[image: cover-image, Row, Row Your Boat...]
Prologue
The genesis of this book sprang from a suggestion by my wife, Gale, who has been my steadfast companion throughout the years of what many call a career journey.
It all began with a conversation after a few glasses of wine, as many of our discussions tend to do. We were watching a program on NHK, the Japanese television network in English, which I highly recommend to everyone. Each hour, they commence with fifteen minutes of world news, offering as fair and balanced a reporting as one can find anywhere. The subsequent forty-five minutes delve deep into the world of Japan, a segment they aptly tag as Japanology, providing a captivating insight into a culture that stands as one of the oldest on earth and brilliant in so many ways.
One particular episode showcased a group of older Japanese men and a few women who had retired and were avid birdwatchers. You know, people who simply can't get enough of observing birds. Although it's a hobby that never quite caught fire with me, I do find enjoyment in watching others indulge in it. I suppose that makes me a bit eccentric.
As the interviewer engaged these older gentlemen about their hobbies and pre-retirement work life, it was enlightening— if that's the right word— to hear many of them express disdain for their jobs or admit to feeling bored to death every day at work. Some confessed to disliking the people they worked with, or even most people in general. They found solace in solitude amidst the mountains of Japan, capturing bird sightings through camera lenses the size of small cannons.
Reflecting on these individuals and the monotony of their careers prompted me to share anecdotes from my own career and experiences with Gale. Some stories she had heard before, while others were new to her.
Gale offered compliments on some of my accomplishments and then suggested that I pen a book about my career, adventures, and missteps so that our children and grandchildren might gain insight into what their father and grandfather had pursued in life.
No one ever asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up. One big reason for that was that I grew up in a kind of orphanage where you were expected to leave by age eighteen. They couldn’t offer anything along the lines of career counseling or urging a college education since they had no control or responsibility for you once you had reached maturity.
Other than dreaming of being a cowboy when I was a kid, like the ones I saw on TV, I never had any dreams about what I would do with my life. I had no mentors or counselors pushing me one way or another. After high school, I went into the Marine Reserves and after my active duty, I jumped in the career waters without either a boat or a paddle.
I’ve often likened life and its various adventures to riding a roller coaster. Whether it's a career, education, relationships, or parenthood, each entails a similar thrill ride.
You start with the long, slow ascent up that initial hill, representing the acquisition of your chosen skills or craft, or navigating through school to graduation. Similarly, embarking on a new relationship or marriage demands diligence and attention to detail, while becoming a parent presents its own set of challenges.
Upon reaching the summit of that first hill, you are filled with a mixture of excitement, dread, and fear as you plummet into free fall over the first rise. Your stomach lurches as you scream, laugh, and cry simultaneously, contemplating the tiny wheels clinging to the track as you hurtle through space.
Subsequent hills, curves, and spirals subject you to gravitational forces that pin you to your seat, all the while clutching the safety bar with a mix of hope and apprehension.
The journey continues with ups and downs until you feel you can't endure another twist or turn, yet suddenly, you find yourself gliding to safety, triumphant in the knowledge that you've survived it all. You chuckle at the whirlwind of emotions you've just experienced.
In crafting fiction or any narrative, there exists what is commonly referred to as the story arc. Typically, this entails a slow start for the protagonist, with tension and conflicts intensifying until he or she overcome adversity and find resolution, leading to a happily-ever-after ending. The shape of a story arc often resembles a bell curve.
Likewise, the arc of most people's lives comprises several peaks, valleys, and twists, akin to a roller coaster ride. Unfortunately, for some, the ride careens off the rails, but for the majority, it carries on to its conclusion which we all hope will be a happy one.
Maintaining chronological accuracy amidst the recounting of dates and employment became a challenge during the writing process. Drawing upon my expertise as a Manufacturing and Industrial Engineer, I developed a timeline to ensure reasonable accuracy, recognizing that memory can become chaotic in later years; I understand all to well how Joe Biden feels. The resulting narrative is presented herein, serving as a reference for those intrigued enough to embark on my journey, or perhaps as a sleep aid for those struggling with insomnia.
You will likely tire of reading “it’s in my autobiography”, but it’s true. Some aspects of this story and much more are covered in depth in my autobiography, Almost An Orphan - My Life Step by Misstep, available on Amazon Books, possibly. The certainty of its availability hinges on when and if you happen to read this book and whether you seek out the autobiography. If too much time has passed, the book may or may not still be accessible on Amazon.
And so, without further ado, let us embark on this journey.

Chapter 1: My First Jobs 1948-1958
My first job was when I was about six years old. This story is in my autobiography. I grew up in a boys' Home in Omaha, Nebraska. It was on fifty-nine acres on top of a hill at 52nd Avenue and Ames Avenue. It was initially named The Masonic Home for Boys but later branded The Omaha Home for Boys. 
Most of the buildings that housed boys were clustered around the hill's peak, with a few outbuildings, barns, and the like for the farming part of the enterprise. The whole business was referred to as Inspiration Hill, in part due to the mission of the Home and the inspiration provided by a committed Christian community to take care of boys without a home.
A significant part of the Hill was contour planted from top to bottom with either corn or alfalfa, both of which provided food for animals, and the corn also provided food for the residents and workers at the Home.
Running the Home was quite an enterprise; my autobiography discusses some of that. As far as my first job was concerned, it was working on the farm. All the boys attended public school from around September to May, and we had chores to do back home when we weren't in school. Most of that entailed making your bed, washing clothes, and cleaning your dormitory and the rest of the building you lived in.
As the weather warmed in the spring and summer, the farming part of life at the Home ensued by planting a rather large garden full of vegetables, tomatoes, potatoes, green beans, beets, and onions. We also had an orchard of twenty cherry trees, a similar number of apple trees, and pear, peach, and plum trees. The orchard probably covered about two acres of the property—that's a best guess.
I should explain here that we weren't slave labor. We got paid for the work we did. If you were working inside - we rotated through jobs in the kitchen and dining room as prep cooks, dishwashers, and servers - you were paid 20¢ an hour. If you were working outside doing farm work, you got 40¢ an hour. This money was recorded in your "checking account." Each Friday, you could write a check for what you thought you needed for the coming week for spending money. Things like candy, ice cream, or going to a movie.
Those may sound like slave wages until you realize that I moved to the Home in 1947. The minimum wage in 1945 was 40¢ an hour for adults working full time. In 1950, the MW went up to 75¢ an hour. Considering that the Home probably didn't have to pay us, it was a good policy. It taught us the value of work and money management.
And, yes, we had the freedom to go off the property. We attended public schools, and at a certain age, around twelve, you could go into the local business community for a movie or a shake at the local ice cream parlor. If you were under twelve, you had to be accompanied by a responsible chaperone to leave the property.
As I mentioned, my first job, at around six, was to guide our two draft horses, Lady and Prince, as they plowed the earth for the new year's garden. Looking back, I realize they didn't need my help, but the adults wanted to find something to occupy my mind. In retrospect, it was a good idea since I had a wandering mind and a burning curiosity that often landed me in trouble.
I would sit on the back of, I think it was Lady, and ride up and down the garden for hours, and I love every second of that job.
Later that summer, as the corn grew, someone cut the handle on a hoe down to about three feet long, and that was my personal hoe so I could join other boys hoeing weeds in the corn rows. This was another job I thoroughly enjoyed, as my imagination ran wild, pretending that I was hiding deep in a jungle of corn rows.
That was the extent of my working life for the next ten years; everything revolved around the farm and inside chores. After crops matured, we harvested all that we planted. We would pod peas, snap beans, and shuck and cut corn to be frozen for use during the winter months. We're talking dozens of bushel baskets of produce and many dozen-gallon wax containers for the freezer. Things like apples were cooked and made into apple sauce, and fruits like strawberries were blanched and canned with sugar and frozen.
I enjoyed the kitchen duty—well, most of it. I wasn't fond of washing dishes; no one was. In the early days, we did it all by hand. There were typically around 80 boys at the Home, plus a dozen or so staff who took their meals in the dining room, so the stack of dirty dishes, pots, and pans from the kitchen was substantial. Later, we got an automatic dishwasher that made the job a bit easier.
I most enjoyed being in the actual kitchen. We peeled, boiled, and mashed potatoes in batches of about twenty gallons. Sunday was almost always fried chicken, so we spent the morning, after church, of course, cutting up chickens. To this day, I can find the joints with a knife with uncanny perfection. On weekends, fried eggs were a breakfast staple, and it was a treat to be on the flattop and cook up to thirty eggs at once. You became good at flipping and cooking them right without overcooking or breaking the yokes.
Each Saturday, if you were on kitchen duty - we rotated about every two weeks in and out of the kitchen and dining room duties - we cleaned the kitchen from top to bottom. We scraped grease off of and out of every crack, cranny, and surface. We stone-cleaned the flat top. Everything had to sparkle, and the cook, Mrs. Johnson, walked around like a Marine Drill Instructor for my entire stay, ensuring everything was done correctly.
The worst job and we all got our turn at it, was cleaning out the grease trap. If you're unfamiliar with a grease trap, it is in most commercial kitchens and collects the grease from all the frying on the flattop and other grease drains. It all flows into this square box that has to be emptied and cleaned regularly. It is a smelly, nasty-ass job that no one likes.
Around age thirteen, my mother came on the scene. I had no memory of her, but listening to other boys, I knew I must have a mother somewhere. She and my stepfather began to take me with them on weekends for a visit, staying at their apartment in downtown Omaha.
I got to know them a little and enjoyed being with them. I'm sure something genetic was at play with my mother, humor, etc., that made the union, or technically reunion, work. However, since I had no memory of the first year or so of my life, it wasn't really a reunion. My mother, unknown to me at the time, began the process of having me released to her custody. She had to deal with some legal entanglements, but the summer before my fifteenth birthday in 1957, I left the Home to live with them.
We moved around a little in the next few months. Mom didn't work outside the Home, and Dad Wagner drove a delivery truck. I had no fundamental concept of wealth at the time, but later, I would understand we were basically in the poverty class. We finally found an apartment in the government housing projects in South Omaha. That's where I got my next job, delivering newspapers after school.
It was an okay job, if a little challenging during Nebraska winters, but I was making more money than I had ever made before. I got my first lesson in customer service. There were always jerks that treated you like a servant and got pissed off if the paper was late, no matter the cause. But many people, mostly older women (at my age, older was 25 and above), took pity on this freezing little kid and offered a cup of hot chocolate and the occasional tip for doing a good job. Along with newspaper delivery, several of us supplemented our incomes by shoveling snow around the neighborhood, especially for elderly folks who couldn't do that themselves. We would cut grass for a couple of bucks in the spring.
I had a small break in service at the beginning of my work life. In the summer of 1957, I was hanging out with some friends, and one boring night, we decided to steal a car. Again, that story is documented in my autobiography, and I won't repeat it here. The result saw me moving to Hutchinson, Kansas with my oldest brother, Bill, for the better part of a year, my sophomore year in high school, a sort of reformation of my attitude and behavior.
I returned to Omaha in the late spring of 1958. At some point right about here, I got my first real job with an hourly wage at a diner called The Harkert House in downtown Omaha in the summer of 1958. It was at 14th and Farnham, and was part of a family-owned chain in the area. Diners were popular back then. Harkert’s sat on the corner of the  two downtown streets. The front was white and black. The inside was tiled black and white, and had a long counter like a soda fountain. The menu was breakfast items, pancakes, eggs, and bacon, and lunch and early dinners offered soups, sandwiches, and French fries.
I started in the basement, peeling potatoes, cutting them into french fries, and making soups on a large gas range downstairs. It could have been a better job but familiar from my time in the kitchen at the boys’ home. Fifty pounds of potatoes are a hell of a lot of potatoes. We kept the potatoes and onions in a dug-out area, literally a dirt cellar under the city sidewalk. It was dark, cool, and damp, perfect storage for root vegetables.
Being stupid young boys, we soon discovered that we could see up through a grate on the sidewalk as people stood at the corner waiting for the light to change. It didn't take long for water pistols to show up, and we'd shoot a quick squirt at someone standing on the grate and then dash away so they couldn't see us through the grate. No one ever seemed to figure out what was happening when they suddenly felt a wet spot in their crotch area. We just knew someone would figure it out, and we'd get fired, but it didn't happen.
I worked my way up to the dishwasher and eventually to the grill. That was the epitome of working at Hartkert. The customers were mostly regulars, and I remember one old guy coming in for pancakes almost every morning. He always had pancakes. The guy who trained me warned me that that old man would always complain about the doneness of the cakes and send them back. He told me not to overcook them - don't make them a nice golden brown the first time because the old fart would send them back and claim they were burnt. He said to always err on the blonde side. Then the old guy would return them, complaining they weren't cooked enough. You'd toss them back on the grill and make them a nice golden brown, and he'd be thrilled, and you wouldn't throw away good pancakes. I guess it was a control thing for the old guy.
Fall came, and I had to return to school, so I was done at Hartkert. However, it has always been a favorite memory of my jobs through the years. My cooking experience at the Home helped me know my way around a kitchen.
Then, I got my second real job through a friend of my mother. I went to work at Precision Tool, a small machine shop not far from the Projects.

Chapter 2: Precision Tool Company 1959/60
It’s the Fall of 1958, and I would start my junior year in high school. 
I picked up some cash on weekends working at odd jobs like washing out cattle trucks at the stockyards, helping unload beer kegs from trucks at Storz Brewery, and lugging beef on and off trucks at the stockyards. These were all cash jobs where you hung around, like the day laborers at Home Depot, and when drivers came in and needed help, they’d pay you cash for your efforts. It was all pretty hard labor, but when you’re sixteen, it’s a challenge.
I even worked in a hide cellar for a week during one of the school breaks at the stockyards. This was a stinky, nasty job that no one would want to do, so I called it quits after one week. 
Mom and Dad decided I needed something to keep me busy and out of trouble after school and on Saturdays, so through a friend of Mom, they got me a job at Precision Tool. I didn't know it then, but this event would change the trajectory of my life far into the future.
I vaguely recall the meeting or interview; the job was a given, but they wanted to meet me. The shop was owned by two guys, Ed Gorup and Rocky Meninno. Writing this, I just spent about an hour trying to find any record of the company. I’m almost sure it was on S 36th Street, but I got zip, nada, bupkis.
The shop was about fifteen feet from the street and about three feet below street level. There was a small grocery store above the shop. My autobiography tells the Christmas story of me getting hammered at sixteen, which includes a trip to that store.
In addition to the owners, about four other men worked there, including Rocky's brother, Frank, another Frank, Frank Bushka, Bill Connors, and one or two others. They had hired this curly-haired little hoodlum to fill out their team. Most of what they did in this shop is what is called screw machine manufacturing. That means turning round or hexagon ten-foot-long bars of steel, aluminum, and brass into parts like bolts, nuts, air hose fittings, and many other products.
At fifteen, my job was to clean the floors and run whatever errands needed to be done. One of my jobs was to go over to Ed's mother's house and mow the lawn. I remember her kindness and feeding me cookies and milk to reward my work.
Back in the shop, I had my very own floor scraper. All these various lathes, drills, and screw machines involved using cutting oils which got all over the floor, and your clothing, making everything slippery. We used something called oil dry, it's a lot like kitty litter, to prevent slipping and falling on your ass around the shop. The floor had to periodically be cleaned up, typically at least twice a day, and new oil dry put down. That was my main job.
The other job I had was to reclaim cutting oil from machine shavings. Most metal-cutting machines produce spiral shavings, similar to what you might see if you drill a hole in a piece of metal. The shaving comes out in a corkscrew shape, and the shop's three or four machines produce this by-product by the barrel. Depending on the complexity of the part and the number of tools in the indexing turret, these machines might be kicking out anywhere from 30 to 100 parts per hour, some simple parts as many as 400 an hour. Orders for many of these small parts were for 10,000 or more.
The shavings were collected in the bed of the machines. I would go around and pull them out with a rake, dripping oil everywhere, and, into a 20-gallon drum and take them to an old washing machine in the corner of the shop. The washer had a small tub called an extractor, a big deal back then for homemakers, that spun around at high speed to remove excess water from clothes. We used it to extract cutting oil from metal shaving for reuse. And, yes, the steel, aluminum, or brass shavings were kept separate for recycling into other products.
The atmosphere in the shop was good. There was a lot of humor and camaraderie balanced with keeping busy. The air was usually slightly blue from all the metal machining and hot, smokey cutting oils. One wonders what that must have done to our lungs, but I survived it all.
Working every day after school for a couple of hours, and on Saturdays, I became interested in the business of turning steel rods into precision parts. It was a skill and almost an art form. I began to bug Ed and Rocky to let me do something other than clean floors. The problem was that the law said you had to be eighteen to operate any machine. Eventually, I convinced them to let me deburr parts on a drill press. It was a menial and tedious job but better than cleaning floors. I felt like I was contributing to the shop.
I showed a knack for the work and obviously an interest, so one day, Ed came to me with a coffee can of old, worn-out drills and explained how they were to be sharpened and that I should learn how to do that. If you look at a drill bit, the working end, the pointy end has a cutting surface that has to be ground just so or it doesn’t drill holes.
There are now jigs and digital machines to do this, but they wanted me to sharpen them by hand on the wheel to learn all about rakes and clearances. I stood at that pedestal grinder for hours. I’d get one drill done the way I thought was right and take it to Ed. He’d look it over, tell me what I did wrong, and back I’d go to try again. I ground most of those old drills to a nubbin, trying to get them right. This was my first experience as a machinist. To this day, I could still sharpen a bit with clearances and thin the web if needed.
That fall, when I turned 16, I got my driver’s license and started delivering parts. One of the rules, if I was doing anything on machines in the shop, as simple as it might be, was for me to watch for anyone I didn’t know entering the shop; I knew most of the customers, suppliers, and salespeople.. If someone did come in I didn’t recognize, I immediately grabbed a broom and started sweeping. Ed and Rocky were in big trouble if the visitor was from the state labor board.
I continued learning a little about the machinist’s craft through high school until I graduated and joined the Marines in July of 1960. I put a couple of other anecdotes in my autobiography about the Christmas party where I got hammered and a couple of other humorous stories.

Chapter 3: The Marine Corps 1960-1968
My experiences in the Marines are only partially pertinent to my work-life journey, but a couple of decisions during my time in the Corps did affect my career decisions and outcomes.
There’s more detail in my autobiography. I joined the reserves at the urging of the recruiter when I was a senior in high school. Halfway through boot camp, I wanted to ship over - meaning to become a regular Marine, provided I could get some skill training if I bailed after my first hitch. I asked for heavy equipment operator, radio and communications, or electronics. Events dictated otherwise, and I never shipped over.
My reserve outfit, while I was on active duty, was a 77mm Aircraft Battery, an outdated weapons system left over from WWII and Korea and was being phased out. During my six months of active duty, our reserve unit was changed to an Engineering Battalion. I spent the rest of my active duty at Camp Pendleton as an infantryman while they figured all this out. When I returned to my reserve unit, I was reassigned (it was called your MOS - Military Occupational Specialty) as a Repair Shop Machinist based on my experience at Precision Tool.
Over my six years as an active reservist, we still did a lot of infantry stuff. But, when we went to Camp Pendleton every summer for active duty, I worked in a pretty cool portable machine shop out in the field playing war games. 
It was comprised of two trailers that we set up side by side. The sides opened up. The top half went up and the lower half down forming a floor and overhead between the two trailers, and forming a triple-wide affair where we could do a lot of work repair vehicle parts.
Interestingly, we made a little money on the side cleaning rifles with air hoses because we had compressed air. We also made cigar humidors for officers from 105mm shell casings.
Our Engineering Battalion had electricians, heavy equipment operators, plumbing and water supply troops, and a variety of support personnel. If we had gone into combat, our battalion's role would have been to grade airstrips, hook up water supplies to the nearest body of water, repair equipment, run refrigeration units, etc., all supporting combat operations. We would have been just behind the front lines. I have no regrets about not having to serve in combat.
My machining experiences in the USMCR ranged from milling jeep engine heads to making those cigar humidors for officers. It would have been pretty hairy if we'd gone to Vietnam, but at Camp Pendleton, it was pretty cushy duty when we went into the California mountains to play war. We had electricity in our tents for lights and electric razors, hot water for showers, and refrigeration units for our beer. Yes, we had beer in the field. So did the officers. We even had roach coaches, the food trucks driving around the mountains at Pendleton and selling junk food to Marines.
Again, had I become a regular Marine, my skills and job opportunities for the future might have been quite different. Once I was back home, in addition to my reserve responsibilities, I would soon work in a machine shop again.
Here's another quick story about the packing houses I mentioned Chapter 2, where I'd worked day jobs in high school. The day jobs I'm talking about were mostly at small independent packers, not the big corporate outfits like Cudahy and Swift. These were large national outfits with union workers, etc. 
After active duty, I tried to get a job with one of them, I think it was Swift, shortly after returning home. When I entered the hiring area, I filled out an application and took it to some guy in a brass cage, like a bank teller. He was on an elevated floor behind the cage, so the window ledge was almost eye-level for me. I put my application down. He looked at it and looked at me and said something to the effect that I was too damn small to do the work in the packing houses.
That pissed me off. I think I invited him to come out of his cage, and I'd throw his ass across the room, and then he could decide if I was too small to do the work. That got me a security escort off the premises.
Then, a buddy of mine who had worked at an auto upholstery warehouse left to do something else and told me there was an opening. I applied to this old guy who owned the store and got the job.
The place was in an old house converted into an upholstery warehouse and retail counter. Downstairs, there was a small counter where folks would come in and buy upholstery materials, Naugahyde, vinyl, etc., for home projects. The business also sold a lot of material to auto upholstery businesses.
My job was to help the walk-in customers, and to unload trucks into the warehouse, which was upstairs. There was an elevator to that floor. It was perhaps the third day on the job. I'm there by myself, and a truck comes in with about 10,000 pounds of Naugahyde, cloth, vinyl rolls, and boxes of seat springs. The rolls of material were four feet long and weighed 80-100 pounds, depending on the material.
I started unloading the truck. The process was to unload everything to the dock so the trucker could get on his way, and then I would move it all up to the warehouse using the elevator. I got the truck unloaded -that took a couple of hours, and I had taken a load or two up in the elevator. I'd been going nonstop for about three hours when I sat down on a box of springs to take a break and have a smoke; I was a smoker in those days.
No sooner had I sat down when this old fart who owned the place came out and started hollering about how lazy young people were; he finally said something like, "When I was your age, I did twice the work you punks do these days."
Well, that was it. He’d found my limit. I looked and him and said something like, "Well, you old fucker, you're going to get a chance to do that again. I quit!" And I walked off with him sputtering behind me amidst a mountain of material and springs.
He owed me about twenty bucks for the few days of work I'd done, and I wouldn't go pick it up. He finally called and begged me to come get the check to balance his books. When I got there, the crazy old fart tried to hire me back, and I just laughed and left.
I tried selling pots and pans. One of my friends was doing that. It was in vogue back then for salespeople, almost exclusively men, to sell cookware sets to single women, most of whom were working for the insurance companies that had made Omaha their base of operations. I went down, picked up my kit, and they put me with a trainer, an experienced salesman.
We went out one night to three calls. It was usually evening calls because the women worked all day. We leaned on them pretty hard to buy this expensive shit for their hope chest so they'd have all the tools they needed when they got married; the assumption being they would choose a career as a housewife. It was good quality cookware but horribly overpriced.
In the car on the way to one presentation, this guy is telling me all the women he'd boinked doing this job. I wasn't comfortable with all that crap. I think it was our second call where two women shared the apartment. Only one was looking to buy cookware; the other one went to another room.
As I sat on the couch, and my trainer was going through his spiel, I glanced toward a partially open door. Her roommate is standing in the bedroom with just panties and a bra on and looking at me via the door mirror and grinning her ass off. I thought I was going to pass out from all the blood draining from my brain down into my lap.
We didn't make the sale, and I couldn't get out of there fast enough. The next day, I returned my kit and told them the job wasn't for me.
Now I'm looking for work again. I had learned about a job with a surveying outfit that specialized in housing developments, and there was a housing boom happening all around the fringes of Omaha. I applied and got the job.
I was on what they called the chain; it was called that because that's what was used to measure distance in the old days, but now it was a 100-foot-long tape measure. The crew chief, Fuzzy, who ran the transit, would set up on a mark, like a nail in the street or sewer cover, and I'd run my ass off, often up a hill, pulling that tape with me. I had to be careful it didn't kink in the mud and break. Broken chains made Fuzzy go a little crazy. He was a nice little guy, but he had a nasty temper. I saw him throw a sledgehammer like an Olympic champion, more than once. I would get to wherever I was going and hold up a tall measuring stick, probably eight feet tall, that allowed him to read elevations and stuff like that as we laid out lots, streets, and sewer lines for a new housing addition.
As fall came and freezing weather hit, surveying ended. You had to drive wooden stakes in the ground for the graders and bulldozers to see so they knew where to move dirt, and once the ground froze, you were done. We were shut down by the end of October—time to look for another job.
One of my friends, Ralph Narek, who lived with his a short distance from the housing projects, worked at a company in the small town of Ralston, just a few minutes southwest of Omaha. The company was Crown Rubber Products, and they manufactured all sorts of rubber products, mostly for cars, such as radiator hoses, heater hoses, truck mud flaps, and recap tires. They also made garden hose and windshield washer hose.
I started on the docks as a shipping clerk, a new experience for me. It was easy work: so easy a caveman could do it. I’d get a bill of lading, assemble all the items, and help the driver load the delivery truck. One day, I had a big order for an auto parts chain in the Midwest. I put the order up, loaded it, and returned to the office.
The next day, this red-faced freak, who turned out to be the owner's nephew, came cussing and sputtering onto the dock, screaming about missing something on the order - he was the salesman for that particular customer. We checked, and sure enough, I'd missed a couple hundred feet of heater hose.
My mistake generated a board meeting with the owner and all his lieutenants, including his nephew. I was told they wanted to fire me, but the foreman in the recap shop, Lee Minard, had spoken up and said he'd put me to work back in the recap shop.
Wow! Had I known. It was the most physically demanding job I've ever done, and I've done a few. The heat, close to 140 degrees in around the molds, and heavy-lifting story is in my autobiography, so I'll simply say that Lee was a grand guy. Despite the hard work, I had a blast working back there, including helping to bring the union into the company, which didn't win any popularity contests with ownership.
I also got to drive the tractor-trailer used for delivery several times. I had driven a stake-bed truck but never a semi. Lee decided he'd let me go for it if I had the balls to say yes.
I mentioned my friend Ralph, who got me into Crown Rubber. He was dating Margie, and I was dating Mary, who would become my first wife. We double-dated to a drive-in movie one night, and after dropping the girls off, Ralph had been telling me about a problem he had with his car. I offered to look at it. He tried to dissuade me, and the car fell on me at 2 am on May 10, 1961. That's another story, which you can find in my autobiography. I’m adding it here because it definitely affect my career path.
After recovering from that little mishap and being the proud owner of serious medical bills, I needed work again. I thought of Precision Tool and decided to give it a go. Sure enough, they were looking for help, and I had some experience, although I was far from being a journeyman machinist. Back I went to Precision sometime in the summer of 1961.

