
47. Graduate Student Life: Playing Hard

Students of the 1980s

Much of the reason that many of the alumni of the Institute remember their student years
with fond nostalgia has nothing to do with their classroom experiences, or even the long
hours in the laboratory. Typically optics students work hard and play hard, and there has
probably never been a group in the history of the Institute that better excelled at both
aspects of life than those who were graduate students in the Institute during the 1970s and
1980s. Many have gone on to distinguished careers, some as faculty, others as founders of
companies, presidents of the Optical Society of America as well as other professional
societies, one even as an advisor to the president of the United States.

Among the essays in this section we have a series of anecdotes and vignettes concern-
ing the “playing hard” part of their lives. A lot of the play was centered around a house
on a little side street off Mt. Hope Avenue near St. Anne’s Church. The address of the
house is known to all students of the era—21 Brighton Park. Optics graduate students rented
this house for about thirty years during the period from about 1971 to 2003, beginning
with Jay Eastman and continuing with only a brief hiatus through Jason Porter and Mike
Melocchi. The house was the scene of innumerable parties and the beginnings of many
traditions—and happy marriages.

Many of the events took place in more remote locations: the shores of Lake Ontario,
the glens of the Finger Lakes, the mountains of the Adirondacks, and rock faces of the
Niagara Escarpment. Some were taken very seriously by the participants: wine making,
beer brewing, and listening to jazz. Present-day standards of political correctness are an
anachronism when applied to this era, just as today’s standards will raise eyebrows in
twenty years time.
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Graduate Student Life: Vacuum God

George Harvey

The vacuum god lived in the basement of the Bausch & Lomb building. With pipes ascend-
ing to all floors, the vacuum god had a voracious appetite. To appease the god, the grad-
uate students made regular sacrifices in a long-honored tradition. The high priest of optics
presented the god with a full roll of toilet paper conveniently obtained from the nearest
men’s room. The priest’s assistant opened the pipe while the priest placed a broom handle
through the middle of the roll. Within 30 seconds, the almighty god of vacuum would
consume the entire roll, its contents snaking their way through the intricate network of
pipes into the bowels of the beast. If times were particularly trying, two or more rolls were
sacrificed.

242 EXPANSION: THE 1980S
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Graduate Student Life: 21 Brighton Park

Donald Harter

There is a little house located on a small side street off Mount Hope Avenue next to St.
Anne’s Church which was the site of a lot of historical events in the lives of optics grad-
uate students. The address of this house is 21 Brighton Park. Fourteen optics students
rented the house over a period that spanned three decades. The first optics inhabitants
were Jay Eastman and his wife Linda. They moved into the house in 1975 when Jay, who
received his Ph.D. in 1974, joined the staff of the Laboratory for Laser Energetics. It is
unlikely that the owner of the house would have rented directly to a bunch of single grad-
uate students, but the more respectable couple were very desirable tenants. The landlord’s
experience with these optics-related tenants led him to allow in some who were not neces-
sarily so domestic.

The tenants included Jay Eastman, Steve Fantone, Don Harter, Lloyd Hillman,
Bill Molander, Dave Brown, Ian Walmsley, Paul Kane, Jim Zavislan, Ian McMackin,
Ed Miller, Mark Beck, Mark Mallalieu, Lee Moore, Jason Porter, and Mike Melocchi.
Two were not optics students: Dave Brown, a laser lab staff member, and Lee Moore,
a computer science student. Both were made honorary optikers. That these students did not
spend all of their time pondering arcane aspects of optics theory is indicated by the number
of tenants who met their future wives at 21 Brighton Park. The list is remarkable. Steve
Fantone met his wife Betsy (the sister of Linda Eastman); similarly Don Harter and Wendy,

21 Brighton Park, Winter 1999.
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Lloyd Hillman and Sharon, Bill Molander and Cindy, Ian Walmsley and Kate, Paul Kane
and Cathy, and Ian McMackin and Lenore all met there.

The parties held under this roof were notorious enough that one might think that there
would be a neighbor problem, but surprisingly the nearest neighbor was a constant friend
of the students. Ruth Trompeter, known to all simply as “Ruth,” was a long-time resident
of 25 Brighton Park. She fed and amused all the students with her charming and out-
going manner and her unique greeting: “Yeah, well, hello Mr. Jay,” or “Mr. Steve,” or
“Mr. Bill,” . . . as appropriate. Ruth made soups, cakes, cookies for the guys, and even fed
their pets. When she fed Jim Zavislan’s dog
Cindy some Danish ham, Jim lamented that
Cindy had a better lunch than he did.

It is the parties that make 21 Brighton Park
memorable even for those who did not live or
meet their future spouses there. The Petzval
parties are fondly remembered. Of course,
Joseph Petzval (1807–1891) is known to every
optics student as a name associated with a
“curvature” and a doublet lens, but many first
year-students had not yet encountered these
second-semester topics so they were indoctri-
nated through a series of get-togethers with
international themes—a José Petzval party with a
Mexican theme, Giuseppe Petzval party with an
Italian theme, etc. The Halloween parties were
also famous with a lot of memorable costumes,
a few of which are captured in the photographs.

Raggedy Ann and Andy Gabel and Generalisimo Renaud at Halloween party 1975.

