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    A Letter from Legendary Newsman Stan Chambers

    Dr. George’s place in television news broadcasting is unprecedented. When Dr. George’s reports came along, it was out with the old and in with the new. He established the vital link for the viewer that weather was a science. And he engaged us with his professorial instincts. Dr. George has laid much of the groundwork of what our best TV meteorologists exemplify today.

    Nothing could have prepared Dr. George better for his television news career than the years he spent teaching his science classes in New Mexico. The time he spent encouraging the questions and interest of his students had suddenly blossomed into a television career where he’s reaching audiences “from the desert to the sea, to all of Southern California.”

    Since his arrival in the early 1970s, Dr. George had such a huge impact on all of us. His exhaustive research and innovative approach have left his friends not just glad to know him, but always intrigued by whatever he has to share.

    Dr. George, looking at all the great days spent at KABC Channel 7 News with Jerry Dunphy, Christine Lund, and all the rest—where would our Los Angeles television news be without you? Congratulations on your brilliant career and your fascinating new book.
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    Foreword

    


    There are very few journalists who will ever have as much to be thankful for as I do. For thirty-five years, I was a part of what may be the most successful local news operation in the history of television—Channel 7 Eyewitness News at KABC-TV in Los Angeles. Along the way, I have worked with some of the real giants of L.A. news: Marc Brown, Jerry Dunphy, Paul Moyer, Dallas Raines, Christine Lund, Harold Greene, Laura Diaz, Ann Martin, and Regis Philbin. I have also served alongside the finest reporters, producers, writers, camera crews, and technical people in broadcast journalism.

    But during my more than three decades on the job, no one has even come close to reaching out through the television screen and touching viewers like the man I call the best teammate anyone could have wished for. He’s so beloved, you only have to say his first name to know who I’m talking about—Dr. George.

    L.A.’s love affair with George Fischbeck began in 1972 when he was first introduced as a member of the Channel 7 Eyewitness News team. At first glance, he looked more like your uncle. But Dr. George was the quintessential professor, turning the news set into a classroom as he taught viewers why weather was so important and how it could affect their daily lives. Then again, teaching was nothing new to this innovative instructor.

    For twenty-three years, Dr. George taught science courses in classrooms ranging from elementary and junior high school through college and graduate levels across New Mexico. His invaluable school lessons were also featured on public education television in Albuquerque and syndicated nationwide. For his work in teaching science, Dr. George earned three Ohio State University Awards for Excellence, the coveted Seal of Approval of the American Meteorological Society, and the Education Television Award for the “best systematic television school instruction in the United States.”

    When Los Angeles television came calling, this prolific teacher was an instant hit and grew into a legend with a marvelous broadcast news career that spanned more than a quarter of a century. Dr. George became the cornerstone of Channel 7 Eyewitness News, giving it a face and an unforgettable personality. On-the-air TV news careers can flourish or die based on the results of the all-important Q Ratings, which measure a person’s popularity and familiarity with the viewing audience. Dr. George scored the highest Q Ratings in the history of Los Angeles television news—more than 90 percent.

    This visionary guided Southern California through decades of weather phenomena, with storms, floods, searing heat waves, snow—even tornadoes. We all learned his lessons very well. Dr. George was a welcome visitor to your living room each night. He became part of your family. Who else would refer to his loyal viewers as “my friends”? Dr. George could take an ordinary newscast and turn it into magic.

    To borrow a line from the legendary sports columnist Jim Murray—to describe Dr. George as “just a weatherman” would be like calling the Taj Mahal just another building or Mount Everest as just another hill. There are only a handful of people who you could say shaped local television news in the City of Angels, and Dr. George is clearly one of them. His impact on Los Angeles was, and always will remain, indelible. He charmed us all. He made us think. He made us better. And anyone who missed an opportunity to work with Dr. George has been cheated out of a most wonderful experience that you could cherish for life.

    Along with Dodgers Hall of Fame announcer Vin Scully and legendary TV reporter Stan Chambers, Dr. George is a member of a most exclusive club, having won both the prestigious Governors Award from the Academy of Television Arts & Sciences, and the Lifetime Achievement Award at the Golden Mike Awards from the Radio and Television News Association of Southern California. To his colleagues, Dr. George wrote the book. We were merely the footnotes.

    Dr. George Fischbeck is also the greatest humanitarian I have ever seen in TV news. For years, he was the driving force behind Channel 7’s Toys for Porterville campaign as he raised public awareness of the disadvantaged and mentally impaired. Dr. George has helped raise millions of dollars and at the age of ninety is still raising for two firefighters’ burn survivors charities.

