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CHAPTER ONE



THE JOURNEY BEGINS.


In 1969 I was eighteen. Gas was thirty-five cents a gallon and you could rent a home for about one hundred and thirty-five dollars a month. Many people still watched television in black and white, and Monsanto had raked in record profits for their new insecticide, DDT. The Beatles had just released what would be their final album. An obscure police action some eight thousand miles from America, known as the Vietnam War, had reached a fever pitch as over 540,000 U.S. troops were now involved. That summer I graduated high school.


I received from my uncle, a decorated World War Two vet, a graduation present of an old 1951 Willys jeep along with a stern warning, “That Vietnam war is another Korean War. They’re calling it a police action, which means they’re not committed. We’re in the middle of a crazy civil war that won’t end well. A lot of good American boys are dying there and many of us aren’t sure why. So…” he paused for a few seconds, then concluded his lecture. “If you have to go to Nam, try to get into the Navy is my best advice.”


I had no desire to be one of the lucky lottery winners drafted to fight in that war, nor was I particularly excited about volunteering. That meant going to college and staying enrolled. If drafted, at least I could get a deferment from going until I finished college. I needed to work that summer because my family was too poor to pay for my college tuition. I would have to earn enough to get myself through the following school year.


I had looked into several possible means of summer employment. One was spending the summer digging ditches for a neighbor who installed swimming pools; the other was working at a summer camp. A Christian camp recruiter at a job fair showed me a brochure depicting a magnificent California mountain wilderness with pristine mountain lakes and a forest filled with dense stands of pine trees. The recruiter promised me a summer of adventure along with a lot of hard work and plenty of exercise working as camp counselor monitoring a cabin of eight boys. He presented other photos depicting the many camp activities the campers participated in. They shot bows and arrows, rode horses, swam and canoed in a lake, rappelled down mountainsides, backpacked and sat by campfires and sang.


My girlfriend from high school was going to tour Europe for most of that summer with three of her girlfriends, so my summer was wide open. This camp appeared to present an opportunity to have a pretty fascinating summer, or at least a pretty busy summer. All the college protests, the confusion of Vietnam and the civil rights riots had made 1968 and early 1969 seem chaotic. After all that, summer at a remote camp in the mountains sounded pretty enticing. It took me approximately ten seconds of serious thought, and I was ready to commit to a summer of work at this summer camp known as Camp Clovis.










CHAPTER TWO



ARRIVAL AT CAMP CLOVIS


In early June I packed a large backpack with all the necessary items, climbed into my old jeep and drove off deep into the mountains to report for work. I still remember that crisp, bright blue June morning as I drove up the mountains. The canvas top was off my old Willys jeep. The Young Rascals album played full blast on my four track player all the way there. For hours, I passed hundreds of tall ponderosa pines and lush green meadows. I still remember singing along with The Young Rascals as they sang “It’s a Beautiful Morning.” The mountain air was so fresh and clean, it had its own unique, crisp bite to it.


Finally, when I had ascended to an elevation of 7000 feet, I saw a sign by the highway that read “Camp Clovis Two Miles.” It was directing me to turn right off the highway and onto a primitive dirt road. I stopped by the sign to get out of my jeep and stretch my legs. As I stood there on a grassy ridge at the summit, I took in an incredible view of the mountains. I could see many other ridges that cut into these mountains and several distant small lakes. I was agape at the peaceful tranquility and solitude this environment exuded. After a few moments I got back in my jeep and continued my journey. The dirt road had an aggressive descent as it lead into some sort of valley. About a mile along the road the terrain began to change. As the huge ponderosa pines thinned out, large stands of ancient juniper trees began to fill the void. I had learned in my high school botany class the common name for this tree was Western Juniper. These trees lived to an age of seven hundred and sometimes even a thousand years old. They had survived floods, storms, droughts, insect attacks, lightening strikes, extreme temperatures of hot and cold, and a host of forest fires. The junipers were shorter than the pine trees and grew outward more than upward. I’d always wanted to see one of these magnificent trees close up but never had the opportunity. Now was my chance. Again I stopped my jeep and hopped out. Filled with curiosity, I walked around one of these ancient trees. Its bark was reddish and furrowed, resembling shaggy, thick animal hair. The main trunk contained several large hollowed-out cavities. No doubt lightning had struck it more than once in past decades. It seemed like a miracle they were able to somehow survive all these onslaughts.


As I continued my journey and got closer to my destination, the road bottomed out into a huge open space. There, my eyes saw a scene of scant pine and juniper trees, along with a myriad of low growing chaparral brush. An overwhelming scent of sage was in the air, leading me to conclude the brush had to be some form of sagebrush. The sides of the road were clear of any brush for about ten feet on each side. No doubt human hands had altered much of the area in years past.


