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His long, dark red hair split down the middle reached past his shoulders to the middle of his back. He wore a red bandana that kept his hair out of his eyes. He took a deep toke on his hastily rolled-up joint and held his breath before exhaling it in a violent gush, followed by a raspy cough. Wiping his mouth, he offered his joint to his partner and leaned back, raising his eyes to the trailer ceiling, capturing the moment’s rush as the weed found its mark. The scene was emblematic of the counterculture of the times. Long hair, bandanas, and drugs. The hippie culture of the 1960s.

As he ceaselessly chewed his gum with his mouth open, snapping it as he chewed, he nervously played with his hair with his right hand. He leaned back slightly against the dresser with the other, balancing himself after the rush of the drug seemed to hit him all of a sudden. Other than the noise he made as he chewed his gum, the room was silent. The soft light of a lamp on the dresser created a silhouette aching to be taken, yet defiantly ready to pounce if threatened. In the background, the cheering crowds from the past several hours quieted down following the last performance of the late night. In its place, the rain took over, and the only thing that could be heard was the pitter-patter of the rain on the trailer’s roof. Although the rain put a damper on the crowd during the first night of performances, they remained in front of the stage, huddled under tarps and plastic sheets, waiting to hear him play as the opening band of the second day. But there was something in the air. He could see it in his partner’s eyes. He thought that what he’d have to say and how he’d say it would make all the difference.

“I thought about how we might give it another shot since we’re here together. It’s been a long time. I didn’t think we’d see each other here. Not like this. What were the odds?”

His partner barely moved, merely offering a simple shrug of his shoulders. Nothing was said for a few minutes. Instead, they looked at each other, shaking their heads. The red-headed musician continued to nervously play with his hair while relentlessly chewing on his gum. His dark brown eyes looked directly into his partner’s, but he nervously looked away when they stared too long at each other. His partner finished the joint and unceremoniously dropped the end onto the floor, stepping on it abruptly to put out the lit end.

“I know you don’t trust me anymore,” said the red-headed man leaning on the dresser. He could feel the sweat running down his back. The rain outside made the trailer extremely humid inside. “I was stupid. I thought we were done when I left you. But I’ve since realized that we were never done.”

In the background, the rain intensified. The pitter-patter on the trailer roof created music on its own. The red-haired band member began to drift in his focus and slowly started to nod his head to the sound of the rain. He tapped his toes and quietly began to beat the sides of the dresser as if it was a bongo. He closed his eyes and drifted with the music of the rain, all the while chewing and snapping his gum. Tap, tap, tap, sounded the muffled wooden drumbeat of the dresser, louder and louder, clashing with the sound of his snapping gum. Suddenly, he stopped, realizing where and what he was doing. He cleared his throat and stumbled forward with some thoughts.

“I remember when we were together. It was heaven. How many years was that? Eight years together? That’s what it was...I know, I know. I wasn’t always faithful. On the road, there are lots of groupies. Temptation was always around the corner.”

The pitter-patter of the rain on the roof continued, but it was quiet on the grounds. He looked at his watch. It was now past 4:00 a.m. The last performance ended at 3:45 a.m. with Joan Baez’ iconic “We Shall Overcome”. It was still several hours before his set was to begin. There was still time to play.

“So? What’da’ya think?”

His partner offered no response.

“What is it? That we hadn’t been together in over a year? Or that I left you one night and never returned? That I took all the money we had saved up? Or that I cheated on you? Not just once, but the entire time we were together?”

His partner tensed up. A tear was evident in his left eye.

“Don’t cry. You knew that I wasn’t faithful,” shouted the red-haired musician, raising his voice and arms to defend his actions. “What were you thinking? Huh? You thought I’d be faithful? What fuckin’ rock and roll stars are? Tell me one?”

That set his partner off. His face suddenly changed from blank, low-key, and placid to red, enraged, and an uncontrollably contorted look. His dark eyes and the veins on the side of his neck bulged. 

“You fuckin’ bitch...” He lunged at the red-haired band member’s throat, knocking the lamp off the dresser and blowing the lightbulb. In the darkness, his partner began to tighten his grip to strangle him. The red-haired musician desperately fought back, gasping for air and loudly cursing at his partner. But in attempting to get a better footing to push back, he slipped off the side of the dresser and slammed his head hard on an object on the floor. As quickly as their struggle began, it ended. The shouting and sounds of the struggle stopped instantly with a thud as the point at the top of the iron pierced the back of the red-haired musician’s head. The slowly oozing red blood mixed with the blanket of hair below him.

The suddenly dark trailer went quiet. The only sound that could be heard was the creaking door of the trailer closing. Soon, the pitter-patter of the rain on the roof of the trailer was the only lingering sound. 
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Woodstock, New York

The early August morning was remarkably warm and humid following the torrential weekend rain. In the background could be heard a local farmer’s radio. Patsy Cline’s melodic and poignant country and western ballad, “Crazy,” could be heard in the distance. Her powerful and emotional delivery resonated throughout the muddied streets of Bethel as a long-haired, shirtless youth shuffled his feet listlessly forward, dragging a wet sleeping bag along the street. The heavy downpour the night before left puddles along the muddy trails and pools of reddish-brown ooze across a vast field nearby that once grew grass as forage for Max Yasgur’s dairy cows. Where nearly half a million of America’s youth, hippies, and stockbrokers-cum-weekend concert fans from nearby New York City had assembled days before, only a small fraction remained that morning. Only thirty-five thousand - about seven percent of the festivalgoers remained. For many, the weekend of rainbow-colored days of smoking joints and collective freedom had to return to their dull black-and-white sense of reality. 

