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Prologue

			On July 27, 1976, I was a thirty-three-year-old partner at the most successful toy design company in the world, Marvin Glass & Associates on LaSalle Street in downtown Chicago. Marvin Glass & Associates invented dozens of classic games and toys, including Mouse Trap, Operation, Simon, and Rock ’Em Sock ’Em Robots. I was the youngest partner by a decade, a toy designer dubbed the “Boy Genius” by Marvin Glass himself. Happily married with two beautiful sons, after a rocky start in high school and college, I felt firmly in control of my wonderful life.

			Company founder Marvin Glass was a brilliant but secretive businessman, the Steve Jobs of the toy industry. Marvin had died of complications from a stroke two years earlier, but our company still reigned supreme in the ferociously competitive business. The company employed about sixty people, including partners, toy designers, model makers, and engineers. It was a great but demanding place to work, with sixty- to eighty-hour workweeks the norm.

			Marvin had designed our office building like a medieval fortress, with slits for windows, locked doors, restricted access, and a giant walk-in vault for prototypes. Security cameras were everywhere. In his desire to protect his firm’s people and ideas, Marvin even had a panic button installed under the receptionist’s desk routing an alarm directly to the Chicago police station half a block away. Our building, we thought, was impregnable.

			Marvin’s spacious and opulent second-floor office faced west toward LaSalle Street and was now occupied by Anson Isaacson, the managing partner who had replaced Marvin upon his death. Our daily partners meeting was held in Anson’s office between 9:00 and 10:00 a.m. Normally, there would be eight or nine partners in Anson’s office at 9:55 a.m., but that morning we’d broken up a few minutes early. Only three of us were left in the room: Anson, partner Joe Callan, and me. When the phone rang next to me, I answered and Pauline, the receptionist, told me I had a call from a man named Jim Salem, whom I had talked to a week earlier about our Evel Knievel Stunt Cycle toy.

			I wouldn’t usually leave a meeting, but that morning I decided to take the phone call in another room. I stepped out through Anson’s back door and walked a few steps down the hall into an empty executive’s office. If I hadn’t moved to a different office to take Jim’s call, I would have been murdered that day.

			At the same time I started talking to Jim on the phone, a deranged employee climbed up the back stairs, walked down the long corridor, opened the solid back door of Anson’s office and walked in. Al Keller, whom I knew only as a quiet electrical engineer, was armed with two handguns. He shot Anson in the face twice, killing him instantly. Keller then shot Joe three times in the chest, killing him. Keller exited through the back door and turned back the way he had come, away from the office where I was talking on the phone. Keller kept shooting as he moved down the hall into the toy designer’s space. (See diagram p. 117.)

			I heard only a popping sound when Keller fired his pistol. I didn’t recognize the noise and guessed it might be a toy gun. I put Jim on hold and stepped into the hallway to see what was happening. When I noticed the back door to Anson’s office was wide open, I walked in. I could not believe what I saw in front of me.

			My first thought was that an unknown madman had entered through the front door. It never occurred to me that the shooter was an employee, or that he had entered and exited through the same back door I used. I raced out the front door of the office to our confused receptionist, Pauline, screaming, “Where did he go?” Because of a small elevator in the front hallway that partially separated her desk from Anson’s office, Pauline hadn’t heard a thing.

			Before it was over, Keller murdered three people, grievously injured two more, and then killed himself. The shooting lasted no more than two minutes—two minutes that changed my life and the lives of our employees forever.

			I lived only because I answered a phone call. I came within moments of being gunned down by a psychotic madman who was convinced that his coworkers were conspiring to kill him. I have no doubt I was meant to die that day.

			After the horrific crime scene was under control, the police homicide commander, Joseph DiLeonardi, found me sitting in shock in the same executive’s office where I had taken my life-saving phone call. When the commander asked me who I was, I told him I was a partner. He told me they had searched Keller’s body and found several pages of handwritten notes stuffed in his sock. Surprisingly, DiLeonardi handed me two pages of Keller’s notes and left the room.

