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Foreword

by Sir Chris Bonington




ARLENE BLUM HAS LED a remarkable life. From unlikely beginnings, she became a leader in the breakthrough of women into mountaineering on the world’s highest peaks. Hers is a compelling narrative on many levels—it is a warm and intimate memoir, an important account of the development of women’s climbing, and a dramatic adventure story.

Climbers’ autobiographies and biographies all too often focus on their ascents to the exclusion of anything personal. Arlene, by contrast, is courageously open about her private life. As well as riveting accounts of her expeditions, she shares with the reader her childhood travails, passage through university, discovery of climbing, relationships on and off the hill, struggles with chauvinistic colleagues, and work as a distinguished research scientist.

These all come together in a beautifully crafted book describing a full and fascinating life. I found myself empathizing with her, for I also was brought up by a single parent—my mother—helped by my grandmother, with conflict between them. I, too, was initially awkward in forming relationships with the opposite sex but was immensely fortunate in finding the woman of my life when I was twenty-seven.

I also share with Arlene the rewards and stresses of leading high-altitude mountaineering expeditions. I have had the same doubts about my ability to lead, hassles with individualistic fellow climbers, and dilemmas in balancing my climbing and personal life. And I, too, have lost all too many close friends.

The hurdles I faced, however, were much lower than those that confronted Arlene. I’m an Anglo-Saxon male, and this makes things a great deal easier. Arlene started her climbing career at a time when women were perceived as dutiful seconds who held the rope, made the tea, and did what they were told. In trying to climb with men on an equal basis, Arlene suffered rejections both from individuals and the climbing establishment. Yet she persevered, establishing firsts for women and also planning and carrying out a series of unique adventures, including her inimitable Endless Winter.

Her leadership of the American Women’s Himalayan Expedition was an exceptional achievement. Annapurna I is one of the most serious of the 8,000-meter peaks and a desperately dangerous mountain. Arlene set aside trying to reach the summit herself to support the efforts of her teammates. When I led my expedition to Annapurna South Face in 1970, I similarly had to cope with the diverse aspirations of my team and devastating tragedy after success had been attained.

This memoir is gripping throughout and extraordinarily rewarding at the end, when Arlene’s childhood, climbing, and scientific careers come together in a surprising and satisfying manner. I heartily recommend Breaking Trail to both men and women climbers (and to armchair mountaineers) as well as to anyone who faces uphill struggles. We learn from Arlene’s story that with conviction and persistence, we can achieve our most challenging and improbable goals.

SIR CHRIS BONINGTON

Nether Row, Cumbria

United Kingdom

March 2005








Introduction



THE TOP! WE MADE IT!” Exhilarated, the six of us cheered and hugged. We were the first team of women to reach the arctic summit of Denali, the highest mountain in North America. All around us, the high peaks of the Alaska Range extended to the horizon like frozen waves on a turbulent sea. Looking eight thousand feet straight down the vertical south face, we saw a thickening blanket of dark clouds. Although a storm very likely raged below, it was warm and windless up here at 20,320 feet.

We shared a quick lunch and congratulations, but there was little time for celebration. Grace, our leader, was ill and getting worse by the moment. Moving slowly all day, she had insisted on continuing up and had barely made it to the top. Now she lay slumped in the snow, pallid and still. We needed to get her to a lower elevation—and fast.

Margaret and Faye led her down the summit ridge on a short rope. Then Dana and I each took one of Grace’s arms and supported her across a plateau the length of several football fields. She staggered between us in a stupor, her weight dragging us into the sun-softened snow.

“One step at a time,” I encouraged her. “You’ve got to keep moving.” We managed to get her across the flat area and back up an easy rise to a ridge at 19,600 feet, where she fell onto the snow, retching.

“Try to drink a little.” Faye held her water bottle to Grace’s chapped lips.

“Stop bothering me,” Grace moaned. “I’m finished.”

I grasped her hand and tried to pull her up. “We’ve got to keep moving, Grace.”

“Go away.” She jerked her hand back and sank down, murmuring. “I’m going to die. Leave me here in peace.” Her eyes closed and she drifted into unconsciousness.

I was terrified. As the deputy leader, I needed to take charge. Our camp was three thousand vertical feet below, we had little emergency gear, and it was seven in the evening. Exhausted from our long ascent, we had to get Grace down the mountain or stay up here with her. Both options seemed impossible.

[image: xii]

On the summit of Denali (Mt. McKinley), July 6, 1970. (From left, standing) Dana Isherwood, Margaret Young, and Margaret Clark. Faye Kerr and Grace Hoeman are in front. I’m the photographer.

Our team needed a strong leader and a sound plan of action. And so, at age twenty-five, on the frigid apex of North America, with storm clouds massed below and the specter of disaster in Grace’s inert body, I reluctantly became an expedition leader.

 

Since that fateful day on Denali, I frequently ask myself why I spend my time and money to sentence myself to lack of oxygen, fierce weather, hard physical labor, and possible death. And I resolve that on my next vacation, I’m going to the beach. But invariably, I find myself once again breaking trail through deep snow or trying to sleep on a narrow, icy ledge.

To understand why I love climbing distant mountains, I decided to look close to home, specifically at my upbringing. As a child who was not allowed to cross the street, literally or figuratively, I learned how to find my path through or around most barriers. Like a compressed spring, I was catapulted by my narrow, overprotected early years into the heights. Reliving my childhood while writing this book, I discovered surprising solutions to some family mysteries as well as unexpected roots of my ability to lead mountaineering expeditions, do scientific research, and turn far-fetched visions into reality.

Using my diaries, articles written following my trips, and my imperfect memory, I have tried to describe my experiences honestly and accurately. Whenever possible, I verified information with teammates, colleagues, and friends. However, our recollections are colored by our personal perspectives, and I recognize that others might have different memories of some of these events.

This memoir consists of short childhood vignettes, longer stories of my mountain adventures, and snapshots of my career as a scientist. Intertwined, these three strands provide insights into how and why I left the flatlands of Illinois for the steep slopes of mountains around the world.

ARLENE BLUM

Berkeley, California

April 2005

www.arleneblum.com
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Chapter 1


Under the Porch

Davenport, Iowa, August 1949


THE SUN IS GLARINGdown on me, so I grab my doll and squeeze into a small, dark space under the back porch. I prop Dolly up for a tea party. Between us I spread a lace handkerchief and lay out the blue glass doll dishes Mommy just gave me for my fourth birthday. My Aunts Ruth and Shirley are sitting on the porch above and their muffled words drift down. I pour a cup of imaginary tea and give it to Dolly. I am lulled by my aunts’ soothing voices, the cool darkness, and the sweet smell of the rosebushes that surround our house. Unexpectedly, I hear my name. I put down my cup and listen.

“With parents like that.”

Tea party forgotten, I strain to hear their words. There’s something about Germany. And then:

“Arlene…that child will amount to no good….”

I look up toward my Aunt Shirley’s voice and see the dusty underside of the porch. I curl up on the ground, hug my knees, and shake with silent sobs. I hate my aunt’s words. I hate my aunt. I hate myself. But she is wrong. I’ll show them. I’ll show them all.

