent doings, we jumped to frustration with the U.S. health care system, and
his excitement about community health centers. I told him about Margaret’s
involvement, mentioned a documentary I’d been considering about her organization,
CHC, Inc, and he agreed to provide an introduction to the finished video:
Open Ralph Nader on camera: “Of all the attention paid to the mess in our
health care system, and the gouging, the duplication, the bureaucracy, the cost,
almost no attention is given to a success story that’s been around since the
1960s, the community health centers which provide affordable primary care,
which have consumers on their board of directors, and which are the center of
community health where they’re situated.”
Cut to a parade, band music blaring. A float goes by. Blazoned on it, “The
Community Health Center, We’re Here to Help.”

Dissolve to a montage of towns, buildings, the river, the land, patients and
facilities. Over it, Margaret’s voice:
“Our Community Health Center is in central Connecticut. We serve the
towns that line the Connecticut River as it flows to Long Island Sound at Old
Saybrook. This is an area both rural and urban; of the familiar contrasts of
affluence and poverty.

271

“The Health Center is the family doctor, the family dentist, the counselor,
the therapist, the shelter for battered women, the source of housing and social
services for thousands of patients. Patients come to us in many different
locations at our clinical facilities, and we go to them in their homes and
neighborhoods as we need to.”
Margaret seeing patients, then cut to her partner, the Health Center’s CEO,
Mark Masselli, walking in the streets of Middletown’s North End:
“We started off with the simple notion that health care was a right, not a
privilege... It’s a contract between people who’ve never had any respect, and
people who are in power.”
For the next twenty-eight minutes, there is a choreographed flow of
images and words. Docs, nurses and nurse practitioners, therapists; shelter
staff agonizing over their own lives and the women for whom they provide
safety, dentists facing the struggle of elderly patients who have been
financially cut out of the system.
Dr. Mary Swaykus: “Whether you’re the banker’s daughter, or a pregnant
teenager from across the street, the baseline is that we’ve tried to give good
medical care with dignity.”
Deb Crane (pre-natal coordinator): “We look holistically at everything
that’s going on in someone’s life, and hopefully, by doing that, they have a
healthy outcome and feel good about themselves.”
Sally Baumer (AIDS program coordinator): “I find even folks who are
very ill, and moving toward death – what they’re able to say is that they’re not
afraid of dying, but they are afraid of dying alone.”
John Butler (AIDS Outreach Worker): “I only tell ‘em the facts and the
truth. Those are the only weapons I use. Nobody is looking for more than you
can give – they’re not looking for a big dream. They have to keep that desire
they want to stay clean, and that’s the cold hard fact. It’s not going to be easy.
Even when you do get clean, life is still not going to be peaches and cream.”
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Margaret again: “Everyone who practices primary health care knows that
much of what presents is based in psychological, environmental, family and
personal stress, not in medical or biologic disease.
“While one has to first rule out that there isn’t a medical process going on,
it requires all of us to be very astute in recognizing underlying conditions.
That can only happen by communicating with patients.
“It may mean at that point, we turn their care over to somebody else who’s
more skilled and more appropriate, such as a counselor or a therapist. Ideally
that happens within the same system of care, so that patients coming, as they
do to the Community Health Center, learn to trust the institution, as well as
any one individual provider.”

Anyone can say words. But the accumulation of powerful images – relationships
built on years of trustworthy, competent care couldn’t be faked and were profoundly
moving. Near the end of the video, after a conversation with Nader, Margaret laid out
the basis for believing that community health care and substantial savings are
complementary:
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“As a non-profit, our motivation is excellence and community service. Yet
to run our programs and retain high caliber staff, out books have to balance
like any other private organization.
“In the search to achieve a primary health care system which is affordable
for the individual and the society, we think we’ve demonstrated some
important answers to some of the key factors which raise costs.
“Although we can’t do much about what happens before someone walks
in the door, we can affect what happens when they walk out.
“Our CHC has a strong emphasis on prevention. Nutrition education,
addiction counseling, pre-natal and well-baby care, early childhood and parent
aid programs, AIDS prevention, immunizations, counseling and support for
the victims of abuse, housing to shelter battered women.
“In all of our programs, medical, dental, counseling, and home-based
services, we emphasize patient responsibility. Nothing will reduce health care
costs more in the long run than a system which helps people live healthier
lives.
“Community health centers provide a tested model of affordable and
humane, primary health care. Extending access to all Americans is a greater
challenge.”

Well, that video was made in the early ‘90s. Over the next decade and a half, led
by Mark and Margaret, CHC Inc. expanded to a dozen towns and cities, 500 staff
serving 70,000 patients with a full range of primary medical, mental health and
dentistry on an annual operating budget of $50 million.
On the national scene, Hillary Clinton took a run at reforming healthcare, and was
beaten by the insurance industry and those invested in business as usual. A more
modest program was initiated in 2000, and to my surprise, involved me.

On St. Patrick’s Day, 2000, Margaret, our son Rob and I were at the local pub
with her 89 year-old father, Ben. He’d just knocked down a full meal, capped by a
giant goblet of Berlin Weisser (beer and raspberry syrup) to satisfy his incessant
sweet tooth. At the bar, the fifth chorus of Danny Boy followed the third round of
smiling Irish eyes.
Ben’s smile suddenly converted to a slack jaw, Irish eyes rolled up to heaven, and
as far as we could tell, he was gone. Margaret and I exchanged glances. What a way
to go!
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Well, he snapped back to life, but a year later, with family surrounding his
bedside, Ben passed on.
After I delivered a fulsome funeral oration and we hosted a blow-out wake, the
major effect on me was freedom from the responsibility I’d accepted to be generally
around the house. With time available, I took on leadership of a federal grant
exploring ways of improving access to healthcare for the uninsured.

The Healthy Communities Access Program (HCAP) was fashioned in the waning
days of the Clinton Presidency. With the number of uninsured rising, it was an
initiative to coordinate resources that would widen access to critical services:
medical, dental, mental health; primary care, prevention, hospitals. The core was
likely to be communities where federally qualified community health centers already
provided care to the underserved. The challenge was to get all the healthcare
institutions in a community on the same page, or at least understanding they were part
of a system that was, from a patient perspective, often impenetrable.
In 2001, Margaret and a local physician, Katherine Schneider, had their proposal
accepted. Middlesex County would be one of 75 sites around the nation to receive
approximately $1 million.
Katherine and Margaret were having a hard time finding a Director for the
project. After being under whelmed by several candidates, Margaret recused herself,
and Katherine offered me the job.
What I didn’t know:
• The difference between Medicaid and Medicare, and lots more.
What I knew:
• Organizing resources on a community level from my ‘70s’ co-op
experience in New Haven.
• Skill promoting challenging ideas, and experience running organizations,
particularly Co-op America with its health insurance plan.
• The example of the Community Health Center, Inc. that was already
delivering effective care to tens of thousands of mostly low-income
patients.
• Margaret as a fount of knowledge that I had no reservations about tapping.
What intrigued me:
• I’d admired Margaret’s work for years, and for all that we’d compared
notes between my projects and her world of health care, this would give
me a chance to work much closer.
• Health care was a compelling national issue and a federal demonstration
grant should be part of how policy evolved.
• The delivery of health care is very local and would return me to the roots
of community organizing I’d explored in the ‘70s.
• As Director I’d be earning a reasonable salary – an interesting change
from the past few decades.
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Perhaps it won’t come as a great surprise that one of my first attempts to get us
noticed was a half hour video about the program’s intention, “Access to Health,” that
was shown repeatedly on local cable.

Although HCAP had initially been conceived as a multi-year initiative, the
warning was clear that Bush’s team had no such commitment. With one year’s
funding, I set out to systematize community resources.
Five years later, efficiently using a total of $2.1 million from the feds and the
State of Connecticut, we’d documented our accomplishments and methodology for a
model that radically shifted opportunities for more than ten thousand low-income
folks, coordinating the work of the local hospital, the community health center,
private practitioners, and included social and economic interventions, and covering
medical, dental and mental health.
As well, I’d helped organize a national coalition of activist health coordinating
programs, Communities Joined in Action, produced a video that was distributed
nationally by HHS Bureau of Primary Care, and was ready to move on.
If that sounds too good to be true, except for the video and the national
organizing, give the balance of the credit to my dynamic Access to Health
Coordinator, Diann Pertillar, who cut through beaurocracy, motivated volunteers, and
kept everyone supplied with candy. Then there was Margaret, who when we could
find the time, was happy enough to talk strategy. We had a 5 mile circuit of walking
in our neighborhood, and besides paying our respects to the obligatory barking dogs
(also a cow and several peacocks), and ducking careening SUVs, we jammed about
the needs of the largely poor and disenfranchised patient population of uninsured, and
the politics and economic drivers of the providers.
During this period, Margaret also held a Robert Wood Johnson Executive Nurse
Fellowship, that broadened her contacts into the upper reaches of the national health
care establishment. As much as we’d appreciated our separate focus over the years,
the experience set for me a new standard for collaboration, only comparable to
working with Joan Bavaria on CERES.
From the final report:
M-CAP: Celebrating Collaboration and Sustainability
M-CAP, and healthcare in general, serves two masters, thus is subject to
the vagaries and imperatives of two operating systems:
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1. The delivery of healthcare to patients on a continuum from
prevention to extreme in-patient procedures, and birth to death.
2. A payer system that responds to a mix of social policy, bottom-line
economics, and the ability of patients to recompense providers
through insurance plans, entitlement or personal means.
The optimum convergence of these two systems occurs when
providers of healthcare are fairly compensated for their efforts; patients
receive appropriate and effective care they can afford; and there is an
equitable division of the financial burden among patients, providers,
employers, managed care operations, insurers and taxpayers.
The goals of M-CAP were to:
(1)

(2)
(3)

provide improved healthcare access (including prevention,
dentistry, mental health and substance abuse) at reasonable
cost to the uninsured;
move eligible patients to appropriate financial support
programs;
coordinate the work of healthcare providers more effectively.

After five years, our objectives, if not all fully realized, could be
evaluated as to their promise, and for most objectives, their attainability,
impact and potential for replication.
M-CAP substantially achieved its goal of 100% access to health
services for the uninsured in Middlesex County, with 0% disparities. We
developed a model of how health care can be equitably and effectively
delivered that paid dividends. In several programs, we achieved national
recognition and replication.
Key programs accomplished sliding scale access to specialists;
redirection of patients from hospital emergency rooms to a medical home
with established primary care providers; reduced and/or free access to
medications; case management and inter-agency collaboration around
chronic disease; increased oral and mental health services; access to
financial support programs for qualifying patients. More than 10,000
patients were directly helped, hundreds of thousands in the state
educated about access through presentations and video, millions of
dollars saved, lives changed.
Total estimated savings to patients, $6 million (including both free
care and medications and sliding scale access to care and medications).
Total savings estimated to providers, $3 million (primarily in payments
through Medicaid and other entitlement programs).
There are three serious cautionaries:
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First, better publicity and outreach into communities backed by
superior service helps, but some people will always be lost in the process,
either by confusion or lack of interest.
Second, healthcare in the United States is hardly a finished piece of
work. We have organized the best access and treatment system possible
within the payer system that presently exists. When budgets are tight, we
have already seen the withdrawal and degradation of funding. Our
providers have adapted and compensated, but there is no guarantee that
having achieved an approximation of 100% access and minimal
disparities, that condition will continue.
Third, not unreasonably, the emphasis in this project, and indeed, all
the HCAPs, has been on establishing programs that are sustainable in the
short and medium run. That means cost savings that can be clearly
identified are stressed, rather than interventions such as prevention and
education (whose outcomes take place over years).

