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To my teachers at Portland Community College and Portland State University. I am in your debt. 

To the City of Portland, Oregon and all my friends there.
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There are moments in life when you don’t know where you’re going, only that you can’t stay where you are. For me, that moment came in 1970, behind the wheel of a patched-up ’58 Chevy, heading north with no clear plan except to leave the desert behind. What I found instead was Portland, Oregon, the City of Roses, a place that would shape me in ways I couldn’t have imagined.

This book isn’t a history lesson or a travel guide. It’s a collection of stories, the kind you tell around a table when friends lean in closer and say, “What happened next?” Some are funny, some are hard-earned, and some are the kind you don’t fully understand until years later. 

They’re about cheap beer and turtle races, patchwork cars and ski slopes, unexpected friendships and unexpected failures. They’re also about education, inside and outside of classrooms, that taught me how to think, how to laugh, and how to keep going when the easy road ran out.

The City of Roses was my proving ground. It’s where I discovered independence, stumbled into love, faced down dogs and doubts, and learned lessons I’m still unpacking years later. Portland gave me roses and thorns both, and each had something to teach me.

What follows isn’t a memoir of one young man trying to find his way. It’s a reminder that the best lessons don’t come from textbooks or sermons. They come from living, messy, unpredictable, often hilarious, sometimes painful living.

My first wife appears in these pages as she appeared in my life during those years, as a steady presence and partner. Out of respect for her privacy, I've kept the focus on my own journey rather than hers.

So here are my stories. They belong to me, but maybe you’ll see yourself in them too. If nothing else, I hope they make you laugh, make you think, and maybe nudge you to reflect on your own “city of roses,” wherever that may be.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​My Oregon Trail

[image: ]


June, 1970. By the time I left Banning, California, I knew two things: the desert wasn’t for me, and I had no plan except to keep moving north. The desert was endless, dry, dusty, and the same view for miles. I’d been there long enough to know it wasn’t where I belonged.

I aimed my ’58 Chevy toward Oregon but swung through San Francisco first. My first time visiting. LA hadn’t been much for me, hitchhiking, sleeping under bridges, surviving on candy bars. The people I'd met in LA were kind enough, but I felt adrift, like I was floating through someone else’s dream and I didn't belong there. I felt no attachment, no connection. San Francisco wasn’t much better. It was a mix of hippies and cosmopolitans. 

With flowers in their hair and incense in the air, we had little in common. I liked the music, but the rest? The clothes, the weed, the “peace, love, and revolution” vibe? It didn’t feel like a place I would be comfortable. I was Midwest through and through, and I didn’t own a single pair of bell-bottoms.

So I kept driving north. The road wound through wine country, free wine tastings. I got a little loose at one of those tastings, the kind of thing you only appreciate when you’ve been broke for a while.

Northern California was stunning and beautiful, but it was still California, with dry hills and high desert. I crossed the coastal range a few times. Beach, mountain, valley; valley, mountain, beach. The landscape was incredible, and I was having a great time driving in no particular hurry. I picked up a couple of hitchhikers, two girls and a guy, so we had a bit of a party.

Then I hit the coast. Big Sur. Twisting roads, cliffs dropping into the Pacific, that endless blue horizon. I took my time, but I didn’t stop until I crossed into Oregon; everything changed. The forests were deep and green, the coastal mountains rising majestically. It was stunning, and Oregon made me feel excited to be alive.

Steve had invited me up, so I rolled into Portland and showed up at his place unannounced. He lived in an apartment behind a mom-and-pop grocery store, a space originally meant for the owners, but they’d moved to a much bigger home down the road.

It was two stories: a living room and bedroom downstairs and three more bedrooms upstairs. Four guys already lived there. Rent was $150 a month, so I became the fifth. My share of the rent was $30. Just like that, I had a home.

Steve wasted no time showing me the good life. First stop: Lake Oswego, where a friend had a speedboat. We spent a day water-skiing, the spray cold and the air warm, the kind of day that makes you forget lonely nights sleeping under a bridge. I couldn’t believe this was Oregon.

Portland felt like another world. Compared to Buffalo or Baltimore, it was paradise. The majestic view of Mount Hood and Mount Saint Helens made you thrilled to be alive. Portland is a beautiful city with the Willamette River running through it and the Columbia River on its northern border.

Portland sealed the deal. I was thrilled I could live in such a beautiful place. Downtown, there was a new fountain in a small city park, with kids my age sitting around, just hanging out, soaking up the summer, and playing in the water. 

Steve took me on errands and introduced me to friends, and for the first time in a long time, I felt like I had found a home.

My first order of business: find a job. I saw an ad for a sewing machine salesman. I walked in and got hired on the spot. Training was exactly one day, just enough to figure out how the machine worked. The next morning, they handed me a machine and said, “Go forth and sell.” I hoisted my merchandise in the trunk of the Chevy and began cold-calling. 

As an eleven-year-old member of the Indianapolis Boy Scout band, I had sold candy door-to-door in order to participate in the band's summer tours. So I knew the drill.

Pulling into a nearby neighborhood, I opened the trunk, looked at the sewing machine, which had to have weighed at least thirty-five pounds, and said, “Naw, I'm not dragging that thing around.” So I knocked on a few doors sans
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