The Sunday afternoon rain helped to motivate the concert attendees to pack up and head home. The Wall Street brokers turned their muddied blue jeans and T-shirts in for their best silk and wool suits. One of the weekend bare-breasted nymphs remembered that she had to get back to work at Woolworth’s on Monday morning in Schenectady. The gas jockey in neighboring Monticello decided to return to the job he just quit on Thursday evening to head to the weekend of peace and music. And the group of college football players rounded up their team members on Sunday afternoon to get back to Westchester for the start of training for that season. What was left were thirty-five thousand, dirty, bloodshot-eyed, die-hard fans. They assembled near the front of the stage, leaving the bare, trash-filled hills behind them.  They weren’t going to leave until they heard Jimi Hendrix, the headliner of the show, at the end of the four days of the summer of 1969.
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August 15-18, 1969

––––––––
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These were the four days that history will forever remember as “Woodstock”. But the reality is that it wasn’t held in Woodstock. It was only supposed to be a three-day concert. And it was set up in twenty-four days, of which it rained twenty of those days. Needless to say, the entire event was fluid.

Woodstock, the township, is located in Ulster County in the state of New York, along the border of the Catskills. It was an idyllic town of only several thousand inhabitants in 1969. It has grown since then, but not much that you would notice. However, it always seemed to have a larger-than-life reputation among artists and performers who came to the area well before most people had ever heard of it. It originally attracted painters who formed the Hudson River School in the late 1800s and was the center of the Arts and Crafts movement in 1902 through the formation of the Byrdcliffe Colony. This brought artists to the region to produce and teach the art of furniture-making, ceramics, and metal forming. It also created Woodstock’s first school of painting. The cultural landscape of Woodstock took shape through these early years. 

By the mid-1960s, four Canadians from Toronto and their lone American colleague, the Hawks, lived in a strangely pink-colored house in nearby Saugerties. They called it The Big Pink. A neighbor, Bob Dylan, was recuperating from a painful motorcycle accident that he had in nearby Bearsville. Dylan invited them to be his backup band for the 1966 tour, in which he was booed for performing with an electric guitar. After touring with Dylan, the group remained in the Woodstock area, rebranding themselves as “The Band”. They went on to record several albums from their pink-colored house in Saugerties. Many other well-known celebrities eventually wound up in and around Woodstock, including David Bowie, John Sebastian, and Van Morrison, among others. In 1967, Woodstock’s reputation as a summer art colony attracted rock and folk musicians to perform at Woodstock’s Sound-Out at Pan Copeland’s Farm in Saugerties. The gathering featured many local artists, including Richie Havens, Van Morrison, Paul Butterfield, and others.

It was here in Woodstock, New York, that two music promoters-cum-entrepreneurs, Michael Lang and Artie Kornfeld, attended one of the annual Woodstock Sound Outs and consequently wanted to open a music studio to support the growing musical talent in the area. They were inspired by the likes of Bob Dylan and The Band recording in the area and the local artists performing at the Sound Outs. Never having developed a music studio before, Michael and Artie approached two Wall Street entrepreneurs, John P. Roberts and Joel Rosenman, for advice. John and Joel opened Media Sound, a renowned recording studio in New York City. Despite being two very different and unlikely entrepreneurs, John and Joel agreed to meet Michael and Artie. 

Their first meeting was very unusual indeed. John and Joel walked into the meeting in their three-piece New York suits while Michael and Artie arrived in their buckskin hippie attire. They looked incredulously at each other but quickly settled down to serious discussions about the future of the music industry. By the end of the meeting, John and Joel were excited about the idea. Not about the studio, mind you. They already did that in New York. A small music studio in Woodstock didn’t interest them. What excited them was the idea of a party to announce the studio, with many of the local artists performing, like what they heard took place at the Woodstock Sound Outs. Why not turn the party into a concert, argued the New York entrepreneurs? They said it would help Michael and Artie put their Woodstock music studio on the map. That was the moment when Woodstock was born.

The entrepreneurs looked for a suitable site, but everything in Woodstock was too small as a venue. Eventually, they found an undeveloped industrial park site in Wallkill, New York. It was an uninspiring flat field that could be made into a venue, they thought. As unexciting as it was, they were happy that the local town council approved the festival of art and music, as it was being billed. But despite receiving initial approval, the community reacted to the rumor of large numbers of “hippies” coming to invade their town. Consequently, the council refused to issue the permit for up to 50,000 fans, citing that the organizers were ill-equipped for that number of people. They passed an ordinance that stipulated that any gathering larger than 5000 people would not be issued a permit. Hugely disappointed only weeks before the event, they were undeterred. The music promoters sought out alternative sites in the region until they settled on a dairy farmer’s field in Bethel, New York, some 60 miles from Woodstock.