			I quickly read the two pages as I sat holding them in my hand. My only thought was to get rid of them, and I decided to burn them in a heavy glass ashtray sitting on the desk. I never wanted to see those terrible papers again. Keller had written down the names of fourteen people he meant to kill that day. As I watched the notes burn to soot in the ashtray, I saw that the second name on the list was mine.

			[image: ]

			How do you earn a profit from fun? How do you spark creativity? And how do you triumph over unthinkable adversity?

			I emerged from my Jewish neighborhood in Chicago in the early 1960s as an imaginative, driven, but failing college student. I was on terminal probation as a freshman at Bradley University in Peoria. I was stuck on “duh” and on the road to nowhere when I took a weekend trip to visit high school friends at the University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign. While there, I found my purpose in life in one afternoon, during an accidental meeting in a dingy office with a hippie industrial design professor named Ed Zagorski.

			As a boy, I had spent countless hours taking apart and examining machines and gadgets. I had to know—how does this machine work? What does this part do? Why does this gadget function? Why, why, why? As I talked with Ed Zagorski about industrial design, I realized the subject answered all the questions that fired my imagination. Our brief conversation changed my life. When I walked out of Zagorski’s office I had a mission. I was going to transfer to the University of Illinois, become an industrial design major, and take Ed Zagorski’s class. I’d found the thing I didn’t even know I was looking for.

			As a young man, I found my niche in life by designing toys for Marvin Glass & Associates. I combined my competitive work ethic, childlike heart, and fertile imagination to invent classic games that still sell more than fifty years later. I created dozens of games, including Bucket of Fun, Masterpiece, the Trump Game, and Guesstures. I became the only toy designer to win two Good Housekeeping awards for inventing the best game of the year—Ants in the Pants in 1969 and Masterpiece in 1970.

			I went on to lead two influential and profitable toy design studios for forty-one years, Marvin Glass & Associates and Big Monster Toys. I oversaw the production of hundreds of toys, including Simon, Fashion Polly Pocket, and Uno Attack! During those years we successfully adapted as the toy industry underwent a massive transformation into electronics and computers, echoing the rest of industrial society.

			Along the way I enjoyed a happy family life as the devoted father of three sons and four grandsons. I traveled with my wife to the Soviet Union to aid Refuseniks in their plight in 1981. I left the toy industry in 2008 and turned my hand to sculpting in bronze, wood, and stone. I have permanent sculptures on display in Uruguay, Vermont, California, New Jersey, and at the University of Illinois.

			For decades, I prospered in an industry that focuses on fun, happiness, and play. My charmed life, however, wasn’t always as easy as it seemed.





Chapter 1

			Work + Fun = Happy
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			I started my first business in 1948, when I was five years old. I earned five cents. I was hired for my first job when I was six years old. I earned thirty cents. Then, when I was eight, I started my second business and again earned thirty cents. I loved to work then, and I still love to work now, more than seventy years later.

			When I was five, my beloved grandfather Jacob and I built a shoeshine box. We had a wonderful time crafting the wooden box and neatly arranging the shoe polish and brush. The next morning, I got up before the sun and left the house, proudly carrying my homemade equipment and ready to start my career as a shoeshine boy. I decided to charge each customer five cents, which struck me as a fair price. I headed for the CTA train stop two blocks away from where we lived on Chicago’s North Side. It felt great to be going to work just like my dad, who was still asleep when I walked out the door.

			My first and only customer was Mr. Goldstein, the father of my brother’s friend, who lived in an apartment half a block from our house on Kimball Avenue. Mr. Goldstein came up behind me as I hurried to the Lawrence Avenue CTA stop. He refused when I asked him if he wanted a shoeshine and said, “It’s too early in the morning and you’re too young to go to work.” He escorted me home and handed me a nickel as he kindly advised, “Jeffrey, put away your shoeshine box and go back to sleep.” I did. That was the end of my first job. Unearned profit: five cents!

