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INTRODUCTION AND A FEW ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
I believe in autobiography.  It is a good thing to reflect on one's own life, 
and I expect most people do, at least fleetingly.  And one should at least 
once write an account of that life, which most probably do not.   I have 
never yet met a life that was not worth recording.  
 Like anyone of advanced years and a sense of narrative, I have 
accumulated stories from personal experience with which I regale young 
people in idle moments.  Not so long ago a student said that I should write 
them down.  Okay.  Not a bad idea.  What you have before you, then, is a 
sort of autobiography in anecdotes.  Like a magpie, I have pulled out the 
shiny ones and arranged them on the pages, leaving the dull ones to fall 
into oblivion.  If it  seems rather fractured, well, you are at liberty to 
regard it as the reflection of a fractured life.  
 Thanks to Paulette Belfonte for production assistance, Dawn Phillip for 
editorial assistance, and Jo -Anne Sewlal for the cover and other production 
assistance.  
 This compilation is dedicated to Ginger, who wants to hear it all, and 
to Dyan, who doesnõt. 
 
 ******************** 
 



2 

A CLOSE CALL WITH MANIC SIKHS 
 
In 1947 my father, Francis Starr (1916-2000), was riding a motorcycle 
through Punjab in northwester n India.  In the center of one town he found 
himself surrounded by Sikhs.  They were armed and not at all pleased to 
see him.  The cause, as he presently learned, was his beard.  It was 
naturally red, but the Sikhs interpreted it as that of a Muslim, dyed red to 
show that he had made the hajj to Mecca.  In those days a hajji riding 
through sikh territory was considered a grave provocation, and the 
question wasn't whether they were going to do him in but how, and who 
would have the honour.  The problem was g reatly compounded by the fact 
that they had no language in common.  
 Just then a schoolboy came along who could sort of speak English.  My 
daddy got him to explain to the Sikhs that he was a british Christian, not a 
Muslim at all, with the result that they let him go, he lived to tell the tale, 
and here I am.  I regret that I never learned the name of the town.  I 
would love to go there to look for that schoolboy, who must now be about 
70 years old.  What fun to show him pictures of me and my siblings and ou r 
families, so that he could see for himself what a big difference he made 
one day long ago. 
 
 ******************** 
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HOW THE CHINESE COMMUNISTS CRAMPED MY STYLE 
 
Although I was born in Canada, lived almost a third of my life there, in 
total, and am a lifel ong citizen, I never really felt at home there.  
 At the time I was conceived in what is now Pakistan, my parents were 
supposed to be transferred to southern China.  However, just at that time 
the Communists were victorious in the south and sealed the borde r, so that 
my parents' organization sent them to Canada instead.  Accordingly, in 
August 1949 I was born in the public hospital in Newmarket, Ontario.  
 I didn't learn about this until I was past 30.  I was telling my daddy one 
day that, even though I spent  many years in Canada, I never felt like I 
belonged there.  His astonishing reply was "Thee was almost born in China." 
 And after he had told the story of how it came about, my silent, enraged 
reaction was "Well, goddamn those Communists."  I have always considered 
the Chinese Revolution a good thing, but their timing really ate it on a 
stick.  I was supposed to be Starr of Sichuan, and instead I am Starr of 
Newmarket, Ontario.  It has really put a kink in my legend, and I do not 
forgive.  
 
 ******************** 
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"CHRISTOPHER, WOULD THEE LIKE TO GO BUG COLLECTING?" 
 
I got my start in entomology in the summer of 1954.  One day on the 
ancestral farm north of Toronto my grandmother, Elma McGrew Starr 
(1890-1985), came to me with a question that I still hear clea rly after more 
than 50 years.  "Christopher, would thee like to go bug collecting."  I had 
no idea what that meant, but I knew my grandmother had good ideas, so I 
said "Yes."  It was the smartest thing I ever said.  
 I have no idea what possessed my grandmother to go bug collecting 
that day and the next couple of days, as I am not aware that she ever did 
so before or later.  Our methods were of the very simplest.  We would 
wander about, pick up whatever bugs could be safely caught and drop 
them into a jar of  methyl alcohol.  (Ethyl alcohol, being an instrument of 
the Devil, was not present on the farm.)  We kept our collecting on a shelf 
in the bathroom, and I would go in their every now and then and just stare 
at these creatures, with my eyes hanging out.  T hey had these faceted, 
staring eyes, these delicate little antennae reaching out from their heads, 
and jointed legs.  They were positively from the moon.  
 My life in science can fairly be regarded as a series of footnotes to that 
"Yes". 
 
 ******************** 
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MY LITTLE BROTHER HAS MY NAMES 
 
The only traditional name we have in my family is Francis.  My father was 
the first son, and he was Francis.  His father was the first son, and he was 
Elmer Francis.  His father was the first son, and he was Mordecai Fr ancis.  
All the way back to the first Francis Starr in 1824.  You see how it works.  
Two of my cousins and two nephews have Francis as their middle name.  
 Now, I am the first son, so by all rights I should be Francis, or at least 
Somethingorother Francis.  So, what were my parents thinking when they 
named me Christopher Kenneth?  Christopher Kenneth!  That's just barely a 
step above Cuthbert Percival, or some such, if you ask me.  Somebody 
must have been on downers when they came up with that one.  
 With succeeding offspring, my parents improved in the onomastic art.  
Margaret Sushila.  Not bad.  Lucie Marian.  Even better.  And then came my 
little brother on 8 July 1954.  Andrew Francis.  
 Andrew Francis!  Sharp, manly names with just a bit of crocodile in 
them.  Those should have been my names!  When I was about 40 years old I 
pointed out the error to him and suggested that we rectify it by trading 
names.  He didn't mind, but his wife wouldn't have it, so I'm stuck with 
Christopher Kenneth.  
 When my boy came along, I was taking no chances.  Francis Andrew.  
Sure, I asked my wife about it before filling out the paperwork, but it 
wasn't really a question.  
 
 ******************** 
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CAST OUT OF PARADISE 
 
The happiest of my early years were spent on the ancestral far m north of 
Toronto.  Starr Elms was the home of my grandparents, Elmer & Elma 
Starr, and it had a row of elm trees where the long driveway met the road. 
 For a time we lived in a house just next door, so that I had only to go up a 
hill to be in Starr Elms.   There were a barn and livestock pens and 100 
acres of fields and woods to explore, and I can hardly remember anything 
from time in our house.  The spirit of that early life is wonderfully 
captured in Dylan Thomas's "Fern Hill". 
 This all came to an end j ust after my seventh birthday.  My family and 
that of Gordon & Betty McClure had agreed to move to Ottawa in order to 
establish a meeting of the Society of Friends (Quakers).  I had very little 
idea what was in store for me, but I quickly came to consider that I had 
been cast out of paradise.  I won't say that people in Ottawa treated me 
rudely or that I had to contend with any special tortures, but the city 
seemed like a place of horror in comparison with what I had known.  It was 
many years before I was able to view urban life as in any way legitimate, 
and I still prefer to take city life in very small doses.  
 
 ******************** 
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I ONCE SANG FOR THE QUEEN MOTHER 
 
I once sang to the Queen Mother.  I sang the national anthem of Canada, 
first in English -- "O Canada, our home and native land ..." -- and then in 
French -- "O Canada, terre de nos aïeux ...".  I and several thousand other 
school children in a great big sports stadium in Ottawa.  But she was 
looking right at me.  
 
 ******************** 
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THE TALE OF THE VULGAR TOAD 
 
At age 13 I began a two-year herpetological period.  I didn't turn away 
from  bugs, but amphibians and reptiles led in my scientific interests for a 
time.  An important factor in this was two companions who shared this 
interest.  Har old Parsons, Don Rivard and I often got together, especially in 
the summers, and talked about the fabulous herptiles of which we had 
heard or had actually encountered.  We dreamed of one day seeing a 
genuine gaboon viper in the wild, and after a visit to t he Washington zoo I 
was able to report to them seeing the legendary matamata turtle up close 
and other-worldly.  
 However, our most frequent focus was toads.  At summer camp a year 
or two earlier, I had seen a graffito on a cabin wall: "Hop hop hop.  Hop 
hop hop.  Toads are vulgar, so are we."  A silly bit of junvenilia, to be sure, 
but it fired our collective imagination as we embraced the idea that 
vulgarity was really and truly the essence of toadness.  
 The common Bufo americanus became the focus of our r esearches.  It 
was fairly common in some of our haunts during the warm months and 
seemed as vulgar as any.  So it was that we entered into a competition to 
see who could find the vulgarest toad.  B. americanus tends to have a thin 
stripe down the middle of  its back, and somehow we conceived the idea 
that the vulgarer toads had a paler, more contrasting stripe.  And a truly 
vulgar toad would stare at one with great contempt when held in the hand. 
 It also helped if the toad urinated on one's hand.  Other cri teria could 
enter the calculation, but these were the quick indices that let one know 
whether a particular animal was a contender.  
 That contest ended abruptly one day.  It ended because I picked up a 
toad that simply could not be beaten. The one I found w as somewhat 
larger than ordinary, but not outstandingly so.  He had a fairly pale stripe, 
although we had all seen paler.  But he blew away the competition in 
other ways.  
 First of all, as he sat on my hand he made no attempt to escape but 
looked up at me with a sneering gaze that said "You are dirt.  You are 
nothing.  You are positively lower than a snake's belly button.  I refuse 
even to take note of your zero existence."  
 And then, in an offhand manner, he peed.  He peed and peed until my 
hand was drenched and it was flowing through my fingers onto the soil.  He 
peed more than I thought an animal his size could possibly contain.  
 And then, I reverently put him on the ground, and Harold and Don and I 
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walked away in a state of utmost respect.  
 
 ******************** 
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A PRACTICAL EXERCISE IN DECENCY AND GOOD MANNERS 
 
I spent the 1965-66 school year at the Evangelische Internatschule, a 
lutheran boarding school in the village of Gaienhofen am Bodensee at the 
southern end of Germany.  We were on an arm of the La ke of Constance, 
and I could probably have swum across to Switzerland, although I never 
tried.  The most famous inhabitant of the village was the painter Otto Dix 
(1891-1969).  He was already a very old man at that time, and I 
occasionally saw him trudging slowly along, but I never spoke with him.  
That was a missed opportunity.  
 The school had several dormitories.  Mine was the Schlossheim.  It 
really was an old castle, although a very basic one.  The walls were just 
straight up, without parapets.  I belie ve there was a moat it had long since 
dried out, and the drawbridge was perpetually down.  
 Walking about in a little thicket beside the Schloss one day I came upon 
a genuine european hedgehog, a young one.  I had of course heard of 
hedgehogs since early youth in Canada and recognized this one right away, 
but I had never actually seen one.  The hedgehog curled up right away, 
with its nose tucked away under its tail, and waited for me to just go 
away. 
 I didn't go away.  Because the hedgehog kept perfectly st ill, I could 
touch it carefully without fear of being pricked by its spines, and after a 
bit I conceived the idea of rolling it up in my handkerchief.  I did this very 
gingerly, both to avoid alarming the hedgehog and so as not to lacerate my 
hands, and then I carried it around for a bit, quite pointlessly.  It was a 
delicate balance.  Then, having proved whatever it was that I might be 
proving, I put the bundle down and let the hedgehog free.  
 
 ******************** 
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ANALYZING SYNTHESIS 
 
One day in Mathematics class at the Internatschule the teacher announced 
that we were now beginning the subject of Analysis.  He wrote it in large 
letters on the blackboard and then asked if anyone would care to tell him 
what the opposite of analysis was.  I looked around t he room, saw that no 
one seemed to know, and raised my hand.  "Synthese."  And the teacher 
said that was quite right.  My classmates were quite flabbergasted.  How 
could an American who had only been there a few months and still spoke 
rather haltingly in G erman possibly know a german word that they did not? 
 I expect most of them figured it out sooner or later.  
 
 ******************** 
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AN AUSTRALIAN GIRL SHATTERS HER OWN IMAGE 
 
After school let out for the summer in 1966, I did a tour of northern 
Germany with my classmates Rainer Krell and Peter Merk.  Much of the 
time we stayed in youth hostels.  One day I was sitting in the lounge of the 
youth hostel in a long -forgotten town, reading a book and discreetly 
digging the lovely girl sitting on a couch across f rom me.  No rude ogling, 
you understand, but I was definitely checking her out in an appreciative 
way. 
 And then one of her friends walked in and addressed her.  The lovely 
girl opened her mouth and spoke, and my image of her was most rudely 
and abruptly shattered.  She was from Australia, with an accent that would 
curdle milk.  One day I may recover from that shock, but I don't think it 
will be any time soon.  
 
 ******************** 
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NIGHTMARE ON A NUDE BEACH 
 

Just about everyone has had the dream of being  at a party and suddenly 
realizing that he/she is naked, while everyone else is clothed.  That 
actually happened to me.  
 The island (a peninsula, in fact, but for some reason called an island) of 
Sylt on the North Sea is a popular vacation spot in the summ er.  Rainer and 
Peter alerted me before we got there that nudism was popular on the 
beaches, although one has the option of remaining clothed.  Approaching 
the beach on the first day, I felt a mixture of discomfort and adolescent 
excitation.  Both of these  evaporated within just a few minutes.  For one 
thing, after I forced myself to follow the trend and get undressed I felt 
exposed for only a short while and then quite at home among all the other 
nudists.  For another, I quickly learned that most people te nd to look 
better with their clothes on.  I recall sitting in our sandpit when a group of 
twenty -somethings established itself in the next pit.  I watched discreetly 
as this one young woman undressed and found the effect, all in all, rather 
disappointing.  She kind of sagged where I had expected a great deal more 
pertness.  At least I was in no danger of getting a hard -on and having to lie 
on my stomach for the rest of the day.  
 The rule on Sylt -- at least in those days -- was that one could go nude 
on any beach except one, where clothing was explicitly mandated.  I 
remember walking along the clothed beach one day and coming to a 
rhyming sign advising that it was coming to an end and anyone who 
preferred not to see nudies should take this path and pass by o n the bluff 
above.   
  "Willst du keine Nackedeis sehen,  
  so musst du diesen Weg aufgehen." 
 Even so, the transition wasn't entirely abrupt in practice.  As one 
walked along an optional beach toward the clothed beach, the proportion 
of clothed people inc reased, and almost all were clothed well before the 
boundary.  You see where this story is going.  I was idly strolling along one 
day, not really paying attention, when I was suddenly conscious that 
everyone around me was clothed.  I kept my cool, but I tu rned about and 
headed back to the comfort of the majority -nude zone. 
 
 ******************** 
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CHEERING FOR THE WRONG SIDE 
 
The first FIFA World Cup of which I was aware was the 1966 championship 
in England.  I was in Bavaria at the time and saw many of the  games on 
television.  Most memorable in the early rounds was Portugal against North 
Korea.  North Korea scored three goals, and then Eusebio, with that stride 
that made him look like a stalking lion, scored four goals for Portugal.  
 However, I wasn't watc hing the games with any regularity and hadn't 
even taken note of the date of the final between England against 
Germany.  I was in Munich on that day, 30 July, going through a major 
museum, when I happened into a big, crowded hall where the game was 
playing on a huge wall screen.  The second half had just started, with the 
score 1-1.  The game was so transfixing that I forgot my surroundings.  At 
minute 77, Martin Peters scored for England and, without thinking, I 
jumped up and cheered.  There was total sile nce as hundreds of pairs of 
unamused german eyes looked coldly at me.  Fortunately, these were 
disciplined Germans, and I came to no harm.  Even so, you can be sure that 
I kept very quiet as the minutes ticked by.  Then, with only a minute to go, 
Wolfgang Weber scored for Germany, and the populace erupted in loud 
jubilation.  As it happened, England  won in overtime, probably their 
only world championship in all my lifetime.  When I got onto the trolley 
outside a little later the conductor was just putting his radio away, looking 
ever so sad. 
 
 ******************** 
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"AND WHAT IS A TRAFFIC LIGHT?" 
 
When I started high school in Germany my German was okay, but not 
fluent.  Often a teacher would crack a joke in class and everyone would 
laugh except me.  About halfway through the school year I, too, was 
laughing at the jokes (if funny) and toward the end of the school year my 
German was pretty good.  One of my classmates told me that my speech 
was pretty much free of any foreign accent, which I thought was an 
exaggeration until one summer day.  
 I was in an unfamiliar town, trying to get to a particular street.  I 
stopped at a newspaper kiosk to ask directions, and the woman told me to 
go there and there, turn left, "and then you come to a traffic light 
[Verkehrsampel]."  I didn't drive and had never heard the term, so I asked 
her "What is a traffic light?"  
 She stared at me in mute astonishment.  Then she found her voice and 
asked "Oh, so you're not a German?"  That was when I realized that I really 
did speak with out a foreign accent.  
 
 ******************** 
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MY DADDY AT THE FIELD HOUSE 
 
The religious-ethnic group from which I come is the conservative Quakers.  
We tend to be a plain -spoken and unemotional lot.  There is a story of a 
Nantucket whaling captain who ca me home after a three -year voyage.  
Walking into town, he met his wife, who was on her way to the communal 
pump with a bucket.  "Oh, thee's back" she said, and then after a pause 
handed him the bucket with "In that case, thee can get the water."  It 
sounds like comedy, I realize, but it fits the character of the conservative 
Quakers. 
 After my year in Germany I returned to the USA with the group of 
exchange students, all from different american schools.  Arriving in 
Philadelphia, we dispersed.  The exchange office put me on a plane to 
Ottawa.  I had figured there would be someone to pick me up at the 
airport in Ottawa, but it seemed that no one knew when I was coming.  No 
matter.  I stashed my stuff and hitched a ride into the city.  
 My ride went right past Carleton University, where my daddy worked in 
the athletic Field House, so I got out and walked toward his place of work. 
 Just then, he came driving along.  He pulled over, shook my hand and said 
"Oh, thee's back", and then after a pause "Does thee want t o take a 
shower?" 
 
 ******************** 
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ESOPHAGEAL JABBERWOCKY 
 
In high school in Ohio I discovered the trick of esophageal speech.  This is a 
fancy name for drawing air into one's stomach and making words as one 
burps it back out.  Not something to try  on a date, but good for many 
moments of adolescent humour.  In the semester that I roomed with Allen 
Starbuck, Dana Zak and Gerry Grant, the four of us had amazing concerts 
after lights out.  I had my burping noises, of course.  Allen had mastered 
the tri ck of drawing air into his anus, which he could then fart back out.  
Dana did the most amazing underarm farts I have ever witnessed; while 
most people just pump away, eliciting whatever noises they can, Dana 
would raise his arm, put his other hand in place , and bring the arm down 
slowly, modulating the sound as he did so.  And Gerry played the cello.  
 I very much regret that I never learned how to speak in Donald Duck's 
voice.  I can do the voice okay, but I've never been able to turn it into 
intelligible w ords.  Chris Starbuck and Jeff Toothaker were masters at this. 
 They and would sometimes have furious arguments right in each others' 
faces, issuing threats and calling each other very nasty names, so that it 
had all the appearance of something about to tu rn terribly violent, except 
that it was all in Donald Duck's voice.  It was a wonderfully incongruous 
performance, in which I would have loved to participate.  
 I was plainly the greatest belcher in the school, but this position did not 
go unchallenged.  Every year some young whippersnapper would challenge, 
and I would have to blow him away in order to demonstrate who was the 
champion.  This got rather tiresome, so one night during my last year I 
belched the entire poem "Jabberwocky" from the window of our d ormitory 
room, one line at a time.  
 (Draw in air)  
 "'Twas brillig and the slithy toves"  
 (Draw in air)  
 "Did gyre and gimbel in the wabe."  
 (Draw in air)  
 "All mimsy were the borogoves,"  
 (Draw in air)  
 "And the mome raths outgrabe."  
 And so forth.  
That put an end to those pesky challenges, once and for all.  
 