CONCLUSION
It’s about time we defined the terms of engagement. There is a struggle
going on with those who have turned healthcare into a commodity, to be
sold as an ever more complex and expensive set of technological and
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biological fixes. On the other side, using medicine as a key, but not
exclusive component, the goal is to:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Identify issues of ill health and extreme expense;
create strategic plans/pathways likely to improve;
test on target populations;
evaluate outcomes and modify plans/pathways based on experience
and evidence;
5. calculate health and cost impact;
6. apply revised pathways/plans more widely and consider social policy
implications;
7. integrate successful strategies into a coherent healthcare system.
The change we are seeking rests on a few simple, traditional
assumptions: that most people would rather be well than ill and that
education and basic health if practiced sufficiently upstream will reduce
most consequences. The more we can move healthcare upstream, the
better and cheaper.
To the extent, however, that the USA is not a healthy society, and the
pressures of economics, poor diet, lack of exercise, etc., result in
depressive, destructive behavior, we should utilize an outcomes-focused
approach to make necessary interventions, medical and otherwise.
Our tools in this struggle are the resources available, a vast resource
of honorable practitioners, community institutions that can be helped to
collaborate more efficiently, those entrusted with public policy who
recognize waste, money to be reallocated, and of course, the will of
patients to lives healthier lives.
These changes need to happen on an individual, case-by-case basis in
our communities; on a programmatic basis in our institutions; on a
systemic basis for our localities, counties, states and nation.
If we start with health as the desired state and the optimum outcome,
and take the trouble to understand and strengthen the patients we serve
as part of their community, we will recalibrate the urgency and direction
of our healthcare system.
M-CAP, through its many innovative programs, drawing on the
collaboration of its key partners, is making a significant contribution.

Our accomplishments were only possible because of a small, but dedicated staff,
the good will among providers in the community, and, of course, the sophisticated
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resource available through Margaret that ranged from articulating the needs of
patients, to understanding patterns in our healthcare community and federal agencies.

The usual and customary complexities of dealing with the feds on the HCAP grant
were exacerbated by the not-so-subtle message that the Bush administration would
rather we just went away. They tried, but a piece of genius in the original legislation
was to spread the program far and wide. At its max there were almost 200
communities involved. Maybe Bush couldn’t do the math, but that meant a few
hundred congressional Representatives and Senators with a direct stake in protecting
the program.

Thus, despite annual attempts to scuttle HCAP, Congress kept the funding
coming. It helped that we were actually doing the job.
There was a support infrastructure within the Bureau of Primary Care that mixed
total disdain and incompetence with dedicated leftovers. Fortunately the deadheads
were generally too ignorant to do much damage – I had one project officer who
literally had a nervous breakdown when confronted with the need to do anything. I
found ways to go around impediments, rediscovering the bureaucratic legerdemain
I’d learned in my Foreign Service days: that there is usually somebody in an office
who knows how to get things done, even if it’s not the person nominally in charge.
In this case, I tracked down a bright, career administrator in Chicago. I told him
what we were up to in Connecticut, and soon I was introduced to a former Deputy
Administrator from the Clinton years, Mary Lou Andersen, and a collection of local
leaders, each of whom was developing remarkable projects.
Together we forged a new alliance of HCAP projects with outposts in the states of
Washington, California, Connecticut, Michigan, North Carolina, Florida, Illinois,
Texas, New York, New Mexico, Colorado… The initial name was “Communities In
Action” – until I pointed out the initials might not inspire confidence. “Communities
Joined in Action”, or CJA, leveraged our accomplishments, shared learning, and
garnered legislative support in Congress.
I was one of the founding Board members, and in 2003 traveled around the
country shooting a documentary video that was shown at a major HRSA grantee
meeting in Washington, DC, and copies provided by HRSA to all 200+ HCAP
programs.
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At a CJA national meeting in Chicago, I met Mark Redding, a pediatrician from
Ohio who was a fine combination of the practical and visionary. He and his wife,
Sarah, also a physician, had developed a model for reaching and treating at-risk
populations. His focus on Outcomes fit well with the work we’d been doing in
Connecticut.

Mark and Sarah’s epiphany had come while they were serving as public health
physicians in Alaska. When they noted that healthy pregnancies were significantly
higher among their population of at-risk, poor Native Americans than for women in
mainstream society, their curiosity was roused. The answer was the care provided by
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lay social workers and midwives who knew the girls and women and mediated the
process from pre-natal through delivery.
Back in mainland USA, Mark adapted an analogous process for making and
keeping contact with traditionally underserved and at-risk women, establishing
significant savings both in human terms, as well as avoiding many of the expensive
interventions common in neo-natal procedures and early deliveries.
Margaret and I flew out for a day, compared notes, and set the basis for ongoing
collaboration. As an outgrowth of her Robert Wood Johnson Fellowship, Margaret
had established a new component of CHC, the Weitzman Center of Innovation in
Community Health and Primary Care. As its Director, she invited Dr. Redding to give
the lead presentation at a major Symposium held at Wesleyan University.
At CHC, Mark was able to see how the focus on a comprehensive medical home
and continuity of care could work for a broad range of care from prevention through
treating chronic disease. By acknowledging the role of community and lifestyles in
the choices of patients, healthier results could be accomplished.
Meanwhile, Mark and I developed a full day workshop on Outcomes fir a national
HRSA meeting in Washington, DC,, then expanded it to a three day session in
Columbus, Ohio, for CJA’s audience of administrators and practitioners.
The premise was simple: Establish a reasonable target, judge success by the
ability to gather necessary resources, develop a plan of action capable of improving
outcomes.
At our 2nd Outcomes Learning Institute, I opened with the following remarks:
“Almost five years ago, I took on directing a Healthy Communities
Access Program. Once we figured out how to make it run well, I looked
around and found dozens of other, exciting and successful programs
across the nation. Along with a dozen or so of the folks in this room,
leaders in their own communities, we launched Communities Joined in
Action. Our goal was to support the kind of exchange and development
we will engage in over the next few days, towards achieving a diverse,
accessible and affordable healthcare system.
“Last winter, introducing our first CJA Outcomes Learning Institute,
I talked about my grandfather, a GP who was the first doctor on a small
island off the coast of New Jersey, more widely known as Atlantic City.
Over the course of years, he cared for the rich and poor, across lines of
race and class.
“I told a story about my parents successfully bidding for a diamond
ring on the Boardwalk, but the auctioneer refusing to sell it to them. Once
he figured out that my mother was the daughter of the physician who
delivered him, he insisted on substituting a much higher quality ring –
which she has to this day.
“I suggested that was a definable and significant outcome.
”In a community, providers and their patients know each other over
time. Family history, economic realities, choices about lifestyles and
prevention are all part of the context of health. Along with the immediate
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medical conditions that present, the context informs prescribing and
treatment, usually leading to better outcomes.
“In my grandfather’s time, outcomes were measured by practical
observation, and accountability usually rested with a single provider.
From birth, through adolescence and adulthood, to declining health and
death, the markers for evaluating health and making the best
interventions were known. People paid for their care as best they could,
perhaps many years later with a better quality diamond ring.
“With the range of medications, testing and specialized technology
available, we live in a world of referrals, procedure codes, multiple payers
and insurers. The cost of healthcare is out of control, and it often seems
that no one is accountable.
“Yet if you look around this room, you will see providers,
practitioners, administrators and funders equally concerned with
restating accountability for outcomes. We constitute a kind of community
of those for whom the buck stops here.
“To pick out just a few, from Kaiser Permanente, with its 8 million
members, we have Dr. Winston Wong, Medical Director for its
Community Benefits Division; from state governments protecting their
at-risk citizens, we have Dr. Charles Willson, Director of an innovative
North Carolina initiative; from local collaboratives and providers, we
have Margaret Flinter, APRN, Clinical Director for The Community
Health Center. Like my co-director of this Institute, Dr. Mark Redding,
they are clinician administrators who understand that to deliver
accessible, high quality outcomes, reducing disparities, and at a
reasonable cost, we need to understand the critical flow from policy and
funding, to strategy and systems, to implementation and programs.
“Policy and funding: Why should funders support attention to
outcomes? Recalibrating the goals of healthcare towards a healthier
population at a cost we can afford.
“Strategy and systems: What works best to achieve better outcomes,
how to put them in place, how to measure their effectiveness. How to
create accountability and mutual responsibility for the health of our
citizens.
“Implementation and programs: What are the optimal incentives for
patients and providers that encourage better outcomes? How to integrate
the necessary measures and markers?
“By the end of our few days, we should better understand our roles in
that flow, and how we all need each other – how to improve the policies,
systems and programs to which we return.
“That’s what we’re here for in Columbus, Ohio. If my grandfather
was still around, I’m sure he’d approve.”

In 2007, Margaret was chosen by the Connecticut Senate Majority Leader as CoChair of the State’s Health Reform Authority. They had a year and a half to assess the
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resources, collect opinions from stakeholders, and make recommendations to the
Legislature about solving the vexing problems of achieving quality, affordable,
accessible healthcare for all the state’s residents.
By then, M-CAP was wrapped up, and other than occasional suggestions from the
peanut gallery, I mostly watched with admiration as she went about the business of
harmonizing diverse and often contradictory interests. I knew enough to appreciate
what she was achieving, especially when in December of 2008, she delivered the
draft report to a packed house at the State Capitol.
In 2009, as national health reform struggled towards some kind of resolution,
Margaret and her colleagues at CHC advocated strongly for key innovations. While
universal coverage topped the list, they recognized that there were other critical
interventions needed. They knew that if 40 million new patients were suddenly
covered, there was no guarantee of access to a primary care provider.
One of their many contributions was to take a new look at the growing shortage of
primary care providers. They recognized that physicians increasingly were choosing
specialty careers. Nurse practitioners, with their focus on prevention, health
promotion, and chronic disease management, were ideal primary care providers, but
starting a practice — especially in the challenging setting of community health
centers — was often a too daunting challenge.
Whereas it was an article of faith that physicians required three years of publicly
supported residency after med school (to the tune of billions annually), nurse
practitioners, who had the same right to prescribe and treat, were immediately
expected to care for a panel of patients. Margaret had not only gone through the
experience herself, but as a leader at the Health Center, she had hired and mentored
dozens of physicians and nurse practitioners, and knew the challenge of treating the
complex needs of a vulnerable population.
Margaret identified the lack of a post graduate residency training for advanced
practice nurses as a serious hole in the system.
In 2007, CHC’s Weitzman Center launched the first nurse residency program for
new family nurse practitioners, particularly those committed to careers as primary
care providers. It was unanimously supported by the Connecticut legislature and
signed into law by the Governor.

By the end of the decade, not only had the program matriculated several classes,
but a demonstration project to extend the training to other community health centers
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and nurse-managed health centers around the country had garnered support in
Congress. Residency training was being written into the national health reform
legislation, with the Weitzman Center likely to have a role as a resource for
coordinating curriculum and quality control.