			I decided to get back to work one year later. I’m not sure how I got hired as a newspaper delivery boy as a six-year-old, but when I showed up at the storefront on Lawrence Avenue with my Red Radio Flyer wagon ready to go, they employed me. “Here’s your delivery route,” the man told me as he handed me a large steel ring holding many cardboard cards, each displaying the name and address of a customer. Fortunately, I was a good reader for a six-year-old. They loaded up my wagon and I started off, but it was tough pulling the heavy load of newspapers through my neighborhood. The wagon was much too heavy for me. Back then the sidewalks didn’t have corner curb ramps, so lifting the loaded wagon up and down the curbs was really hard. I only lasted three days, but this time I earned thirty cents!

			Two years later I conceived another business adventure. My family often enjoyed an outing to the specialty grocery store on Devon Avenue, three miles north of us. Happily, my parents allowed my older brother and me to play miniature golf at the nearby course while they shopped. We loved playing on the little holes with their ramps, curves, and unexpected surprises. One day we had so much fun that inspiration seized my eight-year-old brain—I was going back into business!

			I decided to build my own miniature golf course. I quickly converted an empty lot next to my house into a three-hole game. I flattened out the dirt and used two-by-fours to make the putting surface. I dug holes and buried empty tin soup cans to create the openings where the golf ball would drop. I charged three cents to play, a penny for each hole. My dad let me borrow three white golf balls, but I wasn’t allowed to paint them different colors or add stripes. My customers needed to take turns because my dad only owned one putter. It wasn’t much of a golf course, and when it rained everything in the lot turned to mud, but the kids in the neighborhood had a lot of fun while it lasted. I think I made thirty cents!

			My first three jobs didn’t work out the way I planned, like so much in life. But I learned I loved to work and was good at building things with my hands. I discovered if I combined my imagination and curiosity with my work ethic and construction skills, I could bring my ideas to life. I understood work and business could be fun. Even then, I had the heart of a toy designer.

			Ever since I was a little boy, I’ve wanted to figure out how and why things worked. When I saw a machine or gadget, I yearned to understand the secrets hidden inside the casings. I had to know, and the only way to learn was to open them up and examine the interior. I spent hours and hours at my dad’s little workbench in the basement, dismantling mechanisms and studying how they functioned.

			I grew up in the 1940s and ’50s in a Jewish neighborhood called Albany Park, northwest of Wrigley Field and about four miles west of Lake Michigan. I was fortunate to grow up in an unusually loving family, although I didn’t realize it until I was older. My parents never swore and neither did we. They lived by the motto, “If you can’t say anything nice….” They encouraged us to find our own place in the world and let my brother and me make mistakes. However, they also demanded discipline and expected us to do our chores and earn our allowances.

			In 1945, after living in an apartment during the war years, my parents bought a red brick house with a detached two-car garage on the alley. We lived on Kimball Avenue, which was a fairly busy north-south street. We had three little bedrooms and one and a half bathrooms. Our house felt enormous to me. My older brother Gene and I shared one small bedroom because my parents believed sharing was important. I decorated our bedroom by hanging lots of my toy model airplanes from the ceiling using fishing line. When our window was open the planes would go “flying” over our beds.

			My mom stayed at home and took care of us. She taught me a crucial lesson when I was a little boy. “Do the best you can with whatever you’re doing,” she instructed, “no matter what it is.” More importantly, that’s how she lived. A terrific cook, my mom always had a warm meal ready for my brother and me when we walked home for lunch on school days. My mom encouraged my building projects and inventions, but she expected me to clean up when I was done, and I did.

			My dad always built things. If we needed something, we didn’t go to Sears. We made it ourselves using hand tools. One of our first family projects was the transformation of part of our garage into a greenhouse. My father was a talented gardener who loved to grow fresh flowers for my mom, particularly dahlias, and he didn’t want Chicago’s winters interfering with his blooms. We set to work.

