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What you’re hearing about Thumbs Up

“Ken Wachsberger’s memoir is a captivating journey through the evolution of a gentle, courageous, and often hilarious man. His storytelling brings each moment to life, whether he’s dodging (or falling on) authorities at protests in the 70s, navigating the chaos of a catering business, or empowering others to share their stories through authorship. The book is well-written, blending vivid imagery with sharp wit, making you feel as if you’re right there alongside him. His experiences are not just entertaining but also deeply inspiring, showcasing resilience, activism, and a passion for making a difference in the world. The puke-in had me ROLLING!! This memoir is a must-read for anyone who appreciates a life well-lived and well-told. I LOVE IT!”

—Anne Bonney, keynote speaker and author of Get Over It! and Get Them Over It!

“As a long-time fan of Ken Wachsberger’s books, I give this remarkable memoir my heartiest Thumbs Up! Finally, he dishes all the “dirt” his admirers longed to know. From the transfixing tales of his ancestors, to his funny/not-funny stint in solitary as an “accidental revolutionary,” he goes on to find the love of his life and a career in the world of publishing. Wachsberger’s galloping prose traces the journey of a ‘70s activist through at least nine lives on his way to the 21st Century. His is a life and a book to be jubilantly celebrated and honored.”






—Sue Katz, wordsmith, rebel, and author of Lillian in Love and A Raisin in My Cleavage 

“[S]pins a Kerouac-worthy tale of an adventure-filled life well spent. Full of fight and fun, THUMBS UP delivers on a beautiful family legacy and monumental archivist triumph with an irreplaceable volume of priceless people’s journalism.”


—Harvey “Sluggo” Wasserman, activist, author of Solartopia, The People’s Spiral of US History, and other green-inspired works, from his foreword to Thumbs Up 




“For decades, Ken Wachsberger has done heroic work in archiving the truly independent media of the 20thcentury—newspapers filled with anti-war, LGBTQ+, Native American, Black, and feminist voices—and the stories behind them. In Thumbs Up, which bursts with love and hope, he candidly tells his own inspiring story—and explodes the notion that activism recedes with age.”


—Sean Howe, author of Agents of Chaos: Thomas King Forçade, High Times, and the Paranoid End of the 1970s




“This memoir is a gift, a cultural outbreak of joy in the dark time of the 1970s for our own dark time.”




—Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, feminist historian and author of An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States








Dedication 

To David and Carrie  
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​Foreword
Harvey “Sluggo” Wasserman
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It’s a good sign when a good friend’s memoir title includes the word “joyful.”

Ken Wachsberger’s THUMBS UP is just that: funny, informative, impactful, and...well...JOYFUL!!!

Ken is one of those rare individuals who, even in tough times (like NOW!), can keep an even keel, a happy face, and tell a life story that’s full of fun while also changing the world in a good, kind, and gentle way.

That he’s a helluva writer and editor also helps.

With this unabashedly quirky and adventurous autobiography, Ken paints the portrait of a guy born with the greatest of all advantages any human being can have: great parents.

Raised in the Jewish “greena” (immigrant) suburbs of east Cleveland with a big, brainy, functional family that includes many siblings, cousins, aunts, uncles—the whole 9 yards—Ken sets out in life as a “normal guy” soon to be swallowed by the Great Sixties Tsunami of social change.

Initially apolitical at Michigan State, he finds himself—as did so many of us back then—in police custody. The issue, of course, is the war in Vietnam. The milieu is a campus demonstration. The outcome is the kind of eye-opening, life-changing time in jail that shaped a generation. 

The modus, gratefully, is the bracingly undoctrinaire zeitgeist of the Yippie/Zippie counterculture. 

While hitchhiking back and forth across the country, Ken’s dizzying travels called out for a spiritual odometer plunging deep into netherworld. But his experiences tend to center on the midwestern meccas of the “mistake by the lake”; East Lansing; and, ultimately, that countercultural paradise we call Ann Arbor, where he’s been a pillar for many decades.

Beautifully centered, empowered with a wonderful wife, Ken uses his unique talents as an editor and archivist to establish a comprehensive digital collection of countercultural newspapers. These “Voices from the Underground” rocked the world of the 1960s and ‘70s, providing irreplaceable alternative reportage and countercultural celebration that Made America Great Back Then.