A Slide down Mt. Adams

1964

CAN YOU KEEP GOING?” John handed me his water bottle.

“I’ll try,” I gasped, taking a sip. We continued upward, my loud breathing synchronized with the rhythmic tap of our ice axes on the rocky ground.

It was September 1964 and we were on our way up Mt. Adams, a stately 12,276-foot volcano in southern Washington near Portland, Oregon, where I was a junior at Reed College. After class the previous day, my handsome chemistry lab partner, John Hall, had asked if I would like to join him and four other guys in an attempt on Adams. The previous spring, John had taken me on my first backpack trip; ever since then I had begged him to teach me to climb. Eager to try a mountain and spend time with charismatic John, I happily accepted his invitation.

We had begun our hike at one in the morning so we could climb the hard snow slopes above timberline before the sun softened their surface. When I first put on my daypack and headed up, I began breathing so loudly that John later confessed he wondered if I would make it out of the parking lot. And now here I was, an out-of-shape nineteen-year-old girl from the flatlands wearing borrowed boots and pack, trudging up a mountain in the middle of the night.

Just before dawn, we stopped to get ready to go up the hard snow. John helped me strap a pair of crampons—the metal spikes that keep a climber from slipping on ice—onto my boots. He showed me how to tie myself into the braided nylon climbing rope, explaining that it would catch me if I fell into a crevasse. I didn’t know what a crevasse was, but John was so calm and confident I didn’t worry. John tied himself to the front of our rope, I attached myself to the center, and Mike took the end. Fred, Ron, and George similarly tied themselves to the other rope. I liked the secure feeling of this umbilical cord connecting me to these strong, attractive guys.

We began moving up again as the first shafts of light hit the glacier and the hard white snow glittered as though sprinkled with tiny mirrors. Ahead of us was an icefield sliced by long, narrow chasms with walls of blue and green ice—crevasses! Veils of cloud hung suspended above green valleys far below. Carefully placing my boots in John’s footprints, I practiced what he called the rest step: Step, breathe, relax. Step, breathe, relax. Slowly and steadily, my body adapted to the unaccustomed exertion and I began to feel peaceful and strong.

Then I felt a tug at my waist, heard the sound of vomiting, and looked behind me to see Mike doubled up over his ice axe.

“Mike usually starts throwing up when he gets this high,” John said calmly, walking over to me. “He needs to go down—want to go with him?”

“Down? Me? Why?” I asked. “I love it up here.”

John told me about altitude sickness, explaining that many people have an elevation ceiling above which their bodies don’t adapt.

“So what’s that got to do with me?” I asked.

“Well, you don’t want to push it,” said John, beginning to look a little uncomfortable himself. “Your breathing didn’t sound so good in the beginning.”

“But now I feel great,” I said. “This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever been.”

“Well, actually, when I asked you to come with us, I thought that by ten thousand feet you’d have had enough and be ready to go down, too,” said John. “That way, Mike would have company.”

“You invited me to come thinking I couldn’t make it to the top?” I tried to stamp my cramponed foot in outrage, but the points stuck in the ice.

“Ten thousand feet’s good for a first climb,” John said. “I’m willing to go down, but the others haven’t been here before. Do you want to keep going with three guys who don’t know the route?”

“If it’s either that or turn back, I’ll go with them,” I said. I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving this gorgeous place I’d just discovered.

“Okay, okay, I’ll go down with Mike. I’ve climbed Adams lots of times,” said John. “I hate to leave all of you up here, but I guess the route’s easy enough.”

I untied from John and Mike and attached myself to the other rope.

John gave us the chocolate bar he’d brought for the summit. Then he led Mike slowly back down the glacier. As he turned and waved, I felt a pang of regret to be climbing without him.

While John had traversed the steep slopes slowly and rhythmically, my new ropemates headed straight up. Before long I was desperate for air, but forced myself to keep going. Several hours later we reached a rocky point that looked like the top, and I flopped down to rest.

“This is a false summit. The real one’s just ahead,” said Ron, who had become our de facto leader. “Let’s keep moving.”

I looked in the direction he was pointing and saw a higher peak far—very far—in the distance. “This is it for me,” I said. “I’ll wait here.” With shaking hands, I untied myself from the rope and the others continued up. As soon as they were out of sight I unzipped my wool dress slacks—the only pants I owned, since, like most women in the 1960s, I usually wore skirts or dresses. I squatted and relieved myself with great satisfaction. I had been holding it for hours, too embarrassed to tell the guys I needed to stop.

Then I sank onto a comfortable rock and looked around. The other Cascade volcanoes rose above the valleys like towers above a medieval city. Turning on my side, I watched, fascinated, as an intrepid ladybug crawled toward me, its red and black wings dazzling against the dark basalt rock. It seemed extraordinary to find a small insect high on this icy ridge, and I realized it was equally astonishing that I was up here. Dozing in the warm sun, I was content, and not in the least sorry that I’d stopped short of the top. Right here were the space and peace I’d always craved.

An hour later, Ron, Fred, and George returned, jubilant, from the summit. Standing up stiffly to congratulate them, I noticed the long shadows.

“There’s not much daylight left,” Ron said. “We’ve got to glissade.”

“Glissade?” I asked.

“Just take off your crampons, sit on the snow, and slide,” Ron said matter-of-factly. “Use your ice axe to steer, and if you start going too fast, roll over and push the pick of your axe into the snow.” Ron sat down and gave a quick demonstration of how to arrest a fall. Then he, Fred, and George slid out of sight.

My heart pounding, I had no choice but to follow. I stuffed my crampons into my daypack, sat down with my legs pointed down the slope, and jammed my ice axe into the snow next to me. As I eased it out, I began to slide. Within moments, I was careening downhill, out of control. Terrified, I rolled over on my stomach and thrust the pick of my axe into the slope. I slowed, but continued sliding. I heaved my whole body up over the top of the axe and pushed it down with all my weight. I stopped.

I grinned into the snow and waited to catch my breath before sitting up and continuing my glissade. Soon I discovered how to use the axe at my side as a brake and a rudder. Glissading was fun! Down, down, down I flew for thousands of feet. At first the rough, frozen snow felt cold and uncomfortable beneath me, but soon I didn’t notice it.

The light was fading when I reached the lower slopes. The snow was now encrusted with scree—small pieces of volcanic rock—and freezing hard. When I reached the end of the snow, the guys were nowhere in sight. I saw footsteps heading down the scree slope and, willing myself to stay calm, followed them to reach the trees just at dark.

“Over here,” someone yelled from the forest. Relieved, I followed the voice to where the others were waiting in the pitch black—all the flashlight batteries were dead. I sat down on a big rock, more exhausted than I’d ever been in my life. After a short rest, I put my hand on the rock to push myself up. My hand felt wet.

Strange, I thought. A wet rock.

I rubbed my fingers together. They were coated with a thick, sticky liquid. I put my hand back on the rock. It was covered with the same substance. Then I put my hand on my behind—and felt raw, abraded flesh.