    I can’t imagine there is a hospital in the Southland that hasn’t been graced by a visit from Dr. George. A handshake and a hug from this gentle angel is the best medicine a grateful patient could ask for. And for more than a decade, Dr. George paid weekly visits to the Los Angeles Zoo as a volunteer tour guide to spread his warmth among visitors, staff—and yes, even the animals. If you have a cause, Dr. George has the time and a most gracious generosity of spirit. He has never accepted a dime for doing what he loves to do, and what you get in return is priceless.

    In my thirty-five years as a journalist, I have never seen Los Angeles ever embrace a news figure like Dr. George. And I can tell you this—what you saw on the air is really who he is. Dr. George doesn’t have an off and on switch like many television personalities. He’s no three-act play. Dr. George is as genuine as they come. We have all been so enriched by the pleasure of his company. That’s why it is my distinct pleasure to invite you on a most remarkable journey … “Dr. George: My Life in Weather” … from one friend to another.

    Randy Roach

    Journalist

    KABC-TV Eyewitness News

    1974–2009

  


  
    Preface

    


    There is no way that I could ever begin a book or a journal on the wonderful career that I have been blessed with without referring to you, the people who made it all possible, as “my friends.” It was “my friends” who invited the Channel 7 Eyewitness News team into their living room each day. And there wasn’t a day that I was not thankful to have been a member of the team I still cherish.

    The most powerful people in the television industry aren’t the top network executives you find in Los Angeles or New York City making crucial decisions that could affect what America watches (and how many commercials they think the audience will endure). It’s not the general managers and news directors who decide which broadcasters will deliver the news on the air. And it’s not the managers, assignment editors, and producers who select which stories their reporters will cover that day. No, the most powerful people in television are the viewers themselves. The power rests with you. Nobody who has ever succeeded in television news could have done it without a sizeable amount of viewers choosing to watch their product.

    Whenever you turn on a TV set, you have a choice to make. Those choices by the viewers can make or break the careers of television anchors, reporters, sportscasters—and yes, even the folks in the weather department. It’s not hard to forecast what will happen at a station when those storm clouds roll in produced by bad ratings. Television management spends a fortune of money on consultants, volumes of research, and endless viewer groups to try to figure out what you, the audience, want to watch.

    Because I needed to earn a paycheck to feed my family on a regular basis, I will always be grateful that I found a place in the television family at KABC-TV Channel 7 in Los Angeles. Eyewitness News was billed as “The Southland’s Number One News Team.” Thanks to our loyal viewers who allowed us to make that claim with top ratings, I was able to keep Mrs. Fischbeck and our little ones happy (and well-fed) on payday.

    The success we enjoyed at Channel 7 is extremely gratifying when you consider just how tough the competition was. The rosters at both KNBC (Channel 4) and KNXT (now KCBS Channel 2) were packed with extremely talented journalists both on- and off-camera. Covering news, sports, and weather in Los Angeles is one pressure cooker of a job. You have to give your best each and every day. But in the end, it’s the viewers who will fill out your report card with the choices they make that will ultimately decide whether or not your newscast made the grade.

    Los Angeles may be the second largest city in the nation in terms of population. But you’d be hard-pressed to find another place that has a richer heritage when it comes to local television news than the City of Angels. When I first arrived in 1972, I was in awe when I looked back at this broadcast history and wondered how a humble small town schoolteacher like me would ever fit in.

    The dawning of an era began one afternoon on April 8, 1949, when a little girl was playing in a field in San Marino with her sister and cousin. But in the flickering of a moment, three-year-old Kathy Fiscus vanished. She had fallen into an abandoned water well that had been forgotten. The hole was only fourteen inches wide. And the attempted rescue of Kathryn Anne Fiscus became what has been called a landmark event in the annals of American television. KTLA-TV Channel 5 canceled all programming and commercials as reporters Stan Chambers and Bill Welsh provided twenty-seven and a half hours of live uninterrupted coverage from the scene as rescuers desperately tried to dig their way to save little Kathy. When their worst fears were realized and her tiny body was brought to the surface, rescue workers wept openly. And Southern California television viewers mourned the loss of a little girl they didn’t know—but had grown to love. The Kathy Fiscus tragedy is one of the finest television reporting achievements ever seen in Los Angeles. It was journalism at its finest. The marker at Kathy’s gravesite reads: “One little girl who united the world for a moment.”