			My dad and uncle demolished part of the roof and one outside wall, replacing them with glass panels to let in the sunlight. My brother and I pitched in by carrying things here and there. We watched as the dark garage was converted into a sunlit space, an oasis filled with beauty, filled with life. My dad built growing trays and planted seeds that grew into spectacular flowers in all the colors of the rainbow. Proud of my dad’s green thumb, I loved his beautiful flowers.

			Our next family project was constructing a breakfast room. Our house had an open back porch that my dad decided to enclose with glass blocks. He built the entire structure in one day, and my brother and I helped when we could. My dad, however, wasn’t a mason and neglected to let the mortar on the lower blocks set before adding more blocks. From then on, we were delighted to eat our toast and cereal while looking through the crooked glass walls of our hand-built breakfast room.

			My father owned and was president of a small textile printing business, R. A. Briggs and Company. The company printed floral designs on white terrycloth bath towels, hand towels, and washcloths. In 1951, when I was eight years old, my father’s business partner gave our family a seven-inch black-and-white television set. We were the first family in the neighborhood to own one.

			Televisions were so remarkable then that my entire third-grade class came to my house to see it. The newfangled device was a big wooden box with a little seven-inch screen on one side. The first show broadcast locally was a puppet show called Kukla, Fran, and Ollie. Watching the puppets on TV was magical. I was fascinated with the machine and wanted to know how it worked. Knowing my predilection for opening up gadgets and tinkering with them, my father warned, “Don’t open that up. Don’t touch it.” I obeyed. After all, I had other diversions to entertain me.

			My favorite toy was a wonderful metal construction kit called an Erector Set. When I opened the box, it contained motors, gears, pulleys, screws, nuts, bolts, and lightweight metal beams with holes and slots in them. I could build one moving, whirring contraption, then deconstruct it and immediately create another one. The possibilities were endless—it was incredible!

			Highly competitive, I loved to play games against my friends and brother. I loved to play Monopoly, and back then the game came with real wooden houses and hotels. Die-cast metal pieces, including a dog, shoe, and iron, represented each player on the board. I didn’t know what the word “monopoly” meant and I didn’t care—I just wanted to win. I knew that I needed to acquire all the properties of the same color and the four railroads to have the best chance. None of the names meant anything to me, but I knew that Boardwalk and Park Place were dark blue and if you owned those, you usually won. The dark purple were Mediterranean Avenue and Baltic Avenue, and even at eight years old I knew they were lousy properties and I never bought them.

			Playing games gave me confidence and unleashed my imagination. More importantly, it taught me how to lose and come back for more. As much as I wanted to win, I instinctively understood that there was always another game to play. I was a good chess player, but I sought out players who were better than me. I was willing to lose so that I could learn from them. I knew that playing against better players made me a better chess player in the long run. I spent a lot of time playing games, building toys, and making friends.

			My older brother Gene, however, thought it was his job to tease me non-stop. I remember one time when I was seven years old chasing him around our small dining room table with a baseball bat, intending to hit him with it as revenge for his teasing, until dad stopped me. He suggested the antidote to Gene’s teasing was to ignore him. “If you don’t get upset,” explained my dad quietly, “there’s no sense in what your brother is doing, and he’ll stop.” It wasn’t easy, but I listened, and Gene stopped teasing me a few days later. We’ve been best friends ever since.

			Every Saturday morning, I walked to the Terminal Movie Theater and watched cartoons and a double feature with three of my friends. When the show ended, Paul, Leo, Eddie, and I hurried two blocks to Lerner’s Hot Dog Place to eat the best kosher hot dogs in Albany Park. A hot dog and fries were a quarter. The hot dog man pulled the warm, soft bun out of a metal steaming box and tucked the hot dog inside, adding a giant kosher pickle and mustard. Ketchup was not allowed at Lerner’s. In Albany Park in the 1940s, you didn’t put ketchup on a kosher hot dog. I think it might have been illegal.