It was clear I had entered the camp property when I saw a small log cabin with a sign reading “Camp Office.” I pulled my jeep up along the side of the cabin. As I walked up to the camp office, my throat became parched from all the dust my vehicle had stirred upon its arrival. For a split second I thought I saw a man with a turban walking across the road in the distance, but when the dust settled, the man in the turban had vanished like a mirage.


As I approached the camp office I could see a small sign which read: “Office Closed until Noon-All new staff follow road approximately one half mile to mess hall (large building on left) and sign in.” I got back in the jeep and drove to the mess hall.


The mess hall was a large old pine building. It sat upon a four-foot-high foundation of stone. By the entrance were two huge double doors with two columns of pine logs holding up a patio cover. I pushed open one of the doors and entered a large rectangular cafeteria. There were around twenty empty tables with chairs beside them. I looked around. At one of the tables sat a man wearing a turban, with a notepad and pencil in front of him.


“Hello hello! You must be new staff,” he said in broken English with some sort of Indian accent. I nodded, realizing he was not a mirage and could be from India.


“Here,” he pushed a clipboard with blank lines on it towards me, “You sign in here.”


There were already three other names on the list.


“Yes! Yes!” he said. “Pleased to meet you…” he looked down, reading my signature “Chris..too…fer Polo… Polo? Yes is that how you say the word?”.


“Chris-TA-pher” I replied, accenting the middle syllable of my name, not wanting him to make my name sound like I was some two-for-one deal at a Walmart.


“Yes, yes, Chris..too-fer.”


“That’s close enough,” I replied.


“I am Bashiri.”


“Are you the camp director?” I asked.


“No… no, no, no…I am cousin of head cook, Raj. I am visiting from England for just this week. Yes, yes, just one week. Camp Director Stevens and Pathfinder Director Musetti go to town for supplies. Will be back in hour.” He took out a small map of the camp. Running his finger along the map, he mumbled to himself, “Yes, yes… Polo… ah yes…Cabin number three. Cabin Three is your cabin.” He said I could introduce myself to the three counselors who had already arrived. Their names were Marty, Bill, and Ziegfield.


“Today only, you may drive your car to the cabins to unload your” gear.


Bashiri pointed to a box marked Cabin Three on the map. “Here!… When done you must park car in the big parking area by mess hall.” He handed me the map and told me I could keep it to find my way around.










CHAPTER THREE



THE CAMP COUNSELORS


I followed the dirt road to the other end of the camp to a set of four small log cabins. Each sat on its own concrete pad. The cabins were about fifteen yards apart. They each had a roof which extended out about five feet from the front door, creating a quaint little patio area. Behind the cabins was a grove of huge ponderosa pine trees.


Lying on his back on one cabin porch I noticed what appeared to be a fellow counselor. I deduced he must be one of the three counselors who had already arrived. As I pulled up to my cabin I could see he was doing sit-ups in a most vigorous fashion. He wore a pair of blue boxing shorts, a white T-shirt, and a pair of Keds high-top sneakers. He wore his brown hair in a crew cut. I judged him to be quite fit as he went through each sit-up without any strain. I turned off the engine and exited my jeep.


I could hear him counting out loud, “Ninety-eight, ninety-nine, one hundred.” He exhaled a deep breath and his whole body went limp as he collapsed back on his mat.


I felt it best not to disturb him, so I removed my pack from the back seat and gently closed the jeep door. Despite my efforts to exit quietly, he noticed me as he finished his sit-ups and stood up.


“Greetings,” he proclaimed as he walked down from his cabin porch to my jeep. “Need any help with your baggage?”


“I’m good,” I said as I held out my hand. “I’m Chris Polo.”


“I’m Marty. Cabin four counselor.” He shook my hand.


“Are you a counselor for cabin three?” I asked.


“Yes. I was just working on my daily workout routine.”


As he spoke, I could see someone else in his cabin moving around. The mysterious figure in the cabin noticed me also. He leaned out of the doorway, stuck his head out and called out to me.


“Hi! I’m Ziegfield, Marty’s co-counselor, but you can call me Ziggy,” he said.


“This is Chris Polo!” yelled Marty from the road.


“Good to meet you,” I replied.


From where I stood, all I could see of Ziggy was his head poking out of the doorway. He held the cabin door pulled close to his neck and leaned forward with just his head out. His huge head of short curly black hair resembled a big ball of steel wool. His face was also covered with a full beard, which was even bushier than his head.


“Good to meet you, man!” shouted Ziggy.


I kept asking myself why he stuck only his head out of the cabin door while he continued to converse. Why wouldn’t he exit the cabin? Was he hiding something behind the door?


In an instant, the whole experience of conversing with Ziggy became surrealistic. I imagined I was exchanging dialogue with a large ball of steel wool that had two huge eyes peeping out. I was having a hard time focusing on the conversation. My thoughts ran wild; I keep envisioning using Ziggy s head as a large pot scrubber. I rubbed my eyes and got a better handle on my unrestrained thoughts.