    The behind-the-scenes mastermind of this unprecedented live coverage by KTLA was a genius named Klaus Landsberg. There isn’t a person who has ever worked in television that doesn’t owe a deep debt of gratitude to this pioneer for what he dreamed about and accomplished. He was remarkable. He was revolutionary. If Klaus Landsberg thought an event was important enough to be broadcast live, there was no mountain he wouldn’t move to allow Channel 5 viewers to be an eyewitness. His résumé reads like a life achievement award, including the historic remote telecasts of a live atomic bomb test from the Nevada desert in both 1951 and 1952. Landsberg’s dream of turning a helicopter into a flying television station would later revolutionize the landscape of television news. However, he never lived to see KTLA’s Telecopter, which would provide live dramatic coverage of the Baldwin Hills Dam disaster and the Watts Riots in the 1960s. On September 16, 1956, Klaus Landsberg lost his battle with cancer. He was just forty years old. Those of us who have had the honor and the privilege of working in the L.A. market owe so much to this visionary for whom doing the impossible was just another day on the job.

    When an unknown junior high science teacher named “Dr. George” agreed to accept the challenge of doing the news in a major metropolitan city called Los Angeles, I knew (oh-so-dauntingly) that I would be trying to follow in the footsteps of some real broadcast giants. In the dictionary, the word anchor is defined as a source of stability, a reliable support, a mainstay. And no anchor in the history of Southern California has ever been more influential and had more clout than George Putnam in the 1950s on KTTV Channel 11. He dominated the ratings with his bold, deep-voiced delivery and his pull-no-punches commentaries called “One Reporter’s Opinion.” Quite simply, George Putnam put television news on the map in the City of Angels. He enjoyed a career in TV and radio that spanned nearly six decades. And at one point, Putnam even earned a bigger paycheck than Walter Cronkite.

    In 1960, the CBS-owned station in Los Angeles, Channel 2 KNXT (now KCBS-TV) decided to launch the first one-hour newscast in the country. It was given a simple name—The Big News. But it made a huge impact. Jerry Dunphy, who had worked as an anchor in Milwaukee and a sports reporter in Chicago, was hired to be the anchorman of The Big News. And he became a Southland institution. As John Severino, my former boss at Channel 7 who later hired Dunphy to anchor Eyewitness News, said, “He owned the market.” Perhaps my former colleague, anchor Laura Diaz, said it best when she told the Los Angeles Times, “When I was a kid, I would watch Jerry on The Big News. To me, Jerry was the news.”

    Success breeds competition. And when it comes to local television news, Los Angeles is perhaps the most competitive marketplace on the airwaves. Look at the anchor lineup that KNBC-TV Channel 4 fielded to head up its news team in the late 1960s and early ’70s: Tom Brokaw, Jess Marlow, and Tom Snyder. Bryant Gumbel was the station’s number two sports anchor. And oh yes, Channel 4 News also had a weatherman you may remember—Pat Sajak, who has found his own “Wheel of Fortune” hosting one of the most popular game shows in the history of television.

    With this rich heritage of news spanning twenty-five years, can you possibly imagine how I felt when Channel 7 plucked me out of Albuquerque, New Mexico, in 1972 to bring me to Los Angeles to forecast the weather on Eyewitness News? I didn’t have the vision of a Klaus Landsberg. I didn’t have the talent and the versatility of Stan Chambers. And I certainly didn’t have the journalistic résumé of George Putnam, Jerry Dunphy, or Tom Brokaw. Boy, going in, I realized that I was going to have to be a quick learner. Then again, that was the one thing I had going for me in L.A. You see, before coming to Southern California, I had spent twenty-three years in the classroom preparing for what would become the biggest challenge of my life. And I invite you to join me as we begin that journey in chapter 1.
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    My friends, please enjoy this book. And may all your days be sunny and bright!
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Chapter 1: You Want Heroes?


    


    A caring teacher hands children their passport to the future.

    ~ Jenlane Gree ~

    In all my years in television in Los Angeles, I saw how news coverage helped put a number of people up on a pedestal for public worship. They included movie and TV stars, singers, sports celebrities, politicians, the rich and the famous. Yes, at times, even criminals and those accused of a crime have attracted adoration from the public because of all the media attention. Andy Warhol once said: “In the future, everyone will be world famous for fifteen minutes.” And hasn’t that become seemingly true … so help me Kato Kaelin.