Chapter 4: Launching A Career 1961-1966
It was like going back to work after a vacation. Everything and almost everyone at Precision Tool was the same. I had managed to get a flipper bridge- a partial plate -  to replace the missing teeth that resulted from the car falling on me. I had presumably matured a bit from my last go around at Precision. Other than that, I was basically the same guy.
Most of my work was on a Jones & Lamson lathe. A lathe has a jawed chuck at one end that holds the workpiece, and an indexing turret at the other end that holds the cutting tools. You put the material in the chuck - sometimes it’s a round bar of material - and you bring the turret forward with a large wheel to cut the metal. It was quite a contraption, and I became pretty damn good on that machine. 
I mentioned the two owners. Ed Gorup who ran the sales and business side of things, although he was a wizard machinist, and Rocky who ran the shop end of things. Rocky was my mentor on most things about machining, and Ed taught me a good deal about business.
I discussed this in my autobiography, but I'll repeat it here. My tendency, my personality, is to get excited about a project, dive in and work my ass off, and generally screw up a time or two before I settle down and do a pretty damn good job. I typically plan poorly. I was, and still am to a degree, so anxious to see the finished product that I don't give it enough thought before I start throwing shit around. Eventually, I must clean up the mess and do the job right.
At about age 19, I was full of ideas and energy and thought I knew everything. I'd dive into a setup on this machine - some of them could take four hours to set all the tools properly so they cut to the correct dimensions. I'd get the setup done or thought so and start cutting metal, only to find out something was out of tolerance. I'd dive in and tweak this and fix that, and fiddle-fuck around for an hour or so, and in exasperation, I'd find Rocky and say, "I don't what the hell is wrong. This damn machine won't come into tolerance."
Rocky would look it over, take measurements, tighten a couple of cutting tools, and say, "Mike, you have to think twice and cut once." He'd turn the machine on, and it would work like a charm. It took me many years to learn that lesson; I still only apply that about 80% of the time. I'm always hurrying to complete something and move on to the next project.
A quick anecdote about Ed Gorup: I think I gave a decent description of him in my autobiography. I walked into the office one day just as Ed took a call. I stood there and heard him promise a customer, we’ll call him customer A,  that he'd deliver 20,000 widgets the following week. I knew that every damn machine in the shop was loaded with work for the next two weeks; that was nowhere to do the job he was promising.
When he hung up, I stood there with my mouth open. He asked me what was wrong, and I told him, "Ed, there's no way in hell you can give that guy 20,000 widgets next week."
Ed looked at me with his grin and said, Bushman - that was his nickname for me because of my fuzzy hair - the first rule of business is that you have to be a good liar. He went on to say that he'd break into one of the current jobs for customer B after completing 10,000 widgets for him. Then he would set up and run A’s order, but only give him 10,000 widgets, which will make him only partially happy but will keep his business running, then we’d switch back to the B’s order, etc. He said you have to keep all the customers happy most of the time. You’re going to lose their business if you tell them you can't do the job.
Not by design or any grand plan, but I now started my apprenticeship as a machinist in earnest. I've always been curious and have an appetite for learning. It was only a short time before Rocky had me working on that big Jones & Lampson lathe. I was in hog heaven. I had found my groove, manufacturing complex and typically high-tolerance metal objects and using an inborn urge to discover better ways of working and improving things. I poured my energy into learning everything I could and becoming a top-notch machinist.
I began to learn about the automatic screw machines that were running all around me. These are digital today with switches and actuators, but back then, all the tools were activated and controlled by mechanical cams, arms, and push rods. Arms and actuators rode on these cams, rising and falling on lobes machined into the cams that caused the cutting tools to move in and out and up and down, machining steel and brass bars into configurations that almost seemed magic.
Designing and making the cams for these machines was like constructing a giant watch with all sorts of gears, cams, and moving parts that translated movement to the cutting tools above all the workings enclosed in the base of the machine.
Okay, enough of the nerdy machinist stuff. My life was not going as planned because I didn’t have a plan, but things were cool. I was making okay money, working for a great little company, and having a hell of a lot of fun on my time off. I was dating Mary, who would become my first wife, and partying pretty hard, which got me jammed up with Mary more than once.
Time passes, as it has a habit of doing; a couple of years passed, to be exact. Sometime in early 1963, Mary told me she was pregnant. Like many of my peers, I was pretty stupid about that sort of thing. We didn’t generally take any precautions, thinking it would never happen to us, I suppose. A few guys made a big deal of carrying condoms in their wallets, but between striking out with most girls and then losing their damn minds when a girl would sleep with them, few ever unwrapped a condom.
We told Mary’s folks and my Mom & Dad, and we were married in March of 1963, moving into our first-ever apartment, a garage conversion to a studio at the home of this Italian guy and his wife. Suddenly, we were living the MidWest dream; we even got a dog, Hobo. I was still a few months shy of my 21st birthday.
Tracy, our firstborn, came along on September 4th, 1963, to be followed much too soon by our first son, Joey, eleven months later, in October 1964. After Tracy was born, I realized I needed to find a better-paying job than Precision Tool. I loved the place and the people but was paid less than $2/hour. I was doing okay - the minimum wage was $1.25/hour. In today’s dollars (2024), with a minimum wage of $16/hour (it’s all over the map, depending on where you live), I was making the equivalent of $25.60/hour. But, like today, that was barely a livable wage.
The Italian we were renting from was Lou Pirrucello. He worked for a large company, Vickers Hydraulics, located at that time in the Carter Lake area between Omaha and Iowa. Lou suggested I apply for a job there. I went down and applied for a job. I impressed them with my “apprenticeship,” which wasn’t official, but it worked. They offered me a job on the second shift running something called multi-spindled drills on a production line, yet another new skill. I think I probably got a 25¢ an hour raise in the deal - about a 15% increase.
Multi-spindle drills is just what it sounds like. The overhead part hold multiple drills that are adjusted to drill a hole patter in a part clamped on the bed of the machine. It’s production work and you have quotas to make. These machines are all digital these days, but they were manual back then.
I gained a ton of experience at Vickers. I worked on Bullard Vertical Turret lathes, huge machines that you had to get on a ladder to reach all the handles, and several other lathe-like machines. Over the almost three years I was there, I worked my way up to what was called a General Machinist, like a journeyman. In the last year at Vickers, 1965-1966, numerically controlled (NC) machines started showing up. Naturally, I was fascinated. I talked to the factory folks installing them and learned they ran on punched paper tapes using the binary system. I went to school (on my own) and learned a bit about this new technology. It was only a short time before I was running an NC multi-spindled drill.
It was here at Vickers that I got my baptism in unions. All the workers at Vickers, save a few, were members of the UAW, United Auto Workers. We went on strike in 1964, in the fall in Nebraska, and were out for almost three months, settling a little before Christmas. I have vivid memories of walking the picket line in bitterly freezing weather. We had a few scabs who worked and paid a price for their decision. Most often, their tires were slashed in the parking lot, or some crap done to their personal belongings in the locker room. I'm still a strong union guy today, even though I would eventually move to management. All I had to do was look at the working conditions of my father and grandfather before him to understand the value of organized labor for the workers. Many of the worker's rights we take for granted today were developed in the 1950s when I started my career.
The next big step in my career was in the summer of 1966 when we vacationed in San Diego.

Chapter 5: California, Here We Come 1966
We decided to take a vacation to San Diego. My brothers, Bill and Bob, had landed there, and neither Mary or the children had seen the ocean. It was July 1966. Tracy was almost three, and Joey was nearly two. Again, the long story is in my autobiography. We stayed with my brother Bob, his wife Sharon, and their two children, Ed (Skip) and Denise.
I don’t recall what day we arrived, but I read the San Diego Union the first Sunday we were there while having breakfast and coffee. Out of curiosity, I turned to the employment section, curious about machinist jobs, and the page was blowing up with ads for workers in aerospace. I saw several ads for machinists, but the one that seemed to catch my eye was Ryan Aeronautics. They were offering a starting pay of $4.10/hour.
At the time, as a General Machinist at Vickers, I was making $3.05/hour, their starting rate. $4.10 represented an increase of 34% - nothing to sneeze at. I decided to go down the following day and see what I could find out. I don’t think I said anything to anyone, including my wife and brother - it was just a reconnaissance mission.
When I got down there, they gave me an application. Once again, I emphasized my experience and filled the margins of the application with the names of all the types of machines I could run, some of which might have been exaggerations. But I knew how to spell the names.
Next was the interview. It was very short. The man offered me a job on the spot, and when I told him we were on vacation and lived in Omaha, he asked how quickly we could make the move. He said Ryan would send a van, pack all the furniture, and pay for the move. The quid pro quo was that I would work for them for a minimum of one year or pay back the moving expenses on a prorated basis. I made the deal, and we agreed the van would be at our home in Omaha in two days. Holy crap! What did I do?
I don’t remember the details much anymore, but I returned to Bob and Sharon’s and told everyone what I’d done. I recall Mary being surprised, to say the least, but not blowing up or refusing to go along. We left Tracy and Joey with Bob and Sharon and drove hellbent back to Omaha to meet the moving van. We loaded the van, threw some stuff in the car, slept for about four hours, and started back toward San Diego.
As I mentioned, the rest of that tale is in my autobiography.

Chapter 6: A New, California Beginning 1966 - 1968
I'm sure the HR guy must have told me I'd be working the third shift. We rolled back into San Diego on the Friday or Saturday before I started my first-ever third shift on Sunday night.
As we were welcomed to our new San Diego family, there was a lot of discussion and a bit of drinking. I took a pilot drive to the plant on Saturday afternoon with Bob as my guide. That all went well. I didn't sleep well on Saturday night; I was anxious about all that had transpired over the last week. Sunday, I hung out at Bob and Sharon's, played with the kids, and wondered about the move we'd just made. I don't think Mary or I discussed the move.
Around eleven that night, I mounted up and drove to the plant to go to work. I'd had about eight hours of sleep over the last four days. The shift went well; it was more orientation than work. The nice thing about the third shift was that we worked six and one-half hours, from midnight to six-thirty, and got paid for an eight-hour shift.
I got off and was exhausted. I got lost trying to find my way back to Claremont, ending up in La Jolla. I finally got straightened out but fell asleep rolling up to a red light somewhere in Claremont and smacked into the back of a big Lincoln or Ford. It turned out to be the VP of a company I would later work for. That story is in my autobiography.
The work at Ryan was different than what I was used to. In some ways, it was like being back at Precision Tool. You made setups on the machines from scratch instead of having designed and manufactured holding tools provided to you, which is what I'd worked with at Vickers.
But my experience without predesigned tools at Precision Tool helped. I was on a milling machine, working with airplane parts, many of which don't have "straight" lines. The airplane industry developed its drawing system around shipbuilding. That makes sense as both boats and planes must cut through the environment, one in the air and the other in water. Square parts don't work that well when your goal is to slip through the water or the air.
Consequently, most parts of an airplane are contoured rather than square. Making setups meant I had to take bench-type vices, that were designed to be positioned along sines and cosines of angles and mount them on the milling machine bed so the machine cutter would remove material from the right place on the block of aluminum; aluminum being the dominant material used in aircraft. I was lost.
First, I didn't take trigonometry in school—no reason for that. I aced geometry and liked it; I liked math in general. I simply didn't pursue math further because I saw no need for it. 
At Ryan was where I discovered that almost every machinist had a trig book in their toolbox. I told my lead man I would probably get fired the first night for not knowing how to set up my machine. Fortunately for me, he was a good guy. He loaned me his trig book and gave me a quick drink from a fire hose about sines and cosines. Knowing geometry helped a lot. 
After crashing into the Ford and getting some sleep the following day, I zipped out and bought my trig book; no, I didn't get insurance.
It didn't take me long to discover that I didn't like the third shift. It wasn't that I couldn't sleep; I'd always been a good sleeper. It never felt right to leave for work when the eleven o'clock news came on. I tried sleeping when I got home before work; both cycles worked, sleep wise, but nothing seemed to synchronize my internal clock to going to work at midnight. But I was stuck with a one-year commitment, so I pushed through.
At some point in that year, at age 25, I thought I might want to do more than crank handles on machines for the next 40 years. I decided to sign up for a Mechanical Engineering Certificate course at San Diego City College. Class started around eight or nine in the morning. Rather than drive home and back again, I'd go to the campus and study before class. I had three classes: mechanical drawing or drafting, an orientation class for first-year students, and I had to take a basic, and I do mean introductory, machine shop course. That kept me at school until about one in the afternoon.
I was pressed for time because I was married, the father of two kids, and working full time. I went to the counselor and asked to be excused from orientation and the introductory machining course. I explained that the orientation, which included participating in athletics and being a cheerleader, didn't apply to me. I was married, working full time, and would like to take only classes related to my curriculum, like trigonometry. I also offered to take any test for machining they might want to give me to avoid attending a class where they told me which end of a drill was the cutting end. I explained that with my experience, I could make all the parts to build a lathe. The counselor refused to do anything for me. She said they had way too many students asking to be excused for this, that, or another class and they were not dropping classes.
I went home and mulled it over, and about two months into the course, I dropped out. Interestingly enough, they credited me for a full year of school, and that two-month, aka year of college, followed me everywhere I went.
The other exciting event in that first year was helping to catch a suspected industrial spy. There was some guy who worked on a machine next to me. We never really talked; he kept to himself. We got our lunch break around three in the morning. Most of us had a bag lunch and just sat at our workbench to eat. This guy would take off at lunch. I assumed he went for a walk; some guys did.
One night, after this guy disappeared at lunch, the lead man came by and asked me to watch for the guy and tell him, the lead man, if the guy was coming back. I watched, while the lead man started rummaging through this guy's toolbox and in the drawers of his workbench. The lead man left, the guy came back, and a few days later, he wasn't at work anymore. I asked the lead man what happened, but he wouldn’t say. Later, I heard he got fired for snooping around some engineering offices.
I finished my year at Ryan and started looking for another opportunity that wasn't a third shift. I found a job working for the General Atomics Division of General Dynamics, a unique plant close to La Jolla. I was back on the second shift, which was good, and this place was a little like working on a college campus.
General Atomics was this kind of research and development think tank where they had a bunch of scientists screwing around with uranium enrichment, satellites, and even artificial heart valves. Machining was straightforward: milling, lathe work, surface grinders, etc. It was the materials that were weird. Some of them sounded like countries in Africa, niobium, molybdenum, tantalum, and tungsten, to name a few. When they interviewed me for the job, they were impressed by my experience, but when they mentioned these materials, I told them I thought those were African countries.
This job was cushy and had an interesting variety of work instead of repetitive production-type stuff. All was going pretty well until they made this German guy, Frank Grutzek (spelling?), the lead man. Frank was one of the best machinists I ever met. He'd served an apprenticeship in Germany, where one of the first tasks was to square up a steel block with a hand file. That was the test before you could move on. It had to be square and flat within thousands of an inch, and with a surface finish you could almost shave in.
We had a "hot shop" where we machined depleted uranium. So-called depleted uranium is weird stuff. It's uranium that you can handle and be in the same room with the stuff. Everyone working there full-time had to wear a radiation badge and put on booties and a lab coat to go in, and when you left, you had to wash your hands, only your hands, until you got a low counter on a Geiger counter. You went through what was called the magenta zone where you took off the booties and the lab coat and tossed those in a bin. It’s anyone’s guess how much of the crap was in your hair and on your street clothes.
I only went in and helped Jim, the regular, a few times for a single shift. They asked me to work there more, and I said no thanks. Not for the same money I was making working with aluminum, steel, and brass. This so-called depleted uranium would give off sparks when you ran a file across it. You run machines super slow, and as a chip of uranium comes off of the work, and curls up and starts smoking. We kept a squirt jar of a solvent called Inhibisol®, a cleaning and degreasing solvent that was super cold, ready to spray on smoking uranium; I don't want to know what any of that crap was doing to our bodies. If a piece caught fire, there were buckets of liquid nitrogen you were supposed to throw in the fire. The problem is that the uranium is burning so hot, and the nitrogen is so cold that it causes an explosion that would spray you with liquid nitrogen that would burn holes in your skin. The workers generally understood that if a fire happened, they would do nothing but hit the Klaxon alarm and get the hell out of there. Let the guys in the silver suits fight the fire. When I turned them down about working in there full time, I told them  I didn’t think they yet knew what the results might be, long term. In twenty years, if Jim’s balls fell off, they would all say, “Oh, gee. Maybe we should have provided better protection.”
They also invited me to work in the beryllium shop, where they machined pure beryllium wearing space suits. Berylliosis (beryllium disease) is chronic inflammation in your lungs due to inhaling fumes or dust containing beryllium. It only happens if you have an allergy to the metal, but I didn’t want to find that out. Again, I told them, not without some serious hazard pay.
We had a clean room with machines where we did other types of special work on non-toxic metals. One day, I was working in there and listening to a Padre baseball game on the radio. Frank, the new lead man, told me I couldn't listen to the radio during work, which turned out to be true, but I didn’t know it at the time. I told him that was a stupid rule and agreed not to listen. So, I put the radio in my toolbox, intending to take it home that night; I forgot. 
The next day, I'm working, and the box is open, and the radio is lying in the box, turned off. Frank came in and accused me of still listening to baseball. I probably told him to fuck off; I tend to do that when I think I'm being wrongly accused. I took the radio home.
The next night, I came in, and the day foreman called me in and said they were letting me go. They said they would call it a layoff so that I could draw unemployment. I explained the situation to him and that Frank had made assumptions that weren't true, but he said they had just made Frank the lead man, and they didn't want to rescind one of his first decisions, so off I went, looking for a new job. This one lasted about a year.
An interesting anecdote working at General Atomics. There were several guys at lunch chatting one day. A German guy, we used to call him Fritz, and Paul Warfield, good old boy from down south. In the discussion, they started talking about World War II. Fritz joked about when he hired in, they wanted his military experience on the application. He check the box that said Army, and left the space for his serial or service number blank. When the HR person asked about that, Fritz told them he was on the “other side” and they didn’t use service numbers. That got a round of laughs.
As the conversation continued, Fritz and Paul were talking about battles they had been in in Europe, and the realized they had been in the same battle on the same day. They had literally been opposite each other trying to kill one another. It got very silent in the lunch room that day for a few minutes, and then we all agreed how stupid wars are.

Chapter 7: Bumping Into Old Friends 1968/69
I now had three children. My youngest son, Sean, was born in August of 1968. 
In the last chapter, I mentioned bumping into the back of a big black car, either a Ford or a Lincoln. As my autobiography relates, the gentleman driving the car was very nice. His name was Chuck Breitweiser and he was the VP of something at Cubic Corporation. He gave me his business card that morning and I tossed it in a drawer at home. I dug out that card and headed down to Cubic to see what they might have for me.
They needed machinists on the second shift, and I got the job. As I relate in my autobiography, one night, Breitweiser was touring some visitors through the shop. He stopped by my machine, looked at me for a second, and said, "Don't I know you?" I responded, "Yeah, we've run into each other before.
His eyes lit up, and he roared a big laugh and said, "You're the little SOB that ran into me. Did you ever get insurance?" I lied and said yes. Later, I joined the company's bowling team, and Breitweiser was on the team. He'd constantly laugh and tell people to make sure I wasn't behind them when they left the alley. 
That move to Cubic changed my life in many ways. I've already bragged about being a good machinist. After six or so months, I was promoted to second shift foreman. I was about 26 years old. Some of the older guys in that shop had been running machines longer than I had been alive. Here I was, their boss. My instincts told me not to get full of myself. I didn't give a lot of orders; I just explained what we needed done and tried to stay out of their way. If one of the old veterans needed help, I gave it with respect.
An example was this old guy, another forgotten name, who ran a lathe. It was the only machine he'd work on, and I guess he was so damn good on it they let him do what he wanted.
One night, he was trying to set up something called a geometric diehead. It's a tool for cutting thread - see below if you're curious. I saw him fiddling with it but stayed away. Finally, I walked by and said, "Hey, X, how's it going?". He cussed and asked if I knew anything about these fucking die heads.
I cut my machining teeth on these damn things at Precision Tool and was only too happy to show this grizzled old vet how to set one up. I did, and he thanked me, and I walked away. I think my stock went up just a little after that episode.
I learned to keep my own counsel, which means not trying to tell others how to do their jobs. As an experienced machinist, I would see someone struggling with a problem, or simply making a setup on a machine differently than I would have, and I wanted to jump in and help them, but I knew better.
One night, we had an emergency of some sort and we needed three or four people to make a setup for the same part and run out as many as we could on the shift. As I watched, each of the guys made a slightly different setup, and I think they were all different from the way I would have done it. But, they all got the job done and we made our goal. It was an important lesson for me as a manager.
You may recall my run-in with Frank Grutzek, the lead man at General Dynamics, who got me fired. One day, the general foreman on days, Rick, told me we had a new guy coming on the second shift that night. Then he said, "His name is Frank Grutzek. Maybe you know him; he used to work at General Dynamics." You could have knocked me over with a feather.
I explained to Rick what had happened at General Dynamics. He asked if I was going to have a problem, and I told him no, that Frank was the best damn machinist I'd ever met. Sure enough, Frank started arguing with other guys on the second shift. I told Rick, and understandably, he couldn’t be certain I wasn’t part of the problem, so he moved Frank to the day shift. Within a month, they let Frank go because he was causing problems with the guys on days.
One more anecdote. You may recall the industrial spy they ran off when I was at Ryan. One day, after I was made supervisor on the second shift, and as I came in early, around 3:00 pm to interface with the day shift, this guy walked by me who I thought I’d seen somewhere before. A little later, it hit me. He was the suspected spy at Ryan. I called and got in touch with my old supervisor at Ryan, and he confirmed the guy was fired for suspicious behavior - he’d been wandering through engineering during lunch. I passed this on to Rick, our General Foreman, and sure enough, they watched this guy and he was doing the same thing at Cubic. He was gone.
I said that Cubic was a game-changer for me, and it was. Not too long after my promotion to foreman, perhaps three months, the company got a new numerically controlled jig borer. They built a large, new clean room for the machine. This new machine was in support of a new F15 fighter contract they had won.

