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Doing Good/Foreword


This book is a collection of stories, articles and essays written in the past five years. Most, but not all of them, first appeared in Sky, Delta’s inflight magazine, where Duncan Christy and his editors, notably David Bailey and Mickey McLean but in truth the entire staff, routinely provide the kind of encouragement and support that freelance writers rarely receive from their editors. At the same time, Duncan and his editors are demanding, and require writers to stretch themselves to find the best story, to find the heart of a story when telling it, and to tell it as well as they can. I have been lucky enough to work with these editors at a time when they, and I, have been focusing more and more on everyday people, normal folks, doing extraordinary things. Or sometimes simply doing relatively ordinary things extremely well.

The casual reader may have heard of a few of the subjects of these stories. And a few of the subjects, especially those in important jobs, may not seem like everyday people. But believe me, they consider themselves everyday, normal people. A real common thread among the subjects is that all of them are doing good in one or more ways – for themselves, for their families, for their employees, for the community at large. Another common thread is that the subjects of these articles all took chances in one or more ways. They tried, usually at some physical or mental or emotional or financial cost to themselves, to make things better for themselves and the people around them. Their stories tell us not only what they have done, but offer us ideas for what we can do at work or at play, at home or in the community.
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Eric Schonblom: The Computer Man of Appalachia

Eric Schonblom steers the 12-seat van carefully as it bounces over a mile of one-lane dirt road, winding past trailers and small wooden houses, some with rabbit cages and abandoned pickup trucks out front. Even at 5 miles per hour, it seems as though the bulky vehicle might slide off the narrow creek bank where chickens scuff for worms and a yellow dog lazes with its eyes closed.

At 7:02 a.m., at the end of the road – the “head o’ the holler,” as they say in this part of Appalachia -- Colin Adams is waiting outside a rusting trailer. He climbs into the van. His blue shorts and shirt are clean and pressed, and there is only a trace of red-clay mud on his white sneakers. A picture of his pale yellow crew cut could be in the dictionary under “towhead.”

The 12-year-old boy and the 61-year-old man at the wheel greet each other like old friends. Today, as they have for two weeks each summer for the past five years, they will spend most of the next seven hours together at Computer Camp. It is a remarkable program that Schonblom, who recently retired and is now a professor emeritus in engineering at the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, has been running for kids in the isolated hills of southeastern Kentucky since 1985. Every June and July, instead of collecting consulting fees or lying on a beach or going to well-padded conferences in 

Europe, Schonblom has returned to Buckhorn. It is a mountain hamlet with about 250 people living within a half-mile of the public school, Presbyterian church, and combination general store and post office that all stand at the crossroads.


Each summer, 140 grade school children attend one of the four two-week sessions of Schonblom’s Computer Camp. The kids, mostly from poor families, get a morning snack, a good lunch, an hour of organized recreation, an hour of arts and crafts, and a couple of hours working and playing on the ancient computers Schonblom has begged and borrowed from various sources. If it were not for Computer Camp, most 

of those kids would be sitting at the head o’ the holler all summer, watching soaps or worse.

The suggested tuition for the two weeks is $10 per child ($5 for each additional child from the same home). In truth, Schonblom asks very few parents to pay anything when he drives from home to home personally signing up campers. If he mailed out forms, he says, most of these hill people would throw them away. Instead, he knocks on the door of every home in the area with children ages 7 to 12, says his howdies, sets a spell when invited in and tells parents what time he’ll pull up in the van each morning, toot the horn, wait 30 seconds and then drive on. Outside a few homes, no kid ever comes out. But he keeps stopping, tooting and waiting, every morning, just in case.

Outside most homes, one or two or three kids are by the side of the road, waiting. It’s rare for parents to refuse to talk to Schonblom, even in this area where in the old days of moonshining any stranger was a suspected revenuer. “Don’t worry,” one woman told Schonblom when he first started knocking on doors. “We only shoot federal agents and relatives.” Schonblom does have scars on his leg, though, from a nasty bite after he ignored a “Beware of the Dog” sign.

