Professor Ron Crawford

Memories……a mental image of a photo that seems unique to every yearbook everywhere…….. a woodland path coming to a Y, captioned with a snippet from Robert Frost regarding paths taken and forsaken. A dinner discussion last week with our Middlebury host son from China after his Phi Beta Kappa induction……..Can we ever really “go home” or will we and our home town or neighborhood have changed so much over time that we never reach “ Home”? ……… Do our memories of the Old Days evolve so far from reality that we would not recognize “Home” if we tripped over it? ………Extending that thread a bit, is our persona of 30-40-50 years ago what people at Home will see and relate to when we meet. ……… The experience of being a guest Significant Other at Louise’s xxth reunion in Hamden CT in August. The feeling so At Home so quickly in that crowd that it conjured schemes of slipping a ringer or two into our 1959 Lakers event. The slight feeling of disorientation in Hamden at sensing belonging rather than being a newbie or outsider………..yet knowing that my membership was in a network that was itself an artifact of 2009………………
Fifty years, two children, four grandchildren two citizenships, at least three cultures and more languages, protégés, projects, networks, an selection of advanced degrees, jobs, careers, titles (I admit to Gentile Professore Dottore Excellence Crawford sounding kind of cool), publications, prizes, trips, successes, shortfalls, and some good old- fashioned flops. Interesting stuff, perhaps. But what is there in that experience that tells a 50-year story or even suggests a theme?

The MLHS experience was most memorable for me in terms of exposures. In the interests of avoiding self-incrimination and embarrassment of other guilty parties, I will avoid any references to the cars or equipment of faculty members, unusual experiments with sodium tri-iodide, mating customs in towns like Glen Ridge and Montclair, or educational experiences conducted around pool tables or under rafts. Some of the exposure even happened in school, with the encouragement of gifted teachers like Anthony Davidowski, Jay Elicker, and the brilliant but emphatically not humorous Frau Charlotte Harris. Some of it was related. Some of the parents worked at cool places like Reaction Motors (now Thiokol) making rockets (Wow! The core dream of all proto-nerds) or guidance systems or what would become computers. Sometimes fellows like Walter Dornberger or Dr. Al Farreh would appear at our school assemblies. Sometimes it was discoveries we stumbled upon ourselves. When we got to the stage of thinking about skills, professions, or purely expressive interests there always seemed to be referrals to folks nearby who could teach us more, a section of the library which had a core text, and encouragement to go find out. 

I vividly recall being called out of Henry Ready’s class to exchange words and phrases with Gerald Hopkins. Classmates were sure I had finally gotten caught. I wasn’t sure. The topic, however, was hearing I had won a scholarship to Yale. Like very few goods or services then or now, Yale was worth vastly more than the cost. The undergrad experience at Yale was designed to move us from exposure to excitement. We knew we would meet superstars in the classroom. Prof’s like Brand Blanchard still blew us away. The whole lecture hall stood in respect when he entered and stood and applauded when he left. (I don’t think I had ten classes like that in my whole academic career.) Beyond that we ate with those guys in the colleges, worked on their research projects, and got them to challenge us one on one. The other feature of our experience was being in a 24/7 community where the norm was was finding the excitement in other peoples’ courses and interests. Even going to the gym was a high when your swim coach was Bob Kiputh or you played half court trying to do the weave with Joe Vancisin watching from his office. Yes, the Yale Mafia is also real, but you earn those privileges by enacting that ethos. At a mini-reunion picnic this summer a contemporary who had survived Princeton came over to our area and asked the question that had apparently bothered him for years: why do Yalies all seem to like each other?
The third observation is that the high engagement style we acquired seems to rub off on other life areas. (I think the actual insight came when I as a behavioral scientist found myself designing 4D and 5D CNC milling systems and thinking about how to translate 3D computer graphic art into tool paths.) Looking back it is hard to see much difference at all in how I approached science, business challenges, hobbies, or community service. And in retrospect relationships as well. It has been an interesting 50 years. I wonder if Middle Age will be as much fun.

snip -  this is followed by a lengthy section in which your correspondent traces some of his academic and business experiences. There is a lot of Good Stuff but it is not the sort of reading for a reunion bio. Drop me (Ron) a line if you want the unexpurgated version.)