Chapter 8: Your Were A Cow, Now You’re A Fish 1969
The title of this chapter refers to an old vaudeville joke.
————————————————
Abe, a Jew, moves into a Catholic neighborhood. It's a welcoming community, and everyone gets along great.
Every Friday, the Catholics all swear off red meat. Every day at lunch, when his neighbors were eating cold tuna sandwiches, Abe would grill a big, juicy steak that could be smelled throughout the neighborhood.
The Catholics meet to discuss the issue. They didn't want to be unneighborly, but the smell every Friday was driving them crazy.
Then, one of them suggested that since Abe had willingly moved to a Catholic community, he might be open to converting. After much debate, they agreed to make the offer to Abe.
To their surprise, Abe is willing to convert. He goes through catechism and is baptized as a Catholic. Everyone shows up for his confirmation. The priest splashes him with holy water while saying, "You were born a Jew ... you were raised a Jew ... and now you're a Catholic."
Everyone is happy. The following Friday, at home with their cold tuna sandwiches, the smell of grilled steak filled the air, as usual. Confused, everyone rushed over to Abe's house.
He's standing over his grill, a juicy steak cooking away. He splashes the meat with beer and, in a solemn voice, says,
"You were born a cow ... you were raised a cow ... and now you're a fish."
————————————————
I'm still working in the machine shop at Cubic on the second shift. Every chance I'd get, I'd come in a bit early and talk to the Manufacturing Engineering (ME) manager, about the prospects of me moving into his organization to become what was then called a Production Planner and is now called Manufacturing Engineer.
He was amenable to the idea but offered no promises, just hinted that something might come along. Then I heard there was an opening in the ME department. I also heard that he had talked to my boss, Rick, and was told I was too valuable in the shop to let me go. I spoke to Rick, who verified that he told them he couldn't afford to lose me but that maybe I could make a move at some unspecified time later on.
On the one hand, I felt good that he saw me as valuable, but on the other hand, I was upset that I might miss an opportunity to change my career path. This was on a Friday that I talked to Rick. I went home that weekend and stewed over this outcome for two days.
When I came to work on Monday night, I was livid. I talked to several friends and said I wouldn't stand for being passed over when I had this chance to improve myself. I told them I would offer Rick an ultimatum the next day: I would quit if he didn't let me make the move.
The next night, I came in loaded for bear. I had run through this presumed encounter in my imagination and had prepared my statement and screwed up my rage to tell him I would quit. I marched into Rick's office and said something to the effect, "I want to know if I'm getting that job in ME!"
Rick looked at me and said, "You will start tomorrow in the new clean room. They'll put a drawing board in there, and you can start designing the tools for the five-part gearbox for the F-15."
I'm sure I stood there with my mouth hanging open. The air went out of my puffed-up preparations for quitting. I think I said thank you and went back to work. The last thing I wanted to do was finish that shift, but that's what I had to do.
The next morning, I showed up and headed to the clean room to see what my new job might be.

Chapter 9: Now, I’m A Production Planner 1969/70
I was now a tool designer and an NC programmer, neither skill of which I was qualified to do. I had about ten years of working in shops manufacturing all manner of parts. I jerry-rigged tools to get the job done. I worked with tool designers to develop concepts for tools, I designed a number of tools myself, and I had learned a smidgen about NC programming and the binary code. Still, I was far from qualified to take on this new task, a job this company was counting on my doing as part of their commitment to the Air Force on the F-15 fighter jet ground mapping antenna system.
I was familiar with a kind of typewriter called a Friden Flexowriter, a teleprinter, a heavy-duty electric typewriter capable of being driven not only by a human typing but also automatically by several methods, including direct attachment to a computer and by use of paper tape. I found their office in downtown San Diego by consulting the Yellow Pages - there was no Internet in those days.
The next afternoon, I dashed downtown to their office. I found someone there to talk to and told them I was in crap up to my chin. He gave me a couple of very thick books on the binary code and how to use a Friden writer and told me I was welcome to come into the office anytime and practice on one of their machines, assuming it was open. That was a life saver.
I went on to design a half-dozen or more tools for this new machine, and programmed tapes for the five pieces that made up this gear box. The tolerances on this thing were ridiculous, tolerances like ± .001 (one thousandth of an inch). The result was that across all these parts and perhaps as many as twenty NC tapes and thousands of calculations, I only had, maybe, a half-dozen errors. I was, as they used to say, “In like Flynn”.
I was a machinist, and now I am a Manufacturing Engineer.
I moved into the Production Planning office and began learning new skills, like scheduling and planning all the various processes across different shops that would lead to a successful product outcome. As a machinist, I would receive these planning steps on how to machine and process parts, and, like many machinists, I would be critical of the people who prepared the plans. Now, I would find out how difficult it can be to open a blueprint and starting with a block of metal, create all the steps needed to turn that block of metal into the part the customer wanted. I gained an appreciation for the job. I also got involved in inventory, expediting, estimating, and various business practices supporting manufacturing.
But, the worst was yet to come, mostly because I was young and stupid.
As I wandered about the various departments in the company, one that I frequented in my job was the circuit board department. It was there that I met a young Mexican woman. One thing led to another, and we started getting together after work. I won’t bore you with the details of this dalliance. Suffice it to say that my life jumped the rails. I left Cubic, my marriage ended, and I embarked on the most challenging two years of my life, most of which is detailed in my autobiography.

Chapter 10: Jack (or Jerk) Of All Trades 1970/71
And the master of none, simply because I was slightly out of focus much of the time.
So, I was out of a job, out of my house and marriage, and wandering around like a chicken with my head cut off. I had worked out an arrangement for child support with my soon-to-be ex-wife and needed to find a job ASAP.
My oldest brother, Bill, a story of its own, had worked for a car dealership on El Cajon Boulevard in San Diego and had moved on to another dealership. The fit was perfect for me since his old dealership specialized in hiring newbies with no experience. I became a car salesman.
After about an hour of orientation, I was turned out onto the lot to sell cars. The good news, if there was such a thing in this pursuit, was that I was working days. Looking back, this was so the bosses, who didn't work nights, could keep an eye on me.
The job was to show up at 9 am, sit in an office, and make cold calls to people, trying to convince them to come in and buy a new car; that was about a two-hour gig. Then, I would wander the lot and pounce on lookie-loos wandering among the vehicles. I felt like a vulture. I'd knock off around 6 pm and head for a bar.
I developed my own approach to customers. According to the sales manager, the standard was that the best customer was the one who said, "I'm not buying today." That was the one you wanted to corner and browbeat into buying. That wasn't my style.
I began approaching customers, most of whom looked at me like I had a giant sign around my neck that said, CROOK!. I tried to put them at ease, and told them I wouldn't try to sell them something they didn't want. I asked them what kind of car they were looking for and told them that if we didn't have what they wanted I'd send them to someone else I thought might have what they wanted. And I did exactly that with a couple of folks. And my approach worked.
In my first month on the job, I equaled the sales of the salesman of the month for the previous month. Yes, it was all men on the lot, no women. I repeated what I'd done in the first month in the second month. I noticed a problem: I was making less than minimum wage.
Their approach was to pay you minimum wage unless or until you exceeded that through commissions, then you were straight commission. In theory, you’re now making more that the minimum. The problem was that they also deducted all sorts of things from your paycheck, resulting in you making less than the minimum.
I went and talked to the sales manager. My proposal was that they could stuff all their so-called benefits, things like demo cars and some minimal medical insurance. The average cost of a new car back in 1970 was $3,543. I offered to sell cars for 10% of the selling price or $100/car, whichever was less (some sales were used vehicles in the range of $1,500). In those first two months, I had sold ten cars. Several were used, and a couple were turnovers. A turnover is when another salesman isn't clicking with a customer, and they hand them off to you, or vice versa, and you split the commission. 
The average annual income in San Diego then was in the range of $10,000 a year. I know that sounds funny now, but that was the real world. I thought I could average a minimum of $1,800 a month before taxes or a gross of about $21,000 a year. The dealership was having no part in that deal, so I said, "Adios, amigo." I explained that based on their pay scale, I would be in jail for non-support inside of three months. I took whatever pay I had coming and beat a path down El Cajon Boulevard.
I'd been crashing with some friends in Pacific Beach, but I had to find a place of my own. San Diego, like Seattle today, is expensive as shit. You have to look outside the city for ways to find reasonable rents or home prices.

Chapter 11: Living A Little Rough
My oldest brother, Bill, had a two-bedroom apartment in the Hillcrest area and said I could live with him. He asked for a little rent, which I agreed to pay. This was another questionable decision on my part, but I was desperate. I would move out very quickly after a few weeks. That story is also detailed in my autobiography.
In the local paperI found an ad for an Inside Machine Shop foreman at a ship repair yard in South San Diego called Triple A South Shipyard. I had no idea why the ad said "inside" machinist or the slightest idea what the work might be, but I needed a job. Triple-A South was a subsidiary of Triple-A North in the Bay Area. As I got the story, the guy that owned the North yard had a ne'er-do-well son he was trying to whip into maturity, so he bought the kid this smaller shipyard in San Diego to teach him responsibility. I only saw the guy once during my short stay there of about four months. From what I heard from my boss and a few others, no one was impressed by the kid's judgment or abilities.
I applied, interviewed, and was offered the job. As the ad said, the title was Foreman, but I quickly learned that I was not only the Foreman but also the only inside machinist on the payroll.
I learned that inside meant just that. You worked in the machine shop. Outside machinists (OM), I realized, were these scruffy old alcoholics (a lot of them) who came to work three days a week on a good week and went down into the hold of ships and figured out how to make all the parts fit and function. They were virtual magicians when it came to repairing ships. Most of them had a small toolbox with three or four tools. A ball peen hammer, a file, vise grip pliers, and another file with a carbide chisel tip brazed on it that they used to scrape steel the way a carpenter would use a chisel to carve wood.
I have two stories about working at Triple A. First, I made new elevator stanchions for the USS Iwo Jima, which would pick up the Apollo 13 astronauts. I'm almost certain that was the ship and Apollo mission, but it's been a long time. Stanchions are what the name implies, with chains or cables running between them to prevent anyone from falling into the elevator hole when it's down below deck. As the elevator lowers, these stanchions come up out of the deck around the hole.
Because they were picking up the astronauts with plenty of media attention, I had to make a bunch, maybe a dozen new stanchions. They were then sent out and chrome-plated for TV. They run up and down on a rack-and-pinion device. The outside machinists made sure they fit and went up and down properly. We were on a tight schedule, and I was working about twelve hours a day to meet it.
My other big assignment, or one of them, was to design and build an overhead crane that would span the high bay of this building, a space that could easily hold a couple of pretty large fishing vessels. They gave me a drawing board in the office and turned me loose. I was familiar with overhead hoists but had never designed one. Eh, ignorance was never an obstacle for me.
I had no idea how to calculate stress and loads, so I looked at the crossbeam, for instance, and thought an eight-inch I-beam would do the trick. Then, I took that time a factor of 1.5 and used a twelve-inch I-beam. I did that on every part of the design, hoping the frigging thing wouldn’t fall and kill me or anyone else. I don't know if that thing was ever inspected, but no one came looking for me, so I guess it worked.
It took a few weeks from the start of design to build this thing using our welders, and steel workers. Finally, it was in place overhead and ready to test. Everyone came down from the office. I took hold of the pendant, the controller box hanging down on an electric cord. Someone was taking pictures. I pushed the button to make the hoist travel down the track, and zilch. Nothing. I heard a buzzing sound and nothing else. I'm thinking, oh shit! And everyone is looking at me for an explanation. I don't have one.
I get this giant ass ladder and climb up in the rafters to see what's going on. I have someone on the ground push the buttons. The problem was apparent. Without going into much detail, this crane was powered by an electric motor attached to a drive shaft connected to a chain and sprocket that turned the wheels, train-like wheels that ran on a train track.
In my design, I had asked for one too many welds and had welded the drive sprocket to the wheel. The whole damn thing was welded into one piece. I wanted to stay up there on that ladder. We ground off the extra weld and the hoist worked, but I got shit about that until the day I left, voluntarily, a couple of months later.
I did find a story in the LA Times about the yard closing down in 1986 after 18 years in business. There's no mention of the owner's kid, so I wonder if he was still around. https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1986-09-30-fi-10193-story.html
I don't remember why I left Triple-A. But while I was there, I called my brother Bob one day. I mentioned earlier that I made a hasty exit from Bill's apartment; he was hanging with some sketchy characters I felt could be trouble. When Bob heard my voice, he said, “Where the hell have you been? Call the SPD immediately. I did, and that story is in the autobiography.
Since I had bailed from Bill's apartment without a plan, I lived in my car for a couple of weeks. I left Triple-A and, with only a few bucks left to my name, I found a third-floor walkup studio in National City, a small city south of downtown San Diego. It's sometime in early 1971, now, and I needed a job again. The aerospace industry had been in a depression since the late 1960s and hadn’t bounced back, yet. I only had enough to pay one month's rent.
I saw an ad for a bartender at a country western bar called The Mustang. I went in one morning, and the owner, Tommy G., was there and interviewed me. He asked how much experience I had, and I asked him which side of the bar he meant. I said pulling a beer or making a Bloody Mary is relatively easy. I was bold enough that he hired me as the day bartender. Tommy was cheap, and so was I.
The Mustang appears to be long gone. All I could find was this 2001 story from the San Diego Union Tribune.
“At least 10 bars boomed day and night on National Avenue. Ray Brock, who has owned a National City auto garage since the '50s, can tick off names of the watering holes as if they were old girlfriends -- Mustang, Tahiti, Melody, Westerner, Brown Bear, Trophy.”
Again, much of this experience is detailed in the autobiography, but after three months, I moved on to get work in my field of manufacturing.

Chapter 12: I’m An ME Again 1971
I had moved back in with my wife, Mary, and our three children. With my Mexican love affair on the rocks, I wanted to see if I could make a go of it with the mother of my children for the sake of the children. It didn’t work out well.
I saw an ad for a Manufacturing Engineer at Ryan Aeronautics. Wow, back where I started in 1966. I applied and was accepted. It was a good job, and it eventually led to me meeting the woman I would spend the rest of my life with.
The job was okay, if a bit boring at times. We wrote detailed instructions for the shop to follow as they manufactured and assembled target drones for the AF and Navy. These are all handwritten details with accompanying sketches and drawings as required. It did involve me learning some new skills like hydro-forming of aluminum, a process where a piece of aluminum was placed on a form, and a large rubber bladder was lowered and filled with hydraulic fluid that expanded under a lot of pressure to force the aluminum to mold around the form. It was cool for its time.
I picked up a lot of other skills. Ryan was the first place I got involved with an aircraft's airframe instead of producing smaller independent machined parts. I learned here that aerospace manufacturing followed the centuries-old boat-building techniques, referring to buttock lines (on the X axis) and water lines (on the Y axis). It took me a bit of time to wrap my head around talking water lines on an aircraft. Generally, if an airplane encounters water, something awful has happened. But, in the end, because of aerodynamics, it made a lot of sense.
The bottom line was that I could now officially call myself a Manufacturing Engineer. I had the title and had successfully executed the work. As the years went on, I found this to be the case. If you could worm or luck your way into a job you had never done before, and execute the work, you quickly earned the title of whatever it was you were doing.
One of the most interesting experiences I had on my second time around at Ryan was meeting and getting to know a young Black woman. We became friends and often had lunch together.
One of the hottest programs on TV at the time was All In The Family. I can't imagine I have to describe that program to anyone. We became casual friends, and one day, one of us said something about watching that show, and we cracked up talking about it. We started having lunch together and discussing that show and racial issues in general.
I fell in love with her just a little, but at that point in my life, my affair with my Mexican lady was crumbling. I had moved back with my wife and couldn't get involved with anyone else. Still, I have fond memories of us talking about race and laughing our asses off at the ridiculousness of Archie Bunker. We both could see that historically, TV shows could be one of our nation's most important tools in mending race relations.
I mentioned that being back at Ryan would lead to me meeting my life partner, Gale. I joined the bowling league at Ryan, and through some common friends, I met Gale. The rest is history; the extended version of that story is also in my autobiography.
My entire life is in that rather hefty tome, covering 80 years.

Chapter 13: I’m On The Dole 1971/72
I wasn't technically on the dole when I was laid off at Ryan, the only time I would be laid off in my entire working life. The Manufacturing Engineers at Ryan were unionized, so we had a benefit called subsistence pay. I you were laid off, you got 2/3 of your regular salary for a length of time based on your time in service. The one proviso was that you had to report to the HR office once a week and swear you hadn't found another job; you were keeping yourself available to return to Ryan.
I got back on at Ryan after about six months. I met Gale during the Ryan bowling league and fell in love. I was secretly seeing Gale while still living with my first wife. We would whisper quietly on the phone while Mary was hollering at the kids in the background. Again, this is all detailed in my autobiography. I was miserable sneaking around, etc., and moved out. I briefly took an apartment in Linda Vista; it was a wretched place.
Gale and I wanted to live together, but where? It sure wasn’t the shit hole I was renting in Linda Vista. Luck stepped in. Gale and her ex had been buying the house Gale grew up in from her parents. We agreed to take over the mortgage and pay her father for the house. Without that, I don’t know what we would have done.
When I had worked at Cubic, I became friends with one of the guys there, Tony Cesario. He ran the fiberglass and plastic shop at Cubic. I discovered that Tony had his own plastic injection molding business. He'd made a deal with Cubic, who had bought out an elevator manufacturer and, in the process, had inherited an injection molding machine to make the elevator push buttons. 
Tony had set up his shop, made a deal with Cubic for the molding machine, made sure they always had elevator buttons, and started designing and building other molds for plastic injection customers. Tony took care of business, and it was only a short time before people pulled jobs from shops in Los Angeles and brought them down for Tony to run because he had a reputation of delivering on time.
I talked to Tony about a job. He wanted a machinist to do some mold work. At the time, it was only Tony and a woman who ran the molding machine on the first shift. I was an ace machinist and had some familiarity with stamping metal parts, but I knew nothing about the injection molding business or how to make molds. Tony said he'd teach me, and he did.
The machining part of the job wasn't a challenge; it was designing and making the molds. There were two main elements to plastic molding. One is that everything has a draft or angle to it so that it will come out of the mold. It might only be a few thousandths of an inch, but the plastic would be stuck in the mold if you had a reverse draft. The other factor was shrinkage. The plastic is injected molten and then cools quickly before it comes out of the mold.
Some molds became very complex, unbelievably so, with slides and pins moving in and out of the mold cavity, so the plastic flowed around them to form the finished piece.
Different plastics have different rates of shrinkage or coefficient. Depending on that factor, you made parts a tiny bit oversized so that they would be the right size when they cooled and shrank.
After several years out of the shop, I enjoyed working with my hands and creating things again. Tony's business grew dramatically over a year or so. He hired a couple of more mold makers, bought several more molding machines, started a second shift, and hired a tool designer. That would be the beginning of the end for my stint as a mold maker.
Tony ended up making the tool designer the shop foreman as well. He took me aside and explained that the job would likely have been mine, but the designer didn't have enough work to keep him busy, and Tony couldn't afford to lose me as a mold maker—he'd have to hire another person. I was okay with this—I understood the business case for the decision.
The problems came when I crossed with Vern, the tool designer, regarding the best way to design a few molds. We argued more than once. In my defense, I was right about eighty percent of the time.
Finally, I was making a mold for something called the Power Swing. It was a design created by Reggie Jackson, a pro baseball player for the Oakland Athletics. Vern designed the mold. It was a large and very complex design with lots of ejection pins, slides, etc. I ran across some things I thought could be designed better than they were. Vern and I had a heated exchange one day. I don't recall the conversation in detail, but knowing myself, I'm sure I hurled a few abuses at Vern.
The next day, Tony called me in the office and told me Vern had demanded I be fired. Tony felt awful, but he said that he would go along to maintain harmony in the shop and not override Vern as shop foreman. He also told me to apply for unemployment and wouldn't contest unemployment; it could be denied if you were fired “for cause”. Your employer had to fill out an affidavit with the employment office, and Tony said he would ignore that. So, my tenure as a mold maker came to a close. I never resented Tony's decision; he had a business to run, and we stayed friends for a long time.
However, my trip to the unemployment office was an adventure. This might need a little explanation. First, I was fired, which was the first and only time that would happen, and generally, the firing company has to give the unemployed folks a cause. Tony refused as promised, so they had to provide me with my unemployment.
On my second trip to the office, I had to go through an interview process with; it turned out to be a woman. At this point in my life, I had a large Afro and full beard - many of you may have seen the photos.
I wasn’t wearing a suit and tie when I went to the Unemployment Office; I’m pretty sure I wore shorts, flip-flops, and a tee or sweatshirt with the sleeves cut off. The woman asked if I had been looking for work, and I explained that I had and listed several places I had applied.
She looked at me with a degree of disapproval and said she didn’t think I was really looking for work. She insinuated that I was a beach bum, etc. At this point, I lost it. I came down on her desk with my fist, and rising to my full 5’ 6” height, I ripped her a new one.
The office was a warren of cubicles with glass-topped walls, and I saw everyone rise at the sound of my voice. Some guy I took to be her boss came hot-footing it down the aisle. I told him why I was pissed, and he escorted me out of her cubicle and told me my claim had been approved and that I should see my first check the following week. He apologized for the woman’s blatant discrimination based on my appearance.
Damn! I’m unemployed again.

