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FEATURES                                                                                                                                        

CONTEST RULES: email your answer to FamousBuses@TheRyder.com. The subject line should read “Bus Contest.” 
Winners will receive a pair of tickets to The Ryder Film Series where, if they are lucky, they will see a movie featuring one 
or more buses in supporting roles. If they are especially lucky, winners may also get a Bloomington Transit coloring book 
and other cool stuff. Be sure to include a mailing address with your entry. Employees of BT, The Ryder and their families 
or facsimiles thereof may not enter. New Jersey residents add a 15% surcharge.

Remember…Movies wouldn’t be Movies without Buses.

In No Country for Old Men, while riding the 
bus, Carla Jean (Kelly MacDonald) says she 
has just gotten a job at

A. Walmart
B. Target
C. The Drive In
D. The Diner

Answer to Last Week’s Question:  

The Joker is prone to uncontrollable 
laughter and that’s what he tells the 
passenger on the bus

In the Joker, Juaquin Phoenix hands a card to another passenger on the bus that says ... 

1. I have a gun. Give me all of your money. . . Just a joke.

2. When was the last time someone told you a good joke?

3. I have a condition causing sudden, frequent and uncontrollable laughter

4. BoJack Horseman isn’t really that funny

Answer to Last Week’s Question

In Jumanji The Next Level, Spencer is looking at pictures on the bus ride home.
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HOUSE SITTING  ABROAD
By Mason Cassady

How can you govern a barnyard of pets in French cheese country? Our wandering writer felt a 
mix of shock, excitement and disbelief in France, Belgium and Wales.

KEEPING THE RUBBER SIDE DOWN 
By John Linnemeier

Those who picture truckers as a bunch of overweight good ole boys are twenty years behind 
the times.   Today drivers hail from all over the globe and come in all colors, shapes and sizes. 

Author John Linnemeier, if anything, is twenty years ahead of the times. 

STEPPING UP TO THE PLATE
By Emily Jackson

It seems like we’re all living in a never-ending on deck circle, but Emily Nemens’ new novel, 
Cactus League, gives even non-baseball fans reason to hope during the long, long rain delay.

A BARD FOR THE PANDEMIC
By Rachel Duel Hertz

Neal Stephenson’s stories are about outsiders, smart characters looking at their world in syncopated 
time and threading their way through, often making it better in the process. A relatively dystopian 

bard, Stephenson may be our best companion for this pandemic’s strange gift of separation and time.

LOOK WHO’S TALKING: DANIELLE MCCLELLAND
By Peter LoPilato

The outgoing Executive Director of the Buskirk-Chumley talks about the past and the future of the theater
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Last summer I landed in Bulgaria 
to travel with a friend. Then I bussed 
north to the town of Wrocław, Poland 
to consider a Master’s program 
in journalism. From there, I took 
a train farther north to apprentice 
with a Polish beekeeper.

After two months, the digits in 
my bank account were on a steady 
trajectory southward along with my 
joie de vivre while anxiety increased due 
to uncertainties on where to go after 
beekeeping. Things were feeling bleak 

but I was pigheaded in my pursuit to 
keep traveling so I joined a network 
online for house-pet sitting abroad 
in the hopes to stretch my wallet and 
try something new. At that point, a 
comfortable home with pets felt like 
just the recipe for rejuvenation.

I messaged dozens of homeowners 
across Europe as my beekeeping stint 
neared end. I figured a couple overnight 
bus rides could get me to any location 
on the cheap while bread and canned 
sardines could keep my body afloat.

House Sitting 
Abroad
IN THREE BRIEF CHAPTERS

Belgium to France then Wales

By Mason Cassady

Portrait of a cow, Auvergne, France
All photos by Mason Cassady
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Soon enough, I landed my first house-pet sit, and 
then another, and another. The next two months, 
I stayed in three homes between Belgium, France 
and Wales while the homeowners traveled. In totaI, 
I took care of eleven animals and a tank filled with 
fish. The three sections to follow are a snapshot of 
my short life as an international house-pet sitter.

I arrived at a bus stop in the city of Charleroi in 
Wallonia, the French speaking region of Belgium. 
Linguistically, Belgium is divided. With a population 
of 11.5 million within a land area roughly the size of 
Maryland, there are three autonomous regions and three 
official languages. The Flemish in the north speak Dutch. 
Walloons of the south speak French. The Brussels-Capital 
Region is officially bilingual but realistically, residents 
speak three to four languages. And finally, there is a small 
community in eastern Belgium that speaks German. Ask 

sept 15

JOSH RITTER

BUSKIRK-
CHUMLEY
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The Weight Band

nov 9

BCTBoxOffice.org
812.323.3020

new date!

new date!

CHAPTER I

Trappist Booze and Trail Biking
LOCATION:  Montigny-le-Tilleul, Wallonia, Belgium
DURATION:  2-weeks
PETS:   Moon and Nelson (Ragdoll cats)

Nelson the Ragdoll from 
Wallonia, Belgium
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a Belgium citizen if their system of 
government is simple, and they’ll 
probably turn purple in the face.

At the Charleroi station, Odile 
the homeowner picked me up. 
I greeted her with French that I 
practiced through Duolingo on 
the bus and a customary kiss to 
the cheek. We drove to her home, 
where her husband Eric prepared 
the iconic Belgian dish of moules 
frites, served with white wine. As we 
fished mussels out of broth and dipped 
fries in mayo, we told each other about our 
lives and discussed details of the home, 
cats and things to do in the local area.

The next day, Odile, Eric and their 
daughter left for a two week vacation at their 
summer home on a French island. I felt a 
mix of shock, excitement and disbelief akin 
to Macaulay Culkin in Home Alone when 
he understood freedom for the first time. 
My time during the stay was often spent 
between three activities: riding a mountain 
bike, exploring trails in the nearby forest (on 

foot or bike) and tasting a variety 
of monk-made Trappist beer.

I met a man named Hughes 
(pronounced OO-guh) who 
became my impromptu trail 
biking guide. Hughes was 65 
years old, tall, slinky-like, and 
bald with a 5 o’clock shadow 
speckled with grey hairs. His 
shirts often had a few holes in 
the fabric and sweat stains. He 
was in his first year of retirement 
so he spent most of his time 
outdoors on a bike. There is a 
term of endearment in mountain 
bike communities: Dirtbag. It is 
used to describe someone who 
gives most of their time and 
attention to mountain biking 

and thus can appear rough around the 
edges. Hughes seemed to embody the way 
of the Dirtbag, and when he invited me for 
a ride, I said, “oui oui!” without hesitation.

On our first bike ride, we bolted down 
a hill and Hughes yelled out in broken 
English,“my friends call me crazy bike guy!” 
as if I couldn’t tell. We hacked our way 
through a slightly apparent trail beneath a 
sea of wild blackberry bushes while brushing 
past stinging nettles and dodging trees. 
Hughes had an internal GPS to the local trail 
system but sometimes preferred to create 
his own path which left us bushwhacking 
through the forest with bikes in hand.

I felt a mix of shock, 
excitement and disbelief akin 
to Macaulay Culkin in Home 
Alone when he understood 
freedom for the first time. 

Hughes (left) and friend ready to ride trails
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Our rides typically ended with beers at the 
neighborhood tennis club: a small red brick building 
with a bar and two clay tennis courts outside. Hughes 
either worked part-time at the tennis club, or just served 
himself beer, this was not clear to me. But one thing 
was certain, Hughes had the type of jovial personality 
that got him warm welcome among friends and 
strangers. Regulars at the tennis club drank Belgian 
beer like Hoosiers drink Bud light at the Indy 500: 
fast, furious, and copiously. As we drank a Wallonian 
beer named Cuvée de Trolls, the conversation trended 
toward politics which evoked the world’s most prolific 
troll, Donald Trump. The Walloons quoted Trump in 
bafflement (made even funnier with their accents), 
as they tried to understand how the U.S. produced a 
man like Trump, and then elected him as president.

Back at the house, my cat roommates Moon and 
Nelson provided a comforting atmosphere due to their 
inability to discuss politics and constant mission for 
cuddles. The ragdoll breed is also known as the dog-
like cat because they often follow people around which 
proved true in my experience. Afternoons with them 
were the definition of lazy apart from Moon’s mission 
in the yard to catch mice, toads and dragonflies.

Soon before the family returned from vacation, 
I landed my next housesit. When Eric and Odile 
arrived, everything was intact and the cats were 
happy. Gladly, and unlike Macaulay in Home Alone, 
no burglars came to visit. I said my farewells and 
boarded a bus southward into a French night.

Post-ride Belgium beers with Hughes

Pizza | Pasta | Calzones | Sandwiches | Salads
Italian & Gluten-Free Dinners | Beer & Wine

East 3rd St next to Starbucks | 812-331-1234
West 3rd St by Kroger | 812-323-0123

Columbus in The Commons 812-348-7600

Buccetos.com

We’re all in this 
together...

but ya still gotta eat!
Call us for delivery or curbside pickup.

Beer & wine also available!

Now through April: $125 worth of Gift Cards for $100!
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Charles de Gaulle once said, 
“How can you govern a country which 
has 246 varieties of cheese?” 

I asked myself a similar question when 
considering this housesit, “How can I govern 
a barn-house of pets in French cheese country?”

I arrived at a tiny train station in a village 
on the edge of Parc Naturel Régional des 
Volcans d’Auvergne in south-central France. 
For two weeks, I would stay at the home of 
Alexia and Matthieu while they explored 
the caribbean island of Guadeloupe.

The house was previously a barn used for 

cheese production. Alexia and 
Matthieu, a couple in their early 
thirties, both work in the cheese 
and dairy industry. Alexia 
manages a cheese production 
facility while Matthieu does 
research on dairy cows. What’s 
more? Much of their home 
is filled in cheese and cow 
themed art and decor. The 
region of Auvergne produces 
5 cheeses with Protected 
Designation of Origin (PDO): 
Bleu D’Auvergne, Cantal, St. 
Nectaire, Fourme d’Ambert and 
Salers. In most countries, that 
would be a big deal. In France, 
that’s like every other village.

The troupe of pets at the 
house kept me well entertained 
and busy. Iggy and Pirate, 
the two dogs woke up at 
dawn ready to play outside. 
The two cats, Pop and Peep, 
hunted field mice around 
the farmhouse, occasionally 
bringing a rodent carcass into 
the house to showcase their 
hunting skills. The degus, 
who I called A, B and C, either 
stood idle in their cage or 

worked their legs on the exercise wheel.
From the house, I could see Puy de 

Sancy, the highest mountain peak (at 1,886 
meters) within the volcanic range known 
as Massif Central. That mountain, along 
with the forest below were central to my 
experience in the area. My days were lost 
and found, hiking and running around 
the rich landscape. In large fields below 
the mountains, cows roamed and grazed 
which is an instrumental element to the 
high quality of cheese produced in the 
region. At higher elevations, a dark red and 
forest green of summer flora encapsulated 

CHAPTER I I

Volcanoes & Cheese in Cow Country
LOCATION:  Picherande, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes, France
DURATION:  2-weeks
PETS:   Iggy (Boxer), Pirate (Yellow Lab),  
  Pop (Tuxedo cat) and Peep (Tabby cat), 
  Three Degus (small rodents), one chicken 
  and a tank of fish.

Colors of Puy de Sancy, Auvergne
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the landscape while massive boulders dressed in 
lime green lichen stood tall above the plants. At these 
mountain heights, I began to appreciate the beauty and 
magnitude of Massif Central and the region of Auvergne.

But it wasn’t all beautiful views and cheese, 
practicalities like transportation and grocery shopping 
proved to be a predicament. The village of Picherande 
near the house had a gas station with meager food 
items and the closest supermarket was 20 kilometers 
away on hilly roads. The pickle: I only had Alexia’s 
6-speed city cruiser bike. The bike ride to the store was 
over an hour each way. Needless to say, I packed my 
bike panniers with essentials like wine, cheese and 
baguette, on the few trips I took to the supermarket.