As the pivotal archivist of the time, Ken reminds us that “the underground press was the voice of the largest, most diverse antiwar movement in the history of this country.”

It changed, he says, “society’s understanding of our unholy war in Vietnam and forced it to an embarrassing halt. At the same time, it created a peace community around the many issues of the period that it embraced.”

It’s no surprise, Ken adds, that “corporate historians and political leaders wanted to write it out of history or just let it be forgotten.”

Thankfully, there’s been a Ken Wachsberger to keep that from happening.

But not without its pitfalls. “Many papers I was unable to reach before

we ran out of money. Others, I did reach and even obtained permission to include, but we lacked the financial resources to digitize them. May the work continue.”

In a fascinating piece of reportage, we learn that Ken’s work has included the admirable—and mind-bending—organizer’s pursuit of a union for part-time “adjunct” professors at Eastern Michigan University. 

He’s also taught writing at Michigan State, Lansing Community College, and in Jackson State Prison...not to mention his own “School for Compulsive Communicators,” where he continues as a “book coach” for the growing self-published multitudes (including myself). His invaluable guide, You’ve Got the Time: How to Write and Publish That Book in You, is “for anyone who has a book in them.”

“It's time to make the media the issue,” he adds.

This memoir does a great job of doing just that. But along the way, it also spins a Kerouac-worthy tale of an adventure-filled life well spent. 

Full of fight and fun, THUMBS UP delivers on a beautiful family legacy and monumental archivist triumph with an irreplaceable volume of priceless people’s journalism.

Thanks, Ken. As the Yippie/Zippies used to put it, “History’s no mystery: blast the past.” In this lovely volume, you’ve done just that!

Author/activist Harvey “Sluggo” Wasserman’s books extend from Harvey Wasserman’s History of the United States (introduced in 1972 by Howard Zinn) to Solartopia (with a theme song by Pete Seeger) and The People’s Spiral of US History. He continues to write, fight, and convene Zooms for a green-powered Earth with reliable, protected elections (www.grassrootsep.org).  
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​Introduction
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I came of age during the most vibrant, colorful, metaphysical, creative, intellectual, spiritual, musical, stressful, liberating period in our young country’s history. 

Some called it the Age of Aquarius. Others say it was b’shert, Yiddish for “meant to be.” 

My generation, the baby boomers, were welcomed into the world as a Madison Avenue concept and shaped by young post-World War II married couples from what was being billed the Greatest Generation. They couldn’t wait to move into the suburbs, start having us, and give us everything we needed to “make it” in our chosen careers. 

In that way, many of us were blessed.

But those benefits came with a cost. 

We were called upon to embrace a war with a country that had never harmed us and, in fact, wanted to be like us. Supporting the war, we were taught, would demonstrate our patriotism. 

Not supporting it made us traitors.

Our mandate, unfortunately, became to change society’s self-perception. 

But how do you tell a generation of heroes, still basking in the glow of being democracy’s savior and thinking they can do no wrong, that they are now the bad guys? 

You build a broad-based long-term movement with support from all generations and you create your own media. Everyone’s story matters!

Like the darkness that has descended on the landscape since Trump was re-elected, conditions were right to create the largest antiwar movement in our country’s history, and launch some of our country’s most important social movements at the same time. Baby boomer activists came to our activism from every suburb, ghetto, barrio, reservation, campus, and military base the country had to offer. Some of us, the “red diaper babies,” had radical parents, including members of the Communist Party. By the time they got to college, they already had read Marx and Lenin and had developed a political analysis. 

Others of us were radicalized by personal experiences that forced us to question everything we knew and open ourselves to new conclusions. These were the accidental revolutionaries. 
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​PART 1
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I FALL OFF THE LADDER
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​CHAPTER 1
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MAKING IT IN AMERICA

I was an accidental revolutionary. I grew up in the post-war middle-class Jewish suburb of Beachwood on the east side of Cleveland, Ohio. Many of the early settlers in Beachwood and the surrounding suburbs had family members who fled the pogroms of Russia and Eastern Europe and immigrated around the turn of last century. Others arrived after fleeing the Holocaust. 

My Family Make It to America and in America

Wachsbergers, Pollacks, Dratlers, and Kroshinskys followed both waves and spread all over the world from their hometowns throughout Galicia (now Poland), Marmarosh-Sighet, and Minsk. Hundreds of family members from all branches died in the Holocaust. At least four Wachsberger survivors wrote books about their experiences, including one who survived by being a translator for the Nazis in Auschwitz.

