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To Piph,

who always trusted that there was a plan.


A Note About the Cast of Characters

 


 


My so-called career in Silicon Valley was
aided by a number of individuals. In most cases, the names of the
innocent have been preserved, because they deserve the recognition.
They are all heroes. In a very few cases, out of respect for their
privacy, only their first name has been used, or their name has
been changed at their request to a pseudonym of their choosing.

For those peripheral to the story, I’ve used
only their first names. They’ll know who they are, but I don’t want
to intrude on their privacy, or embarrass them by their association
with me (or by my occasionally less than flattering portraits of
them). When no co-workers are mentioned, it’s because they were so
unexceptional, or so exceptionally uninteresting, that squandering
any brain cells on remembering or documenting them seems
unwarranted.

The names of the guilty—those who hindered
my alleged career—have been comically altered, because they don’t
deserve the recognition. Also because they are the shitheels most
likely to sue. You bastards know who you are.
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PREFACE

 


First, what this book is not.

It is not a history of Silicon
Valley. If you’re looking for a scholarly and objective accounting
of how Silicon Valley came into being, there are several excellent
books that cover this subject in depth, foremost among them Michael
S. Malone’s 1985 chronicle The Big Score: The Billion Dollar
Story of Silicon Valley.

No Plan B is not a Silicon
Valley overview. It is an underview. It is a report from
ground level; a memo sent from the trenches, not the
penthouse—notes from the break room, not the boardroom. It is
dispatches from the belly of the beast.

It is not the story of a struggling
startup that went on to rule the world. It is the far more common
story of a few startups that tried but tanked, as witnessed by a
cubicle dweller who went down with those ships, often without a
life preserver.

It is not a success story of one of
the handful of pioneers who became internet godzillionaires, or of
a ragtag band of disruptive engineers and entrepreneurs who bet
everything by founding a tech company that took over the world. It
is the simple story of a middle-class, middle-aged, arrow-straight,
lily-white male of middling intelligence trying to survive in the
cutthroat culture that evolved around him in his own hometown.
No Plan B is not a business book. It’s a work
book.

There are more than enough books about
Silicon Valley that concentrate on The Big Picture: the epic
struggles of a startup to survive, and the outrageous and outsized
egos of their larger-than-life founders. But for every successful
startup, there are nearly a hundred that go belly-up in the first
18 months, and for every Jobs or Ellison or Zuckerberg, there are
10,000 nameless, faceless workers who toil in obscurity to make the
vision of these visionaries a success...if only just to hold onto
their jobs.

Nobody tells their stories. But here’s
one...


INTRODUCTION

 


 


Charles Dickens opened his masterpiece
David Copperfield with these words: “Whether I shall turn
out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that station will be
held by anybody else, these pages must show.”

I shall open my minorpiece by paraphrasing
that memorable quote: Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of
my own life, or whether that station will be held by anybody
else... Ah, fuck it. I’m the hero.

No Plan B is the story of my
experiences working in Silicon Valley. Since it’s a personal
journal, it includes no boring tutorials on electronics or
economics. It’s a record of a small cog in the great machine of
hi-tech (who often ended up like Charlie Chaplin in Modern
Times) attempting to navigate the minefields of employment and
office politics. Ultimately, No Plan B is an attempt to
shake off the layers of soot accumulated through decades of work
deep in the tech mines and to condense and compress it into a
diamond. Whether the resultant rock is rough or multifaceted, a gem
or merely a cubic zirconium…well, “these pages must show.”

Everyone who works for a living occasionally
comes home and complains about their day—the petty slights; the
tedious, frequently meaningless work; the idiot boss. Clearly, only
a narcissistic egotist (or a literary novelist) would expend the
effort to chronicle these trivial experiences at book length. Nice
to meet you.

Some might question the accuracy or veracity
of these events. My reply is that these incidents are related as
honestly as memory allows. If anyone takes issue with my memory or
perspective, they are advised to write their own damn book. Or even
better, they are invited to sit the hell down and shut the fuck up.
And to bite me.


Chapter Zero

 


PLAN A

 


“I hate Plan B. Forget Plan B.

If you have Plan B then you can never truly
focus on Plan A, and that’s a big mistake. To test yourself and
grow, you have to operate without a safety net.

—Arnold Schwarzenegger

 


“There’s no reason to have a Plan B
because it distracts from Plan A.”

—Will Smith

 


“If God has given you a Plan A, do you
really need a Plan B?”

—Stephen Colbert, “The Colbert Report,” May
11, 2006

 


 


There was always a Plan A. Plan A was to
become what I had discovered I was: a writer. And it was a
discovery, not a decision. Once that revelation crystallized in my
mind—not “I want to be a writer,” but “I am a writer”—the
meaning of many experiences, opinions, and attractions fell into
place like iron filings around a magnet. And the more writers I
met, the more I realized how much we had in common
psychologically—much more in common than with, say, actors (of whom
I met many), or fine artists, or scientists, or engineers, or, God
help me, corporate managers.

By 1974, at age 23, I was so deeply invested
in Plan A that it never occurred to me that a backup plan might be
necessary, or even desirable. I was committed to persist with Plan
A no matter how long it took. That’s the American way, right? The
American Dream? That’s what we’ve always been told, that hard work
and persistence is a guarantee of success. As Will Smith said
above, any backup plan, any Plan B, could only be a distraction—as
well as a clear indication of lack of confidence in Plan A...and by
extension, lack of confidence in myself. Implementing a Plan B
would mean just one thing: Failure. Defeat. Giving up.

But I discovered, as George Carlin put it,
“they call it the American Dream because you have to be asleep to
believe it.” And my wake-up call would not occur until I was too
deeply immersed in Plan A to extricate myself without significant
effort.