“The parents of the poorest families are the ones who see the computer as their children’s entry to middle-class America,” Schonblom says one evening as the sun sets behind the mountains. The nearest town of any size is over half an hour away: Hazard, inspiration for the old moonshine-runner television series “The Dukes of Hazzard,” still a popular after-supper rerun in these parts of Kentucky.

Schonblom is a soft-spoken man who answers questions precisely, like a good engineer, but who obviously is uncomfortable talking about himself. He’d rather spend evenings hanging around the general store or watching Little League games, chatting with local folks about their children. Most parents think he is part of the public school system, probably because his camp is based at Buckhorn School, the local 450-student, kindergarten-through-12th- grade public school that replaced the region’s one- room schoolhouses.

At the general store, the H.C. Sparks Kentucky Food Store, the sign offers Groceries, Fresh Meat, Dry Goods, Shoes, Fishing Equipment – and a temporary sign underneath reads, “We sell tombstones.” Inside, somewhere between fan belts and bologna, the clerk, Fred Wooton, says, “It’s wonderful what Eric’s done here. He’s giving those children good training so they can learn computers. They’re a step ahead when they go to school.”

Few parents or kids know Schonblom’s full name. He is simply Eric, or Computer Man. When a caller asked for “Dr. Schonblom” at Buckhorn School, the flustered woman 

who answered the phone thought it was a wrong number until the caller asked for the Computer Camp director. “Oh, you mean Eric,” she said, and hurried off to find him.


Nor do many in this corner of Perry and Breathitt counties know that Schonblom pays much of the cost of the camp – $3,000 or $4,000 per summer – out of his own pocket. He gets no salary, but Buckhorn Children’s Center, a Presbyterian-run residential home for troubled children across from the public school, provides a room in one of its cottages. The center also pays the part-time, minimum-wage salaries of Schonblom’s five camp assistants, usually local teachers or college students. The center and the adjacent Presbyterian church, in a magnificent rustic structure known as the Log Cathedral, each donate the use of a van for transporting kids to and from camp.


After picking up Colin Adams, Schonblom’s van makes more stops on ridges and in hollows with names that appear on few maps: Mudlick, Squabble Creek, Otter Creek, Stable Fork, Jess Branch. By 8 a.m., the van is back at Buckhorn School. After breakfast, Schonblom takes 19 of the older kids, including Colin, into a small classroom with 14 computers – six borrowed from Schonblom’s university, the others donations that Schonblom has scrounged here and there.


All of the computers are Apple 11-GS models. Only one has a hard drive. Few of the computers – out of production for years and obsolete in most of the rest of the world – are powerful enough for programs that require 128 kilobytes of memory, (In contrast, new, off-the-shelf PCs have at least 16 megabytes RAM – more than 100 times as much memory.)


Today, Schonblom is excited because someone wants to donate another old Apple II-GS. “It has a hard drive,” he says. In the classroom, he assigns kids to computers. Those with partners get first choice. As usual, Schonblom starts with a lesson, this time showing how to run programs that require three disks when there are only two drives. The following hour, during a lesson for younger children, ages 7 and 8, Schonblom concentrates on how to handle disks properly. He asks for examples of what not to do. One child says, “Keep disks away from magnets.” Another says, “Don’t spill soda pop on them.” Yet another says, “Don’t drill holes in ’em so they’ll hang on a nail in the wall.”

Schonblom tells the kids that if a disk gets caught in a drive, they should 

tell him rather than try to pry it out themselves. “I won’t get after you,” he promises.


“I’m not teaching a lot of useful computer information here,” Schonblom concedes. Indeed, one would hope these students will never see this kind of hardware or software again. “But it helps with their self-esteem. They leave here, and they’re not 

afraid of computers. Also, going to school and having a good time is a factor for kids who never have done well in school. Many of the kids who do well at Computer Camp are not the best students, but then they get better. They learn school can be fun. It’s failure-proof. No one flunks Computer Camp.”


After their lesson, Colin and his buddies scramble through boxes of games software. Soon their cries for help – “Eric! Eric! Over here, Eric!” – and their squeals of delight fill the room.

“Look at how I colored this dinosaur.”