Some Jews came to this country to raise hell and organize politically for better labor conditions for workers. The same shtetls that gave birth to the Zionist movement in Palestine also gave birth to the Jewish-American socialist labor movement in the United States.

Others came to put the past behind them. They gave themselves Americanized names; and only spoke Yiddish, Jewish street talk, around us when they didn’t want us to know what they were talking about. They didn’t share stories about the Old Country because that was all in the past.

My folks belonged to the first generation in my family to be born in this country of immigrant parents. They weren’t radicals by any means. But they were legendary community organizers, and among a handful of pioneers who built Beachwood.


•  My dad, Si Wachsberger, was part of the team that built the school system. He was president of the school board, president of city council, and co-founder of the Little League, to name a few of the associations he led. He was the owner of a menswear retail store in nearby Shaker Heights that was a regular sponsor of my Little League team, which he managed and coached. 

•  My mom, Shirley Pollack Wachsberger, was president of the PTA (Parent-Teacher Association) and the women’s auxiliary at Menorah Park, the Jewish senior citizen community in Beachwood.

•  Together, they co-founded and were co-presidents of the Beachwood Arts Council, co-hosted a foreign exchange student from the Netherlands one year, tutored inner-city children while they were in their eighties, and raised four sons.




Both of my parents were tolerant and receptive to new ideas. My dad was the first Wachsberger on my branch of the family to earn a college degree. Then he became the first in his class to sign up for the army. He served in the Philippines in army medical administration and made it to lieutenant. One of his tasks was to toe-tag dead soldiers and ship them back to the States. 

I wish I could say more about his military experience but, when I could have, I didn’t think to ask questions; and he seldom shared stories on his own. 

He was a Republican at the turn of the sixties and voted for Barry Goldwater for president in 1964. But he also hired a gay man to be principal of one elementary school. When I began working on the underground press at the end of 1970, I sent my folks every issue and they read them. Dad voted for Barry Commoner in 1980. 

My mom would have been a feminist if such a thing existed in the fifties. Instead, she was forced into being a suburban housewife. Nevertheless, she was driven to be educated, like her mother before her. She read Ms. magazine and earned her college degree from John Carroll University at the age of 50, the first woman in my family to graduate college.

Edgewood Road

We lived on Edgewood Road, a beloved brick road until the city council, before Dad’s tenure, unceremoniously paved it with blacktop. Edgewood was known throughout the city of Beachwood because a hundred kids lived on it. You held a certain higher status at school if you were an Edgewood kid. At least we acted that way.

Every summer, our family had cookouts with the Oppers, the Goulders, and the Freibergs, who shared adjoining backyards with us.

Our house was built by Mom’s father, my Grandpa Harry Pollack, and his partner and brother Frank. In the Old Country, Máramaros-Sighet in the kingdom of Hungary, Hermann (pre-Harry) Pollak (only one “l” then) was a skilled craftsman, a cabinet maker, who served as the house carpenter in the Kaiser’s army, a preferred position because he didn’t have to go on maneuvers and he lived in the servants’ quarters. 

I loved my brothers and was proud to be one of Si and Shirley’s boys. Don was my older brother by five years. I have fond memories of listening to the top 100 songs of the year and watching the ball drop on New Year’s Eve with him and my Uncle Norman, who was only a few years older than Don, in Don’s bedroom, a tradition we repeated every year until Norm started dating. Another highpoint was walking to school with Don every day when I was in kindergarten and he was in fifth grade, the one year we went to the same school.

Jeff, two years younger than me, was my best friend growing up. We shared a bedroom. We played baseball and football in the street with our friends, always watching for on-coming traffic and hoping to not break any windows. Together, we took regular trips to downtown Cleveland on the Shaker Heights Rapid Transit to hang out outside Cleveland Stadium and grab incoming players from both teams for what became two extensive autograph collections. Later, he found a spiritual side; he introduced me to the Moody Blues when he wrote a high school paper comparing In Search of the Lost Chord to the Bhagavad-Gita. 

Bob, six years my younger, was the dreamer and, although we were all A-students, he was the smartest. The eyeglasses that he’s worn most of his life accentuate that image. He was known for shouting out esoteric facts at random moments. We finally began responding, “Footnote!” and he would be required to provide the source of his fact. He always did. In high school, he photographed for the newspaper and was seldom seen without a camera hanging from around his neck. 