Until then, I concentrated on Plan A: honing
my craft until such time as I could attain my goal of making at
least a moderate living by writing what I wanted to write—novels,
mostly. Kurt Vonnegut said it takes a novelist twenty years to
become known. OK, I told myself at the beginning of Plan A
(and while clenching my sphincter), I’ll put in the twenty
years.

My aspirations as a writer were not
particularly high. I never once considered writing the archetypal
“Great American Novel,” for example—or that I even could. After
all, what did I know? I was a straight, white,
non-substance-abusing male; a child of the American suburban Baby
Boomer middle class. I never suffered. I was never an addict, or a
recovered addict. I never went to jail, or to war, or hungry. I
never fronted a rock band or starred in a Major Motion Picture. I
never painted, heisted or forged a masterpiece. I never became a
refugee, or felt the sting of oppression in any way that might
inspire deep, heartrending Timeless Literature. White? Straight?
Male? Hell, it was people like me that ruled the world! What
did we know about suffering? So my goals as a writer were modest: I
wanted to write what interested me, which was mainly genre
tales—science fiction and mysteries. The literature of ideas. If I
could use what I’d learned reading the Great Literature of the
masters—Shakespeare, Joyce, Borges—I might be able to write stories
that interested me, in a style a cut above the pulp fiction ghetto
to which genre fiction had been consigned in the dark days prior to
the 1970s.

Edison’s formula for success was one percent
inspiration and 99 percent perspiration. I thought I’d discovered
the formula for literary success: 50 percent talent and 50 percent
persistence. After a decade of writing prolifically and submitting
assiduously while remaining unpublished, however—and while
simultaneously watching a steady stream of what I considered to be
lesser works by lesser authors populate bookstore shelves—I was
forced to recalculate that formula. Literary success, I determined,
was about five percent talent, forty-five percent persistence, and
fifty percent sheer goddamn luck. If you were persistent
enough—that is, observant enough—you might at some point
spot a potential lucky break in which you’d have a brief
opportunity to display whatever talent you possessed, however
meager.

This reformulation did not change my work
habits. I continued writing and submitting, hoping I’d catch the
right agent or editor on the right day in the right mood, in a
market that could support what I’d produced. That day has yet to
come.

My Plan A was an all-or-nothing,
balls-to-the-wall, go-for-broke career decision. I would settle for
nothing else.

Until I did.

Cut to the chase: Plan A failed. But a man
must eat, and pay rent and taxes. And drink. And buy nice things
for his girlfriend. And drink some more. Thus, while there was
never a backup plan, a Plan B emerged from necessity and virtually
organized itself. (I will, however, take all the credit.)

This is the story of From There to Here.


 


 


 


 


PART I:




ANALOG

 


 


 


“Why should I be constrained to work for a
living?

I have committed no crime.”

—Javier K. Caneeditu


Chapter 1

 


THE SECRET HISTORY OF SILICON VALLEY

 


“Silicon Valley runs on stories.”

—Tim O’Reilly, investor and founder of
O’Reilly Media,

quoted in Wired, November 2016

 


 


Once upon a time—before 1955,
specifically—there was a pristine agricultural region at the
southern end of the San Francisco Bay Area in Northern California
known as the Santa Clara Valley. Surrounded by mountains, the
temperate climate made the geographic bowl an agricultural
paradise, and it became famous for its apricots, prunes, cherries,
peaches and nuts, among other crops. Del Monte grew fruit and
canned it in its factory in Sunnyvale; Paul Masson and the Mirassou
family worked vast tracts of vineyards and bottled distinctive
wines and champagne; Sperry grew acres and acres of flowers in San
Jose—solely to harvest the seeds for packaging.

And lo, the Lockheed Aircraft Company in
Calabasas, deep in the bowels of Southern California, looked upon
the face of the Valley and said, “Yea, let us build our new
strategic missile facility there. Yeah, right there, next to
the Navy’s Moffett Field air station. Right next to that big-ass
blimp hanger.” And so they did. And IBM likewise gazed upon the
unmolested Valley and said, “Let us also build our newest facility
in this delightful valley—even if we have to put it in South San
Jose,” and so they did. And, like anchor stores in some immense
megamall, these job magnets drew employees to the Valley in record
number, creating an economic boom the likes of which this sleepy
region had never seen—and for which it was hardly prepared.

In the 1960s, everyone who lived in The
Valley had a relative or neighbor who worked for one of these two
corporate giants. And this rich source of labor drew other
companies to the area, names that were or would become legendary
even before the Coming of the Silicon: Hewlett Packard. Eastman
Kodak. Xerox. General Electric. But the electronics developed at
Stanford began creeping into the surroundings like silicon kudzu—so
quickly and pervasively that in 1971 journalist Don Hoefler coined
the moniker “Silicon Valley,” and it stuck. No longer did we live
in “The Valley of Heart’s Delight.”

Lest we forget, there were sinister
foreshadowings of the soul-deadening side of this new “Silicon
Valley.” Santa Clara Valley was the site of the 1886 Supreme Court
decision (“Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Rail Road” [sic])
that resulted in corporations being declared “individuals” and
granted the same legal rights as “natural persons” under the 14th
Amendment, for instance. And in 1933, San Jose, the self-appointed
capital of Silicon Valley, was the site of one of the last public
lynchings in the United States.

But things were simpler then. People were
honest, hardworking and God-fearing. Checks were in the mail.
Dinosaurs ruled the earth.