With less than a month away, the new site was a struggle to develop, especially since the majority of the time it rained while they were preparing the stage and site. Years later, Michael Lang was quoted in an interview on PBS as saying that of the twenty-four days they were working on the stage, it must have rained twenty of them. He added that he built a road on the site eight times, and each time it rained, it washed out and sank. Nevertheless, by the time people started to arrive the week before to find places to camp, the stage and towers for the sound equipment were well under construction. It looked as if they were going to make it. But with only days out from the first day on August 15th, they realized that they were running out of time. The workers were stretched thin between building the stage and towers, food concessions, entry gates, and fences. Tickets were sold in advance, but the fences were needed for the tens of thousands who did not yet have tickets. However, the stage was also not yet completed. What would they do if they didn’t have a stage for the performers? Call off the event? It was a moment of decision, they thought. Go broke without a fence to control the crowds or have no stage to perform on? 

The decision was made to halt the construction of the fencing in favor of all hands on deck to complete the stage and sound facilities. This was the first of many times that the organizers had to be fluid with their plans. Next came the issue of logistics with the number of people that they were realizing were coming to their event. They sold over 180,000 tickets before the start of the festival. Many more than the 50,000 tickets they thought they’d sell in Wallkill. So, they knew the order of magnitude of how many people were planning on coming. And they knew, for instance, that they didn’t have enough toilets to accommodate the known number of fans expected. They also knew that they weren’t going to have enough food. None of the food vendors that they secured for Wallkill signed on for the site in Bethel. They would have to improvise. Nor were there enough medical supplies and doctors, and nurses for that many people. Nor security. After the New York Police Commissioner disallowed any off-duty police to work the event as security guards, the organizers sought out the California communal group called the “Hog Farm” to help with the kitchens, medical support for drug-related events, and onsite soft security. Please and a smile instead of a stern look and baton became part of the tone of the concert-going crowds. 

This was going to be a very different concert from the large concert events taking place that year, promised Michael Lang. He had seen the concerts with riot-equipped police along the perimeter of the concerts, which eventually precipitated into a conflict between the concert crowds and the police. He wanted security, but he didn’t want the conflict that inherently went along with it. He promoted it as “three days of music and peace and peace and music”.

They also had to contend with the snarls of traffic that the vast streams of concertgoers were creating. Consequently, they couldn’t get supplies and performers through this mess. The local roads and even major highways were closed, and people were everywhere. Soon, they were calling in helicopters to bring the performers to the venue. And after the instant muddy music city of Max’s farm exhibited a medical and food crisis on the second day of the event, the U.S. Army had to bring in their helicopters to deliver medical supplies and food to the site. In return, they took out young people who had overdosed during the festival’s activities. While food was in short supply, acid and a little brown pill had no difficulty making their way through the instant city.

The festival of love, art, and music had every challenge thrown at it. Rain, lack of food, lack of medical supplies, insufficient numbers of toilets, and far too many people to be accommodated in one location. But it also exhibited every possible virtue as a peaceful, caring society of nearly half a million people experiencing a warm blanket of music on these four days in the summer of ’69 together.

Some would label their enterprise as reckless and irresponsible. Others might have labeled their venture as naïve and ill-planned. Yet others called them genius and forward-looking. Certainly, it became a historic moment that was captured on celluloid and recording devices for generations to discover.

As Max Yasgur, the dairy farmer, said on stage at the Woodstock festival on August 17, 1969: 

“I’m a farmer. I don’t know how to speak to twenty people at one time, let alone a crowd like this. But I think you people have proven something to the world...This is the largest group of people ever assembled in one place...you’ve proven to the world...that half a million kids... half a million young people can get together and have three days of fun and music and have nothing but fun and music, and I say – God Bless You for it!” 
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Jimi

Monday, August 18, 1969 

––––––––
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The stagehand looked at his watch. In the background, a medley of the previous performer’s set was played over the speakers. Sha Na Na’s “Book of Love” was playing as the audience awaited the next and final performance of the festival. It was 9:09 a.m. The stagehand hadn’t had a shower in four days. His brown arms were a combination of sun-washed dirt and sweat, leaving a strange white line around where his watch covered up his wrist. His long black hair was scraggly, and the sun and sweat turned his face greasy brown. He was one of the crew who worked all night to prepare for this morning. The finale of the festival. The headliner’s moment.

“It’s time,” was all that the stagehand said, pointing to the lone guitarist standing off to the side of the main stage. Sha Na Na’s song was abruptly ended as Chip Monck, the festival’s master of ceremonies, leaned into his mic and tapped it to hear if it was on or not. Confident that his mic was live, he announced the band as the Jimi Hendrix Experience, upon which Hendrix turned to correct him. It was not the Jimi Hendrix Experience.

His new band members had already assembled in their spots before Hendrix arrived. Gone were his British band members. Instead, these new band members were hastily assembled as a temporary backup band. They only had a couple of rehearsals, and according to some who listened to them in their New York rehearsal room, they were very much out of sync, and the rehearsals didn’t go well. But that didn’t matter now.

The rhythm guitarist, bassist, and percussion members of the band found their positions nearly an hour before while Sha-Na-Na was playing their set. They awaited the headliner’s appearance on the stage. They hadn’t slept all night. The headliner himself admitted that he had been awake since the first day of the music festival. Despite this, his eyes were bright and glimmering with a reflection of the morning light. He had a history of drinking and substance abuse since he was 21 years of age. Five years later, as he walked on the stage at Woodstock, he looked alert and focused. He momentarily raised his hand high above his head with a defiant peace sign and went to work.

