
March 30, 2022                                                                                                               Tuscola Review Page 5

There I was in March, 1974,flying high, literally and figura-tively. Literally because I washigh above the Atlantic Ocean,flying to Italy, anxious and fullymedicated. Figuratively be-cause I’d been hand picked bythe Chief Engineer of the ArmyCorps of Engineer’s EuropeanDivision to come help themunjam their Saudi Arabian con-struction logjam.At that time there was an “oilcrisis” in America, createdlargely by Saudi Arabia’s boycottof nations that supported Israelin the Yom Kippur war. Crude oilhad quadrupled from $3 a barrelto $12 a barrel and gas at thepump had doubled from 38cents to 55 cents. There weregas shortages and violence atthe pumps with wrap-around-the-block gas lines.The world was poorer butSaudi Arabia was richer, newlyawash in gushing gobs of oilmoney and dedicated to em-barking upon a staggeringlyambitious building program.Lacking the necessary expert-ise to manage major construc-tion projects, the Saudisretained the highly regardedCorps to manage much of theirmodernization effort.But the Corps quickly raninto a problem which was“time," as in the Saudis wantedeverything “now.” But, theCorps explained to the Saudi’s,to build the proposed King

Khalid Military City for100,000 people, for example,out in the middle of a barrendesert, you need to first con-struct temporary facilities forall the workers. For that youneed road or rail systems toget materials to the site. Forthat you need a new deepwater port to receive materi-als. etc. etc.But the Saudis still wantedit “now.”Which led to our visitorfrom Europe coming to CERL,the Corps worldwide Con-struction and Engineering Re-search Lab. They looked toCERL for innovative solutions.The Chief was eventuallyled down the hall to CERL’shumble Industrialized Build-ing Systems team to brain-storm this Saudi “time”problem. We had recently suc-cessfully executed a large scaleconstruction project that camein under budget and in half thenormal time.At the end of our brainstorm-ing session, everyone wasshocked when the Chief said hewanted to borrow me for a weekto come over to Italy to workwith their legal team. Said he’dheard that had I’d developed aprocurement process for con-struction that cut the entirebuilding cycle in half.My boss, Dr. Bagby, uponhearing this, looked incredu-lous—like he’d just been told

that the IRS had seized his wifeas collateral for back taxes—and asked the European Chief“you want him?” pointing hisbony finger at me.Soon I was off to Italy, even-tually making it to Tirrenia,where Camp Darby was lo-cated, on the Mediterranean—Camp Darby being the locus ofSaudi operations.Once at Camp Darby the fol-lowing morning, I awaited ameeting with the head of thelegal team for the European di-vision, who had traveled inspecifically to meet with me.I was stunned when he fi-nally waltzed into the room. Hehad a cape flowing from hisshoulders to the floor, smokinga cigarette on a foot-longebony holder, wearing a shinysuit the color of red wine,sporting a Van Dyke beardwith his log mustache heavilywaxed and curled at the ends,his long black hair flowingdown to his shoulders.My immediate reaction wasthat Salvador Dali had acciden-tally stumbled in, lost and dis-oriented, looking for the Fellinimovie being shot in the area.Introductions completed,this popinjay asked about my“so-called” innovative procure-ment model with a dismissive,regal air. While I explained it tohim in detail, he kept tossinghis head back, staring at theceiling and blowing lazy circles

of smoke skyward. It was off-putting—like I was explainingthe Trinity to a bored Pope.After some discussion, hesaid “I think I get it,” quicklystood up, twirled his capearound his body, turned his backto me and strode proudly out thedoor, trailed by wisps of smoke.I guess we were done.I suddenly felt small andsilly: saw myself standingalone, back in a corn field ineast central Illinois, Homer’slittle boy, insecure, wonderingwhat in the world I was doinghalf way around the world…with a Salvador Dali clone.That night, I found out why.The Chief had asked me over tohis house for supper, duringwhich he asked “Did you bringyour sticks?” Dumbfounded, Iblurted out “Bring my sticks?”“Yes” he continued, “there’sa member-guest tournamentat Tirrenia’s country club to-morrow. I’ve always wanted towin it, and you’re my bigringer.”