And me? Well, our family moved to The Valley
in 1960, when I was only nine years old, so I was basically just
standing there minding my own business (high school, college) when
Silicon Valley sprang up around me in the 1970s. I watched it
mushroom, and ultimately—like so many other residents—I was sucked
up into its vortex of employment. Electronics firms overran my
lovely agricultural valley like an alien invasion—something that,
as Stephen Hawking reminded us, is never good for the natives. And
the composition of the invaders was: Silicon.


Chapter 2

 


A JOB OF WORK

or, Work is for the Dogs

 


Moe: “Get a job!

Curly: “No, please… Not that! Anything
but that!”

—The Three Stooges

 


“Heigh-ho, heigh-ho, it’s off to work we
go.”

—The Dwarfs, Snow White and the Seven
Dwarfs

 


 


During a lull in conversation at a dinner
party a few years ago, one of our guests broke the silence by
asking a clever question: “What was the worst job you ever had?”
(Ultimately, this icebreaker proved to be a ploy for him to
describe his own worst job, which he knew would trump anyone
else’s—it had something to do with wearing hip boots and shoveling
sludge out of oil tanks—but it did serve its purpose for dinner
party conversation: it inspired us all to share our horror
stories.)

While each person around the table related
the story of his or her Job From Hell, I was doing what everyone
else was doing: paying scant attention while mentally organizing my
own story and impatiently awaiting my turn to talk. I decided to
talk about my first, and worst, job of work.

The indignity occurred during the summer of
1968. I was 17, between junior and senior years of high school. I
had a driver’s license but no car. And I was caught in a classic
Catch-22 faced by countless middle-class teens: in order to own a
car, I needed a job to buy the car and pay for gas, oil, and
insurance. But in order to get a job, I needed a car to get me to
work and back. “That’s some catch, that Catch-22,” Joseph Heller
wrote. “Yep. The best there is.”

Without any viable public transportation,
the solution was, of course: Mom. She would drive me to my job. And
pick me up. Every workday. All. Summer. Long. More than half a
century later, I understand what this kind of pre-soccer mom
sacrifice meant to her. At the time, however, I couldn’t think of
anything beyond my own humiliation. What 17-year-old wants to spend
half an hour twice a day in a car with his mom?

Frankly, I’m not sure how I even got the
job—probably through the network of parents and friends of parents.
This was the pre-social networking social network; adults asking
around among friends and co-workers. “You know anyone hiring teens
this summer?” All I recall is that I was going to work in a dog
kennel. Me, a cat person. Oh joy.

Before Silicon Valley absorbed every square
inch of land in the South Bay, Santa Clara Valley was a loose
affiliation of towns of various sizes, from the central city of San
Jose to small-town outliers like Los Gatos to the south and
Mountain View to the north. The kennel was located in a (then)
rural neighborhood of Campbell, about eight miles away from home.
The place was essentially a large barn, holding about 25 or 30
cages, each connected to a cement-pad dog run. It was owned and
operated by an old guy and his wife, who lived in the house in
front of the barn. Their names are irrelevant to the story. I don’t
remember them anyway.

Oh, it was a job all right—and an
eye-opening introduction to working life. I was due at the kennel
every morning at 7:00 AM—an hour earlier than my earliest high
school class. I rarely saw the owner once he trained me. I have no
idea where he was at 7 AM. Probably sleeping. I know I would have
been, if I owned the place and could get a sub-minimum wage teen to
open the facility at 7 AM.

My routine was invariable, because dogs are
schedule-oriented animals. First, open the doors separating the
individual cages from the individual dog runs. The entire dog run
was essentially a huge cement pad separated by a series of parallel
chain link fences so each dog had a long, narrow, vertical runway
connected to his cage. And while the dogs were doing their business
in their runs, I cleaned the cages, removing and replacing the
newspaper linings. (There were always huge stacks of old editions
of the San Jose Mercury News on hand. I don’t know where
they came from and don’t recall ever asking, or even being curious
about how they showed up. The owner probably made a deal for a dump
of the previous day’s papers. This was long before recycling.)
Twenty-some years later, while working as the video columnist for
the Merc, I occasionally visualized my newspaper page being
used as a dog’s toilet. Maybe the dogs deserved better. I’m not
sure my column did—it might have been just good enough, as Triumph
the Insult Comic Dog used to say, “for me to poop on!”

Once the canine accommodations were cleaned,
I prepared and delivered bowls of dog food to all the empty cages.
Occasionally, we did a “special request” diet for the owners (there
was never a Kosher option, however). At this point I let the dogs
back into their cages—they were more than eager to return for their
breakfast—and dropped the trap doors that led outside.

Then the real fun began: I donned my rain
boots and went out to the dog runs, bucket and shovel in hand,
where I assumed the function of Canine Waste Disposal Engineer. I
collected the day’s deposits and hosed down the runs. By 11 AM, my
workday was done.

Actually, only the first half of my
workday was done. Mom showed up at 11 AM and drove me home, where I
occupied myself in some fashion until 3:30. (What I recall of that
time half a century later is reading Shakespeare and masturbating.
Not simultaneously, you understand, although if any writer was
worth it…) Then it was time to return to the kennel for the second
half of my split shift. And from 4 PM until 7 or 8 PM, I repeated
the above functions. My entire day was déjà vu, and every
day was, to quote Yogi Berra, “déjà vu all over again.”

So this was my first, and worst, job: Start
at 7 AM; finish at 8 PM; work a split shift; and specialize in
canine feces disposal...all for a sub-minimum wage, because it was
just a summer job for a teenager. A summer job which, I was
frequently reminded, I was lucky to have. Many of my friends
had no summer job at all and were forced to spend the entire summer
having fun.