 
“Cool!”

 
“How do you spell grease?”

 “Eric, this program won’t load. It ain’t doin’ nuthin’.”

 “I’m bein’ chased by a beast.” With the hill-country accent, the last word sounds as if it has three syllables.

Schonblom floats around the room, offering suggestions. “You’re gonna run out of spears,” he warns two boys. “Try that door over there,” he tells another. “Click twice.”

One student tugs on Schonblom’s shirt for attention. Schonblom gives another a little side-by-side half-hug for getting something right. Colin Adams and his partner, Brian Smith, 9, celebrate a success with exuberant high-fives. Schonblom pats each boy on a shoulder. “You guys did good,” he exults.

In a quiet moment, Schonblom says, “There is no doubt that this is like a surrogate family for me.” He has never married. “I was looking for the perfect woman, but all the women I met were looking for the perfect man,” he quips. Then, seriously, “I don’t know. I got used to living alone, and then I got too old.” If he had a family, he says, he would spend summers with them rather than here with the poor children of Appalachia.

Why Computer Camp? “It’s fun,” Schonblom says. “I enjoy it.” There’s more to it, of course. Golf can be fun, or stamp collecting. Running Computer Camp takes thousands of dollars and hundreds of hours, many spent on the sort of administrative 

and bureaucratic drudgery that most of us try to avoid. Schonblom is giving something back, doing the sort of thing that all of us should do if we could. It’s righteous stuff. The good fight. God’s work, some call it.


Schonblom has been spending summers in Buckhorn since 1973, for the first 11 years as part of a Presbyterian volunteer organization to help run a summer recreation program. Trying to make the program “more educational,” he came up with Computer Camp; over the past 12 years, nearly 600 kids have attended, about two-thirds of all the eligible children in the area. Campers are more likely to make the school honor roll, and one became the first Kentucky public school graduate to attend Yale, Schonblom says.


He estimates that no more than one camper in 20 has a computer at home. During one session, both children who said they had home computers also said they “weren’t as good” as Schonblom’s old Apple IIs. Schonblom keeps a database of all school-age children that helps him prepare for special needs; when he found that a deaf girl would be coming to Computer Camp, he learned to sign.


“Eric knows more people in this area than anybody,” says Pat Wooton, principal of Buckhorn School. “The youngsters and families around here have complete faith in him.” Wooton agrees that the program helps with self-esteem and keeps kids from “sliding back” so much during summer vacations, but adds that computer campers are often “ahead of the faculty” and spur teachers to use computers more. Technology, he says, is “a leveler” and “a great big door” of opportunity for the children in this historically poor area.


Wooton says there is only one reason for Computer Camp’s success. “It’s Eric,” he says. “It’s really an amazing story. Here’s somebody who has made a commitment to spend a major part of his life making a difference in the lives of these youngsters. And not just short-term, but long- term. He’s been very meaningful for this community.”


Schonblom, unassuming as ever, doesn’t want to talk about that. ‘If possible,” he tells a visitor, “I’d like to influence you to write about what a small community can do for its children, rather than what a college professor can do for a small community.” 


But the professor is the story – and has been since 1985 and will be, everyone hopes, for years to come. Since this writer’s last visit, the college professor has retired and moved to Buckhorn permanently. Schonblom will keep running Computer Camp and, knowing him, will get involved in other community activities year-round. And with computers that aren’t being made any more and not much new software coming onto the market for them, he faces some serious upgrading. So if someone wants to help out, 

what does he need? What’s his wish list? Fourteen new computers with all the fixings – networked, online, with software?


Schonblom thinks for a moment. No. Nothing, he says. He doesn’t 

want donations. He’ll find what he needs. Instead of giving him money or computers, donors should finance similar computer camps in other rural or inner-city areas. “I’d rather hear of people spending their money to do this someplace else,” he says. He has put together a manual in a loose-leaf binder, “How to Run a Computer Camp,” and he’s been sharing it with like-minded people around the country.


Note: Eric Schonblom has since moved to live full-time in Buckhorn, where he still runs the summer computer camp but also volunteers in many other local church and community activities.

