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FOREWORD

I have been writing this book much of my life. That is true for any

book with autobiographical leanings. But in a subjective, serious way,

I had considered writing it in and as In My Fiftieth Year. That was

following our family’s move to Oregon in 1985. Now in this

December of my sixtieth year, the time is “write.” This little book will

not likely be completed this year, but will be, God willing, in good

time and perhaps even worth printing by the millennium.

Every man worthy of the name does learn throughout life through

experience, education, and reflection. It is in that time between the

peaking of his physical but before the ebbing of his philosophical

powers that some are led to write it down. Egoistic perhaps, but for

the writer a natural expression, a personal bequest. What better to

write than what one knows, and what better for the writer to know

than himself? To know one’s self in relation to God and others and

so to grow is the good, the goal of man. True humility is objectivity:

Socrates’ “Know thyself,” and Burns’ “To see ourselves as others see

us.” Some readers may see m y book (and my life) as merely eclectic

and reactionary - others, I trust, as perceptive and principled. (And

if as moderately entertaining, I will be delighted.)

 

In the past decade between my fiftieth and sixtieth years, I had

published several short books on violin making, but I still felt the

want to write a “real” book, personal, and if possible, w ise. Wisdom

is knowing what is good and what is not, what is important and what

is not. With advancing age and lessening time left, one may be

tempted against hope, wearily wary of the commonplace “Too soon

old, too late smart.” Time is more precious the older we get, each new

moment a larger fraction of the remaining balance. One of my literary

idols wrote:

“Such is the condition of life that something is always wanting to happiness.

In youth we have warm hopes which are soon blasted by rashness and

negligence, and great designs which are defeated by inexperience. In age we

have knowledge and prudence without spirit to exert, or motives to prompt

them; we are able to plan schemes and regulate measures, but have not time

remaining to bring them to completion.”Sam uel Jo hnson , The Ram bler. No. 196,  1752
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Nevertheless I will not yield; I will savor this good life, working,

writing, sharing and bearing faith in the new. And I hope you will

enjoy reading this, as I feel encouraged in writing it. An old

schoolmate encountered the great lexicographer later in life: 

“You are a philosopher, Dr. Johnson. I have tried, too, in my time, to be a

philosopher, but I don’t know how, cheerfulness was always breaking in.”

These personal essays and memoirs are autobiographical, but not an

autobiography, nor inclusive nor especially chronological. Some are

condensed through the telescope of time; others are of yesterday’s

breakfast. Both my m emory and writing are selective, but what you

read here is at least true, an honest confession. The biographical

element is the lightweight (but durable) armature on which are

mounted the musings of a handyman, learnt through life, love, and

work . My aims are simplicity, integrity, diversion, and - God wot -

even guidance. Reflections of a life, Reflections on life. There is a time

for every purpose under heaven. My children are nearly grown,

finding their way as must we all. For them first I write this book. I

have otherwise mostly omitted personal names  of family, friends, and

associates, respecting their privacy. Nevertheless I am yielding some

of my own privacy for whatever good may come of it. John Henry

Newman published his masterpiece Apologia Pro Vita Sua in 1864.

Please note that his title translates as Apology (explanation) for His

Life, not “pardon me for living!” My own life and thoughts are not

important. Why did I write them down? Something of a scrapbook I

suppose. An attempt to make sense of it all, a small witness to the

faith of my youth, that lifelong blessing. A friendly book I hope, and

humble, outreaching, unpreaching. Who will read this book? Friends,

family, and associates, out of genuine interest or mere curiosity.

Doubtless some of my violin making readers will from loyalty or by

mistake. And other pilgrims, too, I trust. Welcom e all and God bless.

I began assembling these reflections in December of my 60th year. I

sign them, for now, as this millennium closes, to be printed as the

new begins. 

 

 Henry Strobel, now sixty-three, by the grace of God

Happy & healthy in Oregon, September 1999
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Chapter I

GROWING UP IN INDIANA

I was born and raised in southern Indiana, as were my parents and

grandparents, with the exception of grandfather Eberle who was born

in Trier and brought here as a child. Little is known of my distant

ancestors in Europe, and only a flight of fancy connects me with

German violin makers of similar names. On the other hand it was the

very real lot of my gentle farmer father to be drafted into the Great

War, receiving the Distinguished Service Cross, the British M ilitary

Medal, etc.

Henry A. Strobel (senior) was born in 1886 on the family farm near

the village and abbey of St. Meinrad in southern Indiana. He was the

fifth child of Clemens and Elizabeth Strobel, also natives of that hilly,

wooded, farming region. (His initial A, worn too by me and my first

son, is for Alois, a short German and French form of Aloysius.)

My mother, Catherine Martina Eberle, of German and French-

German ancestry was born in 1900 to Jean Frederick and Caroline

Eberle in Tell City, Indiana, twenty miles removed, on the Ohio river.

Tell City was a Swiss settlement, named of course for William Tell.

Its specialty was the manufacture of furniture from the local maple

and oak. St. Meinrad Abbey, twenty miles north, had been founded

in 1854 from the Benedictine Abbey of Einsiedeln in Switzerland. So

there were religious influences and  European craftsmanship and rural

independence in my background. 

My father naturally worked on the family farm in his youth; he briefly

helped in the construction of the Romanesque abbey church (he told

me of the oxen used to haul the local sandstone), and traveled and

worked through Iowa and the Dakotas. He did not marry until his

mature-thirties (as I), and by that time Private Strobel had been

drafted, survived the war and his obligatory if extraordinary heroism

and recuperated from its shrapnel and gas in an English hospital. (See

the Historical Footnote, page 124.)

Returning home, he was greeted by a lovely young Red Cross

volunteer, then a legal secretary, later my mother, and that was that.
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They married, he studied at Purdue, but it was not many years before

they returned, with their first daughter, to Tell City and to the life

that all eight of us children knew, growing up close to the earth on a

town’s edge farm. My father supplied garden produce and flowers. I

watched the Belgian horses turn the soil, rode the hay wagon behind

them and jumped off into the barn loft. Chickens and ducks and

goats too we knew. (We drank goats’ milk for some years, my father,

who had studied dairy things, having becom e convinced of its merits.)

Grapes my father grew in abundance, and all manner of fruit and

vegetables. Truth to tell, my mother was considerably less enamoured

of this life than my agrarian and philosophical father, who loved all

living things, and did not want to fight any more wars, even of the

commercial kind. No one, save my mother, worked harder or with

more relish. He grew not only the utilitarian crops, but a richness of

flowers and flowering trees, magnolias, golden raintrees, ramblers and

roses of Sharon. God alone grew the four-story sugar maples in our

front yard, but my father collaborated in all the rest. Our church was

decorated in season from our father’s lilies, roses, dahlias . . . zinnias.

We picked the cherries, harvested the lima beans, sweet corn,

rhubarb and all, lived better than we knew, and were loved and we

knew it. Mostly we walked (I bicycled) to school. Mother was our

financial manager and counselor. As we grew up and away she never

failed to write her letters of care and encouragement. In the ‘40s the

land across the street from our house was made into a municipal

swimming pool, where we (my brother and I and six sisters)all learned

to swim and socialize. We were not an especially musical family,

although I enjoyed singing in church with my father, who, more than

my mother, liked music and dancing. Grade school was St. Paul’s and

my violin teacher was Sister Melitta. I think some of my classmates

worried that I had, by choosing the violin, technically turned the

grade school band into an “orchestra.” I never became much of a

violinist, but this sowed the seed for a lifelong interest and a later

career.

Like my father, I was the fifth child (of eight), and welcomed as the

first male. I was a big baby, weighing over twelve pounds on the farm

scale. I was to become an insatiable reader and a strong student, no

great athlete, but an active Boy Scout. My passions then and
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BOYHOOD HOME BEHIND SUGAR MAPLES, CA. 1950

now have always been to make things of beauty and things that

worked, elegant in design and efficient in function. I was creative and

curious, drawing, wood carving, making powered model airplanes. As

a boy in that pre-computer world I began with a crystal radio and

eventually designed and built my own camera, darkroom and

enlarger, my own high fidelity and amateur radio equipment (multiple

conversion single -sideband receivers and transmitters). I knew the

RCA tube manual by heart. We were late in getting television (the

first one arrived as a repair project of mine). I was a National Science

Fair finalist (‘54). I was at the same time both shy and confident. We

lived well enough but were hardly affluent, and perhaps it was this,

combined with native curiosity, that encouraged me to make for

myself what otherwise might have been inaccessible. (Later this same

motivation led me to make my first good violin at thirty.) 

Every Mass began with the priest praying (in Latin), “I will go unto

the altar of God.” And the altar boy answered, “Ad Deum Qui

laetificat juventutem meam.” (To God Who gives joy to my youth.) It

turned out naturally enough, with my good grades and faithful acolyte

service, that I was encouraged by teachers and parents (who taught

us by example to value integrity, and to always choose the higher

path) to attend the seminary at nearby St. Meinrad, beginning with
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high school (a medieval custom now discontinued). This was 1950,

my older sisters were through jitter-bugging, and the cold war was

unsettling us all. At that young age I was incredibly unsophisticated,

even by the standards of the time. I knew no one who was anyone in

the larger world. Moving ahead in the world was the farthest thing

from my mind at that young age (I think it is again), but I suppose

ironically, circuitously, eventually, St. Meinrad turned out to be my

avenue. Those were peaceful and innocent days to a degree hardly

imaginable in our current computer-addled and media-grossed world.

It was a world of Latin (and English, Greek and German) and

Gregorian chant, liberal arts and sciences, sports and yes, model

airplanes and amateur radio. I actually became senior class president.

Pranks to punctuate the studies, of course, but the adventures were

not much larger than hiking with friends the few miles to my sister’s

farm to pay our respects to her and her father-in-law’s home-made

wine cellar, skating on the thin ice of the lake, riding to South

Dakota on an 18-wheeler loaded with sandstone from the abbey

quarry, going to Purdue for the Science Fair, singing in the Chancel

Choir concerts, a trip to Yellowstone, taking the B&O to

Washington.

My teachers were of the Benedictine order, which, from the sixth

century on, considered work as prayer, and developed a tradition of

learning and artistic skills. St. Meinrad had its own commercial stone

quarry, dairy, garden, woodlot, printing press, and steam electric

power plant. On the highest point of the hill was a medieval-looking

eighty foot high concrete water tower. On top of this my physics

professor built a sixty foot guyed steel tower. I vividly remember the

day he and I climbed to the top and lifted the twenty meter antenna

array up onto its rotor. 

Summer jobs in my home town were also significant in those

formative years. Three months a year I was successively a janitor, a

boat builder, a furniture factory worker, a hod-carrier, limestone

cutter, and a television repairman. A jack of all trades, eventually to

become near master of some. As those years passed my interest in

making things and engineering grew, and I grew up, and inevitably

concluded that while I could become a good teacher, a clerical life
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ST. MEINRAD  1955 M. Kinder OSB

(The college closed in 1998; the abbey and graduate school of theology flourish .)

was clearly not the one for me. It was in Washington, having seen

more of science and the world, and with ordination looming only a

few years away, that I finally steeled myself and bailed out. (This was

not easy, nor was it unusual; only two or three of my classmates in the

photo on the next page persisted.) Now on my own, I immediately I

got my first “permanent” job, as an electronic technician in General

Electric ’s tube development laboratory in Kentucky. Their tiny

modular vacuum tubes for use in satellites were soon to be superseded

by semiconductors, and I was even sooner bound for the Air Force.

Looking back I hardly regret this “false start” in my education;

indeed I don’t know what might have been a truer foundation.

Some might fault me for having put my “hand to the plow and

looked back,” but it was not so, and I have conscientiously tried to

make my best contributions to society. I will always be grateful to

those Benedictine teachers for a sound philosophical orientation, a

liberal and linguistic education, an appreciation of art, literature,

and music, habits of meditation and mental discipline, and of

course my AB (Philosophy). In them and fellow students I was

given to know true goodness, decency, dedication, and uncynical

faith. To them I will always feel a kinship and an obligation.
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ST. MEINRAD CHURCH, RENOVATED 1997 St. Meinrad Archabbey

SCHOLA CANTORUM, ST. MEINRAD  1957 (I’m  sixth  from  the left .)



NEVER A PILOT, BUT I DID TRY OUT THIS

TRAINER AT KEESLER AFB, M ISSISSIPPI.

CHAPTER II

MY CONTINUING EDUCATION

“Life is like playing a violin solo in public and 

 learning the instrument as one goes on.” Samuel Butler, 1895

My continuing education might be a good alternate title for this book.

I had (and still have) lots to learn. Even as I began my first

engineering job in Owensboro I took an evening class in organic

chemistry at Brescia College. But the draft was an imminent threat,

and to head that off I went into the Air Force officers training

program in Texas. I felt that it was time to see a bit of the world, and

that electronics school and experience as a communications officer

wouldn’t hurt. After ninety days of “training” I emerged physically fit

and a second lieutenant, driving to Mississippi for a year of classes in

electronics. Good friends and camaraderie there, good memories of

the cottage on the Gulf of M exico, sitting on the porch watching the

spectacular thunder storms and enjoying a just cooked potful of fresh

jumbo shrimp. Good memories of the many weekends that I spent in

New Orleans. That year I characteristically completed evening classes

in differential equations and educational psychology at the University

of Southern M ississippi.

On graduation, orders arrived

directing me to Wiesbaden,

Germany. In typical military

manner, these were replaced

within days by orders “diverting”

me to Prestwick, Scotland. My

disappointment quickly faded

when I arrived at Prestwick -

really, it turned out, a gem of a

posting. Scotland was the land

of Burns and of Johnson’s travels

and travails and of the high road to Loch Lomond, and it was my own

good fortune to spend my m ilitary days there. Prestwick was the site

of an international airport, a particularly important refueling point in

those days before transatlantic jets. It was also home to the US air

base where I had been assigned. 
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A  FRESH LIEUTENANT

About my trip there: I drove to New York City,

saw the skaters at Rockefeller Center, Radio

City and the “Rockettes.” Leaving my car at the

port of Philadelphia, I boarded the m ilitary

charter plane, which stopped at a naval base in

Rhode Island, I looked out the window, saw

sailors in the rain on ladders knocking off the

cowl ings and h amm ering app arentl y

knowledgeably on the engines, refueled in

Labrador (looked out the window and saw

snow), landed in Prestwick, moved into the red sandstone Adamton

House (a quasi-castle which served as the officers’ club and bachelor

officers’ quarters), took the train to the port of Southampton and

retrieved the car, commenced self-education in driving back to

Scotland on the “wrong” side of the road in a car with the steering

wheel on the wrong side as well, elementary education. I subsequently

drove a lot throughout Britain and parts of Europe, but the trains

were the thing. I explored London via its tubes, rode the Flying

Scotsman between London and Edinburgh. I commuted by rail to

evening classes in electrical engineering at the Paisley Institute of

Technology near Glasgow. In these days before “Beeching’s axe”

decimated the railways, yes, I rode the steamers, the warm, wet,

cindery-smelling spent steam wafting through the open window to the

rhythm of the pistons and click of the wheels. 

I will not try to describe the officers, the men, the Scots, or my

colleagues and cronies. Some were simply superb; others were vintage

Wodehouse. The airport was busy by standards of the time, but,

incredibly, the Prestwick road crossed the main runway, and was

closed by gates when a plane was arriving or departing. I was the

communications officer in charge of operating and maintaining the

U S A F air-gro un d ra dio s, navigat ional aids,  and th e

telecommunications center, but anyone who has been in the service

knows that it’s the seasoned sergeants who make this stuff work, not

the second lieutenant. I also taught electronics and completed a

commercial correspondence course in engineering (planning ahead

as usual). 
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With only two or three officers on board, regulations required the

assignment of various “additional duties.” One of these I remember

was that of courier officer. Regularly I would take a staff car or train

to Glasgow or Edinburgh carrying a brief case of secret flight codes or

whatever to be handed to my counterpart, all the while

uncomfortable with the heavy .45 holstered under my coat. This was

as close as I ever got to military action.

Anyway, I liked Scotland no end, and soon moved out of the club,

first briefly into a flat over a Prestwick pub, then to a house in Ayr

heated by a fireplace fed by the wares of Andrew McGarva, coal

merchant. My Ford was supplemented by a Raleigh 3-speed bicycle

(which I still use). The Falcon blew and its cylinders had to be

rebored by Scottish Aviation, Ltd. (The bill was all of £13.) At that

latitude the days in summer and the nights in w inter are long,

although the Gulf stream keeps them very temperate, and green like

our Oregon. 

I shared the house with a pilot from the Air Rescue Service, and

sometimes caught a ride with his crew to Munich, then passing

Mittenwald by rail and visiting Innsbruck and northern Italy. I got to

know well the Strobels who operated a bookbindery in Innsbruck,

visited with relatives of a friend in Vicenza, Verona, and Venice;

dinner in Padova with fashion plate cousin Carmela, chaperoned by

her brother. Those were good days for an energetic and enthusiastic

young man - seeing St. Peter’s and the seven hills of Rome, lunching

on the train out of Paris on a baguette du pain and a boiteille du vin

(stick bread and wine) - and cheese, always. The usual travel

adventures, and some not, as a personal tour of the village of Hameln

- remember the Pied Piper of Hamlin - with a green-eyed young lady

of Hanover I met on the train.

Back home in Scotland I would sail on the Firth of Clyde with

Scottish friends, conquer Ben Nevis, Scotland’s highest peak, on a

Sunday afternoon (at 4000 feet, it was reckoned by Dr. Johnson to be

a “considerable protuberance,”) and drive through the highlands

dodging sheep on the roads around the lochs, and on the Isle of Skye.

Though never a golfer I did manage to get round Old Troon once.
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And I met the haggis, the bagpipe, the hogmanay, and the Burns

supper. (You could look them up.) And it was convenient to be in an

English-speaking country - although that designation was questioned

by some on first encountering the Ayrshire Scots dialect. I learned to

understand dear Mrs. Brodie my landlady, and to read Robert Burns -

aloud. You see what has happened here; I have waked up fond old

memories and am prattling on. I will try to discipline my writing

better from now on.

 

In case you are wondering, here is a word about the ladies in my life.

Their memories are cherished but safe with me; this is not that kind

of a book. Looking through my personal files recently, I revisited so

many personal letters, photos, mementos, historical, joyous or

poignant. Susan said, understandably, “Why do you keep that stuff?”

After this book, which in a way marks another chapter in my life, I

doubt that I will, but they are reminders of a full life, and I think a

good one. Yes, I was always a “ladies’ man” (in the good sense, but

yes, some regrets), and having married late it was natural that I knew

through the years some wonderful, beautiful women. I finally married

one of these, and never looked back, or even sideways, save in a

platonic or esthetic way. I claim no particular virtue in this; I have

been lucky in love and marriage, and was brought up to value them.

And to know that honesty and respect for the family and the

education of children in values, rules, and obligations are vital for

happiness and civilization.

É

Certainly I was not interested in a military “career,” but, I suppose,

something like my time in the seminary, it was a committed period of

growth that I, having lurched into, philosophically made the best of,

emerging the better for it. In my third year in Scotland, the last year

of my military commitment, I made arrangements to resume my

(formal) education with the 1965 spring semester at the University

of San Francisco. And so the passing of my so-called military life,

although it was not until 1970 that I finally received my honorable

discharge as Captain, USAFR .
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ADAMTON HOUSE,  AYRSHIRE © Henry Strobel 1962

THE BRIDGE OF AYR AT TWILIGHT © Henry Strobel 1962

É



Chapter III

AN ENGINEER IN CALIFO RNIA

My Continuing Education was still in full swing, but it’s time for a new

chapter and the scene is California, 1965.

Quite a change in a few days — from officer and gentleman to

student on a budget, from the short days of the Scottish January to a

short stop home in winter-bleak Indiana and on to San Francisco

where the tulips are blooming and the Mediterranean cypresses

evergreen. I was still young then, but I knew that I had made no

mistake in leaving the military, which I had never considered as more

than tem porary.

San Francisco, with its bay and hills of singular beauty has always

been a magnet for the adventurer, for those looking for a change. M y

objectives were simple, to get educated, get some good wine and

weather, a job and a family. For all these San Francisco was

abundantly suited. Founded in 1776, the year of American

independence, with the establishment of a Spanish fort (presidio), and

of the Mission of San Francis of Assisi by Father Junipero Serra, it

became the city of San Francisco in 1850, populated by gold m iners

and gold diggers, flamboyant politicians and floozies, Chinese,

Germans, Italians, Irish, and other conventional sinners. In 1855 the

Jesuits began the University of San Francisco, where I registered in

1965. In 1967 I received a BS (Physics). So then I had the bases

covered, at least superficially, in arts and sciences. 

SUNNY SUNDAY SAILING ON SAN FRANCISCO BAY, INDIAN SUMMER OF 1968
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PROJECT ENGINEER

Telephony Magazine 1967

Of course I worked too during this

superannuated student sojourn, the first

summer at a large aerospace com pany in

Palo Alto. The following year I worked

most days as a project engineer at Lynch

Comm unications Systems in San

Francisco. I stayed on there after

graduation until 1969, when I left with

the chief engineer Donald Green and

others to form Digital Telephone

Systems, Inc. in San Rafael, north of San

Francisco. Both Lynch and Digital were

in the business of making equipment for

telephone companies, Lynch mainly

multiplex transmission equipment, while DTS made line

concentrators and pioneered in digital PBXs. I was the first employee

after the three principals, and a minor stockholder, first a project

engineer, later a chief engineer. Never overly brilliant, I did have a

natural knack for bringing good equipment together with elegant,

efficient design. I was a shirt-sleeve design engineer as much as a

manager. It was not so much my belated physics degree as my

previous decades of dedicated electronics avocation that had

prepared me for this. I was involved in every step - concepts, physical

and electronic design, field trials (I fended off lightning in Florida,

cacti in Arizona; I experienced tobacco-road America, Italian

bureaucracy, the crash of a PBX in a large hospital; I met some

wonderful people.) Our products were bought or licensed by a great

many telephone companies and corporations worldwide, including

the Bell, GTE, and United companies, the Swiss and Australian
government telephone systems, etc. 

I stayed at DTS until 1983, too long by usual measures, through two

mergers, and well beyond the time most engineers move out and up.

But there were reasons for this - proprietary pride in the products,

being happily settled with a growing family, having acquired

substantial local real estate investments that I needed to improve and

liquidate, and - most important of all - I was wearying of technology

and travel and corporate wrangling and had long planned to become

a full time violin maker!
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W ITH A MOTLEY LOT OF USF  FRIENDS ON A SIERRA SKI WEEKEND 1966

But I have run way ahead - let’s leave the violin to the next chapter

and finish college and California first. San Francisco is a most

cosmopolitan place, especially in the student sphere. I shared a great

house on Parnassus hill (well above Haight & Ashbury) with a

German and an Irish student (Helmut and Patrick, naturally). There

were innumerable good parties, ski trips, drives to the wine country,

bicycling in Golden Gate Park. I explored everywhere in my Karmann

Ghia convertible - Mexico, Yosemite, the redwoods. This was the

sixties, but we were mostly older, returning students, hardly flower

children. I supplemented the USF curriculum with extension classes

in philosophy, painting, botany, and music at UC Berkeley and San

Francisco State. I bought and refurbished a seventeen foot National

One Design sailboat. We shipwrecked the first time out at Angel

Island. Another time I lost the massive bronze rudder, had to steer

back with an oar and fabricate a new one. Another time we capsized

and were about to be swept out the Golden Gate as the Coast Guard

fished us out. By the time I had m et Susan, who was interested in

nothing nautical, I was losing interest too (in the boat) and it was

sold - no more barnacles to scrape, no more berths to rent. 
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MY WORK AS  AN ELECTRONIC ENGINEER INCLUDED T1 DIGITAL MULTIPLEX TERMINALS,

RURAL LINE CONCENTRATORS,  DIGITAL PBXS,  AND NEW  TELEPHONES.  
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SUSAN AT HOME IN THE WOODS

After graduation I bought a house

near the ocean in San Francisco

(here was my first violin workshop),

and lived there until I moved north

across the Golden Gate to Fairfax

(with my large old cat, Stradivarius)

to be nearer our new company. The

Fairfax house was up in the foothills

of Mt. Tamalpais with sliding,

winding roads and wonderful views

and deer in the back yard. The cat

had a near terminal fight with a

raccoon the first night. It was a tiny

great earthquake era summer cottage

with trivial plumbing but a good

fireplace. The violin workshop was

cramped below, but looked out over

apricots, plums, and a pungent bay

tree. I missed San Francisco’s

foghorns and cool salt air, which

rusted my bicycle and my tools, but

not the city itself. A nice place to

visit, but . . . I met Susan, an

accountant (the prettiest one ever I

saw), at a friend of a friend’s in San

Francisco. It took a few years, but I

think we both knew right away it was

to be. We married in 1973 at St.