The small pebbles and scree in the frozen snow had acted like sandpaper and worn away my thin wool trousers, my underpants, and finally, my skin. I hadn’t felt a thing; evidently, the ice had anesthetized my bottom. I now understood why the others had leather patches sewn on the seats of their climbing pants.

I hardly knew these guys. Telling them I had shredded my pants, not to mention my rear end, was unthinkable. I grabbed my black pettipants from my pack (for some unknown reason, I’d brought these slip-like shorts along) and pulled them over my tattered slacks. In the dark, no one noticed anything amiss.

“Let’s go. We’ve got to keep moving,” Ron yelled, heading off into the dark forest. I lurched along behind him, too worn out to protest. Before long it was clear we were lost. I was so exhausted that all I wanted was to lie down on the ground and go to sleep. After hours of staggering through the nightmare forest, we heard a faint whistle. We all shouted in response and soon John Hall made his way toward us, waving his flashlight.

It was three in the morning, more than twenty-four hours since we’d started. As we drove out the long, rough dirt road, I sat on the edge of the seat and moaned whenever the car went over a bump. I stumbled back to my dorm room and tried to sleep, but the intense pain in my thawing rear end kept me awake. I woke my roommate, Nancy, and asked for help. A true friend, she started picking out the countless small rocks.

“Your bottom looks like a gravel pile,” she finally said. “You need to go to the infirmary.”

While the doctor pulled the pebbles from my flesh with tweezers, I told him about our adventure and how much I loved mountain climbing.

“It’s going to be a while before you do that again,” he said. “You won’t even be able to sit down for a few weeks.”

As I lay on my stomach in the infirmary, I dreamed of glaciers and rocky peaks. I wrote my family a letter: “I just climbed almost to the top of Mt. Adams. It was the most beautiful place I’ve ever been and the best day of my life. The mountains are where I belong.”








Chapter 2


Back of the Closet

Davenport, Iowa, 1950


GRANDPA GIVES ME A GLASSof lemon tea with honey—a special treat for a child in his native Russia. The doorbell rings. Grandma curses, runs into the kitchen, and comes out with a broom in her hand. She races to the front door and swings her broom wildly at the caller.

“Go to your room,” Grandpa orders me. I move into the dining room and squat by a low window, where I see blue-suited legs and body dodging a flailing broom.

“After what you did to Gert, don’t ever set foot here again, you worthless foreigner,” Grandma screams. “Go back where you came from.”

Her rage makes me feel sick to my stomach. Somehow I know the man on the porch is my father. Grasping the windowsill, I strain for a look at his face, but all I can see is his back as he turns away and hurries down the street. As Grandma continues to curse, he disappears. I wait for him to circle back. Surely he’ll come back to me. But he doesn’t. Finally I return to the living room and my untouched lemon tea.

“Grandma, why did you do that? Was that my daddy?”

“He’s a sick man and he made your mom sick, too,” she yells. “Don’t talk to me about him.”

“I want to meet my daddy,” I say timidly.

“You don’t want nothing to do with him. Before Gert married him, she was smart and strong and beautiful. Look at her now. Worthless.”

I’m terrified to ask any more questions about my father. Who is he? Why can’t he come see me? What did he do to Mommy? Why is he so bad? I feel guilty—for what, I don’t know.

One sticky summer afternoon a few months later, I discover a stack of dusty photo albums in the back of the hall closet. The flies are droning and everyone is resting or away at work. I creep into the closet. Leaving the door partly open for light, but closed enough so I can’t be seen easily, I pick up the musty volume on the top of the stack.

Flipping through photos of Grandma at home, Grandpa in his grocery store, Mommy and her sisters when they were my age, I come to a picture with my name on it. My mother is wearing high heels with ankle straps and holds me in a blanket. Next come many more pictures of me. My face is round and smiling, my hair dark and curly. One catches my attention: I am sitting on my mother’s knee, reaching out—but the left third of the picture has been cut off. I look for photos of my father, but I can find only my mother and me—on a bench, at an amusement park, on a porch. Always part of the picture is missing.

[image: 7]

With my mother, Gertrude Blum, in 1946, when I was sixteen months old.

Hearing the banging of a screen door, I close the album and slip out of the closet, my heart thumping and my stomach aching. In our house, the only evidence of my father’s existence is me.

A Man and a Mountain

1964

ILEFT THE INFIRMARY eager to climb again. Although John Hall and I studied together, and were good friends, he didn’t ask me to go on another mountain outing. The other Reed climbers, almost gods to me, seemed unaware that I existed. For weeks after my slide down Mt. Adams, I had to sit on an inflatable toilet seat during classes; I guessed I didn’t look much like a mountaineer as I walked around campus with the toilet seat peeking out from beneath my navy cape.

When I asked John how I could learn to climb, he suggested that I enroll in the climbing class for PE. “And don’t get me wrong,” he said, “but you could get in better shape.”

I blushed, assuming he was alluding to the twenty-five pounds I’d put on since starting college. After a childhood where food was hoarded and parceled out as a reward for good behavior, the unlimited, high-calorie cafeteria fare was irresistible. Free to eat what, when, and as much as I wanted for the first time in my life, I stuffed myself at most meals. Worst of all was my addiction to the candy bars in the machine outside the physics library. When I couldn’t solve a physics problem, I was magnetically drawn to the machine, where I ritually bought and devoured a large Mounds, Milky Way, and Three Musketeers in rapid succession.

I decided to take up running to lose weight and get fit. On my first attempt, I bounded out to the quarter-mile track, made it a third of the way around, and had to stop, doubled over with a sharp pain in my side. As I staggered back to my dorm, I realized I needed a plan.

John suggested I train with a partner and introduced me to Fred Rothchild, a cherubic, balding music teacher who was a good friend to Reed students. Uncle Fred, as we called him, was as out of shape at age fifty-one as I was at nineteen. We decided to jog every morning at six, and set a goal of running out and back along a mile-long flat street called Reed College Place. We began by walking one block and then running one block for the entire two miles. We repeated this every morning for a week, usually in the rain and the dark, Fred entertaining me all the while with heroic sagas of Reed climbers. The second week we ran two blocks and then walked one. Running one additional block each week, we were able to jog the entire two miles after two months. We rewarded ourselves with a large cheesecake from Rose’s Delicatessen.

At the same time, I attended weekly classroom sessions of the Reed College climbing course. When I met the instructors at the first outdoor training at Horsethief Butte in the Columbia River Gorge, they smiled knowingly. Assuming they’d heard of my misadventure on Mt. Adams, I vowed to make a good impression.

One at a time, the other beginners and I made easy ascents up the rock face, a top rope protecting us from a fall.

My encouraging instructor, Lucille Borgen, asked if I wanted to be the first to try the Swing, a more difficult route.

“Sure,” I said, delighted to be singled out.