    Human beings seem to have a need for hero worship—as in looking up to others with esteem. The dictionary defines a hero as one admired for his exploits. But have you ever noticed that many of our true real-life heroes never receive any of the attention they really deserve? You want heroes? How about the dedicated men and women who walk into a classroom every day to provide invaluable guidance to our students? You won’t read about them in newspapers or see their accomplishments on television news. They are ordinary people who do extraordinary things as teachers. They have been described as beacons of light who, like a potter is to clay, mold us in our formative years and shape our future in a most influential way. And the lessons we learn from them will remain with us for the rest of our lives.

    I know firsthand just how special teachers are in our society because I worked alongside them for much of my professional life. You see, before I became a TV weatherman for Channel 7 Eyewitness News in Los Angeles, I was a schoolteacher in New Mexico for twenty-three years. Please don’t think that I’m trying to put myself on any kind of pedestal. My friends, you know me better than that. But each day during my weather segments, I tried to turn our news set into a virtual classroom so that I could teach our viewers why weather is so important, and how the local forecast might influence their daily activities. First and foremost, I am a teacher. I always have been—I always will be. The teachers I have worked with over the years are proud of the vital role they have had in trying to transform students into becoming successful citizens through education.

    It’s a lifelong mission they are devoted to. Teachers deserve our deep appreciation, encouragement, and support for laying the foundation of knowledge for students in classrooms across America. Educators see it as their duty to instill in their students a desire to learn and to make it as rewarding as possible. Teachers have a responsibility that is crucial. They don’t seek fame, fortune, or public attention. But on graduation day, when one of their students is handed a diploma, teachers can look on with pride at a job well done.

    But as I have learned, you can’t teach unless you have been taught. And I grew up in a family that was brimming with teachers. This is a story that begins in the small community of Wallington, New Jersey, population 1,000. That became 1,001 on July 1, 1922, when I was born at home, the first of four children in a family blessed with loving parents, farmer George Stelling Fischbeck and his wife, Johanna. Mom was a farmer’s daughter who became a farmer’s wife. But before my mother was married, she was a schoolteacher for years. Mom had three sisters, and they all became schoolteachers. My mother’s father, Henry Mohlenhoff, had this thing about education, and he taught his children the importance of going to school. It was indeed a lesson learned, as all of his daughters went on to become elementary schoolteachers. As my mother explained, there weren’t many jobs for women back in those days. Because Mom and her sisters loved young children, it led them to seek careers in teaching.

    It’s a trait that runs in my family. Not only did I grow up to become a teacher, so did one of my sisters, Honor, who retired after a long career in the classroom. Honor’s daughter, Carol, continues to teach school to this very day. My brother, two sisters, and I were raised on a farm. At the tender age of five, I began attending kindergarten at our small public school in Wallington. I took an immediate liking to my teacher, Miss Kachinski, who had the exceptional unique ability to make her class interesting to students. And that was the key. As a small child, I found myself looking forward to going to school each day. And it all started because of my very first teacher, Miss Kachinski.

    But in 1927, tragedy struck our family. Our farm burned down. We didn’t own it. We couldn’t afford to. We were renting the farm, but it was everything we had in life. One day around noon, my father received a phone call that the barn was on fire—apparently started accidentally by some of the hired hands who had been smoking inside. It wasn’t long before the fast-moving flames had spread to the house. I can vividly remember the family throwing our belongings out the window from the second floor in a desperate attempt to save anything. In the end, the house and barn burned to the ground, along with everything left inside. For months, my father, mother, younger brother Kenneth, and I lived in a small shed on the property. Our family had no income. We had no farm. If life indeed teaches us lessons, this is one that I will never forget, because this tragic loss taught me the true meaning of family, strength, and love.

    I have always believed that when one door closes, God will open another. After all, if we had all the answers, it wouldn’t be called faith. My mother’s father, Henry Mohlenhoff, bought a farm sixty-five miles to the south in the small community of Farmingdale, New Jersey. Grandfather wanted our family to run it. It consisted of forty acres of land that had been farmed since the Civil War years in an area called West Farms. The property was bordered on the north by the Manasquan River, which my brother and I turned into our personal swimming hole. But as Kenneth and I soon found out, there wouldn’t be much time for swimming on this farm.

    Farming was a full-time job, even for small kids like me. We planted radishes, parsley, peppers, leeks, celery, and all kinds of vegetables. At the time, it was called truck farming because we would work the fields by day and drive our crops by truck to market at night. A farmers’ market was located about twenty miles from our farm. That’s where we put up a little food stand and sold the fruits of our labors to both families and merchants from grocery stores. Each member of our family was always busy. If you worked the fields one day, you’d trade off the next day and help run the food stand. One of us always had to spend the night sleeping at the food stand to protect what little we had.