			Paul was a good pal who lived with his parents above his father’s drug store. One of the things we liked to do was play with Lady Fingers, small firecrackers that we got our hands on one Fourth of July holiday. We were so intrigued with the noisy devices that we thought it would be fun to mix our own gunpowder and manufacture our own firecrackers.

			My dad was a chemist and gave me a chemistry set as a gift for my ninth birthday, probably to see if I showed interest in his field. The set contained many little glass bottles with different types of powdered chemicals. A small booklet listed chemical formulas, but Paul and I were disappointed to learn there was no recipe for gunpowder. Undaunted, I asked my dad.

			“Dad,” I asked innocently, “what is gunpowder made from?” He was happy that I was interested in chemistry and promptly replied, “Sulfur, charcoal, and potassium nitrate.” He explained the chemicals were mixed at a ratio of three parts to two parts to one part, but he didn’t say which chemical was which part. I didn’t ask. I guessed he didn’t want to reveal too much information.

			Paul and I set to work. We calculated there were only six possible combinations, and, of course, opted to manufacture and test them all. My chemistry kit contained bottles of sulfur and charcoal, but potassium nitrate was trickier to obtain because it wasn’t sold over the counter. Paul’s dad was a pharmacist, and Paul knew that potassium nitrate was commonly known as saltpeter. “I can get some from my dad,” promised Paul, and he did, but I never asked how.

			Paul and I sat in the hallway outside his apartment and mixed the combination of powders into six little piles. We lit each pile with wooden matches, and one of the piles burned instantly. We were sure we’d made gunpowder, but we could never get our firecrackers to burst. We couldn’t get the fuse to burn correctly and we couldn’t roll the paper tightly enough to contain the gunpowder, which was probably just as well. We were happy with our experiment. I was sure I could have been a bomb maker.

			Growing up in the late ’40s and early ’50s in crowded cities was a terrifying prospect for one reason: polio. The terrible virus spread easily among children, particularly in summer when kids played in swimming pools and socialized closely together. My parents had dear friends whose oldest son contracted polio. Joel developed a terrible limp and watching him walk was painful.

			In the summer of 1950, desperate to protect us from this potentially lethal virus, my parents sent us north to an eight-week summer camp. Gene was nine and I was only seven years old. If polio wasn’t running rampant at home, I wouldn’t have been sent away at such a young age.

			Camp Glen Eden sat on idyllic Anvil Lake near Eagle River, Wisconsin. Eagle River was a summer camp mecca then, a small, rustic town set amidst a vast northern forest. Our primitive camp consisted of eight small wooden cabins facing the pristine lake. My cabin housed five bunk beds, without electricity or heat. We hiked through a growth of trees and up a little hill for the outhouse and showers (cold water only). We ate simple meals served family-style in a mess hall. There were no radios, record players, or television, and just one pay phone in the office to call home. It was wonderful!

			During the day we swam, boated, made crafts, and shot bows and arrows. At night, we told ghost stories to scare ourselves to sleep, using flashlights to heighten the suspense and make the scary parts even scarier. I loved telling ghost stories, but my favorite activity was the Saturday night social dance with the girls’ camp across Anvil Lake.

			One rule was ironclad. Before walking into the dining hall for dinner, each camper had to hand the counselor a postcard addressed to Mom and Dad. When we packed for camp, we made sure to include pre-stamped postcards, which cost one penny to mail in 1950. My missives went more or less like this:

			Monday: “Hi mom and dad, miss you. Love Jeffrey”

			Tuesday: “Raining today, yea no swimming. Love Jeffrey”

			Wednesday: “Had a great day today. Love Jeff”

			Thursday: “Send bubble gum. Love J. B.”

			Friday: “Last card, mail next week. Love me.”

