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"A vivid, unflinching memoir, Soup Street traces Keith McHenry’s journey from wild
American landscapes to front-line activism and torture survival, revealing how a life
of hardship, courage, and compassion gave birth to Food Not Bombs and a global
struggle for justice, dignity, and hope."

—John Kiriakou, CIA Torture Whistleblower

Keith McHenry is the real deal, a warrior for peace. His book on feeding the hungry
begins with outrage at the desecration of the pure air at Four Corners by the Peabody
Coal generating plant, generating his youthful vow that, “Any political and economic
system willing to desecrate the sacred lands of the southwest was a system I vowed to
dedicate my life to ending”

I worked supporting Hopi friends and we closed that plant down, so without ever
shaking hands, I can say I know who Keith McHenry is. The San Francisco Diggers
(of which I was a founding member) fed a lot of people, but we can’t touch what
Keith, and his partner, my friend Diamond Dave, (who worked the Food Not Bombs
tables in San Francisco) accomplished. This book is a slice of history you haven’t read
about or known if you haven't lived it. Learn the story of this remarkable man. Model
his courage and dedication. Read this book and pick up the banner he never dropped.
— Peter Coyote, actor, author, Zen Buddhist teacher.

I've been a fan of Keith McHenry for decades, but I always had simmering questions:
What sparked him to start Food Not Bombs? What sustains the strength it takes to
endure police beatings, countless nights in jail, and a lifetime of struggle—all in serv-
ice of feeding people? And how does he so deftly stir together the dirge of war with
the scourge of hunger? I found the answers in his beautifully written Soup Street
memoir—a nourishing blend of grit, grace, and radical compassion. This book is soul
food for activists and a recipe for resistance. Bon appétit.

—Medea Benjamin, co-founder of CODEPINK



Keith McHenry shares how the background of his decent parents who were part of
the “greatest generation” impressed upon him to share the good fortunes of living in
this country and how it translated to him so as to dedicate his life to making things
better for those feeling less fortunate. To improve upon the inequities of life here in
our country by the simple act of sharing food. This would seem to be a beautiful thing
except far too many of those in power saw hungry people congregating as a threat
and as an eye sore. Keith celebrates his life by pointing out and protesting out this
petty mean spirited view of feeding fellow human beings/countrymen in public as a
negative worthy of arrest and harassment. It has been Keith’s McHenry’s mission in
life to perform these good acts. He shares the adventures, the challenges and the ar-
rests through his life. My punk band MDC made music for and supported “Food Not
Bombs” through the decades and I am proud to know him and to have supported
him. He has served millions of people with free vegan food. Bless him and pick up his
read on the adventures of challenging mayors, the police and powers that be who
would suppress the simple act feeding people in public with free food.

—Dave Dictor - MDC Hardcore Punk
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ENJOYING THE JOURNEY

My father loved his powder blue Corvair with the engine in the rear. A back end
feature he proudly explained also propelled the Army tanks he flew above in his L-
19 reconnaissance plane while stationed in West Germany.

My father accepted a transfer in 1963 from his position at the Rock Creek
Nature Center in Washington DC to become a District Park Naturalist on the South
Rim of the Grand Canyon. My mother, brother Bruce and I headed out with my
father across the country at a time when the four lane Interstate Highway system
had yet to scar America’s landscape. I was liberated from those kindergarten Duck
and Cover nuclear war drills at Bethesda Elementary excited to see what I thought
would be Wile E. Coyote and The Road Runner zipping across the desert. I was of
course only five and while I peered out hoping to see them I was not disappointed
in the stunning beauty we would pass on our way to our new home.

I was small enough to lay under the bubble window behind the back seat.
The perfect vantage point to see the evening stars, majestic towering clouds and
vastness of the American countryside. Route 66 was a thin ribbon of asphalt with
endless horizons free of fences and chain restaurants. A land absent of ugly corpo-
rate sterility with its psychic numbing and the desperation that would come.

My childhood of living free in America’s wilderness was confronted nearly
a decade later as a teen while standing on a Wasatch Mountain peak looking across
once pure valleys of Utah now filled with the black smoke from the Four Corners
coal generating stations. That Thanksgiving heading south on US 86 I caught my
first sight of those monstrous high tension power towers that marched across the
pristine beauty of Painted Desert. That was all it took. Any political and economic
system willing to desecrate the sacred lands of the southwest was a system I vowed
to dedicate my life to ending.

Something had always stirred in my soul propelling me to follow my heart.
To disregard the safety of conformity. To adopt the unbound life as a Henry David
Thoreau “government is best which governs least" inspired anarchist living by my
principles no matter the dangers.



From my days experiencing the thumping leather boots of Hopi boys
clutching rattle snakes between their teeth in the dusty plaza of Old Orabi to days
of torture in a San Francisco Stress Position Cage, each detail between these pages
is my authentic effort to share what led me to helping start Food Not Bombs. What
was it that motivated me to spend my life spending hundreds of nights in jail for
the crime of “making a political statement” armed only with a ladle and the pursuit
of a just world at peace?

This book is an adventure that seeks to understand the influence of my
family’s participation in formation of the nation, the character molding tragedies I
survived, my many days of homelessness and the joys that molded my path. The
influence of a self confident mother who lived with dignity but died too young.

A life shaped by an intelligence officer grandfather who was proud that he
directed the world’s most deadly bombing campaign torching Tokyo whom I also
witnessed arguing over the phone with his friends Secretary of Defense
Robert McNamara and General Curtis LeMay on the logic of dropping a nuclear
bomb on Hanoi. Another grandfather who spent his life as a National Park Ranger
who held my hand as we waded through the tidal pools at Natural Bridges State
Park in Santa Cruz or wandering through the vanilla scented Ponderosa Pines along
the rim of the Grand Canyon, teaching me the latin names of the creatures that
clung to the black rocks on the coast of the Pacific and the sage and Indian Paint
Brush of the Coconino Plateau.

Travel with me across Northern Mexico in a 1979 blue school bus with a
broken gas guage on tour with 17 members of two Mexican hardcore punk bands
and our discovery of a of a peyote patch while waiting for the return of our band
members with gas cans of fuel. Join me on two tours of Nigeria speaking on West
Africa’s largest radio station, buying a stolen van on the side of a rubble strewn road
at the port of Lagos, escaping a kidnaping and speaking before the country’s most
powerful student organization. Cross eastern Europe on crowded Polish trains, tak-
ing an overnight train to visit the Food Not Bombs survivors of Wesley Clark’s war
on Belgrade and riding in freezing Serbian railcars stripped of hardwear joining a
Sikh from Modesto California on holiday and two Bulgarian National Police trans-
porting a Kurdish “terrorist” to the Turkish border.

My memoir is my honest search to reveal what motivated me to take this
unusual journey and perhaps this book will inspire you to live more fully or reflect
on the struggle and beauty of your own travels across time.

Enjoy the journey.

Keith McHenry
Co-Founder of Food Not Bombs



PART ONE: BORN WITH A PAST



My father and coworker floating down the Rio Grande with reporter Nancy Dickerson

Chapter 1

ARIO GRAND OF CHOLERA

The mystery of our destination excited me. All I really knew was that my little
brother, Bruce, and I would soon be playing on the southern edge of our nation. Our
baby sister, Dolly, must have cried for every inch of the 1,200 miles of pavement our
family covered from the Grand Canyon to the heart of the West Texas wilderness.

The nearest grocery store was more than two hours away by car. I loved
the feeling of living at the end of the world. No between-meal snacks or analog TV
for us in the Big Bend National Park of 1963. Just the pure open skies and endless
vistas punctuated by my father’s tales of candelilla wax smugglers winding their
burro trains through the washes under the cover of moonless nights. I have fond
memories of the one-room schoolhouse where thirty of us would start each morn-
ing tooting on our plastic recorders. And I remember that hot day when President
Johnson’s wife Ladybird shook my brother’s hand.

The biting scent of the greasy, bright-green creosote bushes cooking in the
100-degree heat hung over the alluvial fan that was our limitless playground. Bruce
and I woke each day with the sun, shoved cheap, crumpled cowboy hats over our
stubbly, blond crewcuts and dashed out into the 1,000-square-mile Chihuahuan
Desert. We armed ourselves with a favorite stick or lariat and slapped our own
thighs as if they were those of the horses we pretended to ride. We were free among
the ocotillo, teddy-bear cholla and prickly pear pads laughing as we chased pods of
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prehistoric peccaries up and down the sandy washes. The only thing that called us
home was our growling stomachs. Big Bend National Park was as God had left i,
littered with the life and stones rejected on the seventh day. At least that was how
it was explained to me.

My life free of boundaries, was bliss.

Our excursions to Boquillas to visit with the District Park Ranger Dick
Strange and his family always promised to be interesting. The fun would include
afternoons playing with the young rock sellers who spent their days on the banks
of the swollen Rio Grande, crouching beneath the limbs of a droopy Salt Cedar.
They were young boys about my age whose job was to wait for tourists to wander
down to the river crossing to take their obligatory glance at Mexico.

My Mexican friends waded across the meandering green waters each day
with their filthy rags of colorful stones to collect a few quarters. In their determina-
tion to survive, they tried to earn a quarter or two by selling a selection of trans-
parent quartz crystals, sea blue and rose opals, labradorite, calcite, aragonite, and
selenite of every hue scavenged from the mines deep in the Sierra del Carmen.

Sometimes my companions interrupted the quiet by launching a bottle
rocket or two towards the southern bank. They let my best friend Nicky and I in
on their secret: we could buy our own fireworks at the saloon in the tiny village of
Boquillas, only a few hundred yards from the crossing.

The stone merchants laughed with us when an American lady shrieked at
the sight of a Mojave Rattlesnake slithering into the willows. Nicky and I often
crossed the greenish border waters to join our friends in an occasional game of
basketball under a large cottonwood or to compete in the skipping of dull-colored
river stones across the currents. We were a tough lot.

The smell of smoky willow fires and the murmuring of a burro, the angry
crow of a rooster mixed with the soft clang of a lone cow’s bell drifted north on the
gentle breezes and pulled Nicky and me through the knee-deep waters to the mud
buildings of Boquillas. On one blistering day when we tired of floating tree branches
downstream into the shadows of Boquillas Canyon we decided to look for the fire-
works saloon. How could two eight-year-olds resist such mystery?

The cool waters were refreshing, swirling above our spindly knees as we
waded south towards the dusty village of Boquillas, on the northern edge of Chi-
huahua, with a population of less than a hundred people, a few tired old horses
hobbled with rough rope, and that one old cow that hugged the shade under the
waving thicket of giant reeds.

We followed the powder dirt trail that emerged from the wet sand into
town and quickly stumbled upon the saloon, a windowless, old, one-room, adobe
building. Nicky followed me past the filthy rug of a door into the mystery: a dark-
ened cavern, lit only by the sunlight that leaked through the ragged threads of the
doorway blanket and a flickering kerosine lamp at one end of the bar. Three or four
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old men in cowboy hats showing various degrees of damage sat quietly around a
heavy, beat-up, wooden table. They were the toughest looking men I had ever seen.
Nicky was just as impressed. I thrilled at the idea that they might have been outlaws,
killers, or worse.

A rusty old metal Coca-Cola sign was the room’s only decoration.

“Senor...fireworks? Fuegos artificiales?” I asked, remembering the rock
boys’ name for the coveted distraction. I held out a dollar bill that I had snuck from
my mother’s purse. A smile slowly emerged from the expressionless faces. One of
the old men stood, slowly walked to the end of the counter, struggled to bend down
and pulled out a dusty package of Black Cat Rockets from a crumpled box on the floor.

I looked up at the guy, handed him the dollar saying, “Gracias, sefior;” be-
fore turning to the others. “Buenos dias,” I said, and nodded to the saloon patrons
as we walked confidently towards the door, flicked the dust-caked rug to one side
and stepped through. As soon as we were outside, we sped to the river. We were
really not as brave as we tried to appear.

Our rock-merchant playmates helped us launch our armaments, laughing
as our rockets flew out over the Rio Grande. Once we exhausted the pyrotechnics
our friends invited us to join them in another game of basketball. The court was a
patch of dirt that I then knew was just north of the saloon. Our basket was a wooden
beer crate nailed to the blotchy trunk of a village cottonwood. The basketball had
long been deflated, so dribbling was out of the question. Instead, we held the limp
ball while running in circles making quick passes to our bare-chested teammates.
One team was shirtless, the other wore their shirts. We used a long stick—a pole
that had its permanent place of honor leaning against the cottonwood—to poke the
ball out of the basket and back into play. We all won because winning wasn’t the
point. Being boys and having fun was all we cared about.

I woke the next morning to a heavy sweat, stomach cramps, and explosive
diarrhea that soaked my bed sheets. I heaved bloody vomit onto the floor. A yel-
lowish swirl of delirium dominated my brain.

It was the fear in my father's face that frightened me. The terror in my
mother’s eyes made it worse. My father carried my feverish body to the family Ram-
bler, placed me in the back and sped off at top speed north towards Alpine, Texas.
My mother sat in the back dabbing my forehead with a cold, wet face cloth while
struggling to make sure my black-speckled vomit didn't miss the sauce pan.

It took a little more than an hour to make the 120-mile trip. By that time,
I was reduced to puking up a foul-smelling gas. My underwear was soaked in liquid
diarrhea. My father scooped me up in his arms and rushed me through the swing-
ing doors into the emergency room. Startled nurses pulled my father to the nearest
gurney. Panicked hospital staff hustled to insert an IV into my thin arm.

An hour passed. The dry heaves stopped. The adults started to relax and I
drifted off to sleep.



I woke, exhausted, in a room of white walls, white sheets, and white cur-
tains. I overheard the doctor tell my parents that I would need to have two injections
a day. A nurse that lived at the park would stop by our house to administer the shots.

We returned to our small cinderblock home in Panther Junction and, as
promised, the park nurse came that evening. She had a kind smile as she held her
fingers on my wrist to take my pulse and listen to my chest with her stethoscope.
“Keith, I will be giving you a shot in the thigh so I will need to pull down your pa-
jama bottoms. It will sting, but you are a big boy now””

She pulled a huge syringe from her black case, filled the reservoir with fluid
and pushed a few drops out the end of a very long needle. Then she dabbed my
thigh with a cotton ball wetted with alcohol and told me to take a deep breath. She
quickly plunged the needle into my flesh, and it hurt. Really hurt.

“You did good. I'll be back in the morning,” she explained while packing
her medical case. And she did return, giving me the injection in the opposite thigh.
That was when I overheard her talking with my parents about my illness.

“You are so lucky. I heard the others didn't make it,” she said sadly. “I heard
that of the twenty-eight people with cholera your son was the only one that sur-
vived” Such was the good fortune of living north of the boarder, having a family
with a car and a hospital at journey’s end.

A few months later our family returned to Boquillas to visit Nicky and his
family. My friend was eager to tell me that several of our rock-selling playmates
were among the dead.

“Yes, Keith, really dead, dead just like in the movies”



Keith while in the Cub Scouts in Luray Virginia

Chapter 2

RATS AND THE RED SOX

It was a steamy August afternoon in 1962. The Boston Red Sox had lost again. But
that didn’t matter to this five-year-old, blond, blue-eyed boy. I loved the excitement
of the crowd, the salted peanuts, and the determination of the bat boys. I loved our
annual summer visits to my grandparent’s home in Massachusetts.

My mother’s father had season ticket seats behind the Sox dugout. They
were prime seats he first bought while studying law at Harvard. One of my grand-
father’s greatest joys in life was taking his family to see those arrogant Yankees play
our beloved Sox. “Peanuts here, peanuts here, get your peanuts!” yelled a vender in
a paper cap as he stretched to pass a cone of salty treats to a fan four seats from the
aisle. My grandfather bounced my giggling little brother in the air to chants of, “Go
Sox, go Sox”! My father reminded me to be ready to snag a foul with my new, leather
baseball mitt. I was ready.

The chatter in the stands drained to a near silence and old men struggled
to stand as they heard the music, “O say can you see, by the dawn's early light /
What so proudly we hailed at the twilight's last gleaming.” I stood proudly at atten-
tion, my hand over my heart, secretly knowing that it was our family’s own song
about a flag that was flying over the fort named after my father’s great, great grand-
father’s great grandfather, Dr. James McHenry, signer of the U.S. Constitution and
best friend of George Washington.

A fast ball cracked off Carl Yastrzemski’s bat into left field. A roar swept
the park. My mother faithfully filled in the box score. She didn’t miss a play. I
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watched every move the bat boys made. I loved seeing them grab the bats that had
been flung to the dirt at home plate. I joined the other fans in making the Fenway
whoosh as the foul balls cascaded down the netting behind home plate and into the
glove of a uniformed boy. One youngster was always stationed out in Fenway Park’s
left field under the Big Green Monster, hanging the metal runs under each inning
on the scoreboard. I dreamed of having his job one day.

We streamed out of Fenway Park joining hundreds of other fans in the rush
towards the parking lots and my grandfather’s boat of a Buick. One of our many
family traditions was the post-game trip downtown for ice-cream at Bailey’s. East-
bound Tremont Street was bumper to bumper. Carloads of Red Sox fans crawling
through the forgotten South End.

My grandfather rested his left elbow on the open windowsill as we inched,
block by block, towards fudge-dripping ice cream sundaes and banana splits. The
adults were busy chattering about adult stuff, oblivious to the world beyond the in-
terior of the cushy automobile.

My attention was riveted on the world of desperation outside our car. The
once elegant brownstones along this part of Tremont were ragged and ignored.
People sat on the steps in the shadows of the crumbling brick buildings seeking any
hint of a cool breeze. Some sat together enjoying lively conversations. Others
clutched the small paper sacks that, I would later learn, concealed bottles or cans
of booze.