One More Telephone Pole

I was a chosen one—that’s how I felt growing up. I was a straight-A student and member of National Honor Society, a math whiz, class spelling champion, basketball team statistician, first-chair drummer in the band, president of my class twice, and proofreader for our school newspaper. (That’s how long I’ve been editing.) 

I ran cross country and distance track in high school. I was never good at either. I overcompensated for being too short for football or basketball. I ran the two-mile event in track because no one else wanted to run it so I was the default best two-miler on the team (until someone else ran it). 

But I earned four varsity letters and two captainships, which was important back then. And I learned a valuable lesson from my first cross country coach, Mr. Mercer.

Cross country, unlike track, is not run on a standard course. Every course is unique. Four laps seldom equal a mile. Our two-mile course took us one mile up a hilly main street running on the grass against traffic; down a big gulley; up and down a small hill; up the other side of the gulley; then a mile down the main street again running against the traffic, sunshine, rain, or snow. Every race was an endurance challenge. Phone poles lined both sides of the street. 

“Run as many telephone poles as you possibly can,” he taught us. “Then run one more pole.” That elusive second wind kicked in many times during that last length.

Exceed your self-limitations, even if it’s just one telephone pole. Mr. Mercer knows you can do it.

In my freshman year, Dad was president of the school board, Mom was president of the PTA, and I was president of junior high student council. Dad was president again when I graduated; he signed my diploma.

Great things were expected of me. It was assumed I would become a lawyer and work my way up the ladder. Parents said to their kids, “Why can’t you be like Ken?”

But I didn’t know what I wanted to be when I grew up. The pressure to declare a major and choose a career that would define me as a success for the rest of my life became a major reason why I chose an out-of-state college. It became a dominant theme in my first book, Beercans on the Side of the Road: The Story of Henry the Hitchhiker.

I Take First Step Up the Ladder

In the summer between my junior and senior years, Dad and I visited Michigan State University. Dad fell in love with the educational opportunities in the living-learning dorms. I loved the co-ed dorms. So, I sent in my application to MSU as soon as we got back home. I was accepted later that summer, becoming the first student from the class of ’67 to be accepted. I could have screwed around my entire senior year but I didn’t want to ruin my record.

In the fall of 1967, I began my first year at Michigan State. I was one of 1,200 students who lived in Wonders Dorm, where the women occupied the six floors on the west wing, the men did the same on the east wing, and we met in the middle for classes and meals. 

But I couldn’t focus. No career path called out to me. Years later, I would learn that I had ADHD but I didn’t know that then.

So, I floundered around. I entered college as a math major because of my math expertise. Then I imagined myself losing my ability to converse normally after four years of math classes, and changed my major to business. Next, inspired by heavy uses of marijuana, hash, kif, mescaline, and LSD, I transferred to Social Science. What do you do with a Social Science degree? You stay in college and get a Master’s.

I was still living in the dorm in my junior year, 1969-1970. My friends hated dorm life and left for apartments as soon as they could. I loved having all my basic needs provided for me along with the opportunity to meet so many people from so many countries. 

“The Titsest Jew”

Wonders was one of the jock dorms. Residents included players from every MSU sport. One of my thrills was bench pressing double my weight in the weight room while two members of the football team spotted me. Another was getting high with a basketball player who was on the B team of the Harlem Globetrotters.

I supported being good to others and people liked me. One junior at the end of my floor, 6E, during my first year called me “the titsest Jew” he ever met, a backhanded compliment that I welcomed because he was popular but that actually meant he was surprised to like me because I was Jewish.

I read Newsweek because it arrived for free in my mailbox but I had no concrete political analysis.

That’s pretty much where I was when May 1970 began.
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​CHAPTER 2 
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I BECOME AN ACCIDENTAL REVOLUTIONARY

Then, four days into the month, four students were killed by members of the Ohio National Guard at Kent State University during an antiwar demonstration. Their deaths hit me personally, even though I didn’t know any of the victims, because I had friends who attended Kent.

Solidarity with Kent State

So, when campus leaders at Michigan State called for a student strike, I supported it. I didn’t consider myself a hero or radical or revolutionary. I just believed how could I not support it? 

I began attending rallies and teach-ins to learn more. 