Chapter 14: Onward And Upward
It’s late 1972, or early 1973. I began another job search and found an opening for a Manufacturing Engineer at Ametek Straza, a company in El Cajon, about ten miles from our house. I’d located the job through a headhunter outfit. I was desperate to find work, and even though I didn’t want to do contract work, that was what this company was supposedly looking for. Off I went to the interview.
Rod, who would become my manager, mentioned the contract in the interview. I explained I preferred being a direct employee (in my divorce settlement, I had agreed to maintain medical insurance for our children, which would get expensive if I had to pay for it on my own instead of a company group plan).
Rod said they’d love to hire me as a direct employee, so it was done. During the interview, Rod asked me if I’d had experience with the pressure/vessel code. I told him I wouldn’t know what that was if the book fell from the ceiling and onto my head.
Over the years, I learned that no matter how much experience I gained, something always surprised me, and I told him that. He liked an honest answer, and I was hired as a Senior Manufacturing Engineer.
I went to work in February of 1973, and immediately was off with pneumonia. I had caught a cold over the holidays, but I had to find a job, not stay home and nurse the cold. It got worse the first week I was at my new job. I went to the doctor, and sure enough, it was walking pneumonia. I’d had that a couple of times when I was 15 and again in my 20s, but I was almost 30 and thought I was past that.
It was a good thing, I was honest. When I got back from sick leave, the first thing Rod was to hand me a copy of the ASME Boiler and Pressure Vessel Code. That sucker was huge, like 500 pages, and very technical.
Rod let me sit there for two weeks, studying that huge book, and he pointed me to a Quality inspector who was the Company expert on this document for any questions—he was invaluable and saved me from embarrassment on more than one occasion.
My project was a sodium reaction vessel for a nuclear power plant. Nothing in vessels is small, and this thing looked like a module on the Space Station. It was around 30 feet long and 12 feet in diameter. It was made up of three rolled cylinders of 1 1/4” thick steel. This big tube was capped on each end with what were called elliptical heads, also 1 1/4” thick steel and formed into a dome shape. This tank also had a number of nozzles welded on the side, called penetrations, and it had a stainless steel liner, 1/2’ thick that hung on cleats welded to the inner walls.
This thing was an engineering nightmare. As the Project ME, I was supposed to develop a manufacturing plan. There were only a couple of problems with that idea.
a) I’d never worked on anything like this
b) I know next to nothing about welding
c) I was a machinist, not an ironworker
What the hell? I was nothing if I was not confident. I had worked with sheet metal, although this hardly qualified as sheet metal, and had some knowledge and experience in that area, as well as a passing familiarity with welding.
This is a quick story that goes back to my time at Precision Tool when I was about 19 to help explain my tendency to try to improve how things are done. I mentioned I worked on a lathe a lot at Precision Tool. We had this one job where we took a bar of nylon, probably 2” in diameter, and we drilled it in the center, turned the outside diameter, and cut them off; they looked a bit like nylon washers, but they had to be close tolerance.
The setup on the lathe had a drill and reamer in the turret, a turning tool on the cross-slide index, and a cutoff tool. As I ran this job, and it was not unusual in that shop to have an order for 10,000 pieces, I was bored out of my skull. I began to study this setup and wondered why we only cut off one at a time. Why not drill and ream the hole deeper, turn the diameter back for about four inches, and then cut off six or eight at a time?
I went to Ed and Rocky with my idea, and they said, see what you can do, but you have to do it after hours, after you’ve finished the bill-paying jobs. I said, cool. And I went to work. I designed what is called a gang cutoff with side by side blades staggered so one piece would fall as the next one started cutting off. I machined all the parts for the tool, set it up, tested it, and it worked like a charm.
The guys at Precision Tool didn’t tell me that you could buy gang holders to hold drills, cutoff blades, etc. They wanted to encourage me to be inventive and creative and use my desire for improvement, and it spurred me on throughout my career to be innovative and take on challenges.
So, years later, I’ve got another challenge. I’ve got this big frigging tank to build. I got with our welding engineer and went to school of welding techniques, stick, sub-arc, electron beam, MIG, TIG, and others. We discussed joint design, root welding, and the full range of options to approach this job.
The other problem was the size and weight of this thing when it was done. Where were we going to build it, (I had to find out how to measure the ability of the cement floor to hold the weight) and how would we move it to a pressure cage where we had to conduct a hydrostatic test to make sure the damn thing didn’t blow up under pressure? It was already many tons of steel, and now we would fill it with water to pressure test the thing.
I finally opted to put it on big power rollers for the welding process. The weld torch also automatically feeding welding wire, would be mounted on a platform above the tank and straddling the tank. The tank would rotate under the stationary welding tip, and make pass after pass until we had filled the V with material. A human welder would be on a platform above the tank, monitoring the weld process and quality. The weld joint was a typical double V - a small V inside the tank to be done manually by human welders and the large weld on the outside using the automatic welding setup.
Enough of the technical shit. The bottom line is that it worked, and my stock in the company went up—one last anecdote about this tank project. I mentioned the pressure test. This thing had to be filled with water, thousands and thousands of gallons, and then pressurized to see if anything leaked or failed.
We built a colossal i-beam cradle, like a crib, outside on the grass to hold the tank. We moved the tank to the crib using a huge cab-over crane, filled it with water, and tested it to some ridiculous pressure, maybe 1,000 psi - I don’t recall. We put gages all over the cage to measure movement as the tank expanded; yes, the tank expanded under pressure. We got behind a building and started the test. We watched the gages move, which meant this massive steel cage was moving as the pressure increased. Twelve-inch i-beams were stretched under pressure, but it held, and we passed the test.
My next challenge was on the Maverick Missile program. We had a considerable paint problem; it wasn't sticking. In paint pull tests by the Air Force, that shit was coming off in sheets. The VP of Operations, Bob Davis - seriously, he had the same name as my next older brother, called me in after the AF shut us down and said he wanted me to solve the problem.
You were an ME; now you're a chemical engineer. And, off, I went to become one. I began touching base with people I knew and didn't know to pick their brains about alodine (a chromate conversion coating that protects aluminum from corrosion), paint specs, adhesion, etc. I concluded that cutting fluids must be trapped between layers of aluminum, and our cleaning process wasn't getting rid of them. I researched cleaning methods and settled on, wait for it, a cleaning bath with Ivory Flakes soap. Yes, Ivory, like your grandma used to bathe with.
Well, not quite. Grandma probably used beads or a bar. I got industrial-size bags of flakes. Most soaps and chemicals have a lot of added ingredients. Ivory, as we all know, is 99.44% pure. Most soaps are the same, made of a compound of natural oils or fats with sodium hydroxide or another strong alkali, and typically have perfume and coloring added.
Oil and fats are not good when you want paint to adhere to the surface. The old Ivory Flakes used vegetable oils and alkali and nothing else. That sounded like what I needed. Good soap, hot water, and a lot of agitation.
It worked, and I was a hero again. But not before a Keystone Cops-like episode. I had the shop build a stainless tank about five feet square and nine feet deep. We added gas heat to the bottom to heat the water and air agitation lines in the bottom to move the water. I had an overhead hoist, and the plan was to lower this missile body that was riveted together into this cauldron of hot, soapy water and agitate it so it got the cutting oils out of every nook and cranny.
The tank was installed. I had my bag of Ivory Flakes. I turned on the heat and air to run my first test. The instruction on the flakes couldn't account for a tank with about 600 gallons of water in it. If you put a tablespoon in a typical washer, I concluded I should put in about a sugar scoop of flakes in this big frigging tank. I did and I watched the suds begin to rise, and rise.
The suds rose to the top edge of the tank. This tank was undercover but outside where we had all of our chemical tanks. The suds started flowing over the side of the tank. I turned off the heat and agitation, but the damn suds kept building. Soon, I had a foot-deep river of suds flowing down the road between buildings and workers coming out to see what the hell was going on. I assure you, I took some ribbing for that one, but it worked. The next batch of missile bodies we painted passed all the paint adhesion tests.

Chapter 15: Space Shuttle Fuel Joints
My next project at Ametek was the Space Shuttle. We were subcontractors to the Rocketdyne Division of Rockwell International, a builder of jet engines in Canoga Park, California. Ametek Straza, where I worked, got the contract to manufacture the main engine fuel line gimbal joints, an engineering nightmare of titanium and bellows, and were electron beam welded, etc.
If you remember the shuttle, strapped to the Saturn Rocket, there were three large engines in the Shuttle’s butt - those were the main engines for the shuttle once it separated from the rocket. The engines were oxygen and hydrogen powered and were used along with the Saturn to get that whole thing into space. The Saturn rocket was basically a big ass gas tank full of oxygen and hydrogen with lines down to the Shuttle’s main engines to feed fuel to the engines. Anyone who has watch that thing lift off has seen the power and torque trying to rip the whole thing apart. Those fuel lines wrapping around the main engines had to flex with all that movement. We built the flex joints that went into the fuel lines at key points so the thing wouldn’t all apart.
These flexible joints were the size of a football. When those engines lit up, there were three of them clustered together putting out the equivalent energy of 13 Hoover Dams, everything moved. There were six or eight joints on each of the three engines for a total of about eighteen joints.
I had been the Senior Manufacturing Engineer on this program for several months when we heard that the Program Manager, one of the design engineers on the program for our company had been fired. We never knew the reason, but the program was plagued with problems in the early days with engines blowing up on the test stand.
What followed will be a mystery to me until the day I die. The VP, Bob Davis, the same guy that asked me to find a solution to the paint peeling issue, called me in and said they were making me the Program Manager, if I wanted the job. I might have peed my pants a little.
I did good work. I also had no degree in engineering or any other discipline. I had never been a program manager, although I had worked with a few over the years. Nevertheless, it was my job, if I wanted it. I was just dumb enough to take it. For all I knew, they were putting me on the front lines as a sacrificial lamb. With my afro and bull beard, I looked a little like a lamb - Someone nicknamed me Bison.
I immediately met with the Marketing Manager, Dale, as I recall. He had an office on what we called Mahogany Row where all the executives had offices. We had chatted a few times, and I think he liked me. I basically told him I may have bitten off more than I could chew. He offered to help.
One of my first tasks was to meet with a bunch of managers from Rocketdyne. They were coming down and I needed to give them a presentation on our portion of the program, and try to make them feel like we knew what the hell we were doing. Dale’s guidance was invaluable, if not for the content of the pitch - that was on me - but in pumping up my confidence that I could do this, and suggesting how to conduct the meeting.
I got my pitch together, rehearsed it until I almost knew it by heart, and waited for these guys, yes I think it was all men in those days, to show up.
On the day of the meeting, I got to the conference room early to be sure everything was in place. There was coffee and donuts, and I rehearsed my pitch to myself one more time before Dale brought them into the conference room and made introductions. These were all men, most of them in their 50s and 60s, with short grey hair, nice suits, and thin conservative ties.
I was nervous, but these suits were more unsure about this new hippie PM. They didn't even know how to shake hands with me, normal or some bro handshake. I don't remember much about that meeting; I was on autopilot and out of my mind, but I was told later that the suits all liked me and thought I had my stuff together.
What followed were a lot of meetings, trips to suppliers, trips to and meetings in LA with the Rocketdyne folks, and all the stuff that goes with being at a higher level, even if the Company wasn't paying me for the position/title I held. That pissed me off a bit, but I kept my cool and knew I needed this experience under my belt.
Somehow, our design engineering team got their problems worked out. I didn’t really have many exchanges with the engineers. I don’t think I would have been much help in any case; I don’t talk calculus.
While doing all this, I was rabble-rousing just a bit at our level. Our office held about twenty people: Manufacturing and Industrial Engineers, Tool Designers, welding engineers, and a few other specialties. Ametek, like a lot of aerospace companies in the SoCal area, would hire like mad when they had new contracts, throwing around money in the form of excellent entrance salaries, but once you were in, you were lucky to see a raise over 1 1/2%, and this was in the early 1970s with inflation heating up.
There was a lot of grumbling among the troops. A couple of other guys and I challenged the rest to step up and demand better from the Company, or we would walk out. We were a crucial element in what they did in that Company. It fell on me to draft our demands to the Company. I sat down and hammered out my best legalistic letter. We reviewed it, made a few changes, and we all signed it; even our boss, Rod, signed it. He knew we were getting hosed. Our demand was passed to the President.
A few days passed, and the President called us to a meeting in the main conference room. His essential response was tough shit. If you don't like it, we will find a replacement for you. He walked out without offering any conversation.
We returned to the office, and another guy and I said we needed to call their bluff. That place would grind to a halt in two weeks without us, and even if they found replacements for all twenty of us, it would be months before those people would be up to speed and productivity started to recover. Here came the whines about kids' braces and mortgages, etc. They were all legitimate excuses, but it showed the lack of backbone in many people.
We all went back to our desks and started working again. Our boss, Rod, was fired for supporting his people. I'm sure it was because he backed us in our demands. A new guy came in; shortly after that, it was salary review time. I knew what to expect, so I prepared my notice to leave before our meeting, and I was serious. Oh, I did hear the the President referred to our letter of demand as looking like something a “Philadelphia” lawyer had written. I know it was an insult, but I felt rather proud of that.
I got my review by our new boss to read before the meeting, and there was the pittance of a raise and a comment that I did good work and had a lot of promise. When I entered the meeting, I put down my notice of leaving. The new boss said, "What's this?"
I said, "This is the fourth year I've been reviewed, and each time I see the same shit, a lousy raise and that comment that I have a lot of promise. Either you have misjudged my promise, or I'm incapable of achieving it. So, I need to move on and find a different opportunity." I got up and walked out.
This was not my style. I tend to get along and go along, sometimes to a fault and to my detriment, but I have a limit, and once reached, I’ll step up and be heard.
My resignation went to VP Davis, who called me for a meeting. This is the guy who made me a chemical engineer and a program manager. I told him what I'd told my boss. I explained that I operated like the Company. I expected to meet my expenses each year, including inflation, and then make a little profit besides, you know, a little growth. He asked me not to quit and said he'd look into this. Shortly after, I received a notice that I was getting a 7% raise.

Chapter 16: Seattle Bound
Gale and I had lived together since early 1972. She’s been on my rollercoaster ride of a few jobs. We had never taken a vacation and decided to do so in 1974. This is all explained in my autobiography. We decided to get married on our vacation, and did on December 24. Part of that trip was a visit to Seattle in the middle of winter when Seattleites, if they could afford to, were fleeing to Puerto Vallarta.
By 1976, we hadn’t stopped talking about Seattle and the Northwest and how much we loved it. We began to talk seriously about moving, and in early 1978, I started a job search in Seattle and got a job offer from Boeing that included paying to move us up to Seattle.
Then, another opportunity came along. Working with the engineers at Rocketdyne, I heard about a opportunity with a smaller company in Compton, CA. Yes, Compton was sketchy back then, too. But, if I scored it, this job would make me the VP of Manufacturing and part of a five-person team running this small Company that manufactured fuel lines for space vehicles. 
Gale and I talked, and I said if I can land this, I have to do it. Typically, you don’t go backward. If I get the title VP and make it work, then that opens me to more VP opportunities. Without a degree, an opportunity like this isn’t going to come along very often.
Boeing offered me a job as a tool designer, and we took that to get to Seattle. If I had snagged the VP job in Compton, we could always live somewhere along the coast in one of the beach towns, Redondo or Hermosa Beach, and I’d commute to work. I set up the interview, and we drove up to Newport Beach. The interview went well, and the guy - he was a head hunter hired to fill these jobs for the corporation that had bought the Company - and he said he’d get back to me.
I didn’t get the job, but the head hunter said it was a close call. I was firm in manufacturing but not so much in the business side of things. They had another guy with a strong business background but was weak in manufacturing. The thinking was that suit could fall back on the experience of the manufacturing managers in the Company, but I wouldn’t have a lot of resources to use to backfill my inexperience in business, so they went with the other guy. Nothing ventured, nothing lost.
My start date with Boeing was December 1, 1978. It was unusual, as I would discover later. Normally, they freeze hiring around November 1. They don’t want newbies to come to work for two weeks and then get two weeks off paid during Christmas and New Year’s; that’s still how it goes at Boeing.
We sold our house in San Diego, the movers picked up the furniture, and off we went, with Gale’s mother and father, to Seattle. That’s another story that’s covered in my autobiography.
I had no idea what to expect at Boeing. I had never heard of Boeing before applying there. At Ametek, I became friends with the regional manager for Cherry Rivets distribution in the SoCal area. He got me a Chamber of Commerce catalog for Seattle when I told him we were looking to make a move. This thing listed every damn Company in the area, no matter if they built airplanes or made hotdogs. It was a wealth of information for a job search. That’s how I found Boeing and about five other companies I sent resumes to.
By now, you’re familiar with my hippie afro-hair. When the Tool Design manager hired me, it was over the phone from San Diego. No one at Boeing has ever seen this 36-year-old fuzz ball wearing a tie. I got some looks from some of the older tool designers, primarily guys when I walked in that first day. Some of these guys had been there since the 50s, and had flattop haircuts, and wore bow ties.😁 But I turned on the charm and got along with them just fine.
The 757 and 767 airplanes were the new product lines at Boeing, spurring the hiring craze that got me in the door. I was in tool design for about a year, working with some great people, although a few could have been better. There was nothing remarkable about the work, but the people were fun. Our boss had regular weekly meetings and kept us apprised of what was happening. Toward the end of 1979, he showed us that the workload and the need for designers were on a downward trajectory. I got busy looking for something else inside the Company.
I met one guy I want to mention when I first joined Boeing. Mahmoud Batti from Pakistan. We became friends. He was Muslim and we teased him a little about things like ham sandwiches. He had a great sense of humor. He liked his beer, mostly a Muslim no-no, and he smoked. He was married with two children, but the immigration laws only allowed him to come to the U.S. His wife and children had to wait two years to join him, but they eventually did, and she quickly corrected some of the areas where he’d gone astray. After I moved to other plants in the Company, if I got down to Auburn, I’d make a point of stopping by to say hi to Mahmoud. 
One advantage of working in a large corporation like Boeing was that you could move around inside the Company and work on various programs and contracts, both commercial and government, and never leave the Company. You retained all your benefits, seniority, etc, and the various programs, while not completely autonomous, functioned much like different companies.
Boeing advertised openings within the Company to existing employees, presumably giving us the first crack at new openings. I found one in the Defense & Space Division working on a proposal for a new government contract for a cruise missile, which I knew nothing about. Off I went for another interview.

Chapter 17: You Were A Cow, Now You Are… An Industrial Engineer
The interviewer and my future boss was named Ernie. I don't recall much detail of the interview, but I liked the guy and thought he liked me. I don't remember how long it took, but I was notified the job was mine.
I now embarked on a new career phase as an Industrial Engineer. I didn't know much about IE’s other than knowing a couple of them at Ametek, and no one was sure what the hell they did for a living or how they contributed to anything.
I would learn that IE’s did all sorts of jobs from designing plant layouts to estimating the cost of things, to process improvement and efficiency studies, which everyone hated.
The team of people I joined, about ten of us, were charged with developing the manufacturing plan for this new missile program for the Air Force. We had to plan shops and resource usage to produce the missile, put together plans for tooling, chemical processing, the how-to of building the missile, human resources, scheduling, and almost everything that had to happen to make a shippable product once the drawings were off the design engineering boards. I knew from the start that I would like to be an IE. This proposed plan, along with one from the design engineers and the quality control folks, had to convince the Air Force to give us the contract instead of our competitors.
I've always been a kind of jack-of-all-trades and questionable master of anything. I love a variety of projects and quickly pick up new skills, which served me well during most of my career with Boeing.
The work was fun, if a little hectic at times. We always had deadlines to have this part or that part of the manufacturing plan ready for review by the Boeing managers, and Air Force and government people. Like most projects, and people for that matter, there was a lot of prognosticating going on, putting things off to the last minute and then working like banshees to get the job done. I was okay with this, except it required a lot of overtime, not something I particularly liked.
By now, I was no longer paid hourly but a salary. We weren't in a union, and overtime, instead of being time-and-one-half, was a flat rate of $5 an hour over your typical wage, which is not exactly a big deal. Our lead guy loved overtime. He'd diddle around all week and then, late on Friday afternoon, start asking everyone to work on Saturday. I generally refused. He challenged me at one point, and I told him to give me my assignment, and if I couldn't finish it on time, I'd work whatever hours were needed to complete the task. I told him there was someone at home I'd rather spend my Saturdays with him.
It got to where he stopped asking. Then, one day, we were behind the eight ball. We had to all turn to and get this one volume done. I was sitting at my desk, head down, and working, when our boss, Ernie, asked our Lead if everyone was coming in on Saturday. The Lead told Ernie everyone was coming in, but he hadn't asked me because I always said no. Ernie asked me if I could come in on Saturday, and I cheerfully said sure. I could see my Lead seething at his desk. If there was an obvious need, I was there, but I wasn’t going to work overtime just to burn a budget.
Again, I was learning new skills. We had to develop strategies for building this thing and all sorts of manufacturing approaches for machining, welding, painting, and assembly work. We also developed schedules, cycles, and calculations to keep production running smoothly.
It took the better part of a year to hammer out this document, which was several volumes thick, but in the end, Boeing got the contract for the Air Force’s Air Launched Cruise Missile. Just for reference, there was also a SLCM - nicknamed Slick-em, that was a submarine launched missile. I don’t know who won that contract. It was time to transition from the planning and salesman stage into the make it happen stage.
I learned that they referred to the proposal people as the trappers who devised a sales pitch and won the contract. Implementation was typically handed off to the skinners, the people who had to turn this work of fiction into reality. It was usually a different team of people, perhaps with a few key people from the proposal who understood the overall plan. The theory, and I thought a good one, was that the people who developed the proposal, which may have had a tinge of bullshit in it, might be to married to what they wrote to look at reality and change the plan where needed.
I don't know that I was crucial for anything, but I moved from being a trapper to a skinner, which was fine with me.