“I better go back to work. I was tidying up the cabin. It’s a mess.” And with that the large bushy head vanished back into the cabin.


To the left, one cabin over, I noticed someone else.


Marty saw me looking in that direction. “That’s one of the counselors for cabin two,” commented Marty. “His name’s Bill, but he said everyone calls him Wild Bill.”


Wild Bill sat with eyes closed, taking slow deep breaths on the small patch of grass in front of his cabin. His knees were folded and he appeared to be in some sort of yoga position. He had a long unkempt beard and scraggy blond hair tied in a pony tail. He sported a long white robe, making him look like a martial arts expert. Upon closer inspection you could see the robe had quite a few tears and stains on it. Its frayed edges revealed it had seen quite a bit of abuse. As soon as he heard Marty mention his name, his eyes began to open. He exhaled a big breath and muttered, “Hey, dudes.”


Marty shouted to Wild Bill, “This is a fellow counselor, Chris. He will be in cabin three.”


“Welcome, comrade,” returned Wild Bill, as he closed his eyes and went back into his yoga trance.


“Glad to meet you,” I shouted back.


I began to walk to my cabin and Marty followed. “He calls everyone comrade,” Marty spoke in a low tone to me. “I have to tell you it concerns me a little. I hope he’s not some kind of commie spy.”


“I hope not,” I replied, while trying to conceive just what secrets a commie spy might be hoping to uncover in middle of this wilderness.


Wild Bill appeared to be almost the opposite of Marty. He talked slow, was unshaven, had long hair and an unkempt robe.


As I walked away I realized that of the three counselors I had already met, not one of us were the least bit alike. I hoped there would be some common ground we could share. And I could hardly wait to see what the other three counselors would be like.


I walked into cabin three and noticed the walls were all finished with simple knotty pine boards. The room contained four double bunks and two single bunks, a shower, and a bathroom with two sinks. I placed my pack on one of the single bunks, since it appeared to be a counselor bunk. There were two small pine dressers by all four bunks and one small one by my bunk. I placed what I could on the one by my bunk.


I looked at my watch; it was 10:30 a.m. Almost an hour and a half to lunch. My co-counselor had still not arrived. I stood outside by the front door and couldn’t help but notice how tranquil it was up here. All that I could hear was the sound of a gentle breeze passing through the pines and an occasional chorus of a few bird chirps. I looked up and the sky was an incredible deep azure blue like I had never seen before.


I turned to my neighboring cabins and yelled to Wild Bill and Marty. “Hey, you guys want to take a walk around the camp and check things out?”


Wild Bill was now in a different yoga position. And had his arms raised over his head and spoke in a low tone with his eyes still closed. “No, I’m still not fully balanced.”


To my surprise Marty said, “I want to check out the lake. I’ll go!”


As we walked to the lake Marty began to talk about himself incessandy. I learned a lot about Marty during that walk. He had been a volunteer at his downtown Y and had a girlfriend who worked at that Y. He had organized a flag football team for the local kids there. He had an outgoing, upbeat personality. Program Director Musetti had asked Marty to come work at camp the previous summer. He enjoyed that first summer so much he returned this summer. Marty soon began an unrelenting diatribe about his love of professional sports. He spoke of things like the Chiefs versus the Jets, the Yankees and the Mets, UCLA verses USC, etc. etc. After almost five minutes of his ranting he changed the subject.


“I’m concerned about my co-counselor, Ziegfield,” Marty confided. “He claimed he was raised in an Amish village by his single mother.” Marty said he never heard of that religion. He asked me if I’d ever heard of the Amish. Was it a cult? Was it even a Christian religion? I assured him it was indeed a Christian faith.


Marty continued, “I understand we also have one of our counselors coming in from France and one from England. The one from England isn’t even English, he’s Indian. I am concerned about working with foreigners. Director Musetti said his name was Siddhartha. What kind of a name is Siddhartha? Musetti said there was a large settlement of migrants from Indian in England and it was all very wonderful because most of them had converted from Hinduism to Christianity, but I’m just not comfortable with it.”


“We’ve got an Indian cook from England,” I said. “Why not an Indian counselor?”


“I’m looking forward to competing with these foreigners in some sporting events,” said Marty. “But we’ll really see what these foreigners are made of by the end of the summer. There’s nothing like a strenuous week-long backpack into the wilderness to test their spirit.”


“When do we do the backpack, anyway?” I asked.


“The third week of each session we do some kind of backpack,” Marty replied. “But the hardest hike is in the last session. That’s when we climb the highest peak in our part of the state. It’s 11,500 feet high. When you go into the mess hall, you’ll notice one wall has about two hundred and fifty small name plates on it. At the top it says “Mountaineer Club”–all the counselors and campers who have made it to the peak in the last ten years have their name on one of those golden plates. I have my name on there from last year, and if I go again this year I’ll get another plate. If I come back next summer and conquer the peak for a third time, I’ll get my name under the “The White Eagle Club”. There’s only ten names on that one and I want to be the eleventh.”