Rita’s church in Fairfax.

The next ten years were more fulfilling in marriage than in work,

which needs but few words. The company grew, the venture

capitalists were eventually satisfied, we worked hard and long - that’s

what high-tech entrepreneurs do. Debugging late at night, business

lunches with visitors from France or England or South Africa. Flying

to Phoenix or Australia or Italy or New York. EIA committees and

IEEE meetings and papers presented. Dealing with mergers and new

marketing and executive types and other opportunists, meetings and
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schedules, a myriad of frustrations, but at bottom the real satisfaction

of seeing my own conceptions, my technical offspring moving by the

hundreds or thousands down the assembly line, seeing them used by

real people daily. This is the reward of the engineer, the applied

scientist, the practical artist. 

At home (we had moved to a regular house) we had now three

children with a full time Mom. I was already 47 when I left DTS in

1983, and the stage was set for the next chapter. The next two years

I was a part-time consulting engineer, built up my violin business, and

repaired and sold our real estate holdings, except the Fairfax place,

our last remaining connection with the San Francisco Bay area. I

have always been a good carpenter, which has held me and my health

in good stead. I might as well have been a Protestant, my work ethic

being what it was (and is). I prefer my exercise to be productive - no

stationary bicycles for me. I scouted Oregon for a likely place to build

our country house, for a time to grow and a time for peace, for the

quiet and beauty of nature. We moved in 1985 -

HUSBAND AND WIFE PASSPORT PHOTOS FOR A REVISIT OF SCOTLAND, 1975
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FROM -

TO -



Chapter IV

VIOLIN MAKER &  PUBLISHER IN OREGON

My mid-life change of career had early roots. About the fourth grade

I had read a book in the public library, a saccharine story of the life

of Mathias Klotz, the proto -typical violin maker of Mittenwald, and

at that age it impressed and inspired me. I also studied the violin in

elementary school and picked it up again from time to time

thereafter. When I left Scotland, I brought a violin with me. Not a

very good one, and it inspired me to make my own. Working in Palo

Alto in 1966 I had found the violin shop of Leon LaFosse, who

provided me with tools, Hungarian maple, German spruce, and

unfailing encouragement. My principal distraction from engineering

in those days (apart from young ladies, sailboats, and such) was

learning violin making. I read everything I could find on it and got to

know most of the violin makers in the area, imbibing the elixir of

arcane information at every opportunity. In each house I lived, in San

Francisco, Fairfax, and Novato, priority was given to the workshop.

I came to have a double life — although a full-time engineer I also

had a commercial violin repair business, first registered in California

in 1978. I had made several violins, but I knew I would learn the most

from examining and repairing many instruments, and this I have

continued to do. The great thing here is to be aware of one’s

limitations and responsibilities for the property of others and the

heritage of the past. I have always been strictly conscientious to

“First, do no harm.”

É

Since I was essentially educating myself in this craft, this art, I put a

lot of effort into compiling measurement and adjustment data for the

bowed instruments — violin, viola, cello, bass, in all sizes. I studied,

compared, and analyzed this information by direct measurement of

instruments in my shop and in music stores, from the available

literature, and from notes gathered through the grapevine from

respected violin shops and the professional violin making schools. I

knew I needed to know this stuff! Eventually this coalesced into a

small book called Useful Measurements for Violin Makers, which I

completed and published in Oregon in 1988. I devised the symbol of
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the calipers and violin for the cover of that book, and it remains my

publishing trademark, as on this book.

The plan was to move to Oregon and build a country house of our

own. We had explored here some years before and so in early 1985 I

came again, empowered by Susan and the children to find the right

place. When I found it I knew it, just as when I had met Susan. Such

a beautiful place, but there was already a (one layer) house on it.

Fine, said I, we will live in the first storey while we add the second. I

meticulously measured the house, and by the time the loose ends

were tied up in N ovato I had bought the place and drawn the plans.

We moved in; I hired a congenial, competent carpenter and we

carpentered. Wary of rain, we first built the upper walls and the

second roof. Only then did we cut up the old roof and defenestrate it

piece-wise. This time the library (where I sit typing now) took first

priority, looking out over Mill Creek in the back yard. Gradually the

violin shop areas were expanded, along with the business.

É

Exacting, repetitive work, but there are compensations, and the

atmosphere of the violin workshop is pleasant to proprietor and

visitor alike. Good violins are magical, agile, functional sculpture.

The visiting artist plies them with Mozart, Bach, or Bruch to the

accompaniment, next door, of plane and gouge shaping and fitting

the flexible, figured maple, the simple, straightforward spruce - soon

to be married by the glue of beasts, anointed with the oil of walnut

and lavender, colored with madder and earth of Sienna, tensioned

with the inner strings of sheep, stroked with the tail of a Siberian

stallion, and so to sing.

The right wood (with the right work) makes the violin, and a violin

maker could hardly choose a more fortunate place than Oregon. Fine

Engelmann and Sitka spruce are here and maple in abundance,

although a lot of the Oregon maple has a homely look from its rapid

rainy growth. It was my great good fortune to find a log of singular,

exquisitely figured, acoustically superb maple. A logger, son-in-law of

a local cellist friend had cut a tree several years earlier of the most
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STROBEL VIOLA, SAME TREE (SEE PAGE 31)

beautiful, broadly, deeply

“flamed” maple, four feet

thick. It had grown slowly at

a high altitude and was

already nearly seasoned. I

bought several cello length

sections of this log, cut them

into wedges on a “head rig”

(saw mill), and still have a

good reserve of it in our

barn loft. This is my “holy”

wood, which makes glorious

sounding instruments - in

spite of my best efforts. Only

God can make a tree - at

least such a tree. My logger

f r ien d’s  m o t h e r- in- la w

bought and played the first

cello I made of that wood and her daughter, also a professional cellist,

now plays it. 

É

So what does it mean to be a violin maker? Like a shoemaker or

watchmaker, it doesn’t usually mean you only make them. In my

violin shop, like most, a lot of the work involves repairing and

adjusting instruments for optimum tone and ease of playing. They are

fickle, fragile things made of wood and animal glue, affected by

weather, use, and abuse. They must sound their best and not pose

unnecessary obstacles for the student or get in the way of the

performer. This work seems simple, but requires years of experience,

even a gift, a vocation, to do well. Simply making a violin is a fairly

trivial task; most anyone can, and it will doubtless sound like a violin.

This is the level readily attained by the amateur maker, who

deservedly derives satisfaction from making with his hands a thing of

beauty and function. But beyond that we enter into the world of

artistry, the grace of form and finish, the perfection of sound, and

nuance and mystique. The modern maker has to compete against the
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intangibles of antique violins, their aura and patina of age, their

history and rarity. Dealers in antique violins capitalize on these like

creative real estate brokers. Old violins are endlessly fascinating to

the connoisseur. There are always some around my shop, even if

modest in value, that I find it hard to part w ith, but my interest or

activity never lay in antique dealing. (I was tickled last month when

my woodcutter brought me a good Scottish violin by one William

Arbuckle, Glasgow, 1895, a fitting sequel to the one that started me

along this path.)

Of course hearing my own instruments played in concert by

professional artists has been a high point, but in this work I have

found it most rewarding personally to help provide many young

students with decent, affordable equipment, and I have served for

many years on the boards of the Salem Youth Symphony and of the

Argonauts, which locally funded m usical youth activities. Running a

profitable business was a necessity, but not desperately so, and life too

precious good to spend it trying to sell stuff. Let me be very clear

about making violins. It is fascinating but quite secondary to music,

for which it is only a tool, an instrument. It engenders a great lot of

mystique, often propagated for profit, but is rarely high art. It does

require great skill in its subtleties, but it’s all been done before, and

we can only aspire to surpass the masters of old. Each violin is subtly

unique, but the art of violin making is not likely to undergo a

revolution that renders it obsolete. This very longevity is one of its

charms.

Violin work came easily to me as to most with a natural bent for

craftsmanship. My woodworking, electronic, and photographic

experience helped. Earlier I mentioned the variety of high school and

college summer jobs I had held. The pot of hot hide glue at my side

in the shop reminds me of my very first task at the Wm. Tell

Woodcrafters furniture factory, working at the glue wheel, a kind of

“ferris wheel” with clamps instead of seats. I would assemble a cabinet

door with the hot glue, clamp it in, then a dozen more, and by the

time the first had revolved back to me the glue had set, ready for

removal and stacking. Of course violin making is more complicated,

but as a factory “floater” I worked at all sorts of machines, all sorts of
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processes. Installing piano hinges with an electric screwdriver in one

hand, three dozen screws in the other, and a supervisor with a stop-

watch is not how I would like to spend my life, but it built confidence

and manual dexterity. The efficient processes I later described in

books on violin making drew on this experience as well as my

engineering background.

É

So I have not been a prolific violin maker, carving out only a couple

of dozen artist instruments, but I studied the process and the product,

wood, varnish , tools, tone, and old violins seemingly endlessly. Too,

I considered each instrument I made an as individual work of art and

was compensated accordingly. I never wanted to do the same thing

over and over. That is for machines or factory workers. But I did pay

my dues, shoemaker-like, to this profession by humbly working on

thousands of instruments and bows, rendering in fact a valuable

service. I learned something from all these fiddles, from the wretched

to the glorious, and this was the basis on which I wrote a series of

technical and artistic books on making, repairing, and understanding

the violin family of bowed string instruments. 

I need not say much more here about violins and my violin books.

Those interested will have already found them, and others will not

care to pursue the details here. But I did become a maker of books

more than of violins. For years I studied every scrap of information I

found on lutherie and winnowed it well. It may seem ironic, if not

presumptuous, for someone not formally taught a subject to write

textbooks for it. In fact I wrote at first to learn, to teach myself, and

with the pleasure of discovery. I went for the essentials, the basics,

the sure. As a learner I was not encumbered by the mass of minutiae

that comprise expertise. I saw the skeleton, not the genes, and was

careful to write only what I knew, omitting the apocryphal, the

anecdotal, the pseudo-science and wishful thinking that afflicts so

much violin “literature.” What I did write was solid, and I endeavored

to present it with clarity, order, and grace. Since writing these books,

I have learned m uch m ore of the nuances of the art, but the basics,

and the books, have changed little, although I periodically revise and

reprint them.
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HENRY STROBEL JR. MAKING HIS FIRST VIOLIN

Along with the artistic and technical, a pervasive theme in these

books is integrity in the trade, debunking some of the nonsense about

old violins, which is often more about the antique business, show

business, and profit than art, music, and value. My opening to the

Connoisseur chapter, Violin Maker’s Notebook:

“Violins fascinate not only violinists and audiences but collectors, artists,

investors, museums, scientists, tinkerers, snobs, thieves, writers, dilettantes,

and dealers. Any of these may be, in his own mind and in his own way, a

connoisseur.”

Had I been trained conventionally or as an apprentice, or had I been

a seasoned “expert” I would not have been able to write these books.

I might have been intimidated and limited, or overwhelmed by detail

and burnout. Happily these books turned out to be the most

gratifying work I have done. About fifty thousand of them are in the

hands of professional and amateur violin makers worldwide. Being a

silent partner at so many workbenches is an honor and a

responsibility. Perhaps the most satisfactory thing has been hearing

from people all over the world who have used my books, some

routinely in their work, others to acquire a hobby, and some to make



V IOLIN MAKER &  PUBLISHER IN OREGON 31

TWIN PROFESSIONAL MUSICIANS &  THEIR STROBEL INSTRUMENTS

a new career. Grown men have called and said, “Mr. Strobel, you’ve

changed my life.” Today I began another violin, long overdue. And

Henry Jr, now a partner in the business (1999), has begun his first,

under his father’s watchful eye. We are blessed with a close fam ily

and I am pleased to have my oldest son, Eagle Scout,  Bachelor in

English, and an artist as my partner.

     É

Blessed is

the man

who can

achieve a

modicum of

this world’s

success, if

it be for the

benefit of

others,

leaving, as

they say,

the world a

better place. 

This were a

modest kind

of earthly

immortality,

remembered

or not,

high art or

humble.

É



GEORGE W ILLIAM STROBEL (PLAYING HIS  FATHER’S FIRST VIOLIN)

HI GH  SCHOO L GR A D U AT IO N  PH O T O S RUSS STROHM EYER, ST A Y TO N , OR E G ON
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“Why did I write? What sin to me unknown

 Dipt me in ink, my parents’, or my own?” Alexander Pope

I reckon I have been moderately successful in three professions,

engineer, luthier, and writer. It is interesting that I was not

specifically, formally educated for them. I was equipped with a broad

education, not the specialized training of an apprentice, but of a free

man. (The classical liberal arts were those “befitting a free man.”)

Beyond this, I had a habit of self education, and most important, an

artist’s need to make good things. Some of this is popularly termed

“self-actualization.” Although I was happily able to progress through

different careers, this is not the important thing. The important thing

is to grow, to realize one’s potential, whether this means progress

within in one job or through different ones. To do well one must feel

suited to his job; to be m isemployed is akin to incarceration. To make

an avocation into a vocation is a way of finding congenial

employment, but this rarely happens without aptitude and effort.

Otherwise changing careers may be quite inefficient.

Mortal man was charged to “earn his bread in the sweat of his brow,”

and so must we all. But some brows are sweatier than others, and

some work is of a higher, more effective order than others. The direct

worker produces individual results. He lays one brick at a time, hews

one log at a time, carves one violin at a time, or illuminates one Book

of Psalms at a time. He m ay be unskilled or a fine artist; his work

mental or physical. The direct worker operates at a rate of one (highly

variable) “manpower.”

Another kind of work which might be considered of a higher order

can be called “leveraged” work. In the business world this might be

the work of a supervisor. Here, however, I am thinking of the work of

an artist, anyone who makes worthy things. A direct artist may make

several of the same things, or several different things, but it is still one

at a time, like piecework. The leveraged artist, on the other hand

creates a model, ideal, exemplar, or plan, and this is replicated by

direct workers (or by machines). He uses external power or the sweat

of others to produce his artifacts in multiple. Given the choice, most

would prefer this kind of work. (But all work, direct or leveraged,
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mental or physical, can be ennobling and enabling, and some of each

is vital to a man’s well being.) Neither kind is necessarily better; most

of us work at each from time to time, and the same work can actually

be both. (A mother teaches one child at a time, but she sees her work

leveraged into the future of her children’s children.) I built one house

at a time in the sweat of my brow. But an architect creates a house

plan, which results in a tract of houses through other men’s labor. I

made or repaired one violin at a time, rehaired one bow at a time, but

as an engineer I would design an idealized product (on paper) to be

multiplied materially in the factory. Leveraged workers may work as

hard or harder than direct workers (writing is especially demanding

work), but may feel that their work is more productive, influential or

significant. The author writes a book and a thousand are printed in

an hour; he does not have to type each one. His ideas, presented and

re-presented in that book, can influence a thousand readers. My own

books enable and assist many violin makers; I can have the

satisfaction of a more significant participation in this art than I could

by directly making a great number of violins myself. 

Enough said on that. I was just reflecting on one reason that I was

drawn to engineering and writing. The virtuous man may well remain

unrecognized, the saint may prefer anonymity. The rest of us would

like to leave the world a better place, but would not mind at all being

remembered for it, which I suppose is why we sign our books. The

older I get, and the more mindful of the diminishing balance of days,

the less I like repetitive direct work , but some I cannot begrudge my

children and my neighbor, and it may yet be m y lever for reward in

the next life. 

É

Books have always been a love of mine, and it was natural to become

involved with their production. Here are two quotations from the

field of print, of typeface design. Violins are tools to express music,

typefaces ideas via the printed word. Each individual tool has a style

and aptness of its own.

“A broad and humanizing employment which can indeed be  followed merely

as a trade, but which if perfected into an art, or even broadened into a
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profession, will perpetually open new horizons to our eyes and opportunities

to our hands.”

From Printing Types by Daniel Berkeley Updike

and 

     “The immediate business of an artist may be the

practice of but one craft, but unless h is interest is

concerned with the whole range of art, he will fall short of

attaining the fullest ideals of his own. If he would express

in his work vivacity, charm, invention, grace, and an

interesting variety, he must cultivate a fine taste and a

liberal spirit by a study of the masterpieces of all the arts. He

will thus gain a breadth and depth of vision, an insight into

fundamental principles, and the courage to face technical

difficulties. He must learn, however, not to imitate

masterpieces, but rather to follow the traditions on which

masterpieces are reared. Tradition, we see then, is a matter

of environment and of intellectual atmosphere. The

continuous efforts of generations of cunning workers along

one line led naturally to the accumulation of knowledge,

increased ability to design, and greater manual dexterity,

so that certain ways of doing things have come to be

recognized as the best. Therefore, it is only by following

good and tried traditions that craftsmanship of the highest

order can come.”
From The Alphabet by Frederic Goudy.

This book is set in his 11 point Goudy Old Style.

This perspective from type and book design is strikingly appropriate

to the violin maker as well. The italics are mine. 

 

É

We have been speaking of the artist and his art, the artisan and his

artifacts without saying exactly what we mean by art. We are tempted

to say that the artist creates the conception, the idea, and the artisan

makes the artifacts. Such a generalization is an oversimplification. In

particular the artist and artisan are often the same, and the idea is

modified by feedback as the making proceeds. 
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(This is certainly true as I write this book. The word processor

facilitates continuous change, correction, rearrangement. Consider

how carefully, how precisely the pre -computer writer had to elaborate

his words before and as his pen moved. Consider too how much was

left imperfect because of the awkwardness of rewriting it. “What I have

written, I have written,”  quoth Pontius Pilate.) 

What is art? In the Random House dictionary it is 
1. the qua lity, production, expression, or realm of what is beautiful or of

more than ordinary significance. 

2. the class of objects subject to  aesthetic criteria, as paintings, 

sculptures, or drawings. 

3. a field or category of art: Dance is an art. 

4. the fine arts collectively. 

5. any field using the skills or techniques of art: industrial art.

6. (in printed matter) illustrative  or decorative material.

7. the principles or methods governing any craft or branch of learning: the

art of baking.

8. the craft or trade using these principles or methods.

 9. skill in conducting any human activity: the art of conversation.

10. a branch of learning or university study, esp. one of the fine arts or the

humanities, as music, philosophy, or literature.

11. <arts>.

 a. (used with a sing. v.) the humanities.

 b. (used w ith a pl. v.) liberal arts.

12. skilled workmanship, execution, or agency, as distinguished from nature.

13. trickery; cunning.

14. studied action; artificiality in behavior.

15. an artifice or artful device: the arts and wiles of politics.

16. Archaic. science; learning.

So art is a multi-meaning word, but as far as we are concerned, firstly,

art is what the artist does: Subjectively it is his free intellectual and

physical creative processes. Objectively it is what he creates. Art can

range from the merely utilitarian to the fine, from the nearly

determinate to the divine. Art is ultimately personified in the

Creator. Man mirrors God inasmuch as he participates in creation,

making beautiful ideas into beautiful reality, or at least good thoughts

into good works.

Some characteristics of good art are originality, simplicity or economy

or efficiency, clarity or universality, and beauty.
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Art is the expression of the artist. Creation and man is an expression

of God. We are the reflections of God: “So God created man in his

own image . . . male and female . . . And God blessed them, and God

said unto them, Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and

have dominion. . .” And - at least for Christians - the God-man, the

Word made flesh, brings together Creator and created.

So this little chapter, Man the Worker, Man the Artist, is about work

and art in general. The previous one, Violin Maker and Publisher in

Oregon, was about some particular work and art that I have known.

The next chapter, Simple Pleasures, Quiet Treasures, is an appreciation

of some of the purer, simpler works of man, some rewards of a quiet,

reflective life, awareness of natural beauty, and the transcendent

order of things. And perhaps a balance of the Protestant work ethic

with the Catholic art ethic. An oversimplification? Of course.

É

“Art ought to be a priesthood and every artist ought to be a priest. Artists

should be like the great missionaries of the middle ages - those great 

figures in the development of religion and civilization who had a burning 

desire to go into all the world  and preach the Gospel to every creature.”

Fritz Kreisler, Literary Digest 1920

É

“The painter who gives permanence on canvas, through the medium of

his brushes and pigments, to some wonderful scene Nature spreads before

him, or perpetuates for all time the likeness of a beautiful woman, at best

displays his genius to but comparatively few. How much greater is the 

opportunity for the printer! To him is entrusted that intangible jewel, the gem

of thought. Through his creative efforts it is given a proper and pe r m a nen t

setting. Instead of a single original, hung in some gallery, or at most a few cop ies, his

handiwork is multiplied by the hundreds or thousands, and is spread before the

world. Can such a responsibility be lightly considered - can such  an opportunity

be too highly apprec iated?”

William Dana O rcutt, The Kingdom of Books, 1927
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AT HOME, AT WORK, AT M ILL CREEK

É



Chapter VI

SIMPLE PLEASURES, QUIET TREASURES

(PERSONA L ESSAYS)

Note: This book is being written over a period of three years. As this chapter grew, it became

more like a series of journal entries, roughly chronological, entered as the spirit moved me, so

not all the subjects here conform to this chapter title.

As we said, one of man’s highest activities is art, a distinguishing

mark of his humanity, and in a way God-like. The other is

philosophy, the seeking and savoring of wisdom, ultimately to know

God, and meantime to understand and to love (to choose, to act) in

a way God-like.

Philosophizing is one of the perquisites of living quietly in the

country. But sometimes we wonder whether our views are truly wise,

or sim ply set by the course of our lives. 

“A man's liberal and conservative phases seem to follow each other in a

succession of waves from the time he is born. Children are radicals. Youths

are conservatives, with a dash of criminal negligence. Men in their prime are

liberals (as long as their digestion keeps pace with their intellect). The

middle aged . . . run to shelter: they insure their life, draft a will, accumulate

mementos and occasional tables, and hope for security. And then comes old

age, which repeats childhood- a time full of humors and sadness, but often

full of courage and even prophecy.”

E.B. White

But we need not be intimidated by these imprecise labels. We are

rightly conservative in moral philosophy and in keeping the best ideas

of the past, the perennial philosophy, good in good times and bad. At

the same time we should be liberals when it comes to philanthropy,

love of neighbor, and care for the com mon good. There’s more of

philosophy in the next chapter, but since I am writing from this quiet

country perspective, here is first a philosophical concept that I would

like to mention, truly a quiet treasure. Josef Pieper developed it in his

book, Leisure the Basis of Culture.

(By leisure we do not mean idleness - not that I am especially idle,

with a violin shop, a publishing business, and three children in

college, two of whom are graduating this weekend (1998). But we all
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have, we must have, moments at least of free and quiet reflection, of

contemplation to survive as persons.) 

Leisure is the basis of culture, as culture is in a way the basis of

leisure. Continuous work makes man a slave to progress or

production or consumption. The word culture is also related to cult

or worship. The festival is the origin of leisure. Religions have always

had their holidays (holydays) , both in ancient pagan times and in the

medieval feast or saints’ days.

“But the gods, taking pity on mankind, born to work, laid down the

succession of recurring feasts to restore them from their fatigue . . . so that

nourishing themselves in festive companionship with the gods, they should

again stand upright and erect.” Plato

Already in Genesis, “God blessed the seventh day and made it holy,

because on that day He had rested from all his work of creating.”
Genesis 2:3

Without periods of leisure to wonder and ponder, to reflect on beauty

and meaning, to ask and to assent, there can be no true philosophy,

no true culture, no true religion, no truly liberal, as opposed to

utilitarian, arts. While modern man is not physically enslaved, and

many have ample so-called “leisure time,” he and his wife often

choose the bondage of work by day, and of the media by night, and

of the automobile and shopping mall through the weekend. True

leisure is not to be found in materialism, not in typical “vacations.”