Deep into the night of November 7, 2009, the House of Representatives passed
its version of the most important health reform bill since the advent of Medicare and
Medicaid. With all its compromises, even as we anticipated the challenges remaining
in the Senate and in conference, it was worth celebrating.
I was in Kingston, NY, at a Dance New England weekend. Margaret was home in
Connecticut, slogging away on her Ph.D. dissertation. We were linked by the marvels
of modern communications:
Paul Spielman had been checking the broadband on his cell phone, then
maneuvering through the crowd, stopping to show friends the headline that the bill
had passed. Margaret called me on my cell phone, excited that she’d watched the vote
on CSPAN, even as she texted back and forth with our Congressman and his staff. “It
was almost like being there,” she enthused.
Well, in spirit we were there. Tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, right on
up to the entire population of the USA – represented by a House divided. For all the
misinformation and rancor that had stood for debate in the months before and the
months to come, democracy – a clumsy vehicle liable to demagoguery in the days of
tiny and homogeneous Greek City States, now struggling to allow the will of 300
million – delivered a result.
Those, like Margaret, who had struggled with issues of access, care and equity,
could take a deep breath, mark the moment, and be ready to move on.
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“The Global Reporting Initiative provides us with an instrument that teaches
governments, businesses and civil-society organization to talk the same language
about sustainability.”
-- The Netherlands’ Prince of Orange, at the October, 2006 launch of GRI’s G3
Sustainability Reporting Guidelines

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Global Reporting
Initiative and making the
Envirolution
By 2002, the Global Reporting Initiative was transitioning to full independence
from CERES. There was a dandy luncheon at the UN with speeches and tributes.

My sense was that growing recognition of environmental and social risks would
force companies to accept greater transparency and accountability. New rules of
engagement for the 21st century would be written. The same intuition that had guided
me to launch Co-op America and support CERES identified GRI as a potentially
significant player.
We knew that as business went, so went the world. GRI would offer standardized
reporting that covered all businesses, involve multi-stakeholder input, and produce
dependable and comparable documentation. The reports would be used by business to
improve its performance, by activists to pressure companies out of destructive and
exploitive behaviors, and by financial investors to recognize risk to their long-term
portfolios.
GRI moved its administrative Secretariat to Amsterdam, selected a Board of
Directors, and had a Technical Advisory Committee gathering thousands of world-
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wide inputs towards the release of the world’s first guidelines for corporate social and
environmental reporting.
The least defined, least understood component of GRI was its Stakeholder
Council. On it rested the legitimacy of a wide-ranging international effort.
A multi-stakeholder approach had been developed in the writing of the CERES
reports, and it would be even more crucial with GRI. A sixty-person Council was to
be created, with representatives of business, civil society (NGOs), labor and
mediating institutions (finance, accounting, consultants, academia, etc. – the “etc”
encompassing everything that didn’t fit into the other categories).
I decided I could afford the time for what looked like an advisory role requiring
an international meeting or two annually, various conference calls, and an occasional
e-mailed commentary. I was no expert in reporting, nor did I have much scientific
background, but I’d served on the International Labor Rights Fund Board for more
than a decade. Along with my CERES and Co-op America experience, I had enough
background to be among the initial round of appointees to the Council.
GRI might give me a chance to make use of my experience. Delving back even
further, there was even a bit of family irony. On one side, a founder of the American
labor movement. On the other, coal, banking and my father’s seminal work on
plastics and nylon.
Aside from admiring the brilliance of his creativity, the chemical fumes that
shortened and pained my father’s life made him both perpetrator and victim. Unless
we took our stand at this moment in time, were we, the consumers and spenders of
globalization any more blameless, or would our children pay a lesser price?

The crowd assembled in Amsterdam in 2002 for our first meeting lived up to the
promise of diversity in sectors, language, gender, race, and cultural background. The
upside was variety and integrity. The risk was the Tower of Babel.
At the outset, the Stakeholder Council faced three major challenges.
1.
2.
3.

Could we develop an internal structure that had a chance of fulfilling our
responsibilities?
Could we transcend the cultural differences and allegiances that plague so
many international bodies?
With a new organization struggling to establish itself, would the operational
and governance components of GRI see the value of the Council.

The Board and staff had their hands full and their pockets close to empty. The
Stakeholder Council was fine in theory, but bringing us together was costly,
logistically challenging, and what could we contribute, anyway?
It was clear from those first meetings that nobody knew quite what to do with us,
aside from a formal role in choosing the Board of Directors. It would be nice if we
could act as regional and sector ambassadors to increase uptake of the new guidelines
by companies, and even better identify Organizational Stakeholders among business
whose dues could help fund the operation.
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Perhaps predictably, the one thing Council members agreed on was that we didn’t
come from halfway around the world to hear a few formal presentations about how
tough times were, and go on our way as salesmen. If the Board and Secretariat didn’t
know what to do with us, we’d have to figure it out ourselves.
In the summer of 2006, I was elected to a three-year term as Chair of the
Stakeholder Council (2007-2009). Having worked closely with the previous Chair,
Linda Funell-Milner from Australia, I had a good idea of what the responsibilities
entailed: a lot more time and attending more meetings, including all the Board of
Director meetings in Amsterdam. My first initiative was to develop a common
understanding of our role:
Our Council is well suited to serve as a forum and pressure point for
continually questioning and insisting that reporting be connected to
improvements in sustainability performance. The SC serves to debate and
ultimately recommend the best ways of balancing the many conflicting
needs of sectors and regions with a planetary and ecological perspective.
The Stakeholder Council is above all a dramatic representation of
GRI’s multi-stakeholder approach, and evidence of GRI’s legitimacy in a
world riven by special interests and partisanship. GRI needs the
Stakeholder Council to work and work well.

Over the three years of my leadership, there were plenty of frustrations. Toughest
was an issue that plagues any voluntary body: balancing the enthusiasm and energy
released at our meetings with the commitments due the day jobs that folks held. I
developed a committee structure to carry out work between meetings, and kept people
informed through a monthly letter, but the response was uneven. Usually that had to
do with the nature of people’s work. If it was closely aligned with reporting (as was
likely for consultants) it was natural to focus more time on GRI: for many others, the
daily flow of their jobs made attending to GRI concerns a distraction.
The varying degrees of investment produced an odd organizational profile, as
members weighed in and out. At any given moment or meeting, the number of fully
engaged participants could range from a few to close to everyone. Accommodating
everyone, while keeping track of our broad objectives shaded into a full-time
commitment. There was heated discussion within the Council about what we could
legitimately demand of each other, and in turn, what response we should expect from
the staff, the Board and the Technical Advisory Committee.
Not everyone liked each other, but on balance, a perhaps surprising mutual
respect developed that transcended the differences of cultures, sectors and regions.
For all the frustrations, we were able to consistently fulfill our responsibility to
provide guidance by responding rapidly to the Board’s strategic concerns. We
strongly insisted that sustainability, as the end-game of reporting, be kept at the
forefront of GRI’s mission. On key issues relating to our oversight of the reporting
process, protocols were established that gave us the opportunity for timely input.
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In June of 2009, one of my goals was realized – locating a Stakeholder Council
meeting outside of Amsterdam. As much I enjoyed one of my favorite cities, it
seemed important that we send a signal that this was a truly international body and
not Euro-centric. GRI had begun establishing focal points for regional activity in
important markets, and the first was in Brazil. With a staff person in country, and
hosting carried out by several Organizational Members, we held a Council in Sao
Paulo, linked with a regional sustainability conference.
Participating in the Ethos Conference, visiting Brazilian companies and NGOs,
and meeting with their CEOs made the Sao Paulo gathering special, and broadened
GRI’s organizational culture.

A further complexity is that our Council is elected by an amorphous collection of
constituencies grouped as Organizational Stakeholders (OS). These are the
businesses, public interest groups, labor, academics that have a stake in the
development of the GRI Guidelines, and some interest in the progress of GRI. As
Organizational Stakeholders, they help elect our Council, and thus indirectly the
Board. There is a monthly OS newsletter, and probably most important from GRI’s
perspective they pay annual dues that amount to about 20% of the budget.
One of my goals as Chair of the Council was to find ways of integrating the OS
more effectively. In May of 2008, at the bi-annual GRI Conference in Amsterdam, we
held the first Organizational Stakeholder General Assembly.
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REMARKS OF THE STAKEHOLDER COUNCIL CHAIR TO THE OS
GENERAL ASSEMBLY (May 7, 2008)
Good morning. As Chair of your elected Stakeholder Council, I’m
pleased to welcome you to this first, General Assembly of GRI’s
Organizational Stakeholders.
There have been many firsts in the brief history of GRI – starting
with the first standardized, international guidelines for the reporting of
social and environmental impact.
Yet anybody could have dreamed up a framework for reporting.
What has been most remarkable about GRI is the legitimacy of the effort
– a multi-stakeholder process that involves the interests and concerns of
every sector and region of human society. As stakeholders, we represent a
worldwide dialog that is effectively rewriting the rules for how a
sustainable, global economy must function in the 21st century.
Twenty years ago, when I was one of the founders of the CERES
Coalition in the USA, there was only financial corporate reporting, and in
most circles, the word “sustainability” would have drawn a blank stare.
Before CERES and GRI, who would have believed that representatives of
business, labor, civil society activists, investors, and academics could sit
down together and hammer out a common framework for assessing
impact? That we can do it across boundaries of regions, nations and
cultures is even more amazing. In the meetings of our Stakeholder
Council – in coordinating Guideline revisions and supplements by the
Technical Advisory Committee – in large conferences and small
discussions – in spite of and because of the seemingly endless flow of
electronic data – the beat goes on.
Today, we are taking another step in recognizing the multistakeholder proposition that is at the heart of a successful, global
reporting initiative. Your attendance, your participation in drafting
guidelines, and continuing oversight through an elected Council, is the
basis of GRI’s acceptance as a fair and comprehensive, worldwide
standard.
Yet given the challenges of sustainability, so much more needs to be
done. Although thousands of organizations are issuing reports in
accordance with or influenced by the G3 Guidelines, tens of thousands
more do not. The use of reports beyond internal management remains
limited. More sector supplements need to be crafted. How does all the
information from reporting lead to higher standards of performance
across industries and national boundaries? What are the alliances that
will need to be forged with governments, and between competing
interests?
GRI operates in a real world of limited resources where actions have
consequences. As Organizational Stakeholders, you have critical
resources that need to be part of GRI’s capacity.
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In conclusion, the Stakeholder Council takes seriously our
responsibility to represent the range of concerns among our
Organizational Stakeholders. We believe our cooperation is integral to
negotiating the threats we face.
Global warming, competition for water and other scarce resources,
pollution, violent responses to exploitation will be with us for a long time.
The rules we are writing cannot be static because conditions are
constantly changing. Having a system in place that can respond to change
and guide behavior is critical. The multi-stakeholder approach of the
GRI, as expressed through its Stakeholder Council and its OS anticipates
the future of a sustainable, responsible, multi-national marketplace.
Being an Organizational Stakeholder means having a seat at the table
as the standards for reporting and performance are defined and refined.
This year, we will elect a new class to serve 3 years on the SC. Some of
you will likely be among that cohort. As OS, whether you choose to stand
for election, vote for those who might best represent you, or contact us
about your concerns – your ideas influence policies, even as your financial
support helps GRI thrive.
Thank you for your time and attention. I look forward to working
together in a good and noble cause.