			 

			Gene and I spent three happy summers at Camp Glen Eden. But going away to overnight camp did more than safeguard me from polio—it helped me grow up. I learned to make my own decisions away from my parents. My dad must have thought I was maturing intellectually as well, because when I was ten or eleven years old, he gave me one of my greatest gifts—my own real slot machine to decipher.

			Across the street from my dad’s factory in the early ’50s stood a tavern that boasted nickel slot machines. One night the owner of the bar told my dad that the police were clamping down on gambling and that his nickel slot machines had to go. My dad bought one for twenty-five dollars and brought it home for me when I was ten years old. I had no idea what it was.

			My dad explained that people gambled with slot machines—they put money in the coin slot on top, pulled the mechanical arm all the way down, and watched as the three wheels spun. After the wheels stopped, most of the time nothing happened. “You just lost your nickel and often all of your money,” Dad said. “You might win a few coins back, and you might even win the jackpot, but that’s rare.” He told me that’s why it’s also called a “one-armed bandit.” Dad explained that gambling could become addictive. That was a new word for me, and I immediately used “addictive” to describe my dad’s smoking habit. I don’t think my dad was happy he added that word to my vocabulary.

			Dad allowed me to open up the slot machine, but I had to promise not to dismantle it. I felt like a surgeon standing over a patient on the operating table when I placed the three-foot-high machine on my dad’s workbench. I used a screwdriver to free the outside casing, then I carefully removed it so that the inside mechanism lay exposed on the workbench. When I saw it, I was amazed. It looked like a gigantic magical toy. I had to know how it worked—how did the machine know what to do with the nickel?

			I was captivated by the idea that one pull of the mechanical arm set wheels spinning, springs coiling, and levers engaging. How did one pull cause all this movement? How did it create random results? I had to know. In order to puzzle out its movements, I had to think critically about how and why it functioned. Why was this lever here? Why was that spring there? What caused this wheel to spin and that pin to activate? That was the fascinating wonder of it.

			When I dropped the coin and pulled the arm, the machine knew what to do. If a particular pattern of cherries and bars came up, it paid out a few nickels. If three bars in a row came up, it emptied the whole container—jackpot! I studied this fascinating puzzle for hours, pulling the arm repeatedly and observing where every spring coiled and every lever and rod clicked into place.

			Without using tools, I learned how to manipulate the mechanism so that it hit the jackpot every time. I saw that pulling the arm down activated springs and started the three wheels spinning. The wheels displayed the bars and cherries. I discovered I could pause the mechanism after pulling down the arm if I grabbed onto one of the gears with one hand. I used my other hand to manually turn the three wheels to display three bars, which signified the jackpot. When I released the gear, the machine went back to work and small rods shifted into place, and…presto! The machine showed jackpot. Even better, I figured it out without ruining the machine. I felt like I had found the treasure where X marks the spot!





Chapter 2

			Finding What I Didn’t Even Know I Was Looking For
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			I think I got my talent for invention from my paternal grandfather, Jacob, who had emigrated alone from Kiev, Russia, as a penniless seventeen-year-old. He loved to fish, and he often took my brother and me to Lake Michigan to catch perch. We fished off high concrete piers that jutted out into the deep blue water. On nice days there would be dozens of fishermen angling for perch.

			Grandpa explained that fish travel in schools, and if one perch grabs a worm and gets hooked, there’s nothing left for the others. So just like my father, who built what he needed, Grandpa built a fishing contraption with six hooks and six worms attached to the line to tantalize all the fish. There was a little bell attached to the top of the line that chimed when we caught a fish. I asked Grandpa why they call them schools, because the fish never seem to learn how not to get caught. He smiled but offered no answer.

			We sat for hours on little stools, drinking Dr. Pepper, reading the paper, and listening for the bell to ring. We knew we caught a fish when the bell chimed, ding, ding, ding. Grandpa let us pull up the line and we always saw at least one fish and sometimes more. Since then, I’ve fished all over North America with my friends and family, but no happy memory comes close to those warm summer days sitting on a stool, sipping Dr. Pepper with my grandpa, waiting to hear the soft peal of the ding, ding, ding.

