Cathedral (or how I learned to move my turtle)

In sixth grade we had our first class with computers. This was back in the days of the big apple computer, before the mouse, and when a floppy disk was really floppy. My friends and I had our own apple IIe’s at home, double disk drives, and we’d steal games from each other, make copies of games that we passed around. Jeff Zahn was kind of the hub for getting games because his older brother went to the high school and he was the source for every new game that we had.

I wouldn’t say that my friends and I were nerds then, but in truth we probably were. I wore parachute pants to school as often as I could get away with, and during recess we played suicide, which was basically throwing a ball against a big wall. But none of us got invited to the cool kid parties, where the boys actually danced with the girls, until I broke that ground at Catherine Gill’s at the very end of the year. 

Mostly we played games. We weren’t that into Dungeons and Dragons, though Mike Reynolds had tried it. None of us really went in for that. Even to us, as nerds in denial, Dungeons and Dragons seemed nerdy. You have to understand that below us, at the bottom rung of the sixth grade social order, were the kids we called nerds, the ones who wore sweat pants to school and all had glasses. They’d come to school with dandruff in their hair and food in their teeth. They wore sneakers from brands you’d never heard of and their clothes were the same way—from the anonymous production group. We all knew that these clothes came from the Decelle store downtown, where we begged our mothers not to shop, where we didn’t want clothes from so badly that even at 11 we started to look into buying our own clothes. 

We wished for chances with girls, but of course these didn’t exist. Sure, Kevin Reynolds had held hands with Sally Walker once and perhaps they were still an item, but other than that the only good looking girls hung around the coolest guys, who also happened to be the best at sports.

So we played computer games. We cut notches in the side of our floppy disks to make them double-sided and bought long holders to organize our games. We made our own labels, copying and sharing games like Karateka, Bruce Lee, Flight Simulator and Joust, all-word adventure games on the black screen with green letters like Zork III and the Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy—of course we had all read that. 

So we were prepared when Mr. Strether started bringing us into the computer lab twice a week to work on the school’s computer, their own Apple IIe’s, but instead of Basic, like our computers at home used for programming, these computer had Logo. 

Logo is the kind of thing that if you remember it, it makes perfect sense, but if you weren’t there to try it out, it sounds like the worst thing in the world. Maybe it was. It consisted of a “turtle,” a triangle, that started out in the middle of the screen. You moved this turtle with commands like FORWARD 15, BACK 10, RIGHT 45, RIGHT 90. The big development for me was when I leared the “set heading” command, SETH, which I liked for the name recognition alone. It also made things easier because it allowed you to position the turtle’s direction without worrying about where it faced when you started a command. The turtle had a pen in it and you could choose to have this pen up or down, leave a trail or not leave a trail. We moved our turtles around like early mice, but without and hand control, only command lines and iterative program loops. 

And our assignment for class was to draw. We started simple with boxes: FWD 10, RT 90, FWD 10, RT 90… and you get the idea. Then we moved on to more advanced shapes like octagons and parallelograms, whatever you could think of. Pretty soon, kids in the class were creating flowers of linked triangles, their turtles spinning around the screen like a spider spinning its web. 

I admit I got excited. Before any of this, the best I’d done with programming was getting my name to repeat itself 200 times across the screen by using BASIC on my old Commodore VIC-20. There I had to save my programs onto cassette tapes, remembering what number on the tape counter where each program started. Here, with Logo, I could save what I did to a disk, boot it up without remembering anything but its name.

Here I could build.

At the same time as all this, we were discovering girls. Early in the year, when I was barely friends with Allen Sherman, I didn’t play sports like soccer, I’d moved to the suburbs from inside of Boston where I’d never had a chance to do anything other than gymnastics—and that only for a little while. But gymnastics wouldn’t get me any cool prizes in sixth grade, even if I had been good at it. At my old school, we had gym three times a week for an hour and a half, mostly always indoors. Here in Lexington, we had gym every day for an hour. We ran outside and practiced 50-yard-dashes, played football, baseball, and soccer; I was introduced to the President’s National Fitness Exam, and promptly flunked because I couldn’t do any chin-ups. 