From the back porch of the house each night, I 
watched the sky shift in a display of light yellows to 
tangerine orange as the dark blue sky filled with bright 
stars. This house-
pet sit provided 
quietude amidst 
stunning nature 
with a cast of 
lively pets. Soon 
enough, I was off 
on a long road 
ahead, some 
1,300 kilometers 
away for 
another house-
pet in Wales.

“How can I 
govern a barn-

house of pets in 
French cheese 

country?”

Pirate and Iggy outside home in Auvergne, France

Custom, pixel-perfect web designs 
that load very fast.

Managed Web Hosting with FREE SSL, 
large amounts of  le storage, and 
unlimited email addresses.

Search engine Optimization 
including schema data for better 
Google, Bing, and Yahoo rankings.

davidmartindesign.com
812-650-4405
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Upon arrival, The Welsh language 
on street signs jumped out at me: Adar 
gwyllt! (Wild fowl crossing!). The home, 
which had a house name rather than a 
number, was located in the village of 
Gresford, between the cities of Chester to 
the north (just over the border in England) 
and Wrexham to the south in Wales.

During the interview for this house-pet 
sit, I was informed by Rob the homeowner, 
that his wife, Soph, had terminal cancer. 
With uncertainty as to how much time Soph 
had left, the couple was committed to soak 
up sunshine on a Greek island in her final 
months of life. They searched for someone 
to stay at the house for a month and care for 
their elderly Terrier mix named Poppy. That 

someone was this Hoosier far 
from his cornfield beginnings.

A friend of the homeowners 
named Patrick met me at the 
bus stop with Poppy in tow. 
Soph and Rob were visiting 
friends elsewhere in the U.K so 
Patrick showed me around the 
house. After a quick run through 
of the house, we walked to 
meet neighbors for a requisite 
cup of tea. When in the United 
Kingdom, follow this one rule: 
never turn down a tea invitation.

Soon after introductions 
over tea, the neighbors 
invited Patrick and I to watch 
Manchester City play Everton 
in Liverpool that weekend. 
As a lifelong soccer player, 
I said yes to the offer with 
the type of fervor and speed 
that Zinedine Zidane used to 
headbutt Marco Materazzi in 
the 2006 World Cup final. At the 
match, we chummed it up in 
the streets with beer, chips (as 
they call fries) and curry, typical 

pregame fare for match goers. We watched 
the hometeam, Everton, get smashed by Man 
City and while this happened, the mood in 
the stadium turned into a grumpy drunken 
stupor as fans left before the final whistle.

Back in Gresford, Poppy patiently 
waited for our daily stroll. Our walks took 
us through the village sights, it wasn’t 
Rome but Poppy seemed pleased with the 
offerings. We walked to the local quarry 
surrounded by forest, along a little pond 
with mallards and past an iconic red 
telephone repurposed to be a defibrillator 
station. Central to the village, stands All 
Saints’ Church with bells that landed it a 
spot on the list of Seven Wonders of Wales.

CHAPTER I I I

Mushroom Hunting & Football in Wales
LOCATION:  Gresford, Wrexham, Wales
DURATION:  1-month
PETS:   Poppy (Terrier mix)

Mycology club discusses mushroom findings in Wales
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Mushroom Hunting & Football in Wales
LOCATION:  Gresford, Wrexham, Wales
DURATION:  1-month
PETS:   Poppy (Terrier mix)

Mycology club discusses mushroom findings in Wales

On this 
housesit, the 
homeowners 
let me use their 
car which led 
to more ease in 
exploration of the 
local area. The 
United Kingdom 
has a great 
climate for mushrooms so I found a Welsh 
mycology club to get a glimpse of Wales 
from a fungal perspective. I joined a group of 
people for a fungal foray (mushroom hunt) 
on Welsh National Fungi Day. We ambled 
through a forest as rain drizzled down on 
our heads while eyes were glued to the 
ground. Over the course of a few hours, 
we collected about 20 different species of 
mushroom. A few expert mycologists led 
the group, and provided identification and 
facts on each mushroom upon finding. The 
haul included Amanita Muscaria, the most 
iconic of the toadstool species, due to its 
portrayal in fairy tales and history of use in 

shamanic ritual across multiple cultures.
My stay in Gresford came to a close 

as November approached. Rob and Soph 
returned from Greece with smiles on 
their faces. We traded travel stories and I 
prepared for a flight home. At this point, 
the funds in my bank account were nearly 
depleted so finding work was my next 
move. Despite the financial low, I had 
a new cast of friends across language, 
culture and zoology which left me with a 
sense of satisfaction as I left Europe. I was 
happily traveled out and craving the joys 
of familiarity, a paycheck and staying put 
for a while. That is, until the spirit of travel 
and adventure strikes down on me again.

Views of Auvergne from Puy de Sancy

The United Kingdom has a great 
climate for mushrooms so I found a 

Welsh mycology club to get a glimpse 
of Wales from a fungal perspective.
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Whether you’re talking 
about 60,000 pounds of 
pig snouts coming from 
some slaughterhouse in 
the midwestern meat-
patch bound for a dog 
food factory in Texas, or 
7000 gallons of caramel 
drizzle cooked up in 
Secaucus on its way 
down to some monstrous 
warehouse outside of 
Miami, it will most likely 
make the trip in a truck. 

If the president of 
Harvard went on a six-
month sabbatical to 
Moldova or Congress took a 
two-year recess, it probably 
wouldn’t have much 
effect on how things came 
down, but if the truckers of 
America ever took it into 
their heads to go on strike, 
with all due respect to the 
pandemic, in two days our 
national economy would 
come to a grinding halt. 

Riding shotgun, perched 
in an ultra-comfortable 
seat far above the pitted-
out pavement beneath me, 
that thought crosses my 
mind as my son smoothly 
executes a long buttonhook 
turn out of a freight yard 
that looks secure enough 
to withstand an assault by 
ISIS. For the next few days 
I’m looking forward to 
experiencing a side of life 
most people will never see.

KEEPING KEEPING 

THE  THE  

RUBBER  RUBBER  

SIDE  SIDE  

DOWN:DOWN:
The Life of an 

Over-The-Road 
Trucker

By John 
Linnemeier
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A couple of hundred meters up the street 
we turn right at the entry ramp that opens onto 
465, then merge into the far-right lane of the 
bypass circumnavigating Indianapolis. I sit 
back and relax while Jacques smoothly double 
clutches this beast up through all ten gears 
as we gradually pick up speed. The learning 
phase of “grind it till you find it” is far behind 
him, but in truck driving school they correctly 
referred to these vehicles as 80,000-pound 
death machines. You never want to get cocky. 

Pointing to an 8 by 10 plastic box with a 
business letter sized readout screen, Jacques 
explains, “That’s my Qualcomm. It monitors 
and dictates everything that is happening, or is 
permitted to happen, while I’m out here on the 
road. If II hit the brakes too hard it will show up 
on somebody’s computer monitor at the head 
shed down in Dallas.” The freewheeling days 
when truckers could pop a couple of bennies, 
drive for 36 straight hours, then pencil whip the 
logbooks, are over. Today everyone pees in a 
cup and 4 displayed clocks and a very irritating 
simulated voice remind you how much driving 
time you have remaining. You’re allowed 11 
hours/day with a maximum of 8 straight hours 
before you have to take a 30-minute break, and 
you can’t exceed a total of 70 hours/week. 

Where you pick up loads, when you drop 
them off and where, is determined by your 
driver manager back in Dallas. Our instructions 
are to dead head it (empty trailer) to the Kraft 
factory in Champagne where we’re scheduled to 
pick up a load tomorrow at 17:00 and transport 
it down to Fort Worth. That means we’ll be 
stopped for the night at a truck stop somewhere 
in Illinois, then cool our heels till 16:00 or so. 
A slow day…and with this company you only 
make money (36 cents/mile) when the wheels 
are moving. It’s not great money but expenses 
are low, there’s a couple of comfy beds in the 
extended cab behind the seat, and most of 
what you need is right in the truck. In addition, 
every large truck stop has showers and laundry 
facilities. Theoretically you could stay out on 
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the road indefinitely. If you’re single and 
live frugally it’s not that hard to save money. 
Jacques listens to books while he’s driving 
and recently he’s spent time boning up on 

investments. He’s got a small stock portfolio 
and is thinking about buying a house. 

Three hours later as the sun is about to 
set on this grey blustery day we pull into 
a Road Ranger truck stop for the night. Out 
here, the vast prairie is so flat that you could 
probably see the curvature of the earth if 
you lined up a steel girder with the horizon. 
There’s a stiff wind blowing and dozens 
of colorful plastic bags stuck to weeds and 
scrubby bushes are gaily fluttering as we 
back into our spot. It’s early so there are 
plenty of open parking spaces. Jacques 
tells me that it can be a sweaty situation 
at 3 in the morning when your clock is 
about to run out and the lot is overflowing. 
People start to get real inventive. Around 
big cities out east it’s particularly difficult. 
“Everybody hates New York City. It feels like 
you’re driving through clogged arteries.”

We pull into a slot next to a big black 
Freightliner with ornate script on the door 
that identifies the hefty late middle-aged 
lady driver with a no-nonsense expression 

on her face sitting behind the wheel as 
“Sugar Britches.” Those who picture truckers 
as a bunch of overweight good ole boys are 
twenty years behind the times. Today drivers 

hail from all over 
the globe and come 
in all colors, shapes 
and sizes, including 
a disproportionate 
number of Sikhs 
replete with 
magnificent turbans. 
Some of my son’s 
favorite truck 
stops include a 
handful out west 

with spartan looking restaurants attached 
where you can feast on biryani, curry or a 
simple plate of dahl and rice. Unfortunately, 
this evening we’ve stopped at a place with 
just a mini-McDonalds and a Subway. 

After wolfing down a Big Mac and 

Those who picture truckers as a bunch 
of overweight good ole boys are twenty 
years behind the times.  Today drivers 
hail from all over the globe and come 
in all colors, shapes and sizes, including 
a disproportionate number of Sikhs 
replete with magnificent turbans.  

Jacques behind the wheel.
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the road indefinitely. If you’re single and 
live frugally it’s not that hard to save money. 
Jacques listens to books while he’s driving 
and recently he’s spent time boning up on 

investments. He’s got a small stock portfolio 
and is thinking about buying a house. 

Three hours later as the sun is about to 
set on this grey blustery day we pull into 
a Road Ranger truck stop for the night. Out 
here, the vast prairie is so flat that you could 
probably see the curvature of the earth if 
you lined up a steel girder with the horizon. 
There’s a stiff wind blowing and dozens 
of colorful plastic bags stuck to weeds and 
scrubby bushes are gaily fluttering as we 
back into our spot. It’s early so there are 
plenty of open parking spaces. Jacques 
tells me that it can be a sweaty situation 
at 3 in the morning when your clock is 
about to run out and the lot is overflowing. 
People start to get real inventive. Around 
big cities out east it’s particularly difficult. 
“Everybody hates New York City. It feels like 
you’re driving through clogged arteries.”

We pull into a slot next to a big black 
Freightliner with ornate script on the door 
that identifies the hefty late middle-aged 
lady driver with a no-nonsense expression 

on her face sitting behind the wheel as 
“Sugar Britches.” Those who picture truckers 
as a bunch of overweight good ole boys are 
twenty years behind the times. Today drivers 

hail from all over 
the globe and come 
in all colors, shapes 
and sizes, including 
a disproportionate 
number of Sikhs 
replete with 
magnificent turbans. 
Some of my son’s 
favorite truck 
stops include a 
handful out west 

with spartan looking restaurants attached 
where you can feast on biryani, curry or a 
simple plate of dahl and rice. Unfortunately, 
this evening we’ve stopped at a place with 
just a mini-McDonalds and a Subway. 

After wolfing down a Big Mac and 

Those who picture truckers as a bunch 
of overweight good ole boys are twenty 
years behind the times.  Today drivers 
hail from all over the globe and come 
in all colors, shapes and sizes, including 
a disproportionate number of Sikhs 
replete with magnificent turbans.  