 ******************** 
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LUZ FRANCO GIVES ME NIGHTMARES 
 
Luz Franco was an intense little mexican girl, one year behind me in high 
school.  When our school put on a medieval morality play about the seven  
deadly sins, she was Wrath, for which she was wonderfully well cast.  
 One day I said something to Luz in jest that she didn't think was the 
least bit funny.  In fact, she was mighty pissed off and came at me with 
clear intentions of mayhem.  I of course f led.  She chased me all around 
the administration building, until I finally ran into a little room in the wings 
of the assembly-room stage and locked the door.  So, I was safe, but not 
really, since there was only one door, and I figured Luz would wait in front 
of it for as long as it took.  
 There was a window, which I could open, but the assembly room was 
on the second floor, and it was a sheer drop to the concrete below.  Out of 
the question.  As the minutes wore on, though, and I didn't dare even crack 
the door to look out, the window got to looking like a definite possibility.  
After all, it was just one floor down.  How hard could that be for a 
strapping young fellow like me?  I got my courage together, opened the 
window, stood on the sill, and leaped.  
 It was a hard fall.  I sprained one wrist and was in acute pain for a 
while.  Even when the pain let up somewhat, a dull ache persisted through 
the rest of that day and the night that followed.  I slept hardly at all.  
Instead, I had nightmares, in which sharp green triangles came flying 
through the air at me, each representing one or another evil or hard -assed 
genius.  Nietzsche's triangle hit me especially hard.  
 By the time Luz caught up with me the next day, her ire had cooled, so 
she took no action.  Besides, whether she knew it or not, she had already 
had her revenge. 
 
 ******************** 
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HOW TEACHER PAUL DEMONSTRATED HIS COOLNESS 
 
I very much doubt that Paul Reeder was ever comfortable with his role as 
an authority figure, but neither did he shir k it.  He taught history in my 
Ohio high school, where he was held in deepest respect and affection.  (It 
is an amusing, but fruitless, to speculate how we might have reacted in 
those days if we had known that he played for the pink team.)  
 I don't believe  our class of 1967 was afflicted with any acute case of 
senioritis.  Nonetheless, we did expect to receive our props and were 
displeased when these were not forthcoming.  They were definitely not 
forthcoming from a certain brash freshman.  He not only did not defer to 
his elders and betters but seemed to go out of his way to show us 
contempt.  We forebore it loftily for a time, but one day in the dorm a 
breaking point was reached.  
 I don't recall exactly who said "We need to do something about Dave 
Williamson", but there was instant unanimity.  Four of us marched down 
the hall and burst into Dave's room, intent on teaching him a lesson.  I 
don't think we had anything definite in mind, but something had to be 
done.  As we entered, I had a bright idea.  "Hold him down on the bed" I 
said to two of my confederates -- their names are withheld to protect the 
guilty -- which they did.  
 And then I took Dave's pants off.  And his undies.  And took out my 
knife.  And while another of our group spread Dave's legs wide, I stared 
him python -like in the eye and brought my open jackknife inexorably 
closer and closer to his exposed genitalia.  The whole time, Dave was 
twisting and struggling and cussing a blue streak, but the moment the tip 
of my knife touched his balls he la y there stock -still.  He kept up the loud 
cussing, but he moved not a muscle, as the tip of the knife ever so gently 
traced the seam of his scrotum.  
 It had just come to rest at the base of his dick when the door burst 
open.  It was Paul.  Imagine the scen e before him.  Three big guys are 
holding down one little guy, while another big guy is holding a knife to the 
little guy's balls.  Paul took in all of this in a glance and did not hesitate.  
He looked straight at Dave Williamson, said with utter sternness  "Sir, I 
heard the language", and turned on his heel and walked out.  He didn't 
even look at the rest of us.  
 At that, I folded up my knife, the others released Dave, and the four of 
us walked out of the room.  Dave was just a new kid who had to be told 
that his language was unacceptable, but we seniors knew that Paul knew 
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that we knew that he was deeply pissed off at us.  He didn't have to tell us 
that, then or ever.  
 From that day forth, Dave Williamson was a changed freshman who 
showed us seniors our props.  I'm not saying what we did was right, just 
making an observation. 
 
 ******************** 
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A LITTLE BUY WITH A BIG CONCH 
 
Many years ago I had a big conch shell with the tip of the whorl cut off to 
make it into a trumpet.  One day I was showing some k ids how to make it 
sound.  One little kid really wanted to try it.  He jumped up and down 
eagerly, asking me to let him try it, and I had to tell him "I'm sorry, but 
you're much too small.  It takes a lot of breath to play this shell, and it will 
be a long while before you can do it."  He kept insisting, and finally in 
exasperation I handed it to him and said just a bit derisively "Okay, if you 
can make this shell sound, you can have it."  
 You probably see where this story is going.  
 He raised it to his lip s and brought forth a wonderful clear note that 
reverberated down the street.  He may still have that shell, for all I know.  
 
 ******************** 
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A TRENCH COAT IN EAST BERLIN 
 
In the summer of 1968 I returned to Germany with a group of canadian 
students.  An exchange programme had arranged a cheap flight, 
accommodation and a job for each of us.  I worked in Stuttgart at the 
Allianz life -insurance company, which was already a big company but not 
yet the international giant it later became.  
 Before dispersing, we had a few days of orientation in Berlin.  One free 
day I went over into East Berlin by myself.  The next free day a couple of 
the other students wanted to go there.  They were in Germany for the first 
time, and their spoken German was only so -so, which made me the leader.  
 One of our destinations was the main post office on Friedrichstrasse, as 
we were all interested in getting stamps for our collections.  As we were 
standing at the large philatelic display, deciding what we wanted, a heavy -
set man in a trench coat approached the teller right nearby.  He glanced at 
us, three harmless young foreigners, and then began speaking to the teller.  
 "Okay, you guys" I said to my friends, "don't look at the man to our 
right.  Do not look at him.  Just keep on  talking about stamps, like those 
ones right there.  Now, that man is with the secret police and is trying to 
track down a political unreliable.  I will now give you a running translation 
of what he says -- but keep pointing to the stamps, such as that par ticular 
set.  And now he is saying ...."  
 My friends were so shaken that they could hardly keep up the pretence 
of talking stamps.  The big bad stalinist secret police -- in a trench coat, no 
less -- right there beside us in East Berlin.  It was right out of the Reader's 
Digest. 
 And then the trench coat walked out, and we got our stamps.  
 
 ******************** 
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THE WRONG PLACE AT THE WRONG TIME 
 
In the bad old days the people in the eastern part of the city were kept far 
away from the Berlin Wall, which t hey could only glimpse in the distance.  
In the west, on the other hand, one could walk right up to it in many 
places.  I once pulled a loose piece from it as a souvenir.  
 On my first day in East Berlin I had fallen in with a local guy, who 
expressed an interest in seeing what the wall looked like up close.  I had 
taken some photos and told him I would bring them along on my next visit. 
 So it was that I had pictures of the Berlin Wall in my briefcase when I went 
over with the two other students.  
 We were sitting on a park bench, doing nothing in particular, when I 
felt a certain urge.  There was a public bathroom nearby, so I took the 
shortest route, right across the grass.  Perhaps you see where this story is 
going. 
 Just as I hit the sidewalk on the other  side of the grass, I saw the 
People's Police (Volkspolizei) come creeping along in their People's Car 
(Volkswagen) and knew right away what it was all about.  I had walked on 
the people's grass, a definite no -no. 
 They were very polite, and the proceeding s were a model of swift 
justice.  I was charged, pled guilty, judged guilty, sentence was 
pronounced and carried out right there on the spot.  It all took maybe 90 
seconds.  I was fined one mark and received a receipt for it.  While this 
was going on, I discreetly signaled to my two friends to stay over there, 
out of it.  
 There was an element of disappointment in all this, because I would 
really have loved to plead not guilty and let the full judicial procedure run 
its course, or at least to the point where  I got tired of it and was ready to 
change my plea to guilty and go my way.  However, my briefcase with the 
pictures of the Berlin Wall was over there on the park bench, and I didn't 
want to be searched.  
 
 ******************** 
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CLEVER BUTTONS IN A FIELD OF RUBBLE 
 
After I had paid my debt to society in East Berlin, we wandered about the 
city.  We got onto some of the backstreets where nobody resided and next 
to nothing was happening.  Many places still showed damage from World 
War II, which had ended more than 20 years before.  
 We came upon a great big field of rubble that was evidently the result 
of very heavy bombing, an entire city block reduced to little fragments.  
Some workmen were clearing away the rubble with rakes and shovels, but 
they showed no urgency about it.  We ambled over, and they seemed 
happy enough to stop work and converse.  What was going to be built in 
this block? I asked, to which they replied that there were no particular 
building plans, just cleaning up the old rubble.  
 This was at a time when north -american students went in for wearing 
buttons with political or humorous messages.  As it happened, I was 
wearing a jacket with just such buttons on it.  One of the workmen was 
curious about them, so I told him what one of them said.  In f act, they all 
seemed quite intrigued by the buttons, so I asked the first workmen if he 
would like to have one.  He shyly allowed that he wouldn't mind, so I took 
one off and presented it to him with a translation.  The others seemed 
interested, as well, s o I got to taking off each button in turn and 
presenting it to one of the men with a translation.  "Behalte die Glaube, 
mein Lieber" [Keep the faith, Baby] is the one that I can recall, although I 
believe one of the others had to do with VietNam.  
 What hadn't occurred to me as I started the distribution was that there 
were six of them, and I had only five buttons.  However, one of the men 
had evidently made that same calculation, because he suddenly had some 
urgent raking to do over there on that pile of ru bble.  It was an impressive 
demonstration of fineness of feeling in these ordinary german workmen.  
 As I had finished with the buttons and we were shooting the breeze a 
bit before moving on, the foreman came up.  Yes, the big bad stalinist 
foreman, of whom  these poor slaves lived in mortal fear, if you can believe 
the Reader's Digest.  Not exactly.  Our guys made no move to get back to 
work but instead proudly showed him their new buttons, which the 
foreman evidently thought were quite cool.  
 
 ******************** 
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MY DADDY'S NIGHT IN THE HOOSEGOW 
 
My siblings and I were taught to be frugal, and for the most part the lesson 
stuck.  When I was a teenager, my father often had occasion to travel 
between Ottawa and Toronto, and sometimes he would economize by 
hitchhiking one or both ways.  So it was that he told us at lunch one day 
that he had been nabbed for hitchhiking on a major highway out of 
Toronto.  The police had arrested him and then gone to the trouble to take 
him to another highway where it was legal for him to hitchhike.  That, I 
thought, was quite polite and civilized and canadian of them.  
 The charge carried a $10 fine or two days in jail.  Obviously, our daddy 
wasn't about to pay the $10, especially as he was quite sure we was 
innocent.  He laid ou t his case to us.  My siblings and I kept our mouths 
shut, but even without hearing the other side of the story we thought he 
was guilty.  
 A few days later a sergeant from the Ottawa police phoned the house.  
"Mr Starr" he said, "I have a warrant here for your arrest.  When would it be 
convenient for me to come around and arrest you?"  My daddy had things to 
do for the rest of the week and asked if next Monday might suit, but the 
sergeant didn't think he could wait that long.  So my daddy suggested that 
he come down to the station on Monday and turn himself in, and that was 
acceptable.  It was all very polite and civilized and canadian.  
 So on Monday he turned himself in, and two officers drove up from 
Toronto just to take him back to serve his two days.  He  was booked into 
the jail in the late afternoon.  The rule at the jail was that if one got in 
before supper, that counted as a day, and on one's last day one got out 
right after breakfast.  In fact, then, my daddy's two days just amounted to 
overnighting i n jail.  Even so, he was annoyed at the perceived injustice of 
it all, so he did something that is really hard to believe.  The towels in the 
shower room had "Toronto Don Jail" written on them, just like in a hotel.  
My daddy wrapped one of those towels ar ound his middle, put his shirt 
over it, and walked out with it.  He stole the towel out of the jail.   I saw 
the towel, and the audacity of it took my breath away.  Somehow, I had 
my doubts that what he had done was entirely polite and civilized and 
canadian. 
 
 ******************** 
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JOHN DIEFENBAKER RISES TO THE OCCASION 
 
During my years in Ottawa I occasionally went up to Parliament Hill to hear 
the House of Commons.  The preferred time was the question period, 
which is basically an opportunity for the opp osition to try to embarrass the 
ruling party.  The exchanges tended to be much shorter and sharper than 
during regular debates.  
 One day in the summer of 1969 a couple of american friends were 
visiting, and I suggested that we go up to hear the question pe riod.  From 
down in the lobby I phoned my member of parliament to request passes to 
the members' gallery, which provided a better view than the public gallery 
at the end of the chamber.  Our member was in the ruling Liberal Party, so 
that he gave us passes on the side facing the government benches.  Even 
so, by leaning over the railing we could see the first two rows of the 
opposition benches. 
 I drew my friends' attention to an old man in the opposition front 
bench, the legendary John Diefenbaker, famed fo r his rhetoric in 
Parliament.  And as they were leaning forward to see him in person, as if 
on cue, John Diefenbaker rose to address the honourable members.  
Assuming his Old Testament aspect, he pointed a shaking, accusatory 
finger across at the iniquitou s Liberals and intoned something about "our 
sacred british institutions".  
 My friends were appropriately slack -jawed.  It was as if Winston 
Churchill had risen and promised to fight to the bitter end on the hilltops 
and the beaches. 
 
 ******************** 
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DROWNING IN THE RIDEAU RIVER 
 
The day after we visited Parliament, my friends and I went for a swim in 
the Rideau River.  That had been one of my regular summertime haunts as 
a child.  The summer that I turned 11 I think I went there just about every 
day.  One day I came back with a terrible case of sinus congestion, and 
ever since I have had to be careful when swimming in freshwater, so that I 
don't to let it get into my nose.  I have tried various kinds of noseplugs in 
order to keep my hands free when I  dive, but I finally had to conclude that 
the only way to be sure was to hold my nose with one hand and use just 
one for swimming.  That takes a lot of fun out of swimming, and I haven't 
gone into freshwater nearly as much since that summer day in 1960.  F orty 
years later I found that I was under no such restriction when diving in the 
Caxiuanã River, a blackwater tributary of the Amazon.  
 We were at the end of our swim in the Rideau, and I was just coming 
out of the water, while the others were already dres sed, when Dave 
"Roguer" Stanley yelled to me that a guy had just gone under over there.  I 
looked, and sure enough, there was someone just under the water surface 
right beyond a sudden drop-off.  I dove under and hauled him to the 
surface.  In primary scho ol we had had films and exercises in life -saving, 
which I reviewed in my head as I kept the unconscious guy afloat, 
struggling to get him toward shore.  
 There was a fair current going away from the beach, and with my 
burden I was making no headway.  It was a tiring business.  I had a keen 
sense of how much strength I had left and was soberly watching the 
approach of that point where I would have just enough left to save myself. 
 Then I was going to let him go.  Then, just before it reached that point, 
some kids came along with an inner tube and saved us both.  
 Stumbling onto shore, I was too exhausted to attempt artificial 
respiration, but there were others ready to do that.  I and my friends went 
home, and I never did find out if the careless non -swimmer li ved or died.  
One thing was certain, though.  I was mighty pissed off at him, because I 
was dreadfully sick with sinus problems for a day or two.  
 
 ******************** 
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WESTWARD WITH $15 
 
In the summer of 1969 I was all by myself in Ottawa, unemployed an d 
almost broke.  My parents were out of town for a while, and prospects 
were looking decidedly grim.  I had a job waiting for me in the Okanagan 
Valley, almost at the other end of Canada, if I wanted it, and one day I 
decided to make my move.  I had all of  $15, and there was no sense in 
waiting around in hopes of a job in Ottawa in the next couple of days.  
 So I hit the road.  I got someone to take me out to the Trans -Canada 
Highway, and I hitchhiked my way west.  It took about four days, and I got 
there ju st as I was down to my last dollar.  
 
 ******************** 
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A FREIGHT TRAIN IN BROAD DAYLIGHT 
 
When the job in the Okanagan Valley was finished, I could afford a bus or 
train ticket back east, but what for?  I was used to hitchhiking and 
preferred to save  the money.  An associate of my boss was going as far as 
Calgary, a good piece of the way, and from there I continued in mostly 
smaller pieces until I got to Kenora, on the western edge of Ontario.  
 There I got stuck.  It wasn't a good place to hitchhike.  There were no 
good chances for the motorists to look one over at a slow part of the road, 
and there were hitchhikers spread out along the stretch leaving town.  I 
was there for more than a day.  Some of the other luckless individuals told 
stories of peopl e who had been unable to escape from just such a situation 
and had ended up settling down in Kenora, a prospect that filled me with 
horror.  
 On the second day I fell in with another young fellow from Ottawa who 
told me that he was going to hop a freight tr ain that night.  I could join 
him if I like.  Now, that was more like it.  In the evening we went around 
to visit a former teacher of his who took us out for chinese food, a good 
way to set us up, and after nightfall my friend Ken and I went down to the 
yards, where I hopped my first freight train.  (I had been on freight trains 
before, but always as part of a job moving cattle, all perfectly legal.)  
 We got a good ride that took us to somewhere north of the head of 
Lake Superior, and then our train decline d to move anymore, so we 
hitchhiked some more.  Then, somewhere around the Lakehead (north 
edge of Lake Superior), we got stuck in another small town.  After several 
hours trying to get out, we figured this was not the way to make progress 
and we had bette r see that the railway had to offer.  
 In small places, riding freight trains is not a very tricky business.  The 
risk of being caught is small, and one just has to be sensible and take some 
basic precautions.  We eased on down to the yards and entered into  
conversation with a brakeman.  Was there an eastbound coming through 
here any time this afternoon?  Yes, there would be one in about an hour 
and a half.  And what about cops?  "No, he's off duty."  
 Under those circumstances, we saw no reason whatsoever to hide in the 
bushes.  In fact, we went right in and sat down in the waiting room for the 
passenger trains, two moderately scruffy young hoboes with duffel bags.  
There were legitimate passengers in there, but they didn't pay us any 
particular mind until ou r eastbound arrived.  Then we went out, got the 
engineer's permission to ride his train, and we climbed up into the last 
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engine and sat there, leaning out the window in broad daylight.  We could 
see the passengers inside, waiting for their train and room l ooking at us, 
thinking "Of all the bloody cheek."  
 