I endured this endeavor from June 10 through
September 9, 1968. As it turned out, however, this literal shit job
did have one long-term advantage: for the rest of my working life,
no matter how bad things got, no matter how much metaphorical
bullshit or horseshit I had to endure, I could always put things in
perspective by reminding myself, “Well, at least you aren’t
shoveling shit in a kennel!”


Chapter 3

 


1969: FRONTIER VILLAGE

 


“Return with us now to those thrilling days
of Yesteryear...”

—from the narrative introduction to The
Lone Ranger

 


 


My career trajectory did not begin by
barreling toward the future. Before I was thrust face-first into
the Silicon Valley hi-tech workforce, I took a retrograde trip to
the Wild West. So…saddle up!

In the spring of 1969, I was a senior in
high school, looking for a summer job. This time I was determined
to find one on my own, and not rely on the Parental Network. My
primary motivation for self-starting was the memory that, the
previous summer, the ParentalNet™ found me a job shoveling shit in
a dog kennel. I thought I could perhaps do better on my own, so I
scoured the Want Ads in the San Jose Mercury News, where I
found a job that sounded perfect: summer employment at a local
amusement park, Frontier Village.

Frontier Village was the brainchild of Joe
Zukin, a Santa Clara Valley carwash magnate who took his kids to
Disneyland in 1959 and became convinced that San Jose could support
a smaller version of this clean, wholesome, family-friendly
entertainment venue. He decided to base his modest empire on just
one quadrant of Disneyland: Frontierland, Uncle Walt’s
squeaky-clean recreation of the Wild West.

Zukin purchased a 40-acre parcel of land in
south San Jose that had once been the formal gardens of the Hayes
Estate, a sprawling 600-acre domain with a 64-room mansion built in
1889. A couple of decades after its construction, the Hayes house
would become the weekend destination of a generation of Hollywood
silent film stars.

Zukin broke ground for his park in August
1960—just one month before my family relocated to the area from a
Chicago suburb—and opened the massive timber entrance gates to the
public in late 1961. The park proved immediately popular. It was a
sanitized and spacious recreation of a generic Old West town,
complete with two-story buildings housing food services and
souvenir shops, an ornate Victorian train station (suspiciously
similar to Disneyland’s Frontierland train station), and acres of
tall, stately oaks, cypress, eucalyptus and pepper trees.

And rides. Lots of rides, including such
period-appropriate attractions as a mule train, a stagecoach, a
Merry-Go-Round, a shooting gallery, a canoe ride, and a small scale
train, as well as anachronisms like a Ferris Wheel (which did not
debut until 1893, at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago) and other
mild, carnival-style thrill rides.

Every summer the park employed between 300
and 400 teens as ride operators and food concession vendors in
these “30 fun-filled acres.” According to the Images of
America history of the park written by Bob Johnson, “Frontier
Village employees were the cream of the crop, facing rigorous
screening to get hired and then meticulously trained in their
duties. FV [sic] cowboys and cowgirls were attractive, polite,
wholesome, and friendly. They enjoyed their jobs and shared their
enjoyment with the guests.” I managed to fool them on all counts
and land a job. In the 20 years the park was open, I estimate that
over 5,000 kids between the ages of 17 and 22 worked there. I was
merely one of them, and would inadvertently become one the
management either doesn’t remember or wishes they could forget.

In late April 1969, I interviewed with the
Operations Manager—we’ll call him “Warden Pretzel”—one of a pair of
brothers who managed the park on a day-to-day basis. (Spoiler
alert: I could hardly suspect that six months later, I’d be sitting
in the same chair in the same office listening to him fire me.)
Warden was a gangly, chinless guy, hardly older than his employees,
sporting a close-cropped crew cut. I later discovered that he’d
been a Marine. (One of the older employees laughed when I asked him
about this. “Yeah,” he said. “Warden once shot a leaf in
Vietnam.”)

Warden’s final interview question was, “If
you could spend an afternoon doing anything, what would you do?” I
was too young and naive to give the answer I would have given any
time post-college (“Get high and screw”) but I was not so young and
naive that I knew that “read a book” would not be an appropriate
response. That would be far too introverted for someone expected to
interact with guests and work outside all day. So I said, “I’d go
to Disneyland.” I like to think that’s what clinched the interview;
by the time I’d made the 20-minute drive home, he’d called twice
offering me a job. I’d start on Saturday, May 3.

For guests, Frontier Village was an
amusement park. But I soon found out that for employees, it was
more of an abusement park. For starters, it was mandatory to wear
the “FV costume”: blue jeans and a powder blue, short-sleeved shirt
for cowboys; blue denim skirts and a powder blue blouse for the
cowgirls; a cowboy hat and a red neck scarf, always hung to the
right, for both genders. (This taught me that some people simply
cannot differentiate between the concepts of “costume” and
“uniform.”) We had to purchase our costumes, for $48.50 (via
payments deducted from our paychecks).

The park opened at 10 AM, but there was
always a crew scheduled to arrive at 7 AM to rake leaves, sweep up,
and clean and polish the rides. If you fell out of Warden Pretzel’s
good graces, you’d find yourself on the early shift, sometimes
scheduled for a 12-hour day. And due to a legal loophole (similar
to the one that allowed 12-hour days), we were paid a starting wage
of $1.10 an hour—far below minimum wage, since we were classified
by the State of California as “park workers” rather than
“employees.” Welcome to the wonderful world of working for a
living!

In addition, we were indoctrinated in
idiosyncratic idioms: instead of “Hi,” for instance, we were
instructed to greet everyone with a hearty “Howdy!”—a habit that
stuck with me for years afterward—and guests were always to be
referred to as “pardner.” For many of us, pardner quickly
became the ultimate insult. I heard one fellow employee sputter
once, for instance: “That jerk! That idiot! That... that...
pardner!” We reframed the definition so we could call the
public “pardner” to their faces and they took it as a
compliment.