He looked out at the audience. It had dwindled significantly in size. The day before, the hills of Max Yasgur’s dairy farm were filled with nearly half a million young people. The mass of humanity cheered and danced to every set. But now, after Sunday’s heavy rain and overnight, the crowd had dissipated to a fraction of its original size. The festival was supposed to have ended on Sunday night. But with the weather and logistical delays, the bands pushed into Monday morning.

“Did you want to play at midnight?” Jimi was asked by one of the organizers. Jimi shook his head. He was the headliner. He would close the show. Besides, he didn’t like to play to large crowds, anyway. But that was left unsaid.

He wasn’t supposed to be the closing act. Roy Rogers was. While that was a bit of a lark, Michael Lang, one of the Woodstock producers, had a fantasy that the Woodstock Music Festival would have Roy Rogers singing “Happy Trails” at the very end as the crowds went home: 

Some trails are happy ones...

Others are blue...

It’s the way you ride that trail that counts...

Is a happy one for you...

Happy trails to you...

Until we meet again...

Happy Trails to you...

Keep smiling until then...

But Roy Rogers turned Lang down. Lucky for Lang, a summer resident of the Catskills that year in nearby Shokan turned out to be one of the world’s top headliners, Jimi Hendrix. Jimi’s management agreed to a lesser fee than he normally was paid to headline shows. But his $18,000 fee was still the highest paid to performers at the festival. In comparison, little-known Santana was only paid $750 to perform.

At 9:10 a.m., Johnny Allen (renamed James Marshall) “Jimi” Hendrix walked casually onto the morning stage. The thirty-five thousand people in front of him didn’t disappoint him. Others on stage worried that it might. He could sense that the audience was excited to see him. They waited all night for him, and he wasn’t going to disappoint them. He was going to give them a show.

Larry Lee, the rhythm guitarist, Billy Cox, the bassist, Gerardo “Jerry” Velez, conga player, Juma Sultan, on percussion, and the drummer, Mitch Mitchell, were in their positions and anxiously awaited the start of their set. Hendrix, a left-handed guitarist, had prepped his guitar by restringing his 1968 Stratocaster backstage. His band was ready. Chip Monck, the festival’s master of ceremonies, leaned into his mic and announced the band.

“Welcome to the Jimi Hendrix Experience,” introduced Chip.

Hendrix immediately corrected him: “Nah, we decided to change the whole thing around and call it ‘Gypsy Sun and Rainbows’. For short, it’s nothin’ but a band of gypsies!”

Jimi turned back and leaned into his guitar, playing uninterrupted for the next two hours, reputed to be one of the longest sets of his short career. Only three years earlier, Hendrix stepped onto the London stage with his newly formed band, “The Jimi Hendrix Experience” for the first time. His rise was meteoric and sudden. But it flamed out just as suddenly, the year after Woodstock, when he died of an accidental suicide in his London flat. But now he was the undisputed headliner, closing the Woodstock Music Festival.

Standing stoically in a brilliant white buckskin leather jacket with blue and white fringe beads hanging from his arms, Jimi calmly waved a peace sign to the audience. He briefly adjusted his red tie-died acid headband and touched his turquoise Navajo beaded silver necklace as a good luck blessing. Then he opened with his first song of the two-hour set, “Message To Love”, his attempt to communicate the complex philosophy he developed around human relationships and the Vietnam War:

Well, I travel at the speed of a reborn man...

I got a lot of love to give...

From the mirrors of my hand...

I sent a message of love...

The crowd enthusiastically applauded the band as Hendrix started the rest of his set. As he bellowed his second song, “Hear My Train A-Comin,” his thoughts strangely fell back to his family and his youth. He was known for carrying a broomstick around for a year in school, pretending it was a guitar. He initially played the Ukulele he found and a five-dollar acoustic guitar that he purchased to play in a local band. However, it wasn’t until he was fifteen years old when his father bought him a white Supro Ozark electric guitar that Jimi seemed to find himself. He joined a local band, but his guitar was stolen after forgetting it backstage overnight during one of his gigs. His father purchased a red Silvertone Danelectro to replace the Supro Ozark.

Hendrix lost his mother, Lucille, when he was sixteen, and his father, Al, drank too much. Consequently, for some time, he was raised by his grandparents in Vancouver. When he returned to Seattle, the home of his birth, he joined the army. It was during his military service that he requested his father to send him the Silvertone Danelectro electric guitar with which he and a fellow serviceman, Billy Cox, would eventually use to jam at base camp clubs. After a brief stint as a paratrooper, he became so distracted with his guitar that he was given a general discharge.

“He has no interest whatsoever in the Army,” said his commanding officer. “It is my opinion that Private Hendrix will never come up to the standards required to be a soldier. I feel that the military service will benefit if he is discharged as soon as possible.”

The truth was, Hendrix hated military service, and he was glad to be back out on the streets. At twenty-one years of age, he and Billy Cox tried to find work in Nashville and other Southern cities, sometimes backing up bands such as Ike and Tina Turner and Sam Cooke. He eventually headed East and played clubs in Harlem, playing with famous musicians such as the Isley Brothers and Little Richard, and later in Greenwich Village and London, where he eventually formed The Jimi Hendrix Experience.

“Gonna leave this town, yeah...

Gonna leave this town...

Gonna make a whole lotta money...

Gonna be big, yeah...

Gonna be big, yeah...​

I’m gonna buy this town...

I’m gonna buy this town...

An’ put it all in my shoe...

Might even give a piece to you...

That’s what I’m gonna do...

What I’m gonna do...

What I’m gonna do...”