Chapter 18: Time To Get Serious
That chapter title is a little presumptuous. We had a lot of work to do, but there was a lot of fun, too. Our group moved from Ernie, who led the proposal effort, to Jack Lally. Explaining Jack in words is a challenge. He was old school and probably knew more about manufacturing than anyone I've known. At the same time, he was a relic, a throwback to the old days. As a company, we were pivoting toward things like process improvement and participative management, where the employees helped make what had previously been decisions exclusively in the domain of managers. This was problematic for Jack.
We no longer made cracks about women or minorities or weren't supposed to; we had entered an era of diversity and respect. Poor Jack. He had nicknames for everyone. I was Fuzz because of my afro. My good friend, Bob Dizard, was The Greek because he had an enormous walrus mustache and sideburns. The foreman in the weld shop, a Black man, was The Panther, and Jack alternately referred to the Operation's Manager's secretary as a "broad" or the sergeant major.
Sadly, the name of that Black foreman in the weld shop has escaped my memory. It seems like his first name might have been Clarence. We were planning on overhead races for cabling (overhead trays) in the new shop, and Lally, who was always referring to his friend, The Panther, and they truly were old friends from years together, came by my desk. The conversation went something like this.
"Hey, Fuzz. Let's go down to Plant 2. I want you to meet The Panther and look at the cable raceways they have in their shop." We got in his car and drove to Plant 2. We walked across the factory floor, a vast place, and then I saw this 60-something Black man with a coal-black Afro walking toward us. When we met in the middle of the Plant, Lally said, "Panther, this is Fuzz. Fuzz, this is The Panther." We looked at the other's badges to check for real names, smiled, and shook hands.
As part of our sales pitch to the Air Force, Boeing committed to building an all-new plant for ALCM with all-new equipment, tools, and the whole nine yards. This would be a brand-new facility dedicated to this program. That was a most unusual offer and one few of us had ever seen or worked on, or ever would again.
Bob Dizard and I naturally teamed up. We started working with the Facilities folks on the plant construction and layout. We worked with them on purchasing the right machines, handling equipment, etc. We often differed with Facilities. Their standard approach was to build a 40-year building that could be converted to different programs over the years with minimal cost to convert. On the other hand, we wanted things customized to make the ALCM program as efficient as possible. We won a few and lost a few on that front.
For the better part of two years, we were working at Plant II on East Marginal Way, but the new plant was going to be built at the Kent Space Center in Kent, WA, a few miles south of Seattle. This would prove to be a rare experience and opportunity in the lives of many of us. There were people who had been with Boeing for thirty years who had never seen a program quite like this one.
Typically, you win a new contract and shoehorn the work into existing facilities using existing equipment with maybe an acquisition or two for some unique process your Company doesn't have. Our unique proposal to the Government committed to building a brand new facility and installing all brand new machines and equipment dedicated to building these missiles. It was generally assumed that this approach may have won us the contract.
Bob and I had been working with the Facilities organization on the building design based on our manufacturing plan for the missile. We looked at all the machining requirements, chemical processing, and painting needs, the sub and final assembly processes, how much space we would need, handling equipment, tools, and personnel. As they used to say, this project was a womb-to-tomb approach and one that few people in aerospace would ever have. The Government gave us a blank check for something like $13 million and said, "Spend it wisely."
We poured over the proposal, construction drawings, equipment requirements, and specifications. We needed to develop a transportation and product handling plan at one point. How would we move things around and do so efficiently, and what sort of overhead lifts, wheeled carts, and forklifts would we need? How would we deliver parts from the warehouse to the factory when and where they were needed to keep the line running? Terry Clow, the I.E. Manager, assigned me to lead the ALCM Transportation & Material Handling Committee.
I called for representatives from the shops, Manufacturing Engineering, Industrial Engineering, Materials, Expeditors, Warehouse, and everyone involved in our internal supply chain who needed a voice in what we planned. It took weeks of grueling meetings to hammer out a plan. It turned out to be more difficult than I had hoped. As "one of them," meaning typical employee, I didn't have the gravitas to command their cooperation. As there is in any group of people, some people had an axe to grind, and others resented a peer being temporarily elevated above them as team leader. And, frankly, I wasn't prepared to handle that sort of thing at that point in my career.
My coworker and good friend, Jack MacDonald, had the I.E. responsibility for our portion of the plan. Each week, when we met, another person would present their piece of the plan and how it would work and interface with the people on either side of them. Bill Selby, who would rise to the level of V.P. in the Company's commercial airplane side, was the Manufacturing Manager at the time and came to every meeting.
First, I will talk about Bill Selby. He was one of those people who naturally rose to the top of an operation. He was brilliant and likable, and above all else, he respected everyone reporting to him. He understood that his personal success was tied directly to the success of those in his organization. Consequently, he was loved by most and respected by all. Our I.E. manager, Terry Clow, was the same type of leader. There were others who I'll likely talk about down the line.
Early in our meetings, Jack MacDonald presented the, I.E., plan for supporting the program. Bill asked him a question or two, basic ones, to see if Jack was well prepared. Jack stopped, mumbled something, and looked confused. Selby told him to sit down and return better prepared next week. Selby then addressed the entire team about knowing your task and being prepared. It was a coach rallying his team to succeed, not an ass chewing, that wasn't Bill's style, but at the same time, he made you feel bad that you were not measuring up to his standards. After that, all my meetings went much better, and we did put out a very good plan that worked, I'd say, at about 90%, which is damn good for a new operation.
A final word about Bill Selby since the man significantly influenced me. He liked quotes and one day; I went into his office. I would always look at his whiteboard to see what was there, and I saw, "No man is useless. He can always be used as an example".
One last story about Selby that defines the man to a T. He rose to be a V.P. in Commercial Aircraft in Everett. They had a terrible problem with scrap parts - parts were manufactured incorrectly and didn't fit. Unknown to most people, Selby had some of his people start collecting all the scrap instead of sending it to recycle, which was the regular operation. At some point, he called an all-hands meeting in Everett, which meant everyone from the office to the factory floor was required to attend. I don't know how many, but it had to be a few hundred people. 
They assembled on the floor, and without a word, the huge bay doors opened; they are large enough to roll a finished 747 out of the building. In rolled about six huge dump trucks full of scrap. They backed in and dumped their loads on the factory floor, piles and piles of useless aluminum parts. Selby let everyone look at what had to be tens of thousands of dollars worth of parts. He then made a quality speech that I'm sure resides in the Boeing archives. There was no hollering or chastising, only the acknowledgment that something had to change, and it did.
This opportunity to lead the Transportation and Material Handling Team gave me exposure to my managers and showed them I had something to offer. After the new plant exoskeleton was finished at the Kent Space Center, Terry Clow, our manager, told Bob and me to relocate down there and work with Facilities as the interior was built out and various equipment came in to ensure everything was done according to plan. It was a bizarre experience because we were in this massive facility with our two little desks out in the middle of the floor, meeting contractors and installers and monitoring most of what was happening. That may have lasted six months or more as the plant came together.
In another part of this assignment, Bob and I became visitor guides, like Disneyland guides, once the building was complete and work had started. Since the Government had committed millions of dollars for this new factory, a lot of politicos and military brass wanted to see what they had gotten for their money. Someone, and I suspect it was Terry Clow, appointed me and Bob to tour them around the plant and answer questions.
Bob and I got together, gathered some data, and prepared a spiel to entertain and inform any groups we were leading around, and hopefully answer their questions. I don't recall the numbers anymore, but we gathered info like how many dump trucks of cement went into the building, how many miles of electrical wire, and that the combined weight of all the steel was equivalent to two battleships. It was all true but intended to impress, amuse, and inform the audience.
I don't know how many tours we did - we'd take turns - but many of them were in that first year. One tour I did was interesting. It was a group of engineering students from one of the Washington universities on the state's east side.
I need to set the stage for this by reminding folks who may not know me well that I am a card-carrying progressive. I was not a fan of working on things like the ALCM, or later, the so-called Peacekeeper missile, literally a self-launching missile designed to retaliate against an enemy, presumably the USSR, at the time after all of us were dead. I'll talk about that later. The point here is that I was a known liberal working in the Defense & Space Division of Boeing.
So, I picked up this group of students from one of the Marketing managers who had met them and, I assumed, talked to them a bit. We did the tour, I did my Disneyland thing, and when we returned to the front of the plant, the Marketing guy wasn't there yet, so I took them into a conference room for a Q&A until he showed up.
I answered several questions, primarily technical stuff, when a young woman, I swear she was wearing a Che beret, raised her hand and asked me how I liked being part of a program where one missile has ten times the killing power of the bombs we dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The Marketing guy came in the back of the room as she asked the question, and he knew my reputation as a liberal; I marched in Seattle in the Ground Zero demonstrations to demand nuclear disarmament. I saw the panic on his face.
I looked at this young woman and said something to the effect, "I could quit my job at Boeing in protest tomorrow, and within 48 hours, they will have replaced me, and my protest will have done nothing to change the landscape of war and nuclear weapons. On the other hand, Boeing pays me a nice salary. I use some of the money to support elected representatives who also support reducing or abolishing nuclear weapons. I'm letting Boeing subsidize my political point of view." The relief on the Marketing guy's face was palpable.
Eventually, all the newness and excitement of the new plant died down, and we got down to getting our plant and production up to speed, although it did involve a few speed bumps.

Chapter 19: Mentors
Mentor is a word that gets tossed around a lot, but it can be hard to understand when one is in your life. We often recognize them after the fact. The dictionary defines a mentor as a guide, confidant, counselor, consultant, or therapist, as well as a master, guru, or swami. Today, a popular term is influencer. Several of the people below fit all these descriptions.
I thought I would discuss them here in close chronological order. I may mention them again in other chapters, but I want to focus on the individuals here.
I'd have to cite Mrs. Stoft, the housemother who ran the Buck Building at the Omaha Home for Boys, where I grew up, as my first mentor. I sure as hell didn't see it that way back then, but I do now.
She was a bit of a curmudgeon, a taskmaster, and a hard ass. As a kid, you could almost swear she didn’t like children and wondered why the hell she had the job she did. But, her insistence that "her boys" learn to read, write, do the math, and work on memorization had to have contributed to whatever cognitive, critical thinking, problem-solving skills, and work ethic I may have exhibited for the rest of my life. There’s more about Mrs. Mable Stoft in my autobiography.
Stoft, that's what we called her out of earshot, was my mentor from age five to ten. These are the most critical years of a young child's life. For the first five years, you learn physical skills like walking and running, climbing, and developing language skills. All those impact the brain, but it's those first learning years from five to ten that you start building new pathways and synapses in the brain that will serve you later in life. And, of course, that continues beyond age ten as you continue your education.
I left the Home at age fifteen, and shortly after that, I worked at Precision Tool, where Ed Gorup and Rocky Meninno mentored me in the mechanical and engineering skills that would serve me down the line.
When I went into the Marines and boot camp after high school, Gunnery Sergeant Sam McDowell, though only in my life for three months, was another important mentor in my path to maturity. He showed me the importance of teamwork, commitment, perseverance, and a hierarchy (as opposed to anarchy) and what good leadership looked like. I’ve always said I would have followed that man straight into hell if he told me to.
For several years after leaving the Marines, as I pursued my career (I didn't think of it like that), I had other good and bad supervisors, some that were characters, but only a few that I felt were exceptional.
After my first year working at Boeing and moving into Industrial Engineering, I benefited from several role models and mentors who helped me become more than I might have been on my own.
Terry Clow, our I.E. manager, gave me opportunities to learn and grow, as did Larry Elton, the Manufacturing Manager. Another, perhaps tangential influence, was Paul Brogan, the Operations Manager on ALCM, who showed me leadership and gave me opportunities to excel. Ed Renouard, a senior and later executive manager and ALCM Program Manager, also provided advice, guidance, and the opportunity to succeed or fail.
Each of these people modeled, in my opinion, what leadership is all about, encouragement, coaching, and trusting people in your sphere of control. You’re only successful as the rest of the team.
Later, people like Don Smith, our third-level manager in I.E., helped me understand people and how to play well with others. Forrester Ensign Woodruff Jr. would prove to be a beneficial influence. All these folks challenged me and guided me to any rewards I might have received.
And I'd be remiss if I didn't mention my longtime friend and coworker, Bob Dizard. He wasn't too bright, but damn, he was a lot of fun. I had to toss in that insult just in case he reads this. Through his friendship, intelligence, and, most importantly, his sense of humor, he and his wife, Kath, made my journey through the years much more pleasant than they might otherwise have been. We remain friends to this day.
And always there to help guide me was my wife, Gale. Sometimes, it was counseling she offered, and sometimes criticism, but her perspective unquestionably kept me grounded.
Finally, you may or may not have noticed that there is no mention of family members, my father, mother, or older brothers. That's because they were, for the most part, nonexistent in my life. My brothers and I came together in San Diego in my mid-20s. By then, my personality and demeanor were well settled. If you're curious, read more about that part of my life in my autobiography.

Chapter 20: The ALCM Experience
The ALCM program offered me multiple opportunities to learn and grow as an individual and as an engineer. From the initial work on the proposal to implementing the new production facility and processes, to finding ways to meet the goals of the program, there were many opportunities to gain new skills.
We were busy when we got into the new facility, and production was up and running. When you do a proposal, it is usually pie in the sky and a sales pitch. You are overly optimistic about what you can do and what it will cost. That's part of selling your company to the customer. Once production starts, you have to try to make all that bullshit you put in the proposal come true; it seldom does in totality.
You plan on getting better and better and faster based on the theory of a learning curve, which is a real thing. I spent a good deal of time on the shop floor helping the mechanics understand that. In the beginning, for instance, it may have taken 20 hours per unit to join body sections and sand and smooth the surface to make it aerodynamic. Based on the learning curve, by the 200th unit, it should only take 12 hours. Some of the people couldn't imagine how that was possible; they knew how damn hard the task was. I tried to give them this example.
When you were small, maybe four or five years old, and someone taught you how to tie your shoes, you probably sat there for twenty minutes trying to tie those damn laces, and when finished, all you had were knots. Each time you did that task, it got a little easier, and now, you don't even think about it. It happens in seconds and automatically. I explained to the shops that this is all the learning curve says. The more you repeat a task, the better you get at that task. There are other considerations, such as degree of difficulty, proximity of all the necessary tools, etc., but that is the basic concept.
It was only a short time before they realized that if they met some of those goals, say cutting time in half on a job, Boeing wouldn't need as many people in that shop. I explained to them that we had bid this job based on that learning curve, becoming more efficient, and set the product price accordingly. I told them that if we met those goals, we would improve our chances of winning more contracts. But, if we screwed up and didn't meet the goals, chances are the customer wouldn't come back a second time if they felt like they had overpaid for the product.
I told them they had two options: milk this job so everyone keeps their job, and then people are laid off because no new contracts are awarded to provide added work, or we meet the program goals. True, some people will move to other jobs in the company, and some might get laid off, but if we keep winning contracts because we deliver on our promises, in the long run, everybody wins, and more people are employed.
We had all sorts of meetings and plans to help reduce the cost of building the missiles, and eventually, we got the price down where it should be. Then, the supplier of the little jet engines for these things got screwed up and couldn't deliver engines. We didn't want to shut down the line and send everyone home, so Terry Clow came to me and asked me to develop a workaround plan where we would keep building missiles and stockpiling them until engines came in. We had to keep regular production going and set up a parallel recovery line to install engines in all the units we had built without engines. Here I was with another new challenge.
I developed a plan and schedule and met with managers from the factory floor to executives. Everyone bought into the plan. I got a lot of excellent guidance from Terry along the way and help from other team members. As I mentioned, Terry was a great manager and a good friend. I mention Terry in the past tense because he died much to early at age 55 from complications of exploratory surgery. I was devastated when I got that news.
The time came to sell this engine recovery plan to our customer, the Air Force. Terry told me to prepare a presentation to show these people how we'd pull this off. I put it together and rehearsed it with him, my immediate boss, and some others.
The big day came. We were meeting around 4 pm. All the A.F. brass was there, and many top people from Boeing's Defense & Space leadership were there. I arrived at the conference room early to set everything up, and then people started filing in. The room probably held 50 people, and the place was full. I was sweating bullets. This was one of the most significant assignments of my life. I kept waiting for Terry to show up. He was my touchstone. He didn't show. I tried to stall a little, but Ed Renouard, the Director, said, "Let's go." I did. It went well. I answered a few questions from the A.F. folks, and off we went. The feedback I got later was that the A.F. was pleased.
I went to Terry's office as soon as the presentation was over. He was still there around 5:30 in the evening. I asked him where the hell he had been and told him I thought he'd be there to give me moral support. He just smiled and said he knew I had my shit together and I didn't need him there to hold my hand. That was how Terry helped develop people by coaching, guiding, and trusting them; it builds self-confidence.
During my four years on the program, I was recognized a couple of times as I.E. of the quarter and I.E. of the year. That was a little surprising given our little group of I.E.s on the ALCM program. There were about eight or nine of us: Bob Dizard and me, and then Jack, HB, Steve, Joe, John, Randy, and a couple of names that escape me at the moment—this was 40 years ago as I write this.
We were a crazy bunch. We had some real characters in our group, and we made our job as much fun as possible. I've compared our little group to the Oakland A's of the early 1970s, one of the greatest baseball teams in history. They won three straight world championships, '72, '73, and '74, and five pennants. Players like Catfish Hunter, Reggie Jackson, Rickey Henderson, Vida Blue, Rollie Fingers, and the boss, Charley Finley, shocked the baseball world with their antics. This team even had fistfights in the dugout, but they were one of the best teams ever to play the game when they stepped between the lines. We didn’t have fistfights, but we won a number of awards as a group.
We were always screwing around in our I.E. group. One guy knew a phone number you could call that took you to a recorded welcome message from the Transvestites of America. He forwarded that call to a full conference room where one of our guys was in attendance and asked for him by name. Jack, our guy, rather than pick up the call, hit the conference button to put it on the speakerphone, and the entire meeting heard the recording. We all held our breath as they filed out of the room. Everyone was cracking up, and they never looked for the culprit. I think each manager talked with their people to discourage that sort of nonsense from happening any more.
The same guy who transferred the phone call ordered pizzas sent to a guy at home that few of us liked. There was an effort to identify the guilty party on that one, but it never happened. Like I said, we had a lot of fun and got awful close to crossing the line more than once.
On June 11, 1978, the freighter Chavez rammed the West Seattle Bridge over the Duwamish West Waterway, closing it to automobile traffic for the next six years.. The decision was to build a new high-level bridge across Elliot Bay from downtown. It was a major project under construction for years. Near the end of construction, Dizard and I were joking around and wondered how long it would take before someone jumped off the bridge in an attempt to end it all. We decided to start a pool with 30 numbers (if it happened on the 31st, 30 would pay off). We called the pool Jumping For Dollars. While a few people thought it was tasteless, the pool filled up within a day or two. People will bet on any damn thing.
Sure enough, after the bridge opened, some guy took the leap and landed on the roof of a building below, breaking several bones, but he survived. One of the women working in Quality Control in the shop had the correct date and won the money. A few people complained that the guy didn't die and she shouldn’t win, and we explained it was "Jumping For Dollars," not Dying For Dollars. All that was required was a legitimate attempt to end it all. Bob and I share a rather twisted sense of humor.
Our boss, Mervin, or Mer as he was known, was a decent guy, if a little naive. We all went out to lunch at Chucky Cheese one day. They used to have a mechanical clown in a box where you could blow up helium balloons. We would get those and take a hit on the helium and sound like Mickey Mouse, laughing our asses off.
Someone came up with the idea of taking some full balloons back to work, secretly taking a hit of helium, and then stepping into Mer's office and start talking. Mer had no idea what was happening. The look on his face was priceless. We were all outside laughing so hard we almost peed our pants.
In the mentor chapter, I mentioned Larry Elton. He was the Manufacturing Manager of the program and another guy who gave me opportunities to show what I could do. He and Terry Clow did more for my career than most. A little later, when I was on Peacekeeper, Larry was assigned to the Boeing team at the NASA center in Houston, Texas, and he offered me a job down there. At the time, we had our house in West Seattle, and Gale's mother and father, now in their 80s, lived with us. This job would have entailed moving to Houston for a couple of years, and as much as we both like and wanted to support Larry and do this, we couldn't see our way clear to do that and leave her folks alone.
I'd be remiss if I didn't mention Nancy Swanson, Terry Clow’s secretary. I had a minor crush on her, but nothing that would jeopardize my love for Gale. At the same time, Nancy and I shared a sense of humor and a love for Terry Clow. Nancy was not your typical career woman in the workplace in those days. She didn't take any crap from anyone, and she could dish it out as well as take it. Oh, and she had a bit of a potty mouth on her. Today, it wouldn't be noticed, but back then…
An example of that was one day when several of us were cued up at the copier, waiting our turn. Nancy was running off some stuff. I was next in line, and she had a lot to do. Some of the guys behind me were grumbling a little, so I said to Nancy, "Hey, Swanson. Can you speed it up a bit? There's a line back here."
Without turning to see who was talking or missing a beat, she simply said, "Fuck you, Davis!" and went on with her work. I heard a couple of people behind me gasp in surprise or disapproval. It didn't matter to Nancy or me.
One last anecdote about our antics on the ALCM program: Mer would get sleepy about an hour after lunch. He had this little gimmick: He would pull his desk drawer out about three inches, place his hands in it, and drop his head to nap. If someone came in, he would rattle around with his fingers like he was looking for a pen and then look up to greet whoever was there. We saw it all the time and were on to him.
Someone came up with the idea of punking Mer. Steve snuck into the office when Mer was out, tied some monofilament fishing line to the back of his desk drawer, and ran it out of the cubicle. When Mer took his nap that day, after his head was down, someone, I don't recall who, pulled the fishing line and closed the drawer on Mer's fingers. Mer woke with a start and had no idea what had just happened. We all cracked up. And Mer, being the good guy he was, took it all in stride and didn't try to punish anyone. He wasn't a great leader, but he was an okay guy.
This will give you a little bit of an idea about the craziness of our group. I could almost write a book about our antics. We were on the borderline of breaking company rules and probably over the line of decorum, but as a group, we won multiple awards for our work and saved costs on the program. It would remain one of the best groups I was ever in.
One last story or anecdote. I'd mentioned the group of students on tour and how one had challenged me to justify working on a nuclear missile program, one we used to call the Killer Kite. Our morbid sense of humor produced a prediction that our next product was going to be a microwave oven that seated six people. 
I don't recall the precise numbers, but one of these ALCM (pronounced al-chem) had the killing power of ten of the bombs dropped on Hiroshima, and we produce several thousand of these fucking things. That was almost certainly enough to render our planet a lifeless rock for the next fifty thousand years or so.
My wife Gale and I would attend various anti-nuclear rallies or events. One of the things we love about Seattle is our activism. Seattle has a reputation for being both liberal and passive-aggressive. If moved by a cause, we'll march in a heartbeat.
We went to a major event at the Seattle Center one weekend. It was put on by a movement called Ground Zero, as in the center of a nuclear explosion. It started at the Seattle Center with speeches by politicians and local anti-nuke folks, and then we marched downtown and ended up by City Hall, looking much like the folks in this photo.
￼[image: An Image]
Anti-Nuke Protest
Everyone at the march was offered a bright blue ribbon, maybe two inches long and cut on a bias, to pin to their shirt, blouse, or wherever. I pinned it to my shirt. On Monday, I pinned it on my sports jacket and wore it to work.
Paul Brogan, who I mentioned earlier, was the Director of Operations on the ALCM program. I stopped almost every morning on the way in to say hi and shoot the breeze. On this Monday, Paul, who usually read the newspaper first thing, noticed the ribbon and asked what it was about. I explained, and he looked at me and mentioned that it seemed a curious thing to wear if you were working on the ALCM program. I gave him the same answer I’d given that young student a couple of years earlier: Boeing was subsidizing my politics and inadvertently pushing for change.
Paul was a unique guy and a terrific manager. He had a trademark gimmick. He found out the birthdays and anniversaries of almost everyone working in his organization, which could easily number in the hundreds. You would be at work, and the phone would ring, or he might stop by your desk and wish you a happy birthday. Or, he might say something like, “You know what day it is, don’t you?” referring to your anniversary.
No one knew how he managed to keep track of all that and, given his senior position, find the time to wish everyone a happy birthday or anniversary. Then, one night, Gale and I were at a Boeing dinner - it was one of these recognition things for our group. We sat at a table of about four couples, including Paul and his wife. Gale asked how he remembered all these names and dates, and his wife let the cat out of the bag by explaining that Paul had a file box (this is pre-computers) with 3 x 5 cards, indexed by month with the names and dates of events. He would go through that every week to see if anyone had a birthday or anniversary. That was the kind of guy he was.
I have so many memories of the almost six years I was in that group. But I think I was getting a little bored and needed some new challenges, so I began to look around for something new. I found it on the next missile program.

