[Radio] Talks
Nigel Jenkins: Older Than My Dad
He died on December 11, 1971, just six months after his forty-eighth birthday. I, the eldest of his three children, was twenty-two. It’s been a date to remember, but a short while ago another date crept up on me out of time’s ticking shadows, the moment at which, turning forty-eight and a half, I found myself overtaking my old man. If my luck holds for ten or twenty years more, I could be the grey and balding paterfamilias that my youthful old man never made it to be. 

The ancient Celts believed that no one truly died, you simply shuffled off into the Celtic underworld, and could return from time to time to mingle with the living. And that, sometimes, is how it seems in our dreams, when the dead come back and wander round inside our heads, insisting by sheer force of presence, and the persuasiveness of a conman, that surely there’s been some absurd mistake, they never died, how could anyone have imagined such a thing? For years after his death my dad would pay nocturnal visits, urging on me all manner of resurrectionist scams, until, seeing through his resourceful yarns, I’d have to take him regretfully by the arm and say ‘Dad, mun, you’re dead, now lie back down, and leave me alone’. Then I’d wake up, and yes Dad would be dead. 

But with an afterlife in the memories of the living, the dead rarely leave us alone for long, and as far as most of mine are concerned, they’ve got a key to the house and can wander back in whenever they want. These encounters can take place in various forms – dreams, recollections, family chats or, in dad’s case, a poem. He was a great horseman, so what better, I thought, than to couch the moment of my overtaking him in terms of a horse race, with him on my mother’s black-maned mare and me astride a certain grand if mildly delinquent bay. We were never great talkers, my dad and me, but we managed to communicate least dysfunctionally, I suppose, when we were out together on horseback. And there were some things now, approaching forty-eight and a half, that I wanted to talk to him about – not least my fears that somehow I’d fail to overtake him, and my horse would take a fatal stumble at the starting gate. 

I wanted this race to be not so much a reckoning as a reconciliation, a working through and settling of differences – a celebration, finally, in spite of all that had divided us as I floundered towards manhood through my adolescent and what would be his last years. There had indeed been furlongs between us. What about, Dad, the anglicising public school so-called education that brought a happy childhood to such a ragged end, and did its best to turn a boyish Taff into an English toff? What about the foxhunting? What about that penchant for the Tory-voting hang-n-flog-em shires? Against his Brylcreemed mohawk I had raised a revenge of tresses sufficient to thatch an army of Guevaras. Against the alleged music of Sir Harry Lauder I had turned, full-volume, the orgasmitudes of Hendrix. I didn’t want to be a farmer, Dad. 

Then, neck and neck, through the months of his heart’s perplexed liberation after the release – for them both – of my parents’ divorce, we found mutual forgiveness for perceived shortcomings, found in each other the boy and the man. Able at last to see our matters of division from the other’s point of view, we could raise our glasses – his a Scotch, mine a Guinness – to the future. 

Death, though, had another plan. To the black wart on his wrist that was not a wart, my father took an agricultural knife, sporing cancer before long through the whole of his body. He was dead within months. ‘So young,’ said mourner after head-shaking mourner. It was, I remember feeling, daylight, scorched-earth robbery. 

But back to the race, and after twenty-seven years of catching up, the plashy nostrils of my lathered mount are panting down my father’s skeletal neck, and he’ll be lost any second in flying hoof-scoops of earth and grass – unless, unless, yes, c’mon, Dad, gimme your hand, I gotcha: leap! And we’re riding on together in galloping tandem, my dad forever aged forty-eight and a half, and me, perhaps – we’ll see – getting old for the pair of us. 

David Scobey: Out of the Tower 

(amb - typing)
(amb under: office) 

 It's 11:50, and I'm finishing up some e-mail business in my office. I'm getting ready to go over to Broadway Park to meet a team of design students from the University and a class of 1st and 2nd graders from a local elementary school. The park is by the Huron River in the old industrial area of Ann Arbor. It's cut off by the railroad tracks and underused, and we're asking the kids and the design students to redesign it, to imagine what they would like it to look like. They're part of a partnership between the University and the city schools that is studying the history and landscape of this part of the city. My hope is that they'll get a chance to actually turn Broadway Park into something new, maybe a kid's play space, maybe an outdoor classroom. 

It's part of a bigger initiative I'm working on called the Arts of Citizenship, a program exploring the role of the arts and humanities in civic life. 

(amb - computer boing)
(amb - grab my briefcase and hit the road)
(amb - train horn)
(amb under: Broadway Park) 

It's about quarter of one, and I'm in the park at the edge of the river. I have this feeling I always get right before the guests are scheduled to come for a dinner party. Is anyone going to show up? And how will it turn out? 

This kind of work is a strange thing for a historian to be doing. It's very different from the round of classes and office hours and conferences and solitary work in front of the word processor that someone like me usually does. It puts me into conversations with very different people: first graders, teachers, city officials, community activists. And it forces me to ask: What does an academic historian have to contribute to community life? 

