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The Friday Letter
Quotes of the Week 
You can fall in love at first sight with a place as with a person.  ~Alec Waugh

Some places speak distinctly.  Certain dank gardens cry aloud for a murder; certain old houses demand to be haunted; certain coasts are set apart for shipwrecks.  ~Robert Louis Stevenson

How hard it is to escape from places.  However carefully one goes they hold you - you leave little bits of yourself fluttering on the fences - like rags and shreds of your very life.  ~Katherine Mansfield
The Friday Letter
Tomorrow our district will host a conference for 250 of our young men.  The keynote speaker will be state senator Lou Correa, and the young men will spend the rest of the day attending presentations by a variety of men who will be talking about their careers and how they got into them.  One feature of the conference is that we have collected a number of stories from men about their careers which were edited and collected into a journal.  My role on the Planning Committee was to compile and edit that journal, and as part of that I ended up writing an entry for it as well.  For today’s Friday Letter, I am sharing that entry.  I hope you enjoy it.
My Bridge

There is a wonderful spot on the campus of the University of California in Berkeley where I made two life-changing decisions.  Just past a beautiful old gateway into the campus, there is a bridge over a creek, and I crossed that bridge thousands of times when I was a student there in the 1970’s and 80’s.  The creek is beautiful, and its pine-covered banks are filled with fat squirrels.  But these details are easy to miss because the bridge is enormously busy; just about every student at Berkeley crosses that bridge every day.

When I went off to college, I was determined to become a businessman or a lawyer; my father had been both, and I thought that I should do the same.  I had grown up a child of privilege in a rich neighborhood, and I grew up surrounded by neighbors who were doctors, lawyers, and successful businessmen.  My plan was to earn a degree in Business and eventually go on to Law School where I would become some kind of Master of the Universe, making lots of money and living comfortably.  However, it became obvious pretty quickly that I was not suited for a degree in Business; I enjoyed none of the courses in math, statistics, and computer science.  But I struggled on gamely, figuring that eventually things would turn out fine, that I would do well enough to earn my spot in the Business School (you had to qualify for the Business School at the end of the sophomore year)  and that I would achieve my vision of success.  

About halfway through my second year at Berkeley, I was walking across that bridge one morning after a great literature class, dreading the next class I had that day which I was required to take if I was going to earn a spot in the Business School.  I was probably not going to qualify, but I was still trying to make it; I was persistent then, and I remain persistent today 34 years after that moment.  But something weird happened that morning 34 years ago: surprisingly, I stopped walking at a point just past the bridge and stood still in a sea of people, and I just took in the place where I was.  The creek was perfect, the squirrels on its banks fat and happy, and the dozens of people streaming by me all seemed equally happy.  And that was not how I felt; I was actually pretty unhappy.  And it was at that point that I realized that I needed to accept the pathway which made sense, the pathway which made me happy, the pathway which I would look forward to each day when I went to class instead of the one I was dreading.  At that very moment, I made an impulsive decision and walked into the administrative offices of the University and officially declared that I would earn a degree in Rhetoric – not business.  I made a choice to do what I wanted to do instead of continuing to pursue the choice that I thought was more respectable, more lucrative.

For the next year and a half I was a happy college student.  I took the classes I wanted, and my grades improved dramatically.  I grew more confident in my classes.  I participated more.  Besides being a college student, I was also on the university’s rowing team, and I was loving it.  In fact, I was loving Berkeley so much that I wanted to stay forever.  But even though I was finally thriving, I still didn’t know what I wanted to do when I graduated, and I was leaning toward applying to Law School.  After all, what does a person with a degree in Rhetoric (the study of persuasive, effective communication) do for a living?  

As it turned out, I needed to earn one additional unit of credit in my senior year so that I could graduate on time, and I discovered that I could get that credit simply by volunteering in an elementary school a few hours a week.  That seemed easier than taking another class, and I had plenty of time so I quickly became a helper in a third grade classroom at Lincoln Elementary School, a struggling school located in a depressed area in Richmond, about a twenty minute drive from where I was living in Berkeley.  I was assigned to a class taught by a very burned-out teacher who did not seem to like the kids or her job.  My assignment was to sit at a table with the slower readers in the class and to read their weekly stories with them.  The third time I came to read with them, this one little girl shoved her way into the seat next to mine, and then scooted her chair over to get as close to me as she could.  I couldn’t believe it; she was excited to see me, and she couldn’t wait to read.  Something inside me knew that this was special.  And even though I still thought I needed to be a lawyer, I started to look forward to those visits to that third grade classroom.  

As my senior year zoomed on, I half-heartedly prepared to take the Law School Admission Test.  I was loving my classes, was a leader on my rowing team, and was in love with the woman who would become my wife.  And though I told my friends and family I was heading toward a career in the law, I knew something wasn’t right with how I felt about it.  Sure enough, I found myself thinking about all of these things one beautiful morning as I was walking across that very same bridge.  And once again, I stopped on that fateful spot and had my second epiphany: what I really wanted to do was to teach.  

You have to understand that choosing to become a teacher in 1981 was a decision which guaranteed that you were going to earn very little money.  In the fall of 1982 when I began my teaching career in Long Beach, my annual salary was $15,000.00, and my monthly paycheck was $1,098.00.  There were no paychecks in July and August.  My rent alone was $400.00 each month, and I owned literally nothing but the clothes in my closet and a Mazda car whose engine needed re-building.  But like that experience in Richmond, it turned out that the kids at George Washington Junior High School looked forward to seeing me every day.  They were happy in school, and they tried their very best.  I liked my work, and I knew my work had meaning and made a difference – if not a lot of money.  It turned out that making a difference was enough.

Gradually, my wife and I came to make a decent living together.  After we married, she earned enough to put me through graduate school, which I attended at night after teaching school.  I turned out to be a pretty good teacher, and after 15 years of teaching English I became an assistant principal and, eventually a high school principal.  We raised our daughters in the house we bought when she was putting me through graduate school, and we still live there today.  Both of our daughters can show you the spot by the bridge in Berkeley where I made my two fateful decisions.  And just last month while chaperoning our school’s Puente/AVID three day college tour, I had the privilege of making a dozen Magnolia high students stand on that very same spot by the bridge while I told them that the best decisions you can make are the ones where you follow your heart.

*
*
*
*
I will be spending my Saturday at our Young Men and Careers Conference.  I’ll see you all back here on Monday.
Robert