Roping up and scrambling to the bottom of the steep face, I was aware of the other students and instructors eating lunch across from the wall—all watching me. As my stomach turned somersaults, I carefully put the toes of my boots on the small bits of protruding rock and, using my hands for balance, tried to inch my way across the face. I was protected by a top rope anchored above and off to the side. My hands began to sweat and my legs to tremble. My toe slipped. I grabbed frantically at the rock, trying to regain my balance. I slid off the face, flew through the air on the rope, and slammed hard, shoulder first, into the adjacent rock wall. I heard giggles as I swung back and forth like a giant pendulum. I laughed in embarrassment as I was lowered to the ground and climbed up to the starting point to try again. Once more I slipped, and once more I hit the wall with a loud thump. I shook all over and my legs felt like rubber. But I tried again. And again. The climb became more difficult as I tired, but I maintained my optimism, believing that if I tried just a little harder, I could succeed. Finally exhaustion forced me to quit. The next week, I returned with John Hall and, with just him watching, easily made it to the top.

My reputation was not enhanced by an attempt another beginner and I made on Mt. Hood on a stormy November night. I was so thrilled when he suggested the climb, I didn’t bother to check the weather. Starting at one in the morning from Timberline Lodge in a blizzard, we tramped around for an hour, gave up, and just managed to follow our steps to our car. Returning the next morning for some skiing at Timberline, we saw traces of our wandering footsteps, which had circled the parking lot but gone no higher.

To the Reed climbers, I was the tall girl who slid down Mt. Adams, walked around with a plastic toilet seat, swung multiple times on the Swing, and couldn’t find her way out of a parking lot.

So no one invited me to go climbing with them until one memorable clear, cold February night. As John walked me back to my dorm, he was silent and morose. I asked him if something was wrong.

“I’m so bummed. I can’t stand it,” he blurted out, his voice anguished.

“What’s the matter? Can I help?” John had never complained to me before, or expressed much emotion of any sort.

“I think my parents are going to get divorced,” he said. He went on to tell me that his mother, who’d had four sons in six years, was tired of being the perfect housewife and was threatening to leave his dad.

I was touched by John’s opening up to me and by his vulnerability. Wanting to support him, I confided that my parents had gotten divorced when I was three and I hardly knew my father. I told John I’d never met another child who didn’t have a regular family, and had always felt painfully different from other kids. John put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. When he touched me I moved away, alarmed by how much I wanted him to come even closer.

I found it difficult to imagine that John’s proper Anglo-Saxon Protestant parents had problems like those of my eccentric, loud Jewish family. Ever since I’d had dinner at John’s house the previous Thanksgiving, I’d envied him his ideal suburban childhood, right out of Father Knows Best.

“One thing I do know,” John went on, surprising me further. “I’m not going to spend my life living in a perfect house in the suburbs, working at a boring nine-to-five job and watching TV every night.”

I couldn’t believe his rejection of what seemed to me the American dream.

“What do you want?”

“I want to go on expeditions to Alaska, Peru, the Himalaya. I want to do research on glaciers in Antarctica and fly a spaceship to the moon.”

I was awed and a little unsettled. John’s passion and ambition both attracted me and made him seem unattainable. How could someone who dreamed of going to the moon want to spend time with me?

Then John abruptly changed the subject, asking me the question I’d been hoping for. “Do you want to climb Mt. Hood tonight?”

Yes! I ran back to my room, put on my new climbing pants (complete with leather seat patch), and grabbed my shiny new ice axe and gear. We reached Timberline Lodge just after midnight and went inside to fill our drinking bottles with hot water so they wouldn’t freeze. As we headed up, the stars and white snow gave us our only hint of light; the mountain looming in front of us blacked out the stars from a third of the sky. With slow, rhythmic steps we moved toward the massive peak. John’s steady, even pace was easy to follow and I was much stronger than I’d been on Mt. Adams. We reached the icefield well before dawn.

“There may be crevasses ahead,” said John, taking off his daypack. “It’s too dangerous to go on in the dark. We’ll bivouac here until dawn.” John and I huddled together in the lee of a huge rock, the wind whipping the surface snow around us. As the first golden light of morning traveled from the top of Mt. Jefferson to the other Cascade summits and finally to us, I fell in love for the first time. I was in love with John, with Mt. Hood, with mountains, with life, with love itself.

A fierce gust of wind hit us. “Let’s strap on our crampons and rope up,” John said, giving me a brief hug. “It’s time for the top.”

As I stood, a blast of ice crystals stung my face. Heading upward, I leaned into the gale, resolved to make it to the summit no matter what. Conscious of the rope around my waist connecting me to John, I followed him step by step up steep slopes festooned with delicate foot-long ice feathers. I was gasping for breath and my legs felt leaden, but I could see the summit getting closer. I took two breaths, lifted my foot, placed it in the step John had made in the ice slope, and relaxed. I took two more breaths, picked up the other foot, placed it in the next step, and relaxed.

As I repeated this sequence over and over, I thought about my family, and how afraid they were for me to swim in Lake Michigan, ride a horse, or even cross a busy road. And now, unbelievably, I was nearing the top of an 11,235-foot icy peak.

At ten in the morning of February 2, 1965, I stepped onto my first mountain summit. Around us, the symmetrical snowy cones of Hood’s sister volcanoes—St. Helens, Rainier, Adams, Jefferson, and the Three Sisters—floated above wisps of morning fog. Between them lay the dark green Cascade valleys, and far in the distance, the ocean. I wanted to sing, to dance, and most of all, to hug John, but I didn’t dare.
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John Hall on the summit of Mt. Hood in 1963. He broke trail through knee-deep untrodden snow to reach the top. (Photo by George Cummings)

John grinned widely as he handed me a slice of brown bread and Norwegian goat cheese (the kind that doesn’t freeze). We ate under the warm summit sun and then lay back on our daypacks to watch the clouds drift across the sky. I wanted our time on top of Mt. Hood to last forever, but clouds gathered and we had to descend. Facing the steep icy slope and kicking in the front metal spikes of our crampons, a maneuver called front-pointing, we inched our way down. As the slope became less steep and the snow softened, we took off our crampons, turned to face out, and plunge-stepped down the mountain. Unable to contain my happiness, I belted out, “Oh, what a beautiful morning! Oh, what a beautiful day!”

The roar of an approaching engine interrupted my song and a Sno-cat filled with sightseers appeared. “Oh, look—mountain climbers!” one of them called out. The tractor stopped and cameras clicked. I held up my ice axe in triumph. The world saw me as a mountain climber—and it felt great.
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With Susan Deery and another Reed climber on the way to Mt. Shuksan, 1966.








Chapter 3


Out of the House

Chicago 1951 to 1962


MY FAMILY LIVESin a small row-house in Jeffrey Manor on Chicago’s South Side. We moved here when I was six, just before I started first grade. Grandpa said we’d stay until my mother found me a new father. In our home at 2136 East 100th Street, my three parents—Grandma, Grandpa, and Mommy—each have their own territory.

Grandma, a squat, stocky woman with short-cropped steel-gray hair, marches through the house with her chin thrust forward and her slip hanging just below the hem of her print housedress. She maintains the sanctity of her kosher kitchen with savage authority. If I break one of her rules, her eyes bore into me like bullets. “Oy! You’re a worthless child,” she barks. “No good.” Slightly hard of hearing and addicted to television, she sits in her floral stuffed chair chain-smoking and shouting at the full-volume TV set. Often I sit with her and watch To Tell the Truth, I Love Lucy, and You Bet Your Life until my head feels dull and my eyes ache.