The hike to the 11,500 foot peak was not an easy one, and though there were several other backpacks during the summer, this hike was done only once each summer. Marty proceeded to relay to me a story Musetti had told him about a counselor from Brazil who worked at camp a few summers past. He passed out on day three of the backpack when the group reached an altitude of 10,500 feet. Marty went on to say, “That just goes to prove the indomitable spirit of Americans. Not one of the American counselors passed out. Us Americans,” he boasted, “Greatest athletes in the world.”


“Either that,” I replied, “or he may have gotten altitude sickness. People who live at sea level their whole life sometimes have a problem when they first get into a high-altitude situation. The air is much thinner.”


Marty ignored my comment and kept talking.


“I love sports,” he declared. “I love the competition. I don’t know if I will make pro but my real dream is to land a sales position with a huge corporation like IBM or Chrysler and become a corporate mogul. A titan of industry like Vanderbilt or Getty.”


It seemed competition, sports and business were Marty’s life. In high school he’d played three sports and was in the business club. In college it would only be football and track. His major was business. He had unbounded energy. So much so it made me tired listening. I soon realized, Marty was an extreme competitor and a take-no-prisoners sort of guy.


I explained my only present goal was to stay in college and not wind up dead in a rice field in Vietnam. Again, I don’t know if he heard a word I said.


Then he asked, “You will go if they draft you? You will serve your country and help kick those commies’ asses? Right?”


“Of course,” I replied knowing I had no choice anyway. “I’ll go if I’m drafted but I’m certainly not volunteering.”


“Thank God!” said Marty. “You’re not one of those pot-smoking hippies who are all running to Canada.”


By this time it seemed clear any intellectual discussion with Marty on any subject outside of sports was impossible. I wanted to share my views on the Vietnam war with Marty, but I bit my tongue. Somehow I knew any discussion on the finer points of an insane police action in Vietnam would prove fruitless. I’m sure Marty had religiously read the sports page of the paper every day, but only the sports page. From the news he talked about, I deduced he hadn’t seen the front-page headlines in years. Nor did he realize the country was now in chaos over this war. I wanted to tell Marty the headlines on the front page of the Times three days ago read “How can we save Nam if we destroy it?” 450,000 troops already involved, twenty thousand dead Americans, one million dead Vietnamese and one million injured and nothing resolved. What did it matter if the Jets didn’t get into the Super Bowl? I would have loved to discuss with Marty things like the recent protests in Berkeley and the Bobby Kennedy and Martin Luther King shootings and the civil rights marches which had all taken place within the last few years. To me that was important. We all have our priorities, and I’m sure there were lots of other people in 1969 who were oblivious to what was going on in the world. The only problem was I couldn’t think of anyone. After that walk I had new respect for the word “oblivious.”


I stirred out of my musing when we arrived at the small camp lake known as Lake Clovis. It was then that I realized I must have drifted off during the last ten minutes of Marty’s chatter. He seemed to be going on with some other rant about “The Titans of Industry.” I nodded as if I had been listening the whole time. That appeared to be good enough for Marty.


We passed the archery range and finally arrived at the stables. Two members of our summer crew were there. One was a horse wrangler who went by the nickname Sammy and the other was another counselor, Steven Manassas, who went by the nickname Tex.


Sammy was an older fellow in his thirties who had been camp wrangler for several years in the past. Tex had been assistant wrangler last year but this year he was trying his hand at counselor. They both were friendly and talkative, and both talked with a slight southern drawl. As it turned out, Tex was assigned to the same cabin as I. Tex would be my co-counselor for cabin three. He had been on his way to drop his personal items off at the cabin but wanted to say hello to Sammy first.


As we walked back to the cabins, Marty went into much more detail about what he knew about his co-counselor, Ziegfield.


His full name was Ziegfield Grostin. Most people had called him Ziggy for short since he was a kid. Ziggy’s grandmother was a dancer in the Ziegfeld Follies for several years. This fact earned him the name of Ziegfield. His single mother brought him up in an Amish village until she passed away when he was ten years old. His older married brother Samuel took Ziegfield to the suburbs of San Diego to live with him and his wife. Samuel was a professor at San Diego State. He taught physical anthropology-mainly evolutionary science—among other subjects. He was also an avid atheist. For Ziggy it was quite a change to go from life in an Amish village to a huge metropolis—besides adjusting from living in a strict Christian community to living with an atheist science professor.


Marty went on to say, “Ziggy seems like he’s lost between two worlds to me. It’s strange how he’s always hungry—he eats non-stop. I don’t know if they gave him enough to eat when he was a child.”