Nor is true leisure idleness or sloth. Pieper says it is a receptive

attitude of mind, a contemplative attitude, and that it is not only the

occasion but the capacity for steeping oneself in the wholeness of

creation. We might call it an “openness” to God, or an awareness of

the presence of God. “When we really let our minds rest

contemplatively on a rose in bud, on a child at play, on a divine

mystery, we are rested and quickened as though by a dreamless sleep.”

(“And God saw that it was good.”)

The soul of leisure lies in celebration, and our festivals from the

earliest of times are founded in divine worship. Separated from the

sphere of divine worsh ip our leisure becomes laziness and our work
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becomes our religion or - worse yet - hopeless toil, like that of

Sisyphus, who repeatedly rolled a great stone up a mountain, only to

have it roll down the other side. Separated from the divine,

philosophy becom es empty theory or mathematics. 

É

This is a fat rambling chapter, Strobel on this, Strobel on that,

separated by É s with no particular order or compelling connections.

(In case you were wondering.) This is really the catch-all chapter, the

resting place of miscellaneous belly-achings and early morning journal

entries - the personal essays chapter. 

“The essayist is a self-liberated man, sustained by the childish belief that

everything he thinks about, everything that happens to him, is of general

interest. He is a fellow who thoroughly enjoys his work , just as people who

take bird walks enjoy theirs. Each new excursion of the essayist, each new

"attempt," differs from the last and takes him into new country. This delights

him. Only a person who is congenitally self-centered has the effrontery and

the stamina to write essays.” 

E.B. White, Foreword to Essays of E.B. White,  Harper & Row, 1977

É

Music is not just one of the liberal arts, but an activity, quiet or not,

that raises the heart and spirit of man. It magnifies our leisure and our

worship. The beauty of my wife’s singing is as much a reason for our

love as her cheerfulness and intelligence, and doubtless the reason we

have been blessed with such musical children. Musical preferences

vary with culture and background, but I will write nothing here on

“music appreciation.” My own musical memories are of church

hymns, playing the violin, songs of Scotland and the sixties, and

singing with Susan in our country church choir, as we always do. But

the deepest feelings are for the Gregorian chant melodies that were

such a pervasive part of my student life. These are wonderful and

deep, ancient and timeless, the very antithesis of the military band.

They were written to the meter of their own otherworldly Latin, and

do not yield easily to translation. Historian Samuel Elliot Morrison,

in Admiral of the Ocean Sea , cites the journal of Christopher

Columbus: “the Salve Regina, which seamen sing or say after their
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own fashion.” In the great days of sail, according to Morrison, before

man’s inventions and gadgets had given him false confidence in his

power to conquer the ocean, seamen were the most religious of all

workers on land or sea. In any case th is most celebrated and beautiful

hymn, one of the oldest Benedictine chants, which the seamen sang

at sunset (Vespers), was a fitting close to the day. This exquisite

plainsong, both words and music, is attributed to a gifted monk of

Reichenau abbey, Hermannus Contractus, 1013-1054. Hermann “the

Lame” was born physically crippled but became a beloved giant

among men, scholar, poet, historian, composer, mathematician, and

a maker of astronomical and musical instruments. Here is his hymn

in the less familiar original square -noted, four line staves of the

Gregorian chant, followed by an English translation. 
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Hail, holy Queen, mother* of mercy,

our life, our sweetness, and our hope. 

To you we cry, poor banished children of Eve.

To you do we send up our sighs

mourning and weeping in this vale of tears.

Turn then, most gracious advocate,

Your eyes of mercy toward us,

and after this exile show us the blessed fruit of your wom b Jesus.

O clement, O loving, O sweet Virgin* Mary. 
(* Not in the earliest texts.)

When the Church updated the liturgy in the sixties at the Second

Vatican Council, adapting it to each country’s vernacular, some of

the uniformity and tradition of the Latin was lost, to the inevitable

regret of some. But in fact changes were sorely needed, and the new

ways augm ent the old, meaning wins over mystique. 

É

Leisure moments of reflection, wonder, or inspiration need not be

scheduled. They can occur interspersed with our work , giving it

meaning, refreshing us. The days were warm and breezy last week. An

oak of one hundred and twenty-five springs was finally, irrevocably

dying in our yard despite years of encouragement. “To everything

there is a season, and a time for every purpose under heaven.” It was

time too to trim two other huge oaks where they were doing our roof

no good. (I have seen some older folk, fearing loss of control, lash out

and destroy their surrounding, sheltering trees, which they see as

encroaching - pray God, not I.) So our friend and woodcutter was

called. He is an artist, he is not summoned but comes in season, his

own, and is worth waiting for. Travis of Louisiana, now of Sublimity,

Oregon studied the defunct tree, the lay of the land, the neighboring

trees. Thoughtfully, decisively he plied and nudged that terminal tree

with saw, mallet, and wedge. Answering his ceremonial call of

“timber,” the great trunk groaned, giving up the ghost and lay down

graciously in the prescribed place, hardly grazing its fellows. Twelve

feet of its straight trunk were destined to be sawn into boards for

furniture, the rest to warm our house in winter. The balance of the

work , removing some massive limbs from the other oaks without

damage to the house below, was accomplished with poetic skill. I was
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designated the ground lineman, applying a side pull when directed,

detaching the lines from downed branches, helping with cleanup and

cold drinks. I watched Travis manipulate his rigs and tools, belly

down a long stout limb deftly making firewood almost overhead as he

went, and finally rappeling straight down, disdaining use of the

pedestrian ladder. Meanwhile two red-tailed hawks circled overhead

and the music of Mill Creek played on. 

My thoughts ranged back over earlier times - my father and I at either

end of a crosscut saw over a windfall tree, pulling alternately in true

cooperation, then making firewood of the branches with a bucksaw

over a sawhorse. Reflect. Don’t let the noise take over. Our thoughts

are “jammed” by the workday, by television, the print media, the

internet. Our minds and memories are overwhelmed by the

indiscriminate flood of ephemeral information and worse. Simplify;

choose what is important; jettison the rest; live unencumbered and

travel light through life. (If I only could.) Marshal your mom ents.

Listen to the quiet. 

É

It is indeed quiet here much of the time, except for the birds. We

cannot hear the grass grow but can very nearly see it. Suburban man

takes his lawn seriously, seeking a uniform close-cropped green. That

is not us. Oregon does indeed produce grass seed for the rest of the

world, the lawns, golf greens, and ballparks thereof. But our yard is a

meadow which we mow betimes but never dose with herbicides and

fertilizers. In early spring it is carpeted with violets. In summer the

reserves of buttercups, white clover, forget-me-nots, and purple

conical watchamacallits (prunella vulgaris?) reign. Suburban man

would be appalled to see moss, residue of

oak and rhododendron leaves, and no

collection bag on our mower. But our

lawn-meadow has reached a kind of

annual equilibrium requiring only

occas ional mowing, sum me rtim e

watering from Mill Creek, and the

prompt extraction of dandelions as they
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appear. (And God help the gopher who enters here, but a cow from

next door did once crash in through the fence. They have been

quietly grazing with this confused or lonely deer.)

Mill Creek is home at times to great salmon, wild ducks, the odd

beaver, and truly great blue herons. Green things grow wonderfully

here. In the fourteen years of our residence the arbor vitae hedge I

planted and the oaks arisen since from acorns now tower over me. A

fine five-trunked alder by the creek died several years ago, replaced

now by eight foot holly and cherry volunteers. The cherry seedling

may well have been propagated by an epicurean bird from the cherry

trees we planted on arrival. In the face of all this fertility and vitality,

the proclivities of my father still break out and I plant again. Talk

about “carrying coals to Newcastle!” The deep rains of this spring

have inspired the wild foxgloves frequenting the rose garden to new

heights - of ten feet! We smell the roses, literally. Blackberries and

blueberries and cherries plump Susan’s pies. Our grape arbor is

varied: Adam’s old Concords still bear indefatigably, seemingly

impervious to any peril. I have added pale green table grapes and a

dozen vines of deep purple Cabernet Sauvignon. Cabernet clearly

prefers California to Oregon, requiring vigilance here against powdery

mildew. Usually I do not bother, consigning all to juice and jelly

(Susan remains unenthusiastic), but I did make wine a couple of

years, once adding sugar to the bottles for a second fermentation and

rejoicing in a serendipitously successful sparkling wine. I recall Karl

Roy, our German violin maker visitor from Mittenwald, Bavaria being

quite complimentary, perhaps only being polite, but knowing Karl,

perhaps not.

É

By this time my meanderings on the amenities of place may be

wearing a bit thin. Humble thanks then to God for the blessing of

living in such a place, for so abundant a stream of living water literally

in the back yard, and without, God willing, threat of flood. One of the

first things I did with my num ber one son upon arriving here was to

recklessly raft down Mill Creek from our backyard to the town,

dodging overhanging branches and barbed wire fences. This late June
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of 1998 is one of unusual weather for Oregon, rainy and cool. I like

rain; Oregon has plenty by most standards, but normally not now. I

woke again this morning to a strong refreshing rain, evoking

memories of earlier rains. Water is our earthly lifeline, it constitutes

our bodies, grows our forests and crops, washes the earth, washes us,

and is the effective symbol of our spiritual renewal, our Baptism . 

In my Indiana boyhood, rain was not unusual through the summer.

To water our lawn as we westerners do would have been unthinkable.

Glorious cloudbursts were the norm , noteworthy only for their

occasional conspicuous absence. My father would then scan the sky

daily, studying whatever clouds appeared and fretting over their

course. As the end of a drought approached we could feel the

imminent return of the rain. The birds and tree frogs knew it too and

announced it presagingly. The advance wind rustled, it calmed and

cooled, there were flickers of lightning, rumblings of thunder, the

leaves turned and waited, great drops plopped in the dry dust, the

wind surged, the downpour began as little primitive shivers ran up

and down my back (you know, the kind you feel when you’re singing

and it’s going just right.) A good place to be when the rain arrives is

in a front porch swing - even better in a barn loft under a tin roof. 

Great thunderstorms we rarely see here, but we did in fact have two

this year. I always marveled at these in Indiana, and recklessly never

feared them. But the massive forces of weather, like other things in

this imperfect world are not always idyllic. One man’s blessing rain is

another’s disastrous flood. At this moment Florida, normally with

Indiana-like summer rain, is literally burning up in its driest weather

of the century. (Not to mention the evil of drought in the Sudan

bringing the unspeakable horrors of hunger.) I remember once being

at my brother-in-law’s farm when a sudden huge hailstorm struck. It

seemed a wonderful spectacle to me (I was young), but it was a grim

blow to the farmer whose crops those ice-balls laid low. 

É
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How did we com e to choose our home in Oregon? A s Susan’s Uncle

Al put it, arriving for a visit in the middle of the annual Corn

Festival, “Why Aumsville?” Well, I chose this part of Oregon for its

mild weather, reliable rain, natural beauty, uncrowded countryside

and livable cities. Then I simply fell in love with this special spot that

simply happened to have a unique address. I wondered about the

name. Where did it come from? I consulted the dictionaries. I found

that “aum” was Sanskrit for all, the absolute. It was the greeting of peace

in India. It was a Dutch or German liquid measure of about the size

of a wine barrel. Well, I thought, this could be worse. Indeed it was -

I later learned that Aumsville was named for a local pig farmer named

Amos, pronounced “Aumus” by his daddy. So much for my

etymological snobbery. There is only one Aumsville.

In fact Aumsville is important to us mostly for our postal address and

its good barbershop and pizzeria. Sublimity (its real name) is the town

on our other side, where the children went to elementary school, and

where we go to church. And there’s Stayton, with a regular sort of

name, where our children went to high school. Fifteen miles to the

west is Salem, the civilized - some say sleepy - state capital, where

most of our violin business comes from. There are dozens of Salems,

but there’s only one Sublimity, named apparently for its “sublime”

view of Mt. Jefferson, perhaps by Milton Wright, father of the Wright

brothers of flying first fame. In 1856 he had been sent from Indiana

as a missionary to Oregon by the United Brethren in Christ and was

principal of their Sublimity College for two years. He was elected

Bishop in 1877 in Dayton, Ohio (where Wilbur and Orville later

designed and manufactured printing presses and bicycles before

inventing the airplane). German Catholic settlers moved into the

Sublimity area, bought the Brethren’s land in 1879, and formed the

church community of St. Boniface. 

This quiet (except during the annual tractor pull) farming area

reminds me a little of the southern Indiana of my birth, with it’s Swiss

and German background. And both areas have nearby Benedictine

abbeys founded from Switzerland - St. Meinrad in Indiana, 1854, and

Mt. Angel here, 1882. These resonances with my youth were capped
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by my exploratory visit in early 1985, which included Sunday M ass

(beautiful old church, good choir, good breakfast) at St. Boniface,

and so we moved here. (Later Susan, and subsequently her mother,

entered the church here.)

É

Wakeful at night, I walk upstairs to the darkened library. I am met by

manifold points of greenish light, my computer and its peripheral

mates are posing as the bridge of a spaceship, awaiting orders.

Com puters it seems are now always w ith us, taking on an almost

personal relationship. They are indispensable servants (tools, I mean)

for many of us. But they are fair weather friends, sorcerer’s

apprentices, not to be trusted too far. 

“The computer is incredibly fast, accurate, and stupid. Man is unbelievably

slow, inaccurate, and brilliant. The marriage of the two is a force beyond

comprehension.” Leo Cherne

Tinkering with computers is usually a male preoccupation, like auto

mechanics, or, in my case, amateur radio when I was a boy. This

tendency to tailor, to optimize, amounts to an obsession in some.

Having been a youthful “ham,” and later an electronic engineer, I do

find them fascinating, that is, their design and organization. But I use

my computer (it’s not for games), and I require simplicity and

reliability. Right now mine is well-behaved and efficiently adapted to

my work as a writer and publisher. But it is not easy to get to th is

point; I have in fact spent far too much time in front of these

wretched tools “rebooting,” configuring, debugging, simplifying,

patching, and sweeping up after the ridiculously bloated, sell more

“features”, over-complicated, inelegant, rush to market - never mind

the bugs - sell an upgrade later - the user has no choice or clue -

software. (You see I am annoyed by this.) The average computer is

burdened with more unnecessary, redundant, often incompatible or

unworkable programs and features than its operator could ever use or

comprehend. Yes, we have cheap, powerful computers, but they can

be appallingly inefficient, troublesome, and distracting for the

discriminating person, worse for the unsophisticated. This is largely

because of the rapid rate of greedy development, each new version
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bringing new problem s. We are sold these new programs that we

don’t need and that don’t work right to perpetuate the market for the

next . . . The best approach is to defer “upgrading” until the new

version is mature and its benefits clearly exceed the expected

disruption of its introduction. Always choosing the latest thing is to

reenact the myth of Sisyphus. This is why I am still using an older

word processor program to write this book. It is simple, reliable, and

completely compatible with all my previous publications, which are

frequently revised and reprinted, and I know  how to use it. If I were

starting fresh, I might pick something newer. I could even get one

that listens to me and types for me, but it would not fit the way I

think and write and edit. Besides, those things don’t really work yet

(at least in 1998, and probably not for some years).

The computer is the great equalizer in providing powerful tools to all

computer owners (although it intensifies the class difference between

the computer “haves” and “have nots”). These tools have not

however made all computer users into artists. Artists are born, not

made by computers. Quite the contrary - the presence of a plethora

of fonts, good and mostly bad, and of acres of crass, crude, canned

“clip -art” on everyman’s computer has worked rather to quell than

foster artistry. Calligraphy is dead - who wants to compete with all

those digitally precise typefaces? It is depressing to see all those

illustrations made by non-artists with “draw” programs, figures made

of elliptical curves and faceless heads.  Faces require a real artist, and

art more than ever requires an artist with good ideas to express and

the art to express them artistically. 

It makes me feel old to consider the advances of technology in my

lifetime. What is really impressive about all this is the increased

reliability of devices which makes such complex computers practical.

And those miserable cheap television receivers seem to last forever!

When I was young, their impermanence was evident. Television

repair was a summer job of mine; I carried a box of “tubes” to replace

those that gradually dimmed and burnt out like light bulbs. (Hard to

get nostalgic over that.) Earlier, my first radio receiver used but one

electronic device, an improvised diode comprised of a wire

“catwhisker” contacting a lump of lead sulfide, a so-called crystal
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detector. Engineers always seek designs of greater elegance and

simplicity, but now the numbers and the scale are quite different.

When I began, we would try to combine several functions in one

vacuum tube (they were large, hot and expensive); better

semiconductors changed all that; now we use microscopic, cool,

cheap devices in the millions. Later, in programming computers, we

would work to optimize the machine code because memory was

expensive; now we use inefficient standard blocks of high level code

because memory is cheap and programming is expensive and

ephemeral. The com plexity of modern electronics means that a single

designer can never take credit for a complete design. We build with

each other’s blocks, with the consequent economic and social

implications. A corollary is that it seems no one can (practically) fix

these things anymore. We dump the defective and buy a new,

cheaper, more complicated one. Now that ordinary men can put their

thoughts into the computer without even knowing how to type, they

can also write their own programs without knowing how to code by

using programming program s. Yes, inefficiency and needless

complexity are often found in practical solutions, but elegance and

simplicity are still preferable, assuming of course that other things are

equal.

É

Printed language is the record and the reason for civilization as we

know it. Books in public and private libraries preserve and present the

accumulated thoughts, history and stories, art, science, folly, and

wisdom of man. The illustrations in a book may have their own value

as well as contributing to the character of the text - I am thinking for

example of the engravings of Doré or Hogarth in a Cervantes’ Don

Quixote. Apart from its content, a book may be a work of art in itself

- its design, materials, typeface, embossed and gilded binding, etc. I

suppose this is analogous to logic, which may be considered as a tool

for deduction as well as a subject of study itself, or to a computer

which may be considered a means of information delivery, as well as

an object of interesting design and presentation itself, the medium as

the message.
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 .  .  .
  JOHN 1:1-18 FROM THE (KING JAMES)BIBLE DOVES PRESS, LONDON 1905

This partial page (reduced in size here) is an eloquent example of

great book art. Emery Walker’s type, designed and cut and set by

hand lacks digital uniformity but yields nothing in beauty and clarity.

Such letterpress printing on good paper also has a three-dimensional

“impression” and texture com pletely absent in offset printing, as here.

The form fits the matter, too, as worthy a vehicle as any for the

sublime Gospel. I grew up hearing these words at the end of most

every Mass. They were in Latin then: “In principio erat Verbum, et

Verbum erat apud Deum, et Deus erat Verbum. . . .”  I guess young altar

boys often enough considered the real “good news” to be that Mass

was nearly over. Yet here we have the essence of religion - God and

man, Creator and creature, Old Testament and New, Jew and Greek

and Roman and Christian, light and darkness, knowledge and

ignorance, sonship and grace of God and brotherhood of man.

É
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A happy digression - but I was saying that I always loved and

treasured books. They were an opening to everything, a supertool;

from books I could teach myself almost anything, learn to make so

many things. Good books last. A thing of beauty is a joy forever. A

book of truth is true forever. As a youth I did not regard books much

as individual objects; they were valued for their use, for what I could

learn or enjoy from them. As an adult, when I was able to own books

in my own library, I took notice of them as art objects as well. There

is quite a difference between taking a beautifully bound and printed

set of Boswell’s Life of Johnson, illustrated, privately printed for the

Navarre Society, London 1934 from my bookshelf to my easy chair,

and popping a plastic disk into a computer and peering in to read the

same text. I say these things are different, not that one is generally

better than the other. Indeed the computer disk would have better

met my youthful requirements for inexpensive, accessible content.

And I would not likely read, except as a reference (I did consult it

while writing the last chapter of this book), my Latin five volume

Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologica in red Morocco leather from the

Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, Madrid, or my three volume The

Works of Flavius Josephus, “printed by W. B. For Richard Sare at

Gray’s Inn” in Holborn 1716, the handsome, huge, half-leather

Footsteps of Dr. Johnson (Scotland) by G. Birckbeck Hill 1890 (“To the

Johnson Club in Memory of Pleasant Evenings . . .”) - well, that I

might. Such books do have an attractiveness of their own. Many

specimens in my substantial library of books on the violin are in this

category. Indeed good books are like good violins - they have beauty

of both form and function, and their value is increased by rarity,

antiquity, and association with good memories or noteworthy owners.

Other books have little value as things, but bring happiness and good

humor when read and reread, as the lightweight Skye High of Pearson

& Kingsmill. Many of the P. G. Wodehouse stories are wonderful.

Their greatness lies in his peerless mastery of English (and the

English) and in the exquisite humor expressed thereby more than in

the funny, farcical plots. But they are best taken neat; I cannot

imagine that they translate well or easily to other languages, and

certainly not to television, where, stripped of narrative and

description in revised and truncated screenplays, they inevitably

disappoint the Wodehouse reader by comparison. 
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É

While we are noting the suitability or not of certain media for certain

messages, the problem of translations again comes to mind. The

poetry and familiarity of the King James Bible, for example, is lost as

successive researchers try to fine-tune the “correctness” of translation

(interpretation?) in new versions. The Latin missal and Scripture

readings are now in our own tongue - and so they should be - but we

seem to keep hearing new English variations, rendering them less

recognizable, or placing pitfalls in the hymns with this well-meaning

tinkering. On recent Sundays the priest has been reading one English

translation of the Gospel, the congregation quite another in their

missals, both versions different enough from the one I remem ber to

make a distracting dissonance. On All Saints’ day the Gospel reading

was of the Beatitudes. Instead of “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for

theirs is the kingdom of heaven” we heard “How blest are the poor in

spirit; the reign of God is theirs.” Precision of translation is good, but

so is the beauty, poetry, and assurance of a familiar and traditional

ritual text. These things take time. The wheels of God grind slowly.

I live with books, my violin references in the workshop below, and

here in my study the walls of “sticky” books that have for some reason

or other adhered to me from various times of life. Some come, others

go, their population hovering around fifteen hundred. Some I would

miss sorely if lost, others I would not cross the street to meet today

but have acquired the status of familiar family retainers. Material

possessions are like that; one becomes attached to them; but friends

are not possessions, and books are in a way spiritual, so we may be not

only excused for but encouraged in their attractions. Good books are

like old friends - we like to see them now and again, renew their

acquaintance. The shallow man, the callow youth might say, “Been

there, done that, move on” but a balanced revisiting of the past is the

stuff of culture, of tradition, whether in the lifetime of a man or of a

civilization. 

My eye falls on a shelf that might be called “sea & sky.” Here we have

Log of a Limejuicer, autographed by Captain James P. Barker,

Huntington Press New York, 1933, No. 47 of 301 copies, the story of
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“thirty-two years in command of large ocean going square-rigged ships

and steam vessels.” Here is Clipper Ships of America and Great Britain

by Jacques and Helen LaGrange with wood engravings in color

printed “under the personal supervision of the artist,” G. P. Putnam’s

Sons New York 1936, next to Songs of Seas and Tall Ships, a Collection

of Sea Ballads by Tom E. Manners, his own “Queen of the Spindrift”

print as frontispiece, 1942, a gift of Giles Brown. Then a canvas-

bound octavo, N by E , by Rockwell Kent, 1930, illustrated from his

wood block prints, the story of his voyage to Greenland in a small

boat. Such books are objects of art as well as good books. Others are

just books, like Lindbergh’s “The Spirit of St. Louis,” which impressed

me greatly as a boy, Needham ’s Modelling Ships in Bottles, and various

tales of the South Seas. All these books are there to savor, to learn,

and to experience “vicariously” things we could never do in person.

(But I am keeping that Haig’s Dimple (or Pinch) bottle for the ship

model.)

Similar favorite examples could be given from other shelves, leaning

especially to essays and novels - Samuel Johnson, Dorothy Sayers, P.

G. Wodehouse, R . L. Stevenson, James Thurber, H. L. Mencken,

various poets, and lots of books on books and the art of books,

including Newton’s The Amenities of Book Collecting and William

Dana Orcutt’s The Kingdom of Books (source of the previous

illustration). Eclectic, yes, and some are more admired for the writing

- as of the cynical G. B. Shaw, the beautifully depressing A. E.

Housman, and Ernest Hemingway of unsatisfactory exit - and other

books rather more for the writer - Desiderius Erasmus, Thomas More,

Benjamin Franklin, and Thomas Jefferson (though it is hard to fault

his Declaration of Independence).