By the fall of 2008, a great global financial crisis was upon us. Governments the
world-over were under tremendous pressure to salvage their economies, but also to
accept responsibility for producing an anodyne to the greed and exploitation that had
brought on the collapse. Part of the answer was to reassess the role of regulation in
supporting long-term sustainability.
Although national governments had been substantially excluded from the framing
of GRI (although some governments, notably the Dutch, plus the UN and EU were
welcomed as active funders) the times were changing. In the fall of ’08, Sweden
mandated that all government-owned businesses would be held accountable for
providing reporting of their social and environmental impact. Norway and Denmark
shortly came up with their own variations, and a series of meetings on the ministerial
level were motivated.
GRI created a governmental advisory group, and in March of 2009, we held a
two-day meeting that included GRI Staff, Board, myself and representatives of the
governments of Sweden, Germany, Denmark, Netherlands, Spain, Norway, Brazil
and Australia.
What seemed to be in the works was an emerging partnership for sustainability.
1. Governments were accepting responsibility for the long-term
sustainability of their economies that included environmental and social
impacts, as well as financial controls.
2. Governments were actively considering market interventions from
regulation to nationalization on behalf of their citizens and their struggling
economies.
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3. A multi-stakeholder perspective was deemed critical to any solutions.
4. GRI was recognized as having the most sophisticated process of multistakeholder engagement available, and experience in guiding reporting related
to performance.
5. Individual governments were not enthused about inventing any more than
they had to, and were intrigued with potential public/private partnerships.
Along with governments stepping forward, companies had been shaken by the
financial crisis, and were less arrogant about their inherent right to privacy,
particularly as their Boards were being deemed accountable. Some of the financial
elite were no longer in business and others teetering on the edge. Somebody had to
make sense of a new economic order, and GRI could be a useful tool.
Reporting was increasingly recognized as the first, necessary step in re-calibrating
corporate policy and strategy within a larger and sustainable economic model. While
GRI was a tiny body in itself, it had already demonstrated the capacity to catalyze the
engagement of thousands of thought leaders and organizations around the world in
activities that bore a provocative relevance to the practical challenges we faced.

As I was relinquishing my responsibilities as GRI SC Chair, besides my ongoing
presence on the Stakeholder Council, and the Boards of Green America and CERES,
I accepted an invitation to a new Board.
“To develop collaborative platforms that advance sustainability, grow the green
economy, and empower the next generation of leaders.”
-- Envirolution Mission Statement, 2008

In 2008, I’d been on an environmental panel at Yale, put together by an aspiring
crew of recent graduates. They were developing a new non-profit that would focus on
educating youth about the challenges of environmental consciousness, while creating
a curriculum that could help in the practical management of sustainability.
Local chapters were contemplated, training for energy audits, contracts with
business and schools, and they were going to launch on both coasts. Co-op America
was high on their list of possible models, and they were fascinated by the historical
perspective I offered on CERES, GRI and the sustainability movement. Over the next
year, as some of the programmatic components came together, an extended jam
developed, relating the challenges and choices they faced to the organizational
creativity and struggles with which I was so familiar.
One day, when the organizers of Envirolution were at my house, we took some
time off to play basketball (one of the principals had been Captain of the Yale team).
Finding time to play amid visionary concerns, it seemed the generational distance
between us was not so great.
In the fall of 2009, a small Board was formalized, composed of two of the original
architects, Antuan Cannon and Alex Gamboa, plus, a long-time environmental
activist, Hunter Lovins, and myself. That winter, there was a celebration in Manhattan
at a night club by the volunteers and supporters who were helping to build a program.
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There was a ton of network.ing, lubricated by drinks and dancing, with a few
speeches to remind the participants this was serious business.
Linking with a new generation of activists was a continuation of the connections I
had been exploring throughout my life. The richness of community had been a
driving force from my Peace Corps days. How it could be relevant to the USA kept
me busy through co-op and communal organizing in the ‘70s. In the ‘80s, with a base
in Co-op America, working through the Social Investment Forum and Social Venture
Network, I helped create new coalitions that strengthened connections. By the ‘90s, in
CERES, we mostly focused on how to impact the dominant economic institutions that
controlled so much of our lives. In the first decade of the new millennium, with GRI,
we pushed beyond the USA, to see about guiding the global economy.
In none of these organizations did I get carried away by my own role. I was by
turns participant, instigator and observer. The people and situations with which I
engaged ranged from absurd to deeply moving. Hope and curiosity were constants,
and sharing them my greatest pleasure: those moments of creation when I looked
around the circle, and the choreography was as important as any rational objective.
The “work hard, play hard” ethic I shared with the Envirolution crew was more
than a matter of style. Integrating life and work was a personal challenge, but I
believed it had structural and philosophical implications, as well.
For those in their 20s, the projected dues for Global Warming were well within
their lifetimes. Avoiding that grim destiny would be part of their lives, inextricably
woven into the fabric of citizenship, community and raising families.

Even as I appreciated our remarkable work in CERES and GRI on moderating the
system, none of us were naïve enough to assume the odds were better than even that
sustainability was achievable before time ran out. Skepticism was based on increasing
consumption of dwindling natural resources by an expanding population, no matter
how well regulated, or how brilliantly leveraged by technological innovation.
For our children, if not for ourselves, having an alternative to the draconian
choices we might face seemed part of our responsibility.
In New Haven of the ‘70s, similar perceptions anticipated the crisis in energy and
finance. Along with our sisters and brothers in various movements, we explored
cooperation and community as a methodology for satisfaction and survival. That
commitment translated to more mainstream interventions in the subsequent decades.
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Once again, I found myself raising a set of questions that sought integration with
the macro challenges our world faced: Was there the potential in this new millennium
of linking alternative and traditional communities, shifting our diet both for food and
entertainment, redefining work and citizenship, utilizing breakthroughs in
communications and biology, reinventing politics and nationalism – and crafting a
future worth passing on to the next generations?
I started with the premise that community and simplicity are the dominant mode
for a good deal of that world usually referred to as “poor and underdeveloped.” Those
descriptors are not meant as compliments. Yet behind the labels lie the basis on which
human beings have survived in difficult circumstances throughout history: the
relationships inherent in family, neighborhood, community; cooperation as a way of
coping with limited resources – alternative to beating your neighbor into submission.
As for that part of the world referred to as “developed,” downsizing our
consumption works best when there are positive alternatives. There are great
pleasures to be found in traditional social entertainments, while the technology of the
internet offers contact and breadth of experience, entertainment and knowledge
without leaving home.
Perhaps a change of descriptors to “overdeveloped” and “inward-developed”
might help us understand a path towards sustainability. For certain, the cultural,
economic and religious contrasts that underlie global assumptions are already being
tested in the Middle East, with more on the way in Africa, Asia and Latin America.
The probability of a meeting of hearts and minds across barriers of language and
privilege is both absurdly optimistic, yet in the long run, crucial to our survival as a
species. A fundamental requirement is mutual recognition and respect between two
paradigms, one of which is focused on “progress” (improving material conditions)
and the other with “process” (how life is lived).
The bridge between the two paradigms is a matter of resolving what have often
been presented as oppositional values: quality vs. quantity; productivity vs.
sustainability; competition vs. cooperation; short-term vs. long-term. If saving the
world was going take more than behavior modification, as a global society we might
require a communion built on the very contradictions that seem most troubling.
There are already some clues:

•
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In the far away land of Bhutan, a primarily Buddhist nation, for years
they have been compiling a “happiness index.” As against GDP, the
measure becomes the population’s well-being. Defining what makes

•

•

•

•

•

folks happy may be somewhat different in Bhutan than in the USA,
Europe or the Far East, but there is plenty of evidence that wealth and
material acquisition, beyond the basics, is not the answer.
Routinely shipping products thousands of miles and ordinary personal
and business travel require vast expenditures of energy and natural
resources. Rising costs are treated as an insult to our freedom, but they
are only belated recognition of a changing reality. Local production
and working and recreating close to home are still viewed by the
market economy as quaint, yet they signal a shift in practice that
significantly reduces consumption.
Nostalgia aside, life in small towns and villages has always offered
continuity and connectedness. Problem was that until recently, the
corollary was limited engagement with a wider world. With the
internet, that is no longer true. The matrix of inputs and outputs
available 24/7 has created a global culture available from virtually
anywhere.
The grandeur of the global marketplace has been its capacity to
produce a wide variety of goods and deliver them to meet demand.
Like Pandora’s box, however, the flow of goods has overwhelmed the
needs of target consumers. The surfeit has built to the point of
absurdity at the same time as middle-class income is flat, and
consumers are being educated to recycle and re-use. Rethinking
distribution patterns towards a more sustainable model could make
better use of the whole cycle of production and consumption.
Remainders are already routinely discounted and shipped to poor
countries. A step further would be to consider who needs what where,
and route goods directly.
It’s time to rationalize the financial system consistent with
sustainability. Wealth has been accrued based on the movement and
ownership of capital. It rests in the hands of governments, the
shareholders of companies, vast pension funds, the holders of real
estate and other fixed assets. Assets and ownership, however, are not
what they used to be. If the seas rise due to global warming, an acre of
tropical rainforest may be more valuable than an acre of prime Riviera
waterfront. The value of a commercial block in a city may have as
much to do with the likelihood of terrorist bombing, as the past history
of customer patronage. We know that the stock market revalues assets
on a daily basis. Patterns of trade change, bringing success to some
and disaster to others. If poverty, overpopulation and pollution are cost
factors that no longer can be externalized, it is to the global economy’s
benefit to recognize their impact.
Disparities in wealth have always existed, but they have become more
extreme. Whether it’s buying yachts in India, building ski slopes in
Abu Dubai or McMansions in the USA, the absurdities of the rich and
wasteful are no longer affordable. In America, over the past few
decades, gaining speed, the financial sector has elevated itself to the
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status of an aristocracy, and takes its manipulations and transactional
charges as an entitlement; the rape of the economy passed off as droit
de seigneur. The collusion between the financial sector and politicians
may have sufficiently outraged the citizenry and concerned leadership
to produce some mitigation, but nobody is counting on much.
Nevertheless, democracy and a civil society require an economic
compact based on sharing the responsibilities as well as the rewards of
productivity.
A base of fair wages in all countries, pegged to their economies would
boost fair trade by reducing the attraction of outsourcing. The real
costs of environmental compliance and fair employment would be
added to the cost of doing business in even the poorest economies,
nullifying exploitation of workers.
If we don’t add checks and balances that support accountability, the
next bubble that bursts may be terminal. Governments are
reconsidering how to regulate the markets so they serve the long-term
interests of their citizenry.
Multi-stakeholder working groups, including business, finance, public
interest, labor and governments are already collaborating on reporting.
Next they need to be convened to revise and raise performance
standards to meet sustainability targets. Behavioral expectations for
communities, neighborhoods, families and individuals should also play
a significant role in improving performance: consumers and producers
joined in a quest to be energy efficient through the products that are
made, used and recycled.
Nothing will be more productive and sustainable than encouraging the
development of technologies that represent energy efficiency, address
areas of environmental concern, or reduce major costs built into the
present system. Alternative sources of energy are obviously at the top
of the list; more efficient pumps that husband our fragile water supply;
controlling emissions; stem cell research to alleviate the cost and
human burden of caring for chronic disease. Spurring investment in
these areas will yield a long-term, productively sustainable economy.
Competition for excellence, if tied to worthy goals, can be an excellent
complement to the sharing of knowledge.
Urban neighborhoods, when safe, provide some of the most interesting
environments on the planet. Cafes, farmers markets, clubs, canals,
small shops, restaurants, mix with residences and green spaces in cities
remarkable as Amsterdam, San Francisco, Chicago and Barcelona.
Enhancing safety by organizing neighborhood watches or a police
presence is sufficient in some places. Where there are deep ethnic,
religious or economic divides, the challenge will be to establish the
value of a common good.
Designing spaces and buildings to lift the spirits and deepen the human
experience is the purview of a new generation of architects and
planners. Museums, public libraries, parks, shorelines, central squares,

classic buildings, the flow of pedestrian, bicycle and public
transportation. Greening buildings that are often better than energy
neutral and reworking the carbon emissions of whole cities should
keep folks busy for the foreseeable future.