A man draped in filthy, stained rags of brown and gray lay motionless on
the top stoop below a boarded-up door. He was missing a shoe. I stole a closer look.
His pants were torn, exposing a blood-red chuck of muscle in his thigh. A large
Norway rat was chewing on the man’s flesh. The bright white of his leg bone glis-
tened under the late summer sun. A second rat scurried across the man’s bearded
face. An empty bottle sat on the step below his dangling hand.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the scene: a young boy’s fascination with the un-
usual. We coasted on to the next block. No one was being eaten by rats on that block,
but that wasn’t so at the following light. Several giant rats with rough, wiry tails
waving in the sun, crawled across the chest of another man cloaked in the blotchy,
gray remains of his months-old clothing. Two rodents were gnawing on their self-
embalmed human meal. They had already eaten several fingers and it looked like
they were about to finish devouring his forearm.

The Buick pulled up to Bailey's and we stepped into the refreshing cool of
the air-conditioned ice cream parlor. Loopy wire-framed chairs with acid-pink,
vinyl seat cushions surrounded the round tile-topped tables. I stood wide-eyed,
peering into the glass case at the colorful tubs of strawberry, pistachio, vanilla, and
rich chocolate ice cream. A teenager smiled at me as he coiled hot fudge over my
vanilla sundae. I devoured my delicious treat. On that sweltering day, my family
was a winner even if our Red Sox weren't.

Maybe rat-eaten men were to be expected.
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Keith playing with the Warnock kids at Shenandoah National Park headquarters



My Uncle Keith standing at the bank of the C & O Canal July 1942

Chapter 3

AM | KEITH, OR AM | KEITH?

I was born into someone else’s past. I arrived replacing my grandmother’s better
son Keith, my perfect uncle, in 1957, a few months after his death from Lupus. I
took my first breath on the banks of the Main in US Military Hospital 48 while my
father was deployed with the 3rd Armored Division.

“He was the first male ever diagnosed with Lupus,” my father often re-
minded me. Keith was perfect even in death.

That would be my first illusion and become my first question: am I Keith
or am I Keith?

A brass plaque mounted on a lichen blotched granite stone at Pioneer Cem-
etery on the South Rim of the Grand Canyon includes the names of my father’s
mother, Bona Mae, and my grandfather, Donald Edward. But Keith’s name is first.
Raised letters read: DONALD KEITH McHENRY, 1936 — 1957, SON.

My grandparent’s ashes were scattered around the lichen-covered stone. I
know this because some of those ashes sifted through my tiny, child fingers into the
Ponderosa pine needles surrounding our family’s rock at the edge of the mighty
canyon.

Keith’s remains weren't scattered at this South Rim rock. He donated his
corpse to science. A last selfless act in a life that made uncle Keith the flawless son.
The perfect brother. The better of the two.
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I can’t remember when my father first told me Keith was the first male to
be diagnosed with Lupus or that he was an Olympic skier, things he repeated like a
mantra. My father may have told me all this even before I could speak. Like most
people’s memories of Keith, my father remembered his younger brother as bigger
than life.

The family story claimed that his Lupus was triggered by an extreme case
of sunburn acquired while skiing shirtless on the blinding, white spring slopes of
Badger Pass, Yosemite when he was training for the Winter Olympics. The 1958
Wasatch Academy high school yearbook was dedicated to his memory and a brass
plaque with his name adhered to the entrance of the Craighead Humanities Building.

Even though I never met him, I knew he was perfect: a handsome young
man pure of heart, graced with compassion and humility, and extremely intelligent.
I wasn’t sure how I was going to live up to his dramatic death let alone his saintly
life. But I knew that that was what was expected of me.

My little brother was named Bruce, after my father. He was born two years
after me in Logan, Utah on a brisk April 19th. He could have been a musical shot
heard around the world but he surrendered to his name.

My father made sure we all knew that he was never as perfect as his brother,
our uncle, Keith. His mother was quick to remind the family of this essential fact.
She would add my little brother to this pronouncement marking me as the better
of the two.

Yet my brother was a talented musician, vocalist, composer, and lyricist
who played the trumpet with perfect pitch. Women would run their fingers admir-
ingly through the curly, blond locks that framed his always positive expressions.

I remember Bruce and I standing together on a snowy December morning
at the Grand Canyon Clinic amazed at the sight of our tiny sister. We skirted above
the canyon cliffs together following our father across the rockslides of Sinking Ship Butte.

A couple of years later Bruce and I tagged along, a mile or two behind the
adults, on a three-day hike around the top of the Chisos Mountains in Big Bend,
Texas. After we moved to Shenandoah, we would spend those three miserable, rainy
days together on the Appalachian Trail. Bruce was the star catcher for Luray, Vir-
ginia’s little league team, the Red Sox, while I spent the summers standing unnoticed
in my bleach-white little league uniform in right field waiting for the fly ball that
never came. For most of our childhood I was not only his friend but I was his guard-
ian. While I couldn't relate to his flamboyance and relentless chatter, I appreciated
his kindness and innocence.

He was full of hope the day I dropped him off at the Tanglewood Music
Camp on that first summer after he graduated from high school. From the moment
we headed west on Route 2, Bruce couldn’t stop talking with exuberant optimism
about the three months he would spend studying music with members of the Boston
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Symphony. But the rejection of his summer romance with the cellist
snuffed out that spark and reinforced his belief that he was the lesser son Bruce of
the lesser father Bruce. In desperation, he started to drink. And he started to hate
our father.

On reflection my brother knew his place in our family. He had a much
better understanding of the dynamics than I did. But like me, he was also born into
our particular past, absorbing the legacy of being named after my father, a man he
saw as caught up in a desperate attempt to escape his own fear of being second best.

Our past included a great grandfather, Reverend H. Cresson McHenry of
the Church of St. John the Evangelist, who was one of a long line of New World
Protestants that led back to the twenty-year-old James McHenry who had stepped
on to a Philadelphia wharf in 1773. Cresson McHenry’s son, my grandfather, also
tried his hand at being an Episcopal minister before he slid onto a coffin in a muddy
Wyoming grave during his first funeral service. According to my grandfather, he
quickly mailed a resignation letter to the bishop explaining his change of plans be-
lieving that his plunge into an open grave was a bad omen.

When it was my time to join the Episcopalian tradition, my father proudly
drove our family through the oak and hickory forest, snaking up the narrow pave-
ment to the old white church in Smoke Hollow, Virginia.

The service started with two hymns, a psalm and then the moment of con-
firmation arrived. The minister reminded us that we would take an oath to the only
true faith. He recited a passage pledging allegiance to the Episcopal Church, to Jesus,
the Trinity and all that it stands for “for the rest of our lives, Amen”

I couldn’t repeat the words. A realization struck me like a bolt of lightning.
I was too young to make a commitment for life. I was only twelve. What did I know
about religion, God, and truth?

Even so I stepped up to the altar, knelt before the pastor, took the host, and
sipped the sweet wine, but I felt uneasy. The body and blood of Christ didn’'t con-
vince me that I was ready for a lifetime of believing.

Then the service that changed my life finally came to an end. The congre-
gation flooded through the red doors and out into the sunlight. Thirty or forty
people dressed in their Sunday best milled around on the street engaged in lively
conversations. Children relieved to be freed from their pews ran around the chapel
grounds laughing as they let off steam.

My father greeted me with a big smile and a bear hug asking me, “Keith,
how does it feel to be an Episcopalian?”

I responded, “Dad, I just don’t have enough information yet. The Episcopal
Church might be the only true church but I am too young to make a lifetime
commitment.”
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By that time in my life, I had witnessed the Hopi Snake Dances. They
seemed pretty authentic to me. What about Buddhism or Hinduism? Those were
religions I had heard of but knew little about.

I felt his heart break. His smile vanished into a tight-lipped frown. My
father coldly announced, “Anyone living under my roof is going to be an Episcopa-
lian,” and released his hug. But then he added, “Keith, you are too honest, that’s your
problem.”

My father might have been wounded by an honesty he had also known in
his perfect brother, Keith. I never asked. It could have been just the pain of rejection
of my needing to follow in his big footsteps. But it was a wound that shattered our
bond as father and son. At least as far as he was concerned. But that moment was
also a proclamation of my own truth and independence. I may have stepped
through that red church door a child but when I emerged into the warm spring sun,
I had become an adult. Just not the adult my father had intended I become.

That light feeling of having broken free from my father’s control, however,
I would learn to be an illusion. Yet there was a lesson in my father’s response. A les-
son I was about to take advantage of.

My life had been idyllic before we moved to Appalachia. It would be diffi-
cult to find a wilderness playground as free as Big Bend National Park or the South
Rim of the Grand Canyon. My imagination knew no boundaries in the vast Chi-
huahuan desert bisected by the green Rio Grande or the limitless chasms of America’s
greatest canyon.

Park Service children didn’t have many rules but the ones we did have were
meant to keep us from an early grave. We were told that the rim of the Grand Can-
yon was off limits without an adult, but that never stopped us from venturing to
the edge to witness the vast abyss cut by the Colorado. It might have been wise for
this first and second grader to head home before sunset, but even that was not nec-
essary in the wilderness of the early sixties.

But then it happened. Our family moved to Shenandoah National Park and
I started the fourth grade. I had been the Keith that whistled a happy tune on my
daily walk to school or trailed a quarter mile behind my father and his friend Napier
as we strolled along the tow path of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal towards
Harpers Ferry. But that changed in Page County, Virginia where I climbed aboard
a yellow school bus, taking my seat on the padded green benches with the other
squirmy white kids.

Park Headquarters on Pumpkin Hill was the first stop on the route to
school and the last stop each afternoon. The busload of increasingly noisy elemen-
tary students bounced past fields of yellowing corn stalks and slopes of green grass
eaten close to the rocky ground by sheep. A couple of scrawny cows foraged for tall
blades of grass missed by the furry flock.
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After splashing through a tiny creek, the bus jerked to a stop below a weath-
ered frame house with a rusty tin roof. The paint flaking building appeared to be
sliding towards the road. Three toothless blond boys, with straw for socks and ropes
for belts, pushed one another up the bus stairs. A little girl dressed in a red and
white checkered dress climbed on board at the next bend and two boys with clean
white shirts and black pants scampered to their seats at a second stream. Child after
child joined us as we swayed back and forth along the dirt ruts towards an education.

Forty-five minutes later a huge two-story, yellow-brick schoolhouse
loomed out of the Virginia soil like a prison. That first sight of the imposing yellow
citadel made my heart sink. The immense brick facade rose from the barren dirt
and weeds towards an early fall sky making even the tallest student seem insignifi-
cant. I was already doomed and I had only just arrived.

I climbed the cement steps behind the parade of arriving students entering
the austere corridor of ocher tile. The musty smell of the hallways and the bitter
ammonia of urine combined with the sinister echoing of screaming kids to signal
the catastrophe I was about to endure. Students thundered up and down the con-
crete stairs towards their next class after the tinny school bell screeched the end of
each period.

That sick feeling of dread would become familiar. The most popular kid at
Springfield Elementary found a place behind me as we lined up to head back to
class after my first recess. Of course, being the new kid in school he pushed me hard
in the back. He laughed as he asked what planet I came from, made some nasty re-
marks about my strange accent and shoved me again. He got the attention of the
other students which encouraged him to shove me with more vigor.

I asked him to stop but he kept teasing me. I had never been treated badly
by a fellow classmate so this was a totally unique experience. At some point I turned
around and punched Mr. Popular in the nose. The fight was on. He grabbed me and
we fell to the ground and rolled through the schoolyard and across a wet ditch.

He started to cry when he realized he had a bloody nose. A teacher finally
arrived to break up the fight. She took Mr. Popular to the first-floor toilets to wash
his face. I returned to the line of students stunned and dusty.

I got the best of him that time, but later that week his friends cornered me
in the second-floor bathroom. Springfield Elementary had no need for segregated
toilets or water fountains. It was a whites-only institution.

Three friends of my bloodied classmate cornered me by the stalls. They
glared at me with the evil grins of children anticipating the ecstasy of violence. The
eerie glow of sunlight streamed through filthy windows. Two of the boys, both much
bigger than me, grabbed my arms. A third boy clasped the back of my neck in his
huge hand.

My screams echoed off the yellow tile walls but no one came. My head was
plunged into a toilet of shit and piss. I struggled to break free but couldn’t. A water-
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soaked log of crap smashed into my tightly closed lips. Another turd stuck in my
left ear. Feces-stained toilet paper glued across my closed eyes.

They pulled me out for a second then smashed my head back into that fetid
bowl. It was on the third plunge into the stench that one of the kids pushed the
lever. A loud swishing sound sucked the air out of my ears as the tornado of shitty
piss swirled around my head. My blond, crap-covered head sucked towards bottom
of the bowl. Fortunately, my head was too large, otherwise I may have been pulled
into the septic tank. I emerged, dripping with wet toilet paper and chunks of shit
dangling from my eyelids and crewcut. The tough boy leader gave me a kick. “You
better watch your backside hog jaws. This won’t be the last time we will whop your
ass,” he growled, spitting in my face for good measure.

I wasn’t eager to return to class but I was a fourth grader and had no other
options. I extracted shreds of excrement-stained toilet paper and chunks of crap
from my hair, ducking under the tap to rinse oft what I could. I must have smelled
awful. Being new to such violence and not knowing what else to do, I silently took
my seat and continued with my education. I guess, looking back, that I must have
thought this was normal since the teacher made no comment and I didn't mention
it to my mother. She had no sense of smell and this may explain her lack of concern.
My classmates of course laughed on learning of the second-floor swirly and hoped
they would have another chance to gloat about my being treated to another plunge.

That was the beginning of four years of swirlies, bloody noses, punches to
the side of my head or to the pit of my stomach, and daily threats that another beat-
ing would be waiting for me in the morning. Those rare days free of physical vio-
lence were a slog of taunts and insults and long, sleepless nights obsessing over my
next promised pounding.

The violence at school was not limited to brutal beatings by classmates.
Teachers got into the act. Miss a math problem, slide a hamburger bun back to its
owner, or fail to wrestle the baseball bat from a fifth-grade bully named Tex and a
teacher would get out their bread-board paddle drilled with strategic holes for op-
timum suffering.

Go to the front of the class. Bend over and grab the bottoms of your jeans
and pull hard to experience maximum pain as ordered. Then there were the tears
running down your face as your classmates smiled with pleasure.

The years of terror at school were bad enough but things at home also
turned for the worse. There is only one time that I can recall my father’s anger being
directed at me during the years before our family moved to Shenandoah. Never
once at the Grand Canyon or Big Bend or when we lived at Yosemite or Yorktown.
That one outburst was when I flooded the dogwood trees he had carefully trans-
planted to the back yard of our home in Bethesda, Maryland when I was a kinder-
gartener. Other than that one incident, I don’t believe he ever raised his voice at me.

Thinking back, I remember him expressing frustration with his Shenan-
doah boss which may have contributed to his change in personality. One thing or

another threw him into a blinding rage.
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I left my bike in the driveway one afternoon and he had to move it before
he could park. That was one insult too much. “Didn’t I tell you not to leave your
bike here,” he screamed stomping into the house. I slipped from his wrath, dashed
into the yard, and sprinted as fast as possible around and around our tiny mass-
produced Mission 66 house, fleeing from my 200-pound father as he screamed at
me to stop and take it like a man.

The entire neighborhood couldn’t help but witness these dramas. Ex-
hausted, I would rush through the back door, down the hall, and jump into my bed,
feet raised to protect my little body from his belt or hairbrush. My poor mother
would yell at him to stop but it was too late for reason. After my beating he would
grab a chair and order me to sit facing the wall until he told me I could get up. For
extra punishment he would place a clock in view and order me to stay until the big
hand crossed the appropriate number.

The violence was interrupted with twice monthly camping trips. My father
and fellow scout master Mr. Johnson led Boy Scout Troop 100 in to the mountains
above town, out to Camp Lake Eden, where I was tapped out into the Order of the
Arrow, and even took us on a week-long campout in Cinnamon Bay, Saint Johns,
Virgin Island. Mr. ] and my father would often entertain us around the campfire,
with tales of the light aircraft wrecks they had survived while in the military. These
vacations from violence with my scout friends may have saved my sanity.

I also escaped the terror by retreating to the forest behind my parent’s
home to paint pictures of laurel trees and rhododendrons with my tin of water
colors. My mother also offered relief by letting my friend David and I steal time
with my little sister’s Easy Bake Oven to experiment with her cornbread recipes.
She would also recruit me each spring as muscle for the task of double digging the
dark Virginia soil of her vegetable garden. A clip of the shovel against a stubborn
Sassafras root launched the fragrance of sweet root beer.

Even though I would never become the Christian my father wanted me to
be, I participated in the pageantry of the church every Sunday. “I saw you trip on
the unhemmed black robe this morning,” hed say, laughing at the site of me stum-
bling up the steps on the way to place the processional cross in its stand next to the
alter. He would glory at the memory of my brother and I being, as he called us, Wise
Guys in the Christmas play.

The violence was also psychological. My father sat with me on a stone wall
outside his office at park headquarters one late summer afternoon. I was eight.
“Keith, T am not ready yet to have children,” he announced. “I am going to need
your help” I recall being confused but ready to do my part. One thing was for sure,
it did not instill confidence in him.

My mother and the other Park Headquarter parents decided the free bus
ride to the poor education of Springfield Elementary in our school district wasn’t
worth the convenience and agreed to take turns driving us to Luray Elementary.
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The beatings at Springfield Elementary followed me to fifth grade and the
elementary school in town. I couldn’t even escape the nickname, “Hog Jaws,” given
to me by my Springfield tormenters. I was placed in Special Education which mostly
consisted of a classroom of white children with Down syndrome. I had dyslexia
even though this was referred to by the school officials as retardation but probably
more importantly I had the apparent illness of not having been born in Page County.