É
 

The vast worldwide network of computers called the internet is fast,

very fast, becoming the library, not only for academics and

researchers, but for everyman. The computer as information source

and communicator is the great equalizer; everyone has the same

access to information. And what is even more amazing (some would

say appalling) everyone who has an idea (or not) can immediately
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publish it himself there without even hiring a printer. Potentially the

computers of the internet contain the sum of accumulated human

knowledge, a resource of essentially unlimited, automatically and

easily searchable, free information, democratic, dynamic, current. It

is also a gallery of art, a theater of entertainment, and a means of free,

fast, and ubiquitous communications. Time was, and not so long ago,

when we needed to personally visit or borrow books by mail from

regional or specialist libraries for certain information. Later we could

supplement our personal libraries of traditional printed sources with

more complete, compact, faster, and cheaper “electronic books.” An

ordinary plastic “compact disc” in 1998 can hold a thousand books

like this one, or the Encyclopædia Britannica. The computer finds the

requested references and “turns the pages” for us faster than we ever

could. (I used to peer into the Compact Edition of the Oxford English

Dictionary, two volumes on onion-skin paper in a box with a powerful

magnifying glass. No contest there.) Now, except for the physical

accessibility and desirable physical characteristics of books, there is

no need to keep them all on our shelves, or even in our computer

disks. Rapidly receding are the rows of “permanent” leather-bound

sets of law books or archives in professional offices, except for

tradition or appearance’ sake. The latest and most useful information

is now available virtually ad libitum through any computer terminal.

I now use it almost daily for a reference source, for e -mail with family

and an international symposium of violin makers, and for a place to

sell my books.

É

On the other hand, as in any library, some of the information is

worthless, malicious, erroneous, and chaotic, corresponding to its

indiscriminate, democratic input. Some of it will be harmful,

especially to the young and impressionable, and some of it will be

used to betray the privacy of, to defraud, “stalk”, or addict to

gambling, pornography, or intellectual garbage some of those using it,

especially the unsophisticated of whatever age. Attempts to regulate

this network are problematic because of its borderless nature, and

because of our natural suspicion of any centralized control,

particularly of expression. Censorship is the evil stepsister of
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propaganda; both are notorious tools of governments at war with

others or indeed their own people. But to the practical man, to the

good man concerned for his neighbor and the com mon good, it

should be clear that some remedies are needed for harmful content

on this and other “media.” It’s especially important for the internet,

where anything can be brought into anyone’s home. (Censorship is not

evil per se, anym ore than government or education is. Benign,

enlightened censorship is one way good parents protect their

children. The problem of course is in the likelihood of witting or

unwitting, well meaning or ill abuse of this authority.)

Yes, a two-edged sword, the availability of all this potentially

overwhelming information as well as obfuscation. Speaking of

obfuscation, there’s television, which a 1998 study at the University

of Maryland finds takes over forty percent of Americans’ “leisure”

time, resulting in a decline in morality and civic involvement. Not

only is most commercial television set to the least common

denominator of public taste and education, but we regretfully see

programmers and advertisers too often acting to lower that

denominator ever further by appealing to the audience’s baser

appetites. Probably the profit motive is paramount here, but sadly the

power of some media moguls may also be used to further their own

corrupt mind-bending agenda. We see the promotion of their own

odd social and sexual preferences on supposedly neutral

programming. The umbrella of the First Amendment protects them,

not their audience. Television (or movies) is for most youths (and

many adults) sadly their most effective instructor. They learn (from

their frequency and pointed portrayal) that vice and violence, bad

taste and ignorance, dishonesty, broken homes and gratuitous sex are

apparently the norm. This impression is passed on to their own

children in a vicious circle of lowering moral and intellectual

standards. Before they can speak a word, many children in the

“sanctity” of their homes are fed language and scenes of perversion

and violence unimagined by a sailor in a brothel or a soldier in battle.

The propagators of this poison absolve themselves by citing the

parents’ responsibility for control. The fallacy is that parents are often

not in control, and may themselves have grown up to be amoral

adults, unfit to serve as examples for their children. The media
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generally hypocritically deny that their programming harms adults.

But advertising sells - if programming can persuade and teach it can

also corrupt. Why should not such powerful means be encouraged

rather to uplift? I am speaking not only of moral and psychological

evils here, but of the most appalling absence of good taste, manners,

civility, and ordinary decency.

 
“And whosoever shall offend one of these little ones that believe in me, it

is better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and he were

cast into the sea.” Mark 9:42

Please note that while I have been harping on certain destructive

elements in the “media,” considerable credit is due the majority for

their healthy presentation of news, art, entertainment, and education.

Nor should we exclude or take a simplistic view of the presentation

of evil. Of course it needs to be presented, but honestly, as evil.

Balance, perspective, moderation, wisdom are the great th ings in life.

É

Technology is becoming the new religion, the new way of life. And it

may be a poor one. “Information,” much of it untrue or at least

irrelevant and ephemeral, threatens to swamp us. We are awash in

mystery, but often of the most pedestrian kind. The computer

promises “virtual reality”, avatars, and games - the opiate of the geeks

and those lacking a “life.” Real life, real love, real work, sawdust,

sweat, commitment, and children are passed by as “surfers” aimlessly

couple with their computers. This is the good life? This is not leisure

but entrapment, not a gift but impoverishment. Reminiscent of th is

bit of gibberish:

“Ipso facto, quid pro quo, so little time, so much to know.”

The Beatles in Yellow Submarine

But the wise man will put these things into perspective, will

discriminate, simplify, choose, use and not be used. Television has an

unlimited potential for good - entertainment, learning, and yes,

teaching. The internet is an unprecedented avenue of information

and communication for the wise man. Anything can be used to ill or
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excess; the unwise user may tend to become more so, whether

passively “viewing,” or lured moth-like from one flashing hyperlink to

another, cheaply spending the currency of life. Well, enough of sour

grapes and crying wolf - call me Jeremiah! We cannot and must not

and would not want to go back, having tasted of the fruit of this new

tree. We can, we must, use it for good, like all the good works of God

and man.

“And out of the ground made the Lord God to grow every tree that is

pleasant to the sight, and good for food; the tree of life also in the midst of

the garden, and  the tree of knowledge of good and evil.” Genesis 2:9

There are other considerations too in using these media. Television

has a serial mode of presentation; one has to be patient while the plot

progresses or the newscaster spoon-feeds us with his halting rate, false

emphasis on ephemera, and least common denominator density and

depth. No wonder people compulsively switch channels. For me

television could not replace the newspaper, where I can quickly scan

all the headlines, select and read at whatever order, rate, depth,

breakfast table, or porch swing I like. The world wide web of the

internet, on the other hand, is basically a random access medium. We

jump from item to item disjointedly, tending to forget where we’ve

been and not sure where we’re going. The ability to rapidly and

automatically search for - and perhaps find - the desired information

is wonderful, but each trip is different, leading us past various dead

ends, and we are burdened with trying to forget all the extraneous

stuff while selecting and retaining the worthwhile. Simplicity, where

art thou? In the next years, as television merges with the computer,

we will be to able see, look up, communicate, or buy almost anything

without getting up from the sofa or being near another human being.

Shall we expect from this men more enlightened or more misfit? 

É

Speaking of newspapers just now reminded me of one of life’s better

simple pleasures, at least in my list. I refer to regular Sunday

mornings. At daybreak I fetch the oversized paper from the box at the

end of the lane, make a hearty pot of coffee, some whole-grain toast

slathered with margarine and orange marmalade, for example. (And
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isn’t it nice how some good things last? Our antique Toastmaster still

calmly pops up the best from its art-deco chrome curves.) And so

back to bed for a long leisurely lie with the paper until 9:15 when

ablutions begin for 10:00 church. From some old eccentric habit, I

read the paper from the inside out, quickly shedding most of the

advertising inserts and going straight to the color comics (other hands

will soon be out for them). Then a thoroughly eclectic read of

whatever else interests. No television, please! This is the civilized way

to start the week. If the news runs short there’s always a book at

hand. (I try to put off checking the e-mail till later.)

É

Just as man does not mean much unrelated to God and neighbor,

possessions and tools do not mean much unrelated to their owners

and users. They need purpose and appreciation. I have just finished

adjusting and polishing a violin I made for a young man six years ago.

He carried it in today for its annual checkup, concerned as customary

for its inevitable signs of age and use, edges worn from zealous

practice and varnish telling of the clutch and touch of cheek and

hand and dusty rosin residue. I told him that such signs of service

(never of neglect) are veteran badges of honor and need not be

continuously “restored.” I welcomed this violin back as a m aturing

child, glad it had early found a compatible mate, appreciating it and

helping it to appreciate. Jim played this baby through high school and

through the conservatory rigors of Rochester and still cherishes it.

Having spent so much of my time with such things as these, it feels

good to have known success, at least in fathering a few of these bona

fide fiddles. Use had given its varnish a pleasing patina, the golden

ground showing through the upper color here and there. But what

pleased me most was its sound, fine and forthright when young, but

now surely a smoother contralto. So I charged him for its new strings,

but not for French polishing its wear marks, which now bear a new-

found respectability. 

É

Our own three collegian children are home this July of 1998, not yet

veterans for sure - and clearly unconnected with the just mentioned
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offspring of wood, glue, sheep gut, and horsehair. While the boys are

helping in the violin shop, my daughter, a pearl of great price (price

is alliterative but worth is what I mean), aptly named Marguerite, has

circuitously orchestrated a vacation trip for me. Having just

graduated with honors in biochemistry and biophysics, she has got a

job in bioethics research. Her flexible father, it seems, is to accompany

her to New York, see her situated, and spend a week with her on the

Hudson. Hotel reservations are tricky this season; I will be staying at

a rural resort, where I hope to read, write, and canoe between

outfitting visits with her to the hardware store, car dealer, and most

likely the mysteries of Manhattan. Actually, I am looking forward to

getting out of the woods for a while, or at least into some different

ones. 

É

On July 14 (1998) Susan and I we were married twenty-five years.

We went with the just mentioned three collegians to dinner at a good

Italian restaurant. These have been good years, thankfully peaceful

and modestly comfortable, at least by our measures. Most of our

meals have been taken together at our own hearth and table - nearly

un-American nowadays, but appreciating and helping, we hope, our

children to appreciate the good and the better things of life, the real

and the nourishing. We are what we eat, someone said, whether we

are ingesting food or instruction. And everything in moderation - ne

quid nimis - and purposeful - carpe diem; such are our watchwords.

Anyway we had a wonderful red wine, a chianti classico, except

George, who is not yet legally spiritual. Wine is one of those gifts of

the good earth that gladden the heart, and, in moderation, lengthen

our life as well (as modern m edical data assert). And Christ selected

it as a sign of his communion. Currently we see a distressing lack of

balance in educators, who disastrously abstain from teaching moral

principles, yet adopt a “zero tolerance” position to “drugs” like wine.

The salutary, natural and civilized custom of a little wine with dining

should be introduced to maturing children at home just as other good

foods. We would no more get drunk on wine than binge on pecan pie.

Sadly though this is not true for everyone - there are some who

cannot or will not drink m oderately, some who “drink and drive,”
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some who sleep and drive, or otherwise recklessly endanger lives (or

livers). 

As always, the food and ambience at this restaurant, which we

reserve only for special occasions, was most satisfying and edifying,

and not too much. The hostess this evening, as I noted immediately,

was a tall and strikingly beautiful young lady in face, figure, and

manner, reminiscent of one of Ingres’ in the way she held the water

pitcher to pour. I quietly remarked on this to my wife, who

congenially approved of my still excellent eye and taste. She surely

has no competition, and quite inconceivably from one so young. It is

a minor benefit of my age of life that I can appreciate such beauty

artistically, platonically, with no carnal motives. (When I was young

and unattached it was not so simple.) Such perceived beauty attracts

rather our appreciation and protective tendencies, much as we are

naturally moved to selflessly cherish, foster, and nourish a child.

Feminine beauty (and perhaps its counterpart from the distaff

perspective) is one of the great inspirations of life, when it leads to

authentic love - of a person, not an object. Here too a frown for those

educators of today who will not teach moral values, rules, and virtues,

but who are yet so quick to discern “abuse” or “harassment” that a

teacher dare not give his student a pat of approval, and a grandpa but

gingerly hugs the young ladies of his clan. (Unfortunately, in a society

in which some parents and teachers have themselves been brought up

without rules and nourished from the dark side, these concerns are

not always groundless.) First the right values, the right love; then life

follows in proportion, without the drab horrors of the news. Just as

sound science and true religion are not in conflict, neither are good

esthetics and morals. The perception and appreciation of  beauty - of

eye, ear, etc. is properly and distinctly human, marking man as “little

less than the angels,” far above mere animals. 

“Thomas Aquinas mentioned as something distinctively human the ability

to experience sensual and sensuous concord, convenientia sensibilium , without

the intervention of desire; an imals, he points out, observe only the possible

object for eating and coupling, whereas man, by disciplining h is desires, is

alone capable of enjoying sensuous beauty as that of the human body as

beauty.” 
Faith, Hope, Love by Josef Pieper, Ignatius Press
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LA SOURCE, INGRES 1856 

Oil on Canvas, Musee d'Orsay Paris

É

Sometime later following that evening in the restaurant I looked up

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres again in my library and noted with

near awe the perfected lines and harmony of his painting La Source,

epitomizing feminine beauty and intimating the divine plan for love

and fruitfulness. It is human and sensuous and decent. Sir Kenneth

Clark , a favorite writer-expert in the visual arts, was an authority on

and an admirer of Ingres’ work:

“Ingres began studies for a painting based on Botticelli's Venus as early as

1817. He completed one version of the idea, the Venus Anadyomene, in

1848, and eight years later he painted La Source, adapting the figure of

Venus into a girl carrying a pitcher. La Source was immediately popular and

has been called the most beautiful figure in French painting.”

Kenne th Cla rk, Feminine Beauty  1980
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É

Normally life here in the country is quiet, without a lot of company,

excepting of course the violin shop clientele. But in recent weeks I

have felt a certain kinship with Lord Emsworth of Blandings Castle.

He, you may recall, is a Wodehouse character, the somewhat dotty

proprietor of a decaying English country house. I am not comparing

my sons to Bertie Wooster et al, but my daughter does share some

social qualities with the choicer young ladies about Blandings. We

have been fairly fraught recently, in a pleasant Wodehousian way,

with her university friends, who feel welcome here, as so they are.

Interesting nam e, Blandings. Years ago, when we were finishing this

house, I was reminded more of the classic American novel Mr.

Blandings builds His Dream H ouse, a tale of the quiet desperation and

vicissitudes of building a house in the country and survival among,

never mind acceptance by, the indigenous curmudgeons. But in fact

we did find numerous good friends and a good home here, so much

so that I now feel like a happier and less dotty (and decidedly busier)

Lord Emsworth.

Which reminds me - pointedly - of another Wodehouse tale in which

old Sir Willoughby struck consternation into the family circle: His

niece: “It is not a history of the family at all. Your uncle has written

his reminiscences. He calls them Recollections of a Long Life! . . . The

manuscript must be intercepted before it reaches (the publisher) and

destroyed!” Bertie’s best efforts failed, it was published, and most of

those portrayed enjoyed being seen in print.

É

Well, I am already back home. New York was last week, and it was

good for me and my daughter. We took a day trip into Manhattan.

Visited the violin makers on West 54th in the morning, spent the

afternoon on a wretched tour bus. Notwithstanding all the urban

wonders, I feel blessed to live in rural Oregon. My daughter now has

ready rail access to these wonders, but she too feels fortunate to live

and work up in the Hudson country. Yes, I’m back home now. I care

little anymore for travel per se, and cordially dislike the steerage
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nature of modern tourist class air transportation. It would hardly be

possible to cram more bodies into the extant cubic feet. Doubtless

airplanes have technically improved greatly since the DC-3 and its

descendants of my younger days, but time was, I remember, when

stewardesses were eye-catching instead of overworked, when there

was room to stretch out and snooze, fuzzy slippers were dispensed,

food was warm and unequivocally edible, the wine positively potable.

É

You will have noticed, as I am quite aware, that some of these

paragraphs placed here in the summer of 1998 - actually September

already - are more in the nature of diary entries than elements of a

coherent book. Ah, well, it seems the thing to do under the

circumstances. Especially enjoyed our singing in the choir this

morning, followed by a good brunch at Neufeldt’s in “downtown”

Aumsville. I just now came in from a salubrious Sunday walk around

our place. Across the creek bridge for a quiet talk with Jimmy’s

horses. Considered the condition of various volunteer oaks and

maples as well as some of my nostalgic plantings of eastern varieties.

Had a handful of fine strawberries from the persistent perennials over

by the grapes. The table grapes are gone, but the Concords and

Cabernets are ripening still. All this by way of a welcome break from

the busy season in the violin shop. (The time of year when beginning

students need to be outfitted with fiddles for school.) Walked down

by the creek, sat, watched, and listened to the waters of Mill Creek.

Noted how well the nearby nymph fitted this jewelled setting - a small

statue atop a stump of an alder past, among tulips, betwixt a holly and

a cherry, overlooking the water is a recent arrival. Our garden, as you

know, is kept in a balanced state of nature (you might call it benign

neglect), free of chemicals and artificial distractions. However, a

couple of weeks ago I visited a local Italian maker of statuary, and

returned with a length of latter day Ionic column, a recumbent

stretching cat, and the aforementioned figure, all finely finished.

Susan cast some aspersions about the place beginning to look like a

cemetery - but I don’t think so. Later I added a symmetrical pair of

lions, right and left-handed paws respectively raised in welcome

either side of the shop entry.
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That was a change of pace for me, just prior to the September back-

to-school crush in the violin shop, which by now has just peaked.

This is always a chore, more of a public service, if a more or less

profitable one, but it is appreciated in the local musical community,

and my reward is in no small measure in the bright eyes of the

enthusiastic starting student, clutching close his first violin, oblivious

in the fourth grade of the difficulties that lie ahead, but sure that this

is somehow special, which it is. I feel blessed beyond deserving in

work and love and health - “knock on wood.” (Yes, in this trade we

do a lot of that, always aware of the sound and feel of the wood we

are working.) The days go by much too fast as we get older, but are

thankfully filled, for the most part, with satisfactory, if somewhat

repetitive work . In crafts like this, one’s work is neither efficient nor

excellent until he has done a lot of it. My sons and I had a shop

display at a meeting of the local Cello Society last week (October,

1998). I was a guest speaker on the technical aspects of strings. I hope

you will excuse my insertion of excerpts below from the then current

violin  shop b rochu re, emb arras singly commercial , but

autobiographical: 

ABOUT OUR VIOLIN SHOP — We have been providing and taking care

of string instruments for performers, students and teachers, public and

private, in the Salem area since 1985. A violin shop is different from  a music

store in that it makes, repairs, buys and sells only bowed instruments. Our

violin shop is also different from other violin shops in our service,

publications, policies, and prices. 

OUR PHILOSOPHY — We are a fam ily business and can give you more

personal and flexible service than a large corporation. We are small but

“service what we sell,” and make sure it is in good repair and adjustment. I

am very aware of the personal, subjective, and artistic factors, as well as the

technical ones. Every student deserves respectful service and affordable

equipment, adjusted to present no unnecessary obstacles. In general we

simply buy what we sell, and are neither paid nor pay commissions which

might be disadvantageous to the student.

OUR PRICES — have always been at least  25% off the list price on cash

sales. Our prices are based on our costs, not on what we think the market

will bear. If we install strings, we charge list instead of labor. (Some things

natura lly have no definite list price - old instruments, for example. And

some sales are not cash sales - such as “rent-to-own” or trade-in

transactions.) Rent-to-own outfits are primarily a service for local starting

students and normally involve twenty-four monthly payments, two in
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advance. Full trade-in credit applies to the list price of the new equipment.
 

WHAT WE SELL — Occasionally we have an original Strobel artist

instrument or two available, as now. Mostly  we have merchandise of

moderate price selected for its outstanding value, whether new or old, artist

or student grade. And we have nearly everything else you might need, lots of

cases, strings, shoulder rests, etc. If we don’t have it we usually get it

promptly.

A VIOLIN MAKER — is skilled in the art of making instruments, but he

does much more. Indeed the good violin maker is more often the violin

repairer, who has learned from studying the great violins and from making

the good and not so good ones work better. It takes a combination of talent,

eye, ear, dedication, and long experience amounting to a vocation. Any

number of precise if monotonous “Strads” are available from production

makers who have no clue of the big p icture. I have examined and worked on

thousands of instruments, but the relatively few I have personally made are

individual, integral pieces of art. Distinguish the maker-teacher who

understands his art from the pieceworker in the fiddle factory who cleanly,

swiftly, carves but comprehends little more. 

When parents of beginning students walk into the shop, I often hear “Did

you make all those?” Not at those prices. Or the inevitable “How long does

it take you to make one?” Perhaps they’re wondering how I can make a

living at this without overcharging. Nearly as often I’m asked “How many

have you made?” or “What kind of wood is that?” (It’s always maple and

spruce.) But I understand their concern in embarking on this long and

valuab le adventure w ith their child. 

MYTHS OF THE TRADE —  Beware these too comm on generalizations,

although they occasionally do contain a particle of truth.

• “You get what you pay for.” Not necessarily; this may disguise a large

profit. The musical value of an instrument is often unrelated to its price.

• “European instruments are better.” Than what?

• “Italian and French instruments are best.” It’s usually a matter of

mystique, prejudice, or harmonious names.

• “Chinese instruments are not a good buy.” In fact they may be a best buy,

often the only viable buy.

• “Old violins sound better.” Most of the bad old ones have been fixed or

burnt - or should be.

• “This violin just needs to be played-in a little.” Gets it out of the shop until

the buyer gets used to it.

• “Beware a good sounding new violin; it won’t last.” They would rather se ll

an expensive antique - or it’s just not their new violin.

• “An expert is someone at least fifty miles out of town.” (Just kidding -

we’re only a few miles away!)
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WHO WE ARE — We have operated our present violin shop near Salem

for fourteen years. It is a family business with my wife Susan, a graduate

accountant, as office manager, and our sons Henry Jr and George (when

available). George is a first violin in the OSU-Corvallis Symphony. I studied

violin as a child, and our daughter Rita is an accomplished pianist.

We provide real value and expert service, while avoiding the antique-

dealing-consignment-commission aspects of the business. We have a

substantial inventory, including dozens of violins, violas and cellos, an

excellent stock of student and master bows, cases, strings, etc. We have

accounts with numerous domestic and international suppliers, and can get

what you need. (We also have a couple of hundred instruments rented-to-

own on a liberal, low cost basis to fill the needs of local students. Correct

adjustment is essential here, and I literally wrote the book on it, Useful

Measurements for Violin Makers.) We’re not looking for more repair work —

I’m almost too busy to make anything —  but I always make time to answer

your questions.

I have served on the board of the Salem Youth Symphony (or the

Argonauts) for the last nine years and contributed countless hours and

thousands of dollars to these organizations. I also  continue to work close ly

with the Salem -Keizer teachers in their top-notch  orchestral programs. 

More background — I was first an electronic engineer, one of the founders

of Digital Telephone Systems, Inc. in San Rafael, California. I am 62 and

made my first violin over thirty years ago. Makers Leon LaFosse, Ernest

Wild, and Robert Scoville were my early mentors. I’ve had a full-time violin

business for fifteen years, part-time before that. I’m a good learner and a

good teacher too, as you can see from our separate publications brochure.

I’ve sold over forty thousand altogether of these books on violin  making, and

made an unprecedented six hour video , Watch Me Make a Cello Step by Step.

My books are familiar references in violin  shops and schools worldwide . 

I invite you to visit our web pages. There, along with the book catalog, you

will see artists playing my instruments, scenes from my cello making video,

and a gallery of Strobel instruments. You will also see that we are located in

a beautiful country place, which I cordially invite you to visit!