I was shocked to learn that the CIA’s number one undercover program to colonize Vietnam during the fifties and early sixties went through Michigan State and had been responsible for the campus’s exponential growth from a cow college to a mega university during that time. 

I witnessed and participated in the meeting at the auditorium, where over six thousand students and outside agitators democratically determined the strike demands: US out of Vietnam, ROTC off campus, Free Bobby Seale, and solidarity with students at Kent State. 

Rena Yount, a strike leader and staff member of Bogue Street Bridge, one of Michigan State’s two underground newspapers at the time, recalled the event:


Thursday night, there was a strike meeting that packed the auditorium. It was amazing to see 6000-7000 people debating and voting on the strike issues, in a meeting that was 6 hours long, confusing, exhausting, sometimes frustrating, sometimes emotional. There were microphones on the floor; anyone could speak. And people did, seemingly endlessly. It was great—the only time at MSU that I have seen a group anywhere near that size come together, not as spectators at some “event,” but as people working something out together. It was a good feeling.



I remember one speaker. He was a member of ROTC (Reserve Officers' Training Corps), the military group we were trying to ban from campus. He stood at the open mic in full uniform and announced that he was from a military family, he had enlisted in ROTC because it had been expected of him, and now he was here to resign his commission. He resigned it there on the spot. What a hero he was, I thought. How courageous to confront and then reject every expectation of his upbringing.

Seven months later, I would drop out of school and move in with Davey Brinn, who I’ll talk about soon. One day, I was alone in the apartment when I heard a knock on the door. I answered it and I saw the same guy who had resigned his commission. His name was Bill Clack and he was here to see Davey. I said Davey wasn’t here and invited him inside to wait. By the time Davey got home, Bill and I were life-long buddies. He began coming to Joint Issue meetings with us and became a valued member of the team.

But I’m jumping ahead.

I began hanging out at Strike Central in the basement of the Snyder-Phillips dorm. I helped to write and distribute flyers, and met with travelers from other universities who hitchhiked into town to spread the word on what was happening on their campuses.

Discussing Racism at the Student Union

Then one evening, two weeks after the Kent State murders, on Monday May 18, I was handed a flyer for an upcoming teach-in on racism at the Student Union by a bearded, fast-talking freak. Only three days before, on Friday May 15, two black students had been killed and twelve injured by police at Jackson State College (now University) in Jackson, Mississippi. The event made barely a blip on the mainstream national consciousness. The purpose of the meeting at the Union was to plan campus protests against the murders of students at both campuses.

I asked him what time it was now and was alarmed to learn that the meeting had already begun. I rushed over, and was the last to arrive. The room was packed, standing room only. I stood in the back by the door. 

These were glory days for Michigan State. Or, they could have been. MSU had just welcomed a new president to campus: Clifton Wharton. Wharton was a veteran establishment insider, with a job resume replete with prestigious positions on numerous task forces, executive committees, and associations that perpetuated our country’s interference in Vietnam and other Southeast Asia and Latin American countries. Foundations and institutes he led were named for the Rockefellers and other members of the wealthy and powerful elite. 

But he was Black. In fact, he had just become the first Black person to be named president of a major university.

So, when the usual 11:00 p.m. closing time rolled around, one of the leaders asked the Union assistant manager, Jack Ostrander, who was in charge that night, if he could extend the hours. He noted the peacefulness of the gathering and the educational relevance of the topic. In fact, rather than leave, he suggested how appropriate it would be to discuss racism with President Wharton. He beseeched Ostrander to contact the president with our personal invitation. It all seemed appropriate to me

Rick and Leslie, of the Action Group to Combat Racism, relate in Generation, MSU’s other underground newspaper, what happened next: “Our representative was informed that the decision was no longer in his hands, that ‘higher-ups’ were making the decision, but that Ostrander would keep us informed of the decision.”






Standoff at the Student Union

We heard nothing until 1:30 a.m., May 19, when Ostrander suddenly appeared, bullhorn in hand, and announced, “Everyone must leave the building immediately.”

Unfortunately, we couldn’t. Unable to attend in person, Wharton had sent his friends, representing the MSU, East Lansing, Lansing, Ingham County, and State police departments. They surrounded the entire building, including all doors and windows. They entered through the doors and filled the length of the back wall.