 


A RICH SENSE OF HUMOR

 


“No way to delay

That trouble comin’ every day.”

—Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention,
“Trouble Every Day” (1966)

 


The trouble started early, but I swear to
God it wasn’t my fault. It was never my intention to be a
troublemaker. Quite the opposite, actually. I wanted to succeed. I
didn’t want the embarrassment and humiliation of fucking up. After
all, this was my first real job. If I fucked up, what would I tell
my next employer? Besides, I was a polite, responsible lad. (I
would not cultivate a “question authority” streak until
college.)

I blame Rich Chadwick, who cornered me
during our new employee orientation and kept up a steady stream of
hilarious whispered commentary about the process, the rules, the
speaker, and whatever else entered his head. He hit me from my
blind side: humor. I couldn’t resist. Hell, I knew that if it
wasn’t him making these sotto voce comments, it could easily
have been me, since the same sarcastic, subversive and
anti-authoritarian mockery that came out of his mouth was already
running through my head. Maybe it was my fault for not discouraging
him. Maybe I should have moved away from him on the Group W bench
and tried to be attentive, serious, committed. But I didn’t. And
all I got out of it was a good friend—one who lasted far longer
than the job.

 


THE DATING GAME

 


For a hundred kids between the ages of 17
and 20, Frontier Village was a breeding ground for, well,
breeding. What could you expect, throwing together that many
young, attractive teens?

During that summer, there were, on average,
three parties a week. Everyone was expected to host a party at some
point. (I threw mine the week my parents took my siblings on
vacation. “I can’t go with you this year, Mom and Dad—I have to
work!”) The few 21-year-old employees were always in great
demand since they were the only ones among us who could buy
liquor.

We changed partners and dates as rapidly as
a square dance. The dating scene grew so complicated that Rich and
I actually drew up a chart of who was dating whom during any given
week. And I know for a fact that the appropriately named summer of
‘69 spawned at least four marriages (including Rich and Jan).

Even though I had limited dating experience,
I realized this was an opportunity that might never occur again and
was determined to hone my dating skills before I was confronted
with College Women, so I jumped into the Village dating
pool—cautiously, but hopefully. Lauren was a good place to start.
She was a confidence builder—she never said no to a date request,
so there was no fear of rejection. (She was also tall, sweet, and
attractive. She was a win-win.) During that summer I went out with
a great many girls, including one who gave me a lecture on
Mormonism instead of a goodnight kiss. I also went out with Marsha
for the sole reason that she had pouty, “bee-sting” lips...and I
simply had to know what it was like to chew on them.
(Answer: Awesome!) All told, I went on more dates during that
summer than in any other three-month period before or since.

 


THE WORK

 


Warden Pretzel started me out on my first
day on the security detail for the “Lost Frontier Mine,” a popular
dark ride. Rowdy teens sometimes attempted to vandalize the ride,
he explained, and Mine Security was there to prevent that damage.
He led me into the dark, cavernous ride and once our eyes adjusted
to the gloom he showed me the secret passageways. Being able to see
in the dark (somewhat) when the riders couldn’t made the Mine
Security guy effectively The Invisible Man. I got quite a kick out
of walking directly behind cars full of riders knowing they
literally could not see me. This might have led to some mischief,
and of course, it did…but only once. A car full of “tween” girls
was mocking the ride: how fake it all seemed, how it wasn’t scary
at all—until I reached out and squeezed the shoulders of the two
girls riding in the back seat. “Janie?” I heard a voice quake. “Was
that you?” “Noooooo....” Janie replied. And they screamed
until they hit daylight. I suppose in these days that would be an
HR violation, and I’d be fired, or a #MeToo violation, and I’d be
arrested, but at the time, my only goal was to provide these
non-believers with a thrill ride they’d never forget. (I discovered
years later that one of the concepts for the original Haunted
Mansion ride at Disneyland was for a hidden employee to reach
through a hole in the wall and grab a guest. They abandoned that
gimmick, but my escapade, I realized, was “proof of concept.”)

The next weekend, both Rich and I were
promoted to Grounds. We each took half the park and made constant
rounds, sweeping up and picking up detritus dropped and spilled by
careless and slovenly guests. On the Sunday morning after our
Saturday debut, Warden Pretzel took us into his office to give us a
pep talk. He told us a story about how, after the bombing of Pearl
Harbor decimated much of the Pacific Naval fleet, the six remaining
battleships were sent on high-speed patrols through the Pacific to
convince the Japanese that we had more ships than we actually did
because they were sighted so often in so many different places. I
listened quietly and grasped the analogy—if there were only two
groundskeepers, we had to keep moving at flank speed to make it
appear as though there were many more. Duh. Rich, on the other
hand, waited until Warden was done, then took him to task on the
historically inaccurate details of his tale. “In December 1941,” he
told Warden, “there were, in fact, nine battleships in the
fleet, not six, and three aircraft carriers. There were also fifty
destroyers, thirty-three submarines and one hundred patrol
bombers.” And so on. I had to bite my tongue to keep from
laughing.

The following weekend, Warden promoted me to
Ride Operator. I ran the “Antique Autos” ride, which essentially
consisted of pressing a button to start the cars on the track, then
stopping the rolling cars at the end of the ride—with my foot. And
on Memorial Day Weekend— a big attendance day at the park—I was
promoted to operating the Ferris Wheel. This was a ride that
actually required some skill, if only the skill to keep out of the
way of the wheel as it swung around and brushed my cowboy hat.
Ferris Wheel operation depended on the eye of the operator to
“guess the weight” of guests in line, and balance the wheel so it
didn’t burn out its miniscule motor. 1, 7, 8, 2, 3, 9, 10, 4, 5,
11, 12 and 6—that was the load sequence, the equation to
balance the 12-seat Wheel. (I can still count that way at the drop
of a cowboy hat.)

