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Memoir writing is not a science. It is a difficult, drawn-out negotiation
with memory. The best that an author can hope to do is to depict the
truth as it was once lived, rather than capture it. One of the greatest
historians, Thucydides, modestly more or less described his
Peloponnesian Wars as being less about what the actors said than what
they did. My memoir spans three decades. It goes without saying that
some of the actors “depicted” here may differ with me today on what
exactly was said. So, let me stress that most of the dialogue consists of
reconstructed conversations. However, I have remained faithful to the
spirit that animated the spoken word. The rest—every detail of which I
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sought to verify— can only be settled by documentarians. Past issues
and events may be viewed from more than one perspective. In all cases,
I continue to test Socrates teaching that “The unexamined life is not
worth living.”
This trilogy is my honest attempt to tell both my story and that of a
generation.
Tim Fitzgerald,
San Jose, Ca, June 5, 2010
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Prologue
The Cut of the Diamond—( Part II )
But I have promises to keep
And miles to go before I sleep
And Miles to go before I Sleep
Robert Frost: Stopping by the Woods on a Snowy Evening

T

he Wawona Brotherhood, the first volume of my memoir, dealt
with my experience in the 1960s. A revolutionary spirit had
planted itself in California’s South Bay, and for five or six years I
lived through the tempest. We were at the height of the Cold War. Unrest
gripped our campuses, where the politics became very tense. I led young
people no different from me to bear witness to the injustice and tragedy
engulfing our world, because I wanted us to believe that we could do
something about it in our own lives. I witnessed the counterculture
coming to birth and blossoming in its strange and manifold ways.
Volume two is about the period that followed, from 1972 to about
the mid-‘80s, when my personal trials began in earnest and I suffered
several mental and physical breakdowns. It focuses on my life in the
San Jose downtown before Tom McEnery became mayor in 1982 and
before Urban Renewal and Redevelopment brought the tenement district
of the old Victorians —its street life and café society—under its shadow.
It’s a slice of San Jose in the making when Silicon Valley hadn’t yet
xv
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become the world’s cauldron for high tech. Our radical roots created the
political momentum for electing Janet Grey Hayes, the first woman
mayor of a major United States city. In short, the whole area had
undergone a tectonic shift. Not all of the changes were healthy. There
was downtown’s so-called “renewal,” followed by suburban
reorganization—lots of displacement and anger. Once again, the
dispossessed were left out in the cold.
As a young radical it intrigued me even in those heady days how
elusive the so-called American Dream had become. Today, it is more
elusive than ever, not just for me but for untold numbers of homeless,
disabled, and disadvantaged Americans. But there was something
uniquely disconcerting about how easily the liberal politicos of my
generation recreated the same politics in their midst that they professed
to change: its dominations, its machinations, and its betrayals. When
Tommie Smith, and Harry Edwards and a bunch of us first organized the
San Jose State campus in the late 1960s, loosening the grip of the
fraternity system and real estate interests in campus power relations and
then spreading downtown, we hardly expected the Bad Guys of the
Establishment to hire us right away. Little did we realize that their
minions were already in our midst.
Back then I was gravitating toward a career as a legislative analyst.
After my role in reorganizing the campus, however, I had alienated lots
of people by siding with Harry Edward’s younger brother over a deal
that had the makings of a major civil rights coup. It was, but it earned
me hatred in the county for the next few decades. Broke, disillusioned
and confused, I had nowhere to go, and nothing to do if I got there.
The “riddle” of my political rivals, which I first posed in the previous
volume, continued to bother me long after that chapter of my life in
which it took place had come to a close. But I happen to think it also
transformed me. It spurred me on when I literally could have died.
Refusing to betray others in the Movement, I at least have managed to
keep the high, moral ground.
Statistically speaking, today I’m a “baby-boomer,” but I prefer to
think of myself as a former civil rights activist, fighter for justice, and
someone still in search of a home. I continue to search partly because
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the struggle for justice has not ended (indeed may never truly end before
we reach our final peaceful abode), and partly because I have yet to
build my own hearth.
