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SOURCE CODE

long, hard hikes. It u,asn't dangerous beyond the fact that we were

teenagers deep in the mountains, many hours from help and well

before cell phones were a thing.

Over time we gre-w into a confident, tight-knit team. We'd finish

a full day of hiking, decide upon a place to camp, and with hardly

a word wed all fall into our jobs. Mike and Rocky rnight tie up the

tarp thai would be our roof for the night. Danny foraged the under-

growth for dry wood, and Reilly and I coaxed a starter stick and

twigs into our fire for the night.

And then we ate. Cheap food that was light in our packs but

substantial enough to fuel us through the trip. Nothing eYer tasted

better. For dinner wed chop up a brick of Spam and mix it with

I{amburqer Helper or a packet of beef Stroganoffmix' In the morn-

nt u'e mieht have Carnation Instant Breakfast mix or a powder

rhar ii rrh s'arer transformed into a western omelet, at least according

to rhe package. My morning favorite: Oscar Mayer Smokie Links, a

sausage bilied as "all meat," now extinct. We used a single frying pan

to prepare most of the food, and we ate out of empty #10 coffee cans

we each carried. Those cans were our water pails, our saucePans'

our oatmeal bowls. I don't know who among us invented the hot

raspberry drink. Not that it was a great culinary innovation: just add

instant Jell-O mix to boiling water and drink. It worked as dessert or

as a morning sugar boost before a day of hiking.

\7e were away from our parents and the control of any adults,

making our own decisions about where to go, rnhat to eat, when

we slept, judging for ourselves what risks to take. At school, none

of us rvere the cool kids. Only Danny played an organized sport-
basketball-and he soon quit that to make time for our hikes. I was

rhe skrnniest of the group and usually the coldest, and I always felt

like I was weaker than the others. Still, I iiked the physical challenge,

and the feeling of autonorny. Vrhile hiking was becoming popular

in our part of the country, not a lot of teenagers were traipsing off in

the woods for eight days on their own.

That said, it was rhe 19'
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Toward the end of my sophomore year, in June 1971, Mike called

me with our rlext trip: fifty miles in the Olympic Mountains. The

route he chose was called the Press Expedition Tiaii, after a group

sponsored by a newspaper that had explored rhe area in 1890. Did

he mean the same trip on which the men nearly starved to death and

their ciothes rotted on their bodies? Yes, but that was a long time

ago, he said.

Eight decades later it would still be a tough hike; that vear had

brought a lot of snow, so it was a particularly daur-rting proposition.

But since everyone else-Rocky, Reilly, and Dannr.-rn/as up for it,

rhe re u'as no \\'av I was going to wimp out. Plus, a younger scout, a

Su,, named Chip, rvas game. I had to go.

The plan \\'as to climb the Low Divide pass, descend to the

,,]uinrr,Lir River, and then hike the same rrail back, staying each

nishr in iog shelters along the way. Six or seyen days total. The first

dar- rvas easy and we spent the night in a beautiful snow-covered

meadow. Over the next day or two, as we climbed the Lorv Divide,

the snow got deeper. \7hen we reached the spot where we planned to

spend the night, the shelter was buried in snow. I enjoyed a moment

of private elation. Surely, I thought, we'd backtrack, head down to

a far more welcoming shelter we had passed earlier in the da,v. Wed

make a fire, get warm, and eat.

Mike said we'd take a vote: head back or push on to our final

destination. Either choice meant a several-hour hike. "We passed a

shelter ar the boftom; it's eighteen hundred fbet down. We could go

back dorvn and stay there, or we could continue on to the Quinault
Ri'er," Mike said. He didnt need to spell out that going back meant

aborting our mission to reach the river.

"'W'hat do you think, Dan?" Mike asked. Danny was the unof-

ficial second in command in our little group. He was taller than

-tera.one etse. a-o.cl a \e[E r

scmed to tire. \-harer-er h,
-\-ell, n-eie almosr frer

said- As the hands wenr up,

prtsh on.