Or I go outside to the front porch, where Grandpa sits on a metal lawn chair searching for bargains in the newspaper ads. Having worked sixteen hours a day for decades in his own store, he’s glad to be retired and spending his days outside with the newspaper or talking to the neighbors. I hear him complain a lot: “Mayor Daley’s a thief,” “My daughter has no sense,” “My wife’s a bulldozer.” I try hard to be good so he won’t find fault with me, too. A tall, usually kind man with clear blue eyes, Grandpa gently wakes me for school in the mornings and offers me a glass of grapefruit juice. Sitting in his comfortable lap, listening to stories of his childhood in Russia, I’m secure. I will get good grades, I will praise him, I will do everything he asks so I can keep his love.

Mommy and I share a small upstairs bedroom. A tall, attractive woman and former concert violinist, my mother works long hours at a series of jobs—kindergarten teacher, hospital admitting clerk, librarian. When she’s home she sits on her bed smoking cigarettes, drinking coffee, playing classical music on the radio, and burying me in an avalanche of words: “You’re the most wonderful child in the world…. You’re so smart, much brighter than I am…. You decide what I should wear…. You have much better taste than I do…. I read in your diary that you hate school. Why?…Get your clothes off the floor. I work hard to support you and you do nothing.”

My grandparents are in charge of Mommy and me and intent on our improvement. They nag me to clean my plate, get my nose out of my book, stay close to home. They admonish my mom to save money, make friends, find a husband. And they yell at one another about their laziness, stupidity, and bad judgment.

When I can no longer bear the smoke, the television, and the fighting, I run off to the vacant lot down the street, sink back into the long grass, and dream of my escape. I search the clouds for my father, who must be waiting for the perfect moment to rescue me. Or maybe I can drift away to a place of my own—peaceful, quiet, expansive, and far from my family.

Higher and Higher

1965

SPRING CAME TO PORTLAND in its usual style: sunshine, rhododendrons, azaleas, and roses replaced the winter rain and cold. I sat next to John in all my classes, my mind wandering from molecular dynamics and classical mechanics to thoughts about John and me together—very close together—above the clouds.

And that wonderful spring, I did become a climber. John and I ascended Mt. Hood and Mt. St. Helens by ever more challenging routes, and reached the tops of the Three Sisters and Mt. Washington. With every climb, I learned more about finding a route through a crevassed glacier, how to read the weather, when to go on and when to turn back. Every summit was a miracle to me.

One April day, crossing a gully on the steep Wy’East route on Mt. Hood, we heard the sound of falling rocks. Looking up, I saw huge boulders thundering toward us. Somehow we weren’t hit. It had all happened so fast that I wasn’t afraid; nothing bad could happen to me when I was in the mountains with John.
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I reach the 9,127-foot summit of Washington’s Mount Shuksan in 1966.

He looked ashen when we reached the top. “We could have been killed,” he said. “I’m not climbing that route again.” His words surprised me; I had thought of him as fearless. Years later I, too, would be forced to accept that the high-mountain world could be as dangerous as it was glorious. But for now, the mountains were a benign home, a place where I felt happier and safer than I ever had on East 100th Street in Chicago.

Between climbs, I lay in my dorm room reading mountaineering books, daydreaming about John, and reliving our times together. We had first met under dramatic circumstances when I was seventeen and had just arrived at Reed. It was during the infamous Columbus Day storm of 1962, the most powerful windstorm to strike Oregon in the twentieth century. I was in my dorm trying to concentrate on Herodotus, with the roar of the wind getting ever louder. My roommate came running in. “The library roof just blew off,” she said. “Come help save the books.”

I headed out into the storm, leaning into a wind that tore at my clothes, the rain driving into my face. Out of the darkness a young man appeared. Together we struggled against the gale to the library, where he loaded a huge stack of dripping volumes into my arms.

“Sure glad I’m not high on a mountain right now,” he said. “I was supposed to have climbed Mt. Hood tonight.”

“You climb mountains?” I was impressed

“Whenever I can,” he answered. “When I tried Hood last time, a freak storm dropped so much powder I had to sidestep up the mountain on my skis. So much blowing snow, I could barely see my feet.”

As we worked all night to save the books, John shared his mountain adventures with me. I was fascinated by the foreign world he described and mesmerized by his deep blue eyes. His gaze captured me so intensely his eyes became my world. When John began to speak to me, my universe expanded to include his words, me, and him.

As John and I spent more time together, I usually found his eyes full of kindness and interest; they looked deeply into me, and saw, and appreciated who I truly was. But sometimes, for no obvious reason, his eyes became distant and unfathomable, hard and glittering with ice. In the two-and-a-half years I’d known him, I’d never managed to figure out what caused this change in John—and I’d never dared to ask.

So on one of my morning runs with Uncle Fred, I took a deep breath and asked him if he had any idea why John was so changeable.

“Well, you know what Winston Churchill said about Russia?” Fred quipped.

“I’ve no idea. What?”

“‘It’s a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.’ He could have been describing John.” Fred chuckled.

I laughed weakly and tried again. “What do you think about John and me?”

Silence.

“You make a great team in the mountains,” Fred said at last. “I’ve never seen anyone as happy as John when he’s plowing through deep snow in a blizzard. No matter how tough the conditions or the weather, he carries on quite cheerfully. You two do seem alike that way.”

“Yeah, we both like being outside, no matter what. But what about us?” I pressed. “You know, as a couple.”

Longer silence.

“I’d think twice about getting involved with John,” Fred finally said. “He’s fiercely independent. He told me he’s determined not to get tied down, ever. Besides, I think he’d be one of the most difficult people on earth to live with. Things have to be done his way. You can climb mountains with John. But I wouldn’t count on him for much else if I were you.”

 

A few weeks later, at the end of spring break, I sat down next to John at dinner. Unexpectedly, and with a warm smile, John invited me to go up to the Reed ski cabin with him for the night. I nodded, my face flushed.

Driving to the cabin that night, we said little and pretended not to notice the electricity between us. Although we were twenty years old, I was inexperienced and alternatively eager to get to the cabin and then terrified of what might happen there.

Arriving at the ski cabin, John and I found the door locked.

“I guess we’ll have to go back,” John said, turning toward the car. I stood there with both relief and disappointment flowing through me. When I didn’t start down the steps, he took the key out of his pocket with a wink.

We went inside and looked at each other. My heart was beating as fast as when I was near the top of Mt. Hood. John put his arms around me and kissed me for a long time. I melted against him. He began to unbutton my blouse. I so wanted to get closer to John, but his sudden shift from friend to lover was too abrupt for me. Uncle Fred’s warnings about John and my mother’s lifelong cautions about men came pounding into my brain. A wave of fear swept over me.

“I can’t.” I pulled away. “I’m really sorry.”