    Talk about getting an education in life. That’s where little children like Kenneth and I learned to work with adults—and how to handle any number of situations in a workplace. We were also taught invaluable lessons about people themselves. You see, our farm was a melting pot for the human race because we hired a number of immigrants to work with us. I’ll never forget one field worker we called Old Joe, who spent hours entertaining us with stories about his native Italy that he loved. It was an environment in which our family learned to respect and appreciate other races and ethnic cultures as they blended together on our farm. What a wonderful experience. Prejudice and discrimination should never ever be a part of anyone’s vocabulary.

    Of course, moving to a new community meant going to a new school. I began attending first-grade classes at the West Farms Elementary School. It was a very interesting school by today’s standards. Instead of students in each grade having their own classroom, the first, second, and third graders were all placed in the same classroom and taught by the same teacher. West Farms Elementary School was just that small. In the class, the students in each grade were assigned to sit together, two rows per grade. While the teacher would be giving lessons to the first-grade students, the second and third graders would be doing their assignments until it was time for the teacher to begin working with them. There was no magic formula to this. That’s just the way it was, the way it had to be. And it worked. In all, there were about thirty students in our classroom. The teacher had to keep the window closed because there was a huge pig farm located next to the school. And because the pigs liked to exercise their First Amendment rights to speak out, it was best we kept that window shut.

    After completing the first three grades, I was moved to another classroom where the fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade students were assigned together. Mrs. Stewart was my teacher for those three years. I can remember her lessons in math (especially fractions), poetry, and history. Mrs. Stewart lived near the ocean, and she would bring shellfish and horseshoe crabs to class to help encourage our love of nature. By this time, my mother had resumed her career as a teacher, working at a different school than the one I was attending. Along the way, there was another population explosion within the Fischbeck clan as Mom gave birth to two daughters, Dorothy (1928) and Honor (1932). With my schoolwork, my farm chores, and helping to take care of my little sisters, responsibility was becoming a very important lesson for me to learn in my young life.

    For the seventh and eighth grades, I attended Adelphia Middle School. Since it was eight miles from our family farm, I took the school bus. I never missed a day because our next-door neighbor drove the bus. In the morning, I was the first student to be picked up on the way to school. And in the afternoon, I was the last to get off on the way home. Adelphia was also a small school; seventh and eighth graders were assigned together in the same classroom. Mrs. Griblin was our teacher. She opened our educational doors to history, geography, and music appreciation—especially symphonies and classical music, which I still love to listen to.

    But it was in high school where I was first introduced to the world of science, which changed my life in ways I could have never imagined back then. Freehold High was the biggest school I had ever attended. Students were required to attend basic high school classes like English and math, as well as chemistry, physics, and biology. Unlike my elementary and middle schools, each grade at Freehold High had its own classroom and teacher. One instructor stood head and shoulders above all the others. His name was Mr. Stout, and he was my science teacher. Mr. Stout went the extra mile in helping students learn his lessons. He always had us thinking.

    One time in class, Mr. Stout asked me to explain what causes thunder. I replied, “When two clouds bump each other.” All the other students laughed at me. Everyone but Mr. Stout, who gave me the assignment of finding the right answer. He knew that’s how you learn. The next day, I gave our class this oral report on my homework: “Thunder occurs when negative energy in the air is attracted to positive energy on the ground. And when a lightning bolt is discharged, the air rushes in to fill the void and produces thunder.” I received an A for content and an A for effort. Lesson learned. There were times when Mr. Stout would even come out to our farm for a visit. He just wanted to see how I was doing, and he would teach me a thing or two about science while we took nature walks. That was so special to me. Mr. Stout was a dedicated educator who went out of his way to reach out to students. He was my hero—a science teacher who cared.

    It was while I was attending Freehold High that I met another student who became a lifelong friend. George Voorhis was enrolled at Red Bank High School in neighboring Little Silver, New Jersey. We got to know each other at football games involving our two schools. George was a real clown. He even had a clown outfit and was later hired to help promote a local fast food restaurant called McDonald’s. George became the original Ronald McDonald. Years later, my friend was still on the job helping to teach positive values to children as McDonald’s “chief happiness officer.”