What made him think of his family back in Washington and British Columbia startled him. He often thought of things very differently from his surroundings, especially when he played long sets. Perhaps he saw someone in the audience who reminded him of his mother? Perhaps it was the song? Or maybe the drugs?

He moved about the stage as one with the audience and his backup musicians. He moved through the remaining set of fourteen songs, including in order, Spanish Castle Magic, Red House, Master Mind, Here Comes Your Lover Man, Foxy Lady, Beginning, Izabella, Gypsy Woman, Fire, Voodoo Child/Steppingstone, Purple Haze, Woodstock Improvision/Villanova Junction, and his famous rendition of Hey Joe. As part of the long concluding medley of songs, it included a solo performance of The Star-Spangled Banner. It has since become emblematic of Woodstock, Jimi, and the 1960s. It has also been recognized as one of his best performances and the longest of his career. Newspaper accounts at the time indicated that Hendrix was on drugs during this performance. Others simply put it down to his “state of heightened creativity”.

Despite not breaking a single guitar at Woodstock, Hendrix made a lasting impact on the world with this protest performance. The performance of the Star-Spangled Banner was a powerful protest of sounds, repeated electronic jabs, and howls reminiscent of bullets and bombs being discharged and hitting their targets. Since Larry Lee’s Les Paul guitar suffered from major tuning and intonation issues, the sound was dominated by Hendrix’s white Fender Stratocaster. It was a protest without words, without smashing his guitar to bits or lighting it on fire as he did in Monterey earlier in the year with his band, The Experience. At this earlier performance, the flames shot up to four feet in height, burning Hendrix’s hands. But here, with only the sounds he made from his guitar, he made a lasting impression on the audience and a lasting memory of this Woodstock moment.
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Graduation

May 22, 1969

––––––––
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My parents, Frank and Millie Gunner, were fussing unnecessarily with my black graduation gown as I fingered the mortarboard that a nice lady from the graduation gown truck parked outside of the auditorium had handed me. I admit I began flipping the golden tassel back and forth somewhat nervously - enough to make my mother freak out.

“Stop that, dear,” remarked my mother gently since she was in public. But I knew that inside she was boiling over. Had we been home in private, I’m sure she’d have said something entirely different from this gentle form of nagging. And louder!

But here we were in the hallway outside the school’s auditorium, along with others about to graduate. She was full of suggestions and instructions. “All you need to do is walk up to get your degree and shake the president’s hand. But don’t forget to look over at your father when he is about to take your picture.”

I must have continued to flip the tassel back and forth. It wasn’t because I was ignoring her. It was just that I think I did not hear my mother. I must have been in a trance or something. I could hear the school band playing contemporary music in the auditorium. I was trying to figure out the tune that they were trying to play. It sounded like “Theme from A Summer Place,” but I couldn’t be sure.

“Didn’t you hear what your mother said?” remarked my father sternly, giving my hands a small slap.

That woke me up. I shook my head and opened my eyes wide with an expression of surprise. “Oh, sorry. I must have been daydreaming. What did you say?”

My mother laughed as mothers do in public when annoyed at their children and took the mortarboard away from me. She placed the tassel on the correct side of the cap as she positioned it on my head. “Go on now. It’s time.”

I kissed my mother and shook my father’s outstretched hand. We all hugged briefly, and I was off to join the line of prospective graduates. My mother and father were as excited as I was. Maybe more. My father, Frank, didn’t have a college education. He started work at Kodak when he was just sixteen and remained a loyal employee all these years. My mother, Millie, was a seamstress, working in a factory downtown.

Our house was within walking distance of both the Kodak plant and her factory in the center of the city. They always assumed that I, their only child, would grow up, get a job at Kodak, like my father, get married, and raise a family nearby. That was their dream. Not mine. When I took media studies, a new course offered at Rochester Community and Technical College, I explained to my parents that it was an extension of the photography course that I had already started in my first year. But with a grant from Kodak, the offer was expanded to include journalism, media arts, and film. I didn’t exactly expand on that part of it. They’d have asked way too many questions. Photography was still part of it, but on the media studies side. Whereas journalism became my area of focus. I loved it.

The college was relatively new, formed under the State of New York’s public system to prepare students for other professions. Since Kodak was a major recipient of the community’s workforce, it was natural for my father to guide me in the direction of photography and media from an early age. But once I tasted Ernest Hemingway's books and columns, I became interested in journalism. From then on, I had this dream that it would take me out of Rochester and the grips of Kodak, just like it took Hemingway to exotic lands like Cuba, Spain, and Italy after spending his early days in Toronto. That was what was on my mind as I nervously flipped the goddam tassel back and forth.

Standing in front of the stage, awaiting my name to be called, I must have fallen into a momentary spell. To the outside world, I must have looked like I was anxiously waiting to leap onto the stage, but my thoughts were elsewhere. What do I do after today? Do I join my father at his plant at Kodak? I know they have a place for me there. But I want to see the world first. Perhaps write for the New York Times. Or the New Yorker. Or Rolling Stone. Yeah, Rolling Stone.

“Terry Gunner,” called out the college president, Charles Hill.

I must have missed my name being called. A student behind me in the line poked me, saying, “You’re up!”