Comm ercial, indeed, but there is hope for me, according to my

perennial hero:

“A mere literary man is a dull man; a man  who is solely a man of business

is a selfish man; but when literature and commerce are united, they make

a respectable man.” Samuel Johnson

É
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And so, yes, I have good health, a dear wife, and a good life, but, oh,

the days go by so fast. The reminders that we cannot do all the things

we would, the worries that we are wasting opportunities to do better

things by doing these humble ones. The evidence is in the morning

mirror. And on the television - yesterday evening I saw Florence

Henderson advertising some denture product. Memory came back of

a teen-aged Florence with her sister, a friend of my sister Rita’s,

energetically singing and banging along on our piano, or, fresh from

the municipal swimming pool across the street, a sight, as you can

imagine and I can remember, in those young days to make me wonder

about going to the seminary. She was nobody then, but very pretty

and headed for New York.

Please excuse this rare lapse into name dropping; but one more,

please, to point up the possibility of doing still new things at later

stages of life. My old friend Lynn Woolsey, US Representative from

Marin and Sonoma counties in California, a year younger than I, was

a secretary in our engineering department back in the sixties. She

graduated from USF in the eighties (coincidentally my alma mater of

the sixties), and went to the House of Representatives in 1992. She

has for sure more than her share of personality and energy. She

recently wrote me:

“All of you (“m y engineers”) actually provided the good reason and good

humor I needed to rem ain sane during those days as a single mom.” 

 

É

The sad irony is that time goes by faster the older we are, and it’s

easier to waste too. We are easily distracted, easily discouraged by the

impossibility of doing anything perfectly in this life. (It is easier for the

young to dash something off - “there’s always time to redo it.”) I am

distracted, even as I write this, even by my “pen” of a computer. It’s

a particular temptation for an engineer to tinker with it, to organize,

to streamline, to reprogram it. It can be a great time waster for

compulsive tidiers or undisciplined “browsers.” The flexibility, the

choice, built into the modern computer is a two-edged sword. It has

taught lots of people, young and old, to think logically, by merely

learning to use it. A window on the world of ever widening, speeding
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I’M ON THE FENCE - NO TREE TODAY

vistas, it can provide ordered knowledge - or overload and loss of

perspective. It can save time or waste great chunks of it. 

É

I have a new clock over my

workbench. One of the new

birds’ song kind just put out by

the Audubon Society. Susan,

working nearby had a mixed

reaction to the hourly high

fidelity chirps of the wren, robin,

titmouse, et al. (They do clam up

when the lights are turned off.)

Well, I think it’s very nice as

winter comes on, but will be

seriously redundant when the

real ones return and the windows

stay open again; we do have birds

in abundance in season. Anyway,

this clock somehow awakened

young boyhood memories of tree-

climbing and birds and whistling.

In contrast to the modern

family’s frenetically filled days of athletics and automobiles and

activities and multi-media, my early boyhood days would seem deadly

dull, not even a car or a television set. But I remember those days as

idyllic, and perhaps they actually were. I think we did some simpler,

more basic things. Like tree climbing, whether from some deep primal

urge or just to get away from all those sisters. I do recall time spent

daydreaming or with a book or a telescope in trees - a great black

cherry, apples, and pears (the sugar maples were too high to get a leg

up). But these were big fruit trees of old stock, not the dwarf varieties

of today. I listened to the birds a lot, and think I learnt from them

how to whistle, at least I whistled well enough to carry on a repeated

repartee with a brown thrasher or a garrulous mocking-bird. What a

name - mimus polyglottos - I thought I was mimicking him, but he was

actually mocking me, and who knows what he thought of my
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whistling. I did mimick the crows by blowing on a blade of grass

stretched between the thumbs of my cupped hands. Less the grass, I

could - and still can - play ocarina-like melodies by blowing on my

thumbs, changing the pitch according to the size of the opening in

this personal Helmholtz resonator. It’s a great way to clear the table

after dinner. But I digress. 

And in fact, it was not always idyllic in those elementary schoolboy

summers - sometimes hot, tedious, and boring (memory is a great

editor). In truth I was far from overworked, but I disliked grinding

corn or fetching hay for the goats, and most garden work . One of my

father’s garden specialties was lima beans. He grew them tender and

efficiently on rigs of his own devising. Long rows of locust posts were

set like six foot telephone poles with a steel wire running along them

one foot above the ground and another across the tops. These wires

had to be stretched taut, with hemp binder twine stretched zigzag up

and down, wire to wire, to serve as a trellis for the plants below to

spiral upon. The new vines had to be manually, individually,

introduced to their twine ladders. You can imagine this was a tedious

business, rendered no more cheerful by the knowledge that all those

posts would have to be taken out and reset next year with a post-hole

digger after plowing. (Artless neighbors made do with slipshod tripods

of “pole beans,” but Father took his gardening to heart.) I was not

keen in those days on dried “butter beans,” or even new green limas,

both of which our table provided in profusion, although they are now

nourishingly and nostalgically welcome. I was keen on airplanes,

model and otherwise, and vividly remember a treat from my father,

a reward for my reluctant beanwork. This was my first airplane ride,

a sightseeing circuit in a yellow Taylorcraft at an alfalfa airstrip east

of town. Not only did I have to (get to?) sit next to a girl, but on the

very next flight after ours the pilot came in high and flipped over the

telephone wires at the end of the strip. No injuries, but I was afforded

a vicarious thrill, and something to impress my pals and sisters with.

É
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In the next years I spent less time in the trees (speaking figuratively)

and more upstairs in my room building ham radios and such. We

really built them in those days, cutting the one and one-eighth inch

diameter holes for the vacuum tube sockets in the galvanized iron

chassis with Greenlee punches turned with a large wrench. Times

have changed; now I would be plugging ready-made printed circuit

cards into a computer and writing high level code. This is fine, and

I sure wouldn’t want to go back, but maybe today’s children are being

socially shortchanged. I saw an ad in the Sunday paper this morning

for an electronic Monopoly® game - no family or friends needed to

play with - noisy, computer-generated pals provided, I suppose. Well,

at least it’s better than violent video games or pornography. The ads

in this early November paper also featured plastic “Holiday” trees, I

noticed. 

É

This November of 1998 the clouds cheated us in Oregon of an

anticipated spectacular Leonid meteor shower. But I well remember

a warm late summer evening back in the fifties. Some buddies and I

had gone night swimming in an old strip mine pit out in the country.

Floating in the water, far from city lights, we beheld a nearly

continuous show of “shooting stars” across the clear black Indiana

sky. 

Man has ever had his deepest, most reflective moments under starry

skies, undistracted by lights of earth, when it seems that he can

almost see, almost feel infinity. Never mind that he cannot see to the

ends of creation, he knows God’s intimate presence. But modern man

resides more and more in his own house, in the lights of his own

making, less and less outside, beside himself, in the presence of God.

Our cities scintillate with man’s luminaries; every suburb and

farmhouse seems untimely bathed in sickly sodium glow. Night is now

not night nor day.

(My philosophical remarks above of course leave nothing but praise

for man’s high aspirations to literally see to the limits of the universe

via physics and space exploration. We have now seen the polar ice

cap on Mars - we have a long way to go!) 
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É

It’s a black dark January morning, making it seem earlier than six

o’clock, even for a morning person. Today this disadvantage of the

Oregon latitude calls for an antidote of bacon, scrambled eggs with

garlic and cheddar and Tabasco, Bing cherry jam on buttered toast,

and coffee, black - as the Swiss say, Kaffe natur. Wake the house,

despatch Henry Jr for the paper as I cook. This is  not the norm. An

adventitious inspiration. Usually the whole wheat toast and coffee is

it. Then up to the library for e-mail and the daily dump into the word

processor. So what? Well, this got me thinking back to other early

morning regimes I have lived:

- In St. Paul’s grade school - riding the Lincoln bicycle the mile to

serve at the six o'clock Mass, its front basket filled with flowers (in

season) by my father for altar decorations. Or in the dark winter the

dry crunch-crunch of galoshes in the new snow. 

- At St. Meinrad - rung up by the five-twenty-five bell - splashing and

brushing and shaving before the six o’clock Mass. Following a stick-

to-your-ribs Benedictine breakfast (I needed one in those days)

walking out of the “refectory,” the eagle eye of Father Damasus on

the lookout for inadequately shined shoes.

- At Lackland Air Force Base - roused trumpet-wise in the winter

dark - even in the Texas latitude. Dirty cleanup duties done, donned

red filtered flashlight for a psychedelic circuit of the parade ground to

the sergeant’s metronomic grunt. Then a huge breakfast (I needed

one in those days) before more “training,” to be much ameliorated in

the “upper class” half of this mere ninety days.

- Ayrshire, Scotland - Clockwise not so early, but in winter very dark

by latitude. M y Ford Falcon frequently had to wait for an airliner to

clear before driving across the main runway, train crossing-wise, on

my way to work at Prestwick AFB.

I never commuted to work over ten miles, a rare good fortune.

É

The planned publication date of this book is just before my sixty-

fourth birthday, which reminds me of a Beatles’ song: 
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SKINNY AS AN AIRPLANE

“When I get older losing my hair, 

Many years from now. 

Will you still be sending me the Valentine, 

Birthday greet ings bottle of wine. 

. . .
“Doing a garden, digging the weeds, 

Who could ask for more. 

Will you still need me, will you still feed me 

When I'm sixty-four.” 
From “When I'm Sixty-Four” by

(Thank you, Susan.) John Lennon & Paul McCartney

É

A letter from Mary Jo in my hometown took

me back. Her late husband Paul was one of

those who, not as relatives or school teachers,

help young persons know and grow.

“Mentors” I think they’re called now. Paul

was a plasterer by trade, with good kids of his

own. He had a model airplane shop in his

basement. Here’s a relic on my bookshelf,

Grant’s Model Airplane Design - Theory of

Flight, which he introduced me to. Before

Paul there was Andrew Etienne, fiddler in his

country band, a school teacher (but not

mine), and my Cub Scout leader. That’s how

I not only picked up the notion of studying

the violin and made my first (crystal) radio,

beginning my career in electronics. After Paul

Jarboe came Stanley Obrecht of a pioneering

local furniture manufacturing family. He had

a radio shop where I spent many hours

absorbing electronics and all kinds of local and business lore. 

É

Last year (1998) I was “found” by the association of Air Force alumni

of Prestwick, Scotland. (I was there in the early sixties in the 2176th

Communications Squadron.) I have since enjoyed speaking to several

of my old buddies on the phone, but so far I have never gone to an
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alumni reunion of any organization. So far.

Yesterday (July 1999) I noticed the email address of another old

classmate from St. Meinrad from the fifties. This led to news of other

old friends. Yesterday was just like yesterday. But then I do feel close

ties with that school, which have led me to maintain contact and

support over the years.

Looking back now over my early middle years of adventure and

learning, of ups and downs in the Air Force and in California, and

remembering dear friends and workmates (some dear, a few dismal) -

what would it be like to see them now? It’s one thing to talk with

them on the phone, as I occasionally have, or by e-mail, when it

seems little enough has changed, but there is bound to be a shock

(presumably mutual) on visual reunion. I suppose my Scottish girl

friends will not have reached the blue hair phase yet, but they are

doubtless much more mature in mien than as remembered. 

Yes, I had good times and good friends, but I never went overboard

(at least for long, sailing accidents excepted), was never on drugs,

which should go without saying - I was always far too sensible. (But

I do remember being at a Golden Gate Park concert of the Jefferson

Airplane, looking across the assembled unkempt multitude from my

vantage point in a tree. Driving my visiting older sister from Montana

through Haight Street, and her appallment at the fauna and flora

thereon. And a Santana concert at Fillmore West - so perhaps I

“virtually inhaled.”) Of course I never dropped out of the church,

hardly as much as missed a Sunday - I was a “lifer” in that respect, not

surprisingly. And I always knew that marriage was for keeps, perhaps

why it took me so long to subscribe. And so I don’t feel hypocritical,

speaking “righteously” of morality in this book - I know my sins, not

so many or as interesting as you might think. I do have enough good

adventure mem ories from those days to feel no dissatisfaction with my

steady family days. But I could not be who I am and write this stuff

from this perspective had I not experienced both the spiritual and

secular sides of life. 

É
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Morning musings, spring 1999 —

— It is April - a wet winter made our meadow-lawn moistly mossy

and full of violets in purple fresh profusion. But the grass is surging,

so Henry Jr reluctantly revved the mower the first time of the season,

considerably dampening the exuberance of the violets. But a

wonderful sun reigns, the wild plums are blossoming everywhere.

(They thrive under the oaks.) It is warm and springy and I feel the

sap rising. Easter morning, rebirth, cycle of life, new life, spiritual life,

earthly life, Rita phoned from New York, Susan resplendent in a rare

new Easter dress, choir was fine, augmented to uplift all by George’s

violin. But April weather is a changeling - sunny showers and hail

well met. Blue forget-me nots now profusely populate the backyard

meadow, pretty the people, sweet the babies in church, all trying to

be good, at least not flaunting the bad, hardly a hypocrite among us.

You might think I lead a most orderly life, Apparently I am an artist,

considering my lengthy and irregular work sessions, ofttimes late to

bed, early to rise, late to shave. The past week mostly went to

studying newer html programs and setting up the computer for long

term publishing efficiency. Not much real work or writing done.

Again thankful for the civilizing, ordering, and moderating of the

Sabbath and of dear Susan telling me when to descend from the

library for the pre-prandial wine and cheese. I am not undisciplined.

I was raised and educated (and tend by nature)to be disciplined and

conscientious to the nth degree. Perhaps this is what drives me single

mindedly to finish these little projects. I am able to concentrate

endlessly, but fortunately not allowed to; the shop doorbell sees to

that anyway. What is remarkable if not lamentable is how much our

lives revolve around computer details. 

Here is an actual email interchange with my son at college!

“Hello Dad!

The printer works. I had  to disable one of the two serial ports (via

CMO S) to get it working; (printer is set @ ECP with old  printer cable.)

I wish I had known this before  I bought that new printer cable . . .

All the best,

By George

(My reply) “Very good news. I'll tell Henry!
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By the way Henry was getting "out of memory errors" again whenever he

tried to run a large program, as Photo-Paint, I found a fixed swap file of

32M, and it could not be increased! So I let windows handle it and no more

problems. Don't know why it couldn't be increased. It just grayed o ut  wh e n  I

tried to. Also, I flashed M om's bios. It went from 1.18 to 2.0, and sh e is now “Y2K

compliant.” I have now the best web page editor. . . . text-based but with the browser

in a second pane, which scrolls with and imm ediately updates with the  text.

All best wishes from Dad” 

What a lot of tedious trivia these “labor-saving devices” subject us to!

But if we carefully moderate the advertised temptations of the

“newest and fastest” (often in fact the over complicated, unreliable

and slow), we can save some of this bother. All of my published books

as well as this one are written in a classic, efficient, graphical word

processing program , WordPerfect 6.1(dos), and archived with a copy

of it for convenient future editing and reprinting. This program is

now a “dead language,” which suits my purposes fine - no more

upgrades to debug and adapt to. But this is a two-edged sword - a

static, “legacy” program may not work well with later equipment or

programs. I recently replaced my old laser printer with a high

resolution (1200 dots per inch) model for more precise digitized

halftones. The old program didn’t work with it, so I got a new

“windows” version for printing, even though I continue to write in

the old. Fortunately the file formats are compatible, which is itself

amazing in the loose cannon world of software evolution. But now

another discovery - the new printer prints very prettily, but cannot

print the “halftones” I want from my old program. Instead, its “micro -

dots” spread thinly all over the paper, and clog my commercial

printer’s big press with ink. The m anufacturer says to wait for a

revision and try something else meantime. Plan number two emerges

- skip the camera-ready copy and send the digital file in “portable

document format” to the printer. My new word processing program

fails at this promised function, and a special independent program is

procured. It works especially well with the old program, and seems to

fulfill its promise to move my books unequivocally to any kind of

computer or printer. So the bloated new word processor is shelved,

pending patched suitability and maturity, with all the other

“advanced,” hastily conceived, incompletely specified and tested

software that is sold on the plot that it will be fixed by the next

version - which will doubtless have its own half-baked new “features.”
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But, yes, computers do cost much less and do much more, compared

to the equipment in my early days as an engineer - or to last year’s!

Time is the currency in which we pay dearly for such diversions.

The units of time are those of life, of potential, of opportunity. But

not necessarily of activity. Peace and contemplation are time well

spent too. And humility to do what is needed.

É

Here’s what’s in my computer now, this fickle friend, this almost

indispensable tool:

 
- A dictionary with no pages to turn.

- An encyclopædia with no massive volumes to bear.

- A Bible, a card catalog for my library - and that of Congress

- An address and telephone book.

- A “pidgin” translator of French, Italian, and German.

- Pigeon holes to keep things in - work in progress, works published, facts,

records, lists, photographs, letters.

- Tools to find things inside it or in the “information-world” outside.

- Tools for the  writer and publisher - on paper and on the internet, 

a “word processor,” an “html editor,” and a “video editor.”

- Means to send and receive letters (email) and books and programs and

pictures and “web pages” over the telephone line.

- Tools to make lifeless drawings of absolute accuracy, to fiddle with 

photographs, to record and play music.

- Odd “utilities” to tinker with, improve, check, tidy and fix the 

persnickety com puter itself, keep it from forgetting, keep it on time.

- And - I almost forgot - it calculates (“computes”) too.

(Susan’s computer is more sensible. It’s for accounting, inventory,

paying taxes, writing letters, tutoring the boys, playing solitaire.)

Seen from one angle, computers are bringing a societal sea change,

moving away from personal, human interaction to sterile, synthetic

transactions. We do more and more without stirring from our chair,

no longer walking into the bank, hardly into the grocery, no longer

smelling the flowers, greeting friends physically, thumping the

cantaloupes, making change with real money. The ethereal internet

is no longer just for information and communication, but has become

an impersonal department store, selling not only books but music,
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drugs, antiques, autos, bras, order-out pizzas, and suspect “securities.”

We becom e ciphers, numbers coupling with numbers. Well, it’s a

good thing that we can look at computers from other angles as well,

as empowering and educating.

É

The saddest use of computers this spring (1999) is in the “military

action” in Yugoslavia. Superficially well-meant to stop intimidation,

exiling, and killing, but what kind of a wasteful, ineffective, and

stupid war is this? Sure, all wars are, but this one seems a cowardly

computer game. From a safe distance we aim our bombs, joysticks in

hand, systematically destroying the work of centuries, “collaterally”

punishing the populace, no matter how long it takes or what it costs

as long as we don’t take any personal risk, apparently disregarding

that this gives an enemy greater incentive and opportunity to

complete their agenda. This we sang Sunday:

That there may be bread, that there may be joy,

For all humanity to share with gratitude:

Let this be our prayer, and may each child of earth

long for a freedom that will flourish in all lands.
Weston Priory

É

I am writing now halfway through the Memorial Day weekend of

1999. Memorial Day was always marked by articles in the local

newspapers back home in Indiana featuring my war hero father -

probably still do. We will drape the flag on the side of the barn

tomorrow, thankful for the blessing of being in this peaceful place. I

seem to have lost, or at least changed my focus in writing. This book

began through the long and condensed view of the past, and I ask

your forbearance when I seem now to idle in details of the present, as

in this diary-like entry. This weekend began Friday with the arrival of

my youngest son from university as I tried to identify the maker of a

two-hundred year old viola with a chocolate tone. 
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THE VIOLIN SHOP IS JUST RIGHT OF THE BARN BEHIND THE GRAPES.

Looking out the Saturday breakfast window we saw a great white

swan in our creek. This we facetiously took as a good omen of the

anticipated arrival in the afternoon of our dear twenty-three year old

daughter from New York. (The native great blue heron is a sight to

behold, but a commonplace here, if one looks out the window at the

right time. But th is swan was unusual.)

Slow Saturday in the violin shop. A local truck driver-bagpiper-

fiddler came by to worry over trading his fiddle. Frugality won out.

Henry Jr. designed a label to put into his first v iolin. Two mothers

and daughters from Portland cacophonously chose two three-quarter

size violins. There followed one sincere large-eyed little Hispanic girl

with her non-English-speaking mother. It gave me a good and

virtuous feeling to see her outfitted with an excellent - if underpriced

violin. Steaks for dinner, British comedies on the telly.

Sunday morning before church I was pleased to hear my daughter at

the piano down the hall. So pleased I said, “Rita, write down what

you played so I can put it in my book.” She wrote: Arioso (Bach),

Claire de Lune (Debussy), Consolation (Mendelssohn), First Arabesque

(Debussy), Etude Op 10 #3 (Chopin), Nocturne Op 9 #2 (Chopin),

Tanze in D (Albeniz). She has her own electric piano in New York,

but prefers Susan’s homely Wurlitzer upright that came around the
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horn for her grandmother, its soundboard having shrunk and cracked

in the California desert air (I know - I glued it). It is Trinity Sunday

and the sermon is on the origins on the Nicene creed. Church

otherwise as usual except the choir is augmented by our two visiting

children. We came back to a small disillusionment - the wayward

(pet) swan’s owners from upstream were on hand to rehabilitate it.

But we were more than recompensed for the loss of our visitor by a

sunny creekside lunch - white wine, crab salad, cheese, etc. The boys

then went to Salem exploring - we shared cappuccino with brown

sugar. Susan’s best friend Betty from the dairy down the road came to

visit and I disappeared into the library. Late in  the evening I emerged

and uncharacteristically watched a sentimental movie on the

television.

É

I am up early Monday Memorial Day writing in the library as others

lie fallow. The e-mail brings a passed-on piece on the recent school

shootings, heavy but heady morality with the ring of truth. I have

rewritten it here - some thoughts on the why such horrors happen,

apart from the partial how of the easy availability of guns:

Half of our children in broken homes,

talking with parents two minutes a day.

Treated as pets (as pets are as children),

learning lessons of life in day care centers.

Seven hours of television a day, 

sex and violence unfit for adults.

Inhabiting virtual, digital worlds, 

killing the most to win the game.

Growing in fam ilies artificially small, 

spoiled by plenty in lieu of love.

Seen as mistakes not as  blessings from God, 

inconveniences to be loved, time permitting.

Taught in school they are upsca le apes, 

that laws are relative, actions unwitting.

É



SIMPLE PLEASURES , QUIET TREASURES 81

Some reflections now on our pervasive culture of firearms,

inextricably rooted with mortal man’s propensity toward war, itself a

disordered outcome of our otherwise laudable instincts for self-

preservation and patriotism. Guns sadly are a symbol of

independence. Apart from the fluke of my father’s distinguished but

definitely drafted army service, we were as pacific a family as might

be. Yet over our domestic hearth is displayed a musket from the Civil

War, passed on somehow from my mother’s family, who were

certainly not participants. My mother’s cousin, a sweet maiden lady

we called Lizzy, had a notions store popular with school kids for

licorice candy and horehound lozenges. When she passed on, a

revolver was found in her effects, presumably for self protection. As

a child exploring our attic, I discovered a useless antique twist-

double-barreled Damascus “fowling piece” lying next to the

monolithic airplane model my father, returning from the Great War,

had carved from yellow poplar. Guns are antiques and icons, useful

in an earlier age for hunting and defense, but nowadays hardly more

than a liability, useful at most occasionally on the farm. I went

through a small rite of passage as a teen-ager, having requested and

received a .22 rifle, a Winchester model 62 like that my father had

had as a farm boy. My hunting instinct was satisfied with my first

foray into the beech and hickory woods for squirrels (which were

eaten in Indiana in those days). For me, at least in retrospect, the

high point was walking through the thick, tall woods, the sunlight

filtering through, listening to the tick-tick of nut shards falling on the

leaves as the red and grey squirrels breakfasted in their bowers above.

I found no taste for hunting, as my veteran father had no taste for

guns. Now our country and our world are awash in guns and appalling

violence, in the media and for real. Who will stem the tide, swallow

pride, make peace the prize? 

É

Still early in the holiday, but the flag is prominent on the side of the

barn. My wife and daughter have gone shopping. The boys and I went

to the Wooden Nickel for lunch. The girls return. George is on his

way back to school. Henry has to hustle to deflag the barn - birds

herald raindrops to damp this perfect weather.
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I’ve been walking and looking this holiday afternoon. (I took notes.)

The white and lavender clematis are trellis exhibitionists. This is

rhododendron and azalea country. They are at their fullest and

proudest following this long wet spring. I won’t try to describe their

colors and kinds. Blessings on Ruth I, Dorothy, Ruth II, and Adam

who earlier owned and planted this place, whose beneficiaries we are.