Jacques behind the wheel.
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fries we walk back, braced against a 
biting north wind that threatens to tear 
my jacket off, to the warm confines of 
the mothership.…Jacques has stubbornly 
refused to give it a name, though the plastic 
dinosaur, Cambodian Turtle, Hopi badger, 
new age crystal and the eyes of some 
Catholic saint that adorn the dashboard. 
lend a bit of personality to the rig.

After a little chit chat, we both settle in 
for the night. The bunk beds at the back 
of the cab are surprisingly comfortable 
with lots of dials and buttons to regulate 
temperature, airflow, music and a myriad 
of lighting options. It reminds me of a 
first-class sleeping compartment on a 
train or one of those pod hotel rooms 
in Tokyo. I read for an hour or so, then 
shuffle off to dreamland for a solid eight. 

Next morning over coffee, orange 
juice and oatmeal, Jacques cautions me 
not to expect us to keep up with such 
a normal waking-sleeping regimen. 
One of the worst things about the life 
of a trucker is the chaotic schedule. 

Our pick-up time in nearby Champaign 
is 17:00 so we fart around for the rest of 
the day and I take advantage of the hiatus 
to start pecking away at the story that lies 
before you. Then with the sun low on the 
horizon on this grey wintry day, we take 
the entry ramp onto I-74 heading west. 

A quarter of an hour later we get off 
at an exit ramp and find ourselves in the 
whole other world of city traffic. With their 
ultra-long turning radii, semis weren’t 
designed for narrow streets, frequent turns 
and stoplights. In addition, we need to 
constantly keep a lookout for low clearance 
underpasses. Anything less than our 13’ 
7” would ruin an otherwise perfectly 
pleasant day. After twenty minutes of 
tense driving we locate the Kraft factory 
where we’re scheduled to leave off our 
empty trailer and pick up a loaded one. 
By the time we circle the giant plant with 
its huge tanks that may contain vegetable 
oil, tomato sauce or cheese whiz for all I 
know, we locate the freight entrance.

Now available wherever you get your podcasts

wfiu.org/erniepylepodcast
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As we fill out 
paperwork in the harsh 
glare of mercury vapor 
lights at the security 
booth, a sharp wind 
whips snow flurries 
across our field of vision. It’s still 34 degrees, 
so the tarmac is clear for now, but we’ve 
been warned that a big blizzard is sweeping 
down from the artic, and it’s not far north 
of us, so there’s no time to lose. Once we 
get released into the monstrous yards we 
immediately begin searching for a vacant 
spot to set-off our empty reefer (the term 
for a temperature-controlled trailer). After 
circling around for five minutes we locate an 

empty slot. Jacques executes our back-
up smooth and straight, then slips on 
some work gloves, jumps down from the 
cab and starts the de-coupling process.

First job is to crank down the 
landing gear. Then he disconnects two 
air lines that maintain the pressure 
that prevents the brakes from locking 
up and the electric line that supplies 
power to the running lights. Then he 
releases the locking jaws that grasp 
the king pin. Now we can pull away.

Back in the cab we bobtail around 
the yard searching for Loading Dock E 
9 where our new trailer is in the process 
of being loaded with 40,000 pounds 
of Miracle Whip. The guys operating 
the forklift shuttling the stacked-up 
pallets out of the cavernous warehouse 
and into the reefer are referred to as 
lumpers. In some cities on the East 
Coast “lumping fees” can cost up to 

$300. Not bad for thirty minutes work. 
Jacques re-attaches the new trailer 

(the lumpers have already set the reefer’s 
temperature at 51 degrees, so no need to 
mess with that) and fifteen minutes later 
we’re almost ready to be on our way. 
First though, he’s got to move the wheels 
to maximally balance the load. Without 
scales my son will have to guestimate the 
tire configuration. We’re well under the 
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The freewheeling days when truckers 
could pop a couple of bennies, drive 
for 36 straight hours, then pencil 
whip the logbooks, are over.

Me and my 
son Jacques in 
Indianapolis.
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maximum total gross weight of 80,000 lbs. 
for truck and trailer, but he’ll need to make 
sure that each axle isn’t overweight while 
keeping the back wheel as far forward as 
possible thereby decreasing the turning 
radius and improving maneuverability. Most 
truck stops have CAT scales to make sure 
you’re in compliance and won’t get hit with 
hefty fines at the next State Police weighing 
station. He’ll doublecheck when we refuel.

Fat wet snowflakes pouring down 
from the heavens are splatting all over the 
windshield and the temperature is closing 
in on 32 as Jacques toils away beneath the 
truck, smacking reluctant steel with an 
oversized hammer, shifting the tandems 
that lock the wheels into place. But finally, 
we’re underway again and heading south. 

Every trucker’s greatest fear is finding 
himself flying down a steep slope, with 
brake pads on fire in “California Overdrive.” 
There are a dozen or so major mountain 
passes with names like Tahachapi, Lettuce, 

Fancy Gap, Donner Pass, and Cabbage. Each 
one presents its own particular challenges. 
We won’t be crossing any passes on our 
way to Fort Worth, though we need to 
negotiate a steep descent on I-55 that will 
take us down into the Missouri River basin. 
Jacques has been concerned that the road 
surface might be icy for that stretch but 
fortunately our luck holds, the pavement 
is just wet, and we can relax for a while.

It’s well past midnight as we cross the 
great bridge that spans the Missouri, past 
the iconic Gateway to the West and straight 
through the heart of downtown Saint Louis. 
For now, we seem to be outrunning the 
snow. I’m feeling drowsy so I crawl into the 
back and cush out for the night, oblivious 
to the blaring Electronic Dance Music (EDM 
to cognoscenti) that will help Jacques stay 
alert for the next six or seven hours.

I awaken next morning around eight. 
We’re stopped somewhere in Arkansas. 

Our truck. Pic Credit : John Linnemeier

P
H

O
T

O
 B

Y
 J

T
H

E
A

 L
IN

N
E

M
E

IE
R

  

P
H

O
T

O
 B

Y
 J

O
H

N
 L

IN
N

E
M

E
IE

R
  

Our truck



18 RYDER

My lower back is killing me. Obviously, 
something about this lifestyle doesn’t agree 
with me. It’s cold and cloudy with a couple 
of inches of crusty snow on the ground. 
Apparently, the blizzard has caught up 
with us, though from what I can make out, 
the road crews have done a good job of 
keeping the nearby interstate clear. There’s 
a friendly little western themed restaurant 
attached to this mom and pop fuel stop. I 
order a cheese omelet, with hash browns, 
toast and bacon on the side along with 
orange juice and a cup of joe. 
Everything is predictably 
greasy but tasty and plenty 
hardy. Before taking this 
job, Jacques was a vegan, 
but that didn’t last long.

We’ve run through our 
permitted driving hours so 
we need to “repower the 
clock” before we can move 
on. That means staying put 
till 22:00 tonight. Also, before 
heading out we’ll need to 
pull around to the pump 
and fill up the tank with 
$500 worth of diesel. By the 
way, you’d better refer to it 
as “fuel” not “gas” if you 
expect to be taken seriously 
in the trucking world. By 
now the pain in my back has 
spread to the outside of my 
leg all the way down to my 
ankle. If I’m going to get any 
sleep tonight I’ll need to dose 
myself with sleeping pills. 

Fortunately, the dope 
works and next thing I 
know, it’s mid-morning and 
we’ve already off-loaded 
in Fort Worth. I’m bushed 
but feel like I’ve gotten a 

taste of the life of a trucker which was the 
idea to begin with. Now I figure it’s time 
to move on to some new experience or 
maybe just recuperate for a week or so. The 
decision is made, and an hour later an Uber 
arrives in front of where the truck is parked, 
and I’m off on the first leg of my journey 
home. Jacques gives me a bear hug, and as 
I hop in next to the driver he laughingly 
calls out, “See you on the back haul!” 

D A N I E L L E - K AY. C O M

D A N I E L L E  K AY  L U C A S  g r a p h i c  d e s i g n  s t u d i o

L O G O S  &  b r a n d i n g  |  P R I N T  |  e d i t o r i a l  |  M A R K E T I N G  M A T E R I A L S

Good design makes people 
happy (I’ve heard).

https://danielle-kay.com/
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idea to begin with. Now I figure it’s time 
to move on to some new experience or 
maybe just recuperate for a week or so. The 
decision is made, and an hour later an Uber 
arrives in front of where the truck is parked, 
and I’m off on the first leg of my journey 
home. Jacques gives me a bear hug, and as 
I hop in next to the driver he laughingly 
calls out, “See you on the back haul!” 
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Bill Veeck was the owner of the Milwaukee 
Brewers in the mid 1940s, During spring 
training he sat in the segregated section 
of a Florida ballpark, chatting with 
African American fans. He was quickly 
approached by the sheriff and told he 
couldn’t sit there. Veeck was troubled by 
segregationist policies in the south at that 
time. He relates the story in his memoir, 
Veeck as in Wreck, famously saying “If 
you bother me any more we’ll move 
our club out of Ocala tonight. And we’ll 

tell everybody in the country why.” The 
sheriff left him alone. Veeck later became 
the owner of the Cleveland Indians and 
hatched a plan with New York Giants 
owner Horace Stoneham to do just that. 
The Indians and Giants moved their 
teams to Arizona for spring training in 
1946. The Cactus League was born. These 
men also worked tirelessly to integrate 
baseball: 4 of the first 11 black players in 
the major leagues were signed by Veeck, 4 
of the first 17 were signed by Stoneham. 

The origin 
story of The 
Cactus League 
goes like this:

Rain 
Delay

At least there’s fiction. 

BY EMILY JACKSON

Stepping up to the plate: 
Emily Nemens’  

The Cactus League
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This Arizona locale is the setting of The 
Cactus League, by Emily Nemens (FSG, New 
York). With a tip of the cap to Peter Gammons’ 
Beyond the Sixth Game, Nemens lays out the 
nine chapters of her book as nine innings. 
We have the newly completed field, ready 
for spring training. Like a good noir movie, 
Nemens presents The Cactus League as a 
flashback, complete with world weary voice 
over. Our narrator is a fading baseball reporter, 
watching from the distance of space and time 
and employer; writing because he writes, 
watching because he watches. He speaks to 
us directly before each inning to frame and 
further the narrative. I was reminded of George 
Carlin’s comparison of football and baseball, 
the timelessness of the game, the goal of which 
is to go home, to be safe. So simple, and so 
profoundly complicated. In baseball, to get 
home requires an infinite aligning of factors 
and all the discrete movements of volition and 
chance that lead up to a moment. It’s not that 
Carlton Fisk hit a home run in that memorable 
game at Fenway, it’s that every action prior 
to his approach to the plate helped make 
that home run so memorable. Every moment 
of every at bat, every pitcher’s sore finger, 
bleeding ankle or eternally regretted wild pitch 
is not just that one event. A winning home 
run could not exist if every discreet event of 
the previous innings had not brought fate and 
power and belief to create that bat crack of 
total glory or total and eternally remembered 
defeat. Our narrator titillates us with this:

“it’s not as easy as, He did this, he said 
that, then this happened, It’s more, He did 
this, he said that, and then the whole world 
unfurled.” I’d encourage you to find your seat, 
settle in, and get ready for a long game.”

With this framing device Nemens starts 
each chapter with a wide view and zooms 
backwards in time. Our narrator describes the 
newly completed ball park, the history of the 
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early residents of that area, the archeological 
records, and finally the movement of the 
tectonic plates below. The story centers on 
the Los Angeles Lions, a fictional major 
league team. Salt River Fields does exist. 
It is a stadium complex located in the Salt 
River Pima–Maricopa Indian Community 
near Scottsdale, Arizona. The Hohokam 
were the early inhabitants, mysteriously 
abandoning most of their settlements during 
the late 1300s. Their name is translated as 
“those who are gone.” 
Just as box scores exist 
as a rough scaffolding of 
what really happened, the 
archeological evidence left 
show a powerful culture 
adept at irrigation, then 
suddenly gone. At the 
top of the third, prehistory is described. 
Our narrator describes the tectonic shifts 
of that part of Arizona with exquisite 
baseball metaphors. Our narrator then 
asks the reader directly, and what does this 

have to do with major league baseball?
“I know what you’re thinking: Why 

the history lesson, chief? What does a new 
mountain have to do with a major league 
club? Rocks for jocks? Think about this: If 
the earth’s skin is so thin, imagine that of 
a man. If the planet’s minute shifting can 
thrust a whole continent off kilter, imagine 
the skin of a person, even a strong one.” 