I instantly awoke and shot forward across the stage to accept my degree. What they handed me was a thin rolled-up piece of paper held together with a broad yellow ribbon, tied into a small bow. I knew it was fake from the minute I saw President Hill extend it in my direction. Nevertheless, I played along with their ruse. I enthusiastically shook the college president’s hand and turned to look at the audience. I couldn’t see where my parents were. There was a bright light shining directly into my eyes. But I knew they were out there somewhere, especially my father, trying to capture this moment for our family history. And as such, I thought they deserved this thin, fake piece of academic props more than I did. I gave out a wild hoot as I raised my prize into the air.

“This is for you, Mom and Dad!” I shouted. My friends in the audience and the line waiting to get onto the stage joined in, appreciating my gesture more than President Hill and the other members of his academic team behind him did. My friends laughed and applauded along with my gesture. For me, and from that moment, there was nothing solemn about this ceremony. It was a celebration and the key to a door. No wait – for many of us, it was the key to the locked cell, opening for us to escape the life we had until now. I loved my parents to bits, but I was suffocating in Rochester. It’s a nice town, but I knew that I had to see what else was out there. New York, it is...I kept telling myself. But I needed to save up some money to get there and survive until I could get a real job. I would get a job locally and then head out. That was my plan.

Joining my parents and several of my friends from the graduating class in the hallway outside of the auditorium, I gave the piece of paper tied together with a bow to my father. I knew that my father wanted me to have what he did not have. An education. Now he expected that I would come to Kodak. But not as a lineman in the processing plant. Perhaps as an assistant manager. He was so proud of what that moment would mean. He spoke about it to his colleagues in the plant since I graduated from high school.

“It’s a blank piece of paper?” reported my father, in a dull, disillusioned tone.

“They will send the degree to your home later,” remarked one of my friends standing behind me.

“Oh?” responded Frank, disappointed at not seeing my actual degree. “I was hoping to frame this tomorrow.”

“You’ll just have to wait, dear. Something more to look forward to,” said my mother in a comforting tone.

“I was hoping to show it off at the plant. Terry will be working there soon enough, and I thought...”

“Well, ah...about that, Dad...”

“What?”

“I was hoping to work somewhere else.”

“Where?”

“Maybe go to New York to see if I could work for a newspaper or become a content writer for advertising.”

My mother responded with a disappointing weep. “New York? That is so far away!”

“I thought you’d join me at the plant?” responded my father, gripping the piece of paper tightly, crushing it.

“I want to try something else.”

While my friends were celebrating in the hallway around us, my parents and I were exchanging words about my future. Their dreams and mine were colliding at that very moment.

“Come with us to celebrate at Tucker’s Bar,” shouted one of my friends.

I looked at my mother and father, pleading to let me go. “I might not see some of these friends again. It’s our graduation celebrations.”

“Go, go,” responded my mother. “I see you’re eager to go. We’ll talk more at home.”

As I joined the group of graduates still wearing their gowns and mortarboards, I saw that my parents looked forlorn at the end of the hallway.  I rushed back quickly to hug them.

“Thanks for everything, Mom and Dad!” I said in earnest. As quickly as I rushed to them to hug them, I turned to rush back to my friends, sashaying back and forth as a group, singing “With a little help from my friends.”
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Kirby
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“What are you planning to do over the summer, Terry?” asked Bren, one of the classmates from my media studies course. 

She was one of my closest classmates during the three years I knew her. She often paired with me on assignments and group projects. I never dated her, although I often thought about asking her out. She had several boyfriends at the college. Football players and a brief fling with a young assistant professor. So, I thought I’d never have a shot at asking her out. But here she was, hanging out with me when she could be hanging with anyone she wanted. Bren is a slim, red-haired beauty with brilliant green eyes. Once she got rid of her cap and gown, she sported a white cotton shirt under a light gray sweater and tight blue jeans with white topsiders. She even bought me a pint of beer. I could like this girl, I thought.

We sat with other classmates at Tucker’s Bar, crammed along the barstools next to the main bar. I wasn’t the only one unsure whether I’d get a summer job or not, especially as a journalist or even just as an intern. The whole lot of them – they were all commiserating on whether they would be able to practice what they had studied for. After all, it was the summer of 1969 and media studies was a new program. Not too many students before us laid a pathway for us to follow.

“Not sure,” I responded, shrugging my shoulders as I raised the pint of beer to my lips. “Maybe head to New York City to see if I could get a newspaper job.”

“You should! You were one of the top journalism students. I’m sure any newspaper would be happy to have you.”

“I don’t know, my parents are pressuring me to stay in town, but there aren’t many media opportunities, certainly no reporter positions for The Times-Union or other Rochester newspapers. I already checked.”

“Would you work for a television station?” asked Bren, hinting at a possible opportunity.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, my folks got me a job this summer at WOKR.”

“Well, you’re lucky to get that job. What will you be doing?”

“Assisting one of the producers,” responded Bren, sipping from a bottle of Genesee beer. She crossed her legs and began to rock her lower leg back and forth, bringing her topsiders close to my leg.

“Cool,” I remarked enthusiastically. I turned slightly to look directly at her. With a broad smile and raised eyebrows, I asked to learn more. “What will that entail?”

“Working on local productions. Helping to write the script and other assistance.”

“Wow. I’d love to be doing that kind of stuff.”

“You know, it’s an ABC affiliate and they’re expanding. They have them all across the country. My uncle runs the one in Albany, WTEN. They grew last year and hired all sorts of people. When I visited the station at WOKR, I heard that they were also in the process of expanding the news department in a month or so. Maybe I can introduce you to my father. He works in the main office. My mother’s family, which owns Flower City TV Corp, is one of the investors. I’m sure that if there is a spot available for an intern, you can at least interview for it.”