Our Special Education class had a boost in attendance when I entered the
sixth grade. Racial desegregation in public education was finally forced on Luray.
The white administrators and teachers tried to fight it by deeming the kids from
the black side of the tracks to be retarded and thus making sure they didn’t get too
close to the children of our town’s upstanding white Christians. This was in a town

where you could buy mass-produced “Whites Only”, “Colored Only” and “No Jews
Allowed” signs at the Ben Franklin Five and Ten on Main Street.

The violence didn’t stop when I advanced to high school which in Luray
started in the eighth grade. There was no middle school in our rural community.

One day during the last months of my first year as a Luray High Bulldog,
an incident finally made an impression on my parents and the school administra-
tion. It started in the dim fluorescent light of the locker room. Sweaty socks and the
bitter smell of disinfectant smothered the cramped room. My classmates hurried
to change into their gym clothes, jostling against one another and the Band-Aid-
beige tin lockers. One of the bullies, a kid named Willy, squeezed past me mutter-
ing, “I am going to kill you Hog Jaws” When we crowded onto the basketball court,
he made sure to dribble past me, taunting me and reminding me that he was going
to beat me after gym. Then one student after another rushed past, mocking me with
threats that Willy was really going to kick my ass this time. They claimed that I had
insulted him. I was confused since I had never made any comment about Willy. I
had the impression that they made that up just to see what Willy would do. It was
hopeless and I became increasingly terrified by his escalating anger as he was egged
on by the others.

I plotted my escape through the only exit from the locker room. I quickly
dressed and headed for the door but Willy was waiting on the other side and slugged
me on the side of my head. Then a fist to my belly, then another fist to my head, fol-
lowed by more blows, one after another. Whoever told him a tale about me insulting
him had caused Willy to become unhinged. I tried to block his swings with my
arms; I tried to move around him to safety with no luck. He finally stopped beating
on me when I fell to the ground. But then he finished me off with one hard kick to
my head as I was crawling towards the principal’s office. The next thing I remember
is the principal’s secretary bending over my bloodied frame sprawled out on the
floor below the lobby counter.

“Keith, Keith, sit up,” she repeated as she dabbed my face with a rough, wet
paper towel. My blood ran across the linoleum tiles.

She called my mother. My parents arrived a few hours later. The principle
announced Willy would be suspended for two weeks. Hardly a punishment for
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someone who hated school. But this was a turning point. My parents finally seemed
to hear what I had been saying about the violence I had endured for four long years.
At least that is how I remember it now.

After Willy’s beating I had had enough of the terror and realized that to
escape the violence of Page County, Virginia, I had to appeal to my father’s desire
that I follow in his footsteps and continue the family traditions. This is when I em-
ployed the lesson that I learned at the Confirmation Service at Smoke Hollow. While
I couldn’t fake my devotion to the church of my patriarchs it dawned on me that
there were a number of other sacred traditions I could adopt. The one that would
most meet my need to flee this hell was my father’s alma mater, Wasatch Academy.
So, I started to let my father know that I wanted to be just like him and attend the
high school that he and his perfect brother Keith had attended. Mount Pleasant,
Utah might be far enough to liberate me from my suffering.

My strategy worked and my parents flew to Salt Lake City with me in tow.
We caught a Trailways bus at the downtown depot and took a long strange ride to
the little village of Mt. Pleasant. Utah was a dry version of rural Virginia. The moun-
tains much younger, with treeless peaks of granite. The houses of unpainted lumber
and tin roofs were just as rundown as those of our Page County neighbors.

Although excited to be free from Virginia I was also anxious about the un-
known. My emotional baggage was a lot heavier than the two cardboard suitcases
of underwear, socks, dress pants, long sleeve shirts, and mandatory neck ties that I
retrieved from the compartment under the bus. My father pointed out the land-
marks as we walked through the downtown towards his high school alma mater.
Yes, my baggage would prove to be very heavy. It didn't take long for me to learn I
had huge shoes to fill. There he was again, uncle Keith, the better son.

“You look just like Keith. He was such a good student,” Mrs. Ellsburg said,
gazing towards the heavens as though she might see her perfect student up there,
and then taking us to see the school bell dedicated to the virtues of Keith.

Headmaster Hansen was also eager to let me know about Keith. My uncle
was the star of his jazz band. He was the captain of the football team and the school’s
best skier, dancing through the powder at Alta and Park City like no other Wasatch
student in the school’s now nearly hundred-year history. The uncle I never knew
was also freshman, sophomore and junior class president and voted student body
president his senior year.

On the other hand, my father had bemoaned that unlike his little brother
he was tone deaf, never played an instrument, was just an average skier and never
held any office at Wasatch. He attended the school in the shadow of his younger
brother who was two grades behind him.

It was unanimous. Keith’s English teacher, Mrs. Ellsburg, Headmaster
Hansen, several cafeteria cooks and administrators all made sure I knew that I was
expected to be as great as my perfect uncle. At least that was the message I believed
they were expressing even if it was not their intention.
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So, at age 14, the question again came into sharp focus: was I Keith or was I Keith?

When Uncle Keith’s health started to fail my father was away in the military.
He had signed up to fly L-19 surveillance planes with the Third Armored Division.
As he tells it, he enlisted to avoid being drafted into a unit that could be stationed
in the bitter cold mountains of Korea. A Korea that might include a real war and a
lower rank of private. But Keith's suffering overshadowed my father’s military service
and his deployment to West Germany created a distance during his brothers illness
that seemed to add to his guilt and reenforced a belief that Keith was the more per-
fect son and that he would never be enough.

I had replaced Keith one sunny day in May 1957 nine months after I was
conceived on a canvas cot in a sweaty Army barracks in Bavaria. A detail my parents
were not shy to share with me.

I don’t think my mother’s father would have let her marry a man who
lacked an Ivy League pedigree if he had not been a Second Lieutenant and the de-
scendant of a founding father. As it was, he did, and the young couple was soon off
to Germany after a spectacular New England wedding.

The fact that I was born in West Germany was a source of pride for me. It
made me feel special even though when I announced my place of birth on the first
day of first grade my classmates responded by yelling out “Nazi, Nazi!” That didn’t
really bother me at all. They hadn’t been born anyplace special. They were just stan-
dard Americans.

I remember a photo that placed me in that special place, Frankfurt. It was
a square Kodachrome print I retrieved from the wicker basket of family pictures. It
showed Uncle Keith's tiny replacement wrapped in a white blanket, lovingly held
in his mother’s arms.

I believe my father was the photographer. In the photo, my mother smiles
as any mother holding her first born might. She is tiny in this color photo and I am,
as one would expect, much smaller. So small, in fact, that my existence had to be
pointed out to each person who saw my first baby picture.

Two huge Nazi swastikas take up the top right and left corners of the pic-
ture. Concrete swastikas on the frieze of a hospital built especially for Hitler’s elite
airmen of the Luftwaffe and transformed in defeat into the temporary home of the
97th General Hospital of the US Military. A field of blood-red tulips fills most of
the bottom half of the Kodachrome.

This was my fathers first photo of his first son. He was no amateur. His first
photography teacher was Ansel Adams. His first camera, a single-lens reflex Exa, was
a gift from that famous black-and-white nature photographer. That beginners Exakta
35 millimeter would be passed on to me to become my first camera years later.

Was the snapshot outside the hospital really the best photo my father could
have taken of his first son? Was the first photo of the first son a message to me that

18



it would be difficult for my father to welcome Keith’s replacement? Was the picture
a reflection of guilt that the better son died and he survived?

But my father, Douglas Bruce McHenry, was finally able to find his place.
He would become a ranger in the National Park Service just as his father had been
before him. He would begin by leading campfire programs and nature walks at Estes
Park, Colorado, the very same National Park in the Rockies where he had met my
mother a few summers before, during a geology camp.

My future mother drove west to Rocky Mountain National Park with her
Wellesley College classmates. They did this more for the adventure than an educa-
tion in rocks. My grandmother, Bona Mea Ford also met my grandfather at the
same geology camp a quarter century before. My father completed the cycle by be-
coming a husband, a father, and a naturalist in the Park Service just like his father.

My little brother, Bruce, was born in Logan, Utah at a time when my father
paid the bills by testing the impact of blast cones made to reflect conventional ex-
plosives towards the nuclear pay load of the first-generation Minuteman Missiles.
When he wasn’t helping with America’s nuclear defense, he was working on his
Master’s Degree in Zoology and finally, after a year, he started to spend his summers
leading tours in Rocky Mountain National Park.

My family began its three generations as national park service naturalists
in 1932 when my grandfather, Junior Park Ranger Donald Edward McHenry,
started some of the first National Park nature walks along the South Rim of the
Grand Canyon. He helped design the Yavapai Geology Museum, and provided ar-
ticles for the popular visitor’s guide, Grand Canyon Nature Notes.

The Great Depression was still raging when my grandfather was transferred
to National Capital Parks. He moved his family into the thick stone Lock House
Seven below the Glenn Echo Amusement Park. Before long he had acquired a navy
barge and modified it to look like the historic Chesapeake and Ohio canal boat, adding
rows of theater seats. He obtained several mules and pressed them into service to tow
the heavy barge-load of tourists past Great Falls as he stood on the bow telling his au-
dience about the natural and human history of the Potomac and its canal.

My socialist grandmother cultivated vegetables on the hillside above the
Lock House, raised goats, chickens, and rabbits and promoted the cause of the Vic-
tory Gardens. Uncle Keith and my father fished in the eddies of Great Falls, caught
snakes, and bound along the tow path bare foot. Black-and-white photos of the pair
could have illustrated Huckleberry Fin. This is where my father would learn the art
of butchery, scrambling the brains of roosters and folding away the fur of fat rabbits.

The McHenry’s moved again, returning to the American West, the iconic
valley of the mighty Merced, and the granite towers of Half Dome and El Capitan.
In the 1956 publication, Self-Guiding Auto Tour of Yosemite National Park, one
may find the following entry: “According to Theodore Hazen, Donald McHenry
presented the first campfire program east of the Mississippi River in Picnic Grove
#1, across the road from Peirce Mill in 1937
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It goes on to discuss Donald McHenry’s time before arriving at Yosemite
saying that, “He presented a program in Georgetown which was attended by so
many people, he had to climb a light pole to present his program. Ranger McHenry
even tried guiding from above in a plane with a megaphone, but that was short-
lived as the motor drowned out the talk”

My grandfather would retire to a home that clung to the mountain slopes
above San Jose, California. He would die holding my father’s hand in the glassed-
in porch that overlooked the gigantic hanger at Moffett Field, the citrus and avocado
groves that became Silicon Valley and out towards the San Francisco Bay, Alameda,
Oakland, and the Bay Bridge. I would celebrate my first birthday in that glass room
and hold my grandfather’s hand as he guided visitors across the tidal pools at Nat-
ural Bridges State Park in Santa Cruz.

In his journey to follow in my grandfather’s footsteps, my father took an
assignment as a permanent ranger in law enforcement. Not exactly the position he
wanted, but it was a good career move, he told his young family, that could lead to
a full-time job as an Interpretive Park Ranger. I really didn't understand the signifi-
cance of this, but his announcement seemed monumental to my preschool ears.
Before he could start his full-time job, he was required to attend several months at
Albright Training Center in Yosemite.

So, my father took his young family to Yosemite while he attended “Ranger
School” My mother lovingly bathed my little brother and I in the sun-lit kitchen
sink of a trailer on the banks of the rushing Merced River in El Portal. There were
snake holes to probe with a stick and river rapids that could wash me to my death.
I dared the subterranean critters to get me, poking a favorite stick in each hole. Not
one snake or ground squirrel took the challenge.

We were forced to spend the winter in the valley when my father contracted
appendicitis. “It was fascinating, I held a mirror in one hand so I could watch the
surgery.” My father laughed.

Black bear cubs in the snowy valley floor took to our galvanized tin trash-
cans as though they were performing in a circus. My mother made sure we didn't
miss the show. “They’re on this side now; she said, excitedly ushering my brother
and I from window to window in our tiny log cabin home.

Six months later we traveled east to Yorktown, Virginia and his law en-
forcement job patrolling the Colonial Parkway between Jamestown and Williamsburg.

The Navy personnel stationed in Norfolk found the parkway to be a perfect
road for impressing their dates, speeding to Williamsburg and back. What fun that
must have been until they crashed into a mammoth live oak or a stone wall.

My father was supposed to chase them down and issue speeding tickets.
But, from what little I remember, he wasn't very interested in the high-speed chase as-
pect of the job. It seemed to me that he mostly took eight-by-ten glossy photos of cars
hanging in the trees, pancaked into historic stone walls, or half submerged in the creeks.
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By then I had already lived for all of my four years attending a nursery
school in a historic church, carefully hiding my poops behind my mother’s clawfoot
bathtub. I was forced to pose outside our family’s white picket fence next to my
mother’s father in my Easter best: matching green shorts and blazer.

I joined my father in the darkroom where I would sit under a red lightbulb
and agitate floating sheets of photographic paper with a pair of metal tongs. The
bitter, biting chemical odor of stop bath and developer suffocated his tiny office. I
swished the paper in the chemical bath. The light grays darkened. What is this, I
wondered with anticipation. The image darkened, grays turning to deep blacks. A
decapitated head of what seemed to be a beautiful blond woman emerged from the
grey lawn. She was staring up from the grassy edge of the parkway, her eyes wide
open. Her screaming mouth frozen. Once dark enough, I slid the horrific image
into the stop bath. My brother and I showered with my father in his outdoor bath
when he returned from fighting house fires and we dangled fishing lines into the
York River hoping for that big catch.

My father was finally able to really follow in his father’s footsteps. He took
the district naturalist position at Rock Creek Nature Center at National Capital
Parks in the District of Columbia. My grandfather had also been a district naturalist
in Washington during the last days of the Great Depression.

My father’s planetarium show was innovative and a huge hit with the pub-
lic. T felt special getting to sit on the carpeted floor scrunched against the pitch-
black wall while the visitors found their theater-style seats in the round. The boom
of a thunder bolt recording jolted the audience to attention. The audience let out a
gasp as a violent thunderstorm moved west and the imaginary clouds parted to re-
veal the setting sun and a star-filled sky. Once the planetarium sky was dark my
father asked the visitors to imagine they were Indians sitting around a campfire
three thousand years ago. The elders would point to the constellations Orion or the
Bear and Hunters teaching the young braves the life lessons in the heavens.

This was the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis and kindergarten at Bethesda
Elementary. Classes were interrupted with Duck and Cover drills and visions of the
Red Army marching in columns of fifty down Constitution Avenue towards our lit-
tle red brick house on Bells Mills Road. John Glen orbited the Earth and my mother
suffered through a perfect family Christmas sprawled out on the couch blistered
with measles. She smiled through her illness to see my joy upon discovering a white
Styrofoam astronaut’s helmet emerge from the glossy Santa-decorated wrapping

paper.

Fourteen months after moving to suburban Washington DC my father took
his second National Park naturalist position on the South Rim of the Grand Canyon.

My family puttered along Route 66’s thin ribbon of asphalt in our family’s
blue Corvair stopping at a Stuckey’s or one of those family-owned fried chicken
diners parceled along America's rural arteries. My brother fell ill in Shamrock,
Texas. I remember being proud to hear my brother’s name included in the list of
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the hospitalized that was broadcasted on the local radio station as we watched our
clothes tumble in a clanky laundromat dryer. “Oh, we are so sorry to hear your son
is ill,” a bulky woman gently said to my mother. I guess the town was so small that
she knew the others. What a sweet service to provide your community: with the list
read on the radio, the infirmed and their families could receive cards, flowers, and
meal deliveries from listeners. I would make my first snowman with my father in
the yard of our motel. It was an adventure.

Texas flat became New Mexico mesas. I was glued to the landscape hoping
to see Wile E. Coyote and the Road Runner. Then New Mexico became Arizona as
we left the red-walled canyons of Gallup and Grants. The thin ribbon of pavement
took our little Corvair through the pink pearly logs of the Petrified Forest, dusty
Winslow, the Wigwam Motel, and into the muddy logging town of Flagstaft.

A twelve-point buck towered atop a snowbank greeted us, its head raised
proudly above the entrance to the South Rim as we arrived. A Mayflower truck of
household furniture met us at our cramped park housing. I joined the neighbor-
hood gang, armed with a metal trashcan lid and a pointed three-foot wooden sur-
veyor’s stake. We dared one another to sneak up to the cliff’s edge and we sunned
naked on the sun-warmed boulders across the rim road from the visitor center. We
were park service brats!

Then the president was killed in Dallas. A first-grade classmate demon-
strated the assassination by hoping up and down, crowing like a rooster and laugh-
ing. She said that Kennedy had run around like a chicken with his head cut off.
When I got home, I found my mother leaning in, sobbing, trying to make out the
grainy-green images on the television. A few days later we joined America watching
the horse drawn wagon slowly take the flag-draped casket to the Capitol Rotunda.
I organized a funeral for a bird shot in the head with a BB by the mean backyard
neighbor kid. I wrapped John F Kennedy Sparrow in my little American flag, placed
him in my red wagon, and lead a memorial march of park service children around
the neighborhood.

My mother’s belly soon grew to the size of a basketball. She waddled behind
my father as he led us over the sandstone paths of First and Second Mesa. She
clutched the dashboard of the Corvair, moaning in distress as we bounced over
washboard roads through canyons that would soon be flooded behind the Glenn
Canyon Dam: a criminal act that would submerge hundreds of ancient Anasazi cliff
dwellings and petroglyphs under the stagnant waters of Lake Powell.