Chapter 21: The Peacekeeper Missile
That was its name, Peacekeeper. Whoever came up with that name had a twisted sense of irony. It sounds like something Dick Cheney would come up with. I went over there as an I.E. but in the scheduling department. Scheduling wasn’t my favorite thing to do, but I was pretty good at it.
My time on that program wasn’t remarkable, per se, but it was interesting. This missile was really a doomsday missile. It was designed to survive a nuclear attack, probably by the Soviet Union back then. Without human interference, this thing would free itself from an earth-covered bunker, slowly rise up out of the ground like a phoenix, aim, and fire a final retaliatory shot at the Russians.
We watched a film of a test that I’ll try to explain. This missile is nestled in a hole in the ground, a silo. The silo lid is closed with the missile inside, and covered with a mountain of dirt. The dirt simulated the aftermath of a nuclear attack where everyone was dead, and a nearby explosion had covered the silo with about ten feet of dirt.
The film shows nothing but the desert and this dirt bump; you don’t actually know the silo is there with the napping missile inside. We have all been killed, but before the last guy died, he activated this “Peacekeeper.” 
As you stared at this desolate scene, you sensed something was moving. Then you see the dirt on this mound move upward and shift. Then you see that lid open, and the dirt on top spill onto the ground around it, followed by an enormous ignition of steam and smoke. The missile emerges, ever so slowly at first, then lifting off as it exits the silo, roaring with a vengeance on its way to a predetermined target to get even with the Russians. That was it. Presumably, the end of the world has occurred.
To this day, that was one of the most horrifying films I’ve ever seen. Worse than anything Hollywood could conjure. But, this shit was and is still real.
I wasn’t on the program for a long time, maybe a year and a half or two years, if that long. I have one humorous event to tell you about. 
A woman, Sue, came to work somewhere on the floor where we hung out in the old Plant 2 facility rafters. No physical description I give can do her justice, but she was at least six feet tall in her bare feet, and she wore about 4” heels most of the time. She was a statuesque and beautiful blonde with a sweet disposition. She would occasionally stop by my desk for some business matter and kneel down so we could talk, eye to eye. In a kneeling position, she was still taller than me standing.
When she walked through our area, the men stopped working and watched every step she took while the women looked at all of us with disgust. But they mostly seemed to like Sue. She was that kind of likable person.
As I got to know her, I learned she had a twin sister who attended WASU—Washington State University in Eastern Washington. Several people in our group used to stop by a local watering hole on South Lake Union for happy hour on Fridays—cheap drinks and popcorn shrimp, that sort of thing.
One Friday, we asked Sue to join us at Happy Hour. I should mention that, after getting in trouble by doing this sort of thing without Gale more than a few times early in our relationship, I’d learned to invite her to come along, and I would zip home and pick her up. Sometimes, she said no, but on this occasion, she said yes.
Sue asked if it would be okay if her sister came along, and everyone said yes, of course. We all arrived at about the same time, got our drinks and plates of food, and sat down. Sue’s sister got there just a little later, and the place came to a screeching halt. Her sister, whose name I forget, was Sue’s identical twin. The exact height, same statuesque body, blonde hair, and even dressed in the same style, but with different colors. They explained that they hadn’t coordinated anything, this just happened all the time with them.
I can tell you there were a lot of guys whose eyeballs were drying out that evening because they were forgetting to blink once in a while. Both women came and sat with Gale and me for a bit, and that’s when I had this idea..
If I had the money to do it, I told them I’d love to rent a limo, dress to the nines, and with the two of them, one on each arm, hit all the hot places in Seattle on a Friday or Saturday night.
At 5’ 6” in those days, looking like Danny DeVito, stepping out of the limo with a six-foot-plus blonde on each arm, strolling into bars, having one drink, and moving on, leaving everyone wondering who the hell we were, would have been a blast, and would probably have made the local news. They thought it was a great idea and were more than willing to go alone, and we all LOAO. Alas, I didn’t have the money to pull that off, but it would have been a headliner in the local papers.

Chapter 22: The Next Big Step
It's about 1985 or 86 now. I don't remember if I went looking for my next assignment or was recruited, but I ended up in a group whose job was to find work throughout the Boeing Company to place in our shops at the Kent Plant and Plant 2. From ALCM to now, I had been in Project Groups within the Defense & Space Group. With this move, I left the world of programs to move into a central support function supporting all programs.
We were charged with shop loading, making sure our shops were being used as close to capacity as possible. You determine your shop's capacity, different machines, capabilities, and personnel, and then try to find work to fill that capacity. I was reporting to John H. If I give his full name and say something derogatory, I might get sued.
Shortly after I joined the group, I was assigned program support for the B1 bomber, although it didn't have a name then because it was super secret; but almost everyone knew it was an airplane based on the nomenclature of the parts we were making. We were shop loading at Plant 2 in support of the Auburn Plant who had more work than they could manage. I could see the status we were showing program management was not a reality, but the boss went down each week to present the status and spread some bullshit around. I don’t think any of us thought it a smart move to correct him.
I had been sent to Boeing Management Training some months earlier. I suspect that was the work of Terry Clow, Larry Elton, and perhaps others. It was good training, in general. We worked on teamwork and HR situations and had a lot of good discussions about management philosophy. The training was once a week in the evening for about six weeks. Ultimately, we had a Q&A with a panel of executive managers, including Ed Renouard, whom I've mentioned. He was always a straight shooter and answered questions honestly as opposed to quoting from a book of management 101. That resulted in everyone wanting to direct their questions to Ed, and the teacher had to ask us to talk to the entire panel - I think it was either three or four executives on the dais.
I was about five months into this new assignment in the Offload Group when we learned that our boss, John, was getting promoted to Second Level Manager and moving down to the Auburn Plant. The next thing I knew, I was called into Terry Clow's office - he was now the I.E. Manager for the Division - and I was told I was being made a manager and would take over the group I was working in. This was unusual in that it could be challenging to be a member of a group one day and the boss the next day, where you were now directing your friends.
I knew that John had been cooking the books and that our status was bogus. I went to Terry and explained the whole thing to him. In typical Terry fashion, he asked me what I thought was the right move. I told him we needed to surface this now because it would only worsen. He said, "Do what you think is right - I've got your back."
That Thursday, I presented the status we would take to Auburn to John Schmitt, the Director of Manufacturing and our top guy. I came to like and respect John, but he had a reputation for crucifying people who screwed up; he wasn’t universally liked.
 
A quick anecdote or two about John. We had a major behind schedule situation in one of our shops that affected our customer in Auburn; the details don’t matter. I was sent to assess the problem and report back to John in his office. Before I could make my report, some turd in Auburn had called and gave John some erroneous information on what I was investigating.
When I walked into his office, he was livid, as he was won’t to get. He was sitting behind his big desk, and when I came in he started hollering and waving a piece of paper around and demanding to know what was going on. I said something like, “John, I have no idea what the hell this guy is talking about, and until you stop waving that paper around and let me look at the details, I can’t you.”
John stopped and looked at me for a second, and then smiled and handed me the paper. I’m not sure anyone had ever responded to him like that; most people were terrified of the guy. I looked over the data and gave him the right information, and he thanked me.
The other story about John was after he had gone down South to work on one of our programs in Louisiana, repairing or retrofitting some tankers as a I recall. It was coming up on the Christmas holidays, and I was shopping for card when I saw a tee-shirt that showed Santa and his reindeer stuck on top of an outhouse with the caption, “I said the Schmitt house, damnit!” I thought about John, and decided to buy it and send it to him via Company mail down in Louisiana.
I wasn’t aware of it, but John had come back to Seattle for a series of meetings, and he brought that envelope into the meeting with him. The story I got was that the meeting was pretty tense for some reason, and John pulled out the tee-shirt and showed it to the folks in the meeting and it cracked everyone up and the meeting began in earnest.
 
Back to my story about the gamesmanship I exposed about our status reporting to Auburn. That Thursday, I would be presenting o John Schmitt the status we would take to Auburn the next day, a status I knew he was not going to like.
Thursday rolled around. The meeting was at 4 pm. The room was full of people, many of whom had conspired with my previous manager to cover up our horrible status. Very quickly, we used what was called a red ball status. Any job that was more than five days behind schedule went red ball. My predecessor had been reporting a dozen or so red balls when, in fact, it was closer to one hundred or more.
When I presented that to Schmitt, he turned beet-red and asked what happened. Rather than hang my old boss out to dry, I pawned it off on as an error in counting and chart making. Schmitt leaped from his chair, grabbed the pointer out of my hand, and started beating on the projection screen and threatening destruction. I just stood there and took it. I knew many people in that room had been a part of this deception, but they just sat there and let me be sacrificed.
It was closer to 5 pm when Schmitt declared he wanted all my charts fixed and cleaned up before I went to Auburn the next morning at 7am to give status. I looked around, and the only person remaining from my group was my lead man, Adam. We worked until about 9 pm that night, cleaning up those charts. I had to be in Auburn by 6 am the following day.
A couple of VPs who were responsible for production of the plane with no name, chaired the meeting every Friday. I was supposed to go down to Auburn and give the status of all the parts we'd taken on. I went down this Friday, expecting to be raw meat for these two. 
These VPs sat on either end of the front row, and their job was to harass any presenter whose status indicated a delay. They were very good at this. I think I was shitting bricks that morning when my turn came. I gave them my 100 red ball status without a peep from the bosses. They asked a couple of questions about recovering the schedule, and that was it.
I would later learn that Schmitt had called his peers in Auburn and greased the skids for me so the VPs didn't rain all over me that day. Deciding to surface the deception rather than continue was the right decision, although my coworkers would refer to Schmitt's tirade at that meeting as Bloody Thursday.
It was quite an introduction to being a manager. This was new territory, and I only half knew what I wanted to do.

Chapter 23: Being A Manager
My approach to being a manager combined a couple of things. Unquestionably, my association with managers I admired helped guide me in that part of my career—people like Ed Gorup, Rocky Meninno, Terry Clow, Larry Elton, Ed Renouard, Paul Brogan, Don Smith (you'll hear about him a little later), and some of the lesser leaders who I'll talk about but not name in the interest of preserving what few assets we have left.
The other guiding force was my instincts and my inborn personality. Generally, while I have a temper at times, my problem-solving approach involves collaboration and cooperation. I never solved a problem by losing my temper. Another manager I liked, Bruce Williamson, once said of a senior manager who used tyranny to get what he wanted, and it was brilliant: "It isn't what he says that is the problem; it's how he says it." That stayed with me for the rest of my career and beyond.
I also read in a communication magazine a statement that went something like this. If people won't listen to you because you are criticizing or hollering at them, it doesn't matter how brilliant you might be; they will ignore you. In a later assignment, I would have an employee with that problem, and I would quote it to him. He took it to heart and it helped.
In this first assignment as a manager, I tried to apply what I'd learned and experienced as a non-manager—things that good managers had done and things bad managers (in my opinion) had done.
An example of well-meaning but poorly trained managers deals with performance and salary reviews. I sat in many such reviews over the years. It was not uncommon for a manager to ask me what my future plans were. It was like being asked, 'What do you want to be when you grow up?'
Generally, since my first-day cleaning floors at Precision Tool, I have not had any real goals or a career plan. That brings up another anecdote.
This story takes place back in San Diego when I worked for Ametek. I had gone through a salary review and was asked about my future plans. As we lay in bed at home that Saturday, I told Gale I thought something was wrong with me. I didn't have any goals. I didn't want to own a company or be the president of one, although if it happened, I'd do the job as well as I could. I didn't want a boat or an airplane. I wasn't working toward anything. I thought not having goals was a weakness in me.
Gale asked me why I went to work each day. What was in my mind when I went to work? I said I do the best job I know how to do, and if that gets me a promotion without hurting anyone or me screwing over someone for personal gain, I’ll sleep well at night. Gale responded, "That seems like an honorable goal to me."
I changed jobs, most often to make more money. I did think a little about the future when I went back to school twice, thinking that might help me up the ladder a little, but other than that, I took things day by day and kept my eyes and ears open for opportunities.
When a manager asked me what I wanted to do with my career, I was tongue-tied. I usually mumbled something about getting ahead or some other inane nonsense because I felt that was what they wanted to hear. It was almost embarrassing to be asked what my career plan was. In all my years of working, I only met one person who had a plan. I don't recall his name, but he worked in what was then called Production Planning & Control (PP&C) at Boeing. That function is probably rolled into Project Management these days, along with a lot of the I.E. stuff we used to do. This guy had a five-year plan, complete with a schedule and milestones he wanted to achieve, and updated that plan yearly. I always found that to be a bit anal.
So, when I became a manager in performance reviews, I would tell that little story from the last paragraph and make it clear there was no need for them to feed me a line of bullshit about their career plans. But, if, like my friend from PP&C, they did have goals, to let me know, and I'd do whatever I could to get them the training or experience that might give them an assist, but they didn't need to shine me on about their ambitions.
I had already embraced this new culture Boeing and many companies around the world were reaching for. The overall program had several elements. There was the Quality Control or Improvement or Process Improvement aspect in the new culture. There was Participative Management, where managers collaborated with their team on making many decisions. Quality Improvement Teams met regularly to review our processes and recommend changes. And, QC teams were regularly chosen to attend and upper management presentation to report on what they had accomplished.
It was a new, and I felt a positive change from the old style of management that used to joke that you needed to fire one person each month, with or without cause, so that you kept the attention of the rest of the group. Basically, managing was based on having people fear you. I was thrilled that we were moving away from that management style. It wasn't without problems and it was definitely a cultural shock for some of the older-style managers.
You may or may not have noticed that, except for Nancy Swanson, there are only a few women's names so far. That's because women were still being held back, not out of meanness, but simply out of male stupidity about a woman's skills and roles in the workplace.
In an assignment I'll talk about later, I had the privilege of attending the weekly meeting of the V.P. of Operations, Randy Mitchell, in the Defense Division, another man I came to admire. In his staff meeting, where the Directors of Manufacturing, Finance, Quality Control, Facilities, Materiel Management, and maybe a couple of other functions attended, he highlighted a new initiative in the Boeing Company. This initiatives’ aim was to identify talented women who could be fast-tracked through several management levels to get them to the executive level where, at the moment (about 1988), there were, I believe, zero women at that level.
This was a de facto admission of, mostly, we'll assume, discrimination against women in the management ranks. I recall a lot of mumbling around that conference table, but they all knew this was the real deal, and there was no push back against the program. From what I saw, it worked. In less than five years, I was aware of several women who had risen to director level in several disciplines.
A last word about being a manager of people, and I'll move on. I don't like the term "managing people". I prefer coach or mentor. If you think you must manage people the way you might herd sheep, you are in the wrong job, my friend.
As a manager, you will only be as successful as the people on your team. I use the term team, intentionally. Sports are all about teams, teamwork, and strategy for success. It's not about a coach telling people what to do. It's about looking at various positions, the skills needed to excel at that position, and judging which people have those skills or what you need to do to help them acquire them. If you're a whip snapper, get a job as a cowboy.
Yes, you will have the problem employee from time to time. And you have to deal with that, not by criticizing and threatening them, but by trying to work with them to help them become a better employee. I remember an interview many years ago with the CEO of Sony. In those days, Sony was known for never laying off people. This CEO said that if he (or his team) hired a new employee who wasn't up to par, it wasn't the employee's fault; it was his fault. He had made a mistake by putting them in the wrong job, and it was up to him to correct it by getting this employee trained or transferred to a position better suited to their skill set. I've always admired and embraced that philosophy.
Occasionally, after trying everything possible to help an employee succeed, you may encounter one who refuses to participate in their success, and you may have to resort to dismissal. I had to do that twice. I'll explain those a little later.
The bottom line is that you had better be a people person if you aspire to be a manager. This means you have to like people and believe in them. You need to understand that all the assets in the world, buildings, vehicles, computers, etc., will only sit still and collect dust until you add people into the mix to produce a product or service that your customers will buy. Any endeavor needs people either interacting with other people or machines to produce the desired outcome. Winning a Super Bowl requires a winning team.

Chapter 24: Moving On
One last story about working with people (maybe more further on). In my first role as a manager, our group needed a clerk—someone to do the filing, maybe some graphics presentations, etc. I had adopted the new cultural change of using the team to help interview prospective additions to our team. I had ultimate veto power on the decision but wasn’t about to use it unless I found something terribly wrong.
We ended up with two or three candidates for our opening, a couple of people from inside the Company and one from outside. I interviewed them all, and then the team, without me there, did their interview. The idea behind this approach was simple. First, the team had expectations of what was needed in terms of skills, and this would be someone they would spend eight hours a day with, while I might only interact with a new employee periodically during the day. It was important for the team to feel like the person coming in was a good fit.
After the interviewing was completed, we got together to discuss our preferences. I was impressed with a woman from the shops who wanted to move into the offices. The team was in favor of the woman from outside the Company. I agreed that she was impressive, bubbly, etc., but my instincts still opted for the woman from the shop. In the end, I deferred to the group’s decision, and we hired the woman from outside.
Initially, she was great. She was fast, skilled, and fun to work with. The team liked her, and I did too. Perhaps a few months into her employment, she didn’t come to work for a few days. No phone call, nothing, just a no-show. When she came in, she apologized for not calling and assured me it wouldn’t happen again.
But it did, several times over another month. Each time we talked, she apologized and assured me it wouldn’t happen again. But it did. I finally sat her down for the Dutch Uncle talk. I explained this was unacceptable and that she was hurting our team. Everyone else came to work every day, and if they had to miss a day, they let me know. I told her this was a verbal warning about delinquency and no communication. I also informed her that Boeing had a robust therapy program where employees could go for help if they needed some, and it was totally anonymous; neither I or anyone else would know someone was seeking help.
Boeing also had a vigorous process for working with employees who were out of bounds; you didn’t just fire people on the spot anymore. First, you had to give them a verbal warning and document that with H.R. and the employee. If there was a second occurrence within 90 days, you went to a written warning that went into the employee’s file. If another circumstance occurred within a specified time, that was the third strike and could be grounds for dismissal. And that’s what happened with this bright young woman.
I had been a manager a little over six months when I notified H.R. that we had to let her go because she had not come to work and had not called. H.R. said that when she did next come to work, I was to bring her to the H.R. office. That’s what I did.
This was one of the most difficult things I ever had to do as a manager. It was miserable, made even more so because the woman was friendly and said she understood my actions. The only redeeming event was that after I escorted her from the premises, my lead man came in and shook my hand. The team had noticed the crap she was pulling, and he said that in the almost thirty years he’d worked at Boeing, I was the first manager with the balls to follow through on something like this. Most managers just passed problem employees on to someone else.
The second time this happened was when I was on the B1 program. An employee who had had problems in another group and had been dismissed, challenged the dismissal through the union and was reinstated. They needed to move her out of her original group and asked me if I would take her. I said yes, and sat down with her and told her she had two strikes against her. I said what had happened in the past didn’t concern me, and that we could get along fine as long as she followed all the rules.
Eventually, she began missing work and lying about why it happened. I took the problem to HR, and she was dismissed once again. She filed a complaint with the Washington Employment Offices. I ended up on a teleconference with her and a judge, and she stated spouting off at the judge and he ruled in our favor. This one was a little easier than the first firing simply because this employee was dismissive and abusive.
I managed the Offload group, my first management job, for a little over a year. Then I moved to Central Manufacturing as the Manager of the Space & Equipment organization, a central function responsible for all the groups moving around inside the Manufacturing operation and pulling together the equipment budgets and requests each year in partnership with Facilities on both events.
This is where I met Don Smith, the 3rd level I.E. manager, and I reported to the 2nd level, Frank Forest, quite a character in his own right.

Chapter 25: Space & Equipment
I spent about two years on this assignment, maybe a little less. Frank Forest was a gem, if a pain in the ass at times. He wasn't an ogre or mean-spirited, but he had some odd ideas about managing, or at least I thought so.
I thought I would be fired at one point, but not by Frank. As I mentioned, this group did several jobs. One of them was planning moves for other groups. Boeing was constantly relocating people for one reason or another. I used to joke that we had more employees than we had desks, so we had to keep some of them moving all the time. Our job was to get the requirements of the moving organization in terms of numbers of people, managers, and whether they needed dedicated conference rooms, etc.
Then, we'd get with the Facilities folks, look for available space, plan whatever modifications might be needed, and schedule the work and the move. Most of the time, it went well with minimal grumbling. Generally speaking, people are very territorial when dealing with their personal space. That's why I said I'd never work in HR or Facilities; you never want a job that affects people's territory or paycheck.
We had a group that had to be moved. Their manager was sort of an okay guy but a little full of himself. And he'd just been promoted to an executive level, which entitled him to upscale furniture. That was the first problem. There had been an inordinate number of what we called baby executives - new promotions, and there wasn’t enough new or refurbished furniture for all of them, and this guy got some of the lesser stuff. He wasn’t happy and maybe he blamed me; I had nothing to do with that end of things.
We did our usual routine of all the planning and built a schedule for this guy’s team move. As was our practice, we met with the group to share the plan and schedule with them. My guy who worked with Facilities and built the plan presented it at the meeting.
About ten minutes into the presentation, this baby executive manager started hollering that it was taking too long. When my guy tried to explain why it would take time to build a conference room, this manager shut him off and told him he didn't know what he was doing. I lost it at that point, and I cut the manager off and told him never to talk to my people like that. I told my guy to gather his stuff and that we were leaving. We walked out as the other manager was sputtering that we couldn't leave.
I immediately went to Don Smith's office; he was our third-level manager, as I mentioned earlier. I told him this guy was probably going to ask for my head and told him what happened. Don just smiled and said, don't worry about it. As I understand, this guy tried to have me at least reprimanded, and Don told him he was out of line for talking to my guy the way he had.
Mostly, this assignment went well, although I had a slight run-in with my boss, Frank. As I said, he was okay but could be a pain. We were doing performance reviews. I had a guy, Greg, who wanted to move up from Level 5 to P&A, Professional & Administrative, meaning you were now salaried rather than hourly. This was the last step before moving to management if that was in the cards. Greg expressed his ambition to me in his review, and I agreed he was qualified and that I would put him in for that promotion.
Time passes, as it does in most bureaucracies. I got back the notice that Greg was turned down for the P&A promotion by my boss, Frank Forest. Frank had said he turned it down. The explanation was that Greg needed to be in Level 5 longer; in other words, time in grade was an unwritten rule that managers applied arbitrarily. In my opinion, if an individual is qualified and doing the level of work required, they should get the promotion. Nevertheless, I called Greg in and told him why and by whom he had been turned down.
Greg immediately requested a review with Frank, which was totally appropriate. It was like requesting mast in the Navy and Marines. Request Mast includes the member's right to personally talk to the commander, generally in person. The commander must consider the matter and personally respond to the member requesting mast.
Shortly after Greg left Frank's office, I got a call from Frank's secretary, letting me know Frank wanted me in his office ASAP. When I got there, Frank was visibly upset, he kind of turned red when he was pissed. And he was pissed at me for telling Greg the explanation for his denial. I told Frank that I don't lie to my people, and if there was something he didn't want me to say to my folks, then he damn well better not tell me. I told him all this secrecy demeaned people and eroded confidence and trust in management. We agreed to disagree, and I left his office. 
This is a quick story about the cultural change that was sweeping through Boeing and other companies. Not everyone agreed with the concept, as I mentioned earlier. One of them was a first-line manager, like myself, only in Finance. We had both entered the managerial ranks at about the same time. 
Tommy, real name, complained that non-managers should not have a say in what had previously been the domain of managers. I asked him why. I don't recall his precise answer, but he said they needed to be qualified and in his opinion, they weren’t. We debated a bit, and I went to his whiteboard and wrote, "Nobody's IQ went up 40 points because they were promoted into management."
Tommy looked at me and said, "What?" I explained that we had both just been promoted and that the next generation of managers was sitting at the same desk we had used. They were just as qualified right now as they might be a year from now. Tommy didn't have a response.
Later, I talked to Don Smith, and I told him the story without singling out Tommy. He smiled, and I figured that was it.
Don, a third-level manager, used to have monthly all-manager meetings to communicate what was going on in the Company. At the end of each meeting, he'd show one last slide that often had a slogan of some kind. At the next meeting, he put up a slide with my statement about IQ and said, "If anyone wants to know what that means, go see Davis". No one came around to see me.