My journey to Broadway Park began 18 months ago, when I helped organize a celebration of the arts and humanities at the University. I was describing a program of speakers to a board of community leaders, and one said, "All that's well and good for you academics. You need to hear people talk. But why don't you do something practical as well? Just what is it that the arts and humanities have to contribute to the way people live?" I've been trying to answer that question ever since. 

One of the speakers we brought in that year was Ken Burns, the historical filmmaker. The auditorium was full, and after his talk, a man walked down the aisle and passed a jar of jam up to Burns. He said, "I made this for you, and I want to give it to you as a gesture of thanks for everything you've given me." I have to say that what I immediately felt was envy. No one ever gave me homemade jam for a lecture about American history! Something about Burns' films had touched this man in a way that is very hard for academics to touch our students and our readers. 

I started the Arts of Citizenship Program to try to create that exchange between the university and the public, to figure out a good answer to the question, What do the arts and humanities have to contribute to community life? In the past year, we've been working with schoolteachers, planning public art projects, teaching community history, creating websites. And now here I am waiting for the 1st and 2d graders. 

(amb - car driving) 

Its 2:15 and I'm driving back now, heading up the hill to campus. 

(amb - blinker) 

That was a really interesting field trip. The landscape design students and the 1st and 2nd graders tramped around the park for an hour, exploring and brainstorming. Some very interesting stuff happened. Broadway Park has always been a refuge for homeless people because much of it is hidden by trees, the railroad tracks, the bridge over the Huron. In the Great Depression its nickname was Hobo Park. And the places the kids liked best today were the same places where homeless people leave their coffee cups, mattresses, and clothes-the places they come back to at night. Those places were fascinating to the kids and a little disquieting to the grownups accompanying them. 

My training as a cultural historian gives me some tools for making sense of these connections between kids and the hardcore homeless. I think about Huck Finn and children's fantasies of escaping into a world of adventure and secrecy. I think about the ways inequality and poverty get mapped across the landscape of the community we live in and how some spaces become leftover for the people who are treated as leftover in our society. I also know the way design can be used to include some and exclude others. But how can I make that knowledge useable to this community, to the whole community? 

(amb - blinker) 

Its 8:20 in the evening. And I keep thinking about the question of hiding places, children's play, and homelessness-about Broadway Park. This field trip raised some of the toughest issues about community life. Can our project help create an alternative for the homeless men here to sleeping in the corners of a cold riverside park? Can this park be a place that accommodates children, visiting classes, and homeless men? 

I have absolutely no idea where this project will lead over the next few months, what possibilities and conflicts it will create. Not knowing makes me feel exhilarated and uncomfortable. But I'm already struck by the interchange that this sort of work makes happen. It's because I'm out there with the kids that I face these questions at all, testing abstract ideas against the friction of the real world. But it's not just about what I'm getting; I want this work to make a difference. I want to bring the tools of the classroom out for public use, helping the community ask questions, make unexpected links, imagine what could be. The wager I'm making as a public scholar is that the tools of the humanities, the tools of academia, make a difference in Broadway Park. Winning that wager would be like getting my jar of homemade jam.

Alistair Cooke: Letter from America: Treasure hunt in Iraq
PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="
Like a death in the family, the loss of the men and women on the Columbia shuttle brought a humble pause to all the noise of the public debate over the ogre Saddam Hussein and his misdeeds. 

So long as the funeral service was proceeding and we saw the astronauts' families - stoic or broken or inert - we were spared the professional television commentators, the men who know all there is to know about everything and can't wait to tell us. 

But they turned out anyway to be old astronauts, Nasa experts, aviation consultants, and to a man they started to mention heat tiles. 

When I first heard the words "the probable loss of a heat tile" I was looking at a panning shot of the mourners who'd not yet risen to go home. 

The camera stopped on the profile, the granitey profile of an old man. 

It was the profile of John Glenn, former marine colonel, the first American to orbit the Earth, the hero of a television audience in a hundred countries way back there just 41 years ago. 

The phrase "heat tile", "heat shield" must have hit him like the point of a dagger. 

It sent me directly back to my report of that February day and in particular to the dread few minutes when Glenn, in a Mercury capsule called Friendship 7, lost communication with Houston and Houston thought the worst had happened. 

Let me tell you about the worst. 

Houston Mercury control must have had an awful time throughout the whole three orbits for during the first orbit a warning light flickered in Houston which signalled the loosening or unlatching of the heat shield. 

Now this was a six-foot-in-diameter plastic shield, fastened to the front end of the capsule, against which Glenn's head lay. 

The plastic shield was the astronaut's barrier against a fiery death indeed. 

The shield was constructed to withstand the 3,000-degree heat that flares up when the capsule rips back into our atmosphere at a speed, it could be, of 17,000 miles an hour. 

Below that outer shield were three rockets in a linen bag or pack which, once fired, brake his speed and fire him out of orbit and back to Earth, so to speak. 

When the time came to order the firing of the rockets, Mercury control told Glenn to retain the package that held the rockets. 