My mother’s discomfort ended in the screaming pain of labor on a cold
December night at the clinic on the South Rim. It was a girl. My father, his parents,
my brother, and I strolled through the fresh white powder to the small stone hos-
pital. My new baby sister was wrapped in a white flannel cloth. Pink cheeks and
squinty eyes peered out from under a pure white stocking cap. A tiny red arm wig-
gled free from a crease in the blanket.

“She is a dolly!,” I blurted out in awe.

22



Yes, my sister Dolly had entered the world ready for cotton diapers, nights
of crying, and a cheap Sears Bathinette. It wasn’t long before I was struggling with
her poopy bottom, safety pins, and the correct way to wrap a baby sister in clean
diapers.

She also shared the matriarch’s first two names, Martha Margaret, and those
long blond locks that were never to be shorn. She was fortunate to attend a kinder-
garten class held by my grandmother just for her and the other Luray children her
age. I don’t recall any other details of her elementary school years. Dolly expressed
disappointment in life at Barnstable High School when she retuned from an ex-
change trip to Indonesia. That special feeling of desperately poor people fawning
over her pearly white complexion and wavy blond hair had come to an end. She
was just another American student struggling with their homework. I got the idea
that her impression of me as someone to fear came from hours upon hours of my
fathers’ hand wringing about my having gone bad while away at high school in Utah.
We never became close. In her eyes I was the first-born Cain forever wandering in
the land of Nod.

My little sister would follow my father into the National Park Service, ce-
menting our families great honor as one of the few third generation rangers. She
would meet her architect husband on the South Rim of her birthplace. They would
have a son Matthew, whom they would made sure I'd never get to know.

My father was still busy making a difference in defense of mother Earth,
fighting the occasional ponderosa forest fire, rescuing unfortunate visitors from a
cliff ledge, leading nature hikes below the canyon’s rim, and pioneering his extrav-
agant new campfire programs that featured the use of a modern slide carousel pro-
jector with lap-dissolved color photos. As his father had before him, he started his
program with a sing-along of “Home on the Range” and a round of “Row, Row, Row
Your Boat” He gathered his rustic chorus around a roaring fire of pinion while wait-
ing for the evening to grow dark enhancing the brilliance of his color slides.

But if my father’s side of the family liked to play with fire, they had nothing
on my mother’s side of the family.

As far back as I can remember I was fascinated by the sixty-three framed,
black-and-white, 8x10, glossy photos that captured the burning of Tokyo from 20
thousand feet and hung in neat rows on the walls of my grandfather’s den in Need-
ham, Massachusetts.

My mother’s father, John Vanderpool Phelan, was a graduate of Phillips
Exeter Academy, Dartmouth College, and Harvard Law School. He was a Harvard
Crimson Football star and a loyal defender of capitalism. My grandfather was in-
vited to join the elite Office of Strategic Services where he was assigned to the 468th
Bombardment Squadron.

His squadron of B-29 Superfortress planes rained firebombs down on the
civilians of Tokyo sixty-three times in Operation Meetinghouse. Death made ab-
stract in his high-altitude glossies that failed to show the terror of the hundreds of
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thousands of Japanese men, women, and children that burned and suffocated to
death on those nights of 1945. My grandfather boasted of his central role in this, a
campaign that, according to Daniel Ellsberg’s book, The Doomsday Machine: Con-
fessions of a Nuclear War Planner, is still regarded by historians as “the single most
destructive bombing raid in human history”

My grandfather organized at least two conventions of his 468th Bombard-
ment Squadron during my childhood. One was held at a motel in Alpine, Texas. I
was eight and I soaked up every war story. I also taught myself to swim after giving
my plastic blow up life-ring to a little girl I wanted to impress while also feeling that
it wasn't fair that I could paddle around while she had to cling to the pool side.

The jolly long-retired pilots talked of their fear that they would run out of
fuel and be forced to abandon their planes over the swamps of China. There were
tales of gunners who, fearing obliteration, opened blasts of their cannons on the
swarms of Japanese Zeros. I sat mesmerized, listening to a grey-haired bombardier
describe how, as bullets pierced the thin metal skin of their mighty high-flying Su-
perfortress, he had crawled on his hands and knees across the bomb bay to fix a
broken latch so he could release a load of incendiary bombs before the bomber had
to rush back to the safety of Burma. The old men laughed about what would have
happened if their bombers had run out of fuel as they lumbered high above the
jagged ice of the Himalayas.

At first my feelings were confused. Any little boy would be awestruck by
such exciting stories. I thought the B-29 was the coolest plane ever. Much better
than those B-25s of the European theater I would say to myself with pride. Four re-
motely controlled turrets armed with two .50-caliber machine guns. I imagined
how exhilarating it would be to sit in a Plexiglass bubble hanging below the fuselage
and fire away at on-coming Japanese Hayate Ki-84's or to sit in the nose cone down-
ing swarms of attacking fighter planes.

But at the same time, the thought of thousands of people burning alive did-
't seem right. In my vivid childhood imagination, I visualized Japanese children
like myself clad in light pajamas, living in bamboo-framed houses with paper walls
that burst into flames as they slept.

I could imagine my own fiery death during a “duck and cover” nuclear con-
flict with the Soviets. Would we burn to death like those Japanese kids? My little
classmate smiled at me from under her desk. “Do the adults really believe we will
survive under our cheap little yellow laminated desks?”

If preparing for a nuclear war by ducking under a desk wasn't odd enough,
there was a war I occasionally got a glimpse of on TV. Soldiers firing machine guns,
waves of helicopters brushing the tops of palm trees, and death scores at the top of
the news: five Americans killed, two thousand communists dead. We must have
been winning the war in this place the adults called Vietnam.

My grandfather paced around his den of framed firebombing photos
screaming at his former colleagues, General Curtis LeMay and Robert McNamara,
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as his family sat in the next room celebrating the birth of the Prince of Peace beneath
an always-perfect blue spruce. Heavy lead tinsel and dozens of delicate glass orna-
ments from West Germany decorated the boughs. Packages wrapped with bows
were piled high. It was the season that, even then, seemed to be more a celebration
of capitalism than the birth of Jesus of Nazareth.

I could hear my grandfather yelling, “You have to drop a hydrogen bomb
on Hanoi or the Communists won't take us seriously! They'll think we wouldn’t dare
do another Nagasaki”

Though he was my mother’s father who graduated from prestigious Ivy
League schools and spent World War II as an intelligence officer, his pleas to drop
another atomic bomb didn’t seem very smart. I might have been a child, but that
sounded horrific, a plan not connected to any reality I could understand.

Reality may not have been all that important to my mother’s parents. My
first name, Jonathan, was also not based in a physical reality. I was named after my
mother’s imaginary playmate, an invisible boy that came to dinner every night and
sat before his very real place setting. Jonathan was an illusion that would become me.

Another namesake, however, was quite real. The Vanderpool of John Vander-
pool Phelan was the Vanderpool of Karl Vanderpool, the inventor of the electric trolly.
Karl Vanderpool designed one of the first electric dynamos and was the man who in-
troduced outdoor lighting at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893.

Family lore has it that he knew Tesla and that they shared innovations with
one another. Thomas Edison and Vanderpool, on the other hand, were rivals. As
the story goes, my great, great grandfather Karl was trying to perfect color photog-
raphy when he died at the age of forty-nine. It was then that two men from Edison’s
company showed up at his widow’s door in Revere, Massachusetts. They offered her
one million dollars if she signed over the house and everything in it including his
designs and inventions.

I may have first heard this impressive family history from my mother’s
grandmother, Adeline, while sitting at her bedside in her tiny second-floor room
in our family’s big house on Cape Cod. Adeline would share stories of her amazing
life until she became exhausted and dozed off. My mother said she was diagnosed
with “Delusions of Grandeur” but we all knew that she was grand and it was no de-
lusion. According to Adeline, her mother and three daughters took the money from
Edison and sailed to Belgium, Karl’s birthplace. She recounted how her mother
bought what she called “a castle” and threw elaborate parties that were attended by
young, unmarried European royalty. She had set herself the goal of marrying her
beautiful daughters into the comfortable world of Continental aristocracy. Adeline
told of studying painting at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Antwerp. That part
of the story sure was believable: her painting and original needle point were beautiful.

My West German birth certificate shows that I was named Jonathan Keith
McHenry. I was named after my mother’s imaginary playmate and my father’s per-
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fect brother. I bore a historic last name, one that said that I was born with a heavy
past. Born into privilege.

I probably made my first pilgrimage to Fort McHenry at age four. Photos
show my brother and me sitting on a cannon aimed towards Baltimore’s Inner Har-
bor. That was the year that I first saw Fort McHenry’s “Star Spangled Banner” hang-
ing in the lobby of the Smithsonian Museum of History and Technology. We were

the family with a National Anthem.

The McHenry of the fort was Doctor James McHenry, who sailed into the
port of Philadelphia in 1773 when he was eighteen years old. His parents and
brother followed, sailing out of Belfast a couple of years later. Together they estab-
lished a shipping business on the wharfs of the colonial port of Baltimore.

Official U.S. Military accounts say James was introduced to Doctor Benja-
min Rush and the Sons of Liberty soon after landing in the New World. Young
McHenry was recruited by the rebels and asked to travel up to Cambridge Port,
Massachusetts to organize a field hospital in anticipation of potential casualties dur-
ing what would later become known as the Battle of Bunker Hill. McHenry met
George Washington after the battle and, according to both family lore and his letters
published in the 1907 book The Life and Correspondence of James McHenry, they
hit it off. McHenry was invited to join Washington’s staff, crossed the Delaware in
the Christmas surprise attack on the King’s Army and spent that cold, desperate
winter of desertions at Valley Forge with Washington and his staff.

Remembering that harsh winter, a colorful National Park Service sign at
Valley Forge says that Washington wrote, “McHenry’s easy and cheerful temper was
able to bear the strain which we suppose must sometimes occur between two per-
sons thrown so closely and so constantly together in a position of social equality
and military inequality”

McHenry was the chief surgeon of the 5th Pennsylvania Battalion. Young
James was captured by the British at Fort Washington, New York in 1776 and held
on one of King George’s prison ships on the Hudson River until he was paroled in
January 1777 and officially exchanged for British officers in March 1778. He wrote
of caring for the ill prisoners and guards during the often-freezing days of his in-
carceration.

McHenry led an attempt to capture the traitor Benedict Arnold and was
present at the surrender of General Cornwallis in Yorktown, Virginia that ended
the American Revolution. He participated in the Continental Congress and his sig-
nature is on the United States Constitution. President George Washington tapped
McHenry to be Secretary of War, a post he held into the administration of President
Adams. At that time, he broke from Washington’s belief that a professional military
would prove dangerous to a democracy and lobbied Congress to fund a permeant
standing army.
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McHenry also obtained Congressional funding for the design and con-
struction of a fort to defend the harbor of Baltimore. That fort was commissioned
Fort McHenry, the fort whose flag was still standing in the “dawn’s early light” of
the “The Star-Spangled Banner” My father first taught me to lower and properly
fold the red, white, and blue on the lawn outside visitor center in Yorktown remind-
ing me to never let colors touch the ground. We made that final triangular fold that
concealed the red under the star-studded blue and gave a snappy salute to punctuate
a patriotic task well done. That was a lot of history for a young McHenry to bear,
but I didn’t know of anything else.

But there was even more American history in my blood. My father’s mother
was Bona Mea Ford. Those Fords with that dirty little secret. A secret kept from me
for four decades, until my Kansas City girlfriend, Bonny, gave me a thin and unas-
suming book on Valentine’s Day 1999. The book, Jesse James and the Civil War, was
a quick read. It detailed the bank and train robberies of the James Gang and their
participation on the edges of America’s Civil War. I had bragged to Bonny that my
grandmother had two uncles in the James Gang, though she didn’t think much of
her father’s brothers. She referred to them as no-good Bob and Charlie. That’s all
that was ever said about my outlaw great uncles.

Then I sat on the porch of Bonny’s Brookside home and read her present:
the last pages of the book revealed our family’s secret. Bob was the “Dirty Little
Coward that Shot Mr. Howard” in the folk song every young American had learned
in elementary school. Uncle Bob shot Jesse James in the back of the head while they
were preparing one last robbery. Bob’s murder of Jesse at his rental in a Saint Joseph
neighborhood inspired a lifetime of hatred against my great uncle until he met his
end at the barrel of a shotgun outside his own bar, The Ford Exchange, in Creed,
Colorado. Uncle Charlie became a morphine addict and shot himself to death on
May 6, 1884, seventy-three years to the day before my birth. Did I replace Charlie
on May 6th instead of Keith? If I replaced any historic figure, I secretly hoped it was
Henry David Thoreau, who also died on May 6th.

So yes, I was born into a past, a heavy past that shaped my future. In my
case, it was a past that told me, my perfect uncle Keith’s replacement, descendant of
a founding father, an inventor, a murderer, and a mass murderer, that I too might
be able to shape history.
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US troops in Germantown neighborhood of Philadelphia

Chapter 4
THE FLAMES OF MARTIN LUTHER KING JR

What a beautiful April morning. The nuthatches flitted in the hardwoods behind
our house. Dogwoods were pregnant with new buds. I was an excited eleven-year-
old eager to embark on another of my family’s journeys to Cape Cod. Among other
things, those trips gave me a break from the horrors of the Page County public
school system. My mother said we would visit my father’s Aunt Ethel in Philadelphia
on the way north.

The whole family was busy hauling suitcases and paper bags of vacation
items out to our old Rambler. My parents had turned on our staticky TV while
we packed.

“American Civil Rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. was fatally shot today
at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee,” we heard in a crackled voice from
our old, almost pictureless black-and-white TV.

I already knew something about what the adults called civil rights. I had
even heard of Martin Luther King Jr. and his protests. Luray Elementary had done
something for civil rights that most people in town hated and that was called de-
segregation. There was also a speech at the Lincoln Memorial that had something
to do with Martin Luther King Jr. and his civil rights movement.

Black children started crossing the railroad tracks from the westside to at-
tend our school when I was nine. Desegregation had finally arrived to rural Virginia.
They joined me and the white classmates, many with down syndrome, in our special
education class. I overheard white students say things about not touching the skin
of Black kids, about making sure you don’t get too close to “them” because they
smelled bad, and about never swimming in the same water that “they” swam in.
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Our mandatory, fourth-grade Virginia history textbook glorified the war
to defend slavery. We started every school day singing Dixie before we said our
pledge of allegiance to the flag and the Lord’s Prayer. Racism in that community
was unvarnished.

Such hate wasn’t limited to Black people. My parents spoke out at a PTA
meeting against mandatory bible classes defending the children of our town’s one
Jewish family from being taunted by the Christian kids for having murdered Jesus.
The other parents were so angry at my mother and father that they came to our
house that evening armed with torches, rocks, and insults. We gathered around my
parents’ bed and prayed that the we would not be killed by the other Christians.
From what I witnessed living in Page County, it wasn’t surprising that someone
would shoot a Black man like the Reverend Dr. King.

The news seemed to have little impact on my parents and our family started
out on another vacation. My father backed the Rambler out of the driveway, lum-
bered through our neighborhood, climbed Virginia Highway 211 past Mary’s Rock,
the Blue Ridge Parkway and then went north towards the Nation’s Capital.

Two hours later we were leaving the rolling horse pastures of northern Vir-
ginia and turning onto the new high-speed highway that went west around Wash-
ington, D.C.

Instead of the normal commuter traffic that I had witnessed on past trips
around the capital the two outer lanes where filled bumper-to-bumper with green
camouflage army trucks. Eight or ten soldiers sat along two benches under the can-
vas tarps. I could see the fear in their eyes as they watched the highway disappear
behind them. We passed hundreds of such eyes, all with that same haunted look.

Then we saw tanks on flatbed trucks and dozens, or perhaps hundreds, of
jeeps loaded with combat-ready troops driving south. Two rows of double-bladed
helicopters streamed overhead like two parallel lines of giant caterpillars. The lines
spanned horizon to horizon, the helicopters all racing towards the clouds of black
smoke rising from the east. I wondered if the capital was burning.

Our family sat in unusual silence as we motored around Washington, D.C.
on the Beltway, surrounded by the military. My parents didn’t say a word but it was
clear that they were concerned. Their silence said it all.

But I couldn’t take the silence. I was becoming worried that something bad
was about to unfold.

“Dad, why are there so many soldiers driving around?”

“Well, Keith I don’t really know. Maybe it’s something to do with the death
of the civil rights man, King,” he said in a manner of expression that showed my
father had little interest in the political events of the time.

My mother unconvincingly added, “It isn’t anything. We'll be fine,” trying
to shield us from the terror she might have been experiencing. She probably had
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little information about the crisis even though she was interested in current events.
All my parents knew was that Martin Luther King Jr. had been killed. I suspect they
had little knowledge of King’s campaign for civil rights outside of the occasional
derogatory news report they might have caught from time to time on TV or in the press.

It wasn’t long before we arrived outside Baltimore. I could see huge clouds
of smoke billowing from building-size flames. The traffic came to a stop at the toll-
booth for the Fort McHenry Tunnel. This gave me time to glance at a burning Bal-
timore on the other side of the harbor. As we reemerged from the tunnel, I saw
that much of the city was in flames.

Interstate 95 took us quickly away from those fires and back to the rolling
hills of corn and red barns of Maryland before arriving at the Philadelphia exit. My
father steered the station wagon off the highway toward downtown and Independ-
ence Hall crossing the Schuylkill River through the eerily empty streets.

My parents commented that they were surprised to find parking on the
street across from Independence Hall. My father put a coin in the meter and led us
across the road to see where the Declaration of Independence was signed.

