
Adventures Under the Sky
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    Foreword

    Isn’t our life a constant series of ups and downs, as we all experience? It leads us time and again to joyful experiences, allowing our souls to glow with happiness and feel at ease, and then it leads us back through phases filled with dark clouds and often bitter suffering. Yet this “roller coaster” brings us a rich abundance of personal experiences, which are evidently necessary for our inner growth. We could also see our life’s journey, our destiny, as a unique crystal formation with many luminous areas, yet interspersed time and again with cloudy facets. And doesn’t such a precious crystal formation resemble a work of art created by nature?

    But why do I call my collection of stories “Adventures Under the Sky”? In my adventures, a series of dramatic events unfolded in which I became aware of guidance from a higher plane—though I often didn’t realize this until later!

    As a toddler—the second of four children—I believed it must be Jesus who lovingly set the rhythm of life in my heart. And I trusted completely in his ever-present presence. And as I grew older, I later noticed that whenever I could see the moon, it showed me its waxing face—that is, the shape of a handwritten “Z.” So it was always moving toward the full moon, toward fullness. And this idea gave me a special sense of confidence, almost a certainty, that fate always meant well with me and had only good things in store for me.

    Later, however, I came to the sobering realization that the moon, which appears “waxing,” can only be seen in the evening, while its “waning” face, on its way to disappearing, can only ever be seen in the early morning—and that is why it goes almost unnoticed.

    Then, at the age of thirteen, I was able to experience a very personal encounter with Christ at a Christian youth camp.

    And so I was given the opportunity to perceive love in general and in connection with the Great One above us—and to perceive it within myself as well—to feel this love. But later on, fate also allowed me—and my entire family—to experience that divine providence has in store for us a rollercoaster of emotions. It seems that our inner development requires a field of energy, a field of tension—namely, the contrast between the two forces known as light and darkness, or good and evil.

    Could it not also be, I suspect, that this roller coaster of experiences—understood symbolically—was once set in motion by the “bite of the apple” in Paradise—and that God, as the source and creator of all becoming, knew exactly why He planted the Tree of Forbidden Knowledge right there, and also that the two of them, goaded by the cunning serpent*, would succumb to temptation and taste the secret of the apple?

    This is how I see it for myself today: As toddlers, we are still in Paradise, living a life of “being,” still without intentions. But then, with the development of the cerebrum in the first one or two years of life—and with the emergence of the capacity for intentional, and at times even suspicious, action—the tension between these two poles opens up like a pair of scissors.

    This process likely unfolded in a similar way throughout the course of evolution—from a brain guided by simple instinct to our often all-too-dominant modern capacity for thought, the intellect. No tension, no current—so to speak! No development is possible in uniformity!

    Perhaps it was precisely this aspect that led me to my title, “Adventures Under the Sky.” Namely, the idea that a force from a higher plane seems to influence our lives and lovingly accompanies us in every situation.

    If you, dear reader, would like to share these collected adventures with me, I’d be delighted, of course; and if they even inspire you to bring forth your own episodes—those that lie dormant in oblivion and are accompanied by angels—then I’d be especially delighted!

    *The snake is, after all, considered a symbol of deceit on the one hand, but also of healing on the other.

    *****

  
The Curving Needle

As the second of four children, I was just over three years old. My overworked parents treated themselves—just as they had before their wedding—to another blissful trip, this time to Paris. They found a kind retired nurse to look after the four of us little ones—her name was Berta.

Then—as I recall—I developed a cough and, apparently, a fever as well. “Who’s your doctor?” Berta asked. “Or which doctor should I call?”—“Of course, my godfather, Uncle Max in Wollishofen (diagonally across from Lake Zurich),” I answered innocently, even though I didn’t really feel that sick. My godfather arrived from across Lake Zurich within a few hours, with his ever-loving smile. He knocked on the door, listened to my back, and right after that—as a surprise—he led me to his elegant, well-maintained, light-gray limousine, and off we went. Where to?—Straight to the University Children’s Hospital in Zurich.

There I found myself on a stretcher, lovingly tucked into a brightly lit room, surrounded only by white walls, and I was cared for by countless equally radiant “white coats” who gathered around my uncovered stretcher and attended to me with great care.