During the third inning I thought this was 
the story of three men: management, player, 

sportswriter; each on a downhill slide, not 
ready to give it up in the face of mounting 
stats against them. Soon new characters enter 
like middle-inning relievers. They pitch an 
inning or two, then they’re gone. Each are 

Emily 
Nemens

Our narrator is a fading baseball 
reporter writing because he writes, 
watching because he watches. 
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members of the team, getting their playing time, adding to the story, then out. The ripples are 
endless and each story overlaps and splashes against the others. The turbulent flow of bodies 
around the bases. An out or base hit affects the next action. Player A is released on waivers, 
player B gets a surprise chance. Player C goes down to Triple A and somebody has an injury. 
Yet, each team member, each character, is part of the core story, the baseball hero and his 
challenge, in the form of Jason Goodyear. And the question is, will he have a good year, 
will he meet the challenges on and off the field to lead the league by leading his own life? 

The story prepares us for that moment, the presentation of the hero’s challenge. 
In the meantime, we have some innings to fill. No one is a minor character when the 
actions of each combine to tell the story. The protagonist, Jason, does not appear in 
every inning; he makes his plate appearances when it’s his turn to bat, like all the 
other players. It’s a team game, each batter exiting the dugout to approach the plate, 
make their attempt: base on balls, grounder to the short stop, error, or home run. 

Nemens begins Cactus 
League with the Lions’ 
batting coach returning to 
his spring training home to 
find it vandalized. Evidence 
makes clear that a family had 
inhabited their house for a 
couple months. They knew 
enough to get out before 
spring training began and 
the owners returned, leaving 
trash and stealing a car. They 
return in the rotation later. 
There’s Greg, too young to 
be popping pills to dull the 
pain in his pitching arm. 
There are the player’s wives, 
given full play during the 
sixth inning. Their job is to 
take care of the men. They 
organize the logistics of 
where they live, when they 
move for spring training, and 
how they conduct themselves 
during the regular season. 
They help each other plan the 
parties. Nemens’ portrayal 
of the women in this book 
is not very generous. The 
player’s wives are fairly 
two dimensional. They have 
their own rules of the game 

http://www.swattersdesign.com
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to follow. Behavior is monitored and if you 
make an error, you are disinvited from the 
pool parties, the Memorial Day barbecue. 
There are also the women looking to meet 
players. Tami Rowland is a veteran, knowing 
where to position herself in the parking lot 
while looking for action. She loves baseball 
and loves the players, one at a time.

There is a bit of a twist on the “Me Too” 
movement played out in the fourth inning. A 
player’s career is altered fundamentally and 
ripples through the lives of other players. 
The scene plays out at a cocktail and pool 
party in Stephen Smith’s back yard. Trey 
(player) belongs to Stephen (management), 
until Trey’s attentions move elsewhere. 
Stephen is furious as he sees that Trey is 
clearly intimate with Corey, the rookie 
outfielder. Stephen is the man with the 
power and he ponders his position when he 
sees his actions mirrored, but now he is left 
out. Quickly, Trey is sent down to the minors 
without ever knowing the true reason.

Baseball metaphors abound throughout. 
A retired player, now assistant batting coach, 
relates his attempt to secure a better job in 
the organization. Management said no, “easy 
as a pitcher shaking off some call he didn’t 
like . . . it was as if Michael’s gotten sent 
down all over again.” An extended metaphor 
plays out in an awkward conversation 
between ex-lovers, Tami and Ronnie, 
watching warm ups. “They tell fielders 
not to run backward—you’ll get your feet 

tangled up—but they 
also say to never take 
your eye off the ball. 
One of those things is 
more important than the 
other.” The questions is, 
which exactly. Nemens 
parallels this physical 
play on the ball field 
with Tami’s conflicting 

emotions about Ronnie. Should she try to 
create a new friendship, or write him off 
as not worthy. One of these things may be 
more important that the other. Ronnie uses 
their former intimacy and everything he 
knows about her against her, here concerning 
Tami’s troubled relationship with her 
grown sons. He zings her with “What do 
your boys think about you going for guys 
their age?” At this moment two players 
“land on their duffs, legs in the air.” Tami 

This year there was no Opening 
Day. There are no games to watch, 
no tickets to buy, no box scores to 
ponder. You can watch marble races 
online, that’s all we got.
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Baseball metaphors abound throughout. 
A retired player, now assistant batting coach, 
relates his attempt to secure a better job in 
the organization. Management said no, “easy 
as a pitcher shaking off some call he didn’t 
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watching warm ups. “They tell fielders 
not to run backward—you’ll get your feet 

tangled up—but they 
also say to never take 
your eye off the ball. 
One of those things is 
more important than the 
other.” The questions is, 
which exactly. Nemens 
parallels this physical 
play on the ball field 
with Tami’s conflicting 

emotions about Ronnie. Should she try to 
create a new friendship, or write him off 
as not worthy. One of these things may be 
more important that the other. Ronnie uses 
their former intimacy and everything he 
knows about her against her, here concerning 
Tami’s troubled relationship with her 
grown sons. He zings her with “What do 
your boys think about you going for guys 
their age?” At this moment two players 
“land on their duffs, legs in the air.” Tami 

This year there was no Opening 
Day. There are no games to watch, 
no tickets to buy, no box scores to 
ponder. You can watch marble races 
online, that’s all we got.

watches her emotions crash 
on the baseball diamond.

Baseball is known as 
the American Pastime. The 
search for home is a major 
theme of storytelling, to find 
the way home, to be safe, to 
regain what has been lost. 
A good match for telling a 
story. This is the tale of the 
hero’s journey. Historical 
references and details of the 
game are sprinkled on nearly 
every page. You don’t have 
to know a lot about baseball 
to enjoy The Cactus League. 
You can look up Tommy 
John or Kirby Puckett or the 
definition of ERA. You can 
do your own dive into the 
glorious folklore of the game. 

Nemens dedicates the 
book “To Dad.” I imagine an 
8 year old girl sitting with 
her dad as he does the play 
by play and shares stories 
about his love of the game. 
This in turn may invoke your 
own origin stories of how 
you came to love the game. 
You might find, as I did, 
baseball memories returning 
to the surface. I came late to 
baseball, but loved becoming 
a fan. And I was lucky. I 
moved to Boston in 1987 and 
became a Red Sox fan. I will 
never forget the first time 
I walked the step up to see 
Fenway in fading twilight 
and headed for my cramped 
seat in the bleachers. I heard 
the famous stories, Carlton 
Fisk, Bill Buckner, and the 
famous Curse. I was at 
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the Plough and Stars Pub in Cambridge 
Massachusetts in 2004 when the Sox won 
the pennant against the long-hated Yankees. 
Heading to the World Series was golden, a 
dream come true for the long suffering Red 
Sox fans. But on that night, the win over the 
Yankees was the most powerful experience 
a Rod Sox fan had in over 90 years. Then 
the Red Sox won the World Series. Cheering 
in the streets. Men cried, thinking of their 
fathers who didn’t get to see it. Fenway Park 
levitated, it was magic. It was powerful even 
to this fledgling baseball 
fan of only 10 years. 

But I digress, and 
why the hell not? This 
year there was no 
Opening Day. There 
are no games to watch, 
no tickets to buy, no 
box scores to ponder. 
The sports page has 
only “this day in sports 
history.” You can watch 
marble races online, 
that’s all we got. A 
recent and noticeably 
thin New York Times 
sports section quotes 
from a book written 
by Thomas Boswell, 
Why time Begins on Opening Day, where he 
states: “Only then life is once again restored 
to us in its fullness, and in its absence the 
feeling of diminution is inescapable.” 

Published in 1984, here’s a prescient 
quote that shouted out to me:

“Born to an age where horror has 
become commonplace, where tragedy has, 
by its monotonous repetition, become a 
parody of sorrow, we need to fence off a 
few parks where humans try to be fair, 
where skill has some hope of reward, 
where absurdity has a harder time than 

usual getting a ticket.” So yeah, Houston 
Astros and your sign stealing ways, is there 
now a new curse upon the game? How 
will we defeat the darkness this time?

These are challenging times. At this 
writing, the nation is still in lockdown, 
looking for release. The rules of baseball 
seem quaint and pedestrian; the moral 
vacuity of cheaters sadly out of place. It is 
still unclear when and if ever our former 
world will return. Baseball is one tiny piece 
of our culture and consciousness and for 

now, not our primary 
concern. There has 
been talk of playing 
MLB games in the 
southwest in Cactus 
League parks. The 
game may resume in 
parks empty of fans.

The Cactus League 
tells the tale of the 
hero’s journey, the 
big challenge. His 
moment does not 
occur on the baseball 
diamond. Using the 
baseball metaphor, 
it goes like this. He 
approaches the plate, 
bases loaded, bottom 

on the 9th. What will happen? Will he send 
one down the right field line and drive the 
runner home? Will he muster the power of 
the moment to bring himself home? But life 
isn’t like baseball, your team is ill-defined, 
you don’t know all the signals, no one 
explains the rules, no guidance, no coaching 
staff. You are left to your own decisions. 
The player at the plate follows the dictates 
of the form. He knows exactly what to do 
and what is expected of him. In life, not 
so much. Jason Goodyear is on his own to 
face this one. Here comes the 3-2 pitch. 

The player’s wives 
have their own 
rules of the game to 
follow. Behavior is 
monitored and if you 
make an error, you 
are disinvited from 
the pool parties.
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Tired of cooking, diverting myself by watch-
ing movies, or getting depressed from 
watching the news, I fi nd myself standing in 
self-isolation in front of the Pandemic Book-
shelf. In it are two large books, The Complete 
Works of Shakespeare, and The Growing 
Collection of Neal Stephenson. Choosing 
Shakespeare I leaf through it. The fi rst writ-

ten report of the Plague was published one 
month after the birth of Shakespeare. In 1564 
just months after he was born a plague killed 
one quarter of his townspeople in Stratford-
on-Avon. People around him, rich and poor, 
routinely sickened, died and were buried in 
mass graves. When the theaters were closed 
for six months due to a plague outbreak in 

A  B A R D  F O R  T H E  P A N D E M I C

B Y  R A C H E L  D U E L  H E R T Z

TH E  PL AGU E ' S
TH E  T HIN G
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1592, he wrote “Venus and Adonis” and “The 
Rape of Lucrece” to pay the bills. 
He and his countrymen lived life with a back-
drop of death, the great leveler. Between 1603 
and 1613, London playhouses, like the Globe, 
were often closed due to the plague. Shake-
speare’s plays, on the other hand, redeemed 
and elevated both players and plague-weary 
audiences by building plots around his char-
acters’ thoughts and decisions. The plague 
was not directly addressed or confronted, 
which echoes my experience of staying at 
home for weeks now. For the most part, what 
happens outside stays outside. 
The great humanizing tragedy we are now in 
places on center stage selfl ess medical person-
nel, without suffi  cient protection or tools, who 
are pleading with us to stay at home and adapt 
our lifestyle in order to prevent future conta-
gion. In New York City there was concern that 
people who died alone at home were not yet 
accounted for. Optimism about fl attening the 
curve was juxtaposed with temporary burial 
sites being dug in Central Park, trenches mea-
sured ten bodies long. Until there’s a vaccine, 
which could take twelve to eighteen months, 
we will need to withdraw from social interac-
tion around the globe. The theaters are closed 
again, but Shakespeare’s themes, prescient as 
they are, can’t take into account every twist 
specifi c to our current reality. I put Shakespeare 
back on the bookshelf and instead reach for 
The Growing Collection of Neal Stephenson. A 
more dystopian bard may be a better compan-
ion for this particular pandemic’s strange gift of 
separateness and time.
 

