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[bookmark: audience-brief]Audience brief
Reader: someone who has met Dave through the school-trust fight, or through one of the books, and wants to know who he is. Trimmed, this also serves as the “About the Author” for the rest of the family. Desired response: to like him, trust him, and see the single thread running from a tree-planting crew to a lawsuit on behalf of schoolchildren. Register: plain, self-deprecating, wry — the way he tells it on tape. Allergen to avoid: résumé bragging, and anything that sounds like a great man explaining his greatness.
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[bookmark: a-slow-start]1. A Slow Start
I’ve spent my life around new technology — understanding it, and helping ordinary people use it better — and it has been an incredibly fun ride, because the inventions keep coming, faster and faster. But the start was not smooth.
When I graduated from high school, the country was in the middle of the war in Vietnam. I went to college less to learn anything than to get a student deferment, so I wouldn’t be sent overseas to try to kill people. And instead of studying, I studied duplicate bridge, and dope, and women. It took the University of Oregon four terms to notice I wasn’t paying attention, and they sent me a letter from the dean of students: if you think you’re coming back next term, come see me first.
I could read the handwriting on the wall. My family was not pleased. The job I could get was on a tree-planting crew, and planting trees is hard, hard work — wet ground, a heavy bag, a thousand seedlings a day with a dull hoedad and a sore back. I was a slow learner at the School of Hard Knocks, and it took about a year of planting and thinning, with a stretch in a mobile-home factory in between, before I decided I was going back — and this time I was going to study. I didn’t know it then, but those years on the crew were the first thing I ever learned that the lawsuit would one day need: what a forest is, up close, and what it costs in human labor to make one grow.
[bookmark: back-to-school-on-my-own-terms]2. Back to School, on My Own Terms
They put me back on probation and would only let me take a few classes. I didn’t have much money, so I had to figure out how to get a degree in the least time possible — which meant challenging courses for credit by examination on top of every class they’d let me carry. It worked. I graduated in nearly record time, with close to straight A’s.
The one blemish was a tax class, because taxes are the memorization of strange rules, and I have never been any good at memorizing things. I’m good at thinking. That distinction — memorizing versus thinking — turns out to be the story of my whole working life. Every job I was ever good at came down to the same move: not knowing more facts than the next person, but seeing why the whole thing worked the way it did. Every job I was bad at was a job that just wanted me to remember the rules and not ask why.
[bookmark: Xcacffec8e04c2f3092c093c0ec58d75b76f7b4a]3. The Program That Made Me a Star, Then a Traitor
I went to work at Tektronix as a manufacturing accountant, which is a bit like being a janitor for history: you sweep up old transactions and tidy them into statements. Not exciting. I jumped to being a division finance manager, and there I landed on the team building one of the first personal computers, the Tektronix 4051. My job was pricing. I added up everything it cost us to build one — and I do mean everything I could pile on — and multiplied by five, and that was the price. About ten thousand dollars. Even at that, we had a backlog out the door.
The most important thing a finance manager did was write product proposals, and Tektronix had a thick rulebook for how to do them — pages of estimates and plots, days of careful work. So I took the very computer we were building and wrote a program on it that let me type in the estimates, push a button, and get all the graphs and the bottom line in a few minutes. This was before spreadsheets existed. It turned days into minutes.
My fellow finance managers loved me. I was a star — right up until I walked the same program over to the engineering and marketing teams and showed them how to use it. Now anybody could do a product proposal. And suddenly I wasn’t a star; I was the man who had given away the secret sauce, who had betrayed his own tribe. I honestly hadn’t seen it coming. It got me thinking hard about tribes — how cliquish people are, how they will protect their little patch of turf instead of asking what’s good for everyone. That a useful thing could make you enemies precisely because it was useful to too many people. I have been thinking about it ever since, and you will see it again before this booklet is done, because a whole state turned out to behave exactly like those finance managers — guarding what it knew, and treating the people who pried it open as the problem.
[bookmark: why-good-people-built-a-worse-machine]4. Why Good People Built a Worse Machine
Then came a puzzle I couldn’t let go of. Tektronix had that huge backlog, and ramping up production took six months because of all the parts. So the company set out to build a new production-control system. They took their best managers to write the specifications, and good programmers to build it. Every single person involved was capable and well-meaning.
And the result was slower, costlier, and worse than what it replaced.