After a long silence, while his eyes turned to ice, John turned away and opened the refrigerator. Wordlessly, we proceeded to burn two batches of fried eggs and half a loaf of bread before heading back to school.

Back on campus, I regretted my reticence, but was too shy to talk about it with John. We continued to study and climb together that spring, but he treated me strictly as a friend. I kept hoping something romantic would develop between us again, but I wanted John to love me, not just be my lover.

Having no plan for a summer in the mountains, I was happy to be offered a summer research job at Argonne National Laboratory near Chicago, where my uncle Sy worked. But I delayed my return home for a wonderful climbing trip up Mt. Olympus with John. I arrived in Chicago slender, tan, and fit.

“So, why are you a week late?” my grandmother complained in her Yiddish accent.

“John and I made the most amazing climb,” I said.

“No more crazy talk about mountains and goyim,” she said. “Aren’t there any nice Jewish boys at your school?”

“John’s my lab partner and we have all our classes together and we get the best grades in the whole—”

“I’m proud you’ve done well in your studies,” my grandfather interrupted. “Now it’s time you should have a quiet summer safe at home.”

“I’m planning to climb on weekends at Devil’s Lake,” I said.

“Your job is important, not climbing,” said my mother. “You need to be able to support yourself. I expected a man to take care of me. And now I’m a divorcée.”

I stopped trying to explain, realizing they were never going to understand or approve.

Within a few days, I was focused on learning about brilliant yellow compounds called picrates. It was a relief to redirect my thoughts from my confusing relationship with John to straightforward scientific research. Not wanting to take time off, I got no exercise beyond expeditions to the Argonne candy machine and two weekends of rock climbing. My experiments showed some unexpected properties of picrates, and my advisor suggested that I write up my results for publication. I was thrilled. To allow more time to finish my paper, I canceled an ice-climbing course on Washington’s Mt. Rainier I’d planned for the last week of the summer. John, who had recommended the Rainier course, wrote from Maine, where he was attending Outward Bound, “You are a FINK of the highest degree. I have no doubt you could have both finished your paper and gone to the Rainer school.”

I appreciated John’s confidence in me, although I didn’t share it.

“If I never said it in a serious manner, let me tell you now,” he continued, writing words I treasured. “You have the making of a very good mountaineer. You have both the physical ability and mental desire to reap the full rewards to be found in the highest mountains. Most important, you respond with love and empathy to the heights, not only as a gymnastic playground, but as a place of awe and splendor. And I’ve not encountered anyone else who has the enthusiasm and sense of excitement which I most admire about you.”

My heart sang at John’s words as I worked long hours in my lab. I completed my article for The Journal of Chemical Physics and returned to Reed for my senior year, out of shape once again.

Back at school, life was lonely. After just three years at Reed, John had left to attend Harvard Medical School, planning to get both an MD and a PhD. His parting gift to me was a perfect topic for my Reed senior thesis: collecting and analyzing volcanic gases.

An abrupt change in the composition of gases given off by a dormant volcano can signal an imminent eruption. In 1936, a Reed student had analyzed the contents of the toxic gases emanating from the fumaroles, or steam vents, near the top of Mt. Hood. In his thesis, he’d suggested that the fumaroles be monitored every fifteen years, and in 1951, another chemistry major had continued the research. It was now 1966, right on time for me to write a thesis combining my two passions, climbing and chemistry.

Every weekend I climbed Mt. Hood to collect fumarole gases from the summit crater, and during the week I analyzed their composition in the laboratory. I often climbed with Dr. Fred Ayres, a chemistry professor who was my thesis advisor and mountaineering mentor. A tall, shy, and very kind man, Fred had pioneered new routes in the Tetons, the Canadian Rockies, and the Andes. Fred told me about climbing in the Peruvian Andes with Claude Kogan, a superb French woman climber, and I began to dream of going on a big expedition myself someday.
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Collecting volcanic gases on Mt. Hood, 1966. (Photo by Fred Ayres)

John, meanwhile, was also lonely at Harvard. He wrote me a postcard each day, sharing his climbing ambitions and dreams of an extraordinary life. At Thanksgiving he called to say he missed the high mountains and me, too. He suggested we meet for winter break to climb three volcanoes near Mexico City—Orizaba, Popocatepetl, and Iztaccihuatl—the third-, fifth-, and seventh-highest peaks in North America. I’d originally proposed this trip to collect and analyze gases from the crater of Popo for my thesis.

I was overjoyed, except now I had to tell my family I wouldn’t be home for the December holidays. “I’m sorry,” I told my mother on the phone. “I need to collect gases from volcanoes in Mexico.”

“Mexico? Gases? Volcanoes? Is it safe? Who are you going with?”

“Two of my Reed climbing friends, John Hall and John Davies,” I said. “We’ll be fine.”

“Arlene’s going to Mexico with two boys,” my mother relayed to my grandmother, who grabbed the phone.

“Two boys? Are they Jewish?” Grandma asked. “What Jewish boy will marry you if you run off to Mexico with goyim?”

Then my grandfather got on the line. “For this michegas we raised you?”

“It’s not crazy,” I said. “I’m twenty years old. I’ve been away from home for three years now, and I need to do this research for my thesis.”

I could have been talking to three brick walls.

 

Just before Christmas, John Davies and I flew to Mexico City. John Hall met us at the airport and welcomed me with a long, warm hug. After months of getting his daily postcards, letters, and phone calls, it was hard to believe I was finally with him.

John showed John D. to their shared room at the inexpensive hotel he’d found for us. Then he helped me carry my bags to my room. When he unlocked the door and sat on the bed, talking about his first months at Harvard, my heart was pounding.

“You should come to Boston for grad school,” John continued in his low, husky voice. “I can order us theater and symphony tickets for the season. And I’ll show you the White Mountains. They’re not so high, but plenty rugged.”

“You really want me to come?” I could barely speak.

“I do,” he said. “But it scares me, too.”

“Why?” I asked, surprised that John, who was so fearless in the mountains, could be scared by me.

“I care for you a lot. If we’re together all the time, I’m afraid we’ll become so close, I’ll no longer be a free agent. I’m determined not to get married while I’m a student.”

We stopped talking. John’s words and his nearness made me dizzy and short of breath. After a long silence John turned slowly and looked at me warmly, put his arms around me, and kissed me softly. This time it felt inevitable and right. Then he kissed me with more urgency. I followed as he took me to a place I’d never been before, trusting John’s leadership in this Mexico City hotel room just as I did in the high mountains.

Awakening early the next morning, I felt calm and happy. Birds were singing outside the window and John was beside me, peacefully asleep.

I snuggled closer to him and he woke up and got out of bed abruptly. “We shouldn’t do that again,” he said as he quickly got dressed.

“We shouldn’t?” I asked, a knot gathering in my stomach. “Why not?”

“I’m here to spend time with you and John Davies both,” he said. “I’m not going to just shack up with you and leave John D. a third wheel to a couple.”

I nodded, struggling to hold back my tears.