I didn’t see any hints that anyone planned to leave but any effort would have been futile because there were now more police than students and we were surrounded. The police were dressed in full riot gear and gripped their billy clubs with both fists as they stood at attention. None of them wore badges. 

An awkward moment of silence filled the room as both sides waited for the other to act first. We had no collective strategy. The police did.

I saw a TV screen framing this scene that I was now a part of. I waited for Walter Cronkite to tell me how it was and what happened next.

“Who’s He?”

I was standing next to a woman who I recognized from Strike Central. She had never said a word to me to make me think she even knew who I was let alone cared, but she was pretty and intelligent and my hormones had a way of screaming to me even in politically inappropriate times when they saw her. I whispered to her, “I wonder what they’ll do next.”

I looked up then to see two policemen, each at least 6’8”, marching angrily toward me. Was it because I dared to whisper? To this day, I don’t know why they nabbed me first. Then, I was bewildered. I flinched as they grabbed me, each at one elbow, and pushed me toward one of the wagons with a billy club jabbed into the crook of my back to keep me moving. My armpits seemed about to tear as my legs stretched toward the ground so I could walk. 

“Officer,” I pleaded, “I was just listening.” “Shut up, kid. That’s what they all say,” he responded, and I was frightened for my future. As they led me away, I heard someone whisper to someone else, “Who’s he?” 

Anyway, I was forced to fill out a questionnaire and then they hauled me away along with 131 other students, which was how many they could fit in the eight paddy wagons. I was lucky some of the women had their purses with them because, as soon as the truck I was in drove off, they pulled out a leaflet that gave instructions on what to do if you were busted. I got hold of a copy as soon as I could and read it and reread it so many times I nearly memorized it. Even then, I would have reread it again if the guy next to me hadn’t said, “Hey, Bro, I’m busted, too.” 

But I didn’t give it a lot of thought after I gave the instructions to him because everyone else was having a great time laughing and chanting “Off the Pig” and “Smash the State” and calling each other Brother and Sister, and in that company how could I feel alone or scared? 

Poked by Officer Grunt

When we got to the station, the women were separated from the men and I never saw them again until I got out. We could hear them, though, and they could hear us, so we shouted at each other to keep our spirits up and we passed notes through holes in the walls wherever we found them. I was having a grand old time and so was everyone else. One Brother pointed to the cops, who looked shook up and confused, and noted the irony. “Funny, they’re the ones with guns and we’re the ones behind bars,” he said. Someone else shouted, “Prison is a state of mind,” and that was followed by a chorus of “Right on”s. 

The mood became suddenly solemn then—relative to the previous pandemonium, that is—when Officer Grunt (my name for him) appeared with three other younger cops and shouted at us to shut up. Then, one by one, he called our names and directed us out of the cell to be arraigned. I was the first one called, probably because I was the first one who had been busted. I was handcuffed by a cop who was a foot taller than me and ordered to face left. Then Officer Grunt poked his gun in my head like it was a cattle prod and said, “Get going.” I got going.

My Defense Beats Sergeant Nostrel’s Offense

We followed a series of right-angle hallways and blank walls until we arrived at the front desk, where Sergeant Nostrel (my name for him) sat, flanked on either side by a young patrolman. All three wore thin mustaches and sideburns that were trimmed evenly just above the ears. The two patrolmen had Princeton haircuts. The sergeant was bald and smoked a cigar. 

Like I said earlier, I had never been busted before so I had no experience to draw upon, and, since I was the first bustee they called, I had no one I could talk to to find out what to expect. I clung to the memory of the instructions for security. So, when the sergeant said to me, “What’s your name?” I recalled the line that read, “Don’t answer anything without your lawyer’s consent unless you have to.” 

“Do I have to answer that?” I asked. 

“Yes, you do,” he said, so I told him. 

Then he said, “Is this your correct address?” and he showed me the questionnaire I had answered before I got thrown into the truck. 

“Do I have to answer that?” I asked again, and he said, “Yes, you do,” so I said it was correct. 

Then he said to me, “Are you single, married, or divorced?” 

“Do I have to answer that?” I said, and he said, “Yes, you do,” so I said, “I’m single.” 

Anyhow, the sergeant was clearly getting fidgety. I could tell because he broke the point of his pencil and had to get another one out of his desk. I knew he thought I was a smart-ass, but he looked like a high school jock so I thought he would at least respect my good defensive strategy. He might have at first, but respect turned to hatred when my defense beat his offense. It was about to happen. 