In this volume, I graduate up to neighborhood organizer and
community activism right here in San Jose, the heart of Greater Silicon
Valley. The story of this young street organizer from Joan Baez’s
Institute for the Study of Nonviolence depicts the hardships of life in
Silicon Valley and San Francisco Bay’s South End in the two decades
leading up to the late 1980s. My community involvement induced me to
run for San Jose City Council, where I hoped we could establish a base
of dissent. My constituency was very similar to the one that the Green
Party of California later wanted to tap. And in fact, in the mid-1990s, I
was one of the first partisan Green Party candidates to run for the state
legislature in San Jose - my hometown.
This volume brings you closer to disadvantaged individuals—their
faces, humors, desperation, and petulance—who people inner-city cores
everywhere in the United States. In my thirst for companionship, I found
a handful of them I could relate to, but the turmoil in life rarely let up. I
lived in poverty so dreary in the inner city it would drive anybody mad. I
banged my head against the cards dealt me and fell lower still. But I never
lost my will to understand—and how I needed to understand! During my
greatest trials, I always knew I had more to accomplish, more to do before
I cashed in. And I wanted to have the power to do good in this world.
In short, besides my activist politics—which I hope you will enjoy
for the detailed insider’s account I give—this volume also illustrates
what I call the politics of poverty. Unlike many impoverished people, as
a student of economics, I had the wherewithal to think in terms of the
“factors” perpetuating poverty that we needed to combat. It made me
ache for the American Dream all the more, because I knew no greater
pleasure could come than knowing that other human beings were not
being prevented from attaining it. As Tom Hayden, Todd Gitlan and
Tom Wolfe, among others have remarked, our challenge is to free “deep
democracy” from the grip of public indifference and corporate greed.
This is my dream.
Before closing, I want to explain the title of my memoir trilogy,
xvii

A Diamond in the Rough

“The Quest: Revolution, Revelation, Redemption.” “Quest” here refers
to the pursuit, not so much of happiness to which our Constitution
rightly entitles us, but of understanding. In living my life, I have
discovered the redemptive power of understanding and knowledge. In
and of itself, knowledge is vain. It is worthwhile only insofar as it stems
the cyclical erosion of man’s place within creation. Understanding
imbues it with the light of salvation and the responsibility that comes
with being saved. For it is written, “To him that much is given, much is
expected.”
I know this is beginning to sound “religious,” but in my search for
the sources of my failures, I have discovered the redemptive power of
knowledge. My religious or spiritual quest—whatever you wish to call
it—bears little relation to the schismatics who have been racking the
Christian Church since its founding. Their version of religion stands on
shifting sands. The schismatics and the hate-mongers must both return
to the path of the prophets and saints, and again follow the path that
Christ set before us, or they must be overturned. For it is written, “Ye
though I walk through the Valley of the Shadow of Death, I shall fear no
evil, for thou art with me ... he shall prepare my table before my enemies,
for his namesake. My cup runneth over” (Psalm 23)
Redemption is in my title because it accompanies Christ’s revelation,
and I have found peace in both at long last. Our modern convoluted
quest for knowledge ought to have led to the simple truth and life that
Christ has promised all along, but it did not. We would all benefit by
taking more stock in where humanity’s leaking “tugboat,” if I may, has
traveled since Machiavelli. And I am convinced that the West has been
off course since the Machiavelli wrote The Prince to urge his fellow
man to embrace the ruinous pagan idea that he and his ilk had distilled—
namely, that “it is better to be feared than loved.” This is an exact
reversal of Christ’s teaching to “Love thy God with all thy heart, and thy
neighbor as thyself.”