 ******************** 
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A MINORITY OF TWO 
 
In the Philippines unfamiliar foreigners are customarily addressed as "Joe". 
 This evidently comes from the presence of many american soldiers (GI 
Joe) during World War II and later.  Some of the foreigners I knew there 
(1981-1987) disliked this habit, but most of us warmed to it and took to 
addressing each other as Joe.  It even became a sort of title.  If one 
wanted to speak of Greg Hall, for example, he was Joe Greg, and I was 
happy to be Joe Chris. 
 After a while it occurred to me that we should have a counterpart form 
of address for the locals, and I quickly settled on "Bill".  I got the idea from 
the great blues guitarist Albert King, who cannot be bothered to  learn 
names and just calls most men Bill.  
 There was a precedent for this.  When Henry Miller -- at one time my 
favourite writer and one that I continue to hold in affection -- lived in Paris 
in the 1930s, he and his friends decided it was an unnecessary nuisance to 
address each other by individual names, so everyone became Joe.  My 
distant cousin Allen J. Starbuck and I found this practice attractive and 
took to calling each other Moe, which we still do after 40 years.  
 One day in 1970, Moe & I were in th e Toronto airport on standby, 
having trouble getting onto a plane and airborne to Cleveland.  Standing in 
line, making yet another try at yet another plane, we went into a 
spontaneous routine:  
"You know why they're discriminating against us?" 
"No, why?" 
"It's because we're black." 
"This is so." 
 Then we would switch roles:  
"You know why they're discriminating against us?" 
"No, why?" 
"It's because we're jewish." 
"This is so." 
 And so on, through homosexual, communist and who knows what else, 
until we decided  to give it a rest.  At that point someone behind us 
remarked amiably "It must be tough being a left -handed black jewish 
homosexual communist."  And Moe & I turned around and responded in 
emphatic simultaneity "This is SO!"  
 
 ******************** 
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THE 20-YEAR-OLD TOEJAM WINTHROP JUNKIE 
 
I liked Cleveland so well that I decided to stay for a while and got a job in 
an aluminium foundry on the west side.  My job was to take care of one 
furnace, making sure it stayed full of molten aluminium at the right 
temperature.  As long as I did that and the moulds at the other end kept 
filling for the guys on the assembly line, all was well.  
 It was solitary work.  I would stand up on a platform in front of my 
furnace, with a face mask that kept my head from baking, and s ing Tom 
Rush and Janis Joplin songs.  No one could hear me over the roar, and no 
one could see my face through the glare off my mask, so I was all alone.  I 
had long hair, which would occasionally catch on fire if I let it get outside 
of the mask, and on t hose occasions I would smell it and step back to put 
out the fire.  The job suited me so well that sometimes when the break 
guy came around to spell me I would signal to him I didn't want to go on 
break, so he should give it to someone else.  
 Sitting at lu nch break one day I was shocked by something one of the 
older workers said.  He noted that he had only nine years to go to 
retirement.  The bottom dropped out of my stomach.  I was just 20 at the 
time, and the idea of remaining a factory worker for a whole  nine more 
years just waiting for retirement -- for what? -- was too astounding to 
contemplate.  I had no thought of staying in aluminium until I was old.  
 One day Moe and I decided to visit our old high school in southeastern 
Ohio.  That was a fateful vis it.  In the course of it we rambled extensively 
over the hills, as in the old days.  On one of these rambles we went by the 
settlement of Slabtown.  Now, a nice little creek runs through Slabtown, 
and during our high-school years I had drunk from it on mor e than one 
occasion.  As we passed it this day I decided to take a drink.  That was 
really rather foolhardy, as it ran through farmland, and Moe told me I 
really shouldn't drink from it.  I heeded him not.  
 Back in Cleveland a few days later, I started hav ing some peculiar 
nausea and other symptoms, which got progressively worse.  I went by the 
Case Western Reserve University Hospital, where Moe and most of our 
housemates worked as orderlies, to see what they could make of it.  At 
first they thought it was mononucleosis and were treating me for that, but 
then one of my tests said something quite different: Typhoid fever.  They 
immediately put me in a room by myself.  
 Typhoid fever was by no means common in Ohio at that time -- and 
probably even less so now -- so that I was an object of considerable 



33 

interest in a teaching hospital.  The doctors would bring the medical 
students around on rounds to have a look at me, which I didn't mind at all.  
 One of my doctors had a clipboard with "Salk" in big letters on the  back. 
 I thought he was quite a funny guy and maybe I should get a clipboard and 
put "Darwin" on it.  After all, this was only about 20 years since Jonas Salk 
had all but wiped out poliomyelitis with his vaccine, and it was still a very 
famous name.  Then Moe and I learned from one of the nurses that it was 
no joke.  This was Dr Peter Salk, son of the great Jonas.  However, she told 
us, we shouldn't bring that up with him, as he was rather sensitive about it. 
 This set Moe and me off on a round of imaginar y questions for the younger 
man.  "Dr Salk, what have you discovered lately?"  "Dr Salk, are you as great 
as your daddy?"  We played with these and other possibilities in the nurse's 
presence, while she looked daggers at us. 
 I was in a lot of pain.  Dr Sa lk tried out a number of analgesics on me, 
some of which I abandoned because I preferred the pain to the bad trip 
they gave me.  After a few days, though, he hit on one, Talwin, that did 
the trick nicely.  It removed the pain and didn't get me more than a little 
stoned.  He told me I could have it every three hours as needed.  It came 
as a little pink pill with a groove across the middle on one side and the 
legend "Winthrop" on the other.  
 So I lay there in the hospital for two or three weeks, popping 
Winthrops.  I was in bed for so long that when the fever was finally beaten 
and it was time to get myself moving again in preparation to leave the 
hospital I found that I couldn't walk.  My feet and legs were so weak that I 
needed help at first just to amble do wn the hall, and even after that I was 
reduced to a careful shuffle for a while as I exercised to bring back my 
strength.  
 Then came the day to go back into the real world.  The pain was quite 
manageable by that time, but I had clearly developed a dependen ce on my 
Winthrops.  When Dr Salk came to say goodbye I protested.  "But, Doctor, 
you can't just let me go like this.  I'm hooked on this stuff."  He chuckled 
and assured me that it wasn't addictive, but I insisted that he should 
humour me.  So he gave me 15 of them, and I took myself off it over the 
next five days.  It wasn't a hard addiction to beat, but it had to be faced.  
 Six months later I read in a newspaper that Talwin had been put on the 
addictive list.  Dr Salk, are you reading this?  
 
 ******************** 
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"DO YOU DIG THE MOTHERS?" 
 
After typhoid fever and being a Winthrop junkie, I was invited to take up 
my old job in the Okanagan Valley of British Columbia.  I took a plane to 
Calgary and then went to the train station to get a train the rest of  the 
way. 
 In the train station there was a substantial record store, so I got to 
looking through them, even though I didn't have a record player and had 
zero probability of buying anything.  Looking through the rock section -- 
ludicrously labeled "teen hi ts" -- I found that they had a fairly impressive 
selection of Frank Zappa & the Mothers of Invention.  As I was looking at 
these, the manager, a wizened old codger, came over to see what I had in 
mind.  Looking at the records under review he astounded me b y asking 
very seriously "Do you dig the Mothers?" 
 I was so beautifully incongruous that I wanted to laugh out loud, but 
that would have been rude, so I evenly told him that indeed I did.  After a 
pause it occurred to me that I should be reciprocal and so asked "Do you?"  
He gravely assured me that he did, as well, and that was the end of the 
conversation.  
 Later I realized that I had missed an opportunity.  I should have 
engaged him in further conversation in an effort to map the extent and 
pattern of his youthful enthusiasms.  Between us, we could have abolished 
the generation gap then and there.  
 
 ******************** 
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I'VE NEVER BEEN IN PRISON 
 
I've never been in prison.  Now, let me qualify that.  I have been inside 
several prison buildings, but always  just visiting.  It is a damn interesting 
experience to be inside a maximum -security prison and know you can leave 
any time you please.  Bang on the wall, "Guard, I'm going now."  They have 
to let you go.  The brother you came to see will be staying a whil e. 
 My job in the Okanagan Valley turned out not to be all I expected, so in 
the summer of 1970 I quit and started hitchhiking to Toronto, over 2000 
miles away.  Outside of Calgary I got lucky.  Jim was mighty good 
company, and he was going all the way to Toronto.  We spent the next 
couple of days breezing across Alberta and Saskatchewan, talking of all 
manner of things, stopping when we felt like it, sleeping in the car or 
under the trees.  But then, at Brandon, Manitoba, our luck ran out.  Car 
trouble, no t the kind that gets fixed quickly.  I hung around there for three 
days, and then I wished Jim all the best and headed down to the railway.  
 The Trans-Canada Railway is a single main line all across the prairies 
and deep into Ontario, so all I needed was a n eastbound that would take 
me to the other side of Lake Superior.  And luck was with me.  As I came 
down the embankment, an eastbound came rolling in, nice and slow.  
Because there is just one line, the trains are often very long, a mile or 
more, pulled b y three or four engines working together.  Customarily, guys 
like me rode in the last engine.  No boxcars for us.  
 Of course, you don't ride a man's train without his permission, but I was 
never denied it.  The fireman was sitting at the window of the firs t engine, 
so I put on an interrogatory face and pointed to the last engine.  He turned 
and spoke to someone I couldn't see, and then nodded to me, and that was 
that.  I climbed up and was on my way.  
 It was dark as we came into Winnipeg.  I had been sittin g up and 
watching the prairie night go by, but now I sat down on the floor.  In those 
days Winnipeg was one of four cities in Canada that we hoboes feared, as 
the railway police were especially tough.  So I sat there, out of sight, 
waiting for the train to  get to the other side of town.  The train slowed 
down as we entered the freight yard, then slowed even some more, which 
I thought was uncalled for.  Then it came to a complete stop right in the 
middle of the freight yards, and a dreadful realization came over me.  This 
train was not continuing.  It was going to sit right here, maybe for days.  
 There was only one thing to do.  I had to get out and find another 
eastbound in a hurry.  So I was discreetly walking about, hoping to find a 
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brakeman or someone not in uniform to point me to my train, when a car 
screeched to a stop beside me, and an officer invited me to get in.  What 
was I supposed to do?  Go scampering about in unfamiliar territory in the 
nighttime, hauling a duffel bag, still looking for that east bound train?  No, I 
did the courteous thing and accepted his offer.  
 Then we proceeded through those vast freight yards toward the office 
where he would process his arrest.  He said I had been going to hop a train, 
hadn't I?, and I allowed that that was so .  He didn't ask if I had just gotten 
off of a train, and I saw no reason to burden him with this intelligence.  
Thinking out loud, the officer regretted having to take me in, but if he let 
me go I would just go back in there and get on one of his trains.  This was 
accurate, but he hadn't directly asked me, so I was silent.  
 One could understand his regret.  He was a middle -aged man, quite 
likely with kids about my age.  And this was the Canadian National Railway 
which routinely sent trespassers up for the maximum 30 days.  For once in 
my life, I had my wits about me.  "You know, Officer" I said as we slowed 
down to approach the front office, "the Trans -Canada Highway is just a few 
miles from here.  It would be easy for you to run me out there, but too far 
for me to walk back to your freight yard.  I could hitchhike from there."  
He thought about that for a moment and allowed that I had a point, so, 
instead of stopping at the office, he picked up speed and drove right out 
the gate.  He took me to the highway,  and I was free to go.  He even shook 
my hand as he wished me good luck. 
 He was a French Canadian, and even now, almost 40 years later, I can 
hear his parting words to me.  "It is a good ting de sergeant didn't catch 
you, or you would be spending some tim e in Winneepeg." 
 
 ******************** 
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THE RIGHT MAN FOR THE JOB 
 
I was once a dean and a half, for about three hours.  The School of 
Continuing Studies at the University of the West Indies was about to hold 
its graduation ceremony, and my dean couldn't  attend.  Or maybe he just 
preferred not to.  In any event, he couldn't very well be unrepresented at 
such an event, so he asked me to go in his stead.  Then the deputy dean 
found out about it and asked me to represent him as well.  
 I had thought I would g o in, sit inconspicuously somewhere in the back, 
and then leave just as inconspicuously after no more than half and hour.  It 
didn't work out that way.  I was a dean and a half, which meant I had to sit 
up in the front row, facing the dais.  
 It was a big graduating class, and the delivery of diplomas went on for a 
very long time.  After a bit I noticed something about Max Richards, 
principal of our campus (later the fifth president of Trinidad & Tobago), 
who was handing out the diplomas.  Everyone else up t here was plainly 
bored out of his skull, and I have no doubt that Max was too, but he didn't 
show it.  Far from it.  As each of the hundreds of graduands approached, 
Max made eye contact and leaned forward ever so slightly, with just a hint 
of excitement, to shake hands.  Over and over again, hundreds of times.  
 I turned to deputy principal Compton Bourne and remarked on how 
good Max was at his ceremonial duties.  And my mind turned back to a 
similar situation many years ago.  Every New Year's morning the Governor 
General of Canada has a levée, to which all canadian men (as well as a few 
high-ranking women and the diplomatic corps) are invited.  One New Year's 
eve in the early 1970s I had a novel idea.  I was a Canadian and of age, and 
I took a notion to go to the levée.  Early morning in Ottawa at that time of 
year is of course miserably cold, and to this day I have no idea why I didn't 
just stay in bed when the time came, rather than pouring myself into a suit 
and taking the bus to Parliament Hill, but I we nt.  
 I was very much out of my element.  I saw one person that I knew, the 
famous portrait photographer Yousuf Karsh.  (I'm not claiming that he knew 
me, just that I had met and spoken with him a few times.)  And I certainly 
didn't know the drill, so I jus t watched the people who looked like they 
belonged, and did as they did.  It came time to be presented to the 
Governor General, Roland Michener.  We all got into line, and it was 
requested that one have two of one's business card for the sergeant -at-
arms at the door to the great hall.  Like the few other working -class types 
who had no such thing, I was given two blank cards on which to write my 
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name.  One went into the record, and the other was passed to the officer 
standing beside the Governor General.  
 My turn came.  The officer picked up my card and declaimed "Mr 
Christopher Starr".  I approached, and the Governor General leaned 
forward to shake my hand, saying "How do you do, Mr Starr?" like he really, 
really wanted to know.  I was perhaps 200th in line,  but in that moment I 
had the unshakeable impression that he had been waiting all that time just 
to meet me.  And as I walked on to the waiting tables of rum toddy, I 
shook my head in wonder.  Roland Michener was good at his job.  
 
 ******************** 
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THE GUY WHO LOOKED LIKE WILLIE 
 
Everyone has certainly had the experience of looking at someone and 
thinking that she/he bore a certain resemblance to someone familiar.  And 
occasionally one notices a third person who looks like this second person.  
Does person C then look like person A?  Certainly not, as you have probably 
noticed.  There is no such transitivity.  
 In one of my classes in undergraduate school was a student who I 
thought looked like my second cousin Willie Starr, whom I usually did not 
see from one year to the next.  This was passingly amusing, but not worthy 
of any special notice.  Then I was at a football game, the University of 
Guelph was playing my university's Carleton Ravens, and while we were all 
wandering around during half -time I noti ced an unfamiliar human being.  
My train of thought after that is clearly remembered:  
 "Oh look, there's someone who looks like the guy who looks like Willie.  
Isn't that funny?  But why is the guy who looks like the guy who looks like 
Willie looking at me  oddly?  Oh my goodness, it's Willie!" 
 
 ******************** 
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A CELEBRATION OF JOHN DAVID THOMAS'S FIERCE TEARS 
 
As a young fellow, I had a much-appreciated record of Dylan Thomas 
reading his own poems.  He was a masterful declaimer.  Around that same 
ti me, I was reading a book by Brendan Behan -- another writer who drank 
himself to death -- and came upon a short disquisition on irish whiskey.  
Well, I thought, I like a little drink every now and then, and I believe I'll 
give irish whiskey a try.  So I we nt down to the local booze store to ask 
about it, and there I was introduced to Bushmill's.  I found it to be mighty 
tasty, and for a while Bushmill's nine -years-old was my preferred tipple.  
 I think it might have been around 1970 that Moe visited Ottawa.  I 
happened to have a bottle of Bushmill's on hand, and he and I were having 
a drink of an evening while listening to Dylan Thomas reading his own.  
Now, one of his best-known poems, "Do Not Go Gentle into That Good 
Night", is about the approaching death o f his father.  John David Thomas 
had been the local school teacher in Dylan's youth, a towering figure of 
authority, but now he was an old man near death, a shadow of his former 
self.  The theme of the poem is is "Okay, Dad, we know that you're on the 
way out, and there's nothing anybody can do about it, but do not accept it. 
 Don't go gently.  Be your old self and fight it to the bitter end."  
 The last verse is 
  "And you, my father, there on the sad height,  
  Curse, bless me now with your fierce tears, I pray.  
  Do not go gentle into that good night.  
  Rage, rage against the dying of the light."  
 And in the very same instant, as Moe and I sat there sipping Bushmill's 
nine-years-old, we were struck with the same grand inspiration: We were 
drinking John David Thomas's fierce tears. 
 Ever since that moment, we refer to Bushmills as Fierce Tears and 
consider the drinking of it a sort of sacrament.  We have a sort of a dream 
about it.  We are in a fancy hotel restaurant and the waiter -- somehow, 
we always think  of him as coming from somewhere in the Far East -- comes 
over to us.  One of us takes the waiter's hand, look into his eyes and 
intones with consummate solemnity "Curse, bless me now with your fierce 
tears I pray."  Then the waiter very briskly says "Very  good, Sirs" and goes 
off to get us two lovely glasses of Bushmill's nine -years-old.  Realistically, 
that will probably never happen.  
 
 ******************** 
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BE NICE TO THE MOTHER 
 
When you're courting a lady, always be nice to her mother.  The mother 
can make or break you.  Show sympathy for her views on life, no matter 
how bone-headed they may seem.  If you're dining at their place and the 
mother offers you a second helping of something, show enthusiasm and put 
it away with warm appreciation.  As a young man I developed this cardinal 
rule on my own.  No one had to tell me.  Somehow, I just knew it.  
 Long ago and far away, I was courting a lady of the Irish Catholic 
persuasion who did, in fact, become the first Mrs Starr.  Oftentimes of an 
evening I would be over at the house, and her mother would say "Chris, 
Anne and I are going to mass.  Would you like to come?"  Now, a strictly 
truthful answer would have been along the lines of "Actually, Mrs Regan, I'd 
rather stick needles in my eyes", but when you're co urting a lady you have 
to be nice to the mother, so instead I always said "Well, yes, Ma'am, I 
believe I would."  
 We always sat about halfway back in the large church with a fair -sized 
congregation.  Of course I was not praying, so I occupied myself in 
observing human behaviour.  There is a great deal of standing up and 
sitting back down in mass, and I wondered how the people knew when to 
stand and when to sit.  I soon saw that there was a pew of oldsters in the 
front, and the congregation just followed the ir cue.  
 Okay, but how did the oldsters know when to stand and sit?  The priest 
didn't make any apparent gesture, and he certainly didn't say "Stand up" or 
"Sit down".  I observed some more, and in time I found that whenever the 
oldsters stood it was right  after the priest had used a certain phrase -- I 
believe it was "Thus saith the Lord -- something innocuous that could be 
slipped in just about anywhere.  And before they sat he said one of two 
other phrases. 
 I sat through a couple more masses, making sure I had it right, and then 
I didn't bother waiting for the oldsters to make their move.  If the priest 
gave the "stand" signal, I stood, and if he gave the "sit" signal I sat.  Now, 
at 21 I was a lot quicker than the oldsters, so I was on my feet or seated  
before them.  And the people around and behind me got to following my 
cue and not waiting for the oldsters.  I became the pace -setter for half of 
the congregation.  And the amazing thing was that neither my intended 
and her mother nor anybody else ever qu estioned it.  Some of those folks 
had undoubtedly been Catholics for decades, yet no one questioned that I 
knew when to stand and sit and they didn't.  