With his free hand, he turned the form around so that I could read it and he pointed to an X at the bottom of the page. One of the patrolmen removed my handcuffs. Then the sergeant handed me the pencil and said, “Sign here.” 

I saw the next line on the bust manual: “Don’t sign anything without your lawyer’s consent unless you have to.” 

“Do I have to sign?” I asked. 

His face turned as red as a communist, but I swallowed the irony. “Now look, punk,” he said. The cigar fell out of his mouth, but no one dared to move. “No, you don’t have to sign, but I’m getting fed up with your shenanigans. I’ve been real patient, but we don’t like your kind in America and you’ll sign if you don’t want any trouble.” 

Well, of course, I didn’t want any trouble, but the manual didn’t cover what to do when threatened by angry sergeants and I was too new at this to improvise, so I decided to play out my original strategy and just do what the manual said. Also, I figured no one else was going to sign anyhow, so I didn’t sign. I just said, “Hey, I would, ya know, but my lawyer said I shouldn’t sign anything unless I have to, and, well....” 

I shrugged my shoulders like I was a victim of circumstance, but the sergeant didn’t buy it. “You pinko lovers think you’re pretty cute; don’t you?” he said. He stood, and the force of his rising body against his swivel chair sent the chair crashing into the filing cabinet behind him. “Well, I don’t like pinko fags.” Six foot-eight of mass stomped over to where I was standing then, said, “Get going,” and ordered me to follow him. 

You’re Kidding!

When we got to the gate that led to the cells where the men were, I thought he would open it up and order me in, but he kept walking and so I kept following. Ten feet ahead, he stopped and opened a gate on the other side of the hall. Then he pushed me inside. A long hallway stood before me. On the right side was a blank wall. On the left were eight empty cells. 

“Move,” he said. We walked to the farthest cell from the gate. He opened the door and pushed me inside, then locked the door. Thirty-two angry steps led him back to the gate. I heard two more sounds, a slow grating “Creak” and a sudden “Crash.” His footsteps faded into solitude. 

As for me, I wasn’t scared a bit—at first. I just stood there in disbelief and thought, “Naw, who’s he kidding? Solitary? Me? For not signing my fingerprints?” He had to be bluffing, I thought. I figured he’d come back in five minutes, hoping to see me cowering in a corner ready to sign my fingerprints, a complete confession of guilt, and anything else he pushed in front of my face. I even thought he might have tiptoed back to the gate and was standing there right then listening in on me, waiting for me to scream submission. 

So, I did the only appropriate thing I could think of. I shouted, “Fuck you, pig,” to show him I could take anything he dished out. I figured he’d come in soon to get me anyhow because he had other things to do and he couldn’t wait all day. I guessed he’d probably rough me up a bit and call me some threatening names to try and scare me so he could act like he’d gotten the best of me even though he couldn’t get me to sign, and then he’d throw me in with the others and I’d be on my way. 

I Analyze the Situation

Twenty minutes later, I suspected I was wrong. 

Thirty minutes later, I thought I heard footsteps. 

Forty minutes later, I knew I was wrong, so I sat down on the cold concrete floor to analyze the situation. Being in solitary doesn’t offer much scope for analysis. Basically, you’re there and the world is somewhere else and that’s how it stays unless the cops let you out or the French storm the Bastille. It dawned on me that the odds of both were about even. 

But then I heard the shouts and chants of my brothers, and I came alive and cried, “Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité!” 

An hour or so later—it was impossible to keep track of time because there were no windows in the cell or in the hallway connecting the other cells, so I couldn’t even tell if it was day or night, but it must have been an hour or so at least—there was stark silence and I just cried because everyone was gone and I was still there and I was certain they had forgotten about me. 

You Know How Adrenalin Is

I had to find something to do to help me keep my cool and also to keep my body active so my mind didn’t get carried away with fear. First, I did 200 pushups. Straight. Then I did 200 sit-ups. I was so sore I could barely think, and I wanted it that way, because if I had thought I would have been scared. When I couldn’t do another sit-up, I stood up and shouted every obscenity I could think of at the guards because I didn’t know if the walls were bugged or not, but just in case they were, I wanted to show them that I was more angry than scared. Then I started walking around the cell. I paced 430 laps and my adrenalin was flowing and the only times I stopped were when I had to pee. 