The violets now are resting, but our “lawn” is bright with buttercups,

forget-me-nots and clover. Foxgloves and mullein visit politely on the

creek bank. In Susan’s garden we see red and yellow and in-between

roses, geraniums, and columbine (Columbine? - we want hollyhocks!).

Lilies-of-the-valley neighbor chives and the great pungent garlic. I

forage on the persistent and provocative strawberries, see hints of

heather, lavender, and indigo lobelia Susan just planted, and others

I know not by name. Back by the orchard the blueberries,

blackberries, and otherberries bloom. Huge antique orange poppies

are in full floppy array - one might reap ripened poppy seed black for

the bread - and opium, for all I know. The dogwoods are past and the

dandelions unregrettably in remission. Irises are purple, bronze, royal

blue. Trees and grapevines are greenly surging, but we’ve a reprieve

from the rain, now but lightly falling, blessing.

É

Sound the alarm! Gophers, emboldened by a long wet spring and God

knows what else have groped into Susan’s sacrosanct garden. The

plaintive cry of the neighbor’s rooster repeats in the background -

cock-a-doodle-do - what to do, to do? Through late June and early

July Henry Jr. wrought with gas and poison pill to no avail. But now

a not-so-minor miracle - a battery powered magic stake new from the

garden store, dubiously implanted, inserts its inaudible chirps into the

subterranean soil, peremptorily persuading any and all members of

the gopher-mole-mice-vole clan to quit the surroundings. What hath

science wrought! Relief - that’s what.

É

July 14th, 99. E-mail arrives from my daughter: “Happy Bastille Day.”

It is our 26th, and non-combative, wedding anniversary.
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THE STROBELS, 1997 Russ Strohmeyer, Stayton, Oregon

THE STROBELS, 1997 Russ Strohmeyer, Stayton, Oregon

É

É
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A  MOMENT OF CONTEMPLATION Unretouched Photo © Henry Strobel, California 1967

É



Chapter VII

THE TRUE AND THE GOOD

Insofar as man is man, he wonders. He wonders about who, what,

where, and why he is. How he is distinct from or part of God and

nature. What is true, what is good, what is important. The problems

of evil, physical and moral. 

This wondering, and such answers as it evokes is distinctly man’s, his

highest activity, philosophy, man seeking wisdom. Man knows, and

man chooses. We call this his intellect and will, which deal with truth

and goodness, respectively, knowledge and virtue (or their opposites,

ignorance and vice).

Man’s intellect is to know, to understand the truth. His w ill is to act,

to choose the good. The objects of intellect and will together in the

whole man are beauty and love, hope and faith, unity.

So far, we speak of everyman’s natural philosophy. Beyond this the

religious man perceives a revelation from and a personal relationship

with God, his source and his end. A gift, a grace. 

This last chapter is about philosophy, not a sterile, go-nowhere

philosophy, not a godless philosophy (a contradiction in terms), but

real, meaningful philosophy. Where previously man held to values,

virtues, and meaning in a cultural and religious context, modern man

has no common culture, no certainties, his knowledge has been

compartmentalized, specialized and sterilized. You may counter that

man does have a culture, even if it is materialism, or pragmatism, and

that he has the certainty of science. But materialism is not a culture;

it lacks the spiritual or mystical, and science is largely a matter of

probabilities. There are no persons, no ultimate meanings, in scientific

data. Science has of course vastly advanced the quantity of

knowledge of the physically observable. The “logical positivism”

rooted in the “enlightenment” that held that only what could be

verified by scientific observation was true has left its sterilizing mark

on our universities and our lives.

In this age of extreme specialization, where every area of  knowledge
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is studied in such detail, there is great need for the wise man, the

“Renaissance man,” the integrator, the summarizer, the presenter, the

orderer, the valuer, the synthesizer. Yes, the philosopher and the

artist, the man of letters and history and reflection. 

Real philosophy is more than an abstract mental exercise, more than

mathematics and logic. Without belief in God, loving our neighbors,

and living accordingly, philosophy (and life) is empty. 

É

On simplicity. The philosopher seeks to define, to get to the essence

of things, to prune the superfluous, to tune out the noise, to choose

ideas over things. The good man appreciates good things but rejects

materialism and counterproductive complexity. Holy men, monks of

many religions have taken vows of poverty lest things distract them

from the good, the godly life. There can be a never ending search for

material goals - we want something (we desire it, or need it, or lack

it). But when we get it we no longer want it, and so on to something

else. God is one in simplicity. 

“Our hearts are restless until they rest in Thee.” St. Augustine

“Now it came to pass, as they went, that he entered into a certain village:

and a certain woman named Martha received him into her house. And she

had a sister called Mary, which also sat at Jesus' feet, and heard his word.

But Martha was cumbered about much serving, and came to him, and said,

Lord, dost thou not care that my sister hath left me to serve alone? bid her

therefore that she help me. And Jesus answered and said unto her, Martha,

Martha, thou art careful and troubled about many things: But one thing is

needful: and Mary hath chosen that good part, which shall not be taken

away from her.”
Luke 10:38-42

É

Much of my philosophical orientation is from the work of Thomas

Aquinas, the thirteenth century saint and genius who formulated the

great synthesis of theology with the philosophy of Aristotle. Although
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incapable of com prehending God, man tries, in the only way he can,

by analogy with what he does know. God is, without any limitation,

the “I Am” (or “He who brings into Being”) of the Old Testament.

He is the source of all, without any change or diminution. He is pure

and absolute being, intellect, will, love, all-knowing, all-powerful, etc.

- the perfection of any positive attribute that man can imagine. He

loves His creatures and wills their ultimate, free union with Him. In

a material and temporal way we arise out of the earth and return to

it. In a spiritual and ultimate way we are given being by God and are

meant for union with Him. Our life and our problems seen from the

long view of eternity take on a different perspective. Beyond that I

will present little theology here, except to consider the problem of

physical evil in the world and moral evil in man, who is free and

therefore responsible, according to his lights. 

 É

We may be unable to prove the existence of God, and further, the

immortality of our own souls. But this is the promise and the common

hope and desire of good men. It alone makes sense of our mortality,

and is the ultimate answer to physical evil and death. The vision of

immortality further inspires men to lead moral lives, treating all as

brothers. Where there is no belief in God and in the ultimate worth

of the individual we see men acting like back-stabbing opportunists,

dishonestly, violently, selfishly, as if there were no tomorrow and no

good save their own moment. (It’s bad enough when people do

believe.) So the agnostic, even the atheist, can also take com fort in

a moral and generous life; it is good for him and his self respect, his

neighbor, his children, and the common good of his species. 

“If men are so wicked with religion, what would they be without it?”
Benjamin Fran klin

I believe in God as my source and end, and I believe in the church as

enabling and defining my relation with God and my brothers. By the

grace of God, not from any virtue of mine, this is also the church of

my birth and growth. It was also the source of ideals and culture 
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throughout the Middle Ages for much of Western civilization. The

church and it’s monasteries preserved the classics and inspired and

developed art and literature. Universities were first developed in

connection with the church at Bologna and Padova in Italy, in Spain

at Salamanca and Alcala, at Paris and at Oxford. Of course we must

not overlook the sometimes sad divergence between the Church’s

morality as taught and practiced. (We hardly need mention the

crusades, the inquisition, the reluctance to accept scientific

discoveries.) Its leaders have wavered at times, as have we all, but I

believe, and I hope. Other good men were and are not explicitly

within the church, but tending toward God according to their own

lights. We will all share His knowledge in a time to come. The

Christian sings, “Lead, Kindly Light.”

“For I know that my redeemer liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter

day upon the earth.” Job 19:25

É

We are painfully, inevitably aware of physical evil in the world, natural

disasters, sickness and death - we wonder why; why does an all good

God let this be? The only, if uncomforting, answer is so He can bring

good from it. And we know  moral ev il, too, most of us first hand,

whether sinning or sinned against. But virtue would have no value

were it not freely chosen. We wonder about the imperfections in the

physical world and the errors in our own intellects and actions. But

let us marvel more, nay revel, in the goodness and beauty of the

natural world, and in our own precious, if flawed, existence, infinitely

preferable to never having been. Paradise Lost, yes, but we can love

one another here, and be glad in our measure, and hope and work for

Paradise Regained to come. 

We need only look at the newspaper or television to learn of moral

evil, crimes, violence, dishonesty. We may experience it first-hand in

personal or family failings, theft, attacks, betrayals, etc. Some have

learned no rules except those of their belly or their ambition. We see

gross inconsistencies in love and logic and life. We see computerized

war. The accident of being inside or outside the womb determines 
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whether a life is to be treasured and protected, or rejected and

destroyed. On the one hand one argues for population control and on

the other for the most extreme medical measures to prolong life.

“For the good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would 

not, that I do.” Romans 7:19

Physical and moral evil may tempt us to despair, but also beckon us

to hope for, to believe that there must be a better world, a better life.

Wishing will not make it so, but it impels good men to strive to make

our world whole, or at least to be convinced of a perfected life ahead,

after this vale of sorrows.

 

A natural moral law is, or should be, commonly understood by all.

The prime example is the Golden Rule: “Treat others as you would

want them to treat you.” This is the Christian wording, but similar

maxims exist in the Jewish, Islamic, Confucian, Buddhist, Hindu,

Taoist, and other traditions. While these formulations all have

religious contexts, this very generality goes to show the existence of

a general natural moral law. Christians and other religious people may

receive their moral principles and their belief in immortality from

religion, but in promoting morality in the secular sphere religious

teachers may weaken their position by citing exclusively Scripture,

which is lost on the godless, whereas arguments from the natural law

are independent of revelation. I say this because the overemphasis on

the “separation of church and state” doctrine has led some teachers

confusedly to omit all teaching of morality, resulting in new

generations of moral cripples, irresponsible, impious, selfish, and

violent. Good moral character is not only for justification and reward

in the next life. It is what makes hum an society here and now livable.

It is what makes the individual good and the common good

compatible.

Immanuel Kant restated the natural moral law of the golden rule as

his “categorical imperative” - “Act only on that maxim that you can

at the same time will to be a universal law.” (Categorical means

unconditional, not hypothetical or dependent on the situation.)

Some rules that follow from this are that the same considerations 

apply equally to everyone in similar situations, that rights, obligations,
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and contracts should be observed, that disputes should be settled

rationally, that those who violate others’ rights lose rights of their

own, and that persons should be treated as ends in themselves, not

merely means. (Don’t just “use” people.) All these rules apply not

only to persons but to nations.

É

The golden rule, and what we generally consider as the Old

Testament ethic is not limited to, but emphasizes duty . Christ

elevated this to a new level of forbearance and love:

“Ye have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a

tooth:

 But I say unto you, That ye resist not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on

thy right cheek, turn to him the other also.

And if any man will sue thee at the law, and take away thy coat, let him

have thy cloak also.

And whosoever shall compel thee to go a mile, go with him twain.

Give to him that asketh thee, and from him that would borrow of thee  turn

not thou away.

Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love thy neighbour, and

hate thine enemy.

But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good

to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and

persecute you;

That ye may be the children of your Father which is in heaven: for he

maketh his sun to rise on the evil and on the good , and sendeth rain on the

just and on the unjust.

For if ye love them which love you, what reward have ye? do not even the

publicans the same?

And if ye salute your brethren only, what do ye more than others? do not

even the publicans so?

Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect.”

Matthew 5:38-48

For saints only? - “. . . with God, all things are possible.” Matthew 19:26

É

So ethics, the principles of moral choices, is at the heart of our

discussion. This is the basic business of living, distinguishing right

from wrong, and choosing one or the other. We might call this
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“theory and practice.” Man’s guidance comes from the natural moral

law (as categorical imperative or conscience), supplemented - not

supplanted - by valid laws of the state, and clarified by good and wise

(not to say inspired) teachers. 

I like to think first of morality not by cataloging the Aristotelian

virtues and their opposite vices, but in terms of the virtue of honesty.

Honesty is truth in practice. Honesty is uprightness, integrity,

trustworthiness, truthfulness, sincerity. The honest man accepts

intellectual and moral truth as is . He does not try to bend it to justify

unethical means for his own pragmatic or selfish ends. We call this

relative or “situation” ethics, but true ethics is fair, the same for all,

wherever and whenever. We cannot change morality by personal

preference or common vote.

It is said that in war the first casualty is the truth. Warring parties

commonly seek to justify themselves and to vilify their enemies

independently of the facts. This can happen not only in great wars

but small - in lawsuits, divorce proceedings, advertising and selling,

or wherever there is a conflict of interest or an abuse of economic or

political power.

In times past, as in the middle ages, there was a greater awareness of

absolute moral law, and of sin, and of corresponding guilt and shame.

In more modern times scientists tried to do away with God and faith,

psychiatrists tried to do away with guilt and shame, philosophers tried

to reduce philosophy to symbolic logic and morality to pragmatism,

teachers were afraid to teach morality, and the media were left free

to teach immorality.

I can honestly say that my own parents and teachers by word and

example brought us up to be above all honest. Honor was a prize

beyond price, lying and cheating were not options, a man’s word was

his bond. But how much harder honesty must be for children without

such parents and teachers and schools and homes.

Every decent and honest person must be painfully aware of the

current degradation of public and private morality. Of scorn for the
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laws of the state as well as the moral law. Shameless scandal and

perjury by public persons, lawyers who prosecute and defend as if

trials were games irrespective of guilt or innocence, a legal system

that frequently fails in  truth or timeliness or fairness. Freedom of

(rightful) expression is a natural as well as a constitutional right, but

its advocates often hypocritically defend those who harm the public

good and corrupt our youth in freedom’s name.

É

Honesty is not only of truth (not lying), but of fairness (not stealing

or harming). Business honesty (in taxes, sales, contracts, and

advertising) should not differ from personal honesty. The law, natural

and civil, requires fairness (“truth in advertising,” “truth in lending,”

“equal opportunity,” etc.) but this is the minimum. He who has more

should give more. The virtue of charity, as the love of neighbor,

supersedes the letter of the law and perfectly follows the Golden Rule.

And Jesus answering said unto them, Render to Caesar the things that are

Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's. And they marvelled at him.

Mark 12:17

And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy

soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength: this is the first

comm andment. And the second is like, namely this, Thou shalt love thy

neighbour as thyself. There is none other commandment greater than these.

Mark 12:30-31.

É

Recently I have spent more time reading medieval history, the history

of philosophy, and the history of science. Man, by definition, stayed

the same, and so, pretty much, in times past his basic needs, his

lurching between good and evil, his struggle to thrive, or at least

survive. But his perception was always that birth and death and the

weather and the sex and the color of his children’s eyes and right and

wrong were in the hands of God. (Yes, I know, a great

oversimplification.) What I am coming to is the extreme acceleration

of change in recent times, in information, in technology, in man’s

power to produce, to control, to select, to annihilate, to redesign
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 THRESHING CREW PHOTOGRAPHED BY MY FATHER AS A YOUNG MAN

himself, his children, perhaps even his species. (The weather, it

seems, he can still affect only accidentally.) With these myriad new

possibilities, how is man to maintain meaning and morality? 

Consider the changes during my father’s life and mine. The

agricultural apparatus shown above was high-tech for its time - draft

horses were still used on small farms when I was a boy. We wouldn’t

want to return to the M iddle Ages or the 1940s. It’s man’s nature to

grow in knowledge and ability, but it’s his responsibility, his

opportunity, to use his new power for the individual and common

good of humanity, not for its debasement. The manifold new

possibilities of medicine and engineering present a burden of choice

respecting new life. They also allow us to greatly prolong lives. Both

things are good in themselves, but can have a dehumanizing effect,

in tending to suggest disposing of the apparently “excess” persons at

both the beginning and end of life. 

We can’t foresee all the new or “bioethical” choices we may have to

make. What we must do is apply the principles of natural law with an

honest conscience. Such principles are that:

Every  human being has dignity and rights. 

Human life may not be term inated directly.

Every hum an being has responsibilities to others.

Love and ch ild-bearing are properly within the family.

Death is natural and a transition to life with God.

An act with  both good and bad effects is good if

it is not bad in itself, and

the bad effect is not the means of the good,

the bad effect is not intended but tolerated,

the good effect is proportionately greater.
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Particular choices - of whatever kind - may be very difficult indeed.

Many will not accept all the implications of natural law as stated here

and call it “religious.” But true religion does not conflict with natural

law any more than it does with science, although it may speak on a

different plane. Particular cases are not always black and white, and

then have to be decided by an honest conscience, which, like a judge,

interprets and applies the law, trying to remain unbiased by personal

conflicts of interest. From the beginning the virtuous man has

wrestled with such problem s. For example, while direct killing is

proscribed, we sometimes justify killing for individual self-defense, or

capital punishment and war for community self-defense - but only as

a last resort - there may be less barbaric ways to protect ourselves -

and never for power or property. 

É

It is doubly dangerous that in this time of difficult new choices we

also see a precipitous decline in moral values. We are mired in

materialism, technology, change, pleasure, and our egos. These

become our gods in the absence of religion. Instead of becoming more

God-like we become more like our “gods” - animals or computers. 

“I am the Lord thy God . . . Thou shalt have no other gods before  me.”
Exodu s 20:2-3

Many (not all!) of the newer generation seem ignorant of law, logic,

history, responsibility, and constant moral principles. In the nineteen-

sixties their parents decided “I want it all” and “God is dead” and “If

it feels good it must be.” Worse yet, they set no moral expectations

for their children, leaving them to choose for themselves, however

unprepared. We have hardly known such an unprincipled and

remorseless generation as this, with its crop of pathetic juvenile

murderers. Some of this decline must be charged to the “media” (as

elaborated on pages 55-58), some to the failure of education, but

most to that of the family, now so fractured and complicated by

divorce that children hardly know who’s who, never mind what’s

what. The ideal of the available mother who loves and protects and

guides her children in a two parent home is now the exception. 
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É

We spoke of the problems occasioned by the prodigious advances in

science (good in themselves) in the last hundred years. But with the

loss in the same period of lasting moral and transcendent spiritual

values we have lost the stuff of conscience, of responsibility, of true

love. What do we love? We selfishly love ourselves, others, and things

as animals, we value information over understanding, consuming

more than conserving, affluence above children. More new gadgets

we don’t need or want and can’t use are produced all the time and we

consume them without satisfaction. (The new environmentalism is

good but not enough.)

Of themselves material and money and pleasure are for man good and

to a degree necessary. They are not evil, but their inordinate,

idolatrous love is. 

“For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after,

they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many

sorrows.” 1 Timothy 6:10

Ironically and deservedly modern man seeking sexual pleasure is

frustrated by the automatic gratification of depersonalized, faceless

sex, pervasive pornography, remorseless divorce on demand, so-called

“safe” sex without respect for self or other or nature, without

children, with no one to love. 

Man ought first find and love godliness w ithin himself, then find and

love his beloved in joy and mystery together. The delay, uncertainty,

erotic anticipation, risk, commitment, responsibility, mutual plans,

fulfillment, support, time to know and to trust, intimacy, joy, wonder,

love for and love returned by lover and children - all amount to true

love. We live by virtue of the creative love of God here and are

meant to live on in love with Him. 

“Howbeit that was not first which is spiritual, but that which is natural;

and afterward that which is spiritual.” I Corinthians 15:46
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The true family is the basis of society, the sure anchor and safe harbor

for its members. Time was when divorce was an unlikely and

unacceptable solution to family problems. We cannot say whether a

particular individual in a family will be happier or unhappier after a

divorce, but we can say that society and the common good is hurt by

the loss of “family.” Broken homes are just that. Certainly the child

(and perhaps the rejected spouse) wonders: “Where am I? Who am

I” 

Home is the place of the family. Home is where, “if you have no place

to go, they have to take you in.” If we have no family, we have no

true home. We are lonely, isolated, alienated - in a word, “homeless.”

Home and family are for our mutual love and security, for nurturing

and educating our children.

The requirements of life may find us in a “home away from home.”

(And in a spiritual sense we are all temporary exiles from our

heavenly home.) But at least we ought to have a home, if temporarily

distant, to relate to. A computer or television cannot give love, work

cannot make a home, school can be an orphanage but never a home.

However there is a another kind of home, an extended family, a

larger community, the Church, wherein we find altruistic acceptance

and assistance and, in its liturgy, the love of our Creator which makes

meaning of all. Christians consider the Church as the “mystical body

of Christ, whose members we are.” Cynical, materialistic, modern

man flees this home too - for what? This is not intended to blame

those who are in any way “homeless” from misfortune or mistake -

only to recognize family as the ideal.

We can summarize some of the observations of social scientist Francis

Fukuyama in The Great Disruption thus 

In the United States about a third of all children are born outside a married

family, as are over two thirds of US Black children and Swedish children.

Divorce rates mean little since few marry. Illegitimacy is up in the West, but

birth rates have dropped so low that Western societies are not sustaining

their populations. Europe’s is falling at one percent a year. The United

States is sustained  only by immigration. These low rates mean fewer people

live in families. Half in Scandinavia and a third in the United States now

live alone. In a couple of generations, most Europeans and Japanese will be

related only to the ir ancestors. 
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 FLIGHT INTO EGYPT Hours of Marshal Jean de Boucicaut, ca. 1400 

THIS MEDIEVAL PRAYER BOOK PAINTING EPITOMIZES PARENTAL CARE.

É
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CREATION Bible History, Benziger 1869

Whether this decline of the family is the result of technological

revolution or sexual “liberation,” a society without rules or

responsibility, without the mutual commitment of marriage, is headed

for chaos, evidenced by social ills such as violent crime, the lack of

public and private morality and trust, abortion and euthanasia, and

the promotion of perversity as diversity. But there is room to hope

that the pendulum will swing back, as we find there really is no

substitute for family. Hum an nature needs it.

É

Now allow me another aside. “Creationists” who read the Bible

literally  object to the teaching of evolution, e.g. Darwin’s Origin of

Species, in the schools. This is an unnecessary controversy. Religious

truth does not conflict with science, although it may speak on a

different plane. There is no reason to deny a scientific theory of

evolution on religious grounds any more than there is to deny God’s

existence on evolutionary grounds. The account of creation in

Genesis does in fact speak of the “days” in a sequence roughly
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suggesting the fossil record - earth, fish, mammals, man - and we

might want to suggest a kind of “continuous creation” which God set

in motion. (Chesterton said that God might as well do things slowly

as quickly especially if, like the Christian God, he were outside time.

Orthodoxy, 1905). But that is beside the point - Scripture teaches

religion, not science; it teaches man’s personal relationship to God,

the principle and reason for all existence. Scripture’s language is the

language of simple men, of parables, of analogy, of poetry, not of

mathematics. Religion (and philosophy) is spiritual and cultural. It

brings God home to man and man home to God. Religion is not an

object of physical science, but transcends it. It is of faith, not of

knowledge. Religion is of man’s soul and the Spirit of God, of virtue,

prayer, and God’s love. The picture here, drawn when Christians still

thought the world was created recently, faithfully depicts the Bible’s

religious message of the fatherhood of God, the source of all

(whatever the mechanics). 

É

Man’s freedom and necessity to make choices is a lofty burden. We

have been speaking of moral choices, which entail responsibility. But

every choice we make excludes others. If I choose to live in Oregon

I cannot live in Indiana at the same time. Our time is a precious

opportunity. Each choice we make affects the next set of options we

and others have in life, what we can know, what we can do. We try

to choose reflectively, wisely, peacefully if possible, lovingly and

virtuously. That the easy path is rarely the best is too little

appreciated. Incredibly I read of a recent study seriously reporting

that deliberate self-discipline can build moral character! This is news?