A little over a hundred years later, a moral philosopher named
Thomas Hobbes, also letting his basest impulses get the better of him,
argued that a “Social Contract” existed that could prevent man from
slipping into the abyss, which Machiavelli had opened up. He put the
xviii
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“sovereign” above the Church so that an unruly England may be brought
to order. In doing so he placed the keystone in the Devil’s game. His
capitalism gave over all power to the sovereign, not just the mere
exercise of power. At the height of the Enlightenment John Locke and
J.J. Rousseau—an Englishman and a Frenchman—argued further that
sovereignty rested with the “people;” that the rule of law had nothing to
do with the City of God, as Augustine had professed over fifteen hundred
years before. But they handed power, not to the people but to the
merchants. Together these thinkers sealed the covenant with the Devil.
For it is not the “people” who would rule, but it is money.
A small window of opportunity for us. We can seize the power,
but only if we “seek first the kingdom of God” then the works of man,
not the other way around. Without this order of priority we will lose
both. These works of mine meant to suggest that path, “Least traveled
by.”
I never liked to lose a foot race, or be turned back on a climb in the
Sierras.
This volume represents a milestone in my life. I hope it inspires you.
Life can be a pit, a damnation. But as the disabled in San Jose say, “I am
going straight to heaven when I leave Earth; I already did my time in
Hell.” But it is up to us to nurse ourselves back to health.
I think Bob Dylan said it best for my generation: “Sooner or later
one of us must know/Then time will tell who has fell and who’s been
left behind/When you go your way and I go mine.”

xix

Part I
A Decade of Hardship
We hold these Truths to be self-evident,
That all Men are created equal.
– Thomas Jefferson, July 4, 1776
“As you love least of these amongst you, so you love me.”
– New Testament {Four Gospels}

Chapter 1

Terry and Tahoe
October 1986

A

t midlife, after three decades of struggle to help salvage
the American Dream from the historic swindle pulled by
Machiavelli’s modern hyper-worldly heirs, after countless
battles and skirmishes on behalf of the powerless and the dispossessed,
I stood shell-shocked and ill of health watching the last window of
opportunity in my own life slamming shut in my face.
I had just arrived in South Lake Tahoe, California, seeking
employment for another season at the merry Heavenly Valley Ski Resort
and dying for one more productive round on a payroll at Mammoth. My
disability payments proving insufficient to meet living expenses. The
resort didn’t want to hire me, possibly on account of my heavy smoking,
and I decided to answer a newspaper ad for a substitute-teaching job
beginning February 1, 1987.
But it was thanks to Tahoe Human Services, a county agency, that I
was able to inject an additional two hundred bucks a month into my
spring finances. I owed this good fortune to an unpretentious man my
age, John Pestan, an old-timer in South Lake Tahoe whom I had met at
Denny’s Restaurant, which was on the main highway. I’d been going
there at the suggestion of my girlfriend Terry, the prettiest young artist
with a seven-year-old son in tow. As I sat quietly at the lunch counter
during an afternoon lull, a plump stranger a few seats down said to me,
“What do you think of the economy?”
An aspiring economist, I needed no better invitation to join him in
3
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conversation. “I think the Republicans are raiding the public treasury.
Luckily, we’re all going to get rich from the ‘trickle-down’ effect, don’t
you agree?” I replied sardonically.
“Those conservative bastards up in Washington wouldn’t know
prosperity if they stepped on it. I worked in Defense during the Vietnam
era. Now that was prosperity!”
“I mostly fought the draft and worked in civil rights, myself. It never
occurred to me to quit school and take part in the war effort,” I said.
“It was a good time—party, party, party. No end to the women and
the wealth.”
“War is good for the economy?”
“Something like that. Look, we got to look out for number one. No
one will shine our apple but us,” he said, his eyes settling on mine.
“Name’s John Pestan. I’m an entrepreneur up here.”
“Tim Fitzgerald. Just came up to work in Heavenly, but the plan sort
of got changed.”
“They do sometimes. Say, why don’t you look in the local paper?