Chapter 26: An Individual Contributor
My next assignment, somewhere around 1988, was what they called an Individual Contributor. You were still a manager, but no one reported to you. The job was Business Planning for Defense & Space Operations. Larry Elton pushed to put me in this job as part of my development as a manager, and it was an interesting job. Typically, people in this job were only there for one year. I was reporting to the Director of Quality Improvement. This organization ran all the process improvement in the Defense & Space Operations organization, but I had very little interaction with him.
While I was technically reporting to this Director, the guy I was supporting was Randy Mitchell, the vice president of operations, one of those guys I came to respect and admire. This let me peek through a knothole over into the executive world at Boeing.
Every organization inside Boeing developed a business plan every year. They operated as if they were a wholly owned subsidiary of the Company, even though we didn't have a profit and loss sheet. We were providing a service to other parts of the Company rather than producing a product or service we sold to customers. We still saw the other organizations that we supported as customers, and we had metrics to measure how well we did our job.
The process went something like this. Every year, toward the end of the year, we started developing our plan for the following year. We usually did all this in November and December. Operations in Defense & Space may have had as many as 10,000 people in various functions, from the factory floor to schedulers and finance types. The business plan was a big book and a lot of data. The big five functions in Operations were Manufacturing, Finance, H.R., Facilities, and Quality Control. Inside each of those were a variety of specialized disciplines. Each of those five functions made an input to the plan for their portion of the operation.
Depending on what they did, they had to forecast staffing and any expansion they might expect based on incoming work, new initiatives, and expected growth or shrinkage. Shrinkage rarely occurred by plan. In that forecast could be new equipment, expansion into larger facilities, increased personnel and skill sets, training, and consumable supplies—a lot of different elements. And, of course, anywhere there was expansion and increased budgets, there had to be justification for such increases.
I moved into the job in the fall, just before the coming year's plan was due. Fortunately, the guy in the job before me stuck around to help train me in what went on. It was mostly a blur as I tried to absorb all the elements of pulling this plan together. My trainer pulled out before the final review with the VP, Randy, so it was on me to present it to Randy. I met briefly with the Finance Director to make sure all the numbers came out the way we wanted them to, but again, I relied on him and my predecessor since I was in a fog.
The day and time of the review came, and I went into Randy's office. As a V.P., he had a large office. His desk was twenty feet from the door near a window. Just inside the door was a round conference table, perhaps eight feet in diameter, with six chairs around. The Finance Director was already there and indicated I should just put the plan, a three-ring binder about four inches thick, on the table, and we'd wait for Randy, who was on the phone at the time.
Randy finished his call and came toward us. He was tall, over six foot, and strolled, farmer-like across the floor. I have to admit, I was on pins and needles, not knowing what to expect. Randy sat down, pulled the book over near him and looked at me, and said, "You don't expect me to read this goddamn thing, do you?" He had a deep bass voice and spoke the way he walked, slow and measured. He smiled, and the Finance guy chuckled. He then looked at the Finance guy and asked if everything was in order. The Finance man said yes, and Randy said, "Good," and signed it off. Randy's message to me was that he trusted his team. If you said it was okay, it was OK. 
Randy had a sign on his desk that said, "No Surprises," he meant that. I heard him make that point more than once during his staff meetings. He didn't want anyone holding back bad news that would bite him on the ass later. His approach was to surface problems, deal with them, and not cover them up.
So, the new plan was a go, and all we had to do was make quarterly updates to it. There were always some unknowns and surprises throughout the year, and we adjusted the plan accordingly.
Randy occasionally gave me something special to work on, like looking for a better way to plan for personnel growth. We talked and saw that the current system had a conflict of interest. Boeing had an unwritten but understood formula that said if a manager had fewer than seven people reporting to them at any level, that management position was questionable. Naturally, managers were very aware of that formula when they were forecasting their personnel requirements. They weren't likely to forecast themselves out of a job. Related to that was also the matter of calculating bonuses for executive managers. Randy knew how the game was played, having played it himself.
He asked me to research to see if there was a better way of measuring management performance and overhead type work. I spent about two months searching industry and academia for feasible ideas and plans. Numerous theories and studies have been done and published by universities like Harvard, but nothing quite fits the bill.
My conclusion, and Randy concurred, was that productivity was the key metric. The problem was how to define productivity and measure it. It's pretty easy on the "factory" floor. Here, factory means any facility or process that produces a tangible product the customer pays for. If it takes twenty people twenty hours to make a hundred widgets, you can calculate the cost per widget. And you can look for more efficient ways to produce the widgets to reduce costs and increase profits.
But in the office, you have what are referred to as overhead functions. People are pushing paper. It may be a needed piece of paper, even one mandated by law, but it is an overhead cost added to the price of the product or service you are selling to your customer.
Sites like investopedia.com state, "Productivity is a measure of performance that compares the output of a product with the input, or resources, required to produce it. The input may be labor, equipment, or money." But what about the creative people? In Industrial Engineering, we were responsible for solving problems in production and troubleshooting, if you will, problems in the factory and reducing cost by reducing non-value added activities. But how do you measure the efficiency of an overhead function, say time keeping or the finance people who issue paychecks?
After a quick perusal of the Internet, twenty-five years later, I looked for a solution, and there is still little out there. There is no shortage of people talking about KPIs and all sorts of metrics to apply to office/creative work, but I see no valid metrics.
I liked Randy a lot. On first impression, both his speech and manner suggested gruff, but he was one of the good guys who trusted his people.
One other initiative came from a Process Improvement team where Quality was reporting defects in airplane instrument panels where holes were oversized. Typically, all the panels are made, then inspected for defects.
The Director leading this team was pushing the notion that instead of inspecting 100 parts and finding 10 that were bad after the fact, why not look at the causes of the recurring type of defects (caused by dull drills) and replace the drills before they degraded to the point of drilling oversize holes. This approach, pioneered by Raytheon was based on predicting defects and preventing them instead of simply finding the bad parts at the end of production, throwing them away, and remaking new ones.
I like the term error management. It can be applied in any number of disciplines and processes. I means looking at a process, predicting where errors might occur in the future or have occurred in the past, and building in prevention; it made sense to me. Going back to those folks who issue paychecks. How many payday errors occur? Why do they happen and how often? Is there something you can do to prevent them in the future?
I championed this notion every chance for my remaining years at Boeing, but it never got much traction. A big part of that was my relatively low status in the Company. Generally speaking, V.P.s and the like get much more attention when speaking than a first-level manager. That's not grumbling, just an observation.
One other quick anecdote while I was on this assignment: Randy Mitchell moved on, but another V.P. took over Randy's spot shortly before I moved on. He had a reputation as a no nonsense manager.
He had his own quality improvement team at the executive level which included the directors who had reported to Randy. He had just started this team and was meeting every week looking to improve their processes. I think it was the Director of Finance who missed the meeting about the second week. 
When everyone was at the table the following week, the V.P. asked the Director why he missed the meeting the week before. The Director indicated he had a conflict of some sort and thought the Quality Team was a lower priority. I wasn't there, but the story I heard was the V.P. told this guy, "You don't have anything more important to do than be at this meeting. If you can't do that, I'll find someone who can." The Director didn't miss any more meetings. It was refreshing to know that no matter how high you go, you always have a boss who can rip you a new one.
Forecasting and planning in any business can be a treacherous undertaking. Your reputation is on the line to predict the future growth of your business. Consequently, a certain amount of fudging can occur, also called, CYA. In my first job as a manager, back in the Onload group, I colored outside the lines a time or two.
Part of every organization's planning is forecasting personnel needs for the following year. The truth is that most lower-level managers have no clue what's coming in terms of new business. The typical approach, if you had ten people in your group, was to forecast that you would need thirteen the following year.
Since you had no idea what the future workload looked like, you were padding the numbers, and for a very good reason. At almost every level of review going up, the managers would cut the budget to impress their bosses. Everyone knew what was happening, what game was being played, but we followed the same process each year. Oh, and all of the non-managers knew this was happening, as well.
When I got my first management job, I decided to challenge this shell game. I recall having twelve people in my group. I could see no evidence of the future demand for our group that justified increasing in the next year, so I told them we still needed twelve people. I sent my forecast up the line.
My boss called me to review the numbers and questioned why I hadn't shown growth. I told him there was no evidence of that happening. He explained that they might reduce my headcount to 10 as this went up the line. I told him that if they did that, I would let them know what work wasn't going to get done if they cut our group. If they were okay with that, then so was I. I told him this game of artificially inflating numbers so higher-up managers could feel good about reducing costs was nonsense.
My boss wasn't sure how to react to that approach. He let me know he would add those people back into my forecast. I said that was his prerogative, but that I thought we were wasting time and company resources playing this silly game. For the rest of the time I was a manager, I continued to push for reality and honesty in forecasting, but to no avail.

Chapter 27: Working In A Black Box
My next stop was working on the B1 Bomber. No one called it that then because it was top secret. Boeing called these projects Black Box, meaning that all the windows were blacked out, and everyone had to be cleared to enter the area, go through Security on their way in and out, and be subjected to searches as deemed necessary by Security.
I had held a Secret clearance for several years but had never worked inside a “black box.” The windows were covered with plywood. Every day at the shift’s end, all paperwork had to be secured, computers shut down and locked, and file cabinets locked. As the manager of my group, I had to verify all this was done before I could go home. As employees left, they had to let Security look at their briefcases, lunch boxes, and anything they were carrying out of the black box.
We heard, but I never saw this because it was done at 2 am. They were shipping our product to California. We learned later that we were building the wing and the torque box, the main structure between the wings. Plant 2, where we worked, was across the road from what is called Boeing Field but is technically the King County Airport.
In order to foil any industrial or other spies, the two wings and the center structure were tied randomly on a large flatbed trailer. Then, a series of truck inner tubes were tied all over that structure to disguise its shape, and large tarps were tied over all that so they could drive a hundred yards across the road and onto the tarmac at the airport and load all this in an airplane for the trip to California. 
There were regular reviews with the security folks in charge of all this, and it was sometimes humorous. These people were like characters out of the old I Spy show, for those who remember that TV Show. They were earnest about their job, and any chuckling during their presentations was frowned upon. Working in a black box can be a little surreal at times.
I took over a scheduling function and reported to the second-level manager, Forester Ensign Woodruff Jr. Forester was a mountain of a man. I’d guess he was six foot two or three, and when I first met him, he must have weighed upwards of 300 pounds. However, he was a soft-spoken and extremely cerebral man with a wry sense of humor whom I came to like and respect.
My favorite story about Forester was a meeting I had with him after his boss, Don Smith, gave him an assignment. Forester called me in and explained what the assignment was and that he wanted me to prepare something. In the discussion, he had indicated that his boss wanted this done in the next two weeks. We agreed on an approach, and then Forester said, “Why don’t you show me what you have on Friday.” I looked at him and reminded him that he’d just said it wasn’t due for a couple of weeks, and he looked at me and said, “Why wait?”. I was dumbfounded and had no good reason to wait.
For the rest of my career at Boeing, I had a framed paper on my wall that said, “Why Wait” - Forester Ensign Woodruff Jr. It was one of the better guidances I had received from several mentors.
My next assignment was a doozy.

Chapter 28: 1992-96 One Big Cluster F*&%
I was recruited away from working for Forester on the B1 program. He called me in and said they needed someone with my skills, be they what they were, over in a Boeing Computer Services (BCS) support group. I was flattered that someone had actually come looking for me. Later, I would understand why there was an opening.
This is one of those instances where I will redact names by simply not giving them. Anyone who may read this and be familiar with my career path at Boeing, or even know who I'm talking about, might unravel the mystery, but for the sake of avoiding any lawyers calling, I'll leave the names out.
I went to BCS and had my interview. It went well enough, and the 2nd level I would be reporting to was affable enough. The job was slightly out of my field of expertise. The group was responsible for writing and publishing process documents for Defense & Space, coordinating with Commercial, who used many of the same processes. I had authored a few technical documents over my career, but these people were labeled as Technical Writers, some with degrees, and I definitely was not one of those.
These document ran the gamut from chemical processing of metals in the shop to how to correctly fill out a request form for a leave of absence. This is why they talk about bureaucracies. The goal of this group was to move toward standardization of as many processes as possible across the Boeing Company.
I forgot to mention that when I was on the Peacekeeper program, I was assigned to represent manufacturing on something called The Change Board. Our job, simply put, was to take the engineers design or a changed design for a product, and review it for impact on production, looking at tooling, materials, manufacturing planning, and everything from A to Z required to manufacture that part. The end result was a cost and schedule impact estimate.
There were change boards all around the Company, both in Defense and Commercial. But, each of them used a different format for recording the decisions of their change board even though the basic information was always the same. 
When I joined the new change board for Peacekeeper, we talked about what format we would use to record our decisions. There was an established procedure we could have used from the Minuteman program from 1962 - this was about 1983. All the data was the same, but our change board wanted to be unique. The Minuteman document was in portrait orientation, so we turned it sideways to the landscape format. Otherwise, the damn thing was nearly identical. But, it got a new document number, and had to be printed and a supply stocked for our use. This thinking cost Boeing millions of dollars a year to maintain all these program-unique documents, and this was typical for processes all over the damn company.
Back to my story. The group I was joining was charged with working across the Company to standardize common processes everywhere we could. We generally called ourselves the Standards Group, although we were standards only for Operations. Trust me when I say that it is a challenging job. People resist being changed from the outside, and I saw that in spades. After almost four years, and me going through quadruple bypass surgery, we failed in our efforts to standardize.
But that's not the focus of this story. This is about my manager, who shall remain nameless. He had three or four reports under his purview. Myself, another guy who was down in the Auburn Plant, and at least two others. I don't think I'd been in the group a week when, and my manager, I’ll call him X, called me in the office and told me that the guy in Auburn had said something derogatory about me. I was speechless. I hardly knew the guy in Auburn and had not done or said whatever X indicated I might have done.
As soon as I returned to the office, I called the Auburn guy to find out what was going on. He told me to ignore anything like that X might tell me. He said that X liked to set people against each other; it was his management style. I must have said something like, "You have to be fucking kidding!" Auburn man assured me he wasn't. We agreed on the spot that if X tried this shit with either of us, we'd talk to each other instead of reacting.
In one staff meeting—X had weekly staff meetings—a couple of us challenged his approach of pitting people who should be team members against each other. X's reply was along the lines of him believing people do their best work in an environment of anger and chaos. This was his way of motivating his team.
So, that was the first problem with X. As time went on, I became aware that his conservative/religious philosophy colored almost everything he did at work, and I presume away from work. The best example is one day, X and I were in the Auburn guy's office for a meeting and waiting for Auburn guy to show up. We started talking about something having to do with women in management. Before I knew it, X was up to the whiteboard scribbling and carrying on about how women shouldn't be managers, and then he began to quote scripture from the Bible about women are subservient to men. At some point, he realized his zeal had overcome good sense. He stopped mid-sentence, erased what he'd written on the board, and we changed subjects.
X didn't just screw with his reports, he screwed with everyone. We worked closely with engineering, also trying to standardize its processes. X played his blame game with his peers in engineering management and perhaps his superiors at the director level. Who knows where else? 
Inside this standardization group, things boiled over so severely that the overall Director of the organization brought in, I can only call them therapists, to try to calm the waters that were almost exclusively being riled up by X. We began a series of weekly after hour meetings with all managers, first, second, and third level, about a dozen or more of us, where we sat around like recovering alcoholics, discussing what was wrong with our organization. Everyone knew who kept throwing the turd in the punch bowl, but no one wanted to call him out.
Ultimately, X knew it was mostly about him and went underground. He said and did all the right things to convince the therapist and the bosses that the problem was solved; it wasn’t, in my opinion. Shortly after this, I was the hell out of there and on to a new assignment I had heard about from a friend.
I had some other experiences while in the Standards Group. One thing that I had some fun with was writing to the top managers at Boeing. Yes, this is a bizarre thing to do, and my approach was even more bizarre. I need to give this exercise on how to get fired in one easy lesson some context, and I’ll do that in the next chapter, titled, J. Edgar Improver.
The only thing I can say for my years around X is that about halfway through my four-year tenure/torture under him, in June of 1995, I had to undergo quadruple bypass surgery, a complete surprise to everyone, including our doctor. Other than Bob Dizard, his wife, Kath, and Gale, X was the only other person to visit me when I was in ICU. I can only assume he felt a religious obligation to come because I don't think he liked me much more than I liked him. I must have said something to that effect at the time. Gale has reminded me that X denied not liking me when he was at the hospital.

Chapter 29: J. Edgar Improver
We, the Boeing Company, had been up to our eyeballs in the “new culture” of Quality Circles and participative management, all the new ways of running a company for nearly a decade. Down at my level, I heard things that I suspected never reached the ears of the decision-makers at the top of the Company. I took it upon myself to try to rectify some of that.
That was the birth of the mythical organization, The Boeing Bureau of Improvement (BBI), headed by the Director, J. Edgar Improver. The goal was to let the folks in the Ivory Tower know how the folks in the trenches felt about what was happening in the Company. I was a relatively new first-level manager and concerned about how my efforts might be received, so I came up with the nom de plume of J. Edgar Improver. I did this for most of 1992. Ultimately, I owned up to who I was, producing one interesting result, which I’ll explain later.
Here, then, is an example of what I was doing. I chose the letter approach even though email was just beginning to gain traction in 1992. I wanted to try to protect my anonymity, so I opted for the letter and Company mail approach.
First, my letterhead. Yep, I took the time to develop that. The graphics I had to work with in those days were minimal, but it is what it is.
￼[image: An Image]
BBI Letterhead
Now, here, recreated for your reading pleasure is one of the shorter letters I wrote to the boys, yeah, still all boys, at the top.
April 26, 1992
To:		F.R. Shrontz (he was CEO at the time)
J.T. Johnson
B.D. Pinick
E.J. Renouard
G.L. Michaelson
W.E. Selby
R.B. Woodard
Subject:	What You Ask For is What You Get
Gentlemen, 
Good day, gentlemen. I think when I first contacted you, I indicated that I wanted to let you know what my agent’s in the field were reporting about our cultural changes, and that I would try to have a little fun with this. In reviewing some of my first correspondence, I find that there isn’t a lot of humor in them. It appears that I may be taking some of this seriously, and that’s not bad because I believe the situation is serious, but I shall try not to be all doom and gloom.
The subject of this letter deals with whether people are really changing the culture, and if not, why might that be.
You’ll never guess where I think the problem lies. If you guessed management, you’re right. By now, you probably think I’m on some sort of anti-management kick. Quite the contrary. I am management, and as Director of the BBI, have no small job interfacing with some one hundred thousand agents. I do believe that as managers, we must set the example. We must provide the leadership that will change the way we conduct our business.
Guess what else? I think the people are giving us exactly what we want. Either that, or we have in excess of one hundred thousand marginal employees with discipline problems. That’s right. We may be saying all the right things. We may be publishing articles in the Boeing News, and all the regional newsletters, but we, senior management, the leaders, are not changing the way we do business. We are trying to delegate cultural change and it simply doesn’t work that way.
These people aren’t stupid. They know where their paychecks come from. They watch our actions. They listen to our little side remarks, or off the cuff comments, and they interpret exactly what we really believe. They are modeling after us the way that employees have modeled after management for years.
We have to be the model for what we want. If we want involvement, then we have to get involved. If we want communication, then we have to talk with them, not to them. If we want them to take responsibility then we have to give up some of our authority. We can’t have two people in charge. To paraphrase a recent movie, build the culture and they will come.
They really are giving us exactly what we are asking for. I think you would agree that we don’t really have a discipline problem.
Until we talk again.
J. Edgar Improver
Director
———————————————
There you have it. I obviously didn’t get any responses because I was being anonymous, some might say sneaky, or cowardly. For all I know, they may have had my letters finger print checked and knew who I was.
Did anything I say have any impact? I have no idea. As many of you may know, I have opinions about most things, and my wife often questions my getting on social media and spouting off the way I do, sometimes asking what I think I’m accomplishing. All I can tell her is that, like Johnny Appleseed, I’m spreading ideas that I hope might plant a seed somewhere in someone’s thinking.
There was another spin off of this silliness. Eventually, after I removed my mask - I was also writing to Alan Mulally, who became the President of Boeing Commercial Airplanes and was thought to be heir apparent to the CEO job, but that didn’t happen. He would later become President and CEO of the Ford Motor Company.
While Alan - forgive me for acting like we were drinking buddies, we were not - was running the Defense side of Boeing, he received my letters. 
Once I came out of the BBI closet, and Alan knew who I was, he would make a note in the margins along with a little smiling airplane logo and return them - he was the only executive who ever acknowledged my letters. I should have saved those, they might be collectible now. 
On a couple of occasions, he sent me presentations that he was planning to give and asked my opinion on the topic/content. I’d shoot that back and that was it. I was flattered that he had at least some respect for my opinions.
When Woodard (he was one of the recipients of the BBI letters) was fired from Boeing Commercial, Alan Mulally was sent over to try to straighten out the problems over there.
One day, out of the blue, I got an email from him, inviting me to one of his weekly meetings in Renton. He was having meetings with all the Directors, trying to get the Division back on plan. He asked me to sit in the rear and simply audit the meeting, how it went, etc., and give him a report on my impressions.
I won’t go into details on all of what went on or how I responded, other than my closing line was something like, it appears to me that the executives are promising to do the same thing they’ve always done, but do it harder, I saw no new ideas suggesting a fix to the problems that got the Division in trouble. I never had any feedback, nor did I ever have another conversation with Mulally. I can tell you, that having witnessed his management style, I think the Boeing Company made a huge mistake letting him get away.