Surprised, I said “You didn’tsay anything about bringingmy sticks,” and then I remem-bered that during our get to-gether back at CERL, he and Ihad enjoyed small-talkingabout our golf game. Did hemention playing?Panicked, I feared I washere more for my handicapthan my handiwork— pan-icked, because I hadn’t hit aball in five months because ofwhat we call in Illinois—butevidently not Tirrenia—bonecold winter.Too late for excuses, I foundmyself the next day standingon the first tee of the Tirreniacountry club, swinging old golfclubs the pro dug up that didnot fit my height or swing, try-ing to dig in while wearing mystreet shoes—they couldn’tfind golf shoes in my size—alleyes on this “big stick ringer”the Chief flew over from theStates. Fully pressurized, I tooka mighty swing, my back footslipping out from under me,

me almost doing the splits, andhooked a high drive over agrove of really nice Italiantrees—Lombardy poplars, Ithink—over the out of boundfence and out of the park.The assembled throng mur-mured, I winced, and the Chiefseemed to be doubled up,retching—probably food pois-ing from the previous night’ssupper.Fortunately, during theround, I eventually settleddown, taming my hook and re-placing it with a banana ballslice.It was a links disaster, fol-lowed by not getting invitedfor supper at the Chief’s houseagain.I finished the week workingwith architects and engineerson technical details, punctu-ated by animated debatesabout whether the head attor-ney looked more like SalvadorDali or Count Dracula. One ar-chitect argued he looked morelike D’Artagnan, one of thethree musketeers.Then it was over—addioall’Italia—time to get med-icated and fly home.Once home, my fellow teammembers eagerly awaited myreport, wondering: “did you doCERL’s Industrialized BuildingSystems team proud?”Smiling, I reported: “Iknocked it out of the park.”
mike carroll

I’m just sayin’
By Mike Carroll
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Some people are born withthe gift of gab. But is it a gift,really? I mean, you can't un-wrap it. You can't return it. Youcan't set it on a shelf and lookat it.It can be a gift, I suppose,when it comes to persuasion.Salespeople need it. Lawyersneed it. Comedians make theirliving with it. But I don't have it.My kids have it. When myson calls, I can pretty well planon being entertained for thenext hour. He calls me for lifeadvice, which is what dads arefor, I suppose. I only hope thatI'm not his only adviser be-cause if I am, he has a toughrow to hoe.My role is mostly as asounding board. My replies

consist mostly of “hmmm,”“uh-huh” and “what do youthink?” Sometimes, I borrowthe Greg Hastings classic re-sponse: “Is that right?”I don't know what else totell him. But I'm glad he asksme. It's hard to feel relevant inthis ever-changing world that

seems to be moving faster andfaster. So it's nice that someonestill wants to know what Ithink.Let's not confuse knowingwhat I think with doing what Irecommend. He and mydaughter routinely do the op-posite of what I suggest, and so

far, that's worked out prettywell for both of them.My daughter is a talker, too.She doesn't ask for advice asmuch because she knowsthat's useless. Hers is morestress relief. It helps a personsort out their thoughts if theyhave a safe place to expressthem out loud.I try to throw in reassuringcomments like “hmmm,” “uh-huh” and "that sounds good."I'll mix in phrases like "I thinkyou're right," "oh my gosh," and"thank goodness.” Mostly, I in-terject just to let them knowI’m still on the line.I have learned over theyears — and it has taken a lotof years — what they don'twant to hear. They don't want

to hear things like "you'rewrong about that," "here's howto fix it" and "you're nuts."Even under the guise ofseeking advice, adult kids don'twant Dad to fix anything, criti-cize their decisions or scoldthem. They just want to knowthat Dad is on their side. AndDad is.It's not that I never throwthem a curve ball. I'm still thedad, so I have a responsibilityto point out a few things. I justtry to do it in moderation.But right or wrong, good orbad, their life decisions aretheirs to make. Even if theychoose a path that I tried tosteer them away from, they doso with eyes wide open.The good thing for me is

that they can't blame me ifthings go south on them. Butthat rarely happens, so thegood thing for them is thatthey have all the credit fortheir own successes.If they always took my ad-vice and always relied on mefor their choices, I would havefailed them as a father.It's a funny thing. I'm not agood conversationalist and Idon't have masterful opinions.And that’s what makes me agood dad. It's great that mykids still call and ask for my ad-vice and even greater that theyknow better than to take it.
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My kids never take my advice — thankfully