•

•

Cooperatives have had a hard time competing with the economies of
scale which the corporate sector has been able to achieve. If the scale
of our economic model is reduced by a reliance on local production,
there will be opportunities for co-ops within defined neighborhoods.
The participatory model of cooperatives builds community, and fits
well with a greater local engagement in diet (food co-ops and
community gardens), seniors (shared residential housing), education
(co-op daycares, preschool and after-schools, parents serving as
teacher aids, etc.). Because cooperatives are structured to serve their
members, they emphasize fair prices and quality, while providing a
convivial environment.
From the primitive past, dancing, music and rituals have helped us
come to terms with our mortality, sometimes even transcend it. Social
dancing, events, town meetings, and concerts are gathering points.
Mega events may go the way of the dinosaur, but celebrating Bastille
Day, the 4th of July, the equinox with friends and neighbors,
recognizing our passages from birth to death are core to any future
worth the word “sustainable.”

The full essay, “Saving the Titanic, Strategies for Sustainability in a Global
Economy,” is available from the Fair Trade Foundation (52 Maple Avenue West,
Higganum CT 06441) or on-line at www.notesinpassing.org.

When the story of the 21

st

Century is written, one of these three paragraphs will

sum it up:
1. We were too late and too selfish. The truths were too inconvenient, and by the
time they were self-evident, disasters had overflowed the dykes, bleached the
desert, provoked genocidal conflicts over diminishing resources. Global trade
297

and finance collapsed under the weight of broken assets. The rich survived in
gated enclaves, but even they were under attack by angry mobs. Human
beings died in the millions and billions as epidemics spread to pandemics. As
industry slowed, the vehicles and smokestacks belching carbon into the
atmosphere finally were in retreat – but much too late for the next seven
generations.
2. Although there were no fundamental changes in the market economy, enough
adjustments were made so that civilization as we knew it could limp along.
Companies became more transparent and accepted consumer and government
oversight to a degree. Food production and ground water were causing terrible
hardships in some of the poorest countries, and small wars, terrorist attacks
and infrastructure collapse made for a less than sanguine prognosis – but a
mix of environmental mitigations and technological improvements were
reducing the worst impacts of global warming.
3. Prescient and critical choices by international leadership in the second decade
of the century, was backed by an increasingly engaged public, and
commitment by the business and financial sectors to accept responsibility for
their actions. New innovations in energy production were gaining market
share and seemed hopeful. Population was stabilizing at 7 billion. Around the
globe, a shift in consciousness embraced the value of future generations. It
was a more peaceful and focused world, finding pleasure in its communities,
and searching for collaborative solutions.
I prefer number 3. How about you?
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Postlude:
HOMAGE TO CATATONIA

On a Friday evening, in the early ‘80s, commuting between Washington and New
Haven, I was bumped off the 5:30 pm flight out of National Airport – not an unusual
occurrence. There would be a four hour wait in the terminal.
I was fuming. I could feel the bile rising, an invitation to indigestion, ulcers,
colitis – a stupid waste of energy, not changing the circumstances one whit.
I went off in a deserted part of the terminal and began doing T’ai Chi, seeking to
gain peace and center.
Well into the flow, I notice an old, black cleaning man approaching,
pushing a bucket. My turn takes me in another direction, and I lose sight of
him.
Suddenly there is a voice speaking into my ear in a powerful, rich tone. It
instructs simply, “More graceful.”
I’m so deep into the movement that I continue. Another shift and turn, and
the cleaning man is again peripherally in view, this time walking away slowly.
The movements go on. I never see him again.
So here are the possibilities my mind is considering with great distance
and curiosity:
First, the old cleaning man is a T’ai Chi master. The complete confidence
of the voice may seem contrary, but he cleans the Commuter Terminal as part
of some arcane Zen discipline.
Second, God has singled me out for some special instruction. Gosh, even if
I thought I was worth the effort, I doubt I’m that bad.
Third, I have flipped out, inventing the voice, and possibly even the old
man.
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Now I don’t call that a great set of choices, but it’s the best I had at the moment.
Not that I really minded – it remains an interesting and instructive lesson about the
peculiarities of the universe, or my mind, or God’s mind.
WHERE HAS ALL THE JEWELRY GONE?
My father’s sapphire ring, removed to wash dishes in the Chapel Street kitchen, gone.
A ruby and diamond ring, purchased in India and bestowed on my true love as an
engagement present in 1965; gone with her in the division of our modest spoils in
1975; retrieved and paid for again when she decided to sell it a few years later;
disappeared in 1990 from a jewel box in my office; the remainder of the jewelry,
some equally of value, intact. No explanation, ever, gone.
A silver lapis bracelet, a memento of a visit to Israel, disappeared, gone.
THE SYMBIONESE CONNECTION
On New Year’s day, 1977, I was somewhat groggy after an early morning drive from
a party in Newburyport back to Brookline, where I was staying.
In my stumbling ritual of seeing if the universe still cohered, I couldn’t find my
favorite piece of jewelry. It was another bracelet; heavy, striking, and crafted out of
dendrite and copper.
I had bought the stone by the roadside on the way to Salvador, Bahia, then
worked with a jeweler friend outside of Rio to bring my design to reality.
The afternoon we finished the piece at his studio, I was running late for a meeting.
Worse, I hit a total traffic jam along the road south of Impanema.
There are things you can do in Brazil that would result in jail in the USA. Some of
them involve a Latin approach to driving and the law. No problem.
I cut my wheels hard to the right, riding up on a shoulder that was edging the
Atlantic. Avoiding the occasional pedestrian, I negotiated a narrow strip of dirt, my
tires often fighting for purchase, with a spin-out and hundred foot drop always a risk.
For the next four miles I ignorde the traffic-bound, horn-tooting Cariocas as I
magically slipped past.
Of course, I loved it.
The object of my intention was just pulling out of his driveway, so the universe
seemed to be with me. Sergio’s family had a house cut out of the rock, perched above
the Atlantic, overlooking the Impanema beach.
Sergio was a documentary film maker. My semi-brother-in-law, Lee, whom Pony
and I were visiting, was considering financing a documentary film unit, with Sergio
and me as the principals.
Sergio was also a former guerrilla leader. He had been captured in the Amazon a
few years earlier by the fascist regime. His cohorts had been shot. Sergio was spared
because of family ties: his father was the architect partner of Oscar Niemeyer and had
helped design the capitol, Brasilia; his sister’s father-in-law had been Governor of
Guanabarra State before the most recent coup.
This was 1972, and amid the revelry, great food, beaches, lively people, there
were soldiers, roadblocks, and a tight reign on freedom of expression.
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While we talked about politics and film, we walked. The nearby neighborhood
was composed of old houses and shacks stuck into the hillside, reminiscent of
locations in the film, “Black Orpheus.”
The poverty resonated with our political discussion, and the contrast with the
wealth of Rio and Impanema was directly relevant to Sergio’s family mansion. And at
some point in our journey, I realized I’d been here under quite different
circumstances.
Several nights before, I decided to go dancing. The dance hall I heard about was
in a poor neighborhood.
When I arrive in Lee’s borrowed beach buggy, I am swarmed by cute little
kids who offer to guard my car in lieu of slashing the tires and stealing the
radio.
After cutting a deal with a few of the most reliable-looking entrepreneurs,
I go inside, sliding through the smoke to the dance floor. People are stepping
out, for sure, but I have a hard time getting it right.
There are pretty women, provocatively dressed. There are men in work
clothes, mostly standing around drinking beer. There are no smiles of greeting
for this gringo.
I can’t anticipate the results of walking up to a woman and asking for a
dance, nor of shaking it by myself, but I can guess at the impact. My
Portuguese consists of “obregado,” and a barely unintelligible patois of
English, Italian, Spanish and French – only two of which languages I even
speak.
After a few minutes of reflection, I decide that no matter how appealing
the music, and how anxious my feet, I am way out of place. A rapid retreat is
in order, capped by an ironic wave from my auto guardians.
Now, Sergio and I were traversing the same neighborhood. When we walked into
a local bar, he was greeted with smiles and respect. Beer was on the house.
It turned out the neighborhood was highly political; a mix of working poor and
artists. Sergio was somewhere between an honored revolutionary, and because of his
family, the young patron. As if Patty Hearst hadn’t renounced her Symbionese
connection after repatriation, and took a friend for a walk in East LA.
I like waking dreams. In them, it seems that all things are possible, and causality
only one of the many potential paths between desire and fulfillment.
In this waking dream, virulent contrasts of class and wealth were resolved in
Sergio’s person. The future included an unlikely move to Brazil, and the rejuvenation
of my documentary film career. Creating art and making pots of money, but not at the
expense of the exploited masses.
The next day, Pony and I returned to the USA via Aerolinas Argentina. The film
company never happened, and the last I heard of Sergio, he had been busted for drugs
in Israel, while visiting the Brazilian Ambassador (a relative, of course).
So was that the basis of the Israeli-Brazilian connection?
Because on New Year’s day, 1977, after calling the barely-awakened folks from
the Newburyport party and drawing a blank on the bracelet, I opened the trunk of my
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Alfa as the last possible hiding place for that elusive Brazilian bracelet. Only to be
greeted by its smiling Israeli substitute, sitting in plain sight, daring me to ask, How
did you get there?
Was this some kind of swap with the universe?
THE ??? WITHIN
A woman I knew in Eugene, Oregon had a radio show about spiritual change. After I
appeared on her program, talking about intentional communities, we adjourned to her
place and broke open a bottle of wine.
In the course of a relaxed afternoon, she told me this story:
For years, I had an interior voice. We would have long dialogs about my
life. The voice seemed very wise, and I took its council seriously.
One day, it told me to call George. I was resistant, because we had more or
less completed a sad breakup of a long-term relationship. But the voice
insisted, even specifying that we should meet under the old apple tree in
George’s back yard. It would only say that something wonderful was going to
happen.
George knew about my voice, of course. When I called him, he hesitated,
then said, “Okay.”
We met at his house, and parked ourselves under the tree. For about an
hour, we sat quietly, holding hands, meditating about what we had lost,
hoping for some inspiration... a reprieve.
Finally George said he had to go. We embraced and separated.
On the walk home, the voice returned.
“I’m so embarrassed,” it said. “I was sure that something wonderful would
happen that would make everything all right between you and George. I feel
terrible and you will never hear from me again.”
And that’s the last I ever heard from the voice.
Who are these masked riders? Splits of personalities? Past lives? Wandering
ghosts?
Another friend of mine ran a workshop in the ‘70s called “Opening the Heart.” A
guided meditation helped folks achieve a deep, personal space, where they could get
into the pain of their relationships. It was followed by sharing and interaction among
the whole group.
I was usually resistant to these semi-public emotional displays, but at Another
Place Farm, one day, I decided to sample Robbie’s workshop.
Stretched out on the floor, his voice taking me on a trip back to childhood, I
suddenly found myself visiting with my father, dead these six years. The exchange
was not a conversation, more of energy and awareness. He was fine and so was I. For
a period of minutes, I lost track entirely of the others in the room or that I was in a
workshop. Was I asleep and dreaming? It didn’t matter.
When I came out of it, the workshop continued, but my visit was over, and I
bowed quietly out. Later I thanked Robbie for the visit.
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When my baby was born
there was etched on his face
the lines of my father’s soul
Now my father is gone
but the child lives on
and I’ll be around for a while
Our time comes,
just as we knew it would
The night comes,
just as we know it should
Leaving just memories to pass on to friends