Then, from within the confines that held me captive, my helpless, searching toddler eyes suddenly spotted a door crack opening to the right, behind my feet. A long, thin needle sprouted from there, followed by a thick syringe plunger clutched by two cramped, age-spotted, wrinkled hands—and then—I can still see it very clearly—the sullen face of a gray-haired witch. And that long needle, followed by that hooked-nosed face, purposefully curved directly toward me.
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It all made perfect sense to my simple child’s mind! I screamed, screamed, and screamed. The countless strong “white-coat hands” grabbed me and held me tight, and what apparently had to happen happened.

Only then do I remember my little hospital bed again. — There were always just two side by side, but I still see an almost endless row of such children’s wards, separated by large glass walls, and I still see how, upon waking in the morning—or rather, being woken up—the first glimmer of light in the room would appear in the distance. It gradually came closer and closer until—*bang*—it became blindingly bright right where I was, too. The whole setup probably provided an ideal line of sight to make it easier for the nurses to monitor the beds!

Apparently, word of my terrifying ordeal even reached the then-renowned chief physician of Zurich’s “Kispi,” Professor Fanconi, because from then on, I was always assigned the same motherly, loving pediatric nurse in the mornings and evenings to administer her thick penicillin shot to me for a full three weeks. But each time, I was allowed to choose which of my thighs the needle should go into.

Well, it was probably the very first penicillin ever produced, and despite all the sometimes justified criticism of the reckless use of antibiotics, I must—or rather, I can—say: “That first penicillin saved my life and made the lives of my three daughters possible.”

*****


The Raging Log

Two massive logs, from whose cracks and rustic bark the scent of resin wafted—likely left over from one of the many stately, dark fir trees towering toward the sky nearby—waited patiently next to a hefty axe made of steel that had taken on a bluish patina, in front of the cellar entrance beneath the terrace of our Braunwalder vacation chalet. Every day, they waited for my father or uncle to put them to use with their strong hands, making a crash and a clatter!

I never stopped admiring them, those two chunky, round giants—as a 6-year-old, I was of course still too small to get my hands on an axe, let alone swing it, much less hit those tree stumps properly.

That was reserved solely for the grown-ups, and I could only marvel at their strength. But now I was seized by a curiosity about what to do with this concentrated energy that had so impressed me.

There! It was early in the afternoon on a clear, blue Sunday when the two colossi stared at me in a truly provocative way, challenging my courage! A stirring sensation now coursed through my back and chest, suddenly giving me a very special strength, so that I was even able to roll one of them—the larger one, in fact—away. All the way to the edge of the garden, where, between two stone blocks bordering the front yard, one could look down—as if from a castle—onto the steeply sloping grassy embankment and admire the distant view far below across the pastures trampled by hooves and fertilized by cow patties, all the way down to Linthal.

All I could see was that alluring, steep, grassy green, and I felt the full pull of the abysmal depth of the valley!

Uncle Toni, standing at the porch window, immediately recognized the dangerous situation. He tried to stop me by shouting, “No, Ralph!” and gesturing with his arms outstretched, but the heavy boulder was already rolling over the edge.
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It bumped and clattered merrily, then galloped erratically away, toward the abyss. The Sunday hikers on the trail just below raised their arms in horror and jumped out of the way just in time—a truly spectacular sight, one that I, Ralph, had set in motion!

But now the monster thundered on, bumping and racing faster and faster, interspersed with playful hops and ever-larger leaps, heading further and further down the valley. But when, in my exuberance, I noticed the many unsuspecting hikers on the second side road further down, the fun started to feel a bit too wild—with my Uncle Toni still waving his arms frantically in the background!

Then an anxious silence! Uncle Toni placed his hand on my left shoulder. “Now, Ralphi!” he said, “we have to hurry down with the handcart, go look for the log in the lower forest, and make sure nothing bad has actually happened. Smashed skulls or something—just imagine—my dear boy!”

But somehow—thanks to divine providence—the barrel-shaped “bomb” had taken a reasonably peaceful path starting from the “Morgarten.”

*****


From Reed to Fire Arrow

Who among true “Zürihegel” wouldn’t know this? To make a proper bow, you cut a sturdy but still flexible branch from a hazel bush, tie a strong packing cord to one end, then bend the wood with all your strength and secure the assembly with the cord at the other end. For the arrow, use a piece of nice, straight willow twig. It should be thin but just sturdy enough to be inserted into the fully drawn bow without snapping.