A ranger stood at the door in a grey shirt, green pants and the iconic Smoky
the Bear Stetson. The National Park Service “family” was small in 1968 and we nat-
urally felt like every National Park was our own. My father shook the ranger’s hand
and started to open the door when he was stopped.

“Sorry sir, but we're closed”
My father was surprised and asked, “But why? It’s only 3:00”
“We had to close early today”

My father turned to the four of us with a puzzled expression. “Well, let'’s walk
around the area and take a look. Aunt Ethel isn't expecting us until later tonight””

He took us down to the Automat, a cafeteria where you could buy sand-
wiches, plates of steamed vegetables, fried fish and chicken, and their famous pies
from a wall of glass boxes. But it too was closed. We walked to another historic site
also to find it closed. There wasn’t a store or museum open in all of downtown Phil-
adelphia.

“I guess we should go visit Aunt Ethel now since everything is closed down
here,” my father suggested still unaware of the cause for this mystery.

We returned to the station wagon and drove over to Germantown Boule-
vard. Aunt Ethel lived at the west end of the boulevard and had reserved a room
for us at the old wooden hotel next to her apartment.

My father said that Aunt Ethel had lost her sight since the neighborhood
had been a “better off,” white part of town. He said that the area had been changing
while she was going blind. This seemed to imply, I thought, that she didn’t know
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she lived in an all-Black neighborhood. I am not sure my father’s story really had
any basis in reality but he would repeat it several times that evening.

As soon as the station wagon turned onto Germantown Boulevard, we
came to a blinking stoplight. Each corner of the intersection was lined with four-
foot-high walls of sandbags. Two helmeted solders aimed a huge machine gun to-
wards the center of the intersection from the top of the fortifications. My father
waited until a young officer clad in combat gear waved us on.

Nervous Black men rushed across the street in front of us, slipping down
the side streets. Several young men were so keen to not attract attention that they
seemed to glide on air past the heavily armed troops, moving like ghosts.

About twenty soldiers in heavy flak jackets stood holding their M-16’ at
the ready at each intersection. Belts of giant bullets were coiled through the gatling
guns, each of which was operated by two helmeted soldiers peering nervously from
their perch above the wall of sandbags. German shepherds strained at the ends of
their leashes as the soldiers tried to control them. They growled angrily at the Black
pedestrians, who tried to stay clear of the snarling teeth. Each army man had gre-
nades or bands of bullets hanging off his uniform. The only people standing still
were the soldiers. Everyone else was determined to clear the area darting corner to
corner, eyes always looking down at the pavement as though it wasn’t safe to glance
at the military personnel that were occupying their community.

To me it seemed that everyone was frightened. The residents were terrified.
The soldiers, too, seemed scared. They were mostly young white men who, if they
had ever been in combat at all, it would have been in Vietnam. And of course, the
residents of Germantown were even more visibly frightened. Many of them may
have also seen combat in Vietnam.

A soldier waved us through that intersection as three other soldiers
strained to hold back their dogs which seemed to smell the fear of everyone dashing
past them.

My father drove slowly to the next crossroad where we encountered
another fortified corner, this time controlled by a tank, several more machine-gun
nests, and more dogs. A dozen nervous Black civilians darted through the intersec-
tion, some clutching shopping bags under their arms or against their chests like
footballs.

We came to one tense intersection after another. Every corner fortified with
sandbags, heavily armed troops, German shepherds, machine guns, and tension,
lots of tension.

I remember staring out the car windows in amazement. I was passing
through a real urban battlefield. Something I had only seen on our fuzzy black-and-
white TV set. This was the kind of drama complete with heavy weapons and tense
combatants that any eleven-year-old, white, middle-class boy would feel lucky to
experience.
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We arrived at the hotel next to Aunt Ethel’s apartment building.

Our entire family followed my father to the lobby where he asked about
our room. There was no way he would have left his family in the car after driving
through that war zone.

The hotel manager was an older African American gentleman. He placed
a form on the counter for my father to sign and then directed us to the stairs. We
followed him hauling our suitcases up to the second floor. The musty smell of dried
wallpaper made the hotel feel as old and flammable as it really was.

The hotel man unlocked our room. He switched on the TV explaining that
one dial controlled the volume and the other changed the channels. He switched
the television off then guided my father and mother to the bathroom and the clean
white towels. My father gave him a dollar; he nodded in appreciation and walked
back down the tiny hallway to the stairs.

Mom pushed the door closed and quickly turned the locks with a sigh of
relief. She set out some clothes and disappeared into the bathroom for ten minutes
as my father used the hotel phone to call Aunt Ethel. She wanted us to come over
right away, dinner was ready and she was excited to see the children.

We scurried next door and climbed up to her apartment on the third floor.
The smell of boiled cabbage greeted us even before Aunt Ethel opened her door: a
tiny lady happily calling to us as we entered. “Welcome, welcome, please come in
and make yourselves comfortable”

We sat around her little wooden table as she set platters with sliced ham,
boiled peas, steamed cabbage and small caramelized pearl onions.

I could hear the TV in the corner. “Martin Luther King Jr. was shot today
in Memphis, Tennessee. He had planned to speak to striking garbage workers when
a gunman shot him outside the Loraine Hotel. A state of emergency has been called
here in Philadelphia”

Aunt Ethel turned the TV off, “Oh, we don’t need to ruin our dinner lis-
tening to the news,” and led us in grace.

Dinner was over fast enough. My father told Aunt Ethel that we would see
her in the morning and we hustled down the stairs and out into the dark. Our eyes
stung from tear gas and wood smoke as we dashed around the corner to the hotel. The
manager greeted us with a look of concern which I remember was not comforting.

Mom rushed us upstairs and quickly shut and locked the door to our room.
My father turned on the TV to see what all the fuss was about. It seemed to me he
still didn’t understand the magnitude of the events.

The TV flickered images of people burning cars and houses going up in
flames. A young Black man ran out of a store with a TV and then police rushed in
and clubbed him to the ground. Then the TV showed thousands of people walking
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slowly towards Independence Hall. Community leaders were shown speaking to
the crowd and then the program turned to an advertisement about enjoying life
with Coke. Smoke crept into our room giving the images on TV a bit more reality.

After the ads, the news returned to explain there was a curfew across Phil-
adelphia. It showed some more rioting with the text “Germantown Rioters” in white
below a burning building that looked similar to our hotel. Just then a deafening
screech interrupted the program. I went to see what the noise was. It was a streetcar
pulling into the maintenance yard behind our hotel.

My mother yelled at me, “Keith, get away from the window! Get over here!”

Mom got down on her knees facing one of the tall double beds that
crowded the room. Wood smoke drifted under the window frames. White whifts
of hazy smoke clung to the ceiling.

“Come on everyone. Let us pray.

My father kneeled next to my mother. They closed their eyes and put the
palms of their hands together. I motioned to my brother and sister to join them and
my father started to pray out loud.

“Oh, dear God, please protect my family. Please Lord, spare our building
from fire and protect my wife and children. Dear Jesus, we pray that you protect
my family from harm. Forgive us for our sins and save us from evil. In the name of
Jesus, Amen.” He finally seemed to realize that we were in danger.

Mom also said a prayer as we continued to kneel around the bed, palms
pressed tight against the fear.

“Ok kids, it’s time for bed” Mom guided us into the bathroom and handed
us our toothbrushes and the toothpaste. “Hurry now, we have a big day tomorrow.”

I am sure my parents didn't sleep at all. I barely slept. It was finally sinking
in. The building was likely to burn and we would burn with it.

But we didn’t die. As soon as the sun came up my mother got us out of bed.
We dressed quickly. It was clear from my mother’s frantic movements that we
needed to act fast.

We followed my father down the stairs and out into the sun, to the diner
across the street. I paused to read one of the white sheets of paper stapled to each tree.

In big black letters, the flyers said: “Curfew - Anyone outside after dark
will be shot.”

My white family crossed Germantown Boulevard to the front door of the diner.
My father pulled opened the shiny, steel door to a surprised gathering of regulars.

“Please, sit right here,” a silver-haired Black man said as he stood from his
chair. The entire restaurant joined him in standing and those nearest the door pulled

out their seats and motioned us to sit down.
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“Coffee?” called out a heavy-set African American woman with a welcom-
ing smile as she walked swiftly towards our table with a pot of black coffee and a
fist full of thick, white coffee mugs.

“You have to try the cinnamon rolls. There the best in all Philly,” called out
a young, well-dressed woman from the far end of the diner.

It seemed to me that everyone in the diner was surprised to see a white
family join them for breakfast after a night of neighborhood rioting.

A diner of twenty or so African Americans made this frightened white
family of five feel welcomed.
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My mother’s father John Phelan and | on Easter Sunday in Yorktown, Virginia
Chapter 5
A WHITE MAN’S BURDEN

It was the summer of my fifth year and I was sitting attentively on the front bench
of my family’s blue dingy, floating on the placid fresh waters of Cape Cod’s Middle
Lake. The oak oars fanned towards the shores, clanking softly in the galvanized ore
locks. My mother’s father scooted to the stern. He took a black freshwater mussel
from the damp hull, cracked it open on the bench and showed me how to pull out
the slimy grey guts and then slide the goo onto my barbed hook. He flipped his
sinker and hooked bait out into the glassy pond to show me how it was done. I fol-
lowed his example.

My grandfather always spoke to me as though I were an adult. He never
let me win at cards or checkers. His grandson needed learn to face the hard facts of
winners and losers. I was not to be coddled: a philosophy he shared with his son-
in-law, my father.

Our nylon lines disappeared into the dark waters as my grandfather de-
scribed his time in the Pacific War. While drifting on the calm waters in front of
his ten-acre property he shared a bit of his history. He described sitting on a plush,
red-and-gold cushion and smoking fragrant black opium tar while meeting with
Aung San, the leader of Burma. Dozens of the king’s servants flitted around their
deliberations. My grandfather told Aung San that he would need a hardened runway
for his squadron of heavy, bomb-laden B-29’s. He continued telling me about his
making a promise to protect the leader from the Japanese Emperor. From his de-
scription, I imagined that the thick, humid air was cloudy with a sweet-smelling
blue haze mixed with the enticing aromas of brazen pork and onion-grilled sea bass
served on gold-plated platters and followed by trays of exotic deserts. He smiled
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while recounting the silk-draped women of magnificent beauty that drifted through
the room. Old, white-bearded shamans sat in the corner gently holding long clay
pipes while young boys rang bells. His account was so vivid I could see every ex-
quisite detail. Recalling the black-and-white photo of thousands of people balancing
reed baskets of hammer-crushed stones among nearly naked men pounding the
rocks into pavement that sits on a ledge in his Needham, Massachusetts home,
added to the power of his tale.

This dreamy story was interrupted when my rod dipped suddenly toward
the water. Something took the bait. My grandfather told me to snap the pole, and
I did.

“Reel it in,” he said, pointing to the crank on his own rod.

The line was heavy, bending my pole in an arc to the pond water. A little
perch wiggled in desperation as he approached the surface. I swung the rod over
the center of the row boat. The fish flopped off the center bench onto the deck and
then back to the bench.

My grandfather calmly told me to grab the struggling yellow fish. I did.
“Hold tight. He is big enough to eat,” my grandfather said with a hint of pride. “Now
smack his head against the gunwale. Smash it really hard or he will suffer” I looked
at the perch’s big eyes looking up at me. I whacked its head against the boat killing
the innocent little guy.

Back on shore we walked to my grandmother’s kitchen. My grandfather
showed me how to slit open the fish’s stomach, scrape out the guts from the cavity
and sever its head. The big eyes continued to stare up at me from the bucket of or-
gans. Those sad, haunting eyes refused to look away.

My grandfather continued with his story of Burma, calmly explaining that
I was born into a special family. I would grow up having to decide who should live
and who should die. I might even have to kill tens of thousands of people. He said
this to his five-year-old grandson. I imagine he was speaking about people like those
smudged out in the blackened images of the sixty-three framed aerial photos hang-
ing in his den. Photos he took when directing the world’s most deadly bombing
campaign, the of the firebombing of Tokyo. He explained that those I might have
to kill would never face such difficult decisions as the ones I would need to wrestle
with. That was our burden, he announced with certainty. “The white man’s burden.”
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My father’s father Edward McHenry with members of the US Congress and their wives
Chapter 6
THE SACRED GIFT

My father’s father gently grasped my tiny, child hand. A leather-faced old man
walked bowlegged with my family along the four-thousand-year-old sandy ruts that
his ancestors carved into the earth. We were heading towards an ancient two-story
stone pueblo on the banks of the Oraibi Wash. Red-tailed hawks and falcons tied
to the roof tops sneered down at us, straining from their leg leashes. A steady, hot
wind swirled with the incense of burning pinion from the coals of the round adobe
hornos. The comforting scent of Piki Bread and roasted corn spread through the
flat-roofed village, mixing with the golden rays of a late afternoon sun. The prison
of electricity and coal hadn't yet desecrated the sacred, high Arizona desert. Old
Oraibi was as it had been for generations.

Years before, in 1932, my grandfather’s journey to take up his position as
a Junior Park Naturalist at the Grand Canyon was dramatically interrupted by a
sandstone boulder a hundred miles east of his destination. Hopi farmers found him
broken inside his mangled car. The vehicle was crushed against a bolder above their
corn patch. He convalesced in the ancient rock homes of his hosts for nearly half of
that year before continuing on his bumpy drive to the South Rim. They would be-
come life-long friends. Our graying guide, his hair bound tight in a red headband,
had been one of the young men who carried my father’s father to the safety of their
cliffside community. My grandfather cheerfully placed his now frail arm on his
friend’s shoulder in response to his jab about my grandfather’s shiny bald skull. They
both laughed with the familiarity of brothers.
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My grandmother scurried up the leather-bound rungs of a long pine ladder
ahead of my mother. She scooted comfortably onto the mudded rooftop. An older
man gently pulled my mother onto the dusty platform. My father lifted my little
brother Bruce up to my mother’s arms and I scaled the rungs to the top and found
a seat on the striped blanket, settling with my family and the elders into our spot
on the sunbaked rooftop. Huddles of other families spread their woolen rugs into
position high above the plaza making themselves at home above their homes.

I was just six years old the first time I visited this holy pueblo. Jumbles of
plump grandmothers laughed and teased one another as they shifted and turned
in search of a comfortable perch. Bony and dusty children clung to their mothers
and men helped settle the late comers.

The stone walls that supported our families had witnessed over two thou-
sand years of boys becoming men and women celebrating the harvest. A small
group of tall men draped in glossy buckskins, their heads crowned with tan antelope
heads with devilish antlers, stood at attention beating a giant hide drumhead at the
far end of the sacred grounds. I trembled with each thud and became aware of a
comforting knowledge that I would always feel at home no matter where I walked
on our sacred Earth.

Two clowns darted from pueblo wall to pueblo wall, their heavy, rich red
helmets of desert dirt comically swaying in their colossal galactic battle. Tricksters
playing in our waking dreams. I was mesmerized.

It wasn't long before two columns of young boys marched into view at the
far end of the dusty plaza having just surfaced after weeks in the underground dark-
ness of the round kiva. My grandfather shared his understanding that in the sacred
cosmology of the Hopi life emerged from the underworld sipapu in the center of
the kiva. Another cycle of the tilting Earth and another generation rises to the sur-
face of the fourth world they called Tuwaqgachi.

All rooftop conversations hushed. The tallest two boys at the lead were fol-
lowed in size down to the shortest two, all of them stomping across the dance
ground in a trance, retracing their path over and over again. Red fox pelts hung
from the bright woven wool belts wrapped tightly around their waists. The white
of their thick woven skirts made the red pelts even more vibrant. Juniper boughs
bobbed around their necks, wrists, and ankles to the rhythm of the dance. The thun-
derous pounding of their high deerskin boots against the ground and the clapping
of dried beans against tortoise-shell rattles cinched tight to their ankles reverberated
to the even louder beat of the antelope clan’s mammoth drum. Bits of fine adobe
mortar sprinkled loose at the sound waves. A lonely raven gurgled and clicked as it
floated above on a warm updraft.

One row of boys held deadly rattlesnakes and copperheads between their
teeth. The serpents’ tongues darted quickly between their sharp, poisonous fangs,
as their heads bent towards the future men’s jugular veins. A second boy mesmer-
ized a desert viper with a bouquet of red-tailed hawk feathers collected from the
leashed birds. Invisible ghost-spirits of all that danced below shimmered electric
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across my skin, sifting the sacred energy through my cells. A late afternoon golden
glow of mystery blessed the atmosphere.

The boys becoming men startled me when they abruptly stopped and
placed the serpents on the plaza dust. The rattlers slithered, flashing across the plaza,
and disappeared into cloth sacks held open by the antelope clan. The undulating
snake bags were secured with twine and whisked back to the desert while the drum-
ming resumed. The initiated stomped to the rhythm of the antelope drummers,
nodded in respect, and passed out of the plaza, disappearing into the depths of their
mother kiva.

A silence of permanence weighed the Hopi families heavy to the pueblo
roofs. The quiet of the gold setting sun held all in suspense.

A collective exhale from the rooftops announced the emergence of the
graduates bearing woven reed baskets overflowing with yellow, red, and orange
squashes, blue corn, and heavy loaves of richly browned bread. The sweet smell of
pinion smoke and roasting corn and peppers fixed me to that place and time. The
new men silently lifted their sacred offerings skyward to the holy families on the
flat roofs of Old Oraibi.