WINGS OF DESIRE
I have never made it all the way through my favorite film without falling asleep. A
half dozen times, I’ve started out with great intention to watch Wim Wender’s
“Wings of Desire.” Each time, I’m overwhelmed by the image of compassionate
watchers, angels wistfully observing our trials; moved to assume the burdens of
humanity by becoming human.
The story line established, the flashes of color setting up the transition of one
angel to human form, the circus scene, and somewhere in there, I’m gone. I wake up
at the end of the movie, feeling deeply rested.
I assumed this behavior was aberrant until I went to the sequel, “So Far, So
Close,” with my friend, Judy, who is equally enthused about Wenders. Half an hour
in, she was sleeping peacefully in the theater. I made it through all the way, as had
she with the original, so I guess there’s different wakes for different flakes.
It reminded me of an experience I repeated in the ‘70s, at Another Place Farm.
Sydney, Zea and Pamela had a workshop called “Womancraft” that they presented at
conferences.
The setting was always the Another Place attic. Twenty or thirty folks would
spread out on mattresses, get comfortable, and then the story would begin.
“You are in a quiet place. Close your eyes and relax.”
There was a cat involved, and a secret tunnel. After negotiating the tunnel, there
were various challenges to be confronted. Sort of a very peaceful, Freudian, Sonic the
Hedgehog. By then I was asleep. Every time. And so was everyone else.
I usually awoke slightly before the others, to a room of pleasantly snoring adults,
the voices of the women providing a lilting counterpoint. The workshop leaders had
no more explanation of the phenomenon they watched, than I did of what I had
experienced. It’s just what happened.
The first time, it surprised me. The second time, I struggled to stay awake. From
then on, I accepted that sleep was part of the program, or perhaps it was the program.
SYNCHRONISITY
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In the early and mid-’70s, I had an intermittent lover who seemed a channel for
psychic experiences. The world was a continuing surprise for her, and as I knew her,
a surprise for me, too. I liked that part, though it led me into some strange places.
One afternoon, we were making love, and in the fullness of passion, I found my
hands around her neck. We reached orgasm powerfully and simultaneously, both of
us gasping for air. After, we stretched out peacefully.
Never having been inclined to sexual violence, much less choking my lovers, I
should have been upset. Instead, I was curious.
“What was that about?” I asked. “Was that me? Maybe it’s a tired rationalization,
but it felt like what you wanted. Like you were pulling that behavior out of me.”
Barbara’s slender, dancer’s body was wet with perspiration. It was summertime,
hot and we were hot stuff. But were we, was I, dangerous?
She looked away. “I wanted you to. I wanted to feel the edge of death. Maybe I
even wanted to die. Anyway, I could play it out with you, without fear, because I
know you wouldn’t hurt me.”
That satisfied my curiosity and relieved concerns I had discovered a terminal
weirdness in myself. More interesting, however, is that neither of us questioned how
I had received the message. We took it for granted that in the flow of sex, her deepest
desire had been anticipated.
I knew Barbara for years. She mixed school and jobs in suburban Maryland. The
world had been turned upside down for her a few years before we met by a massage
parlor gig that earned her thousands a week. Although it was a brief stint, jerking off
men and offering an occasional blow job confused her sense of reality. Was money
this easy? Did it make her a whore or a ministering angel?
Barbara had a generous spirit. She was always meeting characters who wanted
something or needed something. The circuitous paths of relationship that developed
were seldom of her making or desire. From her point of view, they just happened.
In the fall of 1973, she was coming to New Haven over Thanksgiving. We’d
planned the visit for months, and there was a mutual intention to give ourselves a few
days.
She was due on the bus, Wednesday evening. I received the first phone call that
afternoon.
“While I was in New York, changing buses, I called a friend. She’s got a big
problem. I need to spend some time with her. I’ll be up tomorrow.”
That same afternoon, a woman I’d been aware of in our daycare co-op and I did a
look in. We liked what we saw enough to consummate. It wouldn’t have happened if
I’d been poised for Barbara. But it was hardly conclusive.
The next day, there was another call. The deal in New York was more
complicated. Barbara needed to stay longer. Thanksgiving was past. On Friday, I saw
Gail again. Beyond curiosity, there was a charge between us. We were lovers again.
By the time Barbara arrived on Saturday, she was bedraggled by an exhausting
bout of friendship, and I wasn’t fully present. Instead of a culmination, the visit
became a mistake.
Nine months went by. Barbara disappeared from my life. Gail and I became
almost a couple.
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Then in the summer of 1974, my life fell apart. The end of the relationship with
Gail was a big part of that. At the very moment I was saying a despairing goodbye to
Gail, the phone rang: “Paul, I’m at the New Haven Trailways station. Can you pick
me up?”
It was Barbara.
As I savored the respite of a few days distraction, there was no doubt in my mind
that some larger choreography was involved. Not to any purpose, just a cosmic
crossing of wires. Gail and Barbara linked in a closed-loop that went nowhere.
CRYSTAL CAVES
Let me tell you a story of transcendence; a waking dream so intense, it was forgotten
even as recounted.
What did I say? I know it was important.
There was a friend, an artist of the interior landscape, who filled her notebooks
with endless self-inquiry. Kings and queens passed through mystical doorways,
transmuted family figures of unbearable pain.
Crystal had been with R.D. Laing in England, thence to the Yale Psychiatric
Institute where she deepened into catatonia. At YPI, her muralled quest was
interrupted by a doctor’s clumsy salvation.
She returned to the exterior world resenting his intrusion, sure that the only path
to wholeness was through herself; through the looking glass, into another universe.
And if that universe was death or another dream, that was her right, her karma.
Never lovers, Crystal and I spent hours lying side by side, touching but removed,
exploring the universe, poised on the edge of potential.
One evening, I remembered an experience that had remained unresolved and at
the edge of my consciousness. Called up by our speculations, its urgency and
immediacy startled me: I’d been dancing, going faster and faster, till I felt that with
only a subtle shift I could hang in the air forever; a point of choice, suspended
between flying and crashing, cherishing how long the coin can roll on its edge.
“I know I have to either slow down or speed up. Each time I come to that point, I
slow down. And every time I slow down, I feel like I’m missing some wonderful
transcendence.”
Lying there with Crystal, I suddenly understood what would happen if I sped up. I
blurted it out, then blocked. A few minutes later, I realized I’d missed something
terribly important, and asked her what I’d said – but we had gone on, and she didn’t
remember either.
Driving home, the memory hit hard enough to make me pull over. It was so
simple and obvious: In those moments of absolute physical effort, I was at my limit.
Figuratively, if not literally, if I sped up, I’d die.
CLOSE CALLS
There’s nothing like having kids and parents to give you a strong sense of the fragility
of life. (Of course, that would be no surprise to your average spawning salmon.)

305

I remember Pony and me on a street corner with toddler Tim. For just a second,
we lost concentration. From both of us holding his hands, we went to no one holding
his hands. Tim stepped off the curb in the path of a car. It screeched to a halt as we
dove for him. If the car hadn’t stopped, it would have been too late.
One moment in the city, and that could have been it for a life.
A friend of ours, living in rural Oregon lost her two boys when they drowned in a
shallow pond near their house. Not inattention, just kids who should have known
better. Years later, she was still picking up the pieces of her life.
There is no place safe, even for folks who can avoid obvious war zones, and
rarely use mind altering substances like alcohol. Deus ex machina: The God machine
steps in and plucks someone away.
L’ECOLE EST FINI
The first dead body I ever saw was the remains of my former 11th grade French
teacher. Mr. Kelly was lying in his casket, looking as full of himself as usual. Now he
was full of embalming fluid.
I dutifully went to the viewing along with many of my classmates to pay my
respects, and with some curiosity about the look of death. I also had mixed emotions
about the gentleman in question’s passing.
At the beginning of the school year, le professeur had informed us that attending
every class would add ten points, another words, a full grade. Although that seemed
like a dumb idea educationally, as with the rest of the class, I could use the bump, and
went along with the program.
Immediately, my attendance record went through a radical revision.
“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to stay home today, honey? I think you’re
running a little fever.”
“Mother, I think I’ll be okay.”
Late in the first semester, I was running a low B average, when I developed a
vicious headache. After several days of toughing it out, I collapsed in the hall and was
off to the hospital in an ambulance.
The operation took place that afternoon. Long needles probed up my nostrils to
open an infection and let out pus. A broken antrum was the diagnosis, and the net
result that I’ve never since been able to dive or take any depth pressure under water.
In cold weather, a hat protects my forehead.
The serious business, of course, was losing my ten points.
Mr. Kelly listened to my case with sympathy, but would not make an exception.
Did I go so far as think, I went to the hospital following your stupid rule. Drop dead,
you jerk!
When he missed class, and the principal arrived to announce the fatal stroke, we
were all stunned. The class went through more serious mourning when Mr. Kelly’s
replacement voided the bonus: “Ten points for attendance? Never heard of it.”
The class wailed, but I must admit, I felt a certain satisfaction at justice delivered.
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A RIFF ON THE GREAT RIF
I’ve survived two auto crashes that could have been terminal, and finessed another
that deserved to be. Driving from Asmara to Addis Abbaba is one of the more hair
raising rides in the world. You skirt along the Great Rif, with mile drops to the
equatorial desert on one side, and sheer mountain up another mile on the other.
Coming around a mountain, it’s a whole new world, with the road snaking
and disappearing from view. Often an entire valley is revealed, with the
ribbon of road tying it together. At one such moment, I spot two oil tankers
following each other, perhaps ten miles away, heading in my direction.
Then I lose sight of them.
My driver has switched off, and is relaxing in the passenger seat. I’m
shooting a film for the Peace Corps along the way, and our time is constrained
by the flight I have to make in Addis. He knows I’m in a hurry, and is
surprised when after about five miles, I begin to slow down.
We are facing a long, straight stretch of road, heading toward a ninety
degree curve. The road is narrow, barely two lanes right up to the turn, except
for one place where it widens out. As we approach the curve, I hesitate, then
pull off at the wide spot, sitting there, as mystified as he.
“What are you doing?”
I shrug and turn off the key. As the roar of the Landrover dies, it is
suddenly possible to hear a lower drone. As we sit in disbelief, the two tankers
come around the curve, in tandem, two abreast.
Wipe out city. We wouldn’t even have had a chance to choose between
crashing the wall or diving a mile.
As the tankers pass, we look at each other, two souls redeemed. I’m sure
some internal clock had been calculating the miles of passage, raising
concern, and that my senses were tuned to that subliminal thrumm of the
approaching trucks – enough to cause the hesitation that saved our lives. But it
feels flat out psychic.
WHERE IS DOCTOR DEATH WHEN WE NEED HIM?
Question: “What do you think of euthanasia?”
Answer: “I guess they’re a lot like kids everywhere.”
-- heard in my youth on the radio program, “Youth Wants to Know.”
My mother’s father was a GP. From her account, he helped many people ease the
pain and pass on a bit sooner. Docs were trusted in those days of house calls. They
made choices all the time about life and death within the context of the families they
knew so well.
When my grandfather was dying slowly of Parkinson’s disease, as a practicing
Catholic, he couldn’t take his own life. As the disease progressed, the savings of a
lifetime disappeared, leaving his wife destitute.
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Ten years of wasting disease, the last five in a hospital where no one would help
him find a way out. The only value to the pain he endured, and the dues his wife paid,
is that he volunteered himself as a test case for the drugs that eventually reduced the
impact of Parkinson”s. So I guess he was an honorable casualty.
My father’s last ten years were decimated by emphysema, and after several
hospitalizations, he knew the end was nigh. In the spring of 1971, he visited with his
older brother, went home with my mother and as another attack hit, told her, “Let me
go.” His doctor respected his wishes and passed on a tracheotomy that would have
miserably extended another few months. A week later, his older brother had a heart
attack and died. Elegant timing.
OVER THE RIVER, AND THROUGH THE TREES
There was little elegance in my grandmother’s passage. The year after my father
passed, my mother’s mother was dying of cancer in a New Rochelle nursing home.
With me in nearby Connecticut and my mother still coming to terms with
widowhood, it fell on me to act in loco generis.
My grandmother was not an easy person. Our quintessential experiences during
my childhood were the ruthless drubbings I received in casino and rummy. I was
never quite sure about the roots of her bitterness (though being left by her husband for
a Metropolitan Opera diva probably didn’t help). It was rarely directed at me – except
as an expression of her pedagogical stance, It’s a lousy world, and don’t you forget it.
One summer, between high school and college, I decided to spend a week
attending to her needs. We went out to lunch, played cards, took walks. At the end of
the week, she was still complaining about the degree of my solicitude. At that point,
knowing I couldn’t sustain the effort of the past week, much less do better, I gave up.
Still we were family, so we maintained.
At the nursing home, I became a regular visitor. She had always been an
enthusiastic gourmet, and usually I would take her out to lunch.
With the cancer and her medication, rich foods were of dubious sustainability. But
it was her only pleasure, and the prognosis was hopeless.
Her last meal was Cantonese lobster at a nearby Chinese restaurant. By the end of
lunch, she was fading fast. We made it back to the nursing home, and shortly after, it
was the coma before the period.
When I came next week, she was being fed through an IV, and been unconscious
for several days. I sat quietly on the edge of the bed, holding her hands.
Suddenly she begins speaking. Not sure who I am – her son, Carl,
perhaps? But it doesn’t matter. Someone near who is family.
What she has to say comes from the other side. The other side of her
mind? The other side of the universe? The terrain is unfamiliar, but it sure
doesn’t sound like heaven – more like the coma is a brief purgatory of regrets
for a life not lived so well.
Her message comes through loud and clear, “I’m not finished. I want to
come back. I don’t like it here.”