Once the Wheel was fully loaded with riders,
you let ‘er rip for about three minutes—while standing on the
operator’s platform and leaning to the left so you didn’t get your
head ripped off by the “elephant ears” (i.e., cable guides). My
most memorable moment: a pair of chunky-style, supersized guests
insisted on riding together, which threw the entire balance of the
Wheel off so much that it actually went backward, returning them to
the loading platform a few seconds after they’d been seated. I
didn’t even have to fat-shame them by telling them I’d have to
split them up—red-faced, they knew it immediately.

After a few weeks on the Wheel, on June 24th
I was promoted once again, this time to Relief Man. This was a
position of great respect: there were only three of us, working in
teams of two per day. And since the Relief Man ran the ride while
operators took their breaks and lunches, the operators were always
glad to see me coming. It did mean that I had to learn to operate
every ride in the park, but that was compensated for by the idea
that the position perfectly matched my short attention span:
running any one ride for an eight-hour shift was like prison, but
as a Relief Man, I never had to spend longer than half an hour on
any one ride any day. I was in my element.

So within a couple of months I had climbed
the Frontier Village corporate ladder high enough to be given a
position of responsibility—to the point where, one summer
afternoon, when Founding Father Joe Zukin showed up to take the
management team out to dinner, I was left in charge. I was left in
charge of the entire amusement park full of people. And during the
three hours the bosses were away eating, drinking and celebrating,
every single ride in the park broke down and was repaired by
Rich (who’d been promoted to Maintenance). When the execs returned,
Warden asked me how it went. I just shrugged and smiled. “Business
as usual,” I said.

Even after half a century, I still recall
the occasional 18-hour day, beginning at 7 AM raking eucalyptus
leaves and ending at 1 AM hauling the day’s garbage to the
dumpster; the grueling summer heat, intensified by the park’s
blacktop streets; the constant pressure to smile, to be polite, to
look clean and happy and busy. But it’s the good memories that
stand out: the cheering faces of my fellow employees at the train
station as I broke the speed record for driving the train around
the park after hours; the excitement of engineering the train one
hot summer evening and discovering that the tinderbox
back-of-the-park “badlands” were ablaze, and powering the little
engine through a literal Wall of Fire (and I wasn’t even an OT3!);
sitting in the bleachers of the Puppet Theater on the sultry
evening of July 20, 1969, watching a tiny portable black and white
TV placed on the stage as Neil Armstrong took one small step for
(a) man onto the moon.

 


IN WHICH I AM FIRED–FOR THE FIRST TIME

 


And so went the summer of ‘69: hard but fun
work; endless parties; an almost inexhaustible dating pool. But
every summer ends with a fall...

 


November 1969

 


Following the summer season, the park
remained open on weekends for several months. This ensured steady
employment that worked excellently around employees’ college class
hours. On Halloween weekend, however, while groups of Villagers
were out partying on that Friday night, someone made the grave
error in judgment of TP’ing—“toilet papering”—Warden Pretzel’s
house. Let me be clear: it was not my friends or me who committed
this heinous act. In fact, I never found out who performed this
dastardly deed. But when we arrived at work at 7 AM the following
morning, Saturday, the first of November, we found a typed message
posted above the time clock addressed TO ALL EMPLOYEES and signed
by Warden Pretzel. It recounted this inexcusable act of vandalism
and reminded us (in all caps) that “YOUR CONDUCT AWAY FROM THE
VILLAGE DOES AFFECT YOUR STATUS AT THE
PARK.” What a humorless tool, I thought. Evidently, I wasn’t
alone: someone had already amended his posted note with a
handwritten comment: “Wise up, Pretzel.” I thought this was both
hilarious and appropriate, so I checked around to make sure I was
totally alone in the break room, then added my own comment:
“Grow up, Pretzel.”

Later that day I was summoned to Warden
Pretzel’s office. He showed me the memo with the handwritten
comments. “I know it was you who wrote that,” he said.

“I didn’t write that,” I lied,
confident that there were no witnesses.

“I have a witness who saw you,” he
continued.

Well, that put me in a bind. My only defense
would be to call him on his lie; to say, “There couldn’t be
a witness. I made sure no one saw me when I wrote that.” It was a
Catch-22 (even though I hadn’t read that book yet). In the words of
Homer Simpson (who wouldn’t first utter this for another 20 years):
“D’oh!”

And so I was fired. The specific charge was
that I had violated the “moral turpitude” clause of my employment
contract, and I was fired for insubordination. For years I was
ashamed of that. But given some time and perspective, I realized
that, for the anti-establishment radical I had become, this was
actually a point of pride.

At the time, however, I could only think:
This is horrible. My future was circumcised, if not
completely emasculated. I couldn’t use Frontier Village on my
résumé. I was banished from my social circle of Village employees.
And worst of all...I’d have to find another job. Bloody
hell.

 


Dramatis Personae

 


Rich Chadwick – The cocky joker who
set me on the course of being a cocky joker. Rich was one of the
most naturally funny people I’ve ever known, and could pivot from
sarcastic to absurd in the space of a single sentence. We became
fast friends and stayed so until he married one of our co-workers
and moved to the East Coast.