I also gathered from Marty that Ziggy was a strange concoction of conflicting values. The Amish values he had grown up with up became twisted by nine years of life in the suburbs of Southern California. Marty said Ziggy was in a constant state of worry. He fretted over a lot of useless things. He worried if he had taken enough vitamins or if he had taken too many vitamins. He worried if he was going to catch a cold from a draft or if his shirt was too wrinkled. He was also a neat freak. He worried that his hands, his clothes, his food, and lots of little things weren’t ever clean enough. But nothing bothered Ziggy more than things being out of order. Marty said Ziggy spent three hours folding his shirts, shorts and socks perfectly in his small dresser. Ziggy told Marty that even though he considered himself an Amish Christian, lately he found himself attracted to Zen Buddhism. That concerned Marty. But when Ziggy let Marty know he was against competitive sports because he felt they were too violent, that sent Marty over the edge. Knowing what little I did of Marty, I could understand why not being able to discuss sports with his co-counselor wouldn’t sit well with him at all.


Our counselor crew along with the camp directing staff and the program personnel topped off at a total of twenty-six bodies. We were all there at the patio area in front of the mess hall for dinner. A barbecue grill was manned by head cook Raj’s younger cousin, Bashiri. This grill was not for the feeble. It was at least ten feet long and three feet wide. It appeared to be designed to feed the populous of a small town. Twenty bags of charcoal and two quarts of fire starter fluid were required to start the behemoth beast.


A table to the side of the grill contained potato salad, chips, buns, plates, eating utensils, and a full line of condiments. Most of us had lined up and filled our paper plates to their maximum capacity. Chips, salad, and one or two loaded buns with all the trimmings were ready for Bashiri to load our selection of meat with his huge spatula.


As we filed by the grill, Bashiri smiled. Holding his massive spatula, he would ask in his broken English, “Hamburger… hot dog? Cheese? No cheese?”


He would banter over and over as each customer passed him by. Many had their plates so overloaded with side dishes of macaroni, chips, and cookies, they barely had room for one bun. Others like the permanent staff, old pros at this, had two plates ready to go.


They held one plate in each hand—one filled with all the side dishes and the other with two or three loaded buns ready for the meat selection.


I noticed one of the new counselors had taken two buns with cheese and garnishments but passed by the meats. He was Siddhartha Sunans from India, a vegetarian I learned later.


One large table to the side of where we sat contained pitchers of water, paper cups and pitchers of a curious red cherry punch-like substance, which the returning staff referred to as Red Death Number 3. The punch had been watered down quite a bit. I was told that to drink this punch undiluted was for only the heartiest of souls. One would only need a few undiluted cups of it to stay awake for days. Later I learned it was also useful for priming campfires and in a pinch, if mixed six to one with water, very effective as an anti-de-pressant for homesick campers.


During that dinner I had a chance to meet the other three counselors, and learn more about the ones I had already met.


My assistant counselor, Steven “Tex” Manassas, was a returning staff member but a new counselor. He only had experience as a wrangler and had never had any experience as counselor, so this position was as new to him as the rest of us neophytes.


We also found out another fellow counselor, Terrance Thompson, was a returning veteran counselor. This would be his second season as counselor. We had a chance to talk during dinner and he told Tex and me more about himself. His preferred name was not Terrance but Hollywood. “Hollywood” Thompson was born in New York City and raised in Hollywood, California. Hollywood went on about this and that. He told us a little of his background. He said that he had seen the Watts Riots first hand, since Watts wasn’t far from Hollywood. Of course we all asked him to tell us more details.


“Well,” said Hollywood, “I remember one day during the riots when I was still in high school. After school I was visiting a friend who lived in Watts. His house was very close to the center of the riots, and troops were entering the city that day to stop the looters. I asked my friend if I could get on his roof to take pictures of the troops entering the city. I knew it would make a great shot for the headlines of the school paper. I was very late in coming home that day and my mother was dreadfully worried. Being editor of the high school paper, I often stayed late after school to work on the paper, but on this day I was extremely late. After a few hours of getting photos, I finally left for home. As I was walking home, I passed a small electronics store with all its showcase windows broken in. Coming out of the store was a man removing a television from the showcase and loading it into his pick-up truck. I gave the man a curious look as I walked by. The man seemed to want to explain to me what was happening. He explained he was one of the store owners and was removing all the televisions before rioters stole them. Being the good Samaritan that I was, I offered to help the merchant load the rest of the televisions on his truck. When we saw a troop carrier approaching in the distance, the store owner asked me to duck out of site. The store owner promptly ducked out of site too and explained to me he didn’t want the troops stopping to help since it was more important they continue of their way to apprehend any looters in town. I agreed. After we finished loading all the TVs into his truck–to show his gratitude–he told me I could come back in a few weeks when the store reopened and pick a small TV of my choice. When I reached home my mother started crying and told me she was so grateful I made it home alive that she didn’t even want to hear my explanation of why I was late. I went back to the store in a few weeks but it had a new owner; he told me the old owner lost everything in the riots and went bankrupt. I never got that new TV for my good deed. It’s sad—some people can’t keep their promises.”