    Back on the home front, my father learned he had to be innovative if he was to support his family from the farm year-round. After the summer crops had been harvested, Dad planted winter crops such as chives and wild mint, as well as small flowers, which I sold to motorists along the highway. My father also built a makeshift tennis court on our farm property. It was a great meeting place for all the kids in the neighborhood.

    One day we looked up and saw the German passenger airship Hindenburg flying overhead on its way for a landing at the Lakehurst Naval Air Station, fifteen miles away. We were eyewitnesses to history. The date was May 6, 1937. A short time later that day, at 7:25 p.m., while our family was sitting at the dinner table, we felt a huge vibration that rattled the kitchen dishes. We had no idea at the time what had happened, but the news spread fast. The Hindenburg had exploded and burst into flames during its attempt to dock at Lakehurst. Of the ninety-seven people on board the Hindenburg, thirty-five died in the inferno. One person was killed on the ground. It’s a tragedy that has been called the “Titanic of the Sky.” The next day, our school bus had to take a long detour because of all the traffic heading to the crash site. As a reporter for Pathé Media described it, the Hindenburg was “a conquering giant of the skies that perished in the mighty grip of fate.”

    I graduated from high school at the age of sixteen. My family insisted that I go to college. They drove me to New Brunswick, New Jersey, where I enrolled at Rutgers University. New Brunswick was a pretty big town to this farm boy, with a population of 34,555. I lived in a dormitory on campus. I didn’t particularly want to go to college at this point in my life. But I always did what my family wanted me to do. My parents also told me to major in agriculture at Rutgers. I did as instructed; however, it was only a few months before I dropped out of school. I came home and told Mom and Dad that I didn’t want to train to be a farmer. My father accepted that and said I could go to any school I wanted. But there was one condition. I was going to have to get a job to pay for my education.

    So my parents drove me to an even bigger challenge in the largest city in the entire state of New Jersey. Newark, with a population of more than four hundred thousand people, was unlike anything I had ever seen in my young life. I enrolled in the Newark School of Fine and Industrial Arts. I got a room across the street from school. At night, I worked as a coil winder at a local plant to pay for my room and tuition. I was even able to send some money home to my family. I’ll tell you this: working as a coil winder is about as far removed from being a weatherman at Channel 7 Eyewitness News in Los Angeles as you can get. But it was a job. Soon, my bosses talked me into leaving the Newark School of Fine and Industrial Arts and enrolling at Newark Vocational School to study electrical engineering. The plant I worked for paid all my education expenses. But it wasn’t long before I had to answer a calling from the biggest boss of all—Uncle Sam.

    On December 7, 1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, and the United States was plunged into war. I didn’t wait for my country to come for me. I volunteered. I was inducted into the military at Fort Dix, New Jersey. In a matter of days, I was transferred to Southern California and to a famed horse racing track in Arcadia that had been turned into a huge U.S. Army training base called Camp Santa Anita. As the song goes, “You’re in the army now.” Camp Santa Anita is where I underwent basic training—boot camp—as I was transformed from college student to soldier. I wasn’t alone. In fact, there were so many newly inducted trainees that we had to be housed in the grandstands at the Santa Anita Race Track. I may not have been as fast as Seabiscuit, but I learned quickly that it was best to stay at least one step ahead of my ever-demanding drill sergeant.

    If there was one basic lesson in boot camp, it was to survive. It was a grueling eight-week challenge that tested trainees to the max both physically and mentally. The army had a slogan: “Be all that you can be.” But that never seemed to be enough for my drill sergeant.

    After I learned to become a soldier during basic training (which to this day remains debatable), it was time for the army to train me for a job. That meant crisscrossing the country to the Aberdeen Proving Ground in Maryland, where I underwent several months of training to become a tank mechanic. Now you may look at me and wonder what in the world was I going to do under the hood of a military tank? That’s a question that crossed my mind as well—but the army never bothered to tell me. And I figured that if we wanted to win the war, I best go to where they ordered me. That journey led me all the way to Hawaii, where I spent World War II fixing tanks that had been brought in by ship after breaking down at the war front. Being a tank mechanic did have its benefits; at one point, I was promoted to corporal. But in Hawaii, there weren’t all that many tanks for a mechanic like me to fix. So I spent much of my time washing dishes on KP (kitchen patrol), or even worse, on latrine duty. And my friends, excuse me for repeating myself, but I’ll tell you this—washing dishes and performing latrine duty is about as far removed from being a weatherman at Channel 7 Eyewitness News in Los Angeles as you can get. Trust me, I know.