42 

 As you can well imagine, I would have loved to take half of the 
congregation up at a very inappropriate moment, throw the whole place 
into confusion.  But I never did, because that would have pissed off Mrs 
Regan.  And when you're courting a lady always, always, always be nice to 
the mother.  
 
 ******************** 
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MY DADDY DRIVES THE ANTI-WAR TRUCK 
 
In the late 1960s and into the 1970s the ever -present political question all 
over the world was the war in Vietnam.  By about 1969, the anti -war 
movement was well organized and able to mount a major spring and fall 
mobilization every year in many north -american cities.  In Ottawa the 
organizing arm of the movement consisted mainly of young radicals, led by 
the trotskyist Young Socialists, of which I was a member.  
 As the time for the 1971 spring mobilization approached, I was present 
at some of the organizing mee tings.  One day a mundane but difficult 
question arose: Who would rent and drive the sound truck for the march?  
We had plenty of people who knew how to drive, but one had to be at 
least 25 to rent the truck, and none of us was that old.  After we had sat in 
puzzled silence for a few seconds, I hazarded a suggestion: "Why don't you 
ask my dad?" 
 Some of the comrades guffawed.  After all, it was well known that 
parents were not on our side.  But then they saw that I was serious, and 
Bert Keser said "Yes, I know Chris's father.  He's cool.  Let's ask him." 
 So it was that my daddy rented and drove the sound truck in the spring 
mobilization that year.  And for a while afterward the comrades were in a 
sort of puzzled awe of me.  I was someone whose father was ac tually on 
our side. 
 
 ******************** 
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BOB HOLLIS WANTS TO MAKE ME 
 
When I was about 15 I was at a demonstration against nuclear weapons 
outside La Macaza, Québec.  It lasted the weekend, and we all crashed in 
somebody's big house.  It was interesting to meet a whole lot of old and 
young peaceniks, some of whom had come from quite a distance.  One of 
these was Bob Hollis, a middle-aged veteran of the peace movements.  We 
got along very well and kept in touch by letter over the next few years.  
 When I was 20 years old, Bob suggested that I might like to spend a 
week or two in New York.  I could stay at his place and explore the city, 
and we would socialize when he wasn't working.  Any time I was ready, he 
would send me a bus ticket.  Spring Break was coming up, and I was 
curious about New York, so we made arrangements. 
 Bob met me at the bus station in Manhattan, and we took the ferry over 
to his place in Staten Island, passing by the Statue of Liberty on the way.  I 
had a grand week in New York, but wha t really stands out is something 
that was entirely unplanned, at least by me.  Soon after I got there, Bob 
and I stayed up late into the night, talking at top speed and drinking sticky -
sweet Mogen David wine.  By and by I said good night and staggered off to 
bed. 
 The next thing I knew, Bob was in bed with me and getting really close. 
 Geez, he was trying to make me.  In my befuddled state I wasn't entirely 
sure what was wrong with this picture, but I had this feeling that 
something definitely wasn't right.   I protested to Bob that what was going 
on was untoward.  What was wrong with it? he wanted to know.  Well, for 
one thing, I told him, I'm straight.  Are you sure? he asked.  And the bitch 
of it was that I was so damn drunk that I was not sure, although I  was 
convinced that there was something that would prove that I was really and 
truly of the heterosexual persuasion.  Rarely have I wracked my brain so 
hard for something that I thought must surely be there, if only I could 
grasp it, like Richard Burton af ter he heard the wind chimes in Who's 
Afraid of Virginia Woolf?  
 And then a fact occurred to me.  "Bob, I just remembered.  I have a 
girlfriend.  Yes, I most definitely have a girlfriend.  So, I am unquestionably 
straight.  I'm sure about it."  
 And that was that.  Bob was a gentleman about it, but I could tell he 
was disappointed. 
 
 ******************** 
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HANGING OUT IN MARINE SHIPPING 
 
In the summer of 1971, I had a job in the marine shipping section of the 
canadian government.  The government was very good about finding and 
making jobs for students, so few of us were unemployed during the 
summers.  The following two summers, my last as an undergraduate, I was 
the research assistant for spiders in the Canadian National Collection of 
Arthropods, a really dand y job that has left me with a lifelong affection for 
little eight -legged creatures.  But my time in marine shipping was just a 
job.  
 Still, it was a pleasant one.  We occupied one great big floor of a 
building in downtown Ottawa.  On our side of the buildi ng the floor was, 
for the most part, not divided into separate offices.  Rather, there were 
dividers that only partly separated the various desks.  And my desk was 
right out in the open, behind the receptionist at the entrance.  
 I had been accustomed to working in industry, with decidedly different 
norms of efficiency than in the civil service.  My first day in marine 
shipping, my boss put me to work sorting and moving a mass of material in 
a storage room.  He apparently figured that would occupy me for the  rest 
of the day and was taken aback when I came back an hour and a half later 
and asked what I should do next.  Without saying so directly, he let me 
know that I might like to slow down a bit.  
 In time I realized that, as far as my boss was concerned, the  principal 
reason in giving me that job was so that I could earn enough to go back to 
school in the fall.  If I happened to do some work that aided the enterprise 
of canadian shipping, fine, but that wasn't the main reason I was being 
paid.  He was quite o pen about this.  And this was no wild -eyed radical; he 
was a middle-aged career civil servant and looked the part.  
 I had friends with comparable jobs in the civil service who, when there 
was nothing for them to do, were obliged to pretend to be busy.  The re 
was none of that in marine shipping.  I would bring a book to work and, if 
my services weren't required, would sit and read at my desk behind the 
receptionist, in full view of everone coming in.  Sometimes one of the 
captains, noticing that I was availa ble, would ask my boss to borrow me for 
some task, but more often the people would just glance at what I was 
reading and keep walking.  One day I was sitting there reading the 
Communist Manifesto  when a captain looked over my shoulder.  "What are 
you reading there, Chris.  Oh, the Communist Manifesto ."  And on he 
walked, just like that.  
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 One morning my boss took me aside as I came in and confided "Look, 
Chris, that shelving we ordered still hasn't come in, and frankly there's 
nothing for you to do.  So, why  don't you just go out that side exit over 
there and go swimming or something?  Come to think of it, don't bother 
coming in tomorrow either.  We'll cover for you."  
 I wish I could remember his name.  
 
 ******************** 
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A SERGEANT VIOLATES GOYA'S GIRLFRIEND 
 
Every year in undergraduate school I acted in the spanish plays.  These 
were organized, I believe, by the Dep't of French & Spanish, and were 
quite a big deal.  We performed every night for about a week, and during 
two years we were invited to unive rsities elsewhere in Canada to put on 
our plays. 
 One of the plays, El Sueño de la Razón was about the painter Goya and 
the difficulties he suffered as a liberal in a reactionary society.  I played 
the sergeant of a semi -official royalist goon squad that w ent to intimidate 
Goya into silence.  We kicked in his front door, and my minions dragged 
him into another room to humiliate him, while I grabbed his girlfriend and 
violated her behind the couch in the living room.  The audience could hear 
us and could see my boots and her bare feet as I took her against her will.  
 On the first night, I stood up with disheveled clothes and a satisfied 
grin, and the audience laughed.  I was appalled.  I was supposed to be a 
mean, swinish son-of-a-bitch, and they thought I wa s funny.  I made damn 
sure that in subsequent performances they found no humour in my 
character.  
 
 ******************** 
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"SHE KNOWS SHE'S WRONG" 
 
During the last days of 1971, I was at a political convention in Montreal.  
After the last session, on New Year's eve, a bunch of us were sitting in a 
car downtown, ready to ride back to Ottawa.  A light snow was falling, and 
the air was replete with advancing revelry.  
 On the sidewalk beside us, an old Englishman and a young woman were 
having a political debate.   She put forth her points earnestly, but he was 
just baiting her, and it worked.  After a time, she got fed up and stalked 
away. 
 The old Englishman, plainly very pleased with himself, just stood there 
on the sidewalk, saying over and over to everyone pas sing by and even to 
no one in particular "She knows she's wrong.  She knows she's wrong.  She 
knows she's wrong."  That was ever so amusing, and I got to imitating him 
in different intonations from the back seat of the car.  "She knows she's 
wrong.  She knows she's wrong.  She knows she's wrong."  And so forth.  
After a bit the old Englishman noticed this and started walking toward the 
car.  He had an insane gleam in his eye, and I feared violence.  I started 
discreetly winding up the window.  It was most o f the way up, but not 
quite shut, when he was right there in my face, still with that mad gleam.  
 But he just said "You speak terrible English" and turned and walked 
away down the street.  
 Every now and then -- especially when a certain individual speaks u p in 
staff meeting -- I still hear that Englishman insisting with satisfied 
conviction "She knows she's wrong." 
 
 ******************** 
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A PHONE CALL IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT 
 
During my last years as an undergraduate I was a stalwart of the Young 
Socialists, Canada's trotskyist youth group.  The authorities definitely 
frowned on us, and during the application of the War Measures Act in late 
1970 some of the comrades in Montreal were interned.  In Ottawa they 
didn't detain any of us, but Ray Smith was tail ed for a couple of days, and I 
was pretty sure the phone was bugged at my house.  
 In 1971 Anne Maureen Regan became the first Mrs Starr, which meant 
that I married into the Regan family.  These were not radical folks but 
members of the ruling Liberal Party .  Annie's father, Walter, was the head 
of personnel for the federal Dep't of Justice, and her uncle Gerry was the 
premier of Nova Scotia.  
 In the summer of 1972 we took an extended driving tour of the 
maritime provinces, a part of Canada I had not visited  before (or since).  
To our regret, we had to turn back without reaching Newfoundland, but we 
visited the other three provinces, including a grand several days in Prince 
Edward Island. 
 We were expected by the Regans in Halifax, Nova Scotia, but we 
arrived to find that that our aunt and uncle were away.  (It was later made 
public that they were negotiating something or other with Aristotle 
Onassis.)  No matter.  The housekeeper made us welcome.  As she settled 
us in the master bedroom, she pointed to teleph one by the bed.  "That is 
the hot line" she told us.  "It only rings in cases of nuclear war or similarly 
momentous events.  If it does, don't answer it."  You can be sure I took her 
words to heart.  After all, I was a known subversive, and for all I knew if I 
took cognizance or some big state secret they would have to kill me.  
 In the middle of the night -- you see where this story is going -- that 
very phone rang.  I sleepily reached for it, but Annie was quicker.  I was 
jolted awake by her full -strength grip on my wrist and a hissed "Don't touch 
it!"  We heard the housekeeper take the call in another room.  
 At breakfast in the morning we were of course very curious.  Annie 
mentioned casually to the housekeeper that she thought the phone had 
rung in the ni ghttime.  Without asking directly, we hoped she would tell 
us.  What was the national disaster, comparable to nuclear war, that had 
made the hot line ring?  And she did.  The labour -affiliated New 
Democratic Party had won the provincial election in British  Columbia. 
 
 ******************** 
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MY ONE MOMENT OF GLORY 
 
In the summers after my last two years of undergraduate school, I worked 
as the research assistant for the spider experts at the Canadian National 
Collection.  While my main interest continued to b e in social insects, as a 
graduate student at Kansas I did Robert E. Beer's course in the biology of 
arachnids and was very receptive when I noted that the American 
Arachnological Society would be meeting that year in nearby Warrensburg, 
Missouri. 
 On the first day of the meeting, as I was entering the building, I noticed 
an elderly man who looked familiar to me.  I was fairly sure I had seen his 
picture in a book about spiders.  I approached and asked him in French 
"Excuse me, Sir, but aren't you Professor Bonnet?"  Indeed he was, Pierre 
Bonnet, the dean of living spider specialists.  And he was glad to meet me, 
because he spoke only French and Spanish and so had little conversation 
with most of the colleagues present.  
 During a coffee break a couple of day s later, Bonnet wanted to talk 
with the american luminary Benjamin J. Kaston.  The best French speaker 
was nowhere to be seen, and the best Spanish speaker was occupied in a 
business meeting, so he came to me.  That was how I, an unknown 
student, came to b e standing in the middle of the coffee break, translating 
from Bonnet to Kaston, from Kaston to Bonnet.  A crowd gathered, the 
people hanging on my every word, as I translated from Bonnet to Kaston 
and back to Bonnet.  It was positively my moment of glory,  although it was 
all too short.   I was not amused when the president came out and 
called us all back into the session.  
 
 ******************** 
 



51 

A PRAIRIE HOME NUTHOUSE 
 
During my years in Kansas I was friendly with Yong Sonii Lee.  He was doing 
1 to 10 in  the state penitentiary at Lansing.  One day Sonii decided that he 
wanted a change of scenery, so he pulled a nut act and was transferred to 
the prison wing of an insane asylum in western Kansas.  That sort of thing 
was apparently not uncommon, as Sonii to ld me that there were only two 
genuine nuts in his entire ward.  Never having been in such a place, I 
thought this would be a good time to pay him a visit.  
 After a pleasant drive over the prairie, I reached the town and was 
directed to the asylum.  It was  a big place of many buildings, looking 
rather like a college campus except that most of the doors were locked.  
There was hardly anyone outdoors and no indication of where the prison 
wing might be, so I went wandering.  
 Finding an unlocked door, I went in side one big building, expecting to 
find someone right away who could assist me.  The place seemed deserted. 
 Wandering down a hallway, I came to a locked door with a window in it.  
On the other wide were several women in hospital gowns, doing nothing in 
particular, obviously patients.  Seeing me on the other side of the 
soundproof window, they slowly gravitated toward me with looks of 
fascination.  Now, I am not accustomed to interacting with insane women, 
so I wasn't quite sure what was expected of me.  S till, it seemed 
discourteous not to do something to reward their fascination.  So I made a 
series of funny faces and then pretended to snatch my nose off my face 
and clutch it in my hand, all of which was much appreciated.  Seeking to 
top this, I took out a sheet of note paper, rolled it into a tight ball, tossed 
it in the air, caught it in my mouth, and swallowed it with a look of replete 
satisfaction.  This last antic was such a success that the ladies howled in 
delight, attracting the attention of Nurse Ratched, who strode over in 
manifest displeasure, unlocked the door, and addressed herself to me, the 
miscreant.  That was how I got directions to the prison wing.  
 I had of course written ahead to be put on Sonii's list of visitors, but 
when I got to the front desk I found that I wasn't on record.  I was furious 
at this slip -up and went looking for director -- the word I heard later was 
that I had "stormed out of there", which created something of a sensation, 
as they were unused to anyone who wasn't an inmate showing any temper -
- to get things straightened out.  It was his day off, but I found him in a 
park near his house, playing over the ground with a metal detector.  I don't 
know that the director was especially sympathetic to Sonii or me, but he 
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was clearly miffed at his staff's carelessness and quickly made a phone 
call.  When I got back to the prison wing they were mighty helpful.  
 So, I had a good visit with Sonii, talking of politics and black power and 
such.  Shortly afterward, he was diagnosed as not crazy, after all, and 
shipped back to Lansing. 
 
 ******************** 
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A TRUE ARACHNOLOGICAL CONUNDRUM 
 
As a teaching assistant at Kansas, I occasionally took classes into the field 
to see wild plants and animals in their habitats.  In one class I ha d a farm 
boy from out west who came up with the damnedest things.  Hal didn't talk 
a lot, but when he did it was entirely unpredictable what would come out 
of his mouth.  
 I was leading that class on a nature walk when I came upon a fine big 
orb-weaving spider in her web.  Stopping to point out a few things about it, 
I said "This is a spider of the genus Argiope, a mature female."  And then 
Hal opened his mouth and spoke in his distinctive drawl.  "How do you 
know which pair of legs to look between?"  
 Much of the class collapsed in laughter, and the curious thing is that we 
didn't know whether Hal was kidding or not.  
 
 ******************** 
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MANUEL ON THE RAFT 
 
One of my main buddies in graduate school at Kansas was Manuel Olivares, 
a rather zany Indian from Venezuela.  By the time I got there Manuel had 
been there two years and was almost finished his master's degree.  I 
quickly noticed that his English wasn't nearly as good as it should be.  He 
spoke with manic enthusiasm, and one could pretty much make out what 
he was getting at, but in all that time no one else had bothered to help 
him over his errors, and Manuel seemed to have no idea just how fractured 
his English was.  In the few months before he returned to Venezuela, I 
made a point of tutoring him in t he course of everyday interactions.  
 Then, as now, I liked to put pictures on the walls of our lab.  One day I 
affixed a full -page photo from an old National Geographic, showing a 
couple of tramps on a raft in Washington or Oregon.  When he noticed it, 
Manuel came over and peered at it intently and asked me about it.  On a 
sudden inspiration, I told him "Manuel, this is you, and this is me, and we 
are making an epic trip down the Orinoco River."  
 That night I had a dream.  The two of us were, indeed, on a r aft on the 
upper reaches of the Orinoco.  Suddenly, out from under overhanging 
branches on the shore there came gliding several canoes with wild Indians 
in them.  Their spears were raised, and they plainly did not have friendly 
intentions.  Turning to my c ompanion I said "Well, Manuel, it looks like 
we're done for this time."  
 "What do you mean we, white man?" he said.  
 I'm not making this up.  I literally had that dream.  
 
 ******************** 
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SHORTY DELONG'S ADMIRABLE LONGEVITY 
 
Polistes fuscatus is a social wasp in which new colonies are usually founded 
by single queens (haplometrosis) in the northern part of its range and by a 
group of queens (pleometrosis) further south.  In the early summer of 1976 
I made a driving tour from southern Ohio up into Mic higan in an attempt to 
map and characterize the transition between these two habits.  
 One thing I needed to be able to do with confidence was to distinguish 
between this species and P. metricus  in that part of the country, so I 
stopped by the entomology mu seum at Ohio State University to examine 
specimens.  It was a Saturday, but Dwight M. "Shorty" DeLong (1892-1984), 
co-author of the standard textbook in insect taxonomy, was expecting me. 
 Riding up in the elevator, it occurred to me that Dr DeLong was of 
decidedly advanced years and yet seemed to be in fine condition.  Thinking 
I could learn something, I wanted to ask him why he was still alive, but of 
course I couldn't put it like that, so I asked to what he attributed his long 
good health.  
 "Well," he said "I just do the best I can with what I have.  I don't drink 
or smoke and try to take care of myself."  
 And, you know, I damn near gave up drinking and smoking right there 
on the spot.  
 