I was glad to hear Hollywood say he was editor of his school paper and he liked writing stories. I realized there was a common thread between him and myself, for I had often written articles for my high school paper. We both liked to write. Up to that point I didn’t feel like there was much of a connection between me and the other counselors.


I also learned that Hollywood was going to college and majoring in film to be a Hollywood scriptwriter, which made the “Hollywood” nickname, even more appropriate. Hollywood told us he had many ideas for good screenplays but his ultimate goal was to someday write the great American novel. His idol was Ernest Hemingway, and he said no screenwriter gets much respect until they write a great novel. I later learned that Hollywood actually grew up in a Compton ghetto and always told new people he met, he was from Hollywood, not Compton.


Hollywood also shared some interesting facts about Wild Bill with me. He had met Wild Bill last winter at a camp seminar.


William “Wild Bill” H. Johnson was the closest thing we had at camp to Tarzan. The year before, Wild Bill had been enrolled in a special experimental program at the University of Santa Cruz. The program required him to spend two semesters in the Sierra wilderness, armed with nothing but his backpack and biology book. He met with his professor and other students once a week at a remote campground to share notes; otherwise, he was on his own. I also learned he grew up in a hippie commune. He was generally a kind soul, but had a very strange take on life. As the summer progressed, I learned he was a man of many talents, but none of them very important.


I also had a chance to talk with another counselor, Siddhartha Sunans. He had come to Clovis all the way from England. Years ago his family had migrated from India to England. He was another distant cousin of our head cook Raj, and was recently converted from Hinduism to Christianity. He had short black hair with black eyes and was tall and thin. He was a very reserved and quiet person, but spoke precise and clear English and seemed like a very amiable fellow.


Besides the counselors, we met and talked with all the program staff. There was Diane and Bob, a married couple in their mid-twenties, in charge of the high ropes course. They were both teachers and took the last three summers off to work the ropes course at our camp. We also met Sally Thoren, who seemed a little out there and flighty–she was our arts and crafts instructor–“Chief”, Freddy Knedson, our archery instructor—Dave Boeing, who ran riflery—Denise and Charles, our lifeguards—and Mel, our camp nurse. Our two wranglers, Sammy and Debra, were there too. Besides the program staff there were four kitchen staff: Raj, head cook, and three assistants; Chris, Oliver Vladimir Lucinskaya—alias “Thing Dog,” and Sanjay, Raj’s cousin. There was also Bashiri (another relative of Raj) who was up only for the first week.


As the night went on we had plenty of time to talk and learn all we could about each other. Only Marty was not present; he was off with Musetti picking up extra backpacks for our overnight hikes. All in all, there was a total of eight counselors for the Pathfinder Program, along with fifteen other support staff and the two directors, Stevens and Musetti. Wild Bill, Tex, Siddhartha and I were the new counselors. Hollywood and Marty were the only two veteran counselors. We also had one more new counselor coming in from France. His name was Pierre, and he was hired to be the assistant to the camp nurse because he had all his advanced first aid certificates. He would also need to fill in as an alternate counselor as needed, which meant he would be attending the counselor training with us. His plane had been held up in England and he would be a day late.


After meeting all these staff members, I realized the camp was like a small town—isolated and surrounded by wilderness, yet pretty much self-sufficient. To run it in an efficient manner was not an easy task. The only necessities that had to be transported in each week were the truckloads of food.










CHAPTER FOUR



YOUNG CHRIS POLO


Before I uncover more details of my summer at Clovis, I should disclose a bit of my prior history to inform the reader who is narrating these chronicles.


EARLY MEMORIES -In a Decade of Turmoil


I was a child of the sixties, and depending on how you perceive the sixties, that could mean many different things. It was a strange time of great change and a bittersweet time of joy and sadness. It was a time when America began to lose its innocence, and many of us took a look at things as never before. And just as Jim Morrison sang in one of his songs, “Strange days have found us,” they truly had found us.


I was born in Orange, California, in 1951, on a crisp March morning. But the most important fact about my youth from birth to about ten years of age is the fact that I have not one single memory of any of it. Don’t ask me what happened during most of the 1950’s, for I don’t remember any of it.


My first conscious memories start in 1962, when I was in fifth-grade. I had fallen off my bike smack dab into our neighbor’s, Mrs. Simmons, cactus garden, which was more a collection of thorny cactus on a huge mound of dirt than a garden. I remember rising from that fall with hundreds of cactus thorns imbedded in my legs, stomach, elbows and chin, along with the incredible pain of those thorns tearing into my skin. What actually caused the fall or where I was coming from prior to that fall still remains a mystery. That fall was like a christening, an awakening in which the world said to me, “Surprise! You’re here! You’ve arrived on planet earth!”