    After several years of making sure the dishes were clean and the bathrooms were spotless, I had had enough. And after the war had ended, I decided to do something about it. On Christmas Day in 1945, I was on duty in the day room when I saw our officers drinking beer and having a party in the mess hall. I couldn’t have been more infuriated. I figured it was time for Corporal George Fischbeck to go to war and play a holiday practical joke on his commanding officer. I called over to the motor pool, told them my plans, and asked if they could loan me a staff car. The guys at the motor pool hated our commanding officer so much, they even threw in a major’s uniform for me to wear. Two of my friends, Ken and Bob, accompanied me as I drove to the mess hall and held an immediate inspection of all the beer-drinking officers on hand. Being a “major,” I outranked the officers (or so they thought).

    Never having done this before, I ordered all the officers to line up for a fingernail inspection. And things seemed to be going pretty well until I got down to the end of the line and started inspecting the fingernails of my commanding officer, who suddenly recognized me. That’s when the captain screamed at the top of his lungs, “It’s Fischbeck!!” along with some highly profane words that I don’t think are well suited for this book. To make a long story short, the captain ordered my military career be terminated—effective immediately. But because I was already eligible for discharge, having served thirty-three months, my exit from the military was still declared “honorable.” And because we had won the war, I figured the army and I were even. It’s a truce that remains in place to this day.

    As for the two friends that had been my co-conspirators—Ken (Kenneth Randall) went on to become a church pastor, while Bob (Robert Hoffman) became a schoolteacher and principal in Philadelphia. At one point, Bob taught a high school geometry class. You may have heard of one of his students—Bill Cosby. I never did find out what happened to our captain after all these years. But he did have nice fingernails.

    Back in the states, Newark, New Jersey, hadn’t changed much by the time I returned after the war. There weren’t any military tanks roaming the streets that needed a mechanic, but the old plant where I had worked as a coil winder wanted me back. And since I had gone to school and studied electrical engineering, they actually promoted me to electrician. I even joined the union. Life for me was going pretty well at that point. My parents had moved to the community of Bloomfield, just outside Newark, and it was nice to have them nearby again. But little did I know what door was about to open.

    When Cupid shoots his arrow of romance, he’s usually on target. And with me, Cupid only had to aim once in my life. I was a bit more than smitten, shall we say, when I was first introduced to the secretary of one of our plant’s general managers. Her name was Susanne June Reif. Mere words cannot possibly describe the courage it took me to finally ask Susanne out for a date a while after we had met. The way I looked at it, there were only two things she could say. Being dumb and not knowing any better, I figured that I had a fifty-fifty chance of it not being no. And Susanne and I went out on a first date.

    If fate was indeed smiling on me that night, Mother Nature certainly wasn’t. It snowed in Newark during our date. And it snowed. And it continued to snow. And then it got heavier. Real heavy. Viewers always seem to blame the TV weatherman for causing bad weather. On this evening, I might have been fired for even thinking of putting this blizzard in my forecast. It got so bad that Susanne and I had to seek refuge at my parents’ home in Bloomfield. There was no way to “weather” the weather. And so Susanne spent the night with my mom, dad, and two younger sisters—who absolutely loved her. But as for George Fischbeck—well, that’s another story. In all honesty, Susanne didn’t really like me at first. And that likability factor rapidly declined when she learned how much I had gushingly told my parents about her even before our first date. But you know, God has a plan for each one of us. And the Bible teaches that His plan includes putting two people together. Our Heavenly Father knows best. And on April 17, 1949, George and Sue became Mr. and Mrs. Fischbeck forever.

    But, if I may, let me backtrack a bit in this story. While Sue and I were still dating, I decided to expand my horizons. The lessons I had learned as a child working on our family farm with immigrants from around the world had created a curiosity within me to learn more about other ethnic groups and their heritage. And I had developed a particular interest in Native Americans. One summer, I had a chance to take some classes in sociology—the study of human social activity—at the University of Maine, some 462 miles northeast of my home in New Jersey. For living expenses, I worked part time at a local canoe factory. A number of my co-workers at the factory were members of the Penobscot Indian Nation, who lived in the small town of Orono along the Stillwater River. The Penobscot Indians were one of four tribes who were the original inhabitants of the area now known as Maine. I was fascinated by the culture and language of my new friends. It was another lesson in life that taught me to have a deep appreciation for others. Wouldn’t this world be a wonderful place if we could all just learn to have respect for each other?