			As I got older, I started building my own inventions. One of my devices got me in trouble. I was on the Patrol Squad when I was in seventh grade. Patrols helped the grammar school kids cross the busy street. It was an honor to be selected and I was proud to be part of the squad. Drivers could distinguish us because we wore a cool white belt that wrapped around our waist and crossed over our shoulder.

			Billy Jacobs sat next to me in class. He was a big kid with red curly hair and lots of freckles. One day I decided to play a practical joke on my friend. Underneath our school desks was a wide slot with an opening where we stored books and supplies. I rigged Billy’s desk one day during recess when the classroom was empty. I placed a small tin container filled with water into the wide slot’s opening. I taped a piece of thread to the front of the tin, ran it around the bottom of the desk, and taped the thread to the bottom of the book on his desk.

			When Billy returned from recess, I told him he needed to look at an assignment in his book. He lifted up his book, the tin container dumped water right in his crotch, and he screamed and jumped out of his seat. My mechanism had worked perfectly! Billy and I stayed friends, but the teacher didn’t think it was funny. I got kicked off the Patrol Squad and lost my cool white belt.
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			When I was sixteen years old, I worked in my dad’s warehouse for the summer, packing and shipping finished products. I was glad to be earning the minimum wage of $1.25 an hour. My dad ran his company from his office. I didn’t see him all day as I labored in the factory, but on Fridays we ate lunch together. By summer’s end, I knew I didn’t want to work for my dad. I realized I needed to find my own path. I’m grateful my dad never made me feel my future was tied to his business. I worked all through college, and a strong work ethic has stayed with me all of my life.

			In elementary school I had skipped a year, jumping from third to fifth grade, so I was young when I started high school in the late 1950s. I felt different than the other kids because of that one-year age gap. On top of that, my parents decided to build a new house in Skokie, a suburb just north of Chicago. The house wouldn’t be completed for months, but my dad arranged for me to start my freshman year at Niles Township High School in Skokie. Unlike my brother, who had walked one block to our neighborhood high school, as a freshman I needed to take two buses to get to and from school each day. These changes led to one result—I was a lousy student.

			I disliked history and hated trigonometry. Lazy and unmotivated, I never got a grade higher than a C, except for a B in gym and an A in art. But what an A it was—it changed my life. Hazel Loew taught art class in my sophomore year. She was a short, elf-like inspiration and a joy to be around. Hazel showed me that art was fun and helped me discover that I was a good artist. For one of her assignments, I carved an abstract figure of a woman out of a block of mahogany. The abstract woman is eleven inches tall, stands on a two-inch cube base, and sits on my desk to this day.

			Hazel became my first mentor. It was she who gave me the confidence to pursue art as a profession. Without her, I never would have walked into the art building on the University of Illinois campus three years later, finding my career path in the process. I’ve led a prosperous, charmed life because Hazel Loew, my high school art teacher, believed in me.

			But when I graduated from high school in 1960, no one foresaw my bright future, least of all me. I ranked in the bottom 25 percent of my class. My high school counselor suggested I go to Bradley University in Peoria because she thought I couldn’t hack it at the University of Illinois. When I arrived at Bradley that fall, my unfocused brain was stuck on “duh.”

			At Bradley, I majored in drinking and minored in partying. I lost my virginity, learned to drink, and failed my classes, not necessarily in that order. I was on terminal probation after my first semester. With no idea what to do or where to go, I was firmly on the road to nowhere.

			During second semester, I thought a road trip would help me clear my head. My friend Rick let me borrow his car—a VW Beetle with a stick shift. If I hadn’t known how to drive a stick shift, my life would be completely different today. One spring weekend in 1961 I drove ninety miles in a snowstorm across flat, open farmland to party with friends at the University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign. My life was never the same.