Chapter 30: An Opportunity Gone South
I think it was in the fall of 1996 that I was looking for a way to get the hell away from X and his sociopathic tendencies. I learned that there was a need for someone to head up a special project to spread bar codes across the Company. While the grocery business, years ago, had learned the value of Machine Readable Code (MRC for short) and barcodes, aerospace was still managing and manually tracking millions of parts, documents, and a shit load of other things that got filed away using paper, folders, stickers, and file cabinets with labels on them. 
That included all the parts in our warehouses, which was monumental. There are over 3 million parts, give or take a few, in a Boeing airplane. At one time, we were approaching building 50 airplanes a month. That's 150,000,000 parts in the pipeline for just one month's production. With some excess inventory and keeping the parts pipeline full, there may be upwards of 400 or 500 million parts floating around the Company and the world that someone has to keep track of.
This special project was pursued under the leadership of another name I'll choose to omit, but his initials were KK. Anyone in the know back then will know to whom I refer. I knew KK, not well, but I had interacted with him in my ALCM days, and from what I knew of him, he was an okay sort of guy.
A woman who had been running the special project had a new opportunity and referred me to KK to replace her on this special project. We set up an interview, and I saw KK in his office. He'd risen to be a director of central operations support for Defense & Space. I walked into his office and sat down. We exchanged pleasantries, and then he said, "I don't need to do an interview. I'm familiar with what you've done and your work, and if you want the job, it's yours." End of interview. I returned, packed up my desk, and put as much distance between myself and X as possible.
This assignment, implementing MRC throughout the Company (we were partnering with Commercial to have some Corporate standardization), was a new gig for me. I knew what a barcode was, and I could spell the word, but that was the extent of my knowledge. I needed to go to school quickly on the technology and find a couple of folks I knew and could depend on to support me in this assignment. I reached out to two people I knew who were both more technically competent than I was and were good team players: Steve Queen and Russ Gilbert. They both agreed to join me in my new assignment.
After we spent some time surveying the terrain and where and how we might get barcodes embedded in our processes, we began to try to get other functions to play with us. That turned out to be problematic.
There was a dynamic that I've been aware of for years when it comes to moving people from one way of doing their jobs to another. That dynamic is called resistance. There are several reasons for that resistance, some logical and some emotional. I'll take them in the order they pop into my mind as I write this.
1. Most people are busy in their jobs; they already have a full plate. When you approach them and want to take their precious time to learn new stuff and implement new processes, that usually means doing double duty. They must keep their function humming while learning and implementing a new method in parallel with their already overloaded schedule.
2. This is the way we've always done things. This mentality means a couple of things. First, they are in their comfort zone. They have processes, whether antiquated or not, that they understand and know how to execute without overthinking. A new, unproven (in their minds) process risks problems and bumps in the road. 
I've encountered this when working with managers on the factory floor when either the engineer or I suggested a change to what they were making or building. They have tried and true tools and processes for getting the job done and done on time, which is what they are constantly hammered about - getting the work out on time. When you suggest, or if engineering forces a change, shop supervision can get really cranky. Introducing new tooling and new processes into their smoothly running operation introduces the risk of screw-ups and delays that will have shop supervisors in front of their supervisors trying to explain why they are behind schedule.
3. Not invented here. This can be another major roadblock. People tend to fall in love with the processes in which they are proficient. As we did with MRC, you come waltzing in and say, "That's way of working is outdated, obsolete. We have a better idea."
You threaten their well-oiled machine, but more importantly, you don't know who invented "the old way." The person you are telling that their process is old and useless may be the person who developed it in the first place or made significant improvements. It was a major breakthrough when they did that, and now you are disrespecting their working method. That is typically not a great way to start a partnership, which is what you want if you're implementing new technology.
4. You want a convincing story about how this new approach will benefit the people doing this work, the ones who will have to put extra effort into changing systems.
An example, early on in our efforts, was over in finance. Yes, finance. Boeing is a huge company; anywhere you go, you will find someone dealing with invoices, hundreds, maybe even thousands of them a month. These have to be coded so they can be filed, retrieved, referenced for taxes, etc. The group we worked with had developed an excellent coding system that worked to a tee. But, it was manual. A clerk had to look at the invoice and assign a code, as I recall, that identified a number of things, and this was written on the invoice, and then there was the date stamp and perhaps a name - I don't recall all the details. 
We worked with this group on developing a barcode that contained most of this information that could be preprinted on the invoice and read with a wand into a computer. It eliminated hours of manual data entry, not to mention the occasional carpel tunnel syndrome from all the stamping. This, sadly, was one of our few successes.
We had a few other successes, some in the warehouses and elsewhere, and more than a few initiatives that fizzled out. The successes we did have were the result of a lot of hard work put in by Russell and Steve. They were out there goading these organizations into working with us to implement MRC. We had a great, small team, and we not only worked well together but also had a lot of fun.
I was going to upper management meetings and providing status on what we were doing, and it became clear that there needed to be more commitment in our upper management to do any of this. One of the corporate VPs, my old friend John Schmitt, issued an edict that we had to get on board with MRC. The rest of VPs and Directors saluted the flag, but never really believed in what we were doing. Schmitt was not particularly well-liked, thanks to his authoritarian approach to management.
The only proof I have of that, other than watching some of their faces as I reported status at meetings, was the fact that they had only budgeted for three people in the whole of Defense & Space to run this program: myself, Steve, and Russ. We were trying to implement this across some 50,000 employees and who knows how many organizations with our team of three people. We did our best, but it was a losing proposition. Naturally, KK wouldn't tell me that he didn’t give a rip; he was one of them saluting Corporate while lacking the passion for this project. Incidentally, KK was also the architect behind many of the manual processes that dominated our business. 
Most of us didn't know, and upper management did not share with those of us lower in the chain, that Boeing was undergoing major planned changes. Boeing's top management was busy merging with McDonald Douglas (which happened in 1997). Any merger creates layers and layers of duplication of duties, and I suspect a lot of managers were scrambling to save their asses and didn't have time to talk barcode.
In addition, the Defense & Space group was reorganized. They had been organized around contracts or programs, like the ALCM, Peacekeeper, and NASA stuff. All of them operated more or less like a subsidiary of the bigger Company. The decision was made to reorganize into what they called business units.
In the Central organization, we had been supporting all the various programs with various support functions. Suddenly, as I recall, it was announced that our central organization would cease to exist in the new year of 2000. We were all told we would have to find positions in the new business units and we had about two months to find something. Talk about rats deserting a sinking ship.
When I knew what was happening, most positions were filled. People like KK, who I'm sure knew well in advance, had given a heads-up to his friends and golfing buddies to find a new spot. While KK had said he liked my work, he and I weren't drinking or golfing buddies. Maybe that's on me, but he left me spinning in the wind.
Shortly before the Christmas break in 1999, I'm now 57. I talked to HR and said I was striking out at finding a spot. They assured me I had nothing to worry about. We'll find you a place after the holidays. I went home, fat, dumb, and cautiously optimistic.
When I returned from the break, about two weeks into January, KK called me in the office and told me they found a spot for me. I was offered a job as a computer analyst, a job I had never done, was qualified to do, or had a clue what was involved. He also told me I would be out of management and lose $5,000/year in salary, and that I had three days to accept the offer or I would be given a WARN notice and placed on a layoff list.
In my autobiography, I talk at some length about my emotional roller coaster at that point, so I won't detail that again here. Ultimately, I took the job offered, the pay cut, and was demoted from manager to Professional & Administrative status. My new boss—I was only there a couple of months—understood my predicament and left me alone to stare at the computer.
I was talking on the phone to my friend Bob Dizard one day, and he suggested I call our mutual friend, Gary Opitz, who had a scheduling group in the Renton Plant on the Company's Commercial side. I called Gary and got an interview with him and his boss, Jim Sinon, and they gave me a job. Jim indicated that he would restore my salary to where it had been in about six months.
The bloom had left the rose for me regarding my career at Boeing. It had been a good run, and probably more than anything I might have expected when I started cleaning floors at Precision Tool, but my treatment toward the end, not by the Company per se, but by a few managers who I have to conclude didn't give a shit, was tough to take disappointing.

Chapter 31: Thinking Retirement 2002
All this bullshit trampled my enthusiasm, which I think was always one of my greatest assets. My penchant for process improvement and innovation was also an asset. What I lacked in education or experience was made up for by my enthusiasm and my ability to learn new skills and to see what is sometimes called the big picture.
I've always been able to sit in a meeting or listen to a discussion and find the various threads that could lead to a solution. One person who I know got that was Paul Brogan. He said as much one day when we were talking about a problem. Others, like Terry Clow and Larry Elton, saw that as well, I believe. 
I worked for Gary and Jim for a little under a year. I wasn't thrilled being a scheduler. Then I heard about a group north of Seattle in the Harbor Pointe area and the Boeing facility there. They were closing that facility and offloading the work, mainly seat manufacturing, to outside vendors. They needed some I.E’s to help develop plans for doing that in a way that didn't compromise airplane production.
I went for an interview with Mike, and we hit it off, so I got the job. The work was okay, and Mike was a great manager, but his superior was a bit of a dork. Anyway, I kept busy and contributed to the team up there. 
The most exciting thing at my last Boeing stop in Harbor Pointe was the Nisqually earthquake in 2001. The 6.8 earthquake occurred at 10:54:32 on February 28, 2001, and lasted nearly a minute. Having experienced earthquakes in California, a couple of us hollered for everyone to get under their desks. We had a stable cubicle-type setup. From under my desk, I watched computers dancing on desktops, suspended overhead lights swaying, and a window or two crack, but that was it.
As soon as the quake stopped, we all evacuated the building according to plan and assembled outside for a headcount. I immediately called Gale to make sure she was okay. She said there was no visible damage, Most of us left early that day to get home and check on everyone and everything.
No direct deaths were attributed to the quake, but about 400 people were injured. Some areas, at the epicenter and in downtown Seattle, had damage, mostly older brick structures with no earthquake retrofits.

Chapter 32: Time To Pull The Plug
Through most of 2000 and 2001, I ran numbers and looked at our 401k with the goal of retiring. Everything was looking good. All the calculators said that we would be good into our 90s with moderate investments.
About mid-year 2001, I talked to Gale and said it was time. But, I wanted to wait until after January of 2002. The reason was that in the summer of 1995, Boeing offered an early retirement program, but that backfired. To be eligible, you needed to be a certain age, 55, with at least ten years of service, and you had to have been on the payroll that year from the beginning of January. If you met those requirements, you could take the early out. I was about to turn 53, so I couldn’t do it.
I mentioned backfiring. Over 8,000 people took the early out, and Boeing lost a ton of highly qualified people, mostly engineers, and ended up having to bring a significant number back on a contract basis for some time, paying them a hell of a lot of money. My strategy was to go out on February 2, 2002, so I would be on the payroll for severance or extra money if they decided to do something like that again. That didn’t happen.
What did happen was that the Company, wanting to thin the ranks, offered voluntary layoffs to anyone wanting to take off in 2001. Again, I think you had to have worked for the Company for a specified amount of time, but they were giving people who qualified six months of pay as a bonus. I liked that, and met all the criteria.
Unfortunately, my old boss, Mike, who I think would have worked with me on that, had moved on, and we had another guy, John, in there. I went to him and offered to take the layoff. He knew I was going to retire. He was a by-the-book kind of guy who wouldn’t go along. I told him the young people were the future of the Company, not old farts like me, and they should muster me out and keep the young people. He wasn’t having any part of that.
So, on February 2, 2002, without fanfare, I packed a box, said goodbye to some people, and hit the bricks. There was no retirement party or doings of any kind. I hadn’t gotten to know anyone that well at Harbor Pointe, so my exit was quiet.

Chapter 33: One More Time With Feeling 2012 - 2016
I won’t belabor this, but between our spending habits, which were based on there being x-amount of money for retirement, combined with two market corrections, or crashes, all of which nearly sucked the life out of our retirement fund, something had to be done. We were still in our house, which was getting more expensive yearly with increasing property taxes, insurance, utilities, and various maintenance and upgrade costs. And, in retirement, you’re not getting raises, except a little from Social Security. In retirement, our income was about two-thirds of what it was when I was working.
I ran the numbers once in about 2018, and my Boeing pension had about 67% of the buying power it had when I retired. Inflation had eaten away at that.
It’s 2012, and I’m about to turn 70, I hit the job market, not expecting much success. There’s not a lot of demand for those of us who are long in the tooth. I guess there’s a perception that we’re losing it.
I had several interviews with companies in both the Renton area and Kent. A couple of them intrigued me, but it nothing happened. I can imagine some conversations about how old I was, although I don’t typically project my age. Companies have to be very careful not to appear ageist.
Gale encouraged me to be a greeter at Walmart (that’s a metaphor for several minimum-wage jobs often available for seniors). I explained that most of those would limit my hours (they avoid paying benefits that way), and I’d be lucky to make $100/week before taxes, which would not fix our problem.
Then, I got an interview with a company named Jamco America. I sat down with the manager, Mike, and his lead man, Todd. The interview went well, and about a week later, I got an offer to work as a Manufacturing Engineer. I was one month past 70.
Here I was, ten years into retirement, and I’m back at a desk. Jamco America is a subsidiary of Jamco Corporation, a Japanese company that manufactures and sells airplane cabin interior products, aircraft equipment, carbon fiber structural members, aircraft engine parts, and others, as well as the maintenance of aircraft. They had also gotten into the business of building airline passenger seats.
The facility, close to Boeing’s Everett plant, does a lot of maintenance and is a significant supplier of airplane seats to both Boeing and Airbus. I was hired to work on new seat contracts. I fell back into the rhythm of a work-life rather quickly. It was like taking a two-week vacation and returning to feel like you never went on vacation.
I was in for a couple of surprises. It was not on the factory floor, all that was very familiar, but Jamco was implementing a new Material Requirements Planning system (MPR), which wasn’t going well. To paraphrase my old Marine Corps Drill Instructor, Gunny McDowell, when we, as a unit, were not performing well, “They looked like a monkey humping a football.”
The system was large and complex. It tried to integrate most of the tangential manufacturing business processes with the MPR processes, including engineering drawing releases, shop manufacturing instructions, etc. I thought then, and continue to believe, that you need a disciplined, unique system for material requirements that has an interface with supporting systems where they must communicate. But, I’m not a techie or programmer, and I’m barely a user (That’s not true. For an old fart, I’m pretty well versed on the metaverse).
So, I settled into my new job. I don’t think many people realized I was 70 years old. I’m almost 82 now, and people still seem stunned by that news. All in all, it was an okay job. The Company appeared to be reasonably well run until the end. We worked with a fair number of Asians, many Japanese, and people worldwide. We had employees who were French, German, Hungarian, Latino, Russian, and all over Asia. Sitting in meetings as all these folks spoke with their often heavy accents, listening and understanding each person was a challenge.
One of the funniest experiences involved a young Japanese engineer who had come in to help problem solve some issues on the seats. I was working with a young Mexican woman, Fabiola, who spoke excellent English but with a bit of an accent. The young Japanese guy spoke less English, with an even thicker accent, and spoke no Spanish. One day, I sat in my cubicle and had to resist laughing out loud as they had a conversation and were trying to understand each other.
Another discovery for me was how many airline seats we all ride in are held together with Velcro, or hook & loop material, the generic name. A large portion of the decorative plastic panels on the backs and sides of the seats are fastened to the seat using Velcro. Saving weight is a significant concern for airlines in terms of fuel efficiency.
Now, before anyone panics, the seat structure is an unbelievable engineering feat or nightmare, depending on your point of view.
I spent at least a half hour looking for a good photo of the seat skeleton and all the complex parts before they put the cushions on. I guess they are proprietary because I didn’t see much. Suffice it to say there is a serious steel and aluminum skeleton under all that decorative stuff. There are generally three classes of seats, coach, business, and first class. All the seats have electronics, etc., even in coach. In some seats, depending, I believe, on the airline, there are even airbags in the seatbelts. In business and first class, where the seats are powered and can approach being a bed, there are motors and actuators to run all of that.
Yes, a lot of decorative stuff is Velcro-ed on, but that metal superstructure underneath is tested severely. They strap J.R. Dummy in a seat and fire him down a rail to an abrupt stop of about 7 or 8 G’s. This simulates an aircraft coming to an abrupt halt, like against the side of a mountain. Few walk away from impacting a mountain in real life, but these seats are tested for crashworthiness.
I had an okay time at Jamco. I designed a few handling, lifting, and assembly tools, working closely with Fabiola, who I enjoyed working with. This almost four-year job helped our financial situation considerably. Besides getting a salary to help cover the increased cost of living, I was able to start a new 401k plan without being penalized by Social Security; it’s an age thing. I guess the government figures if you can still make it to work in your old age and sit all day without pooping your pants, they’ll cut you some slack.
But all good things must end, some with class and some without. Unfortunately, at little old Jamco, it was without.
I remember the date: August 18, 2016. We all remember specific dates that impact our lives. In October, I would have been there four years. I typically stopped in the shops on my way in to see if anyone needed anything from me. When I got to the office, I was told they wanted me in a downstairs conference room. I was unaware of any scheduled meeting.
When I entered the room, there were twenty people in there. It was different from the crowd I normally saw in the meetings I attended.
I guess one of the managers had drawn the short straw and was leading this meeting. He said that all of us were being laid off that day. It was around 8:30 am. The meeting started late because they couldn’t find me. He went on to say that we were to box up our shit and be out of the building by 11:00 am. Period. End of discussion. They may have termed it a layoff, but it was like being fired.
I sat there stunned for a minute. Never in my life had I been treated with such dismissiveness. Even when cleaning floors at Precision Tool, I was treated more respectfully. I said as much at the time. By the time I got back to the office, my computer account was canceled. I packed up my shit, and hit the door. I wrote a letter to HR about how unprofessional this layoff had been executed, but I don’t think anyone cared. If they had, it would never have been executed (the perfect verb) the way it was.
It was, in many ways, a great little company, and being owned by Japanese; I was expecting a more people-centric approach to management, but I was wrong.

Chapter 34: Hey! (Whistles At A Cabbie)
No, I didn’t drive a taxi, but close. I looked around. At 74, there was even less of a market for my skills than when I was 70. Although, and this is funny, I’m still in the electronic system, and I get emails and phone calls from headhunters, often with Indian accents, asking me if I’m still looking for work. I explain I’m 81 and probably not prime stock for most companies. There’s usually a hesitation on the phone, and then a mumbled thank you, and we hang up.
So, my last shot at supplementing our income was to check out the rideshare industry. I did some research and decided I liked the LYFT business model better than UBER. I applied, got all the required licenses, and went to work, so to speak.
With rideshare, it has changed a bit; you were a freelancer and a gig worker. You went to work when and if you felt like it. You worked the hours that you liked, whether four or twelve hours. It was cool in that respect.
Out of habit, I settled into a day shift for a couple of other reasons. I was usually out the door around 8 am. I was looking for the downtown and Amazon crowd in the morning, most of whom went to work from 8 am to 11 am. In the first couple of weeks, I started collecting data on my new job. When and where was I picking up rides, and where was I delivering them? I designed my day and location around what looked like the hotspots. It worked out reasonably well.
I tended to knock off around 3 pm. I tried the rush hour at first, thinking, wow, that should be good money. The problem is, in Seattle, we don’t have freeway systems. We have surface streets. At rush hour, it looks like Rome, if you’ve ever been. So, you get a fare; you end up spending thirty or forty-five minutes stuck in traffic on the way to your destination, usually to where the people live. The odds are that no one in that neighborhood is looking for a ride back downtown, or anywhere at 4 pm. So, you deadhead back to a hotspot but are stuck in traffic. You may have had a $30/fare (back then), but the roundtrip took you 90 minutes, so after LYFT took their cut, you were making about $10/hour, less than minimum wage.
The good money was for airport trips, but there was a catch. I’d get a call from a downtown hotel for a ride to the airport. That was cool. You could easily make it to the airport in about twenty minutes, depending on the time of day and traffic. But, thanks to the Taxi lobby, there was a regulation that you couldn’t pick up riders at Sea-Tac unless your car got at least 40mpg. I was driving our Fiat 500l, a car people really liked, but it didn’t get that kind of mileage. So, I had to deadhead back to Seattle again, cutting the value of my fare in half.
I considered getting a Prius—that’s what almost everyone drove—but when I looked at the cost, even for a decent used one, and the ROI (return on investment) in order to make, say, four or five return trips a week from Sea-Tac, it just didn’t add up. I’d have to drive LYFT until I was about 88 years old to break even.
I mentioned rush hour. I picked up a guy at the Pike Place Market on a Friday. The streets were blocked with cars. The lights were cycling at least three times in every block. This guy from the Midwest was in town for a friend’s wedding. He was going to Federal Way, a suburb, normally about 20 miles south of downtown. He indicated he needed to arrive by 4 pm for a wedding rehearsal, and it was about 3:30 pm. Usually, you could do that from downtown, but I knew we would be challenged and told him so.
We crawled along; I could have walked faster to the viaduct, which had not been torn down yet, to get on 99 South. That alone took 30 minutes to go about eight blocks. Being rush hour, 99 was chock-a-block with cars, but at least we averaged between 30 and 40 miles an hour.
I could hear this poor guy hyperventilating in the back seat, looking at the fare going up on his phone and at what time it was. At about the $75 mark, I offered to turn it off, but he declined, saying it wasn’t my fault. His tab was just over $100, and he gave me a $20 tip. I felt awful for the guy, but he assured me his friends had a martini waiting for him, and he’d be fine.
I had several fares that were a lot of fun, and I never had to deal with an asshole. I picked up a woman in town from San Francisco to attend something at the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation; she caught a ride with me to Sea-Tac. The fare was about $25, and she gave me a $20 tip.
Besides the airport nonsense, a couple of other events soured me on driving for a living. I was downtown at rush hour with a customer. We were stuck in traffic with a lot of people trying to get to the freeway, which is always fun in Seattle. Some guy in a rough Mitsubishi got tired of waiting, backed up through traffic, whipped his car around, took off the wrong way on a one-way street, nailed my vehicle on the driver’s side door, and then he took off like a bat out of hell.
That’s when I discovered how LYFT’s insurance worked. I had talked to my insurance company, and they hadn’t yet decided what to do about clients driving their cars as rideshare. The damage to my car was relatively minor, about $1,100, but the LYFT insurance had a $2,500 deductible, and even if my insurance would help, LYFT was the primary, so the repair was on me. I was out $1,100 plus a little over a week of not driving, which was worth maybe $300, depending on the variables.
I got the car back and began driving again. I was racking up the miles on the vehicle, which meant more frequent oil changes and service. With all the hills in Seattle, I ended up needing a brake job that cost somewhere in the neighborhood of $250. My Fiat is turbo-charged, but gets decent mileage, on the flat - about 18 mpg in the city and the high 20s on the freeway. The problem is that Seattle is not flat in many places, so my fuel bills were mounting up.
My next big event, and the straw that blah, blah, was yet another accident. This one wasn’t a hit-and-run, but a lot more damage. I was leaving to start my day. I’m driving down the steep hill near home. It’s raining pretty good. Each cross street on this hill levels out, creating a situation where it’s hard to see someone coming at you who is further down the hill.
I get a ping for a ride. I checked my phone and saw it was just off to the left of where I was; I needed to turn left on 23rd Street. I turn on my signal and stop for oncoming traffic. Dravus street carries a lot of traffic. 
There was an opening - no one is coming up the hill that I can see. I make my left turn quickly since seeing cars further down the hill is challenging. I’d almost finished my turn when a Toyota SUV came barreling over the hill and nailed me in the right rear wheel, knocking me a bit sideways, but I recovered and got the rest of the way around the corner.
We both pulled over, and it was a young woman with a learner’s permit driving Dad’s car. I think she was (a) speeding and (b) probably looking at her phone and never saw me in the intersection. We exchanged information and went our way. I could limp back home with my car making a lot of noise.
We both turned in claims, and that’s when I found out that under Washington State law, anyone making a left turn that is hit by oncoming traffic is automatically at fault. I was like, huh? I argued the case, made a drawing, went back and time-studied a turn, and presented evidence that she had to be speeding, but to no avail.
The repairs on the car were in the $5,000 range. Fortunately, our insurance company came to the rescue—I think they understood my argument. In any case, we have a $1,000 deductible, so I was on the hook for that, but our insurance covered the rest.
At this point, I’ve been driving LYFT for about ten months. I’ve shelled out money for business licenses, over $2,000 in damage repairs, and probably another $1,000 or more in auto services, and I’m racking up mileage on the FIAT like crazy, depreciating its value. On top of that, if there were another accident, we’d either see our insurance rates go through the roof or lose it altogether. I was lucky to make $10/hour, and the risks were too high. I got the FIAT back and pulled the plug on being a rideshare driver.
I did enjoy the job in many ways. I’ve always liked driving, and I like people and meeting people. I had everyone in my car, from a male dancer who was higher than shit to a brain surgeon who was fascinating. Most of the people liked to talk. A few were silent and grunted if I said something, so I let them be, but the majority were fun for the twenty or thirty minutes we shared our mutual orbit.
That brings me to the end of this story of my career, with one exception, a big exception in my opinion, my writing. 
 
 

Chapter 35: Still Writing
I'm still writing. It is my avocation, if not my job. I talk about this at length in my autobiography, but I discovered that I loved to write in the early 90s, around age 50, and I'm still at it. Gale tends to question why I keep at it, and I understand her query. For what has to be thousands of hours I've devoted to writing, I might have sold twenty books and given away a dozen more. But, it has become almost an obsession with me, and I guess it's better than doing drugs or becoming an alcoholic, although, as a writer, I do like my drink now and then. So far, it's not offered a payday, but I'll be at it until my brain stops communicating with my fingers.
I've self-published several books, most of which should still be on Amazon, with one exception, and I will do the same with this once I'm done editing. If you are interested in anything beyond this, you can visit my website at www.irishmikedavis.com, where you'll find my books, opinions, and who knows what else.
That’s…that’s…all folks!
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This book s for my children, firstand foremast. Like me, Tracy, Jocy, and Sean
have worked lltheir lve, prhaps at fob they enjoyed o deteted. Far oo many
peapleful ito that later category.

want 1o dedicat his o several mentors in my crazy career path. 1 didn' abways
nderstand the importance oftheir presence in my Ife, but looking back n lar years, I
nderstood theirrole Iwon iyt st them all here, but thir names wil appear as my
stoy unfolds

Finaly, 1 al the bilions of people acrass thi planet working every day, some
pursuing a goal, fame, or clebriy, but especialy those simply ying o survive. You are,
as the saying goes, the salt o the earth.