“No kidding? That would be fantastic. I’d go any day with bells on.”

“You needn’t go to all that trouble. It’s just an intern position. Not full-time. You know where it is?”

“Yeah, on South Clinton. Right?”

“However, if you get a spot there this summer, you might even be able to stay on. And besides, that would make your mother happy that you’d be staying in Rochester.”

“That’s for sure. Do you think that I might be able to get an interview?”

“Well, there’s no guarantee. But I know you are talented. You were the best journalism student in the college. And besides, you now have a degree. Most of the people working at WOKR don’t have one. They will all be envious.”

With that comment, we started to giggle as we sipped our beer. I then thought about it as I looked into my pint and said, “Ha, if that’s so, I might not get the job.”

“No, no! I’m sure they will see that as a plus,” she said, shaking her head. Bren seemed as excited about the possibility of my working at WOKR as I was about the opportunity.

Days later, Bren’s promise to speak with her parents about me and my capabilities as a recently graduated student in journalism came to fruition. I received a phone call for an interview. My mother was elated. My father was disappointed. He was convinced that I would one day join him at Kodak. But he agreed with my mother that, compared to going to find my future in New York City, this was at least going to keep me home in Rochester. Well, at least for now, I thought as I smiled at them.

A week later, I interviewed for one of the two intern positions in the news department at WOKR. As Bren predicted, if I got the job, I would be one of only two people with college degrees at the station. My friend, Bren, and I. But if I got the job, I wouldn’t start in the local news department until a month or more later. They’d let me know. The second Intern, who didn’t have a college degree, was assigned to operations.

But in the meantime, I didn’t have any work. My father indicated that work was available at Kodak, but not if I was going to quit to join the television station later in July. Instead, one of my other friends, Roy, said that he just started working at Kirby Vacuum Sales, and he could get me a job there, too. He said that I didn’t need to tell them that I would be leaving in the middle of the summer for my new job at the television station.

“All they need to think is that you want to make a career out of being a Kirby salesman,” exclaimed Roy, raising his arm in the air as if he were a conquering warrior.

“A Kirby salesman? My word, son, what have you got yourself into?” worried my mother when I eventually told her.

“It’s just for a month or so. I’d like to get the other job at the television station, but that position doesn’t start until July.”

“But a Kirby salesman? My lord, Terry!”

“What’s wrong with that? I have a friend who is doing it, and has been making some money at it?”

“Well, just don’t come around here to try to pressure me into buying one of those overpriced things.”

You see, being a Kirby salesman is not just about being a vacuum cleaner salesman. According to the recruiter who brought my friend, Roy, into the position, it was the top-of-the-line vacuum. And the price reflected that. A Kirby vacuum sold for as much as four times the price of a regular vacuum. But you couldn’t buy one in a store. They were sold exclusively door-to-door by often unscrupulous salesmen. At least that was the reputation my mother told me they had. But not what my friend, Roy, said they had.

“They give you all kinds of shit every day during their rah-rah sessions,” he explained, enthusiastic to have me join his team at Kirby. “Every day at these sessions, they show you how to make a sale, and if you are the best at it, you can choose between a small gift, or cash prize, or get a huge increase in the percentage of that day’s sale.”

“It sounds too good to be true.”

“No shit man,” sputtered Roy, “we had a morning session yesterday where all the salesmen used darts to hit balloons with increases in sales commissions for that day. I got a twenty percent increase in that day’s sales commission if I made a sale.”

“Did you make a sale?”

“Well, no, but if I had, I would have made an extra $100 on a sale.”

“Okay, I can’t wait to apply then. Take me there.” I said, eager to give it a try.

We entered a storefront shop in downtown Rochester. It wasn’t much, really. Certainly, not a store where you could examine the product. A secretary sat out front. The manager, Mr. Rollstock, sat in an office behind the secretary. A showroom was behind them. But it was more of a room for the salesmen to hang out in than a showroom for customers. At the back was the shop where they repaired vacuum cleaners.

Roy introduced me to the secretary and asked for an application form. I was taken to an office opposite the manager’s office. The desk was clear. It was a closing room for salesmen, but Roy said that most sales were done in people’s homes, so the office was usually empty. I could use it to fill out my application.

“Make sure you answer the questions the way you think they’d want you to answer them,” hinted Roy as he shut the door behind him. The application was pretty straightforward. Name, address, and age. The rest was in point form.

The first question asked: “What made you want to become a Kirby Salesman?” Below were four options:

1. I want to earn lots of money.

2. I want to serve my customers.

3. I want to meet people.

4. All the above.

I circled “All the above”.

The next question asked: “If a customer is wavering between our basic model, the Dual Sanitronic 80 Model, and a less expensive but inferior vacuum cleaner, should you...

1. Close the deal by comparing our product to a Rolls-Royce and the competition as an inferior Volkswagen?

2. Have her sign on the spot by offering half of your commission?

3. Offer the customer one of the add-on features for free?

4. Tell her our Lifetime Warranty differentiates our product from the competition.

5. Try all of the above and don’t leave until she signs the agreement.”

This was a tough one. Roy told me earlier to answer the questions in the way that they would like to hear. I chuckled, thinking that it would have been a lot easier if there were an answer like: “Tell her that she is a fool and buy a cheaper vacuum cleaner,” or “Clap your hands and shout for joy - I made a sale!” to choose from. I thought for a moment and then picked number five: “Try all of the above and don’t leave until she signs the agreement.”