C E L E B R A T I N G  O U T S I D E R S
 Neal Stephenson’s stories are about outsid-

ers, smart characters looking at their world 
in syncopated time and threading their way 
through, often making it better in the pro-
cess. For Stephenson, being off beat is good. 
His writing process, achieved through trial 
and error, is to come up with a good yarn 
and follow its thread through an organized 
storyline enriched with amazing detail. 
Exploring perfectly modeled environments 
a reader can glance around, glean insight or 
information, and move through each chapter 
wearing the lead character like an avatar. 
He is a coder, having graduated from Bos-
ton University with a degree in geography 
and a few credits short of a physics degree. 
He was attracted to the geography depart-
ment’s vibe and state of the art mainframe 
computer. Asked to compare his work with 
Tolkien’s he suggested that Tolkien’s imagi-
nation centered on language, while his was 
more geographically inclined. Early on he 
spent time working on a geographical novel, 
which was never published.
His novels are long, most running around a 
thousand pages.  “They’re big books. There’s 
a lot in them.  So you kind of need to have 
the time and the willingness to sit back for 
a while and be immersed in order to enjoy 
them.” He describes his readers as people 

Headline Image: Deep in the Sierra Diablo mountain 
range, amidst the limestone cliff s of Texas, they bored 
a hole in a mountain, carved out stairs, and placed a 
10,000 year clock called The Clock of the Long Now. 
(from 2018 time-lapse video on Jeff  bezos’ Twitter feed)

Neal Stephenson surrounded by historical fi gures from 
The Baroque Cycle, counter clockwise from top left: Isaac 
Newton, Gottfried Leibniz, Electress  of Hanover and 
William of Orange (from Wikipedia)



30 RYDER

with “a desire and willingness to spend a lot 
of time in a big story world.” He’s noticed he 
tends to appeal to people in the military and 
those in the tech world. He does not invest 
in a public persona, doesn’t tend to appear 
publicly unless he is overpaid, and prefers to 
interact with readers by writing novels and 
having them read.
He has shared a couple of telling personal 
experiences during book promotion inter-
views. In one he recalls chatting with an 
admiring fan, a fantasy writer he met at a bar. 
Comparing book-sales they were both sur-
prised to learn that for all its success his 1992 
award-winning novel, Snow Crash, made less 
money than his lesser known companion’s 
(comparatively unknown) latest work. In 
another he remembers chatting at a writer’s 
conference while promoting books with a 
fellow participant. When the woman asked 

which university he was with he told her he 
made his living as an author. Without aca-
demic affi  liation he seemed unvetted, and he 
watched himself lose status in her eyes while 
ruefully speculating that for many people 
universities serve a “gatekeeping” function. 
Self-deprecating and relatable, these vignettes 
allow the reader to empathize with his ex-
periences navigating the world as a some-
times under-appreciated critically acclaimed 
author. Writing was and is absolutely Neal 
Stephenson’s métier. A successful man, be-
mused at having his true worth undervalued, 
he uses these anecdotes to portray himself as 
an outsider. Signifi cantly, being an outsider is 
the defi ning feature and common trait found 
in all of his protagonists. Neal Stephenson 
knows that not quite fi tting in, being diff er-
ent, can actually be quite an asset. 

 
I N C L U D I N G  T H E  ‘ O T H E R ’
In Western society, outsider cultures were 
able to create pathways to cultural and struc-
tural advancement which led to civilization 
as we now know it (or hope to know it). “The 
existence of ‘out’ communities were weirdly 
overrepresented among people who created 
new economic systems, opened up new trade 
routes, and so on,” Stephenson relates. “I’m 
talking about Huguenots, who were Protes-
tants in France, who suff ered a lot of oppres-
sion. I’m talking about Puritans in England, 
who were not part of the established church 
and so also came in for a lot of oppression. 
Armenians, Jews, Parsis, various others. The 
minority communities that, precisely because 
of their outsider status, were forced to form 
long-range networks and go about things 

in an unconventional, 
innovative way.” 
Stephenson really ad-
mires the Puritans. 
“They were tremen-
dously eff ective people. 
They created an army 

pretty much from scratch that kicked ev-
erybody’s ass. Cromwell was a tremendous 
military leader.” He goes on to explain, “A lot 
of that eff ectiveness is rooted in the fact that 
they had money, in part because persecuted 
religious minorities, if they’re not persecut-
ed out of existence, often manage to achieve 
disproportionate wealth. It happened with 
Jews, Armenians, Huguenots... [and] more. 
They have to form private trading networks 
and lend each other money. They’re unusu-
ally education conscious. Puritans — and 
when we say Puritans we’re talking about a 
whole grab bag of religious groups — tended 
to prize literacy and education. I’m sure they 
had a higher literacy rate than the average 
English population. Literacy and education 
make people more eff ective.”
Education transforms and elevates the out-

Neal Stephenson, a relatively dystopian bard, 
may be our best companion for this pandemic’s 

strange gift of separateness and time.
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sider. One of his fi rst books, 
Diamond Age (1995), presents 
an alternative timeline in which 
the Architect of a society loose-
ly modeled on Victorian values 
becomes secretly dissatisfi ed 
with the strict complacency of 
its unquestioned order. Real-
izing something is missing he 
bucks the elaborate class sys-
tem he himself created, hiring 
a nanotechnologist to make a 
very cool (and illegal) interac-
tive book for his granddaughter 
and two high-caste friends. It 
is an attempt to secretly intro-
duce subversion into his society. 
When one book unintentionally 
falls into the hands of a poor 
little girl, very much an outsider, 
he hires an actor to specifi cally 
interact with her and they sur-
reptitiously form a deep bond. 
Through the years the book 
stays with the girl, serving as a 
parent/mentor and she is taught 
physical, mental and intellectual 
skills with love. This intercon-
nection between the physical, 
mental and emotional permeates 
many of Stephenson’s stories.
His grandfathers were academ-
ics in engineering and biochem-
istry, fi elds which his parents 
also worked in. His family 
moved from Champaign-Urba-
na, where his dad was working 
on his PhD in electrical engi-
neering at University of Illinois, 
to Ames, Iowa, home of Iowa 
State University (ISU), when he 
was six years old. Stephenson 
called University towns like 
these Midwestern American 
College Towns (or MACTs) 
in a forward to David Foster 
Wallace‘s 2003 Everything and 
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More, a book that covered the author’s in-
terests but lay outside his generally accepted 
purview. Preemptively and in his defense 
Stephenson asserts that kids brought up in 
a MACT, like he and Wallace, grow up in a 
world steeped in a potent blend of practical-
ity, erudition, exposure to kids of diff ering 
nationalities and socioeconomic backgrounds 
and unfettered access to the doctoral and 
higher level talents found in a university 
town environment. MACT kids, he suggest-
ed, tend to follow their interests, learning 
more things with less fanfare. They might 
unintentionally off end East coast and Ivy 
League sensibilities by not understanding 
status-conscious hierarchy in the same way. 
They are diff erent because they have traveled 
a diff erent route.
This particular outlook--that people are 
amazingly smart, come from diff erent places, 
should be included, and are worth sticking 
up for--is illuminating. Stephenson, who 
belonged to a history book club for years, has 
strong opinions about the role early settlers, 
outsiders, had on the present day character of 
our country. “[Puritans] very early on adopt-
ed a set of views on social topics that every-

one now takes for granted as 
being basic tenets of Western 
civilization. They were heav-
ily for free enterprise. They 
didn’t want the state interfer-
ing in private property. Now 
our whole system is built on 
that. We tend to forget that 
someone had to come up 
with that idea and fi ght for 
it. And those people did.” 
By fi ghting for their own 
freedom to survive Puritans 
were creating the conditions 
for other outsider groups 
to do the same, Stephenson 
points out. “The separation 

of church and state — in the 
absence of that separation 
Puritans and other religious 

minorities couldn’t exist. You had to belong 
to your parish church. Things like registering 
births, deaths, and marriages, which are state 
functions to us now, were handled solely by 
the parish churches. If you didn’t belong you 
didn’t exist legally. You had no choice, you 
had to tithe. It is often said that Cromwell ad-
mitted the Jews to England. He disestablished 
the church and made it possible for churches 
other than the established one to legally exist. 
That’s what enabled Jews to come back and 
start living there.”
 

LANGUAGE  OF  SPACE  AND  T IME
 
Neal Stephenson’s books taken together call 
to mind Big Questions: “What is Reality?” 
“Who Funds Scientifi c Discovery?” “What 
role does faith play in the development of so-
ciety?” He wonders what education is for and 
what it should look like. His characters inhab-
it ruthless dystopian worlds ruled by transna-
tional organized crime syndicates. What we 
know of as countries have shrunk into tribal 
protectorates in the plots of Snow Crash and 
Diamond Age. Before the internet even ex-

Neal Stephenson speaks about his latest book, Fall; or Dodge in Hell at The 
Interval At The Long Now. Photo Credit: Christopher Michael
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isted, Snow Crash revolved 
around a virtual reality 
proto-internet Stephenson 
called the Metaverse. He 
anticipated an age when 
people who couldn’t aff ord 
housing would rent storage 
units and live Virtual Lives. 
Ripe for the screen, Snow 
Crash is currently being adapt-
ed as a mini-series for HBO by 
Michael Bacall, co-writer of the 
screenplay for Scott Pilgrim v. 
the World.
Stephenson is a prognosti-
cator with a giant scope and 
an eye for detail. When he’s 
not writing books he actually 
writes code, builds rockets for 
fun and served on the Adviso-
ry board of the space shuttle 
company, Blue Origin in Seat-
tle. According to Blue Origin’s 
Wikipedia page Jeff Bezos, 
after watching the movie Oc-
tober Sky, discussed creating 
a “space company” with Ste-
phenson in 1999. In 2000, Blue 
Origin was founded. Stephen-
son was its first employee, 
involved in every aspect. He 
shared the title Member, Tech-
nical Staff until 2006.
Blue Origin won the X-prize, 
collaborates with NASA and now 
has over 2500 employees. While 
working there Stephenson was 
asked about his role in the compa-
ny and he replied, “Like Spock on 
the deck of the Enterprise, I sit in 
the corner and await opportunities 
to jump out and yammer about 
Science. Wearing my novelist hat, I 
talk freely about whatever I please. 
But private space fl ight is an area 
where I wear a diff erent hat (or 
helmet). I do not freely dissemi-

nate my thoughts on this one topic because I have agreed to 
sell those thoughts to Blue Origin.” This adds real resonance to 
his novel, Seveneves (2015), about humanity’s reaction to and 
attempted survival from the literal end of life on earth. 
As far as I can tell Neal Stephenson has written 19 books 
and many of them interconnect in some way, coming 
together in Fall; or Dodge in Hell (2019), his latest novel. 
Read individually, Stephenson’s books provide skilled 
interpretations of our current reality, off ering salient 
observations about where we are in the world and how 
we came to be here, and each provide almost more in-
formation and detail than can be taken in. A science fi c-
tion writer, after writing Cryptonomicon (a novel about 
cryptography, computers and money) Stephenson be-
came very interested in the relationship between Leibniz 
and Newton.  “I had two chance conversations with old 
friends,” Stephenson says. “One was with George Dyson, 
author of Darwin Among The Machines, in which he talks 
about the deep roots of computing in the work of Leibniz 
at the dawn of the Scientifi c Revolution. The other was 
with Steven Horst, who mentioned Isaac Newton’s ten-
ure at the Royal Mint and his obsession with alchemy. Of 
interest to me was that Cryptonomicon had been all about 

In Western society, the outsider cultures 
created the pathways to cultural and 
structural advancement which led to 

civilization as we now know it.
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computing, codes, and gold. The fact that 
Leibniz and Newton were at war with each 
other for most of their careers suggested it 
was a fertile source of plot. I made a spur-
of-the-moment decision that I would write 
a prequel set around the time of the birth of 
the Royal Society.”
 