É

A recurring theme in this book, you will have noticed, is concern for

time, the shortness of any man’s allotted lifetime, and the increasing

shortness of our own, especially as we get older. (When we are young

we have “all the time in the world.”) The wiser we are the clearer the

distinction between time and eternity, between the workaday world

of the body and the timeless world of the soul, between the city of

man and the city of God. Modern man is even more frustrated with
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time than his ancestors. Modern godlessness has attempted to

obliterate any sense of the divine, the eternal, the otherworldly, the

permanence of values - that is, the permanence of truth. It proclaims

the preeminence of science, the knowledge of this dead-end world. It

doesn’t even ask “Is that all there is?” but ridicules those who do. It

feeds us with the husks of swine. Modern man’s ingenuity has

provided all manner of labor-saving inventions, which have not saved

us time, except to work longer. We are hard pressed by a multiplicity

of “conveniences,” by personal identification numbers and passwords,

complicated computer programs that do simple things badly, to-do

lists, bedeviling options, the burden of endless unauthentic, trivial

choices. They prevent true leisure, true culture, wherein man

contemplates the divine, the timeless, the good, the true - in a word -

meaning. We are impoverished by our affluence, addled by the

“opportunities” of our artificial reality. (With which video channel

shall we anesthetize our souls, waste our time this evening, even as

the evening of life approaches?) Meaningless busy-ness replaces the

wisdom of the ages, the word of God; it shuts out true philosophy,

hope, true love, forgiveness, meditation, conscience, contemplation,

prayer (listening to and answering God), redemption, and rebirth.

We spoke of time in this context at the beginning of the Personal

Essays chapter, where I took a leaf from Leisure the Basis of Culture by

Josef Pieper, a German Catholic philosopher. There are strong

resonances with this in Time and the Soul by American philosopher

Jacob Needleman. Time is basic to the meaning of life, of immortality.

He suggests time is racing for us because we deceive ourselves that all

these pressing little tasks, irritating annoyances, troubling emotions,

are important. Time cannot be saved - it can only be given. Truth

conquers time - truth is eternal. Someone who is too busy is always

worrying. An automatic series of distractions keeps trying to steal our

time but we need not give it to them. Let us step back, look at

ourselves, see how we are growing, where we are going - or where

time is taking us. We can choose to become wise, to grow in the

image and likeness of God, to live in God’s presence. The answer to

the problem  of time is to know God. 
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Not that we are to be lazy or Luddite - it’s not how hard we work as

what we work at, not how much we play as what we play at. The

Christian is advised to pray as if everything depended on God but to

work as if everything depended on him; the Arab’s advice is to trust

in Allah but “Tie your camel first.” The artist or scientist or

entrepreneur may, indeed must, work with a consuming passion to

work his wonders, and this is a god-like endeavor (assuming he does

not make them his god). Of course we must not neglect our family,

our work , our world, we humans need both the material and the

spiritual, in balance, but first things first: 

“Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where m oth and rust doth

corrupt, and where thieves break through and steal: But lay up for yourselves

treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust doth c o r r u p t ,  a n d  w h e r e

thieves do not break through nor steal: For where your treasure is, there will your

heart be also.” Matthew 6:19-21

“But seek ye first the kingdom  of God, and his righ teousness; and all these

things shall be added unto you.” Matthew 6:33

É

I could have more easily chosen many other things, or let time choose

for me, than to write this book. But thank God for the grace of this

choice. Quite unforeseen, snow is now falling in great gobs. We look

out in wonder, Henry Jr and I. It’s the age-old question, “Will it

stick?” 

“. . . Verily I say unto you, Except ye be converted, and become as 

little children , ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven.”

Matthew 18:3

É
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    Let God’s Angels lead you into Paradise,

    May His Martyrs meet you there and

    Receive you into the Holy City Jerusalem.

Now this chapter comes to an end, as all our earthly chapters must -

but not soon I pray - I love this world too well. I have so much to do,

to learn, to savor. But when I leave, may I hear in my soul and know

the peace of that hopeful and comforting recessional hymn of the

Latin Requiem Mass:

É
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These Christmas letters were included as an afterthought, as a record

for my children and extended family. They began the year I left my

engineering job. They are personal and, given the context, overly

“nice” and sentimental. Other readers may understandably prefer to

skip them. They were not, of course, written with publication in

mind, but no word has been changed - except that I have removed

the repetitious and personal greetings and signatures. I enjoyed

writing them, and I still do. In this time of the telephone and e-mail,

even such letters are occasional and special.

É

December 11, 1983

It’s a wet and blowy Sunday, a good time for writing a letter. I realize form letters

are not as welcome as the real kind, but this is a one-time “ketchup” job, and maybe

better than none. Power went out during church this morning. Church is St. Anthony’s

where Henry A. (age 8), Marguerite Eileen (age 7) and George William (age 5) were

baptized, etc. Kids are fine, as are Susan and I. Henry and Rita (Marguerite) are taking

piano lessons; George just got “tubes” put into his ears and his hearing (and everything

else) is fine. He goes to nursery school 3 mornings a week. Next year he goes to Lu

Sutton school with the other two. Susan helps in the kids' classrooms three mornings

a week.

Susan has been putting things in order for Christmas. I have organized 3 new

bicycles. Susan's family will be here for Christmas. Susan's family: Mother, Peggy, and

step-Dad, George, retired and active. They love the kids and vice-versa. Susan's

brother Ric Carter and (expecting) wife Dr. Nancy. He is a programm er with SAT, and

she is a dean at the University of Iowa. Also Susan's younger brother, Greg Carter, who

does computer programming in Anaheim , CA.

For me. the last year has seen some changes, welcome ones, on the whole. I left

the company I had helped found in 1969 a year ago; although I continued there as a

full time consultant for about 6 months. The company had gotten large and had the

usual sort of corporate skirmishes, with which I will not bore you. In the meantime I

have had the opportunity (time) to do some different things that I wanted or needed

to do. That is, fix-up and start selling some of the real estate investment that we had

made about 7 years ago. The exercise of painting and carpentry suits me (as long as it's

part-time). Of course I still have the violin shop, which is pleasant, but very small

potatoes. I also have done a little independent engineering consulting, and was asked

to be a vice  president of a new company (which has not yet secured the venture capital

- and probably won't). I've recently been working on a new electronic design of my

own, but not too hard. The kids enjoy the computer, and it looks like this is the year

of the home office tax deduction.
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I have not looked for another full t ime job, and fortunately we have modest needs and

a thrifty accountant (Susan) to match  our modest income. The best part is that I get

to enjoy our kids, and manage my own time. So next summer we will be able to do

more traveling. The kids are promised a trip to Disneyland and Grandm a's in the

spring. And we have all promised ourselves some extended travel next summer. Likely

are Indiana, Iowa, and maybe Montana and Oregon.

We don't have any definite plans beyond that although it's possible we may

decide to move and build a home in another area - not that this isn't a nice one. But

not in the near future.

Anyway, we are all looking forward to seeing you next summer if at all possible,

and who knows - maybe some of you will visit us in California. (be lieve me, it sure isn’t

crazy here like TV Californ ia. 

The cold wind is still blowing, and I'm going to go in and build a fire. TV,

popcorn, etc. Rita is watching a Shirley Temple movie and later Henry and I will watch

the "All New This Old House."

A few weeks ago I came across Dad's gold watch that M om had given him . I

thought it didn't work. But I wound it and was well rewarded. Seeing that and Mom's

handwriting (that kept us all together so  long) made me a little homesick for all of you.

We hope to get a more personal note into the Christmas cards and hope you will

excuse the impersonal nature of this letter. Susan sends her love as I.

É

December 12, 1984

The second candle is already on the Advent wreath, and last night was Luciano

Pavarotti"s beautiful Christmas spec ial, so it must be time for mine, and here goes.

Most of us got together last summer, but that was awfu lly short; what rem ains

most important to us is the common time we spent together in youth with our parents.

But we are very thankful for everything everyone did back there to make it such a good

visit. Our kids got to know-their cousins, uncles, and aunts. they couldn't have enjoyed

it more. And, we had just come from a really good visit with Ric and Nancy in Iowa.

And their baby son.

Our Henry, Rita, and George are in 4th grade, 3rd grade, and kindergarten, resp.

They are looking forward to a visit from Susan's parents and brother Greg at Christmas.

George and I had a minor adventure recently. I was taking him to the doctor for

an ear checkup, and, when my car wouldn't start, reluctant to miss the appointment,

I put him on my bike, intending to zip over to the school and get Susan's car. This was

a new experience for George, who immediately put his foot through the front wheel.

Per the applicable physical laws, the front wheel stopped while the rest of the bicycle

and accompanying personnel performed a somersault. Miraculously, George's foot was

only slightly sprained. Our scratches disappeared in a few days, and the cast will come

off my left wrist the day after Christmas. The only thing I can't do is play the violin.

(Now I have an excuse.)
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George just came out to the shop to advise me that we need more wood on the fire. I'm

burning up some leftovers from fix-up work on the last house that we're trying to  sell.

Next spring should see us ready to move, although we will still have this house to sell,

and will continue to rent out our old house in Fairfax. We enjoyed our visit to Oregon

last summer, and I will be going there in January or February to see how bad the winter

weather actually is. It's a beautiful place where we can apparently have a forest or farm

for less than this tract house in Novato. On the other hand, taxes and the general

economy don't look so good there, but we're definitely gearing up for a move this

summer.

Susan is well and busy as ever, helping in the school four mornings a week.

Needless to say I'm very fortunate she’s such a dear person and a good mother. (Peggy

(Susan's Mom), please note.) Susan is very like her mother. And all of the Strobels

know how warmly Susan reciprocates their own welcome.

Henry Jr. and R ita have just walked home from school, and Susan is hustling

them into the car for their music lesson.

Well, enough of this for now. One size doesn't fit all, and we will definitely be

phoning before Christmas. We miss you.

É

December 14, 1985

For many years Alistair Cooke had a program called “Letter from Am erica”,

which I used to hear on the BBC when I was in Scotland. I don't exactly feel like a

foreign correspondent, but here is my first letter from Oregon.

We moved here in June (as Paul and Ruth well know; they helped us pack) and

have been working on the upstairs addition since mid-July. The weather was fine - no

rain all summer, so we got the house covered with no disaster. There is still inside

finishing and outside painting to do, but the kids moved upstairs on Thanksgiving.

That means that I have a workshop space again, and Susan and Marguerite have a

room for sewing and piano. We built three bedrooms for the kids, a bathroom and a

library upstairs.

We do like it here. The only thing missing is all of you. There is a very nice

school - eight grades and about 20 children per class. I went to the kids' school

Christmas concert last night, while Susan went to choir practice at our church. St.

Boniface is a small wooden country church, one of the oldest in Oregon, where things

as a rule are not very old.

We are in a farming area, but only 15 miles from Salem, the state capital of

90,000 and an hour from Portland, the big city.

We hadn't seen any fish in our creek that the kids  play in all summer until the

salmon returned. They swim  from the ocean up the Columbia, the Willamette, and

Mill Creek through our back yard to spawn where they were born. These are 3 footers

that splash a lot. I know they are that big because they die after spawning and one can

measure (and smell) them.

We only have an acre here, but lots of berries and fruit trees. Susan froze

blueberries and canned grape juice, plum jam, applesauce, etc. I planted some cherry

trees and about two hundred evergreen arbor vitae for hedges.
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We recently had a very unusual early snow, with all time low temperatures. Not

much rain yet.

Susan's folks are coming here for Christmas. They plan to sell their home In

California and move near here.

Henry is enjoying Scouting. Marguerite is getting really good at the piano.

George loves first grade and his new glasses.

We sure miss you all. We will visit Dorothy next summer, and probably Indiana

the next year. We could use some more pioneers here, if only for a visit, so keep that

in mind.

É

December 14, 1986

It's Christmas time again. A quiet, family Sunday. Back from church, down with

the pancakes, and up with the tree. The decoration of which proceeding nicely without

me, I have escaped to the library to write to you. A day to wind the clock (but not 7

minutes fast as Dad used to keep ours to get the girls to church on time.) A day to

ramble through old desk drawers - family pictures, Mom 's letters, Mary's stories, old

Christmas cards - and to think on M om and Dad's example of peace, honesty, and

constancy.

No snow yet. We are healthy now as usual, but the rest of the family had a mild

flu, and George a touch of pneumonia recently. Firewood and Christmas trees are two

things much less expensive here than in California. We use the oil furnace to heat up

the house in the morning, and then use the big wood stove the rest of the day. We are

blessed with lots of good well water and all the creek water we want for the garden. Our

garden was fairly successful this year, lots of corn, beans, strawberries, etc. I appreciate

sweet corn straight from the garden more than I did as a boy. Susan froze some

vegetables and canned lots of applesauce and grape juice.

The irrigation and garden equipment are put away in the barn for the winter.

This summer I built a small barn with a nice , tight loft. I built the gambrel roof trusses

up on the loft floor. Susan was the "other man" when we lifted and nailed them into

place. I got the tin roof nailed on without misadventure. Planted six English walnut

trees. Our huge, white cat of at least 20 years finally passed on and was planted among

the azaleas. Our only livestock now is a migrant rooster.

Outside stacking firewood, we were rewarded by the spectacle of great honking

wedges of Canadian geese overhead. They winter in this area. Also huge, white snow

geese in the flooded field across the creek.

Our longstanding threat to visit Dorothy and Dom was finally executed this

summer. What a nice time we had in Butte! And the kids espec ially enjoyed the old

mining town museum. We came back through a thoroughly rainy Yellowstone Park.

My last time there had been som e thirty years ago with Ann, Rita and Levinus.

Susan's folks moved to the nearby town of Stayton, Oregon in May. It’s handy

for us and good for the kids to have grandparents close, and Sunday dinner is more of

an occasion. Susan's brothers and sister-in-law will be here at Christmas. Our kids

always like to see their uncles and Aunt Nancy and her small boy.
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The Violin Society of America had its international convention in November in

Portland, where I exhibited a new viola. Not making money on this now, but at least

it provides an answer to the locals' question, "What do you do?" George had been

asking to take violin lessons for quite a while, so this summer found him a really good

teacher, and he's doing fine. I have to brag on the other kids, too, who are doing so well

in school. Henry is a Boy Scout now (I just had to take a break and drive him

downtown to sell Christmas trees), and George is now a Cub. Marguerite and I went

to the big shopping mall in Salem yesterday, so she could try out the piano she will be

using in a Christmas program. Also to do a little shopping for Mom.

We miss you and think of you. Thanks for all your goodness and Love,

P. S. I just saw the tree, and it is beautiful.

É

December 17, 1987

A pleasant awakening this morning. Susan called, “Honey, I’ve got some

pancakes out here for, you." I think she was leading up to ask me to drive the  kids to

school, worried that the roads might be icy. She's been driving them to  school more this

year, since the bus is slow, and cuts into their homework time.

There was no school yesterday because of snow, our first since early 1986. A

good, decorative snow that lay on every twig. I got the spirit and went snapping

pictures of snowmen in construction and the construction workers. Hope I get some

of these into the mail.

Susan's folks brought us a lot of English walnuts from their back yard. It's the

nutty, sit around the fire time of year. Our fires are of Douglas fir, the state tree of

Oregon. Our Christmas tree is also, bought from Henry's Boy Scouts' sale.

Oregon is great for trees. The finest wood in the world for violins grows here -

Engelmann spruce, Port Orford cedar, and big lea f maple. I have superb 200 year old

curly maple large enough for unjointed cellos seasoning in the barn loft. (Did you know

that Strobel is the ancient word for pine cone?)

My violin business has grown this year. Sold a viola and a couple of violins, but

mostly have been doing violin repairs for the school district and professional musicians.

I work on very beautiful (and expensive) old violins, and so hope to improve  my art.

Henry is now a tall, thriving 7th grader. Rita is our pretty 6th grade academic.

Our resident violinist, George, just turned 9 in the third grade.

Susan canned lots of applesauce, grape juice, and raspberry jam this year. My

young walnut and cherry trees are not bearing yet, but we did get a couple  of cans of

jelly from the Cabernet Sauvignon grapes I planted the year before last.

We chose this place (Oregon), and will very likely be here for the duration. Any

choice implies the exclusion of other things - physical nearness to the old family, in this

case. But we are fairly peaceful here, a few good friends and neighbors, Susan’s parents,

and getting more and more comfortable w ith the church  and school.
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We had a really good visit to Dorothy and Dom's in Montana last summer. We have

no new travel plans at present. Paul and Ruth occasionally threaten to visit us out here.

We enjoyed their last visit so much in Novato. Susan's brothers will be here at

Christmas.

É

December 16, 1988

This Friday after school we got our Christmas tree and bake-at-home pizza.

Having set it up securely (the tree), and decoded the light string mysteries, I have left

it to the decorative enthusiasm of the others and escaped to do this part of my

Christmas duty.

I hope no one is offended by the annual batch letter. Such letters may appear

smug, a selective recital of the gilded good parts. That is not our case , but we are

thankful for our health, hopes, good spirits, and the blessing of a modest but pleasant

life. A time to be thankful for you all, and to think of those loved ones with us now in

spirit only.

I Just heard George say, “What a wonderful tree, Mom.”, so I will have to go and

see for myself.

December 16, resuming at the end of the weekend, having Just returned from

Sunday dinner at Grandma Peggy's house, I must get these Christmas cards in the mail,

inspired or not. Susan took Rita to her piano lesson and shopping Saturday. I had a

fairly busy day in the shop, and in the evening went to a Christmas party in Salem with

Susan. The host and all the guests were string musicians including a violin maker who

is a good friend of ours. The host had played a viola of mine in the concert, and had

been a member of a sister-city delegation to Russia, so we had Russian food and saw his

movie of the trip. A long choir practice on Sunday. Susan will sing the better half of

a duet “O Holy Night” with the choir director at the Christmas Evening M ass. Henry

sold Christmas trees for the Scouts again today. He is really growing up.

It's been a full  fall for me, getting the backlog of student instrument repairs

through the shop, finishing the cello for the concert, getting the book revised and

printed again and the  advert ising mailed. It looks like back to normal again.

Back to normal except for Christmas vacation for the kids. They are growing so

much. Wish we could see you and share your changes and our changes, your growth

and our ours.

It is peaceful here in the country in the winter. The grass seed farm across the

road is now a pasture full of sheep. The strawberry farm just past the barn is dormant.

I'm writing this in the quiet of the library upstairs with a steady rain starting. Now I

have to type it for legibility. We wish you love and Merry Christmas.

É

December, 1989
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Life goes on, for which we are most thankful, but sometimes too speedily to

savor. So it is good, in this time of the telephone, to put on paper some thoughts for my

family, here and far away, including perhaps one or two close friends or special

neighbors.

It is frosty again here, and - a good omen for a letter - there were still hot coals

in the stove for today's fire. We do have the furnace on at first in the morning, so

building the fire is not a pressing priority. George walked down the lane to catch the

school bus since he has early band today. Otherwise Susan drives the children to and

from school to save time for homework , breakfast, etc.

Henry, Jr. is, as always, our trail blazer and is doing fine in his first year of high

school. His school is in Stayton, a nearby town, but Rita and George are still in the

school in Sublimity (another nearby town).

I am not going to bore you by bragging on the kids. You know already (and they

know) that they are, most importantly, good persons, and that their parents could not

love them more. Henry and Rita are preparing for Confirmation. George is too young

for this but is developing his special gift for music with the violin.

On the other hand, while you may or may not be curious about what I am doing

in Oregon, I will tell you that I am not retired and am as busy as ever. I  have a full t ime

violin business which is even modestly profitable. Of course Susan manages the

accounting and taxes. In addition to the earlier workshop areas, we built a reception

and display room this year so customers would not have to come through our house.

The book that I had published, now improved and in its third edition, was better

received than I could have hoped and is in use by violin makers all over the world

(well, almost). In a way, I have put Aumsville on the map, although mail has arrived

addressed variously as A lmsville, Aumsvile, Amusville.

Susan's brother Ric's family from Pittsburgh were here Thanksgiving. Her other

brother Greg will be here at Christmas. And, as you know, Susan's mother lives nearby

in Stayton . Visiting uncles as well as their grandmother are very popular with the kids.

The only regret is that we can't get together with a larger variety of uncles, aunts, and

cousins. But that's a risk you take when you move to a place like Oregon.

So now I must say goodbye and love until we meet again.

É

December, 1990

December comes but once a year, so with this letter our wish of cheer. And

December came fast this year; it is already the 16th, none too early to collect Christmas

thoughts and mail in multiplicate.

We just came back from dinner at Peggy's house (Grandma's to the children).

Our Christm as tree went up last night. So  many of the ornaments already represent

history and past milestones. This time of year I think how things have passed and are

always passing, and how I really should take some pictures, make some record ings. 
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Henry shaves, is strong and grown up and drives up and down our lane. We have only

a short while before our young George's silvery laughter turns bass. In later years Dad

didn 't take many pictures either, time having put holes in the bellows. Work, yes, and

plan, reflect on the past, but I must remember to cherish the precious present

moments. to relish the real, love the good, and all in God's order.

Our Marguerite is now in high school, scholar par excellence, much loved by her

father who goes to hear her piano accompany the chorus. She and her brothers join us

in the choir loft Sunday mornings, though we are all pale  in the  presence of Susan's

soprano. (I suggested to George bringing along his fidd le for Christmas. He said he

couldn't do that, the old ladies might hug him.)

The high point of our year was our visit from Paul and Ruth, Sue and Janet,

augmented (all too briefly) with Dorothy and Dom . Paul's cameras have no bellows,

and perhaps you have seen more of the Oregon Strobels through his documentaries

than would otherw ise have been possible. We felt honored and loved to have this time

together. Yes, I feel keenly how long overdue is our visit to Indiana.

I will not talk about business, except that I am very busy. I have put in a copy of

my business news letter, if you care about that. I have sent some of you who expressed

a polite interest a copy of my new book. This is excellent bed time reading, better than

COMPOZ, but it helps pay for our groceries. Around the end of the year I apprec iate

having an accountant for a wife. Paul too is very fortunate in that respect, and others

too, I am sure.

It is getting late, and if I do not remember something important to add, I will

drop this in the mail tomorrow as is, thinking cordial and caring thoughts of you.

É

December, 1991

I'm a little slow getting this out this year; I hope it is not late. Thanksgiving was

late, and it seems Christmas time just is starting here. George and I went to the

Christmas concert of the Salem Boys Choir yesterday afternoon. (Susan stayed home

to fix Sunday dinner, Henry was at the Boy Scout tree sales, and Rita worked on

Grandma's present.)

This letter is especially to you, Paul. We thank God you are out of the hospital

and look forward to our trip to Indiana next summer. The kids really want, and need,

to see their god parents, cousins, uncles and aunts again.

Our family news is probably m uch like other families with teenagers, complicated

schedules with a lot going on. Yes, George is now 13. Henry has just one more full year

of high school. Driving, boy scouts, piano (Rita is the accompanist for three high school

choral groups and occasionally the church choir), violin recitals, etc.

I am about as busy as ever in the violin shop, and Susan too  is kept busy with the

accounting and handling book orders. I hope I may be excused for always talking about

work, of course I am very wrapped up in it, and some of you may be curious about what

your distant brother is up  to. For that, you may find some of my advertising enclosed.

Incidentally, I am no longer sending you boring books, but if any are wanted for the
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(Old  English G reeting C ard)

family archives, say so, and I'll send. They cost very little to print.

We had no garden this year. We had a bittersweet harvest of firewood, the fine

five-trunked alder in our yard having died. Wood that warmed Henry as he split it in

summer warms us all in this winter.

The orchard bore poorly of pears and apples this year, but the late dry season

brought our first good yield of Cabernet Sauvignon grapes that I planted several years

ago. We are marginally too far north for these. Of course, our ancient Concords and

pinks are usually good for juice. This was my first experience of wine making, somewhat

symbolic. I made every effort to do it right, and it looks promising, but is far too much

trouble for such a small amount, when Carlo Rossi can be had for so little.

Susan's brothers, Greg and Rick and fam ily, will be visiting her mother and us

next week. It's good to see how important it is to families to get together however

difficult. I hope we will stay close, at least in spirit, as Mom and Dad would wish.

We are thinking of you. God bless and keep us a ll.

É

December 17, 1992

Time has caught up with

me again, so here is a hasty

pudding of Christmas letter. (I

think I have never been busier

than now.) Such a generic

affair is a poor substitute for a

personal note. So, apologies if

it is too impersonal or tells

more than you cared to know

about us.

Susan and Rita made

fruitcake to cater to me. The

children like it too. (I wonder if

there is a gene for fruitcake

fanciers.) They are growing up;

Henry, Jr. graduates from HS

and becomes an Eagle Scout

this year.

At Midnight Mass

George will play a v iolin

obligato to Silent Night along

with the choir. He and I will

play a duet of Coventry Carol

with Rita on piano. And as

always, Susan's soprano is the

choir's sure foundation.