I can never be a Hopi and yet still I basked in the glow of my transfor-
mation that knowledge that I will forever be tethered to the cosmos; a confidence
that I will always be one with our universe, the warmth of that eternal wellbeing
that embraces me to this day.
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Keith McHenry

aloof, cognizant

naturally artistic
bright eyed

The Wasatch Academy Year Book photo class of 1974
Chapter 7
AN EDUCATION

This is how you mop a hallway: zigzag from wall to wall with a soapy cotton mop
head tracing the infinity symbol foot by foot down the well-worn second-floor cor-
ridor of, for example, Darlington freshman dorm. The rickety, wood-framed dorm
was condemned by the county when my father attended school there in the 1950s.
Learning how to properly mop was the first, and possibly the most important, lesson
I learned in high school.

Wasatch Academy, a ninety-five-year-old Presbyterian boarding school,
was an island of diversity in a tiny, high-valley Mormon farming village stuck smack
in the center of the Beehive State. Majestic cottonwoods quaked yellow along the
town’s irrigation ditches and golden aspens marched up the north-facing slopes of
the Wasatch Range. Hay balers lumbered across the dry pastures gathering their
harvest for the long winter. Shepherds followed cottony flocks of Rambouillet sheep
to lower elevations and the inevitable, bloody sheering.
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The Wasatch Academy student body was a collection of 150 teenage boys
and girls. There were the kids who came from the National Parks, like me. There
were the children of western state ranchers whose families lived too far from the
nearest high school to make day attendance practical. And there were the wealthy
“delinquents” spared a sentence in a California Juvenile Hall.

My academic performance at the start of my freshman year in 1970 was
not as smooth as my mopping, but I was about to learn a second lesson, nearly as
important as the first. I would learn to become disciplined and complete every
homework assignment to the letter. Success in academics was just that simple. But
before I learned that lesson, most of my classmates thought of me more as a come-
dian than a student.

Early on, one of my teachers took me aside and said, “You are going to
flunk out if you don’t take school seriously” With memories of Page County fresh
in my mind, I decided to take it seriously.

At the beginning of my second semester of high school, Principal Larson
came to greet the student body at the morning assembly. He spoke on the power of
a good education as he probably had each semester since my father and uncle had
attended assembly. The boys fiddled with their obligatory ties and the girls sat un-
comfortably on the wooden seats in dresses that dropped below their knees. The
morning sun, sifted by frosted window panes, bathed the chapel.

“I will read off the names of those students that received straight As this
semester;” he said, holding a sheet of notebook paper in one hand as he adjusted
his reading glasses with the other.

“First on the list is John Elliot” The students clapped politely, not surprised
at all that he had straight As. That was expected as he had a perfect score the year
before. “Next is Debbie Grant,” and more obligatory clapping. Debbie’s classmates
all knew she was smart. “Next on the list is David Miles,” and more clapping but
still no surprise even though it was his first semester. If anyone could be considered
studious it was my roommate David. “And finally, the last student on the list to get
straight As is Keith McHenry”

It was like a bolt of lightning shot up my back as the entire student body
jumped to their feet screaming and clapping in surprise. I was the last person
anyone, including myself, would have believed would have a perfect score.

My early scholastic success awakened in me a desire to make Wasatch a
contemporary version of Henry David Thoreau’s Concord. This would be the first
time I would seek to construct a village of visionary artists, authors, poets, and in-
tellectuals. Mount Pleasant’s streets would be the paths of my modern-day com-
munity of Thoreaus, Emersons, Alcotts, and Hawthornes. Like the
transcendentalists who walked the roads through the woods near Walden Pond, we
would dedicate ourselves to the search for truth and beauty. This clarity of purpose
engulfed my spirit.
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Surely this was to be expected of a teenager whose first adult book was
Walden. The war in Vietnam was my generation’s war on Mexico and racism and
segregation was akin to, and the legacy of, the slavery of Thoreau’s civil disobedient
night in jail. My mother’s hardbound copies of Plato, Homer, Aristotle, and Latin
grammar were my escape during the tortured years of elementary and middle
school. Then The Beatles, Elton John, The Doors, Jimi Hendrix and Pink Floyd,
combined with tabs of Orange Sunshine and Blue Windowpane, were the sound-
track of my liberation in rural Utah.

That first glorious school year came to an end and the promise of a magical
summer stretched out before me. I rented a little glassed-in porch on the second
floor of my roommate David’s parent’s house at First Avenue and T Street in Salt
Lake City. I took a job as a janitor at University Books and Art Supplies, vacuuming
past intriguing titles and delicious Windsor Newton pigments and sable brushes.
When I wasn't polishing bookshelves or pushing a Hoover between canyons of
books, I joined David’s parents and their anarchist friends sailing on Echo Reservoir
with a gallon of Boone’s Farm, drunkenly discussing the finer points of Voltaire,
Kafka, Coltrane, and Mozart. I spent dreamy afternoons in a friend’s backyard art
gallery feasting with friends while passing loose joints of skanky Mexican pot. It
was a teenage version of Trout Fishing in America. David’s father was “Jack Mor-
mon” who was turned against church and state by the brutality of blood-soaked
foxholes and storms of lead unleashed on the Pacific Islands during the Second
World War.

I woke each morning to a symphony of chirps, peeps and the rustling of
cottonwood leaves. On one day off without plans I rolled some Mexican pot, drifted
down to Mrs. Miles kitchen, cut a hunk of her limitless zucchini bread, quickly
dusted up the crumbs and walked out to First Avenue. I had finished smoking my
joint by the time my sneakers crossed S Street.

The morning sun warmed the high desert chill. Black-capped chickadee
and dark-eyed juncos flitted about, darting between the branches and the lawns of
the tree-lined neighborhood. The old stone and brick buildings along Temple Street
kept getting larger and more beautiful as I meandered west towards the city center.

A particularly ornate mansion caught my eye. A stately gold-lettered sign
on the grassy berm identified the beauty as, “The Utah Bicentennial Commission.”
The carved-oak front door was framed in an old Mormon style stained-glass and
surrounded by a brick and sandstone edifice of unusual majesty. The glorious build-
ing pulled me up the walkway. I had to open that huge wooden door and peek in-
side. Apparently, that was some good pot.

I was startled by a smiling receptionist siting behind a polished cherry desk.
“How can we help you?” she asked. I responded by saying that I found the building
stunning and then blurted out, to my own surprise, that I had an idea for the Bi-
centennial Commission and would like to speak with the director. This request was
inspired by the sign with “Director” painted in gold on the door behind her and
my stoned desire to get a glimpse of what I thought would be another architectural
wonder behind that door.
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“Okay, may I tell the director who is here to see him,” she asked, standing
as though her blond bun was magnetically drawn to the ceiling above her.

“Keith McHenry; I responded.
“Great, please have a seat and I will tell him you’re here”

I needed an idea fast if I was going to pull this off. I had just read one of
the Foxfire books on the mountain life of the Great Smokies written by high school
students. It dawned on me that the Utah Bicentennial Commission might be inter-
ested in a similar series about pioneer skills from the early days of the state. Sure,
that seemed like a good idea to propose.

“Right this way Mr. McHenry,” the receptionist said, directing me towards
the office.

The director stood behind his beautiful antique desk before a picture win-
dow bordered with stained-glass, red roses.

“My name is David Swanson, what can we do for you?”

I thanked him for his time and explained that I was attending a high school
in Mount Pleasant called Wasatch Academy and thought the students could produce
a series of books about the skills of early Utah settlers. “Have you seen the Foxfire
books?” I asked.

He had heard of the series and asked me to tell him more.

I excitedly explained that the students could interview farmers about irri-
gation or the raising of livestock. Maybe there could be chapter on the use of natural
plants for medicine, soaps, or textile dyes. We could describe pioneer skills passed
down from generation to generation.

“Well, Mr. McHenry, may I suggest that you write up your proposal and
submit a request for funding from our Commission.” He opened a drawer to his
right and pulled out an application form. He must have noticed that I had been
looking at the intricate molding in his office and offered to show me around the
nineteenth-century mansion.

After the tour I thanked my guide and walked as fast as I could to a drug-
store on Temple, bought a notebook and pen, sat against a shaded wall of the phar-
macy and quickly jotted down the highlights of my plan.

The next morning, I returned to the bookstore and the honest work of vac-
uuming the graying carpet between the stacks. I spotted a book on how to write
grants, slid the thick volume from the shelf and held it open to read with one hand
as I shuffled the Hoover with the other.

I rushed home every evening to my treetop room excited to work on my
proposal. The late evening thunderstorms and sheets of rain drowned out any dis-
tractions. After two weeks of late nights filling page after page in longhand my first
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draft was ready for the public typewriter at the main library. I carefully pecked out
the proposal with a single finger.

I wrote that Wasatch Academy seniors could choose to work on the book
in their final year. The project would not be available to the younger students. Par-
ticipation would be the reward of three years of a standard high school education.
Students could get math credits for their work on the budget for producing the
book. Editing a classmate’s interview or penning a chapter could be an English
credit. A chapter on the use of native plants for healing remedies could qualify for
a biology class. Like the Foxfire series, this annual paperback would be distributed
to bookstores across the country. The promise of getting a high school diploma and
your name on a popular book could attract new students solving Wasatch’s crisis of
a shrinking enrollment.

The click, click of the keys quickened as I banged out the last paragraph of
the proposal. I stapled the pages together, slid them into the envelope I had bought
for the occasion and rushed off to the Bicentennial offices to present my finished
draft to Mr. Swanson.

The silence was abruptly pierced with, “You did a great job, Keith” Mr.
Swanson explained that the next step I needed to take was to present the proposal
to the Sanpete County Commissioners. If they approved it, they would send it to
the state commission and by the beginning of the semester I could start work on
the first edition. “I think the commissioners will be excited to see what you have here””

I was relieved. Mr. Swanson suggested I take a copy to the commission
chairman before it would be formally introduced. “Let’s call Mr. Olsen now and set
up a meeting. He lives in Fairview. Can you go down to see him this week?”

I called my older, driving-aged schoolmate, Karen, and asked her if she
could give me a ride. She agreed to be my chauffeur.

We found Mr. Olsen’s brick house. He was standing in his well-groomed
patch of front lawn dressed in baggy coveralls and directing a green garden hose
towards a row of healthy rose bushes lining a classic Utah wire fence.

“Hello sir. Are you Mr. Olsen?” I asked.
“Yes, I am. You must be Mr. McHenry?” he responded with a welcoming smile.

“Yes, and this is my friend Karen” He shook our hands and turned off the
tap to his hose.

“So, Keith, I hear you have been to Boston. Did you visit Paul Revere’s
house and Old North Church?” he asked with a glint in his eyes that said he had
seen at least seven decades of central Utah but only dreamed of the world beyond.

Mr. Olsen shuftled up his steps, reached out and pulled open his rickety
screen door. “Come in. Please, have a seat and tell me everything you know about
colonial Boston.”
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I told Mr. Olsen all about Boston. I described how wide the Charles River
was when the Revere of Longfellow’s poem had rowed across it that dark April even-
ing. I described the height of Old North Church’s white spire and the walled pews
that protected the congregation from the cold New England winters.

My weathered, old host radiated a child-like pleasure listening to the tales
of someone who had actually seen the historic sites that were the birthplace of our
country. “So, you want to put together a book about the pioneer life in Sanpete
County?” he said getting down to business.

“Yes sir. I read a book about Appalachian Mountain life and thought we
should have one for pioneer life here in Utah”

Mr. Olsen walked around his tiny living room crossing from his stuffed
chair to his front door and back. “Keith, it is so important to have young people
like yourself interested in our history. I fully support your project.”

I shared a bit more about the vision I had for the book and handed him a
copy of the proposal. He rose from his favorite seat once again in a motion that em-
phasized his delight. “Thanks so much for coming by and we will see both of you
tomorrow at the county commission.”

Karen and I found a pleasant piece of ground to roll out our sleeping bags
at the mouth of the canyon above town and spent the day hanging out on the lush
green lawns on the grounds of the Manti Temple. The long shadows of the sandstone
spires meant it was time to get ready. I retrieved my thrift store slacks, white but-
ton-down shirt, and almost stain-free red tie from the back seat of Karen’s VW and
crossed the deserted lawn to a secluded corner behind the Temple.

The Sanpete County Commissioners met at six. I felt I needed to arrive
early to indicate my sense of responsibility. As we pulled into the parking lot, we
could see several elderly men dressed in sagging old sports coats and blue coveralls
slowly hobbling towards the entrance.

We followed them through the lobby into a majestic auditorium of blond
paneling, high ceiling, lacquered handrails, and podium. A hundred theater seats
faced the arching half wall that separated the public from the officials who sat at
the helm of the community.

Several of what would be a total of fifteen commissioners stood near their
high-backed seats discussing the urgent news of rural Utah life. Mr. Olsen ambled
into the hall from a side door, glass of water in one hand and a manila envelope in
the other. While he was talking to another commissioner, he noticed me sitting in
the front row and motioned for me to approach.

“Keith, this is Commissioner Parker.” Mr. Parker reached across the rail
and gave me a hardy handshake.

The blue-haired clerk knocked on her microphone before saying, “It’s six
oclock, Commissioners. I will ask everyone to take their seats”
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She turned to the crowd of about sixty people, most of whom were standing
in the aisle and busy in conversation. “Attention, attention. Please take your seats,”
she announced with the authority of her decades.

The chatter subsided. Folding chairs squeaked open and the audience set-
tled down. Mr. Parker stood over his microphone, tapped it twice and addressed
the room. “Welcome everyone. Please stand to say the Lord’s Prayer”

Everyone stood, their seats squeaking back into place. The assembled
bowed their heads and Commissioner Parker’s deep voice slowly lead the room in
prayer. Even though I normally would shun such a ritual, I joined in out of respect
for their sincerity.

Then the commissioners lifted their heads in unison with the audience and
turned towards the American flag placing their hands over their hearts and joined
Mr. Parker in the Pledge of Allegiance.

Mr. Parker banged his gavel with a thud.

Everyone sat, chairs squeaking again. First there was old business, a report
on the county emergency radio system. A second-grade girl from the local elemen-
tary school received a gift certificate for a quart of ice cream from Dairy Queen for
her public service organizing a trash pick-up around the campus during summer
vacation.

Then there were some questions about the repair of the fence at the back
of the cemetery. “Bob Johnson said he would provide $100 towards fixing the
broken section. He feels real bad about his cattle grazing at the west end of the cem-
etery and he promises to make sure they don’t leave his pasture again”

The Commissioners agreed to provide whatever additional finances were
needed not to exceed $500 with the project set to be completed by the first of Oc-
tober. “Everyone in favor say aye. Everyone opposed say no. The ayes have it. The
fence will be repaired”

Mr. Olsen looked over at me and the clerk announced the business of a
request for a $9,000 grant by the Utah Bicentennial Commission.

Mr. Olsen slowly lifted himself out of his seat. “Dear fellow commissioners
of the great County of Sanpete, I am honored to introduce you to a fine young man
from over in Mount Pleasant, Mr. Keith McHenry. I think you will be very interested
to hear his proposal. He came by my house yesterday and I was interested to learn
that this young man has visited Paul Revere’s House and has seen the Old North
Church in Boston, Massachusetts with his own eyes. Please give Mr. McHenry your
full attention.”

I approached the microphone at the front of the auditorium. “Thank you
so much, Mr. Olsen, Commissioner Parker and all of you here tonight. I have pro-
vided you all with a copy of my proposal for a book on the knowledge and skills
used by the first pioneers to Sanpete County.” I described the main points of the
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proposal and then said, “High school seniors will have the option of getting credit
for their participation, such as interviewing the older residents of Sanpete and their
descendants about the knowledge and skills unique to pioneer life in Central Utah
that have been handed down from generation to generation.” I added that the book
would be sold in bookstores all over the west and attract interest in our community.

Mr. Olsen stood again and said, “I encourage every commissioner to vote
in favor of this proposal. The money will come from the Utah State Bicentennial
Commission so it will not cost the county a cent. And you all know we aren’t getting
any younger and if we don't tell our stories now, they may go with us to our graves.”

The commissioner took a sip of water and continued, “I am just so happy
that this young man has gone to all this trouble to help record our history and I be-
lieve we all should vote to adopt this proposal. Anyone second the proposal?”

Mr. Thompson responded, “I second it” Commissioner Parker asked, “All
in favor?” Everyone replied aye. “All opposed?” Silence. “Then hearing no objec-
tions, the motion is adopted.”

Mr. Olsen reached over the counter and shook my hand saying, “Job well done”

A couple of weeks later I got a package from the Utah Bicentennial Com-
mission. “Dear Mr. McHenry, The Utah Bicentennial Commission is honored to
announce that we are accepting your grant request of $9,000. Please fill out the en-
closed form, have your principal sign and date the authorization and return it to
our office”

Karen and I headed back down to Mount Pleasant and Headmaster
Hansen’s house. I skipped exuberantly up to the front door. He answered, beaming
his familiar welcoming smile and invited us in.

I excitedly told Mr. Hansen that the Utah Bicentennial Commission had
awarded Wasatch $9,000 for the book proposal I had told him of earlier that
summer.

“That is fantastic news, Keith. Following in your uncle’s footsteps I see,” he
said before reminding me again that my uncle was a great trumpet player, student
body president, and had been accepted to the US Olympic Ski Team.

I let Mr. Hansen know that the reason we came to see him was to get his
signature on the contract so we could start work on the book as soon as classes
started.

“Well, Keith, since we last spoke, I decided to retire. We have a new head-
master coming in a few weeks. I am sure he would be happy to sign the contact”

Soon yellow aspen advanced towards the valley marking the end of
summer and a return to school. My dorm mate, David, and I relaxed in the back of
his father’s 56 Chevy pickup as it passed the decaying steel mills on the shores of
Lake Provo, the cliffs of Mount Timpanogos, and then winded into the sage and al-
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falfa pastures of Sanpete Valley. It wasn’t long before we were slowing by the drive-
in theater and the Dairy Queen and lurching to a stop outside the boy’s dorms at
Wasatch.