SP I R I T UAL I SM , 
C OMPUTERS ,  T HE  PLAGUE , 
ALCHEMY ,  AND  RAT I O NAL I S T 
THOUGHT
 
Leibniz sought a universal language of math-
ematics and logic, aspiring to represent cre-
ation. The number One would represent God, 
and Zero would represent The Void, creating 
a binary system. Leibniz was endeavoring to 
create a binary code, the mathematical lan-
guage contained in the roots of modern com-
puting, in an intellectual eff ort to exalt his 
Creator. Newton, performing duties as a valet 
in exchange for tuition, had obtained a schol-
arship for an M.A. at Trinity College at Cam-
bridge, but it closed in 1665 in the face of the 
oncoming Plague. Those who could aff ord to 
leave London did so early. Those who waited 
had to receive a certifi cate of health in order 
to leave. Townspeople living outside the pe-
rimeter, fearing infection, closed their towns 
to traffi  c, leaving those caught in transit to 
die of starvation. Now referred to as The 
Great Plague, it claimed over 100,000 lives. 
Newton, safely studying at home amidst the 
pandemic, used the next two years to distin-
guish himself in a way he had not been able 
to at college. He spent his time developing 
calculus, working on optics, and working to-
ward a universal law of gravitation. Despite 
having unorthodox religious views he was 
able to fi nish at Trinity and rise in station due 
to the personal intervention of the King. He 
was made a member of the Royal Mint which 

was housed in the Tower of London. As the 
Warden of the Royal Mint he actively routed 
counterfeiters whose crime was treason and 
whose punishment was death. Newton also 
continued to have a fascination with Alche-
my, which some say developed into the fi eld 
of chemistry. (His papers on Alchemy can 
be accessed through IU Libraries here: The 
Chymistry of Isaac Newton https://libraries.
indiana.edu/resources/newton). 
Historians generally agree, Leibniz and New-
ton each independently conceived of “Infi n-
itesimal Calculus” using diff erent notation. 
While they lived, though, the heated corre-
spondence centering around accusations of 
plagiarism embroiled and diminished both 
men. Somehow, in The Baroque Cycle, Neal 
Stephenson is able to place the reader smack 
dab in the middle of a fi ctional world in which 
these people and their contemporaries cross 
paths with his books’ protagonists, bringing 
the fl avor of their time to a modern sensibility.
The Baroque Cycle is made up of three vol-
umes, each of which contain three separate nov-
els, according to Stephenson. It sets the stage for 
the growth of scientifi c discovery in England. In 
Europe during the eras now thought of as the 
Scientifi c Revolution and the Enlightenment ed-
ucation was the realm of the privileged and the 
few. The Royal Society, founded in the 1660’s, 
was a knitting-together of loose conglomera-
tions. Centered around experimental Natural 

Dr. Brodgrard’s Invasion for Magic Leap from WETA 
Gameshop transforms reality (from Magic Leap)
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Philosophy, it included vivisec-
tions of dogs and other creatures 
in secret labs. At this time inde-
pendent fellowships of scientists, 
written treatises and libraries of 
the wealthy tended to ensure that 
early scientifi c exploration was 
the plaything of the rich and the 
well-born. During this period the 
world was transitioning from the 
land-and-property-based feu-
dalism of the Middle Ages to the 
time of the Enlightenment, mov-
ing from an economy based solely 
on bartering and slapping down 
big lumps of gold to smaller coins 
made more valuable because they 
were minted from the king.  
Quicksilver (the book’s title is 
also the historic word for mer-
cury) introduces Ben Franklin, 
in the context of his time, as 
a boy witnessing the hanging 
of a witch. In this world mon-
ey-changing and alchemy are 
real issues, there are wars over 
religious beliefs, there is disease, 
and the founding of the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology 
is being considered. Stephen-
son’s stories follow the wealthy 
and educated, soldiers of for-
tune and other curious charac-
ters along their paths, exploring 
the confl uence of currency and 
scientifi c discovery and mathe-
matical development. Military 
plays a big role. Cryptography 
serves as protection and weap-
onry for varied correspondences 
of love, scientifi c discovery, po-
litical intrigue and war. Set after 
the Baroque Cycle but written 
fi rst, Stephenson’s Cryptonomi-
con has characters brush shoul-
ders with Alan Turing and Al-
bert Einstein during World War 
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Two, although the story also introduces relat-
ed storylines in the 1990’s centering around 
fi beroptic cables, digitized currency and data 
havens during a global fi nancial crash.
 

MONEY, TRUTH AND POWER
 
These dense, rich books follow the rise of 
three families: The Waterhouse’s The Shaf-
toe’s and The Forthrast’s. Eventually their 
fi ctional family fortunes, administered in 
trust, coalesce to become signifi cant drivers 
of scientifi c discovery and advancement in 
Stephenson’s latest novel, Fall, although their 
motivations diff er signifi cantly.
In Reamde, main character and techno giant  
Richard “Dodge” Forthrast gets involved in a 

thrilling contemporary adventure that takes 
some time to build but then becomes unrelent-
ingly exciting. The story pulls the Forthrast 
family into a kidnapping that involves com-
puters, guns, drugs, Russian oligarchs, private 
planes, Chinese monetization of a popular 
American computer game, ISIS, the internation-
al underage sex trade, a global computer virus, 
and gun-wielding religious fanatic family mem-
bers. Published in 2011 it serves as a prescient 
nod to current events. But that’s just the kind of 
inexplicable and intelligent soothsaying I have 
come to expect from this writer. 
The main characters of Reamde reappear in 
Fall; or Dodge in Hell as the backdrop for the 
next generation. The protagonist becomes 
brain-dead in the fi rst chapter, but when 
his long-forgotten will and testament exerts 

“I got to thinking about the amount of time and energy I 
spend each day keeping up on current events that I know 
I am going to forget in 24 hours. What if I only read the 
newspaper once a year? Once a decade? Once a centu-
ry? I'd know a lot less about current events but I'd have 
plenty of spare bandwidth to think about other things. I 

embodied those musings into my back-of-napkin sketch 
for Danny (Hillis), which depicted a system of concentric 
walls surrounding the clock tower and enclosing clois-
tered communities with progressively deeper separation 
from current events. That, simply, is the basis for the 
world depicted in Anathem.” — Neal Stephenson

Stephenson’s Sketch for the Clock of the Long Now
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itself, the plot thickens and the story takes 
off . Consciousness, sleep, life, and death are 
ongoing themes. Dodge’s grand-niece Sophia 
takes a summer adventure with friends from 
Princeton to ‘Ameristan.’ They hire cultural 
guides and self-driving cars to go off -grid 
and join religious family members for a re-
union at the Forthrast Family Farm. 
Years earlier a split had developed when 
communications were cut and the internet 
hijacked and brought down. There was an 
elaborate simulation of a nuclear attack on 
the city of Moab, Utah but no physical at-
tack. The President of the United States and 
the COO of the internet had fl own in to set 
the record straight. The attempt to wrestle 
back Truth on social media was met with 
such a steady and relentless stream of troll-
ing that it created a clear and seismic divide 
in the country. Such outrageous lies could 
only be undercut by creating countless and 
evermore outrageous narratives. This un-
dermining of all claims created a Wild West 
in public perception. 
 The moneyed class responded, hiring Editors 
to fi lter their clients’ feeds. Trusted Editors 
became valued extensions of the wealthy, 
with inter-generational associations. This 
way of life persisted on the coasts and in 
cities dotted with Starbucks and coff ee shops. 
Sharp lines between digital work and con-
spicuous exercise (play) underlined the mind-

body dichotomy. Walmarts began to appear 
as signifi ers when Sophia and her friends 
crossed the unoffi  cial boundary into “Ameri-
stan.” Self-driving trucks bearing  ‘Remember 
Moab’ and Confederate Flag bumper stickers 

drove through 3-D billboards installed on the 
highways, past the burning wooden crosses 
the Church of Leviticus put up on the edge of 
sprawling farmlands. After her family re-
union Sophia and her friends drop off  some-
one at a religious think tank in Moab on their 
way across country.
Time passes and while in graduate school 
at Princeton, with the help of the Forthrast 
foundation, Sophia digitally uploads Dodge’s 

brain or “connectome,” 
once again demon-
strating a connection 
between wealth and 
scientifi c exploration. 
They upload only his 
brain: evidence of brain 
activity exists but there 
is no interaction. It takes 
vast amounts of energy 

and money to sustain it. Over time incred-
ibly large anonymous donations allow So-
phia and her family to continue her quest to 
maintain her uncle’s brainwaves. With her it 
may be personal, but there are other fortunes 

Stephenson’s stories follow the 
wealthy and educated, soldiers of fortune 
and other curious characters, exploring the 
confluence of currency, scientific discovery 

and mathematical development.

Stephenson slicing top off  a champagne bottle with a saber 
in 2014. “Sabrage,” as it was called, was popular during 
Napoleon's military heyday. 
(Image: The Verge, Source: ChefSteps)
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with other interests helping to fund 
and preparing to co-utilize the new 
scientifi c realm. The religious think 
tank in Moab is involved. What forc-
es are interested in reanimating the 
dead, with what implications? 
Further in the plot, new connec-
tomes are uploaded full-bodied and 
seem fundamentally diff erent from 
Dodge’s uploaded brain: the out-of-
context brain-only uploads have to 
reimagine themselves completely. 
Without remembrance of their shape 
they’re able to conceive of and man-
ifest themselves with no morpho-
logical limitations. Once post-life 
Dodge is given more digital power 
his consciousness rebuilds itself in 
a way that is consistent with the 
work of neuroscientist (and director 
of USC’s Brain and Creativity Insti-
tute) Antonio Damasio, author of 

Descarte’s Error. As Dodge’s brain maps its digitized 
body, as well as its own process of mapping the body, 
it becomes self-aware, or self-conscious. When more 
connectomes are uploaded the variations of responses 
to consciousness between the brain-only connectomes 
and the full-body connectome are very consistent 
with Damasio’s ideas. Neal Stephenson is masterful 
at creating meticulously researched science fi ction 
which he breaks down and rebuilds in the context of 
his story, and all his books have this educative quality 
in common.
 

ASK  NOT  FOR  WHOM THE  BELL 
TOLLS :  J UST  BU I L D  A  CLOCK 
 
In an interview with L.A. arts journalist Scott Tilburg, 
Stephenson mentioned he “was always fascinated 
with parallel universe situations: situations where 
someone gets jumped into another universe that’s 
similar to ours, with a hand-wavy, pseudo-physics ex-
planation for how it happened.” He “wanted to come 
up with [his] own hand-wavy, pseudo-physics expla-
nation.” Once fi nished with his morning writing he 
tries to keep busy and involved, but not overinvested 
in his projects. One such project, designing the Clock 
for the Long Now, either inspired or complemented 
his work on the 2008 novel, Anathem.  
 