 

On a cool, clear day a week later, John Hall and I stood on the rim of the summit crater of Popocatepetl, at 17,887 feet an altitude record for me. From the top, we saw other snowcapped volcanoes towering above the brown Mexican plains. The area smelled of rotten eggs from the hydrogen sulfide in the fumarole gases seeping up from deep within the volcano. To collect these gases, I had six glass vacuum bottles that I had carefully transported on crowded Mexican buses to the mountain. We got to work, dangling rubber tubing down steaming fissures into the rock. When I opened the stopcock, gases from deep within the earth rushed inside the evacuated glass bottle. The chemical composition of these gases would enable me to predict whether this dormant volcano might soon erupt again.

When John and I said good-bye at the airport, he invited me to visit him in Boston over spring break to help make my decision about graduate school. “Harvard and MIT are great places to study chemistry,” he said, giving me a quick hug. Although he’d shared a room with John Davies after that first night, my hopes for our relationship rebounded.

 

Back in Portland for my last semester at Reed, I analyzed the gases we’d collected. Unexpectedly, the gas composition suggested that both the Pacific Northwest and the Mexican volcanoes could erupt with devastating violence in the near future. After I finished my thesis, I wrote an article for the local Portland newspaper about a possible imminent eruption of one of the Cascade volcanoes.*

At the same time, I was deciding where I wanted to go to graduate school. Despite my family’s opinion that I’d already had plenty of education for a girl, I knew I wanted to try for a doctorate in chemistry at a top school. I applied to Harvard, MIT, Caltech, and UC-Berkeley.

In March the admissions letters arrived. I was thrilled to be accepted at all four schools and have the happy dilemma of choosing which one to attend. At Harvard, I would be near John and could join the legendary Harvard Mountaineering Club. Reading and rereading stories of its expeditions to Alaska and Peru, I fantasized about climbing with the HMC. Harvard it was, I decided, and went to visit Boston during my spring break.

After talking to a few chemistry grad students and professors, I looked up the HMC president. “My favorite books are about your expeditions,” I told him. “You’re the best. In fact, I’m coming to Harvard next fall so I can join the HMC.”

“Well,” he said, taking a step away from me and my unseemly enthusiasm. “Uh…actually…you’re not eligible to join the club.”

“I’m not?” I asked, unsure I’d heard him correctly.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “We can’t have women members.”

“You’re joking,” I said. “This is 1966.”

“I’m afraid it’s true,” he said, at least having the good grace to blush. “The mountaineering club is the last club at Harvard that’s closed to women.”

I stared at him, speechless. At Reed, being a man or a woman made no difference; everything was open to everyone. Why go to Harvard if I couldn’t join the mountaineering club?

“Then I’ll go to MIT,” I told the HMC president. “I can join their outing club.”

Now it was the HMC president’s turn to look surprised.

When I returned to Reed, I wrote Harvard that I wasn’t coming and sent my letter of acceptance to MIT. I’d been told MIT had never awarded a PhD in physical chemistry to a woman, so it would be a challenge. My brilliant chemistry professor at Reed, Jane Shell, had earned her PhD in organic chemistry there. I could follow her path.*
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With Dr. Jane Shell, my inspiring freshman chemistry professor and role model, in the lab at Reed College, 1963.

Because MIT’s outing club did admit women, I reasoned, I’d be treated as an equal there. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

*Fourteen years later, in 1980, when St. Helens blew its top, a professor on my thesis committee told me he was impressed with the accuracy of my prediction. Popo, too, began to erupt again twenty-nine years later in December 1994.

*Jane Shell earned a PhD in chemistry from MIT in three years at age twenty-two and taught my freshman chemistry class at Reed in the spring of 1963. A creative scientist, eloquent teacher, and talented violinist, Jane was a role model for the four women students in our class. Inspired by her example, all four of us went on to obtain doctorates in chemistry.








Chapter 4


Girls Don’t Read the Prayers

Chicago 1956


IGO TO RELIGIOUS SCHOOLevery Sunday morning with my neighborhood friends. We sit at old scratched wooden desks in a small bare room inside Congregation Kehilath Israel, the local synagogue. The boys wear yarmulkes, or prayer caps. I wear a felt skirt with a cat appliqué on the front and a sweater over my dickey collar. Because boys, but not girls, can go to Hebrew school during the week, the Sunday class is mostly girls.

Rabbi Mayefsky always calls on one of the three boys to read the prayers. One Sunday when I’m eleven, I listen to Stevie Gross’s hesitant Hebrew with mounting impatience. I know I could do better.

That night I ask my grandfather to help me learn the prayers perfectly so I can read them in class.

“Well, the prayers are supposed to be read by men,” he says.

“Please,” I beg. “If you help me, I’ll learn them so well that Rabbi Mayefsky will just have to call on me. Please. Please.”

He nods his assent. With four daughters but no sons, Grandpa is delighted to teach me the Hebrew prayers he loves.

Every evening that week we sit at the red Formica kitchen table studying the Hebrew alphabet. Then for several weeks we practice the prayers. I love hearing my grandpa’s melodious voice and imagine him in the yeshiva in Russia where he had studied Talmud. Once in America, Grandpa had no time for Hebrew. Since his retirement he has gone back to studying it and is delighted to have an apprentice. He is a dedicated teacher and I am an eager student. Finally he says I know the prayers as well as he can teach me.

The next Sunday, Grandpa walks me to my classroom.

“Don’t worry about mistakes. You’ll do fine.” He kisses the top of my head.

I sit down, my heart pounding. Today is the day.

“Who would like to lead the Morning Prayer?” Rabbi Mayefsky asks.
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With my grandparents in front of our Chicago home on Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, 1954.

I raise my hand. The rabbi picks Norman Kriloff.

“Who would like to chant the Shema?”

I raise my hand again. Grandpa had taught me to sing this prayer to a sweet melody. The rabbi calls on Nathan Ruben.

Each time the rabbi asks for a volunteer to read a prayer, I raise my hand. One of the boys always gets called on. I wave my hand and then my arm in the air, but I may as well be invisible. At the end of the class, I march up to Rabbi Mayefsky.

“Why don’t you ever call on me?” I demand. “My grandpa taught me to chant the prayers perfectly. You always call on boys who don’t know them as well as I do.”

“These prayers are meant to be read by boys,” he says. “Girls can recite the candle-lighting prayer, but the other prayers are for boys.”

I stomp home, knowing the rabbi is wrong. Why shouldn’t I read the prayers? God couldn’t be that narrow-minded.

Grandpa is sitting on the front porch reading the Sunday paper, waiting for me.

I tell him what happened. “I know those prayers perfectly, better than those boys. It’s not fair.”

“You’re right, it’s not fair, but life isn’t always fair,” he says. “But it’s not so bad. We can chant the prayers together here at home.”

“I won’t go to religious school if they won’t let me say the prayers.”

There is a long silence. “Okay,” he says, his voice tinged with sadness. “If you don’t want to, you don’t have to go anymore.”

“A Woman? Never!”

1966

MY FIRST DAY AT MIT did not go well.

Leaving my dorm, where I was one of eight women living among five hundred men, I walked across Mass Ave. to the classroom building and headed down the very long main hallway. I began searching for my class among the labyrinth of corridors that led to scores of identical rooms labeled with multi-digit numbers. I stood bewildered as serious young men surged past, books in their arms and slide rules in their pockets.