There were other point-form questions like that. After about twenty minutes, Mr. Rollstock walked in to introduce himself. He asked if I was finished. He had stringy brown hair slicked back with Brylcreem. He wore a dingy white shirt that looked like it had been washed repeatedly to the point that it would never look clean again. The collar was stained from years of sweat, and his tie was thin and greasy-looking. He rolled up his shirt, exposing an old Navy tattoo on the inside of his right arm.

“Let’s see what you have there, lad?” he said as I passed him the application. He scanned the answers. After a moment, he smiled and extended his hand, “Perfect! Welcome to the world of Kirby. I’m sure that you will do well after we train you.”

Within a moment, I went from being an applicant to becoming a full-fledged salesman. Mr. Rollstock introduced me to the older salesmen, huddled around other younger salesmen, showing them the ins and outs of the Kirby sales technique. Roy was among them. He had been with them for a week and had gone on about a dozen sales calls with the older salesmen. Today, he was starting to go on his own.

“Wish me luck. I got another twenty percent commission bonus if I make a sale today,” beamed Roy as he passed me with one of the demo vacuum cleaners. He quickly packed up his car, grabbed the directions to the prospect’s address, and was off. I borrowed my mother’s car, but today, I will be in training all day. Mr. Rollstock passed me over to Warren Green, a feisty old salesman who spat as he spoke. Warren was probably in his late fifties if not early sixties, and complained of gout. He was heavy-set and walked with a cane. He was revered as one of Kirby’s best salesmen over the years. His picture with trophies was everywhere in the salesmen’s showroom.

As I got to know Warren, I truly liked him and felt sorry for him. He wanted to be out there with the other salesmen, but his legs just wouldn’t let him anymore. Warren took over the training and repair shop. But it wasn’t Warren who fired up the recruits. It wasn’t Mr. Rollstock either. It was a 30-year-old wise-ass, as everyone referred to him. Jason Cutler. Jase, as everyone called him, (when they didn’t call him an ass or a prick, or even worse words from time to time), thought he was the best salesman ever. It might be true since his sales figures were far and away the best of the whole shop. So, it went to him to fire us all up. Jase was a short, thin, dark-haired man from England with a cockney accent. But he could ease into several dialects as he spewed his sales pitch at us.

“...Yes, my friends, Kirby vacuum cleaners save lives. Without them cleaning as well as they do, there would be germs in every home and office. It doesn’t just clean, it seeks out toxic dirt and mold and sucks it into Kirby’s special Sanatronic bags. The only ones on the market, my friends. And if they don’t believe you, look them in their faces and don’t smile or look like you’re lying. Just stare them down, and after a few minutes, tell them you are deadly serious. Tell them your mother has one and that you have one at home. And that you are healthy because of it.”

“Is it true?” asked one of the new recruits.

“Nah, but that doesn’t matter. Sell your confidence. Lie. Lie as much as you need to, but make it convincing. The more convincing you can be, the more they will believe anything you say. It’s all about confidence. Then you can tell them anything to make the sale. Look at all of my sales this year. It’s because of my confidence. You can do it too.

After a while, the session went into sing-song mode. We were handed sheets of paper to sing along. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Worse, I couldn’t believe that I was right in there singing along with everyone else:

“He’ll be comin’ round the mountain...” was sung in the tune of “She’ll be coming round the mountain when she comes...” I was embarrassed to be sitting in the room with everyone else singing this, but there I was, guilty...singing:

“He’ll be comin’ round the mountain with a Kirby

He’ll be wearing a suit and tie and wearin’ a derby

He’ll be driving six white horses to sell you some

And they’ll all go out to buy it when the day is done.”

Jase was the loudest to sing the song. In the end, he put down the sheet, and reminiscent of a preacher, he said in a southern drawl, “Stay until you make the sale. Never leave. You have a license to make a sale. So, stay as long as you can to wear them down. That will ensure you sell something. Sell something!”

I knew after that training session that sales were never going to be my strong suit. I also didn’t do too well with Jase shadowing his calls. The customers could see that I was embarrassed being with him on the call. Besides, every outing I went on with Jase, he wasn’t able to make a sale.

“Man, you give my sales pitch a bad vibe. You are bad luck,” he said, and blamed me for the worst week of sales in his sales career.

When I was finally sent out on my first sale, the call center girls in the room beside the shop arranged for two calls for me on the first day. They secured the calls by offering a box of steak knives and a free rug or mattress cleaning. The five dollars for the steak knives would come out of my commission.

I took the demo Kirby Dual Sanitronic 80 in a box and carried it to my mother’s car. The first call was at 10:00 a.m. in an apartment in the Third Ward, a historic African American community in Rochester, on Clarissa Street. I had never been in the area before. Since it was raining, I parked my car as close to the address as I could and carried the large Kirby box and attachments up to the fourth floor. The elevator wasn’t working, and the stairs were full of kids playing in the building due to the rain outside. I found the apartment and knocked on the door. An elderly black man slowly opened the door. He looked me up and down and simply said, “Hey, you - the fella with the steak knives!”

I acknowledged that I was from Kirby, and yes, I did have
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