Well, you know how adrenalin is. The first five times, I peed in the little hole in the far corner of the cell, but it was already stuffed up with toilet paper from the last person to occupy the cell so the pee flooded the hole and dripped out around the edges. I felt dizzy from the odor, or from 430 laps around a tiny cell, or from both, and I thought I saw blood splattered on the wall. It looked like my blood. 

Oh shit, I thought. On the wall. Shit on the wall? And people don’t flush. What do people think handles are for? How do you say to someone, “Uh, excuse me, but, uh, are you gonna flush the toilet?” “It’s none-a your goddam business if I flush the toilet.” “Well, uh, yeah, okay, uh, I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings.” “Well, fuck you.” Oh, but there was no handle. Oh shit. 

I shivered, like it was New Year’s morning. I leaned over the hole because I thought I might throw up, but I held in the urge because the thought of puke combined with piss was criminal to my senses. It was criminal. Criminal. 

The Wet, Yellow Y

Of course, I thought, though the revelation didn’t dispel my nausea. No wonder there was no handle—a criminal could unscrew it and use it as a possible weapon. 

But I’m no criminal. I haven’t done anything wrong. Aren’t I innocent until proven guilty? I’m an American! My father pays taxes! And he flushes! Why can’t they buy automatic flushers for those who don’t? 

My mind proposed legislation for automatic flushers on all restroom pots. Sergeant Nostrel sat down on one and it registered. Then he leaned forward because he was nearsighted and he couldn’t read the police report that was on the floor in front of him and the toilet flushed. Then he sat up and it registered again. 

I burst out laughing when I thought of that, but when a wad of toilet paper burst out in flames and would not be consumed, I remembered where I was and I started screaming, “Why? Why?” And so the next time I had to pee, I peed right through the bars as far as I could send it, and I did it in the shape of a wet, yellow Y. 

How do I describe what happened next? Did I have a vision? I don’t know what else to call it unless I called it a dream, but I was awake when I had it. I mean, I don’t claim to be a Jeane Dixon or anything but I saw a scene in my mind that left an imprint as clear as that of a hot iron brand on the ass of a stallion. 

There I stood and before me was a yellow brick road leading to an intersection of one-way paths that veered off diagonally to the right and to the left. To the right was an ivy-colored building whose back door led to a smoothly paved concrete road that ran indefinitely through a barren forest. To the left was a road so wide it ceased to look like a road and appeared to me as a massive void. I didn’t recognize it as being part of anything I had ever experienced. Straight ahead in the distance on the second road, tiny but visible, was a wonderful oasis, and then another void. 

I didn’t know what it all meant but I became scared and exhausted and fell asleep for the first time in solitary. Only the recognizable grunt of Sergeant Nostrel calling my name woke me. 

“Still here, eh?” he laughed, as if he didn’t know. He had gone off duty soon after locking me up by myself and he didn’t tell anyone I was there. 

“How do you like being a pinko now?” he asked. 

“If I told you, I’d spoil it for you,” I answered.

He pushed me and told me to move. Then he led me back to the cell I had left eighteen hours before. Arraignments had continued throughout the night. By the time I re-arrived, everyone else had been arraigned, except for one guy. I introduced myself.

Greeted Like a Hero

“So, you’re Ken Wachsberger,” he said. “We gave up on you long ago.” His name was called then and I was left alone once more.

Meanwhile, something remarkable had been happening all night. As the bustees were released, they did not return to their homes and dorms. They stayed outside the courthouse in a show of solidarity, so every time someone was arraigned, the crowd size increased by one. In addition, the townsfolk heard about the bust, spent the night raising bail money, and then joined us at the courthouse. The crowd filled the plaza. By the time I was arraigned, word had spread that I had spent the night in solitary, the only one, it turned out, who didn’t sign their fingerprints.

I was met with a huge applause and greeted like a hero. 

That night, I got it on with the Sister from Strike Central. I was turned on to her by the way her hair hung down over her shoulders from under her headband, but that seemed like a pretty non-revolutionary reason to be turned on to somebody, but I didn’t know how to approach her without appearing sexist. 

I thought of hugging her as a comrade, but I didn’t want her to think I was putting the moves on her. I thought of slapping her rear like the guys on the football team, but I didn’t want her to think I was macho. 

I finally just said to her that
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