			[image: ]

			I got to the U. of I. early on that Friday and had time to kill that afternoon while I waited for my friends to get out of class. I wandered around campus and walked into the newly rebuilt Fine Arts Building. I walked down the hallway where a dazzling display inside a glass cabinet caught my eye. Inside the glass case I saw a spectacular exhibit of brilliantly colored and uniquely designed wooden blocks. I was captivated at that moment.

			The exhibit was titled the “Three Cut Project” and was created by industrial design students. I had never heard of industrial design, but in those eye-catching wooden blocks I sensed possibilities for my future. A card explained that each student was given a block of soft pine wood, about twelve inches long and about twice as high and wide as a stick of butter. The students were assigned to use a band saw to cut the wood into four pieces, making the three cuts wherever they wanted. They glued the four pieces back together to make a unique design of their choosing, then carefully sanded down the resulting wood sculpture. Finally, they used a high-quality sprayer to paint their piece in different colors of shiny automotive paint. The results were stunning. The instructor’s name was on the card—Ed Zagorski.

			When I finally tore myself away from the display, I saw a faculty office with its door ajar. One of the names on the glass was Edward Zagorski. I knocked and went in, not knowing what to say or even why I was there. But the only man in the room was sitting at a desk and made me feel at ease. I liked him before he even said hello. He was near forty and was dressed in jeans, T-shirt, and sandals. He was over six feet tall, with uncombed hair and horn-rimmed glasses. This was Ed Zagorski.

			[image: ]

			I told Zagorski I was fascinated by his “Three Cut Project” and asked him to tell me about it. For twenty minutes he enthusiastically explained how industrial design was the secret operator behind everything: automobiles, furniture, appliances, telephones, and tools. Zagorski believed deeply that a design has to work first, then look great. He was likable, childlike, and uninhibited in his passion for design.

			As Professor Zagorski talked, a light went on in my head—this is what I was born to do! I realized that industrial design answered all of the questions that fired my imagination as a boy: How does this work? What does this do? Why does this work? I had been desperate to know the answers to these questions as a little boy, and in his classroom I could finally learn all the answers.

			Our brief conversation changed my life. I’d always had intelligence and ability, but I’d lacked ambition to do anything with it. But when I walked out of Ed Zagorski’s office, I had a mission. I was going to transfer to the University of Illinois, become an industrial design major, and take Ed Zagorski’s class. I’d found the thing I didn’t even know I was looking for.

			[image: ]

			I returned to Bradley highly motivated. I improved my grades and made the dean’s list, and then I transferred to Illinois beginning in the winter semester of 1962. My credits didn’t transfer from Bradley, but I didn’t care. As a freshman at the U. of I., I had a new ID card and a clear-cut goal in my sights.

			In the early 1960s, all male students at Bradley and the U. of I. were required to take two years of Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC). I disliked ROTC and was one semester short when I transferred, but Bradley mistakenly told Illinois I had fulfilled my two-year requirement. I didn’t tell the U. of I. that Bradley had gotten it wrong. I was delighted to be done with wearing itchy wool uniforms and marching with a rifle.

			As a freshman, I started with basic classes in design, drawing, and art history, subjects that I had barely touched until now. It was at the beginning of my art history class that two men, Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci, sparked my intense and lifelong love affair with art. I couldn’t get enough of their work—their five-hundred-year-old genius grabbed me and wouldn’t let me go. Later in the year we studied the French Impressionists, and I can still recognize the works of Van Gogh, Renoir, Monet, Manet, Gauguin, Cezanne, and more. My favorite sculptor of that period was Auguste Rodin, whose bronze figures are breathtaking. It was my art history course that opened up the vibrant world where I have happily spent the rest of my life.

			Outside of class, I joined a fraternity, Alpha Epsilon Pi. I had a few high school friends in AEP, and as a pledge I lived in the old fraternity house while a new one was under construction
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