They might, if the shield was to vanish, provide a second line of defence - a desperate remedy. 

The most poignant exchange came when they told him to hold on to the package of rockets. 

Glenn: "Can you tell me the reason for this?" 

Mercury control: "They'll tell you over the Cape." 

And then they ordered him to fire. 

If the heat shield flew off Glenn would be burned to a cinder in an instant. 

No word. A crackle of static and the swishing of a carrier wave for two and a half awful minutes. 

Two men at Mercury control down in Houston fainted. 

All around the world huge dumb crowds stood silently gaping at screens in theatres, railroad stations, stadiums - and then two words came in loud and clear and live: "Friendship 7". 

Never did "friendship" carry a more blessed sound. 

When they got him back on the ground both the controllers and the press were eager to know what John Glenn had known and how he'd taken it. 

To everyone's relief Glenn had no suspicion that the heat shield had come loose. 

But after the firing, when the capsule was hurling downward, he noticed bits of fiery stuff, like shreds of a burning flag, going by the window - it was the rocket package burning up and vaporising. 

And then for a second or two, hurtling at 15,000 miles an hour, the chilling thought occurred to him that maybe it was the heat shield beginning to break up. 

At which mind, very quickly, took over matter. 

"I was suddenly," he said, "very supersensitive along my er ... backside." 

Had it scared him? 

"It had given me a moment of some concern." 

I wonder how much of this went through the mind above the fixed, motionless face of John Glenn the other sad afternoon? 

Once the service was over, the various experts began to look for causes, reasons and lapses in the launch, in the control of the capsule and in no time at all of course there would be fidgeting muck-rakers poised to pounce on everybody from the designers of the capsule system to the controllers of this mission for dereliction of duty, if not criminal carelessness. 

But the experts reported only that so far they knew something had fallen off more or less on takeoff but that after several days into flight they'd stopped worrying about it. 

The prevailing belief is that the heat tiles - they are now - fell off or otherwise failed. 

A huge hunt for debris is on - it's more like an Antarctic exploration - for debris that has been flung across many hundreds of miles. 

The hunt, by the way, is expected to take possibly a year or more, since lots of what might be significant bits could lie as deep in the soil of impenetrable woods as most of Saddam's biochemical weapons are buried in Iraq. 

Of course the towering political event of the week was the appearance of former general, now Secretary of State, Colin Powell - to present what he called irrefutable and undeniable evidence that since the beginning of the new round of inspections Saddam has continued without a moment's repentance to develop nuclear weapons and has hidden away, with no intention of uncovering, huge stores of chemical and biological weapons. 

Before General Powell gave his case for the prosecution the question among the 15 members of the Security Council and the attending inspectors, ambassadors, representatives of the coalition - the question the listening delegates were anxious to discover was, how much declassified information will he give us? 

The question for the Secretary himself was, how much dare I declassify? 

This has been the problem since the start of the new inspections, and the one that has led to two different interpretations of the inspectors' job. 

The countries that are most reluctant to go to war stick to the belief or the theory that the inspectors' job is to track down hidden weapons and/or the means to make them. 

In simpler words this is a treasure hunt. And even the French admit that looking for a small, torpedo-shaped object, let alone a test tube, in a landscape the area of California, which is 850 miles long and about 200 miles wide, is a testy, tedious business. 

Hence some of the shrinkers, self-called peace-makers, would like to send more and more inspectors. 

This shows a fundamental misunderstanding of the Council resolution that ordered the inspections. 

A misunderstanding no longer shared, if ever, by the two leading men - Hans Blix, the biochemical detective, and his associate, the nuclear prober. 

They left this week after very little speech to the press to go to Baghdad to make clear that they find Saddam not in compliance with the Council resolution and declaring that he must perform a drastic change in his behaviour. 

Secretary Powell played over intercepted conversations which are just about as damning as such tapes could be, inquiring whether a vital object of the search had been covered up or removed before the UN inspectors might stumble on it. 

Indeed the watchword of the non-cooperating Iraqis seems to have been, as in one tape: make sure there's nothing there, destroy evidence and documents, cover up, cover up. 

The Secretary also showed aerial photographs of many moving trucks. If they were not carrying chemical munitions why were they all trailed by identifiable decontamination trucks? 

It was curious that in that interview last weekend Saddam said that a weapon of mass destruction is a large and cumbersome object. It's not, he said, an aspirin tablet you can carry in your pocket. 

He's wrong or, shall I say, speaks falsely about that. 

Eighteen months ago, shortly after 11 September, I had the honour of a visit from a distinguished scientist, a world expert on building and maintaining the foundations of tunnels. 

He'd been called in to Ground Zero to see what could best be done with the underground damage at the site - the damage to drains, electricity, cables, the subway system, which had gone down the depth of nine storeys of a skyscraper. 

Visiting me later he looked out my study window at the placid reservoir of Central Park. 

There was, as always, a jogger going round and my scientist said casually: "Just to think, an envelope slipped into that reservoir and you might leave a hundred thousand New Yorkers without any drinking water." 