Democracy always has opportunities for the willing and able.”
“Not a bad idea,” I played along. “I got a room here the first day I
arrived last month.”
“Course, but Tahoe’s not like it used to be,” he rued, “when my
brother and I were in Santa Barbara... now that’s a hot spot—”
“Hey, my brother spent time there—University of California.”
“Party school. Not like up here. They really make you work at this
school.”
“You’re talking about the community college?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Listen, I gotta go, but I’ll meet you here tomorrow
same time. Give you a rundown on Tahoe’s opportunities.”
Gratified, I shook hands with him.
It wasn’t until almost Christmas that I’d heard of Marsha—my
undergraduate true love—again through my counterculture Guru and
friend, the Flash. He was still in Fresno and claimed to have seen her at
a rock concert. She’d settled in Cotati, he said, outside the Bay Area
town of Petaluma. Unfortunately, my effort to find a listed phone number
for her proved fruitless. Over the years I had forgotten the exact spelling
4
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of her last name, and the telephone operators weren’t that cooperative.
It would take almost another decade before Marsha and I actually
reconnected.
I spent Christmas Eve with John and his brother at the Catholic
charity dinner near the center of town. The sounds that enveloped us
here were a far cry from Handel’s Messiah of the previous winter when
a choir sang in another Catholic church on the outskirts of snowy
Mammoth Lakes. Aside from this the change of scenery hardly mattered
in my life. The only difference was that I became increasingly convinced
that more grad study was desirable. Before he left State in ’85, Dr. Ted
Hinckley, a friend from SJSU’s faculty, and my mentor during my
master’s in social science, advised me that I should consider, if I hadn’t
yet, a doctorate in “economic history” before turning forty.
“You’re a diamond in the rough,” he said to me one afternoon when
I was on the verge of graduating. “Stopping now would put a ceiling on
your potential.”
I applied, only to receive perfunctory rejections from UC Santa
Barbara and US Davis (for all I know my forms were improperly filled
out. I never really understood back then.). I decided then that 1986 was
not to be the year of higher studies for me. Instead, I applied for full time
teaching posts at private high schools. At Feather River Preparatory,
nearby, I was a finalist to teach history, which gave me a modicum hope
that I might yet succeed. In the end, I landed a job as substitute teacher
with the Tahoe Unified School District. The district never asked me
about lesson plans, just the wherewithal to maintain order in “study
sessions.” That I was responsible for English and social science classes,
which I’d been coveting for so long, mattered little to them. My job was
little more than a mind-numbing variation of “classroom management.”
Nothing about this experience pointed to a stable teaching career
down the road. And that was disappointing. I had to cast a wider net for
post-graduate study in major colleges in the Central Valley. I even
enrolled in an a college algebra course at South Lake Tahoe’s community
college to bolster my knowledge in that area, for a possible Masters in
Economic Theory.
Absorbed as I was in finding my way to the American Dream, one
5
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day I learned that Kurt—my Bible-thumping friend, also from San
Jose—was in trouble with the law. A warrant was out for his arrest in
San Jose on a family matter. I counseled him to turn himself in, but he
resisted. “I didn’t do it, Tim. I didn’t do what they say. Without a good
attorney, I’m going to be framed when the case goes to court. I can’t let
them know I’m here,” he said in my room during one of our rare
conversations.
“But they’ll surely find out from your employment.”
“No, I falsified the records. They’ll never catch on.” This was before
computers started talking to one another.
No sooner had Kurt left my room, a mere garage, than he backed
right into a parked car. The owner ran outside and got his license number
as Kurt was pulling away in his van, and that was that. With an allpoints bulletin out for a hit-and-run against him, Kurt was doomed—
perhaps he was from birth. I ended up losing a true friend almost before
the new semester began. Kurt had taken me under his wing, so to speak,
and had gone out of his way to introduce me to locally familiar sites
where I could go just to shoot the breeze over coffee or wind up meeting
a significant other.
