COMMENTARY

BY SIGRID BATH

he last time 1 saw W.H. Hutchin-

son, he was shopping for groceries

at Safeway, and I was with my

father, who was also shoppmg for
groceries. !

Not 5o many years ago. xf anyonc had told
me this encounter would occur, or that-my
father would shop for groceries at Safeway,
or anywhere else for that matter, I would
have dismissed the notion as impossible. My

-1 father, who turned 72 on. March 18—one
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week after his friend Hutch died at 78—was
not the sort of man who shopped for gro-
ceries when | was young. or even when [ was
grown cts

~Now, at 43, Idon’t argue politics with my,
dad anymore (we had terrible arguments over.
politics when I was young—in fact, I was
known to leave-the dinner table, much to my-

mother’s chagrin, over polmcs which seems |
pretty silly when I think about it today),” and

he helps my mother clean the house. And he”
shops. My mother says Dad has *discovered
shopping™ in his retirement years. She makes

the list, and he-happily does the shopping. It .

secemed entirely appropriate now that he and
Hutch should be talking amiably in the pro-
duce aisle at Safcway on Chnstmas Evc day:
in 1989.°

" Even when my falh d' T dxsagrced over
polmcs (and just about everything else, it
secemed), I had always come home for Christ-
mas. When my father owned Sierra Station-
ers, which he did until about 10 years ago,
Christmas-was his busy scason, and the suc-
cess of the family enterprise was critical to
our mutual survival, so we all helped out, and
Christmas Eve was a nme of celebration and
vastrelief. ;. .

At Chnslmas in 1989 in the produce aisle
at Safeway, with my Dad.and my former his-
tory- professor ‘chamng’ congenially about
Mexican melons,.it was hard still to picture-
Hutch “anywhere; but in-a classroom,
enthralling students with’ his extraordinarily
colorful, highly entertaining brand of U.S.
History or, Western Civilization, unlike any
history class any of us had ever had. He truly
made it come alive~—with humor even—and
though ‘my sister inherited our father's pen-
chant for theé study"of history, I did not, and
that semester Ihad Hutch as a teacher was

- also the semester I discovered newspapers. In
retrospect, I'm Sure he undc.rstood Sadly, I

don't thirik I ever told !nm what a wonderful
!cachcr he’ was..

% especxally {cmcmbcr that fall of 1965
because I had speat the previous summer
working days for a newspaper.in Orland
and my evenings in the ofﬁccs of the

Wildcat, which was then the student newspa-
per at Chico State. In those days; the Wildcat
was located up a rickety set of metal stairs at
the top of an old brick building known loosely
as'the “*Student. Union.™ It used 10 be the
library, but then it was the drafty (or steaming,
depending on the scason) home to a fledgling
college journalism program. .. st

I had been named * cdnor-m-chxcf " that

year, despite the,_fact that 1 was a mere 19-
year-old sophomore (I had been managing
<ditor in my freshman.year and was often
blamed: bcfore*my _politics changed and the
argumengs with my_staunchly Republican

“father. began,. for the fact that the- Wildcat

endorsed Barry ‘Goldwater for president in’
1964). As editor, T.was paid $50 a semester
10 do what I.knew I loved, and I was deter-
mined 10 turn the paper into somcthmg worth
reading.

.At that time; the "ncwsroom consxstcd
primarily of a few old wooden tables, a piti-
ful array of ancient, largely inoperative
lypcwrncrs and a lone rusty file cabinet con-
taining brittle, rolled-up back issues of the
paper but no files. There was 3 darkroom

‘and a flimsy partition separating the editor's’

cubbyhole (which did have a window) from
the Journahsuc hoi polloi. I sent the back
issues to a printer for proper binding and
called in a typewriter repairman. I sent the
bill to the Associated Students and was
promptly called on the carpet for *“‘unautho-
rized expenses.*, I'told the student leaders
they could fix- the typewriters or forget hav-
ing a newspaper. They paid the bl" and we
put out the newspaper. -,

That fall, I also took Amcncan History
from W.H. Hutchmson and Basic Economics

from John Smale. Both were friends of my
- father, and neither gave me an inch. Although
up 10 then I had been'a consistent “A™ stu-
_dent, I had discovered the news business with
" a vengeance. [ had also'moved out of my par- .
_ents’ house into an apaniment, where 1 had to
“eook for mysclf, which meant of course that ]
.didn't eat. I missed classes 1o put out the
paper. T was unprepared for lectures or exams.

Once, Dr. Smale ‘'upbraided me in front of
'zhe entire lecture hall with an icy, *“Miss
Bathen, you will kindly arrange your sched-
ule in such a way as to arrive at this class on
time.” And ] remember thinking, **Oh, God,
he knows my father,” who was, afier all, foot-
ing the bill while I pursued my art.

- When 1 was late for history, Hutch would
‘merely pause and peer at me over his glasscs.
which' was punishment enough, and say in
that wilting, Western drawl, *“Welllll, hel-llo,
Miss Bathen. So glaaad you found umc to
Jom us today.” e

- He understood writing, havmg becn a gift-
ed and prolific writer all his life, so he was ~
sympathetic to my obsession with the trade.

But I knew he was’ disappointed, too. For, in
addition to being a writer, Hutch-was in the
final analysis a2 consummate teacher, and I
was takmg his class somewhat less than seri-
ously. It is one of those many acts of youthful
rebellion and bad Judgmcm that | have always
regretted.

n the middlc of the semester, I contracted
mononucleosis, moved back home to
- recover, and dropped history and eco-
nomics. As a result, I faced the utterly
horrific prospect of taking Econ. 1A (despite
my businessman father's best effonts, I had no
head for finance) in summer school, five days
aweekat7 am.
Considerably humbled, I was always on
time. I re-registered for the history class, but
sadly not from Hutch. Having discovered the -
heady experience of broadcast journalism,
my passion for newspapers had paled some-
~what,’ though it later would return in a way
more ‘realistic and hopefully less self-
absorbed. I eamed my journalism degree with -
honors and have earned my living, largely
happily, as a writer of stories—which is
-something Old Hutch perhaps understood
bestof all. . - .

. Over the years, my father would send me
articles and books Hutch had written and arti-
cles written about him, including several
about the publication of his latest book, our
present to our father for Christmas.

The last time I saw him, in the produce
aisle at Safeway, he recommended a cenain
variety of melon and talked not about him-
self and his health (which appeared hearty,
though I remember thinking he looked a little
frail) or his latest book, but about his wife’s
illness. And he talked at length and in
remarkable detail about his discovery of a
"27-year-old copy of an earnest but sadly
short-lived student magazine (we called it
*Probe™) that I and several other deep-think-
ing student journalists founded at Chico
State in 1966.

He said he'd been going through some
files and ran across a copy of it, which includ-
ed an article I wrote about the *“‘town-gown
split™ in Chico (the liberal college was much
smaller then and often at odds with the more
conservative, largely rural community). I was
astonished that he remembered, amazed again
at his perception and his deep commitment to
the students he taught, even when, as I did in
his history class in the fall of 1965, they failed
at first to listen. [m}

Sigrid Bathen is a Sacramento writer who

-teaches journalism at California State Uni-
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Kamp. . .
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