During our summer in The Village, Rich and I
developed a dating technique we called SNATO, an acronym for
“Saturday Night at the Orgy.” We’d get one of the 21-year-old
employees to buy us some booze (I hazily recall bottles of Passport
brand Scotch), then invite our current favorite girls out for a
drive in the country to, you know, “watch the submarine races.” I
was embarrassed at the time to be driving my mother’s old Rambler
station wagon, but we quickly discovered that if you dropped the
back seats and threw in a couple of sleeping bags, there was just
enough room for a pair of wrestling couples.

 


Pete Smith – Yeah, I know, it sounds
like a made-up name, but swear to God, that’s his real name. He was
an “older guy”—21—who worked at the park during summers away from
college. Pete was laid back, goofy—and the first real stoner I’d
ever met. We became immediate friends, even though in those days I
had no familiarity with “the certain substances.”

One day I saw that Pete was the engineer on
the little train that circled the park, and I jumped in the cab as
he was pulling out of the station, just to hang out with him on the
ride. About three-quarters of the way around the park, the train
ran through a long, straight corridor, fenced in on both sides to
prevent guests from accidentally wandering onto the track. There
was literally nothing to see in this segment of the ride, so the
engineer often put the pedal to the metal (the engine of this faux
“steam locomotive” was actually appropriated from a Chevy Chevelle,
so the idiom in this case was literal) and sped through the boring
segment, which is exactly what Pete did on our ride. We spotted the
rock on the track simultaneously—a rock clearly placed there
deliberately by one of the brats that terrorized the park during
the summer, and a rock certainly big enough to derail the
mini-engine. We looked at the rock. We shared one intuitive
thought: “There’s not enough time to stop. We’re gonna be
derailed.” We looked at each other. “Oh, shit,” Pete sighed
resignedly. It was incredibly fatalistic, and, at the time, the
single coolest response to an unavoidable catastrophe I’d ever
seen. I vowed to be like Pete when I grew up.

 


Deniece Walters – One of the heroes.
The blackest name for the whitest woman. Tall, rail-thin, gawky,
with perfectly sculptured Swedish cheekbones, Denny shared a sense
of humor with Rich and me. We became an almost inseparable trio,
hanging out even on our days off. If there had been any romance
involved, it could have become a Jules et Jim story, but
there simply wasn’t. We were friends: “The Three Muscatels.” (I
still have some 8mm film footage of Denny dressed up as the Easter
Bunny for a Frontier Village event.) At some point she married her
invisible fiancé in Ft. Collins, Colorado. We corresponded for a
while. I hope she’s well and happy and surrounded by dozens of
fun-loving grandkids who inherited her perfectly sculptured
cheekbones.

 


THE LAST ROUNDUP

 


Unbelievably, Frontier Village continued to
get along just fine without me...for a while. Partially in response
to the opening of Marriott’s Great America—a newer, larger
amusement park, a few miles away in Santa Clara—Arrow Development,
the new owners of Frontier Village, decided to double
down—literally—and double the size of the little park. They planned
to invest $10 million over the next five years—a move they
estimated would triple attendance.

Their grandiose plans were thwarted,
however, by local groups in the neighborhoods that had sprung up
during the previous decade and now surrounded the park. The locals
vehemently protested the expansion, citing threats of noise, crime
and increased traffic. And when the City of San Jose demanded
nearly $2 million in upgrades to alleviate these potential
problems, the owners balked and decided to shutter the park. So
after nearly twenty years of operation, on September 28, 1980,
Frontier Village closed its massive wooden gates forever. A few
years later, a complex of high-end condominiums was erected on the
land.

Former Frontier Village employees who fared
better than I did still have a website and hold annual reunion
picnics. For some reason, I’ve never been invited.

 


FRONTIER VILLAGE TAKEAWAYS:

 


1) Don’t make your job the center of your
social life. When you move on—whether by choice or not—your social
circle will evaporate along with your employment.

2) No one is indispensable. You can be one
of three key employees in a corral of 200 and they’ll still dump
your ass if they want to be rid of you.

3) Whoever said “Don’t get your meat where
you get your potatoes” was an idiot. Tell it to a couple of hundred
horny teens.


Chapter 4

 


1970: INFORMATION STORAGE SYSTEMS
(ISS)

Say Hello to Your Future

 


“640 Kb [of memory] ought to be enough for
anyone.”

—Bill Gates (although he denies ever
saying this)

 


 


November 1969

 


“Only 30 more Nothings until the Great
Big Nothing!”

This was the tiny sign I had on the bulletin
board in my bedroom. I felt it appropriately expressed my despair
at being fired from my job and ostracized from my social
circle.

I was crushed. I was devastated. Fired
by—and banished from—my first real job, I was without employment,
without resources, and almost without friends. So I devoted myself
to my freshman year of college, making new friends—and living off
spare change from my spare change jar.

 


February 1970

 


A few months later, I found a job. Or it
found me. Or someone found it for me. Who remembers? I can’t recall
how it happened—probably through the Parental Network once again.
Whatever the story, I was invited to interview at a company called
Information Storage Systems—“ISS” for short. They were looking for
a college student who could work afternoons and evenings in the
Reprographics Department, running the Xerox machines after hours to
keep up with the overflow. What the heck, I figured.
Even I can run a Xerox machine!

On the appointed day (February 24,
precisely), I set out for my interview. In those dim, dark,
pre-internet days of 1970, there was no Google Maps; we used Rand
McNally foldable paper maps. I located Tantau Ave. in Cupertino and
drove there—only to find a vacant lot. What the hell? Was this some
kind of cruel hoax? I drove around until I found a payphone (no
cell phones in 1970. We were still only one step away from
telegraphs and carrier pigeons.) I called the main number for the
company and told the operator my plight. “Oh!” she laughed.
“There’s the problem. You’re on South Tantau. We’re on
North Tantau.” Huh? I checked the map again...and sure
enough, there was, in fact, a North Tantau—unconnected to its other
half, and bisected by Highway 280. After some time, I found the
building and connected with my contact. I had to apologize for the
confusion—and hope he didn’t think I was simply an idiot who
couldn’t read a map. Even though I was.