 ******************** 
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HOW HENRY HERMANN BECAME MY MAJOR PROFESSOR 
 
In the fall of 1962 my cousin, Dave "Roguer" Stanley, told me the Boilsucker 
Joke.  It is extremely vulgar.  With its drawn -out, disgusting details and 
"Madam, must you be so gross?" punch line, it instantly became my 
favourite, and I have told it many tim es over the years.  During one 
semester at boarding school it became the custom in our room that I would 
tell it every night after lights -out, adding new details each time.  It got to 
be quite an extended ritual, much appreciated by my roommates.  
 Then a new semester came, which meant a new room with new 
roommates.  The first night I told the Boilsucker Joke to much 
approbation.  The next night, though, when I announced "Okay, it's time 
for the Boilsucker Joke" I was shocked and astounded to be told that th ey 
already knew that one, not to bother.  I thought maybe they were kidding 
and started telling it, anyway, but someone threw a shoe at me, and I had 
to stifle it.  
 Over the next weeks I was consumed with repressed rage at this 
indignity.  Here I was offer ing these guys the crowning glory of gross-out 
humour, and the ungrateful philistines spurned it.  Now, when I say that 
the joke was well -received on that first night, I don't mean to suggest that 
it was unanimous.  In fact, skinny little Peter "Penis" Hol vik hated that joke 
from the beginning.  One day some weeks later Penis provoked me sorely 
by peeing in my shoe -- my foot was in it at the time -- and the moment for 
revenge had come.  I chased him all around the dormitory and finally 
cornered him in the upstairs bathroom.  
 "Okay, Penis," I said "the time has come."  I wrestled him to the floor 
and sat on him, so he couldn't get away.  I held his hands, so he couldn't 
plug his ears.  I covered his mouth, so he couldn't scream.  And in 
elaborate detail, I t old Penis the Boilsucker Joke.  When I was done, he 
was mighty subdued, actually looking kind of seasick.  
 Years later, long after we had graduated and gone our separate ways, 
Penis provoked me again, this time by letter.  I don't recall what it was 
about,  but I retaliated by composing a long narrative poem, "The Return of 
the Son of the Boilsucker", and sent it to him, whether he liked it or not.  
He had to learn.  
 The Boilsucker Joke remained my favourite for many years, even after 
Lou Kudon told me the a lmost equally gross Airplane Joke and now that I 
have heard Gilbert Gottfried do "The Aristocrats".  
 When I went to Georgia in the summer of 1976 to start my PhD, I was 
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attracted by the presence of Henry R. Hermann and Robert W. Matthews, 
either of which c ould serve as my major professor.  It was my choice.  The 
Hermanns had an infant son, on whom they doted as couples do with any 
spanking new firstborn.  One day at work I told Dr Hermann a tasteless 
joke: What's red and sits in the corner?  Answer: A baby eating razor 
blades.  I thought no more of it until a few days when I was over at their 
place and his wife told me pointedly "Chris, I didn't think much of that joke 
you told Henry."  That was rather abashing, as it hadn't occurred to me 
that he would repe at it to his wife, but I was outwardly unrepentant.  
"Well, Mrs Hermann, at least I didn't tell him the Boilsucker Joke."  
 Dr Hermann was instantly alert.  "The Boilsucker Joke?  What's that?"  
Well, he was a professor, and I was a student in his departmen t, so that 
was as good as a direct order.  Mrs Hermann having, mercifully, absented 
herself, I rose to the occasion and drew it out in all glorious grossness.  And 
when I was done he laughed so hard that the tears ran down his face.  
Literally.  I couldn't  imagine Dr Matthews appreciating that kind of very 
very low humour, and in that moment I told myself that Henry Hermann 
was meant to guide my thesis.  
 
 ******************** 
 



58 

STUNG TO THE QUICK BY VESPULA MACULIFRONS 
 
Even so, I was very much interested i n learning what I could from Dr 
Matthews.  At that time, his research was mostly on yellowjacket wasps.  
These are commonly a nuisance in suburban areas, as some species 
develop large colonies underground and in out -of-the-way places, which 
may greet those who stumble upon them with a multitude of stings.  
Accordingly, Dr Matthews often got inquiries from householders with 
inconvenient colonies on their property.  Sometimes he would direct the 
caller to a pest -control professional or give advice on getting rid of the 
little darlings, but if it was a species of interest he was often pleased to go 
out and collect the colony.  
 Colonies were almost always collected at night, for two reasons.  First, 
all of the workers are in the nest, so that one can collect the  entire colony 
and get an accurate census.  And second, if things go wrong one can turn 
off the lights.  The usual drill, in the beginning, was that Dr Matthews 
would ask me and another student, Robert S. Jacobson, if we wanted to go 
out after yellowjacket s that night.  Almost always, we did.  So, we would 
ride out to the site with him, get suited up for protection, and get to work. 
 Now, I noticed early on that the two Bobs had quite different ways of 
working.  Jacobson took forever to get ready, adjusting  and readjusting his 
protective gear, fiddling with equipment, and generally finding a thousand 
way to delay the start of things, but once the action was going down he 
was all business, wonderfully efficient.  Matthews was just the opposite.  
He was quick to get started, but when the colony had been gassed and the 
nest opened, the whole thing ready for bagging, he would take the most 
maddening time fiddling about with it.  Often the ether started to wear off 
before we were done, and then we really had to sc ramble.  In time, Bob 
Jacobson & I made a pact that we were better off doing the job ourselves, 
just the two of us, so when the call came we politely suggested that if Dr 
Matthews had other things to do that night we would be happy to take care 
of it.  We knew the drill forward and backward, and Dr Matthews -- a 
family man with kids and a demanding wife -- always had plenty else to do, 
so he usually was happy to leave it to us.  
 The thing that really determined us in this policy happened one night 
when the three of us went for a colony of Vespula maculifrons -- big 
colony, short temper -- in a backyard earth bank.  Things followed the 
usual script, and then the colony was wide open, and Dr Matthews was 
fiddling with it, while Bob and I tried to think of a wa y to goose him along 
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to finish the job.  He did, indeed, play with the colony too long, and the 
wasps started to wake up, which they can do rather suddenly.  
 I was standing a few meters back, my flashlight trained on the nest, 
when one of the little darlin gs flew up the beam and stung me in a very 
delicate location.  I let out a strident groan and exclaimed "One of them 
just got me in the ... [remembering that I was in a residential area] ... 
aedeagus."  At that, we turned off all lights and scrambled to ba g as much 
of the colony as we could and get out of there.  For a long time afterward, 
the salute among the Georgia wasp-watching students was a grimacing 
"Hunnnhh", after the noise I had made at the critical moment.  
 Word got around quickly, and the next m orning the professor of insect 
ecology, D.A. Crossley, came into the lab in great excitement.  "Did you 
get pictures, Chris?  Did you get pictures?!!" he practically shouted.  "Just 
think, with a case like this you could be the only entomologist in the wor ld 
with his genitalia in the literature."  I assured him that the pictures 
wouldn't have showed anything in particular and left it at that.  I wasn't 
about to show him.  If you must know, there was plenty of aggressive 
redness, but no appreciable swelling.  
 
 ******************** 
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STUNG BY VAEJOVIS CAROLINUS 
 
In Georgia I often kept the small local scorpion Vaejovis carolinus in the 
lab.  They are pleasant little beasts to have around, and I liked to play 
with them in idle moments.  Often, when I needed to transfer one from 
one container to another, I couldn't be bothered to look for tweezers.  I 
provoked it to raise up its tail and then just grasped the bulb of the stinger 
between thumb and forefinger in such a way that the tip pointed ahead 
between my fing ers.  How dangerous could that be? 
 Then one day I got careless, and one of them stung me squarely in a 
finger tip.  Now, I had read William J. Baerg's papers, describing in clinical 
detail the symptoms from various arachnids that he had induced to sting 
him, so I was mentally prepared.  I sat down immediately with a stop 
watch, notebook and a mirror (just in case I should get any interesting 
facial rictus) and waited for the symptoms.  Very patiently.  And after 
about 20 minutes, when there was nothing bey ond a moderate soreness in 
the tip of that finger, I said to hell with it and went back to work.  So, if 
the symptoms ever came I didn't notice them.  
 
 ******************** 
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FIVE STINGS IN ONE DAY 
 
The local Athens Observer newspaper in Georgia carried a story one day 
about one of its reporters who had received about 30 stings from a colony 
of yellowjackets and was rushed unconscious to the hospital.  When he 
came around, he asked the doctor how close he had come, and the doctor 
just showed him his EKG and pointed to a flat -line area in it.  
 Well, that struck me as just a bit far -fetched.  A healthy person 
couldn't really die from just 30 stings, could he?  But the very next day I 
was in the field, working with my paper wasps, and happened to get five 
stings over the course of about an hour.  With that fifth sting, I could feel 
my heart starting to beat irregularly.  So I quit work for the day and never 
did find out what six stings could do to me.  
 
 ******************** 
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HOW I BECAME A SOCCER REFEREE 
 
At my boarding school in Ohio our autumn sport was soccer, not american 
football.  I never wanted to play anywhere except in goal, and in my last 
two years I was the school's first -string goalie.  When I went to Carleton for 
my undergraduate degree I the pool o f players was much bigger, and I was 
the second-string goalie.  At Kansas for my master's degree we had a lot of 
very experienced foreign players, and I was the third -string goalie.  
 When I got to Georgia for my PhD I said "I'll be damned if I'm going to b e 
the fourth -string goalie for the Georgia Bulldogs", so I trained to be a 
referee instead.  That worked out well, as it allowed me to participate in a 
higher-level game than I could as a player.  
 
 ******************** 
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A GENTEEL ENCOUNTER IN A LAUNDROMAT 
 
As a student in Athens, Georgia I often did my laundry in a laundromat at 
Five Points.  My usual drill was to get the wash cycle going and then go 
across the street to a booze store for a bottle of wine.  By the time the 
laundry was done the bottle would  be finished and I would be drunk.  
 One day I finished my wine early and stepped outside to smoke a cigar. 
 An old drunk came ambling up the street and engaged me in conversation, 
which soon turned to the topic of booze.  I regretted that I had finished my  
wine, or I could have given him some.  But he didn't think much of wine.  
He was a whiskey man, he said, and pulled out a half -full bottle.  Would I 
care for some?  I allowed that I would.  He suggested that it might go down 
better if we could mix it in s omething, and I allowed that he was right.  
Did I know where we might get some Coke?  Well, yes, they had Coke at 
that drugstore just down the street.  How much would it take? he 
wondered, counting out his change.  I thought he probably had enough 
right th ere.  At that, he got a bit indignant.  "Well, goddamnit" he slurred 
"if I'm providing the whiskey, donõt you think you should take care of the 
Coke?"  He had a point there, and I went for a bottle of Coke and two cups.  
 And so we sat in the laundromat, wh ere he mixed the Coke and whiskey 
while I screened him from any officers of the law that might pass by the 
big front window.  Then we shot the breeze, getting even drunker than we 
already were.  He told me he had been all over the world and could speak 
all  the languages of India.  I thought that was far -fetched and told him so.  
(Actually, I told him he was talking horseshit.)  I noticed that the drying 
cycle seemed to have finished and got up to check on it.  As I did so, in 
order to prove my point, I turn ed and said something extremely rude [tari 
ma ki choot] to him in Urdu.  
 Instantly, this bumbling old drunk was on his feet and at me.  He 
grabbed me by one arm and started swinging at me with the other, loudly 
asking "Did you say ...?"  And he repeated the obscenity, accurately.  I 
fended off his blows without difficulty and sat him back down with 
soothing assurances that I had just been testing his knowledge of Urdu.  He 
was too feeble to keep fighting, but he was still pissed off, and the two of 
us kept up a stream of urdu curses at each other from opposite ends of the 
laundromat, while the Americans in between looked distinctly nervous.  
The difference between us was that he didn't have to repeat himself.  
 
 ******************** 
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MY GREAT MOMENT IN SHOW BUSINESS 
 
British feature films are almost always about social class, much of which is 
conveyed by accent.  This megacommunicative dimension tends to be lost 
on american audiences.  I was in an american cinema, watching the Monty 
Python movie And Now for Something Completely Different .  It came to 
the scene in which John Cleese enters a pet shop to return a defective 
parrot and gets into an argument with Michael Palin about whether the 
parrot has, in fact died.  They had just gone a couple of rounds when the  
sound went out.  I waited a bit and then figured I might as well pitch in.  
Whenever John Cleese (upper-middle-class accent) was speaking, from my 
position near the back I would say something like "I tell you, good man, 
this parrot is deceased.  He has been translated onto a higher sphere.  He 
is not of this world."  Then, seeing that Michael Palin (working -class 
accent) was speaking, I would cut in with "Oh no, he's not, guv'nor.  He's 
just sleeping.  He has to get his rest, you know."  And so on.  After a few 
rounds of this, I thought this was really ego -tripping, so I stopped.  
 And the people applauded and insisted that I continue.  
 
 ******************** 
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"AND YOU PEOPLE, THE SPANIARDS ...." 
 
In January 1979 I went to the tropics for the first time.  Fo r the second 
year, I had failed to get admittance to the Organization for Tropical 
Studies field course in Costa Rica, and I saw no sense in waiting around for 
a third try.  It would be demoralizing to leave such a thing in the hands of 
others, so I made arrangements to go down there on my own.  
 That worked out very well.  For the first few days I based myself in the 
entomology museum at the University of Costa Rica under the generous 
facilitation of its director, Alvaro Wille (1928 -2006; 
http://es.wikipedi a.org/wiki/%C3%81lvaro_Wille_Trejos).  I had met Don 
Alvaro a few years earlier in Kansas, and it was a pleasure both to socialize 
with him and make use of the museum collections.  
 Don Alvaro's boss, María Eugenia Bozzoli de Wille, is an anthropologist, 
at that time working with the Bribri indians of the Talamanca region on the 
atlantic side.  When I first got to Costa Rica, she was getting ready to 
return to the village of Amubre with a couple of assistants.  Would I like to 
go along?  Indeed, I would.  It  would be my first real chance at tropical 
field biology, and I would get to interact with a whole new people.  
 My time in Amubre was so fruitful that I stayed for a week after Doña 
María Eugenia and her crew left, and I later went back for another while.  I 
collected a fine mass of social wasps and made many good observations, 
but the most interesting research was an exercise in ethnobiology.  I of 
course expected that the Bribri would have their own names for some of 
the bugs that interested me, but Doña María Eugenia told me one day that 
it went beyond that.  There were stories or myths associated with some of 
the social insects.  
 That got my attention.  I collected specimens and nests of the most 
prominent social wasps and one outstanding ant, Paraponera clavata , and 
used them to get names and stories/myths from some of the older Bribri.  
Not surprisingly, the younger members of the community tended to be 
somewhat more acculturated than their elders, so I made it a general rule 
not to bother with anyone u nder 50.  My best informants, overall, were the 
local traditional medicine man, Arturo Menéndez, and a very old woman 
who could not speak Spanish.  This was my first experience in anthropology 
of any kind, and I have ever since considered that the best pos sible 
informant is a witch doctor over 70 years old.  
 I took all testimony with a tape recorder, pronouncing the scientific 
name of each specimen as I inquired about it.  The monolingual old lady of 
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course gave all responses in Bribri, of which I understoo d hardly a word.  
However, her granddaughter was on hand to translate my questions and 
summarize her responses in Spanish, so that I could continue.  Back at the 
university there would be people to provide a full translation.  The result 
was a paper on "Social wasps among the Bribri of Costa Rica" 
(http://www.ckstarr.net/cks/1990 -BRIBRI.pdf). 
 Speaking with the Bribri about their traditional beliefs was a real eye -
opener.  Although they all appeared to be Catholics, there was plainly a 
great deal of syncret ism with pre -christian beliefs.  Over and over again, 
with respect to the origin of one or another of my creatures, I heard "When 
Christ first created the world ..." followed by a set of events that certainly 
did not come from Spain.  
 The arrival of the Sp aniards also came up from time to time.  To judge 
by the tone in which it was mentioned, my informants thought of this as a 
rather recent event and -- although they were too polite to say so -- a 
temporary situation that would pass in time.  The old lady, especially, 
made frequent mention of the interlopers in a way that amused me.  She 
evidently did not recognize that I was a foreigner and more than once 
made benign reference to "you people, the Spaniards".  
 However, the greatest eye -opener came with respe ct to Polistes 
erythrocephalus .  This wasp is familiar to rural people in much of Central 
America, as it nests abundantly under the eaves of houses and other 
buildings.  It has an all -black body with a deep -red head, and its sting is 
impressively painful.  "We call this the spanish wasp [avispa americana]", 
she told me right away when I proffered a specimen.  Why did they call it 
that?  "Well, it has a red head, it is fierce when angered, and it builds a 
lovely little house."  Then, after a pause, she added  "And it works hard.  It 
loves to work."  
 At that , the scales fell from my northern protestant eyes.  I saw in a 
flash that this love of work was not intended as a compliment, that to work 
for the sake of work, without any particular pressing need, was re garded 
by the aboriginal people as unnatural, if not mentally unhealthy.  That one 
remark by an old woman in the interior of Costa Rica did more damage to 
my daddy's teaching of the ennobling effects of labour than a lifetime of 
alternating hard work and h ard laziness. 
 
 ******************** 
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DON ARTURO TAKES IT LIKE A MAN 
 
As noted above, one of my most valuable informants in the ethnobiological 
study in Amubre was the medicine man Arturo Menéndez.  I got to know 
him well from asking him about traditional  beliefs and practices, and he 
once took me on a long walk up into the hills to hunt for plants.  Like 
everyone in the community (as far as I was aware), Don Arturo was a 
Catholic and thus obliged to show the two local priests -- both long-time 
german missionaries -- due respect.  This respect was not reciprocated.  
The elder of the two priests, in particular, made it plain to me that he 
regarded Don Arturo as a charlatan and prejudicial to right thinking.  He 
very much resented that many in his flock conti nued to trust in Don 
Arturo's remedies instead of relying entirely on the spanish nuns' clinic.  
 One morning I chanced to meet one of the nuns, who asked if I would 
be attending mass later.  In truth, I hadn't given it a thought and hadn't 
even been aware that it was Sunday, but I saw no reason to burden the 
good sister with this intelligence.  Yes, I would attend, I told her, and 
asked when and where. 
 In my experience, all central -american Indians are short, and the Bribri 
are no exception.  The differenc e between them and me could be 
overlooked while we sat, but when we stood I towered over them.  Some 
of the kids openly stared at me.  
 The elder priest, Bernhard "Bernardo" Drug, was officiating that Sunday. 
 His preaching was forceful and fluent.  He had lived in Costa Rica so long 
that he was more accustomed to speaking Spanish than his native German. 
 At that time I was more comfortable with German, but in speaking with 
him I had noticed that  he sometimes had to think of a german word, the 
spanish counterpart of which would come to him automatically.  
 After a lot of prayers and ritual, we got to the sermon.  Mr Drug was in 
full cry that morning, but he knew how to warm to a subject by degrees 
and indirectly.  He began by talking of false prophets in bibli cal times.  
That seemed ordinary enough in a sermon.  Then he turned to false 
prophets in more modern times in far -off lands, followed by similar 
misleaders elsewhere in Central America.  He brought it closer to home, 
referring to a dangerous false -talker on the radio right here in Costa Rica.  
 About this time I had started to wonder what he was talking about.  
Then I noticed that the man sitting right beside me was snickering and 
looking across the room.  I followed his gaze, and there sat my friend Don 
Arturo.  This whole sermon was about him!  The priest never came close to 
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mentioning Don Arturo by name, but he circled long enough to leave the 
people in no doubt as to which particular false prophet he had in mind.  
The Church does not afford equal time fo r a dissenting opinion, and Don 
Arturo just had to sit there and take it.  
 Then came communion, and Don Arturo showed what he was made of.  
He could have sat there inconspicuously on one side, but no, he stood up 
and got in line to take communion with the others.  
 In time, the mass was ended, and we all wandered out to stand and 
shoot the breeze in the front yard.  Don Arturo was standing off to one 
side, all by himself.  He had been thoroughly scorched by the ecclesiastical 
blowtorch, and no one was going anywhere near him.  When I went over to 
greet him, he exclaimed "Ay, hombre" and shook my hand with real 
fervour.  In time the people would need him again, but for now he was so 
glad that somebody, anybody, was willing to associate with him.  
 