“Excuse me.” I stopped a guy I recognized from orientation. “Do you know where quantum mechanics is?”

“You’re taking 5.73?” He raised an eyebrow. “QM is a tough class…looking for a smart husband?”

I stared at him blankly.

“Just joking. This way.”

Swallowing my pride, I followed as he led me to the room.

After class, I needed to go to the bathroom but there was neither a women’s room nor a woman in sight. Too shy to ask my fellow students, I wandered the bleak halls with increasing frustration until I finally spotted a secretary. Following her complicated directions, I eventually found the blessed ladies’ room. Late for my next class, I entered the room as inconspicuously as possible, but four hundred pairs of male eyes turned toward me as I—the only woman in the engineering math lecture—made my way to a vacant seat.

That class over, it was time to visit possible research advisors. First on my list was a chemist known for his innovative work on molecular structure. In the grim basement of the same building I found the professor hard at work in the corner of his lab, surrounded by old bottles reeking of acid. I stood behind him for several minutes, shifting my weight and clearing my throat, but he didn’t look up.

“Excuse me,” I finally said in a small voice.

He frowned as he turned away from his dusty spectrometer. “What do you want?”

I smiled tentatively. “Um…I’ve come to talk with you about your research.”

“You? Who are you?”

“Arlene Blum, from Reed College,” I said. “I’m looking for an advisor.”

“Forget it,” he said, turning back to his work. “No girls in my group.”

I felt like fleeing, but forced myself to stay. “Why not?”

“A waste of time,” he said to the spectrometer. “We’ve never given a girl a PhD in physical chemistry. And we never will.”

Holding back my tears, I left his lab and retreated to my dorm room.

Fortunately, my second day was more auspicious. I met Carl Garland, a professor who thought my gender no impediment to a PhD. Although his field, surface chemistry, wasn’t my first choice, I was grateful for his support and joined his research group.

I also joined the MIT Outing Club, where, given the dearth of females at the school, women members were especially welcomed. With my new MITOC friends, I enjoyed rock climbing at the nearby Quincy quarries and rugged hikes in the White Mountains of New Hampshire.

John was occupied with medical school and had little time for mountains or for me. Occasionally, he would reappear in my life with an irresistible invitation. For the Thanksgiving vacation, he suggested we attempt a winter traverse of the summits of the White Mountains. I offered to bring the food.

My pack was huge as we set off in a snowstorm, but John didn’t question its contents. After setting up camp near the top of Mt. Washington on Thursday night, I pulled a turkey, stuffing, cranberry sauce, and a pumpkin pie from my pack. John was flabbergasted, reward enough for my effort. Days of cold and blizzard contrasted with warm, loving nights in our tent. We had long, intense conversations about our lives and our dreams. But to my great disappointment, after this arduous adventure, John once again disappeared into his studies.

I missed him, but settled into a not unhappy routine of schoolwork, running, and MITOC trips. My classes at MIT were all that I’d hoped for, but the other students seemed to talk only about course work, exams, and grades. As the months went by, I increasingly missed the intellectual and political discussions I’d enjoyed at Reed. And as a woman studying chemical physics at MIT, I continued to feel myself a curiosity.

On the April day the Boston Marathon was run, I stopped by John’s cluttered apartment to tell him the amazing story of Katherine Switzer. By registering as “K. V. Switzer,” she became the first woman ever to receive a number and officially run this famous race. I’d heard on the radio that a monitor had spotted her and tried to pull off her number, but her shot-putter boyfriend had run interference. Katherine easily outran her pursuers, finishing near the front of the pack.

“They said running twenty-six miles would damage a woman’s frail constitution,” I said. “Can you believe it?”

“Boston is an awfully conservative place,” John said. “You know I’ve never been happy here.”

“Me neither,” I agreed.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” he said, taking my hand. My stomach flip-flopped.

“Living here and going to medical school isn’t right for me,” he said. “I’ve decided to transfer to the Geochemistry Department at Caltech. I’d rather study rocks in the mountains than cadavers in the lab.”

I was stunned. “What about me? What about us?”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “My life has been awful lately. I had to make a change. Maybe we can do a big trip together next summer.”

In a daze, I stumbled out of John’s apartment and went to a market in Central Square to buy groceries. After a long wait to pay for my food, the clerk refused to take my out-of-state check. As I scoured my purse for enough cash, he yelled at me to get out of the line. What was I doing here, I asked myself, where the weather was so crummy and the people so rude?

To make my future in Cambridge even grimmer, the three other women chemistry graduate students in my class were all leaving. Each had different reasons, but the bottom line was that the MIT Chemistry Department wasn’t a hospitable place for women students in 1967. I’d been considering transferring to the University of California at Berkeley earlier, but having missed the application deadline, I felt unhappily trapped at MIT.

That night I returned to my lab to finish an experiment. As I mixed the solutions, I felt depressed and alone in a sterile world of chemical reagents, burettes, and spectrometers. But I was not alone. Carl Garland, my sympathetic research advisor, was working late, too.

“Is something wrong?” he asked at the sight of my forlorn face. “Can I help?”

“No one can help,” I said. “I don’t belong here. I’m the only woman left in my class. I miss the mountains. I want to go to California, but it’s too late to transfer to Berkeley.”

He listened, thought a moment, and said, “Maybe I can help.” He left the room.

Carl returned a few minutes later with a big grin. “I just talked to George Pimentel, my former advisor at Berkeley. He’s a great guy, the chair of the Chemistry Department. He says you can come next year.”

I couldn’t believe it. How could Carl work this magic, and at eight o’clock at night?

“It’s only five in the afternoon in Berkeley,” he said. Carl went on to tell me that lots of women were getting PhD’s there, the High Sierra was a great place to climb, and Berkeley had just been rated the best chemistry department in the country.

At first I was thrilled, and then wracked with uncertainty. Every time I heard “If you’re going to San Francisco, be sure to wear a flower in your hair” on the radio, I wanted to go to Berkeley. On the other hand, doing something that people said that I couldn’t do was so tempting—maybe I should stay at MIT and tough it out as the only woman in my class. Maybe I could show those professors they were wrong about women. But at what price? Was there much chance I’d be happy in this alien world of gray suits, gray corridors, and gray days?

Berkeley, I thought, would be much more like Reed, where no one ever suggested it was unusual for girls to get PhD’s or climb high peaks. I remembered my grandfather’s support for my leaving religious school when I wasn’t allowed to read the prayers. Compared with MIT, where proving something meant struggle and loneliness, Berkeley represented health and happiness.

I decided to finish out my year at MIT, put a flower in my hair, and go to California in the fall.








Chapter 5


Playing the Piano

Chicago 1953


SCHOOL IS SO BORINGand my life so dull. Maybe I can learn to play Mom’s violin. I pick it up and try to make music.

Grandma hears the noise and comes upstairs. “Put that thing back in the closet,” she orders. “Come watch TV or go out and play like a normal kid.”
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