308

At first, I just listen. There doesn’t seem a wide choice: it’s not as though
we are having a conversation. Even if, I realize I had no comforting
reassurance available.
The next time there’s a pause in her stream of unconsciousness, I begin
speaking softly but with determination:
“I’m sorry, but you’ve reached the end of the line. Whatever is unfinished
and incomplete, you’ll have to come to terms with. It’s time to let go.”
Now she wants to know who I am, who speaks with such assurance and
finality. Where is my right? We proceed to have a discussion, perhaps even an
argument across the great divide.
Lacking the technical capacity to reprieve or the dogma to offer salvation,
I can offer only my presence – and the continuity that flows through me to our
mutual posterity.
If I left her without consolation, perhaps it was enough. At least, after another few
days, back deep in the coma, she found her way out, or let go, or just ran out of time.
TIE-DIE
Word has it that we are dying all the time. Coincident with the onset of puberty, I
began to have an extraordinary series of experiences:
Following a blow to my elbow or knee, I would feel a pulsation and dizziness,
and know I was going out. For up to a minute, I would be unconscious, rigid and not
breathing. When I came back, I would be completely at peace, with no initial memory
of where I was or whom.
Petit Mal, the mild form of epilepsy was the most frequent suspicion, but never
conclusively diagnosed. It happened six or seven times a year from age 11 to 17, once
or twice thereafter, the last time in my late twenties.
From the experience, I understood something of why people with epilepsy were
traditionally thought to be special and chosen. It separates one from the ordinary flow
of assumptions about life. I was never sure I was waking up. And each time, it was
that clean slate again. Each time, it was death and rebirth.
When I was drafted into the army in 1961, yet another tale was greeted with
skepticism.
“You really don’t want to go in,” noted the doc. “Too bad you don’t have
anything more than anecdotal evidence. Of course, we could try to provoke an
incident.” At that he lifted the little hammer used to test knee-jerk reactions and
aimed it at my elbow. It was a measure of my distaste for the experience that I passed
up the experiment.
I prepared for the Army as if for a meeting with the Angel of Death. There were
maybes around Berlin and Cuba, but no shooting war, so there was an element of
melodrama.
The weekend before I reported for induction, I flew down to New York from
Boston. I was delivering a completed still photographic assignment for New York
Hospital, a major gig, and visiting my lover, a New York socialite painter.
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The Hospital enthusiastically accepted my portfolio, and Florence my attentions.
We sipped wine with friends on the balcony of her East River apartment. It all felt
quite complete. On the return flight, I said to myself at age 24, If I die now, it won’t
have been a bad life.
My philosophical stance held up well for the first few weeks of basic training.
Then in the midst of a Fort Dix winter, I raced up to 104 degrees and pneumonia.
When I passed out while doing KP, I received the regulation two aspirins and was
confined to bed for a day.
I began writing letters laced with self-pity to friends and family.
The universal wisdom was that I would survive. I had already guessed that.
Finally a letter from dear Florence. In her protected world of the social arts, she
was struck nearly dumb by the travails of her young soldier boy. Instead she gushed,
“You poor darling. It all sounds awful. I wish I could sweep you up and take you off
to the South Seas.”
Yes! I thought. That’s the ticket! Swiftly followed by, Gosh, things aren’t that
bad. At that point I stopped feeling sorry for myself and began to mend.
SPEEDING UP TO CATCH MY FATE
When Pony and I separated, we had already gone through a lot together. It was more
personally bearable because of my community life, but also because our son stayed
with me.
The summer of ‘74, we had agreed she was taking him to Santa Fe with her new
guy, Roger. There was a strong possibility they would stay out there for the year.
Agreement or not, the night I brought him over to their house wiped us all out.
The only way Tim would go to sleep was with both of us lying down, one on either
side, each holding a hand.
As it happened, they weren’t able to leave for a few days. The night before
departure, the power went out at their house. Tim called, “Could you come over and
get me? Pony would pick me up tomorrow on the way.”
Oh, yes.
I have some of the video tape I took on the beach the next day.
He’s building a sand castle, and the metaphor of impermanence is too
much for me. I’m half crying (the half he can’t see) and the camera shakes.
Finally, Roger and Pony arrive and scoop him up. We keep it cool, and
they drive off in her Saab.
Except that after a few minutes, I decide there hasn’t been a proper
parting. I conceive a notion to jump into the Alfa and catch them before they
reach the highway, wave a dramatic farewell, and head home.
But I don’t catch them, and there I am on I-95 heading south. Surely I’ll
see them in another mile or two.
Just before the Stratford tolls I’m clocking 90. I realize that if I don’t get
off that highway, I’m going to drive straight through to Reston (their next
stop) and that will be a very bad idea indeed.
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An exit is coming up. I cross in front of a surprised truck driver, and hit
the ramp at about 75. I am conscious of driving dangerously, but when I let it
go, and get off the highway, I really do let it go. I just don’t care.
Not suicidal, but giving up the kind of edge you need to survive at speed,
even in an Alfa.
I come down the exit ramp, pass a few cars and slow to a stop at the light.
With hindsight, I know what a disastrous summer was ahead, when I frequently
wished I was dead. I know that things didn’t work out in Santa Fe, and Tim was back
that fall. I can see how many other streams were engaged and where their flow would
take me in the days, months and years that followed.
But at that moment, something in my life of great importance seemed over. At 36,
it just wasn’t clear whether it would be worth the energy to begin again. I would
insist, even now, that the choice to have died then (though not to have taken anyone
else with me) might not have been very brave, but it was mine to make.
I drove slowly home on the Boston Post Road, reprieved and exhausted.
Riding down a U.S. highway,
Speeding up to catch my fate
I nearly clipped a trailer truck
thus ending my debate

AVOCADO’S END
While in the Army, I received an invitation to a reception at the Polish Embassy for
Jerzy Toeplitz, the director of their National Film School. Sergeant Kenny, our crew
chief, warned that the crafty commies were probably after my security access to the
Pentagon, and I could expect to be suborned.
"Let them try," I whispered, tight lipped. Bullshit. Nothing short of a court martial
would have stopped me, At the Embassy, I met another film buff, a lovely young
woman. Shortly Karen introduced me to her fiancé, and we all became friends.
After Karen and John moved to Santa Fe, they had twin boys and Karen took up
natural foods. I visited them once, and good manners conquered my usual aversion to
garlic-laden avocado sandwiches.
Karen had embraced everything natural, but her boys passed on the sandwiches.
A year later, when she brought home the day's sampling of local flora, Karen
concocted a soup. The boys opted for peanut and jelly.
Karen died. John had his stomach pumped and survived. The day's leaf catch had
been heavy on the hemlock.
From the moment that Karen settled on a natural path, had she traded intuition for
ideology, and some disaster inevitable? Karen was Grosse Point Blanche out of
Georgetown University gone native. Neither wisdom, education, religion, fairness nor
justice protected her family.
THE DAY AFTER HAPPILY
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In the fall of 1982, in the days when we feared nation states rather than bands of
terrorists, I was at a weekend party outside of Boston. A month before its national
airing, a TV exec had brought a VHS copy of “The Day After”, a harsh, two hour
dramatic production about the results of nuclear war that was to become a cause
celebre for several weeks.
About midnight, with most of the folks off in la la land (sleep or designer drugs) a
few of us serious types curled up in the study and watched it. I was glad to be straight,
for with my fourteen year old son raptly watching, it was a stunner to see the worst
future we could imagine end before our eyes.
Even more extraordinary was the next month before the show was aired. I felt like
I was living in a radically different reality from most of the world. I knew that
America was in for the same jolt we lucky few already had received. Every day I
appreciated the leaves on the trees, the cool wind, the waves, birds and above all
people.
On the streets, I slipped into a kind of double vision in which the strangers
passing were converted into walking, dreaming time bombs.
CO-OP AMERIKA
In 1984, as a direct response to “The Day After,” my friend, Don Wrye, was given a
$35 million budget to produce and direct his script of “Amerika” as a mini-series for
ABC-TV. It countered the stupidity of war with the stupidity of peace. America,
having knuckled under to the evil empire, is controlled by the commies.
The week of the mini-series release, Don and I, in separate articles, both made the
front page of the Washington Post Style Section: Don interviewed for “Amerika,” me
for Co-op America.
I still want to go back to El Salvador and the village I filmed for the Peace Corps
to see who survived a decade of civil war. Or maybe I don’t.
Don Chico and his friends believed in progress, even in the Alianza Para El
Progresso as manifested in their friendly Peace Corps Volunteer. Are the images I
captured in their village ghosts of the future? Was the future they imagined more or
less real than the actors who portrayed a future that never happened in “Amerika” or
the “Day After?”
WIRED
Somewhat after 9/11, National Public Radio had a story about a psychologist working
in the Anacostia, DC schools. Now Anacostia ranks with Bed Stuy and a few dozen
other urban nightmares as the killing fields of the USA.
The shrink had gone into the schools to help the kids with their problems. In the
aftermath of 9/11, she wondered at their lack of interest in the terrorist attacks that
were presently consuming the American public – specially since the nearby Pentagon
had been a target.
Gingerly she opened up the issue, searching for buried trauma: “Do you worry
that another attack like this might happen to you?”
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The kids looked at her blankly, then provided what to them was an obvious
correction. Their world might only be a few miles from the Pentagon, but it was a
universe away from concerns about ideologically-based terrorist attacks. For them,
the war of drugs and turf meant that getting through the day alive was the issue. A
brother, a cousin shot dead as collateral or directed damage was ordinary business.
In the fourth season of the brilliant HBO series, “Wired,” a more sophisticated
school psychologist, having asked the adolescents in a class to imagine what they
might be in five years, anticipates their answer: “dead.”
One of the boys, a corner dealer at fifteen, nods. “Yeah, you out ahead of us on
that one.”
ALIVE AND WELL IN SOMEBODY’S FUTURE
When I introduced Ralph Nader at a socially responsible business panel on Capitol
Hill, I referred to a science fiction novel I’d read recently, in which the Naderite
movement had become a major political force.
I thought the audience would be glad to know that in the book, Ralph was alive
and well in the year 2021. At least that’s what I thought I said. Later, when I saw a
video tape, I understood the reason for the big laugh, and why Nader wanted the
name of the book: I had actually said that he was alive and well in the year 2121!
Although many humans feel they are assured a place in heaven, or are waiting
confidently for some improved turn of the karmic wheel, most folks live in an odd
relationship with their death.
Traditional cultures focused on heaven for two very good reasons: death in the
form of infant mortality, disease, war and natural disasters, and life in the form of a
back-breaking struggle to survive, were both ordinary business.
In the western world, we increasingly treat death as an aberration for two very
good reasons: death seems increasingly preventable, and an affluent life allows us the
luxury to imagine ourselves free.
If immortality lies around the corner, no wonder a great angst is building about
the chance that we individually will miss it.
AFTERLIFE
The dialog about death has been shifting over the past few decades, with more to
come. For all the battles that have been fought over the right to life of fetuses, as the
vast tide of humanity unleashed by the population explosion ages, something will
likely give.
Will pain, boredom and uselessness become counters in a re-evaluation of life
support? Will suicide will be legalized and eventually encouraged? The Feng Shui of
finding a good ending become a veritable art form?
There have been a slew of films and TV series in the past few years concerned
with death after life morphing into life after death.
•