 ******************** 
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A HAMMOCK, UNINTENTIONALLY 
 
When it came time to leave Amubre, I hitched a ride on a little plane to 
the coastal city of Puerto Limón.  From there it would be a straight bus trip 
to San José.  I got my ticket and then went for a beer and a bit o f a stroll.  
In the central square, I was approached by a man selling hand -woven 
hammocks.  They looked fine, but I didn't need or want a hammock, so my 
indifference was unfeigned.  
 His opening bid was 150 colones, which he dropped to 100 before I 
could even comment.  "And it's strong" he assured me.  Thinking to 
terminate the negotiation, I asked if I could test it by yanking on it here.  
"Yes, go ahead" he called my bluff, so I yanked one side of it hard between 
my two hands, hoping it wouldn't tear.  The re was little fear of that, it 
turned out.  "Here, pull it here too" he said, pressing his advantage and 
proffering another part of the hammock.  And I did, with the same result.  
 It was time to retreat.  "Yes, it certainly is strong" I told him, "but I 
don't really need a hammock.  Now, if the price were 75 colones ...."  That 
was another bluff, and quite a foolish one.  Just at that moment a friend of 
his came along, and they discussed my "offer".  "Pardon me" the friend 
asked, "did you say 65 [sesenta y cinco] or 75 [setenta y cinco] colones?"  I 
responded truthfully that I had said 75, and with that the deal was sealed. 
 The friend advised the vendor to accept it, and I couldn't very well back 
down, so I acquired a hammock without intending to.  Back in San José, I 
learned that 75 colones was just about the right price.  And after I hauled 
it all the way back up north my sister was happy to take it off my hands, so 
I suppose it all turned out well.  
 
 ******************** 
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A RUMBLE IN GUANACASTE 
 
During my first visit to Costa Rica in 1979, I spent about three weeks in the 
Guanacaste National Park.  One evening the park staffers were doing a 
little boxing.  One young fellow seemed to dominate the field, beating all 
of his opponents in turn.  It got to wher e no one else wanted to fight him, 
and it looked like the entertainment might be over.  
 Then one of the women spotted me, leaning against a tree over there 
in the dark.  "The gringo, the gringo, put the gloves on the gringo" went up 
the cry.  Now, truth to  tell, I didn't really want to fight, but they had made 
it a matter of national honour, so I stepped forward.  They assigned me a 
manager, he put the gloves on me, and the first round began.  
 It was no contest.  The young fellow bobbed and weaved and hit m e at 
will, while I don't think I landed one decent punch.  I lasted about a full 
round and was then so groggy that I had to stop.  As my manager  was 
taking the gloves off, the park director came up and asked me how the 
fight had gone.  "I'm tough enough" I  told him, "but he's much too fast for 
me.  I only lasted one round."  
 "Don't worry about it" said the director.  "He's the provincial champion 
in his weight class.  He was just playing with you."  
 
 ******************** 
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WAITING FOR THE JAGUAR 
 
After Guanacaste, I spent some time in the Corcovado National Park, at the 
other end of pacific -side Costa Rica.  I had heard from Alvaro Wille many 
of the experiences that would later go into his book Corcovado: 
Meditaciones de un Biólogo, including tales of jaguar s.  Accordingly, I was 
both eager and fearful of meeting with one of these fearsome beasts.  
 One day I was wandering in a half-swampy area far from the park 
buildings when I heard a heavy approaching rustling in the dense 
underbrush.  Was this a jaguar?  Had he been trailing me, waiting for his 
moment?  In my fevered imaginings I knew it would be quite futile to run 
or climb a tree, so I determined to make a stand.  I jumped up on a fallen 
log that lay about half a meter above the ground, opened my jackknif e, 
and prepared for a fight to the finish.  
 The rustling got inexorably closer, and then the cause of it burst into 
view.  A band of peccaries.  I looked hard and was relieved to see that they 
were the relatively timid white -collared peccary, not the fierc e and 
dangerous white-lipped peccary.  And then I felt resentment at the worry 
they had caused me, so I jumped up and down on my log.  That scared the 
hell out of the little bastards, who fled in squealing disarray.  
 Getting down from my log, I noticed for  the first time the buzzing and 
biting around my head.  The log contained a colony of stingless bees, one 
of the pugnacious species, and they were making their displeasure felt.  
So, after I had stood my ground against an imaginary jaguar and put a band 
of wild pigs to flight, I was myself driven off by a swarm of little black 
bees. 
 
 ******************** 
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IT'S ODD TO BE HOMESICK 
 
There are many places that I hold in great affection, some that I would 
very much to revisit.  However, homesickness of the usu al kind is alien to 
me.  The only homeland to which I have ever felt any strong attachment is 
the English language.  As long as I can hear English spoken at least a couple 
of times a week I am at home.  
 This is not to say that I have never known homesickne ss.  I have felt it 
exactly twice.  The first time was while walking through an abandoned 
farm in Costa Rica (not long after my non -encounter with the jaguar).  I 
have no idea what I was thinking at the time or what brought it on, but 
suddenly I found myself subject to a very peculiar emotion.  It lasted less 
than a second and then was gone, just like that.  
 In her story "A Beneficiary", Nadine Gordimer has a question about this: 
"How do you recognize something that is not in the known vocabulary of 
your emotions?"  In my case, I had no difficulty.  Homesickness is a 
common theme in literature and popular song, so I had long since learned 
to recognize it in other people.  And now I recognized it in myself.  
 The second instance happened just a couple of years later, was just as 
fleeting and, as far as I could tell, just as unprovoked.  It was as if there 
was a Spirit of Homesickness flitting about, which just happened to alight 
in me and instantly said "Oh, geez, I don't belong here" and flew off.  
Anyhow, it' s good to have had a glimpse of what it feels like.  
 
 ******************** 
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OF MARYANN DOBBS AND HER DOBERMANS 
 
MaryAnn Dobbs and I were students at Georgia together, although not in 
the same degree programme, possibly not even the same department.  
Truth  to tell, I never quite knew what she was studying, and it may be that 
she didn't either.  One night she and some friends were going out on the 
town and invited me along.  Fine, especially as the first stop was my 
favourite club, the Last Resort.  I have h eard some truly memorable music 
in that small place, including the late great John Lee Hooker twice, up 
close and personal. 
 Once we were all seated and a waitress was asking us about drinks, 
MaryAnn suggested that I have a Flaming Asshole, which I believe was 
vodka with Tabasco sauce.  Good idea.  That woke me up.  Another of the 
women, whom I had just met, asked me how old I thought she was.  Being 
of a truthful disposition, I responded with my real estimate, 36, after 
which she was coldly miffed with me.   (It turned out that I had guessed 
exactly right.)  
 I don't recall what was playing that night (and may not have known at 
the time), but after a while it was time to go.  MaryAnn & I drove to an 
apartment building where one of our friends lived.  When we got there, 
some of the others were already naked in the outdoor pool.  It was late, 
the pool lights were off, and we were quiet enough, so if any of the other 
residents were bothered by us we never heard of it.  
 Then the party broke up, and MaryAnn & I dro ve to her place.  Now, 
one of her peculiar activities was keeping and breeding dobermans.  She 
had three of them at the time, and they normally spent the night in her 
bedroom, as did I on that occasion.  
 In the middle of the night I needed to use the osmor egulatory facilities, 
so I got out of bed and headed for the door.  Then I heard something that 
damn near made my hair stand on end.  A shuffling in the corner.  Geez, 
the dobermans!  I had forgotten all about them.  Still, my back teeth were 
floating, so there was no choice in the matter, I had to go.  Moving very 
very slowly, so as not to alarm the wakened, curious dogs, I made it to the 
door, opened it, and was home free on the other side.  
 Returning from the bathroom, I had a truly horrifying thought.  I now 
had to open the door and get past those powerful guard dogs in the dark.  
Plus, I had been away for minutes, and these were purebred dogs.  You 
know what that means.  They're not bred for intelligence.  What if they 
had forgotten that they knew me?  Gathering my courage, I opened the 
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door slowly then just stood there, naked and utterly vulnerable, while 
dobermans sniffed my crotch.  One false move on my part, and they could 
have taken my balls off with one snap.  In time, they seemed satisfied and 
went back to lay down, while I inched my way to the safety of the bed.  I 
kid you not, it was the scariest damn night of my life.  
  
 ******************** 
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TOM WAITS TOTALLY WHIPS IT OUT 
 
The greatest music video I know is Tom Waits's "Chocolate Jesus" 
(http: //www.youtube.com/watch?v=1wfamPW3Eaw).  It utterly knocks me 
out.  
 I have only heard Tom Waits once in person, in Athens, Georgia in 1979. 
 At the outset, his band was on stage in darkness, with a single spotlight on 
a stand-up microphone in the corner.  Tom Waits came out and stood at 
the microphone, looking just like himself, brilliantly setting the tone for 
the evening.  He would throw out a sudden angular gesture, like an elbow 
up in the air, accentuated by the drummer.  I have no idea what that first 
song was about, but it was absolutely about alley cats.  At the end of the 
concert he did three encores.  There was demand for one, but he was too 
generous to limit himself to demand.  
 I went to the show by myself.  Sitting up in the balcony, I noticed tha t 
the girl beside me was not totally enraptured of her date.  I knew this, 
because her arm was flirting with my arm.  After a while, someone to my 
right passed me a large, loose joint.  I took a toke and passed it back.  
Presently, someone on my left passed me a small, tight joint.  Another 
toke, pass it back.  Then someone behind me, totally unprovoked, passed 
me a bag of popcorn.  Tom Waits was down on stage blowing my mind, 
while up here a whole lot of strangers were taking care of me.  
 
 ******************** 
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HOW BUTCH AND I GOT WARM IN MISSISSIPPI 
 
My friend Sonii did almost the maximum of his one -to-ten sentence.  After 
some years he was transferred to a state prison in Missouri.  Then the word 
came that on a particular date in January 1980 he was to b e released.  I 
thought it would be nice to pick him up and take him home to Kansas City. 
 I had never seen him outside of a prison.  
 As I approached Jefferson City I phoned ahead to the warden to let him 
know I was coming and to ask about the drill.  The w arden informed me 
that Sonii was in solitary at the moment, as he had been in a dispute with 
a guard that morning, and it wasn't certain that he would be getting out 
that day, after all.  Well, I told him, when I get there I'll come to your 
office, and we' ll see what's what.  I wasn't threatening him, you 
understand, but I was threatening him.  It makes quite a difference to an 
inmate's treatment if someone on the outside is looking out for him.  
 So I checked in at the front desk, told them my name and that  Warden 
Soandso was expecting me.  The next thing I knew, there was Sonii coming 
out, released along with one of his buddies who was also going to Kansas 
City.  The warden really didn't want to deal with me.  
 We hit the road heading west, and by and by the  guys reckoned they 
could go for some non-prison food, so I pulled into a highway diner.  I sent 
them in ahead of me on the pretext that I wanted to check the oil.  I did 
check the oil, but that wasn't what it was about.  They were still in prison 
clothes,  and I thought to create a little stir.  I'm such a rascal.  It didn't do 
any good, though, because neither the management nor the diners seemed 
the least bit perturbed.  What do you have to do to shake things up in 
Missouri? 
 I stayed with Sonii's family in Kansas City for a few days, visited some 
old friends in Kansas, and then started the long wintertime drive back to 
Georgia.  On Highway 65 near Sedalia, Missouri I picked up a hitchhiker.  
Butch was a short young fellow, very pleasant, headed for Florid a.  He had 
just gotten out of the Pettis County jail, doing a year less a day for car 
theft.  He didn't claim that he wasn't guilty, which was as much as 
admitting that he was.  That's how it works.  
 It was already getting on toward dark when I picked up B utch, and we 
powered it on through the night, drinking flavoured brandy to keep warm 
and coffee to keep awake.  We also talked a lot and took turns driving, one 
of us sometimes taking a nap in the sleeping bag in the back while the 
other drove.  I didn't a sk to see Butch's license, as I was pretty sure he 
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knew how to drive.  Even with the heat of the vehicle and the sleeping bag 
and the brandy, it was cold in there, and I got very little real sleep.  I think 
Butch did a little better, although he, too, comp lained about the cold.  
 We made a turn at Tallulah, Arkansas and headed east into Mississippi.  
A few miles the other side of Tupelo, passing through a silent town in the 
very early hours of the morning, we noticed a big flickering light off to the 
left.  We were curious and in no big hurry, so we drove up a side road to 
take a look.  
 And there we came upon a house in full flame.  There was not a soul 
about.  No fire engines, no neighbours standing around, not even any 
neighbours watching from their windows , just this whole house in the 
latter stages of burning to the ground on New Year's morning.  
 I went and rang the bell at the house next door.  It was answered 
without resentment, and I learned that everyone was well aware that the 
house was burning down, but the nearest fire department was Tupelo, too 
far away to get there in time to do any good, and the people of the 
burning house were visiting relatives in Michigan.  Had they been informed? 
 No, no one knew the name or phone number where they were visiti ng, not 
even the town, so there was no way to get in touch with them.  
 So, there it was.  Those people would drive south in a few days, turn up 
that side road in full anticipation of being home, and with no warning 
whatsoever they would be slapped in the h eart with the sight of their 
home burned to the ground.  
 And, as we stood there by the still burning house, contemplating the 
shock that awaited those poor folks and speaking more broadly of the 
human condition, for just a few minutes out of that whole nig ht, Butch and 
I were warm.  
 
 ******************** 
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ENCOUNTERS WITH SUN RA 
 
My favourite piece of music of all time is "Space is the Place" by the late 
great Sun Ra (1914-1993) and his Arkestra.  It is 21:14 minutes long.  I used 
to listen to it once a day , lying on my couch in a trance, and at the end of 
those 21 minutes I would always rise with the awed conviction that, by 
God, space is the place.  
 When I moved to Georgia I played that song often in the lab, so that 
it became a sort of theme song for Jung -tai Chao & me.  One day Jung-tai 
rendered the title into Chinese in the form of a genuine classical cheng yu: 

 (Nei4-ge di4 fang1 jiu 4 shi4 tai 4 kong1).  Literal 
translation: That place is none other than outer space.  It was a very classy 
bit of composition.  When I moved to Taiwan in 1990 and Jung -tai & I saw 
first each other after almost ten years, we instinctively bowed to each 
other, i ntoning "Nei-ge di fang jiu shi tai kong."  

 My first encounter with Sun Ra was attended with very fortunate 
circumstances.  Mitchell "Abdul" Feldman -- he of the Soul Pad -- wrote on 
music for the Athens Observer.  Sun Ra was coming to play in Atlanta, and  
Mitchell was going to cover it.  He told his editor that he wanted a 
photographer, to which the editor said he was sorry, but they couldn't 
afford it.  "I want Chris Starr" Mitchell said, and the editor -- knowing that I 
did my occasional journalism for f ree -- cut me a press badge. 
 On the afternoon before the concert there was a press conference in 
the great big Peaches record store.  We journalists were standing in there 
when Sun Ra, himself, suddenly appeared on the other side of the counter. 
 I got to  taking pictures, while the reporters got to posing their questions.  
 The trouble was that, except for Mitchell, these were not specialist 
jazz reporters, and Sun Ra and his music are quite unlike anything else.  
They had little idea what to ask in order t o elicit commentary that they 
could use.  I watched this scene for a couple of minutes as I knipsed away, 
and then I had an inspiration.  I eased my way to the front and asked "Sun 
Ra, when did you first decided that space is the place?"  
 I don't claim tha t his answer cut very deep, but it did provide a 
metaphor that all those journalists could use.  For the rest of the press 
conference they wrapped their questions around the phrase "space is the 
place", to good effect.  
 A little later there was a reception  at a hotel, to which Mitchell & I 
were also invited.  Sun Ra was sitting on a couch, engaged in easy 
conversation with people who came and went, and over there was a table 
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of munchies.  I asked him if he would care for some sustenance, and he 
allowed that  that would be acceptable, so I piled a plate with an 
assortment of victuals and brought it to his couch.  Then I sat right beside 
the legendary Sun Ra and engaged him in conversation.  Now, it is well 
known that he was born Sonny Blount in Philadelphia, b ut those mundane 
facts had been banished from the legend that he had crafted.  He was Sun 
Ra and came from Saturn, and to suggest otherwise would have been 
terribly discourteous.  
 "Sun Ra, you come from Saturn, isn't that right?" I asked.  He gave me a 
sideways glance, plainly wondering if this white boy was having a joke, but 
he saw that I was all sincerity.  "Yes, that's right" he replied.  "And how do 
you know that?" I asked.  Again, he saw that I was down with the 
metaphor.  He got this little smile, li ke he was party to a too -delicious 
secret, and said "Well, Saturn has been on my case for a long time."  And 
that was just about all I could get out of him on the subject.  
 The concert that night was the first time I heard Sun Ra in person.  
What an absolute gas.  I was standing in the wings, clicking away, when 
Mitchell came back to tell me about some particular shots he wanted.  We 
had our backs to the stage, discussing in earnest low tones, when the big 
band suddenly swung into "Space is the Place".  We turned around in slack -
jawed simultaneity, standing just meters away from the whole Arkestra 
playing that great iconic song.  It was a positively thrilling moment.  
 Years later I heard him twice more, first in Washington and then back 
in Georgia.  I didn't  speak with Sun Ra on the second occasion, although I 
certainly joined the second line when he took the Arkestra in a walk 
around the audience late in the concert.  And before the concert I asked 
lead singer June Tyson if they would be doing "Space is the Place".  "Of 
course", she responded brightly.  
 The third and last time, I took two -year-old Nova along.  My buddy Rob 
Gibson had told me that he had taken his baby boy backstage in Atlanta to 
meet the great man some years earlier.  "Sun Ra, I'd like you to  meet my 
son.  His name is Bo."  And Sun Ra smiled at that baby and intoned "Bo. Bo. 
Bo-realis."  
 Truth to tell, I was hoping for something comparably personal for my 
baby when she met Sun Ra.  But he just shook her little baby hand and said 
"How do you do, Nova?"  Still, that was blessing enough for anyone.  
 