I knew why, because I’d been a manufacturing accountant down on the floor. Every worker on the line used to get a little one-page report at the end of the day showing what they’d done — and they were proud of it; they’d take it home. The managers writing the new specifications didn’t care about that little page, so they left it out. And out the door with it went something nobody had written down: the reason the people on the line cared. Good people, good intentions, a worse machine — because the folks who designed the system never had to live inside it, and the number that mattered most was one that never showed up in their reports.
That is as close as I can come to a one-sentence summary of everything I’ve worked on since, the lawsuit included. When the people who design a system are too far from the people who live in it, they leave out the very thing that made it work — and they do it with the best intentions in the world. I wanted to understand that, from first principles, well enough to do it better. So I went back to school again.
[bookmark: carnegie-mellon]5. Carnegie Mellon
I was wined and dined by some of the best schools in the country, and I chose Carnegie Mellon — partly because they gave me free tuition and a stipend, and partly because their catalog said they studied how to use computers effectively, which was exactly my question.
Their catalog writers, it turned out, were creative. What they actually did in my corner of the place was build mathematical models — linear programs, dynamic programs, the formal machinery for reasoning about how a whole system behaves over time. [MORE FROM DAVE: one plain sentence on what you took from CMU that actually mattered to you, and how you’d describe the PhD field to a neighbor without the jargon.] I came out what they call a systems scientist, which is really just a formal name for the thing I’d been doing since I was a boy: trying to see why the whole works the way it does, not just the parts. It gave me language and tools for an instinct I already had. The instinct came first.
[bookmark: X4bd38c9f4643e73cf60ca708b0604f937c2f444]6. Teaching the Whole World to Use the New Machine
I went home to Oregon, to Oregon State University, because I wanted to be where my family had grown up, and where there are forests and trees. And there I did, in a way, what I’d done at Tektronix — only bigger.
I could see a new set of capabilities coming, and I wanted to help ordinary people organize their thinking with these machines instead of fighting them at the level of keystrokes. I recruited a couple of computer-science professors who bought into the vision, and we wrote a groundbreaking textbook — The New Computer User — for the people who weren’t engineers and had been told, in a hundred quiet ways, that the machine wasn’t for them.
I had a way of teaching it that I still believe in. You don’t learn to ride a bicycle by studying the gears; you don’t learn music by studying the hammers inside a piano. You learn by riding, by playing — and the keystrokes follow. I warned my students about what I called garbage-in, gospel-out: the old computer-room saying is “garbage in, garbage out,” but the personal computer made it worse, because now the garbage came back to you in a clean typeface with neat columns, and it looked like gospel. A wrong answer that’s beautifully formatted is more dangerous than a wrong answer scrawled on a napkin, because you’re tempted to believe it. (I find myself saying the very same thing about AI now, forty years later, to anybody who’ll listen.)
The books started selling, and once again I was something of a rock star in that little world. I used to tell my readers, “Tell me where I’ve messed up, and don’t pull any punches; if you like what I’ve written, I wouldn’t mind hearing that, either.” That has been the constant in my life: a powerful new tool shows up, the experts treat it as theirs, and I try to put it in the hands of the people who were told it wasn’t for them.
[bookmark: houses-and-a-home-on-the-hill]7. Houses, and a Home on the Hill
For a stretch I paid almost no attention to computers at all. I bought historic homes and fixed them up into good rentals rather than let them be torn down, and I learned construction the only way that sticks — by doing it, and by making every mistake at least once. Then Barb and I built a real home on my timberland, where we live now. It was a fine interlude: a few years of learning how things actually go together with your hands instead of your head, which is its own kind of systems thinking. A house teaches you fast that a plan that ignores how the parts meet is no plan at all.
[MORE FROM DAVE: a line or two about Barb, and about the house on the hill — readers will want her in this story, in your words, not mine.]
[bookmark: why-i-bought-a-tree-farm]8. Why I Bought a Tree Farm
In the late 1990s I read in the paper that the government was about to take a good share of Oregon’s timberland off the market. I’m a systems person, so I followed the logic the way you’d follow a current: less supply, steady demand, higher log prices down the road. I decided to buy some timberland.
I bought cut-over land — maxing out my credit cards to do it — and I replanted it myself, tens of thousands of seedlings at about twenty-two cents apiece, and I thinned it and tended it for years. Small tree farms are not a get-rich scheme, and they are certainly not a get-rich-quick scheme. You do it because you love the work, and the land, and the long horizon — because you are planting trees you will never see harvested, for people you will never meet.