    After returning to New Jersey, there was nothing I wanted to do more than to build on the invaluable lessons I had learned in Maine, both inside and outside the classroom. And with the GI Bill now “footing the bill” for my education, I was free to choose whatever I wanted to study and wherever I wanted to study it. Anthropology had become my favorite subject. It’s the study of humans past and present and the complexity of cultures across all of history. I chose to attend the University of New Mexico because I felt it offered the best anthropology program in the nation. New Mexico is also home to twenty-two American Indian tribes. And I looked forward to the chance of being able to continue my study of the unique and rich history of Native Americans. My goodness, this was an opportunity that I couldn’t pass up.

    By this time, I was going steady with Sue. Even though I would be going to school more than two thousand miles away, she knew I’d still be coming home for the holidays to see her. I knew I’d miss her. But I didn’t realize how much. At one point, I joined the Air National Guard as a reservist, where I was assigned to work in the weather department. But if there was one thing I learned in the Air National Guard, it was that I certainly didn’t want to fly solo for the rest of my life. So I went back to Newark and married Sue. And boy was the new Mrs. Fischbeck about to undergo a geographic extreme makeover. You see, Sue was born and raised in a big city. She had always lived in a fast-paced town with bright lights and lots of people. Moving to the much-smaller (and quieter) community of Albuquerque, New Mexico, was going to be quite a change for my wife—a radical change. At first glance, I think she thought of the word desolate. But at least we were together.

    At the University of New Mexico, I focused on earning a college degree. Even though I still didn’t know what I wanted to do for a career, I graduated with a bachelor’s degree. In addition to anthropology, my studies also included geology and archaeology. I must have walked all over northern New Mexico studying the ancient settlements of the Pueblo Indians. I had an insatiable quest for knowledge, and I decided to continue my education by seeking a master’s degree. But my country had some other ideas—that’s when Uncle Sam came calling again. The United States was at war in Korea, and it wasn’t long before my Air National Guard unit in New Mexico was activated. Here I was, back in the military full time. But what I learned this time would have an everlasting impact.

    I was assigned to the 188th Fighter Squadron at Kirtland Air Force Base in Albuquerque. My unit never made it to the war front in Korea during my time on active duty, but we had a motto: Be prepared. Our mission was to have our jet fighter squadron completely ready for combat at all times—no matter what. My work in our unit’s weather department was an essential tool in this mission. My job was to make sure our pilots knew the latest weather conditions and how those conditions could change at a moment’s notice while they were in flight. I had the best training in using the latest technology in meteorology. It was also my responsibility to supply all weather information from New Mexico to the National Weather Service headquarters in North Carolina. Like a gunfighter in the Old West, I had to be fast, but I needed to be accurate. There were times when my emotions on the job changed faster than the weather, but it was exciting.

    It was also an education that would lay the foundation for a life-changing career in meteorology. But let’s not put the cart in front of the horse just yet. Unbeknownst to me, there were other challenges that lay ahead. As I was about to learn, the experience of life itself is the greatest teacher of all. There will never be a time when you will have mastered all that life has to teach you. I’ve come to believe that the smarter you get, the more you will realize how much more there is to learn.

    When our Air National Guard unit was finally deactivated and placed on reserve status, I still had to attend monthly National Guard meetings. But I was free to go back to school with the GI Bill paying my way. I needed to study a subject that would lead to a job and hopefully a career. My résumé included part-time work as a stevedore at a harbor terminal and grape, tomato, and peach harvesting at a cannery. I had worked for a fire department in a national forest. I had made automobile batteries, raised flowers commercially, and even managed a drivein restaurant.

    I had taken a number of classes either on campus or through correspondence courses that included genetics (University of Maryland), engineering (University of California), fine arts and advertising (University of Hawaii), history (Army University Center), and industrial management (Rutgers University, Newark campus). I loved anthropology. But I knew if I went into that field, I would be traveling all over the country pursuing the study of humankind through time. While anthropologist isn’t exactly a well-known career, it can be one of the most rewarding academically.

    But I wanted to live and work in New Mexico. After all, that’s where my wife was. And at this point in life, I really wanted to reach out and share with others all of the invaluable lessons that I have been blessed to learn. The word teach is defined in the dictionary as to impart knowledge, to instruct, to cause to learn by example or experience. You know, that sounded like a nice job. So I went back and hit the books again at the University of New Mexico. And once I had my master’s degree in education in hand, I set out as a teacher, with a goal of helping to mold the minds of our nation’s most precious resource—its children.
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