 ******************** 
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HOLLY JOY PRICE SPEAKS HER MIND 
 
During the latter part of my time at the University of Georgia I was very 
friendly -- yes, I do mean that friendly -- with Holly Joy Price.  Hol ly is a 
marine ecologist, now at the Monterey Bay National Marine Station 
Sanctuary in California.  Our relationship was fortified by shared scientific 
interests, especially in ecological and evolutionary theory.  I tended more 
to flights of theoretical sp eculation than did Holly, and I often found 
myself spinning out a line of hypothesis to her.  
 On those occasions, her response was always the same.  She would look 
at me, taking it all in, not interrupting, her eyes brimming with affection.  
And when I finally stopped and was catching my breath, she would 
pronounce judgement: "You're so full of shit."  Ah yes, the good old days.  
 
 ******************** 
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WAITING TO COME DOWN 
 
In the summer of 1980 I drove northwest from Georgia into Ohio for the 
annual meeti ng of the American Arachnological Society.  I won't say that 
the city of Cincinnati was a rare and exotic experience for me, but the 
meeting was enjoyable and fruitful.  Following that, I kept driving north, 
with two destinations.  First, I headed for Kent on, in northern Ohio, to see 
my old classmate Peter "Penis" Holvik and his bride.  I hadn't seen Penis in 
the 13 years since we graduated from high school, not long after he peed 
on my shoe and I forced him to listen to the Boilsucker Joke.  
 Getting close to my destination, I had some doubt about directions, so I 
pulled over at a country intersection to consult the map.  Just at that 
moment a low little car came putt -putting along in the opposite direction 
and stopped at the intersection, right beside me.  I looked down, and 
there he was, quite oblivious to my presence.  "Penis" I called, and he was 
appropriately flabbergasted.  Sometimes these things just fall satisfyingly 
into one's lap.  
 After my visit with the Holviks I continued further north toward 
Chicago.  A couple of years earlier I had made contact with the Surrealist 
Group of Chicago and was eager to meet them in person.  I had a very 
fruitful and exciting several days in Chicago, interacting with Franklin 
Rosemont (1943-2009) and other members of the group.  
 But here is the peculiar story from that leisurely trip north.  I took 
along a little stash of high -quality marijuana, and it became my daily 
routine when on the road to do up as soon as I was on the highway and the 
traffic was loose and uncomp licated.  That first morning out of Cincinnati, 
reaching the highway, I was struck by a big red graffito on the first 
overpass I reached.  "Roxanne will rock" it proclaimed.  I thought that was 
a mighty fine prognostication, an excellent omen for the journ ey ahead. 
  But then I was struck even more forcibly by another thought.  I had 
smoked about half a joint and was just getting off, and it occurred to me 
that I had not asked myself whether I wished to be stoned that morning.  
And, in point of fact, I did not wish to be stoned.  I wanted to be straight.  
"It would be so cool right now to be straight", I told myself.  
 There wasn't a damn thing I could do about it.  For hours after that, I 
just had to drive along, waiting to come down, yearning for the far -out 
experience of being straight again.  
 
 ******************** 
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WHO'S THE REAL POPCORN KING? 
 
Driving back south from Chicago, I proceeded more quickly with almost no 
long stops.  I did, however, make one overnight stop.  I was in southern 
Indiana, figuring to reach Tennessee that night and then check into a 
motel, when I noticed a roadhouse beckoning to me.  The roadhouse 
plainly thought I needed to rest and have a drink, and it had a good point.  
So I parked and went in to sit on a bar stool and have a tall  cold one.  
 By and by, these two old boys on my right got to telling tales.  "You 
remember Dave Johnson?" one of them asked.  "I think so" the other 
allowed.  "Well, do you know the story of Dave and Orville Redenbacher?" 
asked the first.  "No, I don't bel ieve I do" responded the other.  
 "Well, there was a time when Dave used to sell great big garbage bags 
of popcorn outside the Omega Theater on a Saturday night.  One night he 
went into Kelsey's Diner, still hauling a couple of those bags.  This old 
white -haired guy was sitting near the counter, and he asks Dave 'How much 
do you get for one of those bags?'  And Dave says 'I get about four dollars 
for one.'  And the old guy says 'Well, that's too much.'  And Dave says 'Well, 
now, what would you know about it? '  And the old guys says 'You mean you 
don't recognize me?  I'm Orville Redenbacher, the popcorn king.'  And Dave 
says 'Not around here you aint.  Around here I'm the popcorn king.'"  
 Just about this time the man on  my left got up and asked who 
wanted a game of pool.  Now, I seldom play pool and have never taken it 
very seriously, but this was a genuine american roadhouse, and I figured 
why not?  So I got up to play, and as we walked toward the table he asked 
me about the stakes.  "What shall we play for?"   I hadn't thought about it, 
but he suggested we play for a drink, which was fine by me.  I was already 
at my limit, but as rarely as I played there was no risk of winning, so I 
figured we would have a game, he would win, and I would buy him one.  
 Well, you see where this story is going.  The game was only about half -
way finished when the other guy scratched, which meant it was over and I 
had won.  I didn't really want another drink, but it would have been most 
uncool to turn down my winnings, so I had a gl ass of white wine.  
 After that, I stumbled out to my van.  I was over my limit, way over, so 
I didn't get very far before I had to pull over, turn off the motor, and put 
myself to bed in the back.  So, instead of being in a motel in Tennessee 
that night, I  was drunk by the side of the road in Indiana.  
 
 ******************** 
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COMING CLEAN IN OSAKA 
 
In the summer of 1980 I attended an entomology congress in Japan, my 
first time in Asia.  Together with a few others, I stayed at the wonderful 
home of Takeo Kawamichi.  One evening, our host suggested that, rather 
than doing my ablutions at the house, I might like to go to the nearby 
public baths.  Genuine japanese public baths.  He was right to think I 
would regard it as an interesting cultural experience.  
 Takeo gave me a bath kit, and I walked down the street to the public 
bath house.  There I encountered a problem.  It was clearly marked at the 
entrance which side was for women and which for men, but of course in 
Japanese.  I had to stand there in the street li ke an ignorant foreigner until 
somebody walked in, to know which side was which.  The custodian took 
my fee and gave me a towel, after which I got undressed and walked into 
the main room, which was like a shallow heated swimming pool.  
 The men and boys in there played it cool, but it was plain that they had 
never seen a naked foreigner before, so I was the object of much discreet 
curiosity.  We all have a bit of exhibitionist in us, and I exercised mine.  
 The outer changing room was walled off from the coun terpart room on 
the women's side, but a single custodian staffed a long desk that ran 
between them.  When I had first come in, this was a man, but when I went 
to get dressed a woman was in charge.  I confess that that really brought 
out the exhibitionist i n me.  She was plainly both very curious and very 
shy, so I made sure to look away while I stretched and dried myself 
extensively before slowly putting on my clothes.  I expect she had a story 
to tell her family afterward.  
 
 ******************** 
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ILLITERATE IN TAIWAN 
 
After Japan, it was a pleasure and a relief to get to Taiwan.  While I hold 
many individual Japanese in great respect and affection, I must confess 
that Japan as a whole is not to my liking.  The hectic tone of life and 
frantic consumerism of ten gross me out, and in Taiwan I felt much more at 
home, as if the people were more like me.  
 The plan was that Jung-tai would meet me at the airport in Taipei, 
after which we would travel to his parents' place in Hsinying. There was, 
however, a miscommunication.  As I came out into the public area, I didn't 
see Jung-tai, so I did the usual thing and stood there trying to look 
conspicuous.  After a decent interval, I had to conclude that he really, 
truly wasn't there to meet me.  
 What to do?  My first, dow n-hearted inclination was to get back on a 
plane and continue to the Philippines, but I quickly steadied myself.  I was 
a lifelong sinophile and told myself sternly that wasn't about to let this 
little complication stop my first visit to a real chinese pla ce. 
 Fortunately, Jung -tai had had the sense to write his parent's home 
address on a piece of paper, which I had had the sense to keep handy.  
Going over to the tourist -information, I asked where Hsinying was, and the 
lady showed me on a map.  It was about  2/3 of the way down the island.  
And how do I get there?  "You take the train."  How do I get to the train 
station?  "You take that bus out there."  
 That seemed straight -forward enough, so I asked her to write in 
Chinese that I wanted to go to the train s tation.  I labeled that piece of 
paper "1" and put it in my shirt pocket.  Now, please write down that I 
would like a ticket to Hsinying.  She did, and I labeled that piece of paper 
"2" and put it in my pocket.  Now, please write that I want to go to this 
street address (in Hsinying).  I labeled that one "3".  
 So I hauled my stuff to the bus and silently gave the conductor paper 
no. 1.  He gave me a ticket and wrote down how much money to give him. 
 He let me out at the station, I walked inside and gave the  ticket agent 
paper no. 2.  She sold me a ticket to Hsinying and pointed where to go.  By 
and by, a train pulled up on that track, I pointed to it and asked the 
uniform "Hsinying", he nodded, and I got on.  
 There followed a most frustrating and nerve -wracking journey.  I like 
trains, and I was elated to be in Taiwan for the first time and to watch the 
landscapes slipping by, but one thing was missing.  I was illiterate.  I had 
been in places where I was weak in the language, but never anyplace 
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where I couldn't tell one word from another.  Early in the trip a young man 
came through the train, handing out newspapers.  I just had to hand mine 
back with a shrug that said "I'm sorry buddy, but I can't read."  I felt like a 
class-A jerk.  I was almost 31 years old , and I couldn't read.  
 And in that moment I had a flash of insight.  I had always admired the 
cuban and later the nicaraguan literacy campaigns, but the fervour with 
which they were embraced baffled me.  Sure, it's good and useful to know 
how to read, but  why were the people going wild for the campaigns?  Now I 
understood.  To be an adult and illiterate is to feel powerless, to be daily 
aware that a part of one's humanity is missing.  I had some inkling of what 
it felt like to be a cuban peasant before the  revolution.  
 Seats were assigned on that train.  About half -way along, a beautiful 
young woman came and sat beside me.  We sat there in silence for a time, 
then she turned and spoke to me, demurely eager for conversation.  Oh, 
how I longed to speak with h er, but I couldn't.  I could only mumble that I 
couldn't speak Chinese, and that was it.  At one point she was hitting her 
knee with her fist, she was that mad at our forced uncommunication, and I 
assure you that I was no less frustrated.  
 The nerve-wracking part came later.  I figured it was time to start 
looking for my station, as the train paused only very briefly at each before 
continuing.  Coming into each station, the name was written large and 
clearly on a sign, but what did that chinese writing mean  to me?  I had 
Hsinying written in Chinese, and I could compare the two characters with 
those on the sign, but it was still a struggle.  They mostly looked alike to 
me. 
 At last we came to a station that was unambiguously Hsinying -- 
although I took the pr ecaution of pointing to it and pronouncing the name 
to a uniform, just to be sure -- and I got out in a state of great relief.  
 
 ******************** 
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THE TRUE AND CORRECT TAXI FARE 
 
Arriving in Hsinying, the last task was to get to the Chaos' house.  Of 
course, I had no idea where it was.  I approached a cluster of taxi drivers 
just outside the station and gave paper no. 3 to the one who acted like he 
was next in line.  He looked at the address and pointed me to his taxi, but 
I didn't move.  There was the  little matter of negotiating the price.  
 On the same piece of paper I wrote "NT$___" and handed it back to 
him.  He wrote a figure over the underlining and handed it back to me.  I 
looked at it in mock astonishment, crossed it out disdainfully and 
substituted a figure one -third as much.  He looked at that, crossed it out, 
and substituted an intermediate figure.  After one more round of silent 
haggling -- which the other drivers found immensely enjoyable -- we 
agreed on a figure around 60% of his original proposal, and we were on our 
way. 
 What really tickled me was that he had to stop twice to ask directions. 
 Like me, he didn't know where it was.  I later found out that our agreed 
price was just about right, even though we had both been bluffing in the 
dark. 
 Reaching the house, I knocked on the door, expecting Jung -tai to be at 
home.  I was chagrined when, instead, a middle -aged woman answered the 
door.  I managed to ask if she was Mrs Chao and, when she said yes, I told 
her who I was.  Once inside, I met the elder Mr Chao, who speaks English, 
so communication was much easier from then on.  Jung -tai, it turned out, 
was still in Taipei looking for me, but no matter, I was home.  
 
 ******************** 
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"WHAT LANGUAGE DO WE SPEAK HERE?" 
 
In the Taipei departu re area, waiting for my flight to the Philippines, I 
noticed a member of the extended chinese -filipino family nearby getting 
ready to take a group picture.  I got up and asked if they would like me to 
take the picture, so that they could all be in it, whic h they did.  Then they 
asked me to join their convivial group, and we were one big, happy family 
until it was time to get on the plane.  
 One of the women told me something that has stayed with me.  She 
traveled a fair amount, and in a foreign place she fou nd that the most 
comfortable thing was to go native.  I have taken that lesson to heart.  
Unless a custom is distinctly distasteful or goes against one's principles, it 
is best to do as the locals do.  Over the years I have run into people -- 
mostly english -- in far -foreign places who are simply unable to go native, 
and it has been my observation that they tend to be unhappy, as if in a 
kind of prison.  
 Truth to tell, I had not prepared well for the Philippines.  The sensible 
thing would have been to read a couple of books and some encyclopedia 
articles, to at least take the edge off of one's pristine ignorance, but I did 
none of that.  Let me give an indication of how ill -prepared I was.  As we 
were starting our descent toward Manila, I turned to my seat -mate and 
asked "Oh, by the way, what language should I speak here?"  He told me 
that I could get by quite well with English, and I allowed that English would  
suit me fine.  
 A couple of days later, in the insect museum of the University of the 
Philippines, t he curator introduced me to Dr Dely Gapasin of the Visayas 
State College of Agriculture (ViSCA, now Visayas State University).  After a 
few minutes of pleasant conversation, Dely suggested that I come to Leyte. 
 That sounded like a good idea, so I asked her where Leyte was, and she 
showed me on a map.  Can you beat that?  I hadn't even bothered to learn 
the main islands.  This was quite a fortuitous meeting, as I had a wonderful 
visit to ViSCA and returned the next year as a member of staff.  
 
 ******************** 
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THE BULLDOGS GO ALL THE WAY 
 
When I first went to Georgia, the head coach of the Bulldogs was the 
legendary Vince Dooley.  Every year during that period the Dawgs were 
pretty good, but Vince was a believer in realistic expectations and lost no 
opportunity to say that they were "an average football team".  He had to 
stop saying that during the 1980 season. 
 There are a few teams that the Bulldogs play every year, but the real 
rivalry is with the Florida Gators (despite some attempt to maintain 
fervour against the Georgia Tech Yellowjackets).  The game is always 
played at a neutral site, Jacksonville, Florida, and it is a big deal.  
 The 1980 game against Florida came early in the season.  I watched it 
on a big screen in a crowded downtown bar.  Georg ia was unbeaten in the 
season, but it was too early to make much of it.  The deciding moment 
came right at the end of the game.  With one minute to go, Georgia was 
behind down 21-20, near their own goal line on third down and long.  
Anyone could see that t he game was over and average Georgia was no 
longer unbeaten.  Still, the game had to be played to its grim conclusion.  
 Georgia's quarterback, Buck Belue, was a handsome blond-haired 
youngster, the kind to bring out the mothering instinct in women old and 
young.  He took the snap and had drifted back into the end zone, looking 
all around for a receiver, when something horrible happened.  A bunch of 
big mean Florida Gators broke through the front line and were bearing 
down on him.  Not only was Georgia going to lose the game but Buck would 
be viciously sacked in his own end zone.  I kid you not, women in the bar 
screamed in anguish.  Buck managed to slip away, but the Gators were still 
after him.  And then a miracle happened.  
 In desperation, Buck threw the l ong bomb, and Lindsay Scott caught it 
at the 25 -yard line.  Now the Gators were after him, but he kept going 
downfield.  30.  35.  40.  And just about the time Lindsay Scott hit the 45 
yard line it occurred to everyone in that bar at once that HE WAS GOING  
ALL THE WAY.  The air became a fine mist of beer and salt as people threw 
whatever they had into the air, and there was total jubilant noise in the 
place.  I timed it.  It lasted for a little over seven minutes.  
 So Georgia won that game and went on to wi n every other game that 
season and the post-season Sugar Bowl, to come out as the national 
champion.  Because Buck Belue got a pass off and Lindsay Scott caught it. 
 
 ******************** 



89 

 
GARY GOLDBERG DANCES IN THE MEADOW MIST 

 
I only once did LSD.  One day my housemate, Gary Goldberg, said that he 
and some friends were going to spend the night at Ball Pump Lake in the 
countryside outside Athens and suggested that I might like to join them.  
Further discussion showed that what they most wanted was the use  of my 
van, Waddell, to transport the party.  Even so, it sounded like fun, and I 
was happy to be part of it.  
 As we were getting into Waddell one of the party pulled out some little 
pieces of blotting paper.  Would I care to take a hit of acid?  Now, this  was 
a responsible guy who knew his drugs, and I was curious, so I figured this 
was as good a time as any to give it a try.  
 At the lake we made a fire and sat around it through the night, 
alternately snoozing, telling stories and taking dips in the water.   
Sometime after midnight we all went to sleep.  The experienced drug -
takers in our group later told me that that was some unusually good acid, 
but it hardly did anything for me.  I was past 30 at that time, and I guess I 
had pretty much seen it all.  
 Gett ing up early the next morning, we got our stuff together and 
walked slowly up toward Waddell.  Passing by a large meadow, I noticed 
something that has stayed with me ever since.  It was a misty morning -- 
like just about any early morning in the summer -- and the bedewed spider 
webs all stood out distinctly.  Furthermore, they were everywhere.  There 
literally did not appear to be anywhere that a fly could land in that 
meadow without running into a web.  
 What I hadn't noticed as we headed up the hill was th at Gary was not 
among us.  As I stood there marveling at that continuous sheet of silk, Gary 
emerged from the woods on the far side.  There was a thick layer of mist 
up to about knee height, and as we, his stoned buddies watched him 
approach, Gary got to d ancing in an attempt to dance on top of the mist.  
And, you know, he damn near did it.  
 