That spring settled into a routine. I tried to complement my infrequent
teaching assignments by taking up tutoring in a foster home only walking
distance from Terry’s and my living quarters across the highway. A
Half-dozen teen aged girls lived there, and I tutored some of them in
math, English, and history. My afternoons with those kids were a real
boon compared to the dullness of hanging out at Denny’s, Lyon’s and
other coffee shops along the highway. I visited the teen aged girls for
two hours, twice a week, and used their textbooks to coach them in their
daily homework assignments. When we were done we would explore
the implications of a few ideas we’d touched on in the homework. And
so it went.
As the spring wore on, and I applied to more private schools to teach
history, I learned through the school administrators’ grapevine that the
State of California was soon to require basic economics as a mandatory
course in all state-funded, public secondary schools. The rumor roused
my dulled senses. Was opportunity about to knock? I honestly thought
6
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that schools across the state would be hiring part-time economists. It
was not to be. They merely sent their staff of social-science teachers to
summer school, enrolled them in a basic principles course in economics,
and then threw them back into teaching more social science (including
economics). This was all under the guise of some business program
tailored for junior achievement. I found this out three years later when I
was finally asked to teach the subject as a student teacher seeking a
credential. As an Economist, I was both dumbfounded and insulted.
In the prior mid-February, the entire town of South Lake Tahoe shut
down for five days when the main gas line broke and residents were left
without fuel for energy. Some folks really froze their toes that week.
Fortunately Terry and I had an electric kitchen stove, the only source of
heat in our apartment. We stuck close together to keep warm. And I was
trying to keep on good terms with her. When I came home the day the
gas line broke, she was already there. “How’s Jason?” I asked her about
her son.
“Oh, he’s delighted. No school. He’s in your room playing with your
typewriter.”
“Might be careful with that. What do we do for heat?”
“We have the stove,” she said. “Oh, someone called from the doctor’s
office. They want you to call back.”
“Doctor? Which doctor. Did you get the name?
“No, I didn’t think it mattered. Does it?”
“I see more than one doctor. It might be about my physical. But then
it might be about some therapy I am getting”
“Going to church with me Sunday?” she asked.
“I expect.” In truth I had nothing else to do. “Did the news say how
long the power would be out?”
“Until the end of the week at least.”
Later that week I was home alone. Jason and his buddy were playing
outside behind the duplex. I heard them scream. When I went outside to
investigate Jason and his friend raced away as soon as they saw me
coming. And well they might. The mattress they had leaned against the
house for a clubhouse was ablaze. I fumbled to turn the hose on the fire
to put it out.
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That night I told Terry we had to have a talk. “He could have set the
whole duplex on fire, if I hadn’t been home,” I told her.
“Why don’t you and Jason get along?”
“It’s got nothing to do with that, Terry. It’s the house we’re talking
about!”
“Well now, let’s not be so concerned about Jason and be more
concerned about us,” she answered, giving me a peck on the cheek. We
were sitting on the sofa in the living room.
“I suppose,” I said, kissing her back. “Say, what’s this about us
vacating this place by the first of April. When I moved in there was
nothing about that in the deal. Where am I supposed to live?”
“With me.” She embraced me in her jumpsuit. “I got another place
picked out down by the ‘Y’.”
“And that’s supposed to make it all right?”
“Doesn’t it?” she said, and gave me another kiss and hug. “Let me
turn out the lights.” It was enticing.
After a few minutes of heavy petting, she said, “I’ll be right back.”
I sat on the sofa in the dark for three or four minutes, before she emerged
from the bathroom without a stitch.
“That better?” she said cuddling up in my arms. “You know, I never
intended to remarry or have another child when my husband and I
separated over Jason.”
She began to disrobe me, and I softly stroked her breasts. “I see.”
Off came the shirt, then my pants. “I think we ought to finish this in my
room,” I said.
“Don’t worry. I know the way.” Our tongues met again and we
enraptured.