Hold the arrow firmly in the thumb grip just in front of the drawn string, and with all your strength, use your right hand to draw the bow as far as it can just barely handle. Then let the arrow fly!

But my archery really became exciting only after an open-minded school friend showed me how, with his special kind of arrows, the shot would travel much, much farther. You use a nice, straight piece of reed from the shore of Lake Zurich and insert a nail wrapped in twine as a leading weight at the front. Tip first—of course!

With an arrow prepared this way, I actually managed to shoot from the upper playground, over the entire four-story school building, all the way to the lower playground. It didn’t have to be during recess—goes without saying!

Unfortunately, hardly anyone was willing to believe me about the range of my projectiles. Still, I felt like a king when it came to archery.

Soon, however, my ego craved an even greater success: the idea of shooting flaming arrows crossed my mind.
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No sooner said than done: I wrapped a slightly sturdier arrow—a thin bamboo rod—with the largest cleaning rag from my mother’s shoe box, dipped the tip of this projectile, thus equipped, through the filler opening into our separate standing heating oil tank, and set it on fire!

Whoa! How it burned, and how it flew from my bow, drawn with all my might, and how it traced its daring path in a huge arc with a thick plume of smoke.

Unfortunately, however, the projectile’s arc didn’t just pass over the farmer’s meadow next to us, but landed, of all places, at the base of the young banana tree in the neighboring garden behind it.

Oh no!—if they see that—that beautiful (and at the time still exotic) banana palm! So, crouching low and feeling deeply ashamed inside, I hurried over there as fast as I could, grabbed the still black, smoky, stinking object by its stem, and stomped on it as thoroughly as I possibly could.

But I didn’t feel relieved until days later, when I hadn’t heard a word from anyone about my misdeed.

*****


The Improvised Soldering Torch

A real soldering torch, with a body made of gleaming golden brass—just like the one the plumber demonstrated before my wide-eyed, student eyes as he cut a copper replacement sheet for our broken roof gutter!

I marveled as he filled the round, gleaming yellow hollow belly with gasoline from a bottle, tightly screwed on the wing nut cap, and used a built-in pump to pressurize the lower part of the tank vigorously and thoroughly. Then I marveled as he carefully filled the circular groove around the neck of the “fire pistol” with methylated spirits and lit the fragrant liquid with a match from his coat pocket, so that a bluish ring of flame would heat the neck of the pistol more and more. “Yeah, of course, so that the gasoline doesn’t just squirt out the front— ”—he explained to me in detail—“but rather hot gasoline vapor and that kind of hissing blue-orange dragon fire.” And right after that: a blue dragon fire hissed and flared, eventually blazing yellowish at the end!

That’s exactly the kind of thing—a miracle tool—that was still missing from my already well-stocked basement workshop, for shaping the spring landing gear on my model airplanes and other projects.

But I quickly realized, as I looked around the tool section: way too expensive!—even though my father would occasionally treat me to a new, better, or—for my specific needs—very special pair of pliers, or a screwdriver that was good as new again.

But I could certainly put together a test unit for experimentation, since I now fully understood the principle.

So then: The goal was to heat gasoline in a closed container so that its vapor would be forced through a narrow opening—a tiny little hole—much like it would come out of a nozzle!

No sooner said than done: I found an empty “Nuxo nut oil bucket” in the pantry with a lid that still fit well—the kind my father used to receive deliveries of that particularly healthy nut oil from the Nuxo company. I drilled the tiny hole in the edge of the lid and hung the entire bucket, securely closed, by its carrying handle. I did this, of course, using a thick, fire-resistant wire suspended beneath the garage’s tilting door—which I’d left open just to be safe—and underneath it, on the garage floor, I carefully tended a small fire using a rag soaked in heating oil. And so I waited until the time came when a hissing flame could be ignited above the little hole.

So I waited; time passed—just patience!

But—oh dear! What a shock! The whole thing came crashing down, because the tin on the soldered eyelets for the handle had unexpectedly melted away—thud and bang! Orange-yellow, leaping flames flared up and shot blazing all the way up to the garage door.

I immediately fled the scene and ran out of the
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