Despite my late arrival and lack of any job
skills whatsoever—I could run a Ferris Wheel, but they didn’t have
one—I got the job. I’d work 4 to 8 PM every weekday, overlapping
the fulltime staff by an hour so they could inform me what needed
to be done during my after-hours shift.

I had no idea what ISS did. I worked there
two for years and had only a vague understanding that they designed
and manufactured computer hard drives. These storage devices (Oh, I
get it! Information Storage!) were about the size of a
washing machine—and held less information than a thumb drive or
your iPhone holds in 2020. At the time, however, these devices were
The Shit.

Day 1: My boss, Al Neuer, a short,
soft-spoken, self-effacing, slightly ruddy forty-ish guy,
instructed me on how to use the giant blueline machine, a bizarre
contraption that took original schematic drawings and copied them
as blueprints. The typical schematic was hand-drawn by an engineer
on translucent vellum paper—a process that took dozens of hours in
itself. The typical ISS schematic was 24 by 36 inches: two feet
high by three feet wide. And unwieldy. To make a blueprint using
the blueline machine, one needed to take the original drawing and
lay it on top of a piece of yellow, chemically coated paper of the
same dimensions. Once you fed this pair of papers into the machine,
an arcane chemical development process using ammonia vapors (yeah,
you could definitely smell it) exposed the copy paper, turning it
blue everywhere that was not drawn on, as part of the schematic. It
only took a few seconds. Easy-peasy.

And so, on my first evening alone, I ran my
first blueprint—and watched in horror as the bloody blueline
machine ripped it to shreds. Tore it up. Caught it in
its gears and ate the entire original.

Now I was really fucked. For life. It took
some engineer hundreds of hours to draw that original
schematic—and I destroyed it. I could work at ISS for years,
every penny of my salary being withheld as compensation for the
damages, and still never pay off the cost of that single document.
Clearly, I’d be fired—just like I’d been fired from Frontier
Village. I could never use either job on my résumé. I was almost 19
years old, and I had no résumé. I had no job
experience that I could present to future employers. I would
never work again—I was fated to be a gas station attendant in a
world that was rapidly moving towards self-service stations.

I left the detritus of the schematic—now
little more than confetti—in a manila envelope addressed to my
boss, along with a note of apology, in which I informed him I
completely understood if I was fired. I returned the following
afternoon to face the music, only to be met by Al, who was holding
my envelope. And smiling. “Don’t worry about it,” he chuckled.
“Everybody in this department has done exactly the same thing. I’ve
done it. No big deal.” Now this was a guy I could work
for!

At times, this was the proverbial “dream
job”: when there was little or no work for me, I’d put in my hours
(or my after hours) and get paid $2.25 an hour to study. Well,
occasionally study. There were temptations that often seduced me
away from my boring textbooks. With access to Xerox machines and a
small printing press, I was always busy with my own projects. One
example: In 1970, California was still issuing black and white
driver’s licenses, and the birthdate field consisted of typewritten
numbers set against a background of tiny black dots. I realized
that I could draw a large (12 x 18 inch) pattern of black dots with
a magic marker, draw large numerals in a typewriter font on top of
that, and run the page through the Xerox 1800 reducing machine,
again and again and again, until I had a miniscule image the same
size and appearance as the birthdate field on the license.
Recursive reductions hid any flaws that might be visible in the
full-size version of the date-and-dots field. All that was required
to create a fake ID was to carefully cut the little image from the
final reduction and paste the miniscule slip onto a legitimate
license, then insert the entire CDL into a plastic cover so the
date field wouldn’t appear raised. I provided fake IDs for all my
friends, allowing us to drink with impunity long before we turned
21—the legal drinking age in California at the time.

I had no clue in those days that this
“electronics” stuff would ever amount to anything, much less that
it would ultimately remake my home turf and define my work life. It
was none of my concern. I went to school and I ran a Xerox machine;
that was my world. It was just a job. I had no indication that as
Silicon Valley blossomed around me like a triffid, I’d find myself
pulled deeper and deeper into its malignant clutches, caught like a
misaligned schematic in a blueline machine.

 


Dramatis
Personae:

 


Al Neuer—My boss, a middle-aged
middle manager. Think “blonde Bill Bixby” and you won’t be far off.
Al was relaxed in an industry that I came to discover rewarded
anxiety and hyperactivity. The more I think about Al the more I
admire him. He hired misfits and fringe dwellers, like the
60+-year-old lady in tennis shoes who lived on Advil and
outperformed all of us. And like me. Al entered the D. Scott Apel
Hall of Heroes in March 1976: Years after I’d worked for him, he
“loaned” me his printing press and an operator for an entire
weekend so I could print 100 copies of my first novel. Al, if you
ever see this...thank you.

 


May—A 20-something single mom,
dark-haired, big-eyed. We became fast friends, and something like a
couple, including territorial spats. Long before the concept of
“work wife” was defined, my friendship with May was often my
favorite thing about this job.

 


Meredith—Mid-20s; a beautiful, sexy
redhead with a broad, cat-like face (always a weakness for me).
Meredith was a professional: an adult woman with a job, when
I was just a teenage college freshman. She was clearly (and clearly
entirely) out of my league—but a boy can dream, can’t he? She was a
friend of May’s, and my life became nearly complete when May
confided in me that Meredith thought I was “smart.” If only she’d
thought I was “sexy.” A boy can dream, can’t he?

 


Those two
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