-{ fex minutes down rhr
rou- \bu could har-e sroppr

I remember rhis rrip tbr

I also remember it tbr wh
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programs had to be lean, written using as little code as possible so as

not to hog memory. The PDP-8 had just 6 kilobytes of the memory

a computer uses to store data that itt working on. Id picture the

code and then try to trace how the computer would follow my com-

mands. The rhythm of walking helped me think, much like a habit

I had of rocking in place. For the rest of that day my mind was

immersed in my coding pttzzle. fu we descended to the valley foor,

the snow gave way to a gently sloping trail through an old forest of
spruce and fir ffees until we reached the river, set up camp, ate our

Sp* Stroganoff, and finally slept.

By eaiy the next morning we were climbing back up the Low

Divide in heavy wind and sleet that whipped sideways in our faces.

\7e stopped under a tree long enough to share a sleeve of Ritz crack-

ers and continued. Every camp we found was full of other hikers

waiting out the storm. So we just kept going, adding more hours

to an interminable day. Crossing a stream, Chip fell and gashed his

knee. Mike cleaned the wound and applied butterfy bandages; now

we moved only as fast as Chip limped. All the while, I silently honed

my code. I hardly spoke a word during the twenty miles we hiked

that day. Eventually we came to a shelter that had room for us and

set uP camp.

Like the famous line "I would have written a shorter letter, but I
did not have the time," it's easier to write a program in sloppy code

that goes on for pages than to write the same program on a single

page. The sloppy version may also run more slowly and use more

memory. Over the course of that hike, I had the time to write short.

On that long day I slimmed it down more, like whittling little pieces

off a stick to sharpen the point. tVhat I made seemed efficient and

pleasingly simple. It was by far the best code I had ever written.

fu we made our way back to the trailhead the next afternoon, the

rain finally gave way to clear skies and the warmth of sunlight. I felt

the elation that always hit me afier a hike, when all the hard work

was behind me.

By the time school staned

PDP-S had reclaimed ir I
the code I wrote on ttrar hi
stayed with me.

Three and a half vean

sure of my path in life xte
into my dorm room nith
knew we could write a B^t
The first thing I did rr-as to

Low Divide and retriere fri
written. I typed it into a cr

ofwhat would become oae

beginning of a neu'induss
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telegraph operator and her mother, Ida Thompson-we called her

Lala-would eventually earn a modest income by baking cakes and

selling war bonds at the local lumber mill. Lala also played a lot of
bridge. Her partners and opponents were the society people in town,

the wives of bankers and the owner of the mill. These people may

have had more money or higher social standing, but Lala leveled

some of the difference by handily beating them at cards. This talent

got passed on to Gami and to a degree to my mom, her only child.

My initiation into this family culture started early. \Mhen I was

sdll in diapers, Lala started calling me "Trey," the card player's lingo

for three. It was a play on the fact that I was the f"-ilyt third liv-

ing Bill Gates, after my dad and grandfather. (I am actually number

four, but my dad chose to go by "junior" and in turn I got called

Bill Gates III.) Gami started me offat age five with Go Fish. In the

coming years we would play thousands of hands of cards. -We played

for fun, and we played to tease each other and pass the time. But my

grandmother also played to win-and she always did.

Her mastery fascinated me back then. How did she get so good?

\7as she born that way? She was religious, so maybe it was a gift
from above? For a long time, I didnt have an answer. AIl I knew was

that every time we played, she won. No matter the game. No matter

how hard I tried.
\Mhen Christian Science rapidly expanded across the \7est Coast

in the early 1900s, both my mothert and fathert families became

devout followers. I think my mother's parents drew strength from

Christian Science, embracing its belief that a person's true identity is

found in the spiritual and not the material. They were strict adher-

ents. Because Christian Scientists dont track chronological age,

Gami never celebrated her birthday, never disclosed her age or even

the year she was born. Despite her own convictions, Gami never

imposed her views on others. My mom didnt follow the faith, nor

did our family. Gami never tried to persuade us to do otherwise.

Her faith probably had a role in shaping her into an extremely

principled person. Even bar

lowed a strict personal codt
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