Early the next morning, our dorm parent, Mr. Gardner, stopped by our
room to give us our institutional assignments. “You get clinkers again, Keith. I know
that’s your favorite job.” I had graduated from mopping hall floors to the prestigious
task of shoveling out the flaming molten clinkers and fly ash from the roaring coal
furnaces. My warm classmates appreciated this, giving us shovelers celebrity status.

But what I was most eager to do that morning was to visit the new head-
master and get the contract signed. I raced over to the administration building. Sec-
retary Murphy thought he might be at the Hansen’s old place.

A tall, bald man peeked through the screen door and said, “Yes, may I help you?”

“Hello, I am a student at Wasatch and I gave Mr. Hansen a contract from
the Utah Bicentennial Commission for you to sign so the senior class can get credit
producing our book on pioneer life,” I confidently reported.

"Oh yes, he did give me that contract. Well, I am worried that the State of
Utah won't accredit the project and being new here I don't want to rock the boat by
introducing such an unusual item to the curriculum,” he replied.

“So, Wasatch isn’t going to accept the funding and we aren’t going to pro-
duce the book?” I asked, not able to conceal my disappointment.

“Yes, that’s right. We aren’t going to accept the funding. It’s too risky, just
too risky to do during my first year;,” he bluntly explained.

I was speechless. I silently turned away and walked back to campus.

Our first assembly would provide a glimpse of what would be in store for
us that year. The electricity and excitement of my classmates reverberated through-
out the chapel as we took our seats and greeted the friends that we hadn’t seen all
summer.

“Attention! Attention please! We are about to start. Please sit down.” The
dean of students, Mr. Chin, struggled to bring the opening assembly to a start. The
wooden seats squeaked open and everyone eventually directed their attention to-
wards the Dean.

“Welcome back everyone. I hope you had a great summer. We have some
exciting changes this year. First, I want to introduce you to our new headmaster,
Mr. O’Leary. Mr. Hansen retired this summer and moved to Cedar City. I am sure
he will be up to see us again this year”

The Dean continued, “Mr. O’Leary comes to us from Claremont High
School in California. Please give Headmaster O’Leary a warm welcome.”
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Mr. O’Leary rose from his front row seat. He was a towering middle-aged man with
a shiny, bald head. A tepid clapping greeted his introduction.

“Thank you, students. 'm proud to be your new headmaster. We will finish
class registration after assembly. First, I will announce a few new rules” He detailed
his policy requiring students to request a pass to leave campus even if they only
planned to go downtown. He said we had to return no later than the time requested
on our pass and never later than evening study hall at 7:00.

“Is that clear?” Headmaster O’Leary asked not really interested in an an-
swer as he crossed slowly across the front of the chapel, eyes fixed on the floor. “As
Dean Chin explained, I was principal of Claremont High School, one of the top pri-
vate schools in California. I was hired by Wasatch because of all the discipline prob-
lems here last year. I expect everyone to cooperate and help me make this a
productive year” The drugs, sex and theft of the student bank were among the prob-
lems he was sent to resolve. Several more changes were described and our new Spa-
nish teacher was introduced before Dean Chin announced the end of the assembly.

My daily routine began with the heroic early morning institutional chore
of shoveling clinkers, a valiant attempt to shower off the accumulated black soot,
and a hot breakfast. I would then head off to chapel where Headmaster O’Leary
would introduce his daily list of new rules and punishments: detention if tardy to
your institutional job; ten hours digging in the “sewers,” a leech field of muddy
ditches west of campus, if you are late to detention; and more detentions and ad-
ditional hours in the sewers for leaving campus without a pass and on and on.

A few weeks into the school year and we were finally going to have our first
guest speaker at assembly, a photographer from Salt Lake City who planned to show
us slides of his recent trip to Asia.

Headmaster O’Leary opened the assembly with some more rules. “Students
are still failing to go to detention on time and some of you have failed to show up
to dig in the sewer so I am announcing an additional penalty of five more hours at
the sewers for every day of detention you miss. And by the way, I don't like looking
out and seeing the bottoms of your soda cans, so from now there will be no more
drinking sodas during assembly””

That was enough of the new rules. I stood up to leave, requiring the row of
classmates to rise to their feet to let me pass. “Come on, this is too much. New rules
every morning and penalties on top of penalties. 'm leaving,” I said loud enough
for most the chapel to hear.

David stood to let me by. The rest of the students in my row also stood.
“Come on let’s go,” I suggested as I passed each student. My row followed. As I
stepped into the center aisle students throughout the assembly were rising from
their seats. I reached the back door as Dean Chin called out that the assembly was
adjourning for the day.
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The students followed me out into the football field chanting, “Strike! Strike!”

As my friends and I were sitting at the end of the football field ranting
about O’Leary, several other students retrieved a sound system from their dorm
room. It wasn’t long before Alice Copper’s anthem “Schools Out for Ever” was blar-
ing across the campus.

Two classmates asked me to sign their handwritten petition that started,
“We will not return to school until these demands are met” The demands began:
“We don't have to attend class,” and continued with, “No restrictions on smoking.
All students can smoke pot. All students can take acid, mushrooms, peyote and any
other drug whenever they wish. All students can drink alcohol on campus. All stu-
dents can be in any dorm at any time. Morning assembly is optional. No one has to
do homework. All students can go to the tracks or into town any time they want.
All students can have sex with their lovers when they wish. Anyone can dress ho-
wever they want. There will be no restrictions on dorm hours”

The list was two pages long. Twenty or thirty students had already signed
the back page in support.

“I don't think the school administration has the authority to legalize drugs
and teenage drinking,” I suggested. “We might want to have demands that the school
can actually meet”

They argued their case a little more saying we should have all these rights
and more but soon they both agreed it was probably just wishful thinking.

“Why don't we demand that all rules made since the beginning of the
school year be revoked or something like that? Maybe demand that any new rules
must be agreed to by someone in the student government, a faculty member and
someone from the administration,” I suggested, adding, “We can announce that we
won't return to class until the administration agrees to meet with us and suspend
all of this year’s new rules”

They thought that sounded good. I wrote up the text for the proposal on a
sheet of blue-lined, notebook paper.

I spoke with the student in charge of the sound system which was now
blasting Steely Dan across campus. “Do you have a mic we could plug into the sound
system?”

He did and by the end of the song I was standing on the top step to the
back entrance of the main building addressing my classmates, several of whom were
passing around a joint.

“Tom, Brian, and I have a proposal. Please listen up,” I announced and then
read the statement.
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“All those in favor of staying out on strike until these demands are met
raise your hands,” I said.

Every hand went up.

I continued: “Ok, who should we choose to represent the students in
negotiations?”

Tom yelled out, “Keith, you should be our negotiator”

A vote was taken and I was chosen unanimously by the crowd. “Take our
demands to O’Leary;” yelled out a student from the center of the field.

I found Mr. Chin. He suggested I speak with the teachers and ask them to
send two instructors to the negotiations. I returned to the top of the stairway to the
main building and interrupted the music again. “Mr. Chin suggested Student Body
President Jim Noble be included in the representation of the students and suggested
that we ask two teachers to participate”

I realized I needed to take another vote if I wanted continue to have the
support of my classmates. I have no idea where I obtained that political wisdom.
“All in favor of including two teachers and Jim to the negotiations raise your hands.”
Every hand went up again. Some of the now very stoned classmates shouted yes to
the proposal.

The meeting started in a second-floor classroom soon after the vote. “Go
Ask Alice” by Jefferson Airplane serenaded the deliberations from the yard below.

It was clear that Mr. Chin was concerned despite his attempt to maintain
a poker face. O’Leary didn’t bother to hide his angry expression. His sneering lips
and beads of perspiration telegraphed his dismay at our challenge to his authority.
Mr. Gardner smiled nervously and Mrs. Olmsted had a serious air. Jim was his re-
laxed self and I was all business with a laser focus towards ending O’Leary’s tyranny.
Dean Chin made an offer. We debated it for nearly an hour. I got some concessions.
Mr. Chin made some good points. O’'Leary made some promises.

“I need to take your offer to the students. Let’s take a short break,” I suggested.

On the way down the stairs Jim whispered that he wasn’t sure O’Leary
could be trusted. I agreed.

I went back to the top-stair perch above the football field. Our sound man
turned off the music and handed me the mic.

“Attention, please. Attention,” I called out over the sound system.
The strike-turned-party that had sprawled across the sports field quieted down.

I'started: “O’Leary said all new rules will stay but that from this time on he
would make the new rules in consultation with the faculty. I don't think we should
agree to this. What do you think? All in favor of Mr. O’Leary’s offer raise your hand.
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Not one hand went up.
“All opposed?”
Everyone thrusted a hand towards the sky punctuated with a loud roar of “No!”

I returned to the second-floor meeting with news that the offer had
been rejected.

O’Leary paced the room insisting his rules stand. Mr. Gardner tried to calm
him down pleading with him to take the position of the students seriously. Jim re-
minded O’Leary that we had solid support of the students who were quite pleased
to stay on strike and enjoy their new-found freedom. I pointed out that Jim and I
were the reasonable members of the student body and told them that the first peti-
tion included demands that we be free to do whatever we wanted regardless of the
wishes of the school. Everyone but the headmaster had a history at Wasatch
Academy and this trust in one another gave Jim and I an advantage; that and our
popularity with our classmates. We agreed to return to negotiations in the morning.

Music blasted across campus late into the night. A dance party broke
out on a nearby tennis court. A small circle of students continued to pass around
joints below the loudspeakers. A couple made out, just short of intercourse, near
the goalposts.

There was no assembly the next morning. I joined my crew before sunrise
removing clinkers from the furnaces. The chilly nights of the high desert fall didn’t
join our walkout.

Negotiations resumed. By noon our proposal had been accepted by
O’Leary. It turned out that Mr. Chin had been supportive all along as were the two
teachers.

I brought the agreement to the students. “All the rules made this year are
to be revoked,” T announced. A thunderous roar of “Yes!” rose up from the students.

“All new rules will be made by a committee of two students, two teachers
and two members of the administration. All in favor raise your hand!”

My classmates screamed yes as they raised their hands.

“It's unanimous. I will report back to the negotiating team,” I exclaimed
over the loudspeaker adding, “It looks like classes will resume tomorrow.”

I went back to the second floor to share news of the student’s support. The
music was turned up full volume. After I told the negotiating team about the vote
everyone stood and shook hands. We picked up our notes and Mr. Chin snapped
off the lights as we left.

A week later I was visiting with several friends at a student hangout we had
assembled using sticks of cottonwood for walls and furnished with rough plank
benches. We were skipping the Sunday service which had not been a punishable
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offense for over a year now. The Presbyterian Church had founded and provided
the school’s funding, making it affordable to families like mine. But the Presbyteri-
ans were divesting from the school and thus relaxing their rules on attending reli-
gious services.

“I dare you to streak the Mormon Church,” joked my friend Tom.

Twenty or more students had run naked across campus a month before.
Afterwards an even larger number of classmates streaked naked through downtown
Mt. Pleasant late one night. Few locals witnessed the historic evening prank. Streak-
ing was the latest harmless fad made nationally famous by sports fans racing naked
across stadium fields during televised football games.

“T'll do it if both of you join me,” I said to my two female friends, Peggy
and Jane, who were laughing at the dare. To my surprise they agreed.

We walked up to the Ward on South State Street. I suggested we take off
our clothes and hang them on the fence behind the north side of the church, walk
out to the front lawn and sit naked on the grass. My two accomplices agreed to the plan.

We draped our jeans, shirts, and underwear on the top strand of barbed
wire, scurried out to the front of the church and sat in a circle on the soft green
lawn. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect. It was a brisk late fall morning
so we were pleased when the two huge, red doors opened a few minutes after we
had taken our naked positions.

The two young men who had just swung open the doors had to take a sec-
ond look. Were there really three naked people sitting outside the church? I could
see that they were not sure of what they were seeing. Five elderly church ladies led
the congregation out into the bright Sunday sun. Their eyes were struggling to un-
derstand what they were witnessing. The two doormen finally regained their senses
and started to run towards us, but they were too late. We had already jumped to
our feet and were racing behind the building towards our clothing. I helped my two
classmates over the fence before climbing over the strands of barbed wire. We ran
through the backyard of the house north of the church, holding our clothes in our
arms. A couple eating breakfast jumped to their feet, alarmed, as they saw three
naked teenagers run past their kitchen window.

We stopped in the next yard and quickly pulled on our clothing and walked
swiftly towards campus exhilarated from the close call.

Our classmates were in suspense. Two other female classmates and their
male friend were accused of the crime. An embarrassment to the school who had
always struggled with community relations. But finally, the administration dropped
the charges on the falsely accused and figured out who the real streakers were.
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We went before the discipline committee that had been reestablished after
the strike. The sentence came down. Guilty as charged. Twenty hours cleaning out
the sewers. The harshest penalty one could get and still remain enrolled.

At the same time my new relationship with a mysterious blond sophomore
from Texas named Cullen was heating up. We agreed to consummate our relation-
ship the evening of the hearing.

Our art teacher, Mrs. Olmsted, stopped me as I was leaving that day’s last
class. “Keith, I want you to meet Mr. Thomas from Commercial Press. He came
down from Provo to speak with you. Can you join us at the cafeteria tonight?”

Of course, I could. Mrs. Olmsted was more a friend than a teacher. Dinner
with her was an honor.

Mr. Thomas liked my designs for the yearbooks he had printed at Com-
mercial Press. He was proud to feature our National Scholastic Press Association
award-winning publication to high schools and colleges around the state.

We collected our meal and found a seat on the edge of the cafeteria. “Keith,
I want to offer you a job. After graduation we would love it if you spent the summer
working in our design department”

Mrs. Olmsted said that it would be a great opportunity. She would talk with
my parents and help me find an apartment in Provo.

I hadn’t seen that coming. I told Mr. Thomas I would be honored.

That evening I scaled the icy fire escape to the top floor of the Fink Dorm
and knocked on the glass pane with my knuckle. There was no answer. I was shaking
with cold. I knocked again. I couldn’t be too loud or I would attract attention from
a night watchman or a classmate not tipped off to the plan. I knocked again. A dark
figure moved behind the frost-covered window. The window slowly slid up. I belly-
crawled in, crossed the sophomore’s bed and shivered down the hall to Cullen’s room.

She pulled aside a corner of her quilt and I squirmed under, shaking with
cold. My hands were chilled and she recoiled when I first touched her warm body.
The room had a cold blue glow from the street light. Cullen’s roommate rolled over
to face the wall. The Fink Dorm girls had a protocol they learned from the older
women at Alice Hall. All hush hush, as a boy visitor was a punishable offense.

I was still pretty cold but Cullen wasn’t patient. The fear of discovery and
excitement of our first rendezvous accelerated events. She pulled me on top of her
warmth. Her soft hands pressed against my back. Her fingers glided along my ribs.
When the bed springs squeaked, we slowed ourselves. Our lips pressed together to
absorb the sound of heaving breathing.

My extremities hadn’t yet thawed when it was time to sneak back down
the icy fire escape and scoot over to my bed at Sage. It must have been about 4:00
in the morning when I heard a knock on my dorm-room door. It was Mr. Olmsted.
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“Come with me Keith. Get all your things. We are heading to the airport.”
I had no idea what was happening.

Mr. Olmsted led me out to his truck, taking my suitcase. “Keith, Mr.

O’Leary spoke with your father yesterday. They agreed you needed to leave. You are
flying to Boston to live with your parents.”
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Keith’s father and the Boy Scouts at the Virgin Island

Chapter 8
THE BLAZING GUNS OF HOMESTEAD FLORIDA

Two years before the strike, I had drifted away from my sophomore year at Wasatch
Academy inspired by the text of Hemingway’s last book, Islands in the Stream and
hitchhiked into the mysteries of the American Southwest. An adventure that ulti-
mately landed me at my parent’s home in South Florida and a semester at Dade
County Colonial Christian School, a Klu Klux Klan dominated educational insti-
tution where I took geometry and English.

One Sunday I went to the school to retrieve my geometry text and got a
much different lesson while passing through the dining room. “Where in the Bible
does it say Jesus had long hair?” and the more disturbing Sunday School psalm of
“Where in the Bible does it say we have to love Negros” (though not in such polite
terms) always followed by the tossing of candy into the auditorium of screaming
white kids. The principal of that Christian school was kind enough when I refused
to order a white hooded uniform and join them at the mall raising funds for God
Bless America Day and turned down an offer to be their “star quarterback” in a var-
sity team that as of that year had yet to materialize.

South Miami Dade High might just be the school for me after that: a public
school with several thousand Black students mostly of Caribbean decent and not a
single identifiable young Klansman to be found. To accommodate the huge number
of students half of us attended in the morning and a second half in the afternoon.
But I soon discovered that pubic school would not be the solution to that other
more openly racist institution.
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I joined a dozen or so students in Room 124 at 8:00 am. The teacher sat in
the front corner opposite the door reading a magazine while trying not to make eye
contact with the students. Several girls in the front of the room danced the Bump
to “Give Up the Funk” and “Lady Bump” blasting through the tinny speakers on
their boombox. A lusty couple was deep kissing in the back row. Several others
would be arguing over a drug deal. When the bell rang it was off to another un-
identified class featuring the Bump and a frightened white teacher who thought it
better not to interact with the students.

The men’s room outside the principal’s office served more as a weapons ba-
zaar than a place to relieve oneself. Young men placed black or purple clothes be-
tween the sinks, stalls and urinals to display their shiny, silver-barreled pistols. An
occasional rifle or two would be leaning against the tile wall. There weren’t many
automatic weapons, but an occasional assault rifle would show up. The merchants
tried to get your attention while you were busy doing your business, claiming their
prices were reasonable and their merchandise of particularly good quality.