The name of the project and the clock itself was 
coined by boardmember and co-founder Brian Eno. 
“Eno also composed the never-repeating melody 
generator that rings the Clock’s chimes inside the 
mountain. Other people unhappy with our society’s 
short-attention span are part of this group, […]in-
cluding me,” writes Stewart Brand, cofounder with 
Eno of the Long Now and currently president of the 
board. “[The] Clock in the Mountain is being funded 
and built on property owned by Jeff  Bezos, the found-
er and CEO of Amazon.com. Bezos is also active in 
designing the full experience of the Clock.” 
Daniel Hillis, computer scientist, developer of mas-
sive parallel architecture of current generation of 
supercomputers, was the visionary: “I want to build a 
clock that ticks once a year. The century hand advanc-
es once every 100 years, and the cuckoo comes out on 

“Well, all information looks like noise until you 
break the code.” Neal Stephenson, Snow Crash
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“The diff erence between ignorant 
and educated people is that the 
latter know more facts. But that 
has nothing to do with whether 
they are stupid or intelligent.” 
Neal Stephenson,
The Diamond Age: Or, A Young 
Lady’s Illustrated Primer

"Our opponent is an alien starship 
packed with atomic bombs," I 
said. "We have a protractor." 
From Neal Stephenson’s Anath-
em, in which scientists, philoso-
phers, and mathematicians live 
like monks until they are called 
back to save the world.

the millennium. I want the cuckoo to come out every millennium 
for the next 10,000 years.” Applied Minds, Inc., Danny Hillis’ com-
pany, leads the design and Alexander Rose and Danny Hillis share 
several design patents on the 10,000 Year Clock. Rose recounts, 
“Neal Stephenson’s new novel, Anathem, germinated in 01999 
when Danny Hillis asked him and several other contributors to 
sketch out their ideas of what the Millennium Clock might look 
like. Stephenson tossed off  a quick sketch and promptly forgot 
about it. Five years later however, when he was between projects, 
the idea came back to him, and he began to explore the possibility 
of building a novel around it.  Anathem is the result and [was] ... 
released on September 9th, 02008.”
In these Pandemic Times it is nice to know that Long Now is also 
curating a library with the input of members and supporters, 
called Manual for Civilization. Stephenson contributed books, and 
contributed to where they will be physically housed at The Inter-
val at Long Now, a cafe-bar-meeting space in San Francisco. Nat-
urally it has an online component as well. An amazing confl uence 
has occurred with Github and Brand, who in addition to being the 
Long Now cofounder and current president, came up with The 
Whole Earth Catalogue which my mother proudly displayed in 
our guest bathroom at our house in the Adirondacks for the en-
tirety of my childhood. 
 

G I T HUB  AND  THE  LONG  NOW :  WE ’ R E 
ALL  PREPPERS  NOW
 
GitHub is beginning to take the long view of time, as well, and 
they’ve put their money where their mouth is. “We’ve adopted a 
“pace layers” strategy for archiving code, inspired by Long Now 
founder Steward Brand. This approach is designed to maximize 
both fl exibility and durability by providing a range of storage 
solutions, from real-time to long-term storage. The Archive Pro-
gram is partitioned into three tiers: hot, warm, and cold. Hot: 
Near real-time, Warm: Updated monthly to yearly, [and] Cold: 
Updated every 5+ years.” They have begun storage in the Arctic, 
designed to protect its content for a thousand years, called The 
GitHub Arctic Code Vault: “The GitHub Arctic Code Vault is a 
data repository preserved in the Arctic World Archive (AWA), a 
very-long-term archival facility 250 meters deep in the permafrost 
of an Arctic mountain. The archive is located in a decommissioned 
coal mine in the Svalbard archipelago, closer to the North Pole 
than the Arctic Circle. GitHub will capture a snapshot of every 
active public repository on 02/02/2020 and preserve that data in 
the Arctic Code Vault.”
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 This kind of long term thinking sounds fa-
miliar. In 02006 Pulitzer Prize winning author 
Michael Chabon wrote extensively on the 
idea of the clock (the extra zero is added to 
preempt a bug in the notation of time which 
will present itself in 8000 years), before it 
became a reality: “When I told my son about 
the Clock of the Long Now, he listened very 
carefully, and we looked at the pictures on the 
Long Now Foundation’s website. ‘Will there 
really be people then, Dad?’ he said. ‘Yes,’ 
I told him without hesitation, ‘there will.’ I 
don’t know if that’s true, any more than do 
Danny Hillis and his colleagues, with the 
beating clocks of their hopefulness and the 
orreries of their imaginations. But in having 
children—in engendering them, in loving 
them, in teaching them to love and care about 
the world—parents are betting, whether they 
know it or not, on the Clock of the Long Now. 
They are betting on their children, and their 
children after them, and theirs beyond them, 
all the way down the line from now to 12,006. 
If you don’t believe in the Future, unreserv-
edly and dreamingly, if you aren’t willing to 
bet that somebody will be there to cry when 
the Clock fi nally, ten thousand years from 
now, runs down, then I don’t see how you 
can have children. If you have children, I 
don’t see how you can fail to do everything 
in your power to ensure that you win your 
bet, and that they, and their grandchildren, 
and their grandchildren’s grandchildren, will 
inherit a world whose perfection can never 
be accomplished by creatures whose imagi-
nation for perfecting it is limitless and free. 
And I don’t see how anybody can force me to 
pay up on my bet if I turn out, in the end, to 
be wrong.” While those with imagination for 
perfecting the world are in short supply these 
days, Neal Stephenson is extremely good at 
giving sardonic glimpses of what might be. 
And as a writer he knows that it is easier to 
work with the world we’ve got than to cre-
ate an entirely new one. What members of 
the Long Now are manifesting is a collective 
sense of hope for the future while promoting 

a sense that we have to act like we are going 
to get there. 
 

IMAGINATION AND REALITY
Neal Stephenson loves and knows a lot about 
swords, which played a signifi cant role for 
the protagonist’s avatar in one of his early 
books, Snow Crash. So when Rony Abromo-
vitz, Magic Leap’s charismatic CEO, along 
with creative co-founder of Magic Leap, Sir 
Richard Taylor (also co-founder of Weta, a 
digital and special eff ects company behind 
many blockbuster movies) and Graeme 
Devine, game development wizard (who, 
notably, made Gameboy Advanced software 
compatible with diff erent operating systems 
as a teen and who’s gone on to have a leg-
endary career) decided to try to get him in-
volved in Magic Leap, Devine and and others 
showed up on Stephenson’s doorstep bearing 
the original Orcrist Sword from Peter Jack-
son’s Lord of the Rings movie trilogy. It defi -
nitely got them in the door, they were invited 
in for a beer, and he’s been Chief Futurist for 
Magic Leap since 2014.
Since then Magic Leap, heavily fi nanced 
by Google and Alibaba, has built a 300,000 
square foot nanofabrication facility in Florida 
manufacturing a “photonic lightfi eld chip” 
designed to manipulate photons “so they can 
be ‘biomimetic’ on how your body wants to 
receive them,” as Abromovitz described in a 
2015 panel interview at MIT with Stephenson 
and Devine. Augmented Reality, or Mixed 
Reality, shoots light directly onto your eye, 
which overlays imagery onto your physi-
cal surroundings. The photonic light chip is 
being used to power a 3-part system, Magic 
Leap 1, now available for purchase at AT&T 
stores. It consists of a small round computer 
component, designed to stick slightly out of 
your front pant pocket, that connects by a 3 
foot wire cord to a pair of shades, and then 
you hold a controller in your hand and can 
walk around freely. Unfortunately, while they 
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were expecting to sell 100,000 units, the latest 
fi gures indicate they have only sold 6,000.
With regard to content, Magic Leap does have 
some game development. Weta workshop, a 
mixed reality and game studio and an out-
growth of the special eff ects studio which 
worked for Jackson’s LOR movies, Avatar, 
District 9 and others, has already put forth 
Dr. Brodgrard’s Invasion. Robots appear to 
enter your room from a portal on your wall 
and can jump on your couch and table. Reso-
lution Games released its Augmented Reality 
(AR) title Angry Birds FPS: First Person Sling-
shot for Magic Leap in 2018 and has added 
another, Glimt: The Vanishing at the Grand 
Starlight Hotel in 2019. While their num-
ber is limited, these games have been very 
well-received. Decried by some for its slow 
start, Magic Leap could be transformative. It 
is an enormous, consequential endeavor with 
potentially seismic groundbreaking artistic, 
scientifi c, business and social implications. 
Magic Leap, now for sale with its 3000 pat-
ents mortgaged to JP Morgan Chase, had a 
sweeping vision for 3D and very big goals. 
An enormous, consequential endeavor with 
groundbreaking artistic, scientifi c, business 
and social implications it had amazing people 
involved, including Stephenson, whose role 
was to shape the creation of applications to 

work well with the developing platform for 
Augmented or Mixed Reality. 
The ensuing ‘Magicverse’ would ‘register’ 
or overlay VR software onto viewers’ vision 
using special glasses and via Google maps. 
Such radical change in the kind and quality 
of content would more than parallel shifts 
from print to screen. Developers in Weta 
Gameshop spent vast amounts of time and 
money attempting to build 3D programming 
to match the promised technological innova-
tion. Presumably in the movie business proj-
ect success is not assumed and Weta is not 
tied fi nancially to Magic Leap’s success. 
While Neal Stephenson may not be respon-
sible for everything I’ve written about, he is 
interested, involved and the reason I learned 
about them. I close the book, carefully return-
ing Neal Stephenson’s Growing Collection 
to the Pandemic Bookshelf, grateful to have 
gotten a glimpse of successful thinkers and 
doers from my own time who actually dream, 
seeking to understand and improve our cur-
rent reality for the long term. Luckily, in these 
dystopian times, Neal Stephenson will con-
tinue to get engaged and use his experiences 
outside of writing to fuel his primary occupa-
tion. I look forward to the future.

Neal Stephenson talking about Seveneves with Stewart Brand at Interval At Long Now (Seveneves at The Interval, May 02015)



42 RYDER

LOOK 
WHO’S 
TALKING

THE OUTGOING EXECUTIVE 
DIRECTOR OF THE 
BUSKIRK-CHUMLEY 
TALKS ABOUT THE 
PAST AND THE FUTURE 
OF THE THEATER

INTERVIEW CONDUCTED BY PETER LOPILATO

PHOTOS BY JEREMY HOGAN

DANIELLE
MCCLELLAND



MAY/JUNE 2020 43

Through the years, the Buskirk-Chumley The-
ater has hosted a countless number of national 
and international performers, from legendary 
acts like Ani DiFranco and Arlo Guthrie and 
to the slightly-less-legendary-but-neverthe-
less-amazing Ukulele Orchestra of Great Brit-
ain. We can thank Danielle McClelland for 
these performances and more. Earlier this year, 
Danielle stepped down as Executive Director of 
the BCT, a position she had held since 2001. She 
was actually hired on Septem-
ber 11th of that year, negotiating 
her contract as the World Trade 
Center was collapsing. And so 
her tenure at the BCT would be 
bookended by the two defi ning 
national emergencies of the 21st 
century. 

The interview that follows took 
place at a pre-pandemic BLU Boy 
Cafe over coff ee and brownies. 

RYDER: Of the many performers 
who have appeared at the BCT 
over the years, are there any 
favorites?  

DANIELLE:  My favorite was Joan 
Baez. We were told by her man-
agement that she was reclusive, 
that she probably would not 
interact with anybody in the 
venue at all. They were totally 
wrong. She arrived early in the 
day, got off  the bus, struck up a 
conversation with me as I was 
setting up her soup backstage. 
(She requires hot soup upon ar-
rival.) She ended up following 
me around, wanting to know 
how the theater was saved and 
how we managed it and how it 
all worked.  
John Mellencamp attends 
shows at the theater, and he 
was in the audience that night. 

She teased him rather mercilessly from the 
stage throughout the concert. That was fun. 
Afterwards she was like, “so what’s going 
on around town?” We went next door to the 
Root Cellar and there was a local bluegrass 
band playing. She danced a little bit and we 
had big fun conversations. Some of the peo-
ple in the room recognized her but most had 
no idea. That whole day was really magical. 
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RYDER: It’s funny how that works out some-
times. Were there any nights that were not 
quite so magical?

DANIELLE:  One of the fi rst acts we ever booked 
was Rickie Lee Jones, who is one of my favor-
ite artists. That was a horrible experience. We 
were the second show on her tour, she started 
in Chicago and came down here. After the 
fi rst show, she fi red her entire band. So the 
next day they sent all new band members 
down to Bloomington to rehearse with her 
and she spent, like, four hours screaming at 
this new accumulation of band members. We 
thought, “Okay, they’re just working out the 
kinks but she’ll do a good show.” But that 
night she shamed her guitar player twice 
during the show. Then her guitar tuner was 
doing something she didn’t like. So in the 
middle of “Rodeo Girl” she just stopped play-
ing and walked off stage. 

RYDER: How far into the performance was this?