Allen Bell’s “Six Feet Under” took place in a funeral home, where the least
bizarre conversations were between the recently dead and the stubbornly
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•

•

•

living. The whole series could have been summed up by an ‘80s country and
western hit, “Life’s a bitch, and then you die” (with a coda of, “and then
things get better”).
“Meet Joe Black” starred Brad Pitt as the Angel of Dearth. He used to be the
Angel of Death, but boredom set in sometime around the Black Plague. For
the past few centuries, he’s been increasingly morose. Perhaps the population
explosion of the 20th Century has taken its toll of this tired collector. Several
billion souls more on the way, and Joe wonders what’s going on with humans
(the Titanic, Hiroshima, Elvis Presley – it must mean something). The
bittersweet news is that near the end, Death briefly gets the girl more
graphically than when Hades dragged Persephone into the underworld.
Wim Wenders classic “Wings of Desire” evidently suffered from lack of star
power, and thus was remade in LaLa, where Meg Ryan’s human doc is the
love interest of Nicholas Cage, an angel who stalks the banal thoughts of
humans with the dogged persistence of a bloodhound on the trail of a chain
gang escapee.
In a quiet class by itself is “Afterlife,” an unassuming Japanese film about a
way station where folks go to recreate and relive a coda of their best moments
before passing on.

God, death, heaven, angels, forces of light and shadow; all the mortal musings of
a generation going from boomer to boom. During the long slide from middle age that
is only just beginning, expect more of these homages:
“Schindler’s List Lost ,” Stephen Speilburg’s poetic paeon to Alzheimers. “The
Last of Mohegan Sun,” Michael Mann’s epic elegy to the elderly patrons of Native
American gambling casinos; and “3001,” an anthology tribute to Stanley Kubrick, in
which every major living filmmaker contributes their 15 minutes of fame. The
resulting document can be directly loaded into your brain by HAL, Executive
Assistant to God, the Great Producer in the Sky, who, with diamonds, will last
forever.
THE IMMORTALITY AWARDS
There is a body of thought that we already live forever. After all, our DNA code
passes generation unto generation from the prehistoric past to a hopefully far future.
As part of the universe, no matter how small, each of us has a legitimate claim on
immortality. The perception of death as an interruption of life, of course, is based on
this minor business of our individuated consciousness.
Traditionally humans have recognized five kinds of immortality.
1. Gods, vampires and other curious creatures with grandiose pedigrees either
have existed forever, or once born, don’t die. The “Highlander” and his
nemesis can be dispatched by employing a sacred sword, but otherwise
endure. Wooden stakes through the heart or silver bullets are said to terminate
otherwise immortal nasties. Isis and her pantheon ruled ancient Egypt from
the afterworld for eons, and the God of the Hebrews was revered by nomadic
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2.

3.

4.

5.

herders 5000 years ago. Whether any of these entities exist is a matter for
religion and popular fiction.
Kings, queens and generals like to think they will live forever through their
mark on history, and artists via their creations. Forever, however, is a long,
long time. To last, it takes a combination of accomplishments and celebration.
An obscure warrior, Achilles, from a war shrouded in the mists of time would
be hardly remembered without Homer’s glorious epic.
Every sentient being can aspire to heaven in its various poses, Elysian Fields,
nothingness for Buddhists, all are the reward for what is deemed correct
behavior or good luck.
Each of us has been born out of a long-chain of copulating humanity (and
unless you subscribe to creationism, a slew of pre-human forms, as well). In
turn, parents pass on their DNA to the future.
Finally, we have the immortality that comes with the territory. Composting
oneself through burial may lack the stature usually associated with
immortality, but “dust unto dust” is a time-honored formula. Torching bodies
laid on a funeral pyre sends our physical remains into the ozone, and a dip in
the over-oxygenated Ganges feeds the fish and mollusks.

These days, the combination of medical science and computer technology offer
tantalizing glimpses of life that in one form or other, with some continuity of human
consciousness, might literally persist until terminal boredom sets in.
Humans get to play video games, die over and over, and still come back for more.
The rich and famous mortals, our celebs, have multiple hideaways, marriages, misters
and mistresses, facelifts, botox, rapid steeds for transporting themselves on land, sea
and air. Even your average American, Euro or Japanese schmuck gets Viagra, casinos
and easy divorces.
With organ transplants, it verges on unacceptable that the privileged get old and
die. With chip-based memory and the dawning of AI, it may be possible to guarantee
individuated consciousness right to the moment when the melting ice cap sinks the
whole ship.
KNOCK-KNOCK-KNOCKING ON HEAVEN’S GATE
I went into my bank one day to withdraw some money.
It was a long line, and I used the time to ogle the pretty, pressured teller. When I
reached the grill, I pushed my bankbook through. “I’d like to take out $30 (from my
munificent balance of $166).” I also sought eye contact, but she was way too busy for
flirtation.
Momentarily my passbook and the $30 returned. Before relinquishing my wellearned place in line, I gave it a cursory glance.
“Excuse me, but you’ve just added $30 to my balance.”
Now we made eye contact.
Flustered, she took back the bankbook. Sure enough, the balance now read $196.
“I’m so sorry.” And she toted it up again.
Again I looked at the record of transaction.

315

“Uh, now we’re up to $226. I’m going to give this back to you one more time. If
the balance is still rising, I’m going to quit while I’m ahead.”
That was probably about the outcome if I had a chance to settle up with the
universe:
Me: “Could you check my account balance please?”
St. Peter: “You show three years, six months, 22 days and 8 hours of
uncompensated universal service, and 30 years of under compensated service.
Additional deposits were accepted in consideration of not following standard
practice of kickbacks for funding you raised or contracts you placed. The total
positive balance is $3 million and change.”
Me: “I’d like to make a cash withdrawal.”
St. Peter: “I’m sure this will be disappointing, but compared to most folks
who check in here, you’re right on the edge of the entrance requirement. For
example, let’s pull another file up on the screen.”
“Ah, here’s one. Fifty seven years un- or under-compensated service as a
housewife, mother and domestic. Turned the other cheek on numerous
occasions (an event in your life, I hate to say, you treat as worthy of
enshrinement). She was beaten by father and husband, sexually harassed by
employers, yet cherished and nurtured her children. Believe me, you don’t
even want to know her account balance.”
“I’m afraid our response to a request for withdrawal, would be telling you,
Go to hell.”
Me: “Maybe we better just let it ride.”
QUO VADIS?
Somewhere in the next two decades, the line between bio-technology and chiptechnology; between organic and inorganic mutates beyond recognition or relevance.
The DNA code is broken and mastered. Humans can be formed and reformed.
The electromagnetic impulses of memory stored in the brain become more
precisely accessible. Transmitting and interpreting them allows their storage on chips
and rebroadcast as images.
There are the following implications.
First, people have the capacity to explore and relive their own lives. Their
happiest moments may be revived.
Second, as with dreams, memories may be taken up to a certain point, and then
extrapolated to different conclusions than those that occurred originally. The most
poignant defeats transcended.
Third, extraordinary memories may be shared and broadcast. A new form of
experiential media develops. Sharing each other’s thoughts and motivations changes
society.
Fourth, as people surf their data banks, deeper memories are uncovered that lead
back through their DNA to past lives. Some particularly gifted humans can make their
way back to our primordial past. These memories may also be recorded and shared.
Our understanding and interpretation of human history is radically altered.
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Fifth, although cloning is now a patchwork freak show to supply organs and
extremities, it is stood on its head. New bodies are cloned, and at a young age the
chip-stored memories are down-loaded into the brain, expanding childish
consciousness.
Chip storage of memory and personality is mated to biological forms beyond our
present imagination. Beings emerge remotely connected to historical genesis.
Humans (or what began as human) become effectively immortal.
BUT WHAT THEN OF OUR BROTHERS AND SISTERS?
How then on this crowded planet could we fit these new immortals, and in the name
of common humanity, how will we resolve the dilemmas, contradictions and
anomalies that follow in the wake of new discoveries?
What a wailing from those left upon the shore as the immortal voyage sets forth.
To face death, when you know that those a shade younger, a tad healthier, a jump
quicker or a bunch richer may be changing bodies like models change clothes in a
fashion show.
Will there be those who stubbornly cling to their villages and communities,
insisting on the integrity of human commitments and historical limitations?
Will minds and souls migrate in swarms, finding their own bonding. Virtual chat
rooms with data shared between entities, externalized bodies visited for the pleasures
of sex, food, exercise, dance?
Will we dare sidestep the treadmill to accepted destinations, question everything,
and find poetry in each other?
So much to think about. So much to do. Such an interesting set of problems to
challenge our curiosity.
God shuffles feet, scratches head. Leaves off whatever else might otherwise
occupy him elsewhere in the universe, and puzzles over this new set of opportunities.
Him, her, it, all of us, any of us in the changing god position of creativity.
Looking for a safe harbor in the middle of the night
Try as we might, there’s nothing in sight
so we’ll ride out the storm, till the dawning of the light
In deep meditation, and searching for the truth
we have spent our youth, but still the voice was mute
so we’ll turn to our childhood until we reach the root
Let’s have more penny candy in the passing of our time
You take the lemon and I’ll take the lime
and we’ll play through our troubles till we reason the rhyme
Watch the door, it will open, welcome who’s coming in
Greeting new friends, learning old ones are kin
till that grand get-together where we’ve always been.
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END NOTE:

The answer to the question I posed at the beginning of this book about the valuation
of my own life is what every human being faces, at the end, if not along the way.
“Notes in Passing” offers no conclusive judgment. Then again, there may yet be a few
more twists and turns.

In December of 2009, 42 years after I made a Peace Corps film, “Beyond Agua
Caliente,” in the hill country of El Salvador, I received an e-mail from the grandson
of Francisco Landaverde, “Don Chico,” the community leader I’d so admired.
Through the magic of YouTube, Pedro Landaverde was thrilled to have discovered a
vital portrait of his grandfather. Perhaps in a subsequent exchange I will find out what
happened to the family and the community in light of the brutal civil war that took
place in the late ‘70s and ‘80s. Peace Corps, community, globalization, exploitation,
sustainability… Honoring the implicit contradictions could make a hell of a sequel.
Peace Corps’ 50th anniversary coming up soon. Hmm…
Higganum, Connecticut, December, 2009
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