There was one class where the teacher would not be intimidated, even
though his room was next to a corridor guarded by armed students who demanded
a tariff of $5 to pass. I imagined that that hallway led to the section of South Miami
Dade High where the better drugs, guns, and hookers were available. Mr. Johnson
was a giant Black man with a shiny, bald head. I knew this class was American his-
tory because the teacher had two grubby history textbooks on his desk. He opened
his copy to chapter one and asked a tough guy in the front row to read the first line
of the one copy of the book he had to share with the students. The student muttered,
perplexed, struggling to imagine what the text might be saying. “In” the teacher
said and the student repeated “In,” but was not able to read the second word, which
wasn't a word. “Fourteen ninety-two,” the teacher patiently mouthed followed by
the student saying, “1492” They continued word by word like this until the entire
sentence had been read out loud to the room of twenty. The classmate sighed in re-
lief and passed the book to the person to his left who continued the struggle to read
the second sentence. When the book came to my hands, I sat silently for a contem-
plating the pros and cons of a public display of literacy, but I couldn’t help myself
and recited the next sentence without any assistance. I looked up at the teacher to
see if I should read the next sentence. A subtle nod of his head and a look towards
the classmate next in line made it clear I was to hand the text over to my neighbor.

Those of us not occupied with the business of crime ate lunch in little
clumps of students sitting on the sticky Bermuda grass, self-selected by race. I sat
with the white kids who were mostly the children of military personnel from Home-
stead Air Base. Other than our race and a shared dislike of the brutal heat we had
nothing in common and sat quietly trying to ignore the humidity and the equally
oppressive school atmosphere.

The occasional gunshot or two were to be expected. One lunch period was
interrupted by a white student in a car racing through the parking lot firing a pistol
at another white student fleeing on foot. The incident was so trivial none of us both-
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ered to flatten to the stubbled lawn. No one was hurt. A few weeks later the roles
were reversed. A white student ran through the parking lot, firing at another student
careening about in a Ford pickup.

A month or two after those shootings, there was a rumor that a girl was
stabbed in the forehead by her classmate. Someone then fired off a few rounds in
the direction of the supposed slasher. Another student responded by shooting back
and before long dozens of students were darting around campus popping off rounds
at one another.

I had just stepped onto the school bus for my ride home when I heard the
first gunshots. I saw two students running behind a concrete school wall, firing off
several bullets as they dashed from one hiding place to another. Three more students
stepped out from behind a parked car and blasted off a few dozen shots at the other
two kids. A serenade of pops and bangs emanated from areas out of view. A cloud
of cinderblock dust bellowed into the air, indicating a failed effort at hitting a fellow
student. A ping pierced the bus just missing my crouched neighbor. A few more
bullets tore through the metal fuselage spraying slivers of steel and yellow paint ac-
ross the seats. The still, sweltering air was the least of our problems then.

Most of the students who were not invested in the shootout had run to the
far side of the school. Eight or nine members of the Dade County Sheriff Depart-
ment’s Swat Team stood just off campus, outfitted in helmets and flak jackets and
armed with M-16s. They didn't advance on the school until the gunfire went silent.

No one spoke of any casualties. The hour-long battle wasn’t important
enough to make the news. But it was important enough for me to know I wasn’t in-
terested in surviving another firefight.
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PART TWO: FOOD NOT BOMBS
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Keith and his brother Bruce in the alcove of the family's home on Cape Cod
Chapter 9

TRUE BROTHERS

Once again, the regulars lined up along the North Street sidewalk that led to the
bleak, brick warehouse of the Hyannis Salvation Army Soup Kitchen. Long pine
shadows stretched across the street and made the fall chill that much colder. People
pulled their jackets tight against them as they talked of the latest Boston Celtics
game, housing searches, and the problems they have already had with the new guard
as they waited for entry to that night’s meal of canned green beans and cheap Stop
and Shop hotdogs. My younger brother, Bruce, and his wife, Ruth, were among the
hundred or more people who had gathered for dinner on that brisk early evening
of October 14, 1998.

Bruce passed out slamming hard to the pavement. An ambulance arrived
and rushed him to Hyannis General. Ruth must have been distracted by her own
thoughts or a desire for dinner since she didn’t join Bruce in the emergency vehicle.
If you knew Ruth it would not be hard to believe she was too absorbed in her own
illusions.

The emergency room doctors said they believe he blacked out from undia-
gnosed diabetes, and that he had been further weakened by more than twenty-five
years of weather, soup lines, and alcohol.

58



Ruth found shelter that evening in a collapsing wooden shack by the rail-
road tracks, joining two men she had just met at Cape Cod’s finest soup kitchen.
Ruth was passionate about the Word of the Jehovah’s Witness. My sister-in-law
could recite chapter and verse of the true bible and it would not come as a surprise
if an argument about religion were to erupt in conversation with her. Something
definitely erupted that night.

Court documents would later state that one of Ruth’s shack mates, Jon Lit-
tle, may have stabbed the other man, Paul Peterson, to death. The prosecutor would
say that Ruth may have also participated. Perhaps Paul was a sinner. We will never
really know for sure.

Regardless, it seems that Ruth was quick with a plan: take the sinner’s wallet
and buy a gallon of diesel, pour it over the body, light Paul’s bloodied corpse on fire,
rent a hotel room, and blow the rest of the dead guy’s money on vodka and mixers
at the local package store, as liquor stores are still known in Massachusetts. Dead
Paul didn’t need the cash anymore.

His smoldering body, however, got the attention of the Barnstable Police.
The stench of charred flesh was unmistakable. They sent Paul to the coroner. They
asked around. A number of soup kitchen regulars told the police that my brother’s
wife had left the meal with the now deceased. In fact, they told the police, Ruth was
throwing a party at Hyannis’s cheapest motel. The police arrived uninvited and
cuffed Ruth, her sidekick Jon Little, and another friend, Elliot Long, who may or
may not have participated in the diesel purchase and the subsequent torching of
Paul Peterson.

Ruth had safely hidden the murder weapon in her purse. The police found
the still bloody knife amongst the chaos of her bag and she was incarcerated at the
historic Barnstable County Jail.

Bruce woke up to a warm hospital bed with a view of the harbor and the
news of his wife’s predicament plastered across the front page of The Cape Cod Times.

Court records would later say that, “The defendant and McHenry were
taken to the Barnstable police station for questioning immediately after the fire and
discovery of Peterson’s body. For a time, the defendant obfuscated and tried to shift
the blame for the killing to McHenry and Elliot Long, another vagrant who at the
defendant’s behest had purchased a can of diesel fuel and torched the shed. As a
quarrel between the two men erupted, she turned toward them and saw Peterson
swing at the defendant with a knife, which nicked his nose. To assist the defendant,
she grabbed Peterson’s hand and pried the knife out of his grasp. She threw it over
her shoulder”

In a later appeal, court records say that Ruth first testified to the following:
“Thus disarmed, Peterson stood face-to-face with the defendant, who also held a
knife with blood stains on the blade. Then the defendant, according to McHenry,
grabbed Peterson’s right arm under the elbow and stabbed him twice in the chest.
Moments later, he stabbed Peterson twice more in the chest”
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Ruth McHenry described Peterson lying wounded on the floor and crying
out, “You've killed me, let me die in peace”

Upon repeating what may have been Peterson’s last words, nearly fifteen
months after the murder, Ruth told the court that Little repeatedly jumped on the
man’s chest and said, “die, die, die, die”

Bruce, taking this all in from a hospital bed, got some more news from the
medical staff at Hyannis General. They told him that he was definitely diabetic and
that he might also be bipolar. They suggested that they could give him medication
to help quiet his mind.

I didn’t know about any of this until I got a call from my brother. I was
scrunched under a blanket in my freezing second-floor bedroom at the Leonard
Peltier Defense Committee house in Lawrence, Kansas typing on my Performa
when the phone rang. I think this is might have been the first time Bruce had ever
called me. He was frantic and told me what he could about the crisis. “I need to
raise money for Ruth’s bail. Can you help me?” he pleaded with the dignity he was
known for.

He shared what he knew of Ruth’s arrest. He described the events as they
had been told to him over the phone by his incarcerated wife. He was told she had
been arrested and charged with accessory to murder. The details weren't clear, he
said, but of course Ruth was innocent. He did not tell the story of a killer but that
of the woman he loved, then an inmate who helped other prisoners and was re-
spected by the guards. A woman who was kind and would never intentionally hurt
anyone and who always wanted the best for everyone. That had also been my ex-
perience of Ruth, if tempered by her zeal for vodka and the true Word.

Twelve years before this tragedy I had given my brother a ride to Western
Massachusetts, dropping him off at the prestigious Tanglewood Music Center in
the Berkshires. There hed spend the summer of 1976 studying music with members
of the Boston Symphony. His beautiful signing voice had been praised by his high
school choir director, Mr. Nelson. He was a natural on the trumpet, a choice of in-
strument that I believe was influenced by my father’s small record collection fea-
turing the Herb Alpert and Tijuana Brass green-covered album Whipped Cream &
Other Delights. Bruce was a talented musician. It was no wonder why his teachers
suggested he attend Tanglewood.

And it was there that Bruce fell madly in love with the Boston Pop’s cellist.
It must have been glorious from what he would later tell me, suggesting that she
was his first lover, but was too much of a gentleman to say so directly. At the end of
the summer, he wistfully told me how beautiful she was and about their shared pas-
sion for the magic of music. One chilly late-summer night, however, she let him
know that their romance was over, that it had just been a summer fling. It was over,
she said, before adding that he would soon be off to study music at Boston Univer-
sity and she would return to the Boston symphony stage. His romantic soul was
crushed.
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He didn’t stay in school long. After a couple of semesters, he returned to
our family’s place on Cape Cod. The woman he started dating then, Carol, was smart
and clearly cared for him. They shared a similar fashion sense, influenced more by
Liberace than Sid Vicious. Carol was attractive under her thick makeup and lavish
wardrobe. She had a good job as a cashier at the Osterville A&P Grocery and had
her own apartment in Centerville. But Bruce began to drink. He struggled with an
itch born from the thwarted dream of a future with the Tanglewood cellist.

Alcohol, pot, and chain smoking started to rough up his singing voice. The
booze and the permanent party at my family’s cottage on Middle Lake inspired a
war between Bruce and my father. After six months of party-related damage to our
family’s “Little House,” my father sent him packing.

He started driving a cab. Ruth was a regular fare. Medical issues, I believe.
She was an enthusiastically devoted Jehovah's Witness and before long Bruce broke
up with Carol and went to live with Ruth in a tent in the forest behind the Hyannis
Police Station.

Bruce got fired from that taxi company. A customer had complained that
they didn’t feel safe riding with a drunk behind the wheel. Bruce went to work for
another taxi company. Another customer found his enthusiasm for “the one true
religion” a bit too much and complained to the dispatcher. And so, he also lost that job.

He took a job at Cape Cod Potato Chips. He had trouble operating the ma-
chines when sloshed and it wasn't long before he was fired. He took another taxi
job, and got fired again. He started playing the piano for alcohol at a Chinese Res-
taurant until he wasn't even worth the free drinks.

My brother and I always had very different temperaments. I was quiet and
serious and he had always been flashy and talkative. But since I was the first born,
he looked up to me. I encouraged him to join a band in Boston. I had some musical
connections. Ric Ocasek had performed at a couple of New Year’s Eve parties at the
collective house I shared with eleven other artists in Allston. I had also booked punk
shows at the Rathskeller in Kenmore Square and helped out with an illegal squatted
club on the top floor of a derelict office building on Boylston Street. My brother’s
musical talent would have an audience.

But he just couldn't live in a city. He told me of spending a miserable month
in London, England at what was supposed to be his first record deal but he had
been too terrified of the urban environment to leave the hotel and lost the gig.

And so it was that he, his new wife Ruth, and her daughter Jennifer all re-
treated to the back roads of Cape Cod in a damaged yellow Duster with a shattered
windshield. Ruth’s daughter Jennifer curled up next to Bruce and her mother in the
back of their dilapidated car. But even though she could have had a roof over her
head with her father the household drama there was worse than the roofless tran-
quility of my brother and her mother.
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They secured a room in a cheap hotel when the Plymouth bit the dust.
When they couldn’t make those payments, they made other arrangements in the
woods of Hyannis. And from time to time, they would scrape up a tarp or a tent
only to lose it during the next crisis or police eviction.

One cold day during, his first year of homelessness I was able locate Bruce
at a rundown weekly hotel room by the Hyannis Airport and took a seat at a tiny
table in his room. Ruth and Jennifer sat on the bed. Bruce removed the butt-filled
ashtray knowing the smell bothered me, and then bent over and slid his electric
piano out from under the bed. “I have a new song to play for you,” he said, “True
Brothers” Then he sang:

Are you like me that you can see the way things are eroding?

And can you sense that something big is coming?

Heed the warning! Hope is there if you know where to look.

The light is shining. Stand outside the world and see alternatives arising!

There are gifts in men who show us when the danger will be mounting.
They are guiding lights for all to see the truth

that we are counting on to know just how

to go the distance we are running.

These, the men the teacher sends, unselfish to the end.

Humble men, who take the lead in caring for the people,
lending a hand to reach every man, woman, and child living in every land.
We can call them OUR TRUE BROTHERS!

They plant the seed and cultivate to see which of us grows.
They feed us truth with integrity. But only heaven knows

if we will listen to them long enough to make it to the end,
these the men the Leader sends undaunted for the friends.

I want to be able to carry my load;

able to rock and able to roll with the times.

I want to be able to stay on the course

and follow examples of men from the source of life

Ruth mostly talked with me about the truth that could be found between
the pages of her bible. She also lamented her failure to save JFK’s life and her fight
with P.T. Barnum over his treatment of the big cats. Ruth was about five-years-old
when Kennedy was killed yet she anguished over her failure to take the bullet. If
only she had jumped more quickly and taken that bullet. Ruth also let me know
that she had been in charge of the tigers and the lions at the circus and had refused
to mistreat them, telling P.T. Barnum that she just couldn’t hurt them anymore. But
PT. insisted on this inhumane treatment and so she quit. Ruth had principles, her
delusions, her faith, her family, and her daughter Jennifer from a first marriage. And
she also had Bruce.
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Bruce had even less to say outside of theology. He rarely talked about
music, recalled our times as children playing in the wilderness of the National Parks,
or even much about what had been his obsession: his hatred of our father. An hour
of bible stories and my mind would shut off. I felt I was losing my brother to the Je-
hovah’s Witness, a cult that I believed preyed on those like my brother who struggled
with difficulties. Bruce would also lament that his devotion to alcohol had excluded
him from membership in his local congregation. My brother’s mind had been both
soaked and kidnapped.

But then Ruth was in jail, and then indicted for murder on December 1,
1998. Bruce started to call me almost every day. His conversations were mostly
about Ruth and thankfully strayed away from his usual, long theological ramblings.
It seemed as if the new crisis in his life and the medication against his bipolar con-
dition had freed his mind from two decades of drunken religious fog. He excitedly
told me that everyone in the Barnstable Jail thought the world of Ruth, even the
guards. He described how she helped the medical staff and took care to make sure
that everyone her life touched was happy. He also reported that she was well re-
spected for her knowledge of the bible. Bruce was proud of his inmate wife, but was
desperate to win her release. Unfortunately, I couldn’t raise the bail. The best I could
do was add to her commissary.

Bruce stopped drinking. The fight in his mind quieted as a result of the
medicine prescribed at the hospital. He proudly announced that now that he was
sober, he could attend services with the congregation. Social workers helped him
get on the Section Eight Housing list. My brother called with news that he was mov-
ing to an apartment in East Dennis. He told me that he was confident his wife would
join him soon. The district attorney would see that she was innocent. “She will be
coming home soon, Keith,” he said, ecstatic that he would be able to welcome her
into their first stable housing in a quarter century.

Between the vodka, the fire, Ruth’s creative grasp of reality, and Little’s de-
sire to pin the murder entirely on my sister-in-law, the details are cloudy. All we
really know is that Paul Peterson was stabbed to death and then set on fire. And
that the bloody knife that killed him was found in Ruth’s bag. It was a dramatic
scene fitting for the Ruth McHenry I knew.

The Appeals Court summarized the case in a May 2002 decision this way:
“On October 14, 1998, the defendant, a thirty-six-year-old homeless man, had an
altercation with the victim, Paul Peterson, over an abandoned railroad shed in
Hyannis. Their argument, warmed by vodka, burst into violence. While the defend-
ant’s female companion, Ruth McHenry, looked on, the two combatants, armed
with knives, fought one another. The defendant, with assistance from McHenry,
prevailed, and Peterson died almost immediately from multiple stab wounds.”

Since Ruth’s testimony changed so often the district attorney told the court
in frustration that he wanted to settle the case and agreed to a plea: credit for time
served, regular visits to a psychiatrist and a lifetime on probation.
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My brother called again. Ruth was free.

Bruce took her to the apartment where she made herself at home in a thrift-
store easy chair, a throne for my brother’s wife. Finally, they didn’t need to fear that
they would have to pawn the electric piano for a few nights in a cheap room. No
one would force them to move along. Bruce was at peace and celebrated Ruth’s re-
turn by composing a tribute to his companion, “My Love for You” and a second
song, “Princess” The lyrics of his love for his partner gushed from his cigarette-
damaged voice.

I visited my brother and his wife while traveling across the country with
the Australian filmmaker Liz Tadic in the fall of 2003. Liz and I sat squished together
on a cheap puffy couch in their spotless, well-cared-for basement apartment. Ruth
sat on a kitchen chair crammed next to their two-burner stove and full-size refrig-
erator excitedly telling us about the bible, the circus, and her position in the Secret
Service.

A few years later my bro