I’ve been working late

nights to get my new book



REFLECTIONS112

done. It is called Art & Method of the Violin Maker. At its end I added:

A  PERSONAL REFLECTION

Early morning found an unexpected snowfall, the schools closed, the oaks and alders

white along Mill Creek. Thrifty thrushes were anxiously gleaning the last lingering apples in

the orchard outside my workshop window.

Yesterday was the Winter Concert of our Youth Symphony: My eighth grade son

playing the first violin I made a quarter of a century ago. And the high school senior

concertmaster playing the latest I made this year.

I see snowmen rising beyond the apple trees. (There's no school today.) I remember a

boy in southern Indiana learning the violin  from Sister Mellita, his grade school music teacher,

about the tine he was making a crystal radio from the Cub Scout book.

Twenty years later, a good engineer and a poor fiddler (not her fault), he made that

violin his son played yesterday. Now no engineer and I guess a good fiddle maker, he dedicates

this book to her and to all his teachers who generously shared their love of art and other more

important things.

And now this book is nearly done.

É

December 15, 1993

Opening a dusty desk drawer I found the file of Christmas letters past. This is the

tenth instance of this now ingrained habit (too young to term a tradition). When I

wrote the first in 1983, we were still in California, George still in nursery school. It now

seems we've always been hom e in Oregon (and George is in high school). So these

letters chronicle some milestones for us, and remind me of the days when people wrote

real letters. How much poorer a person I might be were it not for those weekly letters

from my mother when I was a young man away from home.

So here's what's happening here this afternoon. Henry came in; he's just finished

his first quarter at college. Susan just picked up Rita and George at the high school.

Henry left again to get our Christmas tree. Rita has already settled in to her homework

here in the library. George is eating an orange; he's well on his way to being the  tallest

of the family. Susan's working on dinner. I'm taking a work break to finish this letter.

Henry received the Eagle Scout award, and helps out with the local troop. Rita

will be going to OSU next year. Both she and George are  very active musically. (I am

making a conscious effort not to dwell obnoxiously on my children 's virtues, but it is

hard.) The violin shop work has been pretty constant, although I spent a lot of time

getting the 2nd edition  of the last book out. Fiddling with the computer takes time too

(but it's fascinating); I have new word processor software and, finally, a laser printer,

so the next book will look better. Henry just arrived with the tree.

Susan said to tell you about the Latin Mass we will have at St. Boniface on

Christmas. We in the choir will sing the four part "Mass in G", which sounds very much

like what the old choir at St. Paul's sang in  my youth. But probably better; (they didn't
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have Susan). George will play Schubert's Ave Maria on his violin, accompanied by Rita.

Susan's brothers Greg and Ric and his family will be here soon to visit with her mother

and us. That's another good tradition.

It is a typical winter day here, a little sunny, a lot gray, but no rain today. I see

the grape arbor and orchard that will need pruning again, but remember thankfully that

other family members now usually take care of these things in deference to my shop

work. I've mentioned before the wild things along our creek; ducks, geese, great blue

herons, salmon and the odd fox. But now a beaver has been trimming the vine maple

in our yard.

And here is the bottom of the page. Looking forward to seeing you all again, and

hoping and praying the best for you, we are

É

December 15, 1994

Here we have a mild, grey morning. But none too early to think of our annual

letter not just an annual letter, or a winter letter, but a Christmas letter.

These letters remind me (as if other things didn't) of the passage of time. I have

grown greyer - as our morning. But I brighten as the day does. This year has brought

man ifold blessings (for which we are glad), though not unmixed for all (we pray the

rough ways be made smooth). A feeling of family despite the distance.

Gaudete Sunday has just passed. A little early it seems, but a good excuse for

putting up the tree and decorations, as we did yesterday evening. We also played music

together (unusual for me in this musical family). Rita has arranged The First Noel on

a ground of Pachelbel's Canon for two violins and piano. We will play this before the

midnight Mass in St. Boniface's. The choir will sing the old Latin Mass in G, which we

sang in St. Paul's when I was young. Susan will sing the verses of 0 Holy Night.

Tomorrow  evening the two fathers from our church are coming to dinner with us.

Henry's  college break starts this afternoon. Rita has been home a few days

already, and she usually comes home on weekends. George is still in school. Susan's

brothers will be arriving soon. Her Mom is very well, and we are glad to have her so

conveniently  close. Our holiday season ings are on the horizon; persimmons and

fruitcake await in  the kitchen, but the new wine from our grapes will have to wait

longer.

As usual, I am busy with the violin shop and writing. It's ironic that it turned out

this way. Although I am driven to make things - whether of wood or words - I was

never much of a fiddler, and always a terrible typist. When I was designing computers

at Digital Telephone Systems, I considered it beneath me to actually sit and type at

one. Now, like many people, I do a lot of that. (Book six is now in the oven .)

Susan and I went to Oakland, California last month for the convention of the

Violin Society of America. It was our first time back there in about 5 years. We had the
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most marvelous view of the San Francisco area from our 17th floor room, which had

two window walls at a 45°corner. But no regrets at leaving California for Oregon.

Regrets at leaving Indiana? Sure, some. Mostly the remoteness of family and

roots. The inadequacy of occasional phone calls and increasingly rare visits (maybe

next year).But there's no doubt that here is our home, as sure as any in this age of ours.

Good memories from many places? Definitely! Good mem ories of and good wishes to

each of you at Christmas? You know it! Rita has just taken her cookies out of the oven

- have to go now.

É

December 6, 1995

I happened to remem ber that this is St. Nicholas’ day in the church calendar.

Here’s the legend translated from Das Jahr des Heiles (Year of Grace): “(Bishop

Nicholas) liked to help all those unfortunate and needy. In his hometown lived a

desperately poor gentleman who had three marriageable daughters, but no dowries to

betroth them. He had even considered sacrificing their virtue for money. When St.

Nicholas found out, he threw a bag of go ld worth  a girl’s trousseau through their

window one night. This he repeated on a second and a third night.” Anyway, thus

began  the story o f Santa Claus.

Our weather too was unusual this year, and the migration of Canadian  geese here

is said to be the greatest in twenty-five years. They winter here, and some of the

farmers do not share my enthusiasm for them. I have seen and heard dozens of huge

V formations through  the window as I typed. It reminds me of last January, when I

wrote this at the end of my last book:

ON LOOKING OUT MY W INDOW

Wonderful what I see from my study, my early-morning ivory tower. Ancient oaks, the living

waters of Mill Creek, strawberry fields, the fir and maple woods beyond. Violets, buttercups,

foxglove, rhododendrons. M anifold birds — from tiny juncos to the great blue heron that

swoops to fish. Spawning salmon, br'er fox, crested quail, Canada geese, real Oregon beavers

and ducks, even the Easterabbit. Incredible and all true (in season). The blessing rain and the

best clouds.

On the shelved walls within — words, wisdom, and wit from Aristotle to Wodehouse

— Boswell’s Johnson, Franklin, Burns, Stevenson, James Thurber, O.W. Holmes, Lamb,

Pepys, Montaigne, Robert Service, Dorothy Sayers . . . where to stop? Books on books, on

architecture, ships, philosophy. Art, music, family pictures, the Bible — not in that order, and

no television. 

Books on violins? — they're in the workshop, not here. (And lest I paint too pacific a

picture, let me point out the presence elsewhere on these premises of fam ily, friends, fiddle,

farm machinery —  and yes, television.)

But now  — from reverie to reality — the shop door bell, followed by the phone.

POSTSCRIPT: I wrote that as I began this book new in the year — the last page first. The
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HENRY AND PAUL STROBEL AT HOME

picture I now see is of oaks and grapes lushly leaved, punctuated by poppies and blue jays.

And sun aplenty on the back porch for cutting sound holes today. It’s a beautiful world, and

will look even better once this book is done. May, 1995

It’s a long way from May today, but in memory I return to other Mays. Here is perhaps

a picture from one. My younger brother Paul (on the right) and I. (The goat is in the

middle.) Thanks to Frances for this picture from the past.

(Later, on December 14, 1995)

. . . Christmas letter resumes.

Henry & I planted one each

dogwood, golden raintree, magnolia,

tulip tree, birch, beech, spruce,

planetree, and two maples. Followed

by lots of windy weather and power

out; lit the kerosene lamp.

Rita is home from school for

Christmas; piano greets violin. We

are well, and happy for Susan’s

mother’s good health. Our Christmas

tree has arisen. Something else we are

unusually glad for: Our visitors this

fall — Paul & Ruth, Rita, Dorothy &

Dom, Sam & Kathy — who came

back at Thanksgiving.

By now you will have mostly

received the Christmas wreaths —

remember, it’s the thought that

counts. And we are thinking it.

You may notice the different

format of this letter (not the jerky

writing). I am beginning to put together an odd little book that may include some of

these letters of Christmas past and other musings.

É

Rather early on Saturday, December 21, 1996

Yes, this letter is late — I hope not too. . . A Christmas letter needs the right

mom ent, which came late too this year, just this moment, in fact. (H ow’s that for an

excuse?) This moment and this letter have been brewing for a while, but surfaced as

I read the comics this morning. [clipping of Hagar the Horrible complacently sitting,

sipping, watching Helga and daughters trimming the tree.] Hagar’s feeling mirrors mine

earlier this week as my children, all home from school, and my dear wife decorated the

tree, my part in this perennial project being limited to its preliminary plumbing, mulling
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a mysterious beverage, and sharing Dorothy’s bellwether fruitcake, furtively opened

before Christmas. (You see I’m  not always late.)

A brief interruption: the shop doorbell signals a customer I had forgot was

coming early this morning. I hand him his rehaired bass bow; he hands me a

beribboned bottle of white Zinfandel. The mom ent merries and m atures.

The tree has more ornaments than ever, augmented now by Peggy’s. She spent

her last year with us, and I think it was good for all of us. We became closer, and

learned more of life and mortality and the everlasting hope beyond from her, and from

Father Bill’s visits.

Susan’s brother, Greg, is here. We will not have so many guests th is year as usual,

but will be thinking of you all. And Jennifer, a friend of Rita’s (and ours) has just

arrived. We hope to have a traditional Christmas, and of course our church celebration

is central to that. Singing in the choir at midnight mass and on Christm as day the old

carols and the Latin polyphony. Rita and George will be joined by their antique father

on second fiddle. 

What’s new? (annual update) — Rita is still doing the Newman music at OSU

as well as keeping up her pre-med studies. She has one more year there, so will keep an

eye on George, who will be there next year. Henry Jr. will be getting his degree in

English at Western Oregon State next year. Old Henry (that’s me) will be 61 soon, and

Susan and I are  pleased enough to have no major news to report. We are happily

partners in life and work. These go on, and this year I published the seventh book in

the violin series, so Susan is kept busy with accounting and shipping, along with family

engineering. 

We share your prayers and cares, with thanks and thoughts for good times to

come. 

É

December 14, 1997

Although we are decidedly of good cheer here, our three collegians safely home

for Christmas, and all of us sound in body, and, as far as I know, in mind, this annual

letter may lack som e of its expected exuberance, but not sincerity. Our dear sister Ann

is the first not to be with us at Christmas, at least in the mortal flesh. A reminder of our

own mortality, yes, but of hope too, for a better life to come. Mary Jo J. sent a letter

that touched me deeply. She said “Ann was so pretty.” How true.

This is a personal letter of peaceful rumination, albeit subdued. Christmas form

letters are often insufferable I know, chauv inistic, self serving things. So please fast-

forward and file as you feel. I have been reflecting on the several spheres I seem to live

in these days. The widest is that of the thousands of international friends I have made

through writing and publishing; most I know only through correspondence, but none

the less authentically. And we surely share a common interest. (My current publication

effort is not a book, but a six hour video , my first, and far more difficult to edit.)
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Next the circle of more or less local friends in Oregon, mostly musicians, teachers,

hundreds of good kids I’ve fitted with instruments, friends made through business or

common interests. Like George’s violin teachers, or Tom, a fellow violin maker and our

first friend in Oregon. He remarked yesterday, as we were driving to the funeral of a

violinist friend, that he had been going to an awful lot of these things late ly. Of course

I provided the usual rejoinder that it sure beats the alternative. Tom is twenty years my

senior, but none of us have guarantees, and the thing to do is make the most of this

blessed gift of life. Deborah is a professional cellist who paid very well for the cello I

made for her. But we are friends because  she loves it, and we both know it is the best

cello she has ever played, thankful for the fruit of my labor and God’s gift of good wood

and guidance. A n ice change for a used-to-be engineer. You’ll be able to see me making

it and hear her playing it on the v ideo. 

Closer to home are our friends from St. Boniface Church, especia lly those in the

choir that we’ve been singing with for twelve years. (Rita and George are as usual

playing along with them.) And our matchless friends, Tim and Betty. We’ve always

treasured our associations with the Fathers at church, and our new pastor Father Art,

who replaces Fathers Bill and Dino of fond mem ory, is no exception. Learned,

practical, personable, and busy, he speaks directly to the common man (a good thing

around here).

But none are closer than family, near or far. I knew this as we put up the tree this

Sunday afternoon. Our love and prayers and  thanks to you all.

Offspring Update: Henry Jr will graduate this year with a degree  in English and is

working part time in the family business. Rita will graduate with  a degree  in

biochemistry and go to graduate school in genetic counseling. George is a freshman in

business, also playing first violin in the OSU-Corvallis symphony. Remember I warned

you about these  letters.

É

Thanksgiving Day, 1998-and on toward Christmas

The winter holidays seem to have begun today for us, so much so that I am

moved to begin my customary Christmas letter. Actually early, for a change, simply and

sagely seasoned in time to send with the seasonal wreaths. We have here a pre-Advent

preliminary to our Christmas season. Susan’s brother is visiting, and her cousin Cheryl,

pretty as ever, whose daughter’s family we and the turkey await - and there they are!

This is a preplay of the coming Christmas holidays here, but the cast of characters will

differ then, most significantly by again having our dear daughter Rita here, unseen - not

unmissed - since I left her August in New York.

The two main events of the year here were Henry’s and Rita’s graduations.

(George continues at Oregon State University.) Henry graduated from Western

Oregon University with a B.S. in English . He has been  a great asset to the fam ily

business and is expected to become a partner at the beginning of the year. Rita

graduated magna cum laude from OSU with an Honors B.S. in biochemistry and

biophysics and a minor in ethics. She is employed in bioethics research at the
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prestigious Hastings Center in New York. George is in his second year at OSU in the

School of Business. He moved into Rita’s old place at the Newman Center. He has a

minor in German, and is active in orchestra, cho ir, and computing.

As I write these annual catchup letters, I have been sticking them into an

appendix to my personal book-in-the-works, Reflections (Personal Essays). So I will have

to be a bit more careful about what I say in them, since they may be published one day.

For a small sample of what verbal meanderings are  likely to appear in this forthcoming

piece, I have copied at the end of this letter a few random paragraphs I laid down for

it last summer. This letter is in the format of the anticipated book. So in effect you

have in your hands a very fragmentary “first edition.”

 Anyway, these paragraphs seemed to fit this newsletter, but there’s  also

autobiography and serious philosophy in the book in addition to the cracker barrel

stuff. I am testing the waters - feel free to comm ent; constructively would be good. (In

case you are concerned about my several references to wine, I drink only one red glass

a day - to keep the cholesterol away.) Mary  Rose wrote so much so  movingly of our

family, but this will be limited pretty much to my own meanderings, mental and

otherwise.

Time has now progressed to December 3 - good thing I started early. Susan

placed our order with the Salem Youth Symphony (I am still on the board) for the

Christmas wreaths yesterday. It is pleasantly quieter again in the violin shop now,

except for the seasonal business, and much easier with Henry Jr now full-time.

We lit the first Advent candle on Sunday. I expect to get the Christmas spirit

soon. Rita and George w ill accompany the choir Christmas. That should do it. I am

thinking fruitcake in moderation.

Time flies, and this letter begun on Thanksgiving is going into the mail on

December 6, yes, St. Nicholas’ day. We think of you all, and nothing would make us

happier than a visit from any or all.

SAMPLE PREVIEW EXCERPTS FROM CHAPTER 6 OF REFLECTIONS,

PERSONAL ESSAYS, (A WORK IN PROGRESS) BY HENRY STROBEL

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

(Here I included (in the 1998 friends and family letter) excerpts from the then current

manuscript. They are not repeated here, but may be seen on pages 41-46, 58-60, 63,

69-71 in this book. They were bound with this letter into twenty-five copies of a red

paperback booklet mailed to family and friends in December, 1998.) 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

É
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September, 1999

 & Now to the Printer & Binder!

Our holiday letter is different this year. Last year I sent along a little red book of

preview pages. Here is the whole book. Yes, I know it is cheeky of me, first to write a

book mostly about myself and - a minor second - to send it to you at Christmas. At

least it does not replace the wreath we send of long tradition.

If anyone is dismayed by something written here, please charge it only to my

unintentional obtuseness. I do hope there are things herein to please, and to awaken

good memories, as they have for me. But the primary purpose was perspective, not

amusement, and I feel better for having written it down. I don’t know yet if it will be

offered to  a larger audience than you, dear family and friends. 

These oft-quoted lines of revered Scottish writer Robert Louis Stevenson remind me

of my own short three year sojourn in Scotland as well as of my long adopted Oregon

home, and are appropriate as ever on occasions like this:

Go, little Book, and wish to a ll

Flowers in the garden, meat in the hall,

A bin of w ine, a spice of wit,

A house with lawns enclosing it,

A living river at the door,

A nightingale in the sycamore!

This year’s letter, the last of the millennium, is short, being written early (really) for

inclusion in my book, to which it is introductory.

August update  - Henry is a busy partner in our family business. Rita is looking at

graduate schools. George has transferred to a computer science major at Western

Oregon University. He went to summer school there and is helping with the local

library’s computers this week. He and H enry are going to see Southern California and

their Uncle Greg next week, and back in time for the State Fair in Salem.

God bless you, and all who read.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

A copy of this letter is included on page 119 of the book Reflections, Personal Essays

following the holiday letters past.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

É
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 YOUNG SUSAN CARTER Ansel A dam s 

FAM ILY ALBUM

This early photograph captures her charm , as it seems to have caught the eye

of a photographer better known for his landscapes. He was visiting at a

movie producer’s ranch managed by Susan’s father. Years later Susan caught

the eye of an engineer in San Francisco for keeps.

É
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My parents’ family (my brother and six sisters)

appear in this book only incidentally, as in the

annual letters. This is not from disregard but from

care and respect. Their

lives, their privacy are

their own. I would not,

could not, include them

in such a self-centered

and limited book as this.

Here anyway is a handful

of old-time photos from

care -free days, from

another age, from home.

They may help me now

express my admiration,

love, and the feelings

found only in a real

f a m i l y  t o  Fr a n c e s ,

Dorothy, Mary Rose,

Rita, Ann^, Paul, and

Carol Sue.
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 MY FATHER WHEN I WAS YOUNG

MY MOTHER WHEN I WAS YOUNG
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SUSAN’S FATHER ON A RANCH NORTH OF SAN FRANCISCO 

SUSAN’S PARENTS, VIOLA “PEGGY” (WOLFE) &

FREDRIC BLACKMAR CARTER, LIEUTENANT USA

Susan’s father died in middle age, and her gentle step-father, Master

Sergeant George Otis Stoddard, US Army Retired, is dearly remembered by

Susan and her brothers and by us all.
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 AN HISTORICAL FOOTNOTE ON MY FATHER

(By the Editor, Tell City News, January 1974)

WWI hero dies at 87

 . . . Henry Strobel, who was decorated

for bravery and heroism by both the

American and British governments. . .

The Tell City man was a farmer when he

entered service and eight months later

embarked at Boston for Europe with

hundreds of other American dough boys.

Strobel, with the 30th Division, landed

in England where it was trained and then

assigned to fight with the British 2nd

Army and sent to the Ypres salient,

where the British had held on four

bloody years. The 2nd Army relieved the

British 33rd Division and the bloody

salient was then defended by Americans.

The Yanks launched a gas attack on

August 26, 1918 and broke out of the

area and established a new line in five

days. The American 30th Division, along

with the British, were then given the

honor of breaking the Von Hindenburg

line which was stretched across northern

France and Belgium by the Germans.

The line they faced included three rows

of heavy barbed wire, woven so thick as

to resemble a mass of vines or briars.

Each row was 30 to 40 feet in depth.

Beyond the wire were three rows of

trenches. The backbone of the system

was the St. Quentin Canal tunnel which

passed 6,000 yards underground and in

some places was 193 feet deep. The

Germans believed this fortress, guarded

by thousands of machine guns could not

be taken, but the Yanks and British

prepared to take it.

On a Sunday, before dawn, the

Americans and British moved out of

their trenches to escape an expected

barrage, then plunged forward through

the trenches and fought hand to hand 

in the smoke of firing guns and the fog.

Strobel fought his way to the tunnel

where he found a ventilator and dropped

smoke bombs. He then ran to the other

side of the embankment, German

soldiers were pouring out. Strobel spoke

in German. In the fog and smoke they

thought he was one of them. He ordered

them to surrender. Eight other Yanks

came up. The nine Americans disarmed

this group; kept on cleaning out dugouts;

captured 242 prisoners.

That's how Strobel won the

Distinguished Service Cross and the

British Military Medal. He was also

awarded the Purple Heart and the

Service Medal with three bars and three

stars for battles at Ypres Canal,

Ypres-Lys, and the Somme. He was

wounded at Vaux Andigny October 10,

1918 when shrapnel shattered his arm.

He was found by stretcher bearers,

hospitalized in France and England, and

was returned to America in December.

He was discharged in April 1919. He was

one of three Hoosier heroes who

represented Indiana 

at the burial ceremony for the unknown

American soldier in Arlington national

cemetery, near Washington, D.C.,

Armistice day, 1921.

He was born July 18, 1886 in Perry

County near St. Meinrad to the late

Clement and Elizabeth (VonLahr)

Strobel. After his return to Tell City. . .

he met Miss Catherine Eberle . . .

transferred to Purdue University, where

he studied dairy manufacturing and

production. He and Mrs. Strobel were

married there February 28,1924 in St.

Boniface Church, Lafayette, Ind. They

lived in Indianapolis . . . came to Tell

City in 1925 . . . 
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PRIVATE HENRY A. STROBEL, US ARMY Ha nser Ph oto, T ell City, Indiana

É
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CATHERINE MARTINA (EBERLE) STROBEL Hanser Photo

É

My mother passed away a few months after my Father. In her w ill she left us

this note, written years before: “. . . I have always been grateful for the lovely

garden, home and companionsh ip your Daddy has given me and have thanked God

for being allowed to live on th is lovely spot on God’s earth. He was my one and

only love and we are thankful for the eight children God has given us. . .”

É
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AFTERWORD

Books do not usually have “afterwords,” such qualifying remarks

being retro-fitted into the foreword or preface. In this case, the

preface was written several years ago, and while the perspective has

changed somewhat, I don’t want to rewrite it. The plan was for a brief

autobiography, to explain me to myself, my children, and perchance

to others, followed by various personal essays, and such philosophical

perspectives as I could summon of whatever I have learned of life.

Well, the biographical introduction was short, perhaps fitting the

subject. The essays were eclectic and arbitrary, such things as I felt

good writing about. The family photographs and letters are personal,

but this is my story; I have tried to tell it simple and straight, while

avoiding embarrassment to others. And of course I have tended to

accentuate the positive, the good life, in both senses of the word,

which need not be contradictory.

By the time I tried to wrap up the last chapter, the True and the Good ,

I was humbled to realize my mistakes, my ignorance of so much, my

lack of wisdom and philosophical security, my own shortcomings in

faith, hope and charity. The m erest agnostic can appreciate the worth

of a good and loving life, and of “leaving the world a better place for

having been.” But I have no doubt that things have meaning, that we

have a personal and collective purpose, clear obligations of both law

and love to ourselves and to our brothers, and that in so living we

meritoriously conform to the divine, transcendent Providence.

Philosophy without religion is incomplete of our Source and our End.

I remain thankfully in the faith of my youth, in its blessed hope. This

is, God grant, my light, and I pray that others, according to their God-

given lights, live and grow in unity with the same Providence. We can

all pray: 

“. . . Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom

come. Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily

bread. And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into

temptation, but deliver us from evil: For thine is the kingdom, and the power,

and the glory, for ever. Amen.” Matthew 6:9-13
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