Years later, when I was sixteen, I shared with my mother the fact that the spill in the cacti was actually as far back as I could remember. My mother was, of course shocked, and marched into her bedroom, pulled five large photo albums from her cedar chest, and dropped the pile next to me on the living room sofa.


First she opened the large red album, which contained mostly baby pictures of me. She began to flip through the album and finally stopped about three-fourths of the way through.


“Now I know you don’t remember back this far.” She pointed to a shot of a small child, almost three years old, dragging a small blanket around with his thumb in his mouth. “But surely,” she continued as she flipped several more pages into the album and stopped, pointing to another picture, “you must remember this. That was you at your sixth birthday party.” She pushed the album toward me. “That’s” you!


The picture was of a group of crazed looking six-year-olds clamoring around a dinner table. Most of the children had brightly colored cone hats atop their heads and party noisemakers dangling from their mouths. They were sitting around a large table which contained in its center a large round cake with six lit candles. One kid, the one she was pointing to, was fixed for all eternity bearing the most stupid look on his face, with lips pursed preparing to blow out the candles.


I shrugged and confessed, “I have no memory of that.” After taking a closer look at the kid with the goofy look who was me, I have to admit I was glad I didn’t remember.


My mother closed the red album and opened the blue one.


“Well,” she flipped through a few pages then presented another photo. “Here you are at seven years old, second grade at the Christmas show at Eisenhower Elementary.”


It was a shot of a group of kids singing on a small school stage. Christmas decorations adorned the stage. A large upright piano stood to the right of the singing group. Playing the piano was a rotund woman with a cheery face wearing thick black glasses.


Mom pointed to the cheery woman, “That’s Mrs. Stevens, your second-grade teacher. You remember her, don’t you?”


I shrugged and responded with an unemotional, “Nope.”


She pointed to one of the kids in the picture. He had a crew cut, and stood a bit taller than anyone in his row. “That’s you.” Again I shrugged. “And next to you is Jeffery Thomas, your best friend since kindergarten. He moved away to South Carolina that summer and you were really sad. Surely you remember now.”


“Nope,” I responded. Soon a review of a dozen or more other pictures from that album as well as another two albums all displaying photos of me from seven to eight years old elicited no response from my memory. Finally in the last album, the green one, Mom presented a photo of me at a spelling bee in Mr. Garamendi’s fifth-grade class.


“Yes! That I remember!” I declared.


“There!” She responded, “You do remember!” A gleam of accomplishment came over my mother’s face. She had achieved her goal-she got me to remember.


“But I’m ten years old in that photo.” I hated to have to remind her but it had to be done. “And that’s what I said, I don’t remember anything before ten years.”


My mother sat speechless and a little bewildered as my father entered the room. He had just arrived home from the McDonnell Douglas airplane plant, where he had worked for the last ten years.


As my father removed his coat and hung it in the small closet by the entryway, my mother turned to him and said, as she always did when something was wrong, “Maybe we should take Christopher to Dr. Rosenbaum to get checked. He doesn’t remember anything from his childhood!”


My father responded in a low tone, “Why should he remember his childhood; he can’t even remember to put my tools back when he’s finished using them.”


He continued, as he often did when my mother brought up the issue of doctors,


“He doesn’t need to see a doctor; there’s nothing wrong with him that any doctor is going to fix.”


My father never liked doctors. He once told me that during his Navy years on a destroyer in World War Two he had a few bad encounters with the ship’s doctor. He believed you only needed to see a doctor when you were near death.


Dad began to mumble as he left the room. “Doctors have made more people sick trying to cure them than any plague.”


My mother, ignoring my father’s words, went off on her own rant and began to reiterate her concerns about the complications which had taken place during my birth.


“You know when I was giving birth to you they had to use forceps to pull you out. You were so big! Ten pounds two ounces! Can you imagine? And I’m so small.” She stood towering at five foot two inches and continued, “That stupid doctor should have performed a C-section. Your head and face were all black and blue. When they handed you to me I started crying. They said nothing was wrong, it was just superficial bruises. But now I wonder if it affected your brain, maybe the memory part.”


Every time my mother went on this rant about how difficult my birth was I would envision some doctor standing at the birthing table pulling intensely on my head with a huge pair of clamps-like some dentist in the old westerns, trying to pull out someone’s tooth. Suddenly my small body breaks free from the womb, the doctor goes flying backwards and I go sailing across the operating room, only to be caught in midair by one of the attentive nurses. That may not be exactly the way it happened, but that’s how I envisioned it. Either way, that whole event shows I wasn’t real keen on entering this reality right from the very beginning.


By now my father had left the living room and advanced into to the kitchen, where he was sampling the spaghetti sauce cooking on the stove. No doubt he had heard my mother’s story numerous times before. He stuck his head out of the kitchen and into the living room, “Sauce tastes great, I think it’s ready. When do we eat?”