We played soccer and football outside in the spring and basketball and floor hockey inside in the winter. Having never played sports before, I wasn’t very good or interested. Not until the spring, when I tried out for soccer. 

I took riflery after school at the Hayden Center and Adventure classes where we climbed walls suspended by ropes. The suburbs were a whole new world outside of the city: different things, different kinds of kids, but all of them white. 

Only my interest in computers remained from Boston. That and my isolation from living in a part of the city where none of my friends from school lived close-by. Now I was isolated because I was new. Then we bought our IIe, and I became part of this new group.

But in school, with Logo, I discovered Becky Tasker. 

She was new to school too that year and she didn’t know anybody either. This was still sixth grade; it’s not like we met and actually talked to one another, more like she was just less unattainable, like she hadn’t reached the lofty status of a Christine Higgins, a Jody Koenig, or a Catherine Clark. She sat behind me, in the desk facing opposite from where mine faced, so that our backs were to one another’s. But in our classroom, Mr. Strether taught in the front, the opposite direction from where Becky’s chair faced, so she often had to turn around and sit sideways. I did my best through class not to notice this, to avoid bumping her or looking directly at her. Her presence became a feature of the room that I was always aware of, kind of like Big Brother, but even more intimidating because she was so cute.

For some reason all our desks were arranged in groups of four or five, with all of the groups being either all boys or  all girls. In my school in Boston, I’d sat right next to girls, even in between Stephanie Kolb and Alexandra Tennet one year, possibly the best year of my life up to then. But that was fourth grade, when everyone in the school knew me and looked up to me. That was before my parents got their divorce, before I moved around.

I didn’t get to sit next to Becky Tasker until we started taking computers. Now we all sat around the outside of the room, each of us facing a computer, with a few of us partnered up. I had a computer to myself. The black screen, the yellow-green turtle in its center. At the bottom of the screen, the lowest fifth perhaps, was a space for command lines. You could take this away, or you could make the whole screen commands. At first we kept it open, typed in small tasks for the turtle to draw, but in a few weeks our assignment was to draw something that had programs inside it, smaller programs to draw its smaller parts—things you could re-use. 

Somewhere along the way, Becky Tasker got bored with it all. After she drew a few boxes and I showed her how to use the iterative functions, repeated command series, to draw stars, her interest faded. She never asked me if we could partner up, but I noticed that she spent more and more time watching my screen. And that’s when I began to really draw.

For our big project, I decided to draw a cathedral. Something easy, but hard. I had to do something where I used separate, smaller programs to make up the bigger picture, programs within programs, and I figured I could have these be the windows, the tower-tops and the rose window. I started with that.

Becky sat next to me in class as I started onto this project. She’d decided to do a winter scene of snowflakes falling through the sky and she started making snowflakes with her turtle, doing her best to program them to not look like stars, even though they all came out looking like stars. I started drawing the outline of the cathedral, the bottom line and the sides like a box, but with turrets on the top, two big castle-tops on each side, and a peaked roof in the middle. There was no touching of the screen here, no moving a mouse around on a pad; this was all command lines, FWD 90, RT 165, FWD 10. Stuff like that. You could only move the turtle backwards and forwards not side to side. To go sideways you had to turn it left or right a certain number of degrees and then go forward from the new heading. That, or if you didn’t want to get caught up in the direction your turtle faced when you started a command, you could use SETH to set the heading to a given direction, an angle out of 360. 

Becky watched. As I started the program that would work on the rose window, I started it to look like a huge series of lines, the turtle circling around a central point and cross back and forth along the diameter. It worked like ______ (toy-what’s the name?), which I never had but always saw advertised on telelvision.