DANIELLE:  This was about two thirds of the 
way into the show. She walked off stage and 
the band kept playing  ... and kept playing. 
I thought, “Oh my god, she’s not coming 
back.” We had a sold out crowd. Finally she 
came back out and fi nished the show. People 
still remember that show and have no clue 
how bad it was. There were other people who 
knew what was going on though. I’m still just 
mortifi ed. It kind of ruined Ricky Lee Jones 
for me. 

RYDER: Well, people say you never want to 
meet your heroes. Have you ever had the 
opportunity to bring her back?

DANIELLE:  I have had that opportunity. 
I’ve had it multiple times. I wouldn’t do it 
again.

RYDER: Hosting live entertainment can be 
risky business.

DANIELLE:  Presenting music is all about 
gambling. The best laid plans, the things 

that seem like they’re a slam dunk, you just 
never know. When we were fi rst getting 
started, our board of directors was really risk 
averse. Nobody wanted to gamble on pre-
senting. This was because of what the BCT 
had been through at its inception. The fi rst 
two and a half years our deal with the city 
was they’d support us only up to the point of 
any losses we incurred. So it was a net sum 
zero game. We had no capital. 
It took about fi ve years for us to accumulate 
some cash so we could then start thinking 
about presenting. I had done presenting on 
a small scale in Columbus, Indiana where I 
had been the program director. But not any 
big rock n’ roll acts. I had some connections 
in the music industry through the journalism 
stuff  I’d been doing before I had a regular 
arts job. I’d written for alternative weeklies 
around the country about music. 

RYDER: So you got your start in journalism?
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DANIELLE:  I was a theater and English double 
major and focused on creative writing. 

RYDER: Where was this?

DANIELLE:  In Portland, Oregon at Lewis and 
Clark. I was doing stage managing and di-
recting. I founded a theater company. I went 
into business with some of my friends from 
college and we owned a performance space 
that had a coff ee shop and a bookstore and 
an art gallery. It was all one big space. I start-
ed writing for the alternative weeklies in 
Portland and Seattle. When my partner and I 
went on the road and we lived out of the back 
of our pickup truck for a year, I did inter-
views and research on a variety of diff erent 
subjects that were mostly about art and social 
change. Then when we landed in Austin I 
started writing about those experiences and 
writing for the Austin Chronicle. 

RYDER: So this would have been in the ‘90s?

DANIELLE:  Yep. Then I continued to write for 
the Austin Chronicle, the Seattle Weekly, the 
Portland ...whatever it was called. 

RYDER: The Oregonian?

DANIELLE:  No, that’s the daily paper. When I 
moved to Bloomington I started writing for 
Nuvo. I’d typically write a na-
tional story with local colors. 
For example, Ann Hamburger 
is a major theater revolutionary 
and developed a unique training 
technique. I wrote about what 
she was doing and how it im-
pacted theater programs around 
the country. I’d talk to diff erent 
theater programs in all of those 
places and then publish stories in 
all of the weeklies. 
The contact I made in music ac-
tually, was when I was writing 
for Nuvo. When the Lilith Fair 
happenedI wrote a cover story 
for them that was essentially 

taking Sarah McLachlen to task for claiming 
that she was not a feminist and for sort of 
denigrating the history of women’s music. 
In several interviews prior to the initial tour 
of the Lilith Fair she was really poo-pooing 
all of that stuff . So I wrote a historical piece 
about it: here’s the basis of the women’s mu-
sic movement, here’s the people upon whose 
shoulders she’s standing. Then I got press 
passes to the Lilith Fair and confronted her 
during a press conference.  She maintained 
her line but Amy Ray of the Indigo Girls was 
one of the artists who was sitting on the panel 
at the press conference and she came up to 
me after and said, “Hey I really liked that.” 

RYDER: So you’re a fan of musicians and other 
performers but you’re also an administrator. 
How do you strike a balance between art and 
administration?

DANIELLE:  If you’re booking from your own 
taste: you’re losing money. My taste has to 
take the furthest backseat. I have been able 
to book an amazing number of my favorite 
artists. It just so happens that my taste hap-
pens to match a really strong demographic of 
ticket buyers in Bloomington. But there are 
lots and lots of bands (smaller groups who 
are just starting out) that I’d love to book that 
I am personally in love with who would nev-
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er be appropriate for the BCT. 

RYDER: You mentioned earlier that the board, at 
one time, was risk averse. Is that still the case? 

DANIELLE:  I don’t think so. Certainly not in 
terms of concert promotion. I think even 
more than the board the city was really hes-
itant to give the thumbs-up to the idea of us 
being a promoter. For exactly that same rea-
son, You can lose a lot of money really quick-
ly, really easily, in booking. That’s because the 
artist fees are 10, 20, $30,000 so it just takes 
one failure to be out of a lot of money. 

RYDER: And the potential net profi t?

DANIELLE:  It’s actually relatively small per 
show. You can’t really make more than about 
eight grand in net profi t in this space. Which 
is never going to happen. I think the City 
even more than our board has been like, “go 
get ‘em! More concerts!” 

RYDER: That’s over the course of the last how 
many years? 

DANIELLE:  Certainly both the Kruzan and Ham-
ilton administrations have been like, “What 
would be so bad if it was mostly a concert 
venue?” Because they see that as a profi t-gener-
ating activity whereas everything else needs to 
be subsidized. It’s primarily our responsibility 
to seek funding through private, corporate and 
foundation support but we’re always going to 
be knocking on their door as well as knocking 
on everybody else’s door. 

RYDER: How many nights a year is the BCT 
booked?

DANIELLE:  Two hundred fi fty. 

RYDER: Where would that typically rank with 
comparably sized theaters? 

DANIELLE:  That’s really busy. Most facilities that 
are utilized more often than have multiple spac-
es. Maybe one night they’re renting the lobby 
and another night they’re renting the whole 

place. We really only have one space. So 250 
days of use is essentially fi ve days a week. 

RYDER: How much of an eff ort is there to 
make the BCT available to local bands? 

DANIELLE:  We’re aiming for an audience of 
400 people with all of the programming at 
the BCT. If your event is likely to pull in 
less than 400 people then you should be do-
ing it at the John Waldron Auditorium. You 
shouldn’t be doing it at the BCT. Because 
the pricing is based on the capacity of the 
theater which is 629 seats. There should be 
reasonable expectation that one can attract 
400 people or more. So when you talk about 
local bands, the number of local bands that 
are bringing in 200 or more people is few 
and far between. I’m not saying they don’t 
exist but they’re not around all the time. 
Now that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have some 
type of local showcase that pulls together three 
to fi ve of the local bands that are pulling in the 
top audiences and once a year try to do some 
kind of showcase like that. That’s defi nitely 
something we’ve talked about in the past but it is 
also a scenario where BCT would be producing 
that show. We’d be doing all the legwork to get 
those bands together and do all the marketing 
for it and putting it out there and it is highly 
unlikely that we would make money. As we try 
to start thinking about fi lling out those days [that 
the BCT is not rented] some programs like a local 
music showcase will rise more to the top priority 
and we might be able to do something like that. 
But it’s also something that another entity in 
town could do. And they might be much more 
in touch with who those bands would be. And 
we could subsidize that program. 
RYDER: What’s your favorite part of the job?

DANIELLE:  My favorite part of the job has al-
ways been working with somebody who has 
an idea and wants to put on a show. I feel like 
I have the skill set that makes it easy to trans-
late somebody’s amorphous idea into a con-
crete plan, to actually get the show onto the 
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stage or the screen. And have the resources 
to help them with that and from the theater’s 
point of view the strongest possible scenario 
is some other person has this dream that’s 
a really good dream and has real legs. We 
provide the infrastructure, the facility, and the 
equipment to make that dream come true in 
our space, and we get to facilitate that. 
That’s not the way that all venues are man-
aged. A lot of venues are managed either pas-
sively exclusively as facilities for rent. Often 
when a city owns a facility they treat it kind 
of like a pavilion in a park. Sure, you can rent 
it. You can do whatever but there’s no sup-
port, no marketing, no infrastructure. 
Or you have venue managers who are like, 
“this space is ours, and we know what the 
community needs or we’re going to determine 
what the community needs. I think that’s really 
limited, no matter how visionary you are. At 
the BCT, we work with seventy diff erent orga-
nizations every year. All of those organizations 
are connected to a whole constituency of people 
who really care about that dream. That brings a 
wider diversity of audience, a wider diversity 
of presenters and it’s a way that we actually 
share this resource.

RYDER: So, of all the many hats you wear, 
which one would you like to take off  and put 

on someone else’s head?

DANIELLE:  As the organization matures and the 
community has sort of risen to the point of be-
ing a community that puts on shows with sev-
enty of those organizations renting the theater 
every year, the organization needs most of all 
someone who’s a really good fund developer. 
Someone who’s going to raise money. 

RYDER: But the theater is basically self-sustaining?

DANIELLE:  More often than not we’re in the 
black. Over the years we’ve been able to amass 
some emergency savings so we’re a very 
healthy nonprofi t. We don;t always make mon-
ey every single year because sometimes we’re 
making large expenditures, we’re replacing the 
carpet or the soundboard or both at the same 
time. On an ongoing basis we’re covering our 
operational costs and being able to save money 
for our ongoing maintenance needs. But that 
takes the contribution of everybody. 

RYDER: Where do you see the theater fi ve to 
ten years from now?

DANIELLE:  Five years from now the theater 
will have turned 100 years old. 2022 is the 
hundredth anniversary of the theater. I would 
love the theater to be booking 275 days of 
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use, 225 public events a year. To have some sort 
of children’s programming. If we start thinking 
ten years into the future then maybe the theater 
building itself expands. 

RYDER: How big an expansion?

DANIELLE:  I don’t know. Half a block or so?

RYDER: That’d be a lot of seats, maybe a bigger lobby?

DANIELLE:  I think more about additional spaces as 
opposed to changing the seating. Expanding the 
stage, expanding the offi  ce space and the storage 
space. Making the theater more functional both 
for the performers, for audience members and for 
the organization putting on the shows. 

RYDER: So if that were to happen ten years from 
now you’d be expanding East?

Joan Baez, performing at the Buskirk-Chumey Theater
photo by Michael Trace 

DANIELLE:  Yeah, we do kind of look at the 

second half of the block there and think 
it’s really underutilized and so it’s just a 
matter of time before somebody tries to 
do something. The original plan for the 
theater involved the building that is the 
Chinese restaurant that fronts Washing-
ton Street. The original development plan 
included that building. 

RYDER: You’re referring to the Blooming-
ton Arts Commission plan. How many 
property owners would be involved in an 
expansion?

DANIELLE:  Two.

RYDER: Has anyone approached them?

DANIELLE:  There’s some eff ort being made 
right now to begin relationships with 
both of them. So who knows?

RYDER: That’s something to look forward 
to. Any parting thoughts?

DANIELLE:  As I step away from this position,  
I’d like to make clear just how much the 
theater needs the community. I still think 
that there’s a lingering misconception that 
the city is taking care of the BCT. While they 
own the theater and they do help, the need 
for donations, for sponsorships, for ongoing 
involvement -- from a board member to a 
volunteer usher to a committee member 
-- is really crucial. I feel like I’ve made it my 
personal mission to make sure that BCT 
Management Inc. was driven by the idea 
that the theater belongs to the community. 
And it does belong to the community. This 
is a moment more than any other moment 
that the community needs to step up and 
keep it going.
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WE MISS YOU!
WE HOPE YOU ARE STAYING HEALTHY & SAFE
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The International Arthouse Film 
Series is co-sponsored by the 

Ryder Film Series 
and IU Cinema.

IU Cinema vows to come back stronger and more engaged than ever as your accessible place 
to engage, build community, and be inspired, entertained, and even transformed. 

We will be here for you.

Each week through June 4, we are o� ering a chance to engage with IU Cinema in our virtual screening room, presenting a mix 
of programs to include new releases, conversations with � lmmaker friends, curated student � lm programs, and much more. 

The majority of these will be completely free to experience and have interactive Q&A sessions to o� er some form 
of communal � lm experience during these trying and isolating times.  

Sign up for IU Cinema's weekly email, follow us on social media, or visit cinema.indiana.edu for weekly updates. 