I had my own theory of why I have no memory prior to ten years of age but couldn’t share it with anyone at that time. It’s like I was somewhere else all those years. I have often wondered where I could have been. There’s no doubt my physical body was present, but my consciousness wasn’t. I have often entertained thoughts that during those years my consciousness was off with a group of alien beings exploring the universe. Then when I turned ten they swung by earth, erased my memory, and dropped my consciousness back into my body. In fact, the shock of my consciousness suddenly entering this reality may have been what caused me to crash into that bed of cactus. There may be more logical explanations for my memory loss, but I seem to be most attracted to the alien theory–so that’s where I’ll leave the matter.





EISENHOWER ELEMENTARY SCHOOL


That spill into the cacti at age ten is when my most vivid memories start.


In 1962 I was ten years old and a fifth-grade student attending Eisenhower Elementary School. I rode a bike to school. In those days I had a gold-colored Schwinn sting ray with gooseneck handle bars, a long white seat, and smaller than normal wheels. All my other friends had stingrays too. In those days it wasn’t cool to ride any bike except a stingray. We used to go everywhere on those bikes. We even gave our bikes names.


Benji Johnstone called his bike Trigger, after Roy Rogers’ horse. Toni Sofa called his Scout, after Tonto’s horse, and Steve Di Luna called his Topper after Hopalong Cassidy’s horse. It was pretty common to name our bikes after famous cowboys’ horses. I, however, named my bike “Old Yeller” after my white lab. I had to be a little different. But I wasn’t as different as Kelly Van Duff—he named his bike Tommie Turtle after his pet turtle. Kelly had a hard time keeping up with the rest of us on his bike, and the name seemed odd but appropriate. I’m not sure if he gave his bike that name or whether it was Benji, who kept calling it that until the name stuck. Come to think of it, Kelly wanted to call it Seabiscuit, but the name didn’t fit. Kelly’s father had told him the fastest horse in the world was Seabiscuit. And no wonder—Kelly’s dad had a fancy for the horse races. In fact, his dad had so much of a fancy for those races that Kelly had come to school numerous times with no lunch money. He said his father had lost too much money the day before on a sure thing. We all offered him something from our lunch so he didn’t have to go hungry. But Benji would always ask Kelly in a bewildered way how a sure thing could be sure if he lost the race.


Each school day most of us would arrive by 7:45 am. School started at 8:00 am., and that gave us fifteen minutes to meet and talk about what we would do after school. There was a big iron bike rack in front of the school and we would hitch our bikes to that gate with a chain and lock, like the cowboys hitched their horses to the wooden posts.


Eisenhower Elementary was a stereotypic California elementary school in the sixties. There were four large rectangular buildings which housed all the classrooms. They all had stucco walls painted in the same light green color with orange wooden trim.


In the front of the school stood the main office. It housed the offices of the principal, vice principal, school secretary, and school nurse. To the side of that office sat a large arched covered entryway which you had to pass through to enter the main school office. You would have to go through this main office to get to the other buildings.


On the first day of our fifth-grade year we had an assembly in the cafeteria, and Mr. Yates, our principal, was to give a short welcome speech. After a few minutes of waiting for the students to settle down, he pointed to the main school entrance and began to pontificate. “You know when you pass through that arch you’re in for a serious educational experience. Consider that entryway as sort of a monument, and at the same time a gateway to a higher education.”


Toni Johnson was sitting next to me at the assembly. Toni had a way with words, so he took Mr. Yates’ statement and blurted it out in more common terms we could all understand: “Just like when you go through the arches at Mc Donald’s, you know you’re entering a place for a serious meal.”


We all laughed at Toni’s words of wisdom. Of course Toni got in trouble for offering that most profound bit of philosophy and had to visit the principal’s office after the assembly.


Past that arch, off to the side, was a large building known as the school cafeteria and multi-purpose room. It is amazing how some of my most vivid memories involve the smell of things around me. I still remember the aromas coming from the cafeteria as various meals were prepared. I also remember the scent of the lavender bushes that adorned the exterior of the buildings. But nothing had a stronger smell than the school incinerator.


Behind the cafeteria was a huge red brick incinerator. It had a brick smokestack that towered almost twenty feet high. Each morning before school the janitor would burn all the previous day’s rubbish and mounds of discarded paperwork in that furnace. The tail of smoke that was sent up could be seen from almost a mile away, like a beacon pointing the way for us to get to the school.


In the morning, as you got closer to the school, the smell of the burning paper and trash could be overwhelming. The furnace had a four-foot chain fence around it and the students weren’t supposed to be back there. But sometimes if my friends and I arrived early, the janitor would let us stand close enough to the fence to get a view of the furnace. Mr. Durick, the janitor, would slowly put his hand on the big lever which opened the iron door to the furnace.


Mr. Durick liked to be called just Durk, so that’s what we called him. We used to say Durk the Turk. There are a lot of other words you can rhyme with Durk, but Durk was too big to make fun of.
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