Illinois doesn’t know where it’s going

The last time I was in Italy
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By Jim NowlanI spoke recently to an audi-ence of attorneys and financialplanners about the future ofIllinois. I asked for a show ofhands as to who thought ourstate would reverse the almost1 percent decline in populationwe experienced in the pastdecade. Only 1 of 30 thought itwas likely.Why, I asked: high taxes; cli-mate; business climate; cor-ruption, and lack of state pridewere responses from thishighly educated group.Yes, I agreed, Illinois has ob-vious shortcomings, yet thestate has incredible strengthsas well, which would make Illi-nois an economic powerhouseotherwise. And the problemsare fixable, though politicallydaunting.Now let’s look at the posi-tive side of the ledger, which isstrikingly bright, in ways Irarely hear trumpeted. Formerstate commerce director JimSchultz of Effingham sums itup succinctly: In each of thefive critical Rs—roads, rails,

runways, rivers and routers—Illinois is among the top threestates in the nation. I called Jimand told him he should add asixth R: research. A recentranking of graduate researchuniversities found the univer-sities of Chicago, Northwesternand Illinois to be among thetop 20 in the world—3 of 20,not just in the nation, but in theworld.I could go through each ofthe Rs in detail, but space lim-its me: Yet, look at a highwaymap of the U.S. See the densityof interstate highways criss-crossing Illinois—thicker thanfor just about any state. Wehave more miles, 2,200, of in-terstate highways than anystates in the nation other thanCalifornia and Texas. And, ourstate is located smack dab inthe middle of the world’slargest market.Our strengths would be theenvy of most other states, if Iweren’t for our weaknesses.Yet, the weaknesses can be ad-dressed. Other states havedone so.

I contend the biggest prob-lem for Illinois is that the statedoesn’t know where it is going.That is, there is no roadmap towhere we want the state to bein 10 years, and of what itwould take to get us there.I continue to be confoundedthat the state has never—never—done any long-termthinking. The closest we haveis the 6,000 disparate bills in-troduced into the legislatureevery two years. Crazy.The singular piece of for-ward thinking in Illinois his-tory was the Burnham Plan forChicago of the early 1900s, ledby the architect Daniel Burn-ham and commissioned by theCommercial Club of Chicago.The effort followed on theheels of the stupendousChicago World’s Fair of 1893,visited by 27 million folks fromaround the world. So, the Cityof Big Shoulders, as Sandburgdescribed the city, knew itcould do big things.After much work, the planwas presented to the CityCouncil, which also labored

over the plan, ultimatelyadopting about half the recom-mendations. But what mar-velous results: A magnificentlakefront reserved, not for pri-vate property owners, but forthe public. Wide boulevardsand a spectacular park system,and more. Chicagoans and vis-itors have benefited every daysince its adoption in 1909.Texans think big. Their busi-ness leadership has been de-veloping a Texas 2036 plan, forwhere they want Texas to beon the 200th anniversary oftheir nationhood. They have aCan-Do attitude.Illinoisans are so down inthe mouth about our futurethat we have a Can’t-Do frameof mind. There are, peoplethink, too many political andinterest group obstacles in ourway. Elon Musk would be ap-palled at such thinking.The business leadership ofthe 19th Century, such asMarshall Field, Potter Palmer,Bertha Honore Palmer, JuliusRosenwald (who built Sears),focused on the city they loved

and built. Chicago’s big-timeCEOs today at such behe-moths as McDonald’s, Boeing,CAT, United Airlines are uptheir eyeballs in alligatorsheading global companies;they don’t have much timefor Illinois, even though if itwere a nation, the Illinoiseconomy would be one of thetop 20 in the world.I have an idea of how to tapinto an incredible underuti-lized resource. Former gover-nor Jim Edgar’s greatest legacymay prove to be his Edgar Fel-lows Program. Each summerfor a decade now, Jim gathers40 of the state’s young leaders,including many lawmakers,from all walks of life, politicalpersuasion and geography. Fora week, the Fellows are se-questered at the University ofIllinois in Urbana, where theylearn about our state and itsgovernment from experts andnational leaders. Over bourbonand branch water at night, theybond, and come to appreciateone another.But then they leave town,

and fail to build on their rela-tionships and any aspirationsfor a state they call home.I propose that the 400Edgar Fellows, rather thansimply feel good about them-selves, take on the task of cre-ating a vision for Illinois, onethey could then implement, asthey are tomorrow’s leaders.This could be done outside thehurly burly of politics, afterwhich they would take their vi-sion into that hurly arena,where it would have to bewrestled with, and just maybe,ultimately adopted. We need toknow where we’re going.Why not, Elon Musk wouldsay!
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