I got active in the Oregon Small Woodlands Association, went on a hundred Saturday-morning timber tours, served on the board, and came to care, deeply, about active forest management — about land that’s tended carefully by people who actually own it and answer for it. That care is exactly what made the abandonment of the Elliott feel personal when I finally ran into it. I had spent twenty years learning, with my own hands and my own money, what a forest is worth when somebody tends it. The State was about to teach me, on eighty thousand acres, what one is worth when nobody does.
[bookmark: my-fathers-trade]9. My Father’s Trade
I should tell you about my father, because he is in everything I do.
J. Wesley Sullivan — Wes — was the editor of the Statesman Journal in Salem, and he served on the State Board of Forestry. He died in 2008. He spent his whole career fighting to get information out into the open so the public could know what its government was doing, and he had long, grinding battles with officials who wanted to hide things. He taught me the newspaperman’s catechism: before you decide anything, you find the who, the what, the where, the when, the why, and the how. And he taught me how hard those six answers can be to pry loose from people who would rather you didn’t have them — and that bottling them up is, frankly, un-American. He didn’t say that to make a speech. He said it the way you’d teach a kid to look both ways before crossing.
When I was younger I asked him to write up the history behind the old photographs of our family’s place, so it wouldn’t be lost when he was gone. I think about that a great deal now — because that instinct, to get it down before it disappears, is the very same instinct that has me writing all of this, and building a library so the record outlives the people who remember it.
[bookmark: the-lookout-tower]10. The Lookout Tower
When I retired, I wanted to build a fire lookout tower on the ridge of my tree farm — the kind the Forest Service used to staff to watch for smoke — just for the pleasure of the thing. That hobby is what led an old friend to take me to a falling-down tower on the Elliott State Forest. Which is how I learned that eighty thousand acres of some of the best timberland in the world were being run by a single forester four hours away, and quietly taken from the schoolchildren they belong to.
That’s a whole other book — the origin of the lawsuits, and I’ve written it as its own booklet. Here it’s enough to say that everything in this one led straight to it. The systems thinker who can’t stop asking why the whole misbehaves. The man who’ll give away the secret sauce because the tribe matters less than the truth. The tree farmer who knows in his hands what tended land is worth. And the son of a newspaper editor who knows that when they close the door, you don’t go home — you file for the records. All four of those people had been forty years in the making, and they all came due on that one ridge.
[bookmark: the-self-driving-citizen]11. The Self-Driving Citizen
There’s a last chapter to the technology story, and it’s happening right now. In my seventies I’ve watched the tools change under me one more time — from typing prompts into a chat window to running whole teams of AI agents that research, draft, test, and report back finished work, while I do less and less of the typing and more and more of the conducting.
It is the same shift I keep living through. When you’ve been digging a ditch with a shovel your whole life and somebody hands you an excavator, you can get twenty, fifty, a hundred times more done — but only if you’re willing to climb out of the ditch and learn to run the machine. I act now like a conductor in charge of an orchestra: the agents play the instruments; I guide. It is just as hard as the old work, and probably more important, to learn to think clearly, to mentor, to manage, to orchestrate — to be the one who decides what’s worth doing and whether the result is any good, instead of the one with the shovel.
[MORE FROM DAVE: the six-week stretch when you built the Library this way — what surprised you, what worried you, and what it actually felt like to work at that scale, mostly alone.]
It’s the same move I made with the 4051 and with the textbook: take a powerful new machine and put it to work for a purpose ordinary people care about. Only this time the purpose is a hundred-and-sixty-five-year-old promise to schoolchildren, and the machine is finally big enough to help one retired tree farmer hold a whole state to its word.
[bookmark: what-it-was-all-for]12. What It Was All For
I’ve had what I think of as three opportunities. The personal computer, when almost nobody knew what one was for. The textbook, teaching people that the new machine wasn’t above them. And now this — using the newest tools to enforce a promise the powerful had assumed no one would ever make them keep.
The thread is the same every single time. A new tool arrives. The people who control things would rather keep it — and keep what it reveals — to themselves. And I have spent my life prying it open and handing it to everyone else. My father did it with a printing press and a public-records fight. I’ve done it with computers, and a textbook, and now a courtroom and a library. If this booklet does its job, somebody reading it will do it with whatever comes next, for some promise I’ll never live to see kept.
That’s the whole of it. I was never the smartest person in any room I worked in. I was just the one who kept asking why the whole thing worked the way it did — and who could never quite stand to let the people in charge keep the answer to themselves.
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