 ******************** 
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NO WORK PERMIT FOR AN ENEMY OF THE STATE 
 
Late in 1980 I was winding up my PhD at Georgia and thinking of where to 
go next when an attractive pr oposition came my way.  Denis Brothers was 
going on sabbatical and looking for someone to take his place for a year at 
the University of Natal in South Africa.  
 This was alluring for a number of reasons.  There are wonderful bugs in 
South Africa, all very unfamiliar to me.  It is culturally an extremely 
interesting country.  And I was very much interested to actually live in a 
police state for a while.  I had been in East Berlin a couple of times as a 
young fellow, but that was tame compared with the aparth eid regime.  So I 
told Denis I would be very happy to substitute for him, and we set the 
paperwork in motion.  
 This paperwork promised to be rather demanding.  The south -african 
government was unusually slow and bureaucratic about work permits, and 
the reason was not obscure.  It was a pariah state, well aware of the 
general hostility to it, so there was a lengthy vetting process.  They 
couldn't very well expect that many applicants would be friendly to 
apartheid, but they wanted to keep out any active enem ies. 
 I was of course just such an enemy, but how could they possibly know 
that?  I was a member of the Young Socialist Alliance and anti -racist 
organizations, but I wasn't prominent in any of them, just one of the 
troops.  You could read the newspapers fo r a year and never come upon 
my name. 
 But they did find out.  In time, the word came back that my work 
permit had been denied.  The secret police had blocked it, and without 
their approval it was going nowhere.  What's more, it couldn't be 
contested, beca use they didn't have to give a reason.  My south -african 
department head got his member of parliament -- a member of the ruling 
party -- to ask about it, but even he met with silence.  
 I of course knew perfectly well why they blocked me.  I was a 
communist kaffir -lover, but how did they know that?  It wasn't as if South 
Africa had any significant spying capability in North America, and this was 
long before Google.  It couldn't have been Canada's national police, the 
RCMP.  They were well aware which side I was on, but it would have been 
far too risky.  If it could be proven that the RCMP had ratted on a citizen to 
the apartheid regime, the leader of the NDP (labour party) would have 
risen in Parliament and embarrassed the government severely.  No, it had 
to be the FBI.  They, too, had the goods on me, and their government 
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wasn't nearly so coy about holding hands with South Africa.  
 So I never did get to live in a police state.  And with apartheid now 
blessedly swept away, I probably never will.  
 
 ******************** 
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TRANSLATING FOR ROBERTO MACHUS 
 
I can speak four languages well, can get by in a couple of others if I have 
to, and regular read in six or seven of them.  Some have accused me of 
having a natural knack for learning language.  I don't think so.  If there is 
any element of "talent" (whatever that is) in it, I am convinced that it is a 
very minor factor.  What really counts is motivation, together with an 
intelligent approach to building fluency.  As for "picking it up", that is 
nonsense.  If there is anyone out there who can do that, but I have 
certainly never met him.  Several times I have had someone tell me that 
he was in another country for a few years and picked up the language, as if 
by osmosis.  Upon examination, I have always found out that he isn't very 
good. 
 There may also be many who, despite giving it the old school try, 
simply cannot make headway in learning another language.  I have only 
known one such person.  In 1980 and 1981 I made three trips to Costa Rica 
as Robert W. Matthews's research assistant.  Our base was the Corcovado 
National Park, where we studied the nesting biology of a very small wasp, 
Microstigmus comes.  I had assumed Bob wanted me in part because I 
could speak Spanish, but it turned out that he didn't even know I co uld 
until we got there.  It was just a nice unexpected bonus.  
 Before we could get into the field, there was a certain amount of 
running around for permits and such, and in this we were a good team.  
Bob is a diplomatic guy, but his Spanish was rudimentary .  I am a fluent 
speaker but with few diplomatic skills and little patience for bureaucracy.  
We very quickly got into a drill.  Bob would say what he had to say, and if 
necessary I would translate.  He did not try to speak Spanish, and I did not 
proffer a ny viewpoint of my own.  The result was diplomatic, grammatical 
Spanish that eased our way through all government offices that we 
entered.  We were sort of like a tag team, Roberto Machús & Cristóbal 
Estarr. 
 After our first trip, Bob decided that he reall y needed to learn to speak 
Spanish.  He tried, he really did.  Back in Georgia, I saw him taking classes, 
and he practised all the time out of class, but somehow it never paid off.  
 I realized his Spanish was not coming together during our second stay in 
Corcovado.  We were sitting in the open -air dining hall, sorting through 
some specimens on the tables, when the cook came out of the kitchen 
with a newly -baked cake.  She placed it on a table to cool in the breeze.  
As she did so, Bob's eyes lit up, and he enthused "Ah, caca."  He should 
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have said "queque".  The cook was not amused, and for the rest of the day 
she could be heard muttering "Roberto dice que mi queque es caca."  
 However, this exception aside, I am convinced that we are all much the 
same when it comes to language acquisition.  If you put orderly effort into 
it, you will learn.  Otherwise, you won't.  
 
 ******************** 
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A WRECKED PLANE IN A HORSE PASTURE 
 
The usual way to get to Corcovado was in a small plane.  I have a great 
liking for this  kind of travel.  In a big plane one is inside an airplane, but in 
a small plane one is in the air.  The pilot would radio ahead to get the 
horses out of the pasture beside the main building that served as landing 
strip.  The landing was always a bit bumpy , but nothing spectacular.  
However, at the end of the pasture was a trenchant reminder of the 
vagaries of such travel.  Some years earlier, a plane had flipped over on 
landing, and it was left there, upside -down, with weeds growing through 
it.  I am told that it has since been removed.  
 In the rainy season clean clothes were a constant concern.  For one 
thing, they got dirty much more quickly when the ground was muddy, and 
clothes worn for three or four days became much nastier than in the dry 
season.  For another thing, days when laundry would dry on the line were 
few.  Accordingly, if it looked like a sunny day there was a great rush to 
wash clothes and hang them up to dry.  
 I always took along one set of especially raggedy clothes that I didn't 
plan to b ring back.  I got all the others clean if I could, and then I wore 
that designated set for the last three days.  When the radio indicated that 
the plane was on its way, I quickly got cleaned up and into some clothes 
that would pass in civilization, threw o ut the disreputable ones, and I was 
good to get into that plane and fly up and away from the wrecked one at 
the end of the horse pasture.  
 
 ******************** 
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CHURCHILL SPEAKS TO ME IN CORCOVADO 
 
During our third trip to Corcovado, Bob & I were really on a roll.  We were 
in the field for three weeks, 21 days, and between the two of us we 
averaged one really good discovery a day.  It was toward the end of this 
period that I had my audial hallucinations.  
 During the darkest period of World War II, from a british point of view, 
Winston Churchill made his most stirring speeches in Parliament and on 
radio.  In one of these he proclaimed "These are not dark days.  These are 
great days."  And it was while walking up a ridge in Corcovado one 
morning, full of ant icipation of what the day's results would reveal, that I 
first heard Churchill behind my right ear, intoning in his distinctive gravelly 
voice "These are great days."  It happened twice more on later days, 
always behind my right ear, always the same clear phrase "These are great 
days." 
 I didn't for a moment doubt Churchill's assessment of what Bob & I were 
finding, but I admit that it was a bit disconcerting.  
 
 ******************** 
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I ONCE HAD BALLS OF STEEL 
 
As a graduate student at Georgia I customarily  had breakfast or 
occasionally lunch at the Snelling cafeteria.  One or the other, not both.  
One paid one's money at the front, and then it was all -you-can-eat inside.  
Breakfast was the cheapest meal, lunch a little more expensive, and 
supper even more so.  I never went for supper.  
 When one eats just once a day, one eats a hell of a lot at each meal.  
The policy was that one could get just three eggs at once, so I would 
usually go to that station three times in the course of a breakfast.  In 
addition to my nine eggs, I typically had a liter or so of juice, some coffee, 
and maybe three bowls of grits, as well as some fruit or flavoured yogurt.  
 As a young man I fell in love about once a year.  I don't mean that this 
was a matter of policy, just that it hap pened about that often.  I would 
know that it had happened by a peculiar tightening in the stomach, a sort 
of nausea, quite distinctive.  One night I had a date with a beautiful blonde 
from North Carolina.  Donna and I hit it off.  We really, really hit it  off, 
walking and talking until the early morning.  
 As I went around to the cafeteria for breakfast I was wondering if I was 
in love with Donna.  I didn't have long to wonder.  I got my tray, got my 
three eggs and some trimmings, sat down and ate them, and  went back for 
another three.  And then I sat at the table and stared at that second batch 
of eggs.  I couldn't eat them.  I couldn't eat anything more.  It was 
definitely true love.  
 Of course, it takes two to make a relationship, and Donna wasn't in love  
with me, so it came to nothing fairly soon afterward.  
 I like to put hot sauce on my scrambled eggs.  A lot of it.  In the early 
days I would ask for the bottle of Tabasco Sauce in the Snelling cafeteria, 
but then I used it up quickly, and it took them fo rever to get a new bottle, 
so I got in the habit of bringing my own.  And I would pour it onto those 
scrambled eggs and stir it in until everything on the plate was orange.  
 I didn't think anything about it until the day I went to breakfast with a 
chemist,  Nick Takas.  He sat there while I poured on the hot sauce and 
then happily ate the orange collation, observing and chewing in silence, 
and then he pronounced judgement.  "Man, you must have balls of steel."  
It was the nicest compliment I ever received.  I felt like I had been 
awarded the Nobel Prize.  
 
 ******************** 
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AN ACADEMIC CHAIR OF SOME IMPORT 
 
As a new graduate student at Georgia I often spent extended periods 
sitting with my feet propped up on the desk, doing theoretical stuff.  That 
is a grand way to spend one's time, but it was attended with a peculiar 
difficulty.  My butt got sore and numb.  Plainly, what I needed -- and what 
theoretical biology deserved -- was a much more comfortable chair.  So I 
went around to an office -supply store to  see about something cushy and 
mobile that would leave my butt undisturbed.  
 That was a lucky day.  The store had a fine executive chair that had 
been returned by the client, because they had gotten the colour scheme 
wrong.  The colours looked fine to me, and the chair was just right in other 
respects.  Retail price US$160, but I could have it for $95.  And, before I 
could say anything, the clerk dropped the price to $85.  He was glad to 
unload the chair, and I was glad to acquire it.  
 So it was, that I cam e to have the second nicest chair in the entire 
department, after the department head's.  Just right for doing theory.  It 
was also much appreciated by other students, who referred to it as my 
"throne".  Often I would come into the lab to find one or anoth er student 
sitting in it, a look of easy satisfaction on his face.  
 When it came time to leave Georgia, I couldn't take my throne with 
me, so I did something that I had long wanted to do.  I established a chair. 
 I named it the C.K. Starr Chair in Behavior  Physiology and delivered it to a 
deserving psychology student.  When her time came to graduate, she 
presumably passed it along to someone else, and so forth until it fell apart.  
 So there is probably at least one individual out there whose résumé 
includes the detail that during a certain period she occupied the C.K. Starr 
Chair in Behavior Physiology at the University of Georgia.  
 
 ******************** 
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ANNIE MAE FLEES FROM A TERRIBLE FATE 
 
Some of the basics of psychoanalysis are the common property of a ll 
western educated people, so much so that we take them for granted.  This 
is seen in the jokes we crack, which often have to do with symbolism, 
dream work and sexual transference.  In the Philippines -- the first non -
western country in which I lived -- I learned that psychoanalysis is not 
necessarily part of everybody's cultural heritage.  
 When I joined the staff of the Visayas State College of Agriculture 
(ViSCA) in 1981, my assistant was Mae-Ann Duatin, known to me as Annie 
Mae.  We worked together well  and occasionally shared confidences, even 
though we were very far apart in background.  One morning she told me 
about her dream of the night before.  "I was running away from a man who 
was chasing me with a big knife.  Then you were protecting me.  But la ter 
you were the man with the big knife."  
 I just sat there thinking that she obviously had no clue of even the 
poppest psychoanalysis, or she wouldn't be telling me this.  And the thing 
about it was this: I really did have a big knife for Annie Mae.  
 
 ******************** 
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A COBRA IN THE MUSEUM 
 
The native cobra in Leyte is Naja samarensis, a fairly common beast in 
farmland.  It is also quite a lovely snake, with a gleaming black body and a 
lemon-yellow head and neck.  From time to time local people would  
capture one of these and bring it to the ViSCA museum for our live 
displays.  We were happy to have them, but it made us uneasy that people 
were taking such risks on our behalf, so we put out a bulletin that in future 
anyone with a cobra that needed remov al should contact us about it, 
rather than attempt the capture on her/his own.  
 One such cobra we had for quite a long time in a big glass terrarium 
near the entrance to the museum.  It served us well.  For one thing, it 
never habituated to the approach of  humans but would rise up facing the 
intruder and spread its hood, a magnificent display.  
 A few asian and african species are called "spitting cobras", but I am 
convinced that most or all cobras can project their venom on occasion.  I 
walked into the muse um one day and thought to take a close look at this 
particular specimen.  As I approached its terrarium, it gave the hood -
spreading display, and I crouched down close to the glass for a good look at 
it.  Then, from a distance of just a few centimeters, it squirted two jets of 
yellow venom right at my eyes, so that they ran down the intervening glass 
right in front of me.  I don't mind admitting that I walked away quite 
shaken. 
 One morning I came in early and turned to greet the cobra.  To my 
consternation,  the terrarium was empty.  The snake had found a weak 
joint in the glass and used its considerable strength to push it open.  There 
was a hole in that corner and a piece of glass on the floor.  
 As a public servant, I immediately thought cover -up.  We were 
expecting a class of school children to tour the museum that morning, and 
it would have been very uncool if word got out that we had had a cobra 
escape.  My first idea was to lock the front door and go looking, but then it 
occurred to me that if I were bit ten I certainly didn't want the door locked. 
 So I stood outside, and when my assistants showed up I told them to come 
inside and keep their mouths shut.  Then I locked the door, put on a lot of 
protective clothing, and we started searching.  I took the le ad in this, 
because I was the boss with the responsibility, and the others didn't get 
paid enough to take that kind of risk.  
 Within minutes, we located the cobra hidden away between a couple of 
cabinets.  I soaked a rag in chloroform and pushed it in next  to the snake, 
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and when it emerged groggily, one of the assistants collected it in a bug 
net.  Meanwhile, another assistant had repaired the terrarium, so we put 
the cobra back in place, unlocked the door, and the public never knew.  
 
 ******************** 
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MISTAKEN DIAGNOSES 
 
When I go to see the doctor for something unannounced, I like to facilitate 
the process by presenting her/him with a diagnosis as soon as I arrive.  At 
ViSCA I had occasion to do this twice. 
 One morning I woke up with a sharp, nauseating pain in the middle.  I 
thought about it and soon decided that it bore the marks of a mild heart 
attack.  It seemed to be a bit low down, but other than that it fit what I 
had read about heart attacks.  So I got up and got myself to the clinic.  The 
clinic was about a kilometer away, and there were no vehicles going that 
way, so I walked.  Slowly and methodically, all the time thinking I was 
having a heart attack.  
 When I got there I presented Dr Miranda with a full diagnosis.  He 
examined me and said "No, I don't think so.  You have an enlarged liver."  
 The other time I was pretty sure I had the clap (gonorrhea).  It wasn't 
so much the pain as the shock that that nice nurse wasn't as pure and 
wholesome as she appeared.  But Dr Miranda said "No, I don't think so.  You 
have a rather ordinary urinary infection."  
 Sometimes it's a pleasure to be mistaken.  
 
 ******************** 
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RAUL SUMMARIZES 
 
Many of us bachelors had supper every evening at a particular house.  The 
fare was good, the price right, and it g ave us a chance to socialize and 
shoot the breeze at the end of the workday.  Almost every evening we 
would get to talking about a particular topic, a sort of free -wheeling 
symposium that would go on for half an hour or so, until we lapsed into 
silence.  I t was quite a distinct rhythm that repeated itself with great 
regularity.  
 During one of the post -discussion silences, it occurred to me that it 
would be good practice if someone were to summarize.  The idea came 
from my years in the trotskyist youth.  The  Trotskyists were perhaps the 
best organized political force in Canada, with meetings that were very 
orderly, while allowing for great freedom of discussion.  After the delivery 
and discussion of particular report, the chairperson would routinely ask the 
comrade who had given the report if she/he wished to summarize.  If no 
summary seemed necessary, fine, but if it seemed like a good idea it was 
expected that any comrade should be able to give a tight extemporaneous 
summary of the report and discussion.  Summarizing, then, was part of my 
education.  
 One member of our supper group was Raul B. Ruiz, a graduate student 
in my department.  On the evening when the idea came to me, I turned to 
him and asked if he would care to summarize the foregoing symposium.  
And Raul rose to the occasion.  In fact, on succeeding evenings we never 
saw reason to go to anyone else when the time came to summarize.  
 The striking thing about Raulõs summaries was their astonishing 
unpredictability.  He was very attentive, took in every thing, and was 
scrupulous about his facts.  At the same time, there was no way of knowing 
what strands or details he would choose to highlight.  
 This reached its peak on the evening that my dear friend Krishna K. 
Singh and occupied most of the discussion period with a slanging match.  I 
have no idea what brought it on, but each of us seemed determined to 
establish once and for all that the other was a deeply flawed individual and 
absolutely hopeless in the sexual sphere.  (It wasnõt until about a year 
later  that it became apparent that I had been very much mistaken about 
Krishna in this latter respect.)  This went on for a while, all good clean 
fun, and then we gave it up, because it threatened to become repetitious.  
 The whole table had gone into pensive si lence when we became aware 
that Raul was leaning forward in tense eagerness.  Having caught my eye, 
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he asked òI shall summarize?ó 
 òOh yes, by all means, Rauló I said.  òYes, please, summarize.  Letõs 
have it.ó  Raul cleared his throat and pronounced with happy earnestness 
òKrishna continues to amaze us as a representative of another species.ó 
 Later, no one could recall what else he said, as we were all too slack -
jawed at this opening.  The habit of summarizing sort of fell into abeyance 
after that, becaus e there was no way Raul could top that eveningõs 
formulation.  
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FISH FLOPS ON THE BEACH 
 
One of my dearest and most valued colleagues in the Philippines was the 
mosquito specialist and catholic priest Henry Schoenig.  Originally from 
Germany, he had been in the Philippines so long that the land of his birth 
had long since become foreign to him, and I don't believe he ever returned 
to it while he lived.  
 Henry was already in his 70s when I met him, but he was in fine shape 
and got around very well.  We went o n three extended bug -collecting trips 
to other islands, going right into the wilds.  The grandest of these was to 
Palawan, an island that I visited again twice and to which I hope to return 
to observe the transit of Venus in June 2012.  
 Our wanderings took us not only to the main island of Palawan but to 
two smaller ones lying to the south.  The second of these, Balabac, is the 
last philippine island before Borneo.  I will always remain grateful to Henry 
for leading the way to places that I would probably n ever have visited.  
 We stayed in Balabac about a week, and I had many hours of happy 
exploring and a good haul of specimens.  When the time came to leave we 
got our stuff together and went down to the beach to catch a boat to 
Bugsuk, the next of several st opping places on our way back to Palawan. 
 Our boat was delayed, and a crowd of curious locals gathered to watch 
the strange outsiders.  After a bit, I thought it was a shame just to stand 
around, so I got to doing fish flops right there on the sand.  (The  fish flop is 
a gymnastic technique, in which one somersaults backward, goes into a 
hand stand, arches one's body, and then lets oneself down smoothly onto 
one's convex front.)  The people were openly amazed, and for all I know 
the foreigner who did fish f lops on the beach may have passed into local 
legend. 
 
 ******************** 
 