Although this situation was no more than a holding measure on my
way to what I hoped was a higher station in life, it quickly triggered a
deep, unending depression that not even my love of wilderness and the
outdoors could shake. Dead-end jobs for over ten years had taken their
toll, and in my worried state all I wanted was to hang out at lunch
counters, and spend my way into a lulled state of mental indifference. It
proved costly.
Since my arrival in South Lake Tahoe last October I hadn’t been five
8
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minutes, let alone five hours, in a casino and yet I was spending more
than I was taking in. Gambling was a major industry in this town, but I
refused to be associated with gambling in any way. I had no desire to
contribute to delinquency with even a single quarter inside a “one-arm
bandit.” It was a matter of principle, which naturally placed me outside
the local scene.
Worried about my impecunious state, I came home one night in late
March and again told Terry we needed to have a talk. “Terry, I’m not
moving in with you in April. I simply can’t afford it.”
“Well, with the hours you work, it’s no wonder. Why don’t you find
another job?”
“There is nothing wrong with the job. It’s the pay. I can’t afford to
take a forty-dollar hike in the rent. For me that’s a twenty-percent
increase, for Christ’s sake!”
“So, think of me. Think of Jason.”
I told her I was, and that we had to split up. She went into the
backroom. I decided to call the clinic hotline for some support and
advice.
“Hello, this is Tim Fitzgerald. I’d like to talk to a counselor. I have
a crisis here, where I live,” I said, as collectedly as I could. “I gotta
move out of my place. And I have nowhere to go. Could you give me
some feedback...PLEASE?”
“What seems to be the problem?” I was asked.
“My roommate, Terry, wants to move out, but I can’t afford the rent
in the new place she wants to move into. I moved in here two months
ago not knowing it was up for sale, and we’ve just been given notice.”
“She didn’t tell you about the temporary nature of the agreement
when you moved in?”
“Nope, nothing. I had a good place in a garage for the whole winter
before I moved out.”
“Sounds like a form of entrapment,” said the counselor, just as Terry
was walking back into the room. “May we talk to the other tenant?”
“Terry, they want to talk to you.”
“Lies! All lies!” she shouted. “I heard the whole thing from back
there. Talking behind my back, are you?”
9
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“No. Please, Terry, will you talk to the counselor?” I said handing
her the phone.
“Hello. That’s right, I’m his roommate. No, that’s not what happened.
He’s backing out on an agreement and leaving my son and me homeless
. . . No, we haven’t discussed housing until lately. I have this nice mobile
down the road we can rent for two hundred and forty a piece. He’s got
income. He can afford it.”
That did it. “I’m going out to find somewhere else to live, Terry.
Someone has to do something around here.”
I walked over to the 7-Eleven to get a paper and dialed the first
number I laid my eyes on in the classifieds. It may be late in the game
for me but making changes was the right approach; grilled cheese
sandwiches weren’t. With the money I was earning, I should consider
hooking up with a nutritionist. Tapping into their world of proper food
would give me a balanced view of all my food options. After all, health
was everything. That’s right. The slow life was the good life. Why did I
always have to gravitate toward what was so stressful?
Leaving the School of Business and the Department of Economics
in the last semester of my senior year gave me a bad steer. For what I
lost in business etiquette in the school of business, might have saved me
a million times over once I entered the job market. Looking back, I
thought of all the lost opportunities in the resort industry. As early as
1973, the Curry Company in Yosemite Valley had wanted to hire me as
a permanent entry-level employee doing cost accounting. I wasn’t quite
qualified, but now I thought maybe six summers of seasonal work with
that company would surely put me in line for a good career opportunity
that would last twenty years. It was my ace in the hole.
I regretted setting myself on the wrong path when I had returned to
San Jose in 1974 to live in board-and-care and men’s rooming houses on
welfare. Since then, and with that as a beginning whether in San Jose or
elsewhere, I never quite regained my foothold in the American Dream.
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