Halloween swell Ian McMackin.
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Obviously the consumption of intoxicating beverages at these parties and other festive
occasions could strain the budgets of those living on graduate student stipends, so thoughts
turned to fermenting and brewing. Cider, beer, and wine were all produced by various
students, but in the little house on Brighton Park it was mostly beer and wine. Ian
McMackin and Mark Beck were the principal brewers, while John Agostinelli and Lloyd
Hillman were seriously into wine making. Hillman actually won prizes at the New York
State Fair and in national competitions for his varietal Ravat. This was a pretty serious
operation. When he moved from New York to Alabama he needed two trucks to carry his
belongings—one for the furniture and the other for the wine.

Rich Youngworth and John Heebner clown it up.
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The pig is watched over by Michelle Malcuit, Brian Oliver, Becky Oliver, 

Jeff Maki, and Dan Gauthier.

Graduate Student Life: Pig Roasts and Such

George Harvey

The first pig roast in our collective memory was in 1981 at John Agostinelli’s parents’
home, after his thesis defense. A live pig was purchased from a local farmer by Janis
Valdmanis and George Harvey. Before the pig was cooked, George, Janis, and Don Harter
put it under Ari Friberg’s desk on the fourth floor of the Wilmot Building. This occurred
because in a moment of weakness, one late night at the “Rat,” Ari confessed he grew up
on a pig farm in Finland and loved to rub the bellies of the pigs. We thought he would love
to see one under his desk at the Institute. It would be very convenient to rub its belly.

From this escapade we learned three things. It is incredible how deafening the squeals
of the pig are in the Wilmot Building elevator. It is also amazing how little time it takes
the whole floor of the Wilmot Building to smell like a pig. Finally, Ari did not always show
up at his typical early time (2 p.m.) on Saturdays.

It was Lloyd Hillman who “dressed” the pig. We were lucky Lloyd grew up on a ranch
near Tucson and had a lot of experience with live farm animals. George made the ultimate
sacrifice in staying up all night and basting the cooking pig by spraying it with Jack Daniels.
As you may guess, not all the spray fell on the pig, and it wasn’t clear who was more
cooked by Sunday afternoon.

After this first pig roast, on a regular basis, groups of students would mysteriously
converge at random houses for impromptu pig roasts where most supplies were purchased
from friendly vendors at the farmers market in the city of Rochester.
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One year in the mid 1980s Karl Koch and fellow students roasted a full pig in the
backyard of their Meigs Street house. “The roasting was pretty uneventful, but by the time
we had finished eating the pig, we discovered we had way more firewood than we needed,
so we decided to burn it in a bonfire. Well, the flames from the fire got to be taller than
our garage roof, which prompted our neighbors to call the fire department. By the time
the fire department arrived, the firewood was almost gone, so we were all happy.”

Perhaps it was wise to have these pig roasts away from one’s habitation, at places
such as Chimney Bluffs in Huron, New York, to the east of Rochester, as seen in the
photo. The jazz corn roast parties started around 1983, when Karl Koch returned from
a few weeks on his uncle’s dairy farm with a grain bag full of sweet corn. “We roasted
sweet corn on open grills, listened to jazz, and generally had a good time. Occasionally,
we had drawings to give away Mandelbrot set pictures that we made on the HP comput-
ers of the first floor of the Institute. The parties were billed as mandatory for first-year
students and I think it was a good informal way for many of them to meet the other grad-
uate students.”

The jazz played at the corn roasts was pretty serious music, according to Koch.
According to Dan Gauthier, “These events usually took a turn to the bizarre, often includ-
ing terrible music.” A brochure was generated with the tunes, players, recording year. Karl
remembers that one year someone’s girlfriend asked, as she looked over the brochure,
“Who were the anal-retentive geeks who put this together?” Alex Gaeta and Karl looking
sheepishly at her and confessed that it was them. “We had no explanation, we were just
obsessive about the details.”
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Graduate Student Life: Goin’ South

John Agostinelli

It was once the talk of Europe. It can be found on the early maps of the North American
continent. The explorer LaSalle first recorded its existence in 1669. Many believe it to have
the distinction as being the Eighth Wonder of the natural world. Burning Springs, later
known more affectionately and quite respectfully as “Fart Springs” around The Institute of
Optics, is located in a beautiful little glen in the Bristol Hills near Canandaigua Lake, about
an hour south of Rochester. Incredibly, through the centuries, the presence of such
greatness in the Rochester vicinity became a fact that slipped into a misty obscurity. Its
existence was revealed to some optics students in 1975 by the then-Institute oracle, George
Fraley.

It happened that after a particularly nasty stretch of early autumn weather in October
1976, the morning broke with a spectacular sunrise and a warm breeze that caressed the
cheek as you entered the outdoors. Cabin fever was already in full play and the springs
beckoned. A small band of students struggled to eventually decide that it would be wise to
recognize this day as a gift from the creator. The world had gotten along without a clear
understanding of quantum mechanics for eons, and so it was decided to GO SOUTH—
quantum mechanics class would wait for another day. The decision would later be appre-
ciated as a rare example of wisdom at a young age, and began a tradition that continues
today.

Goin’ South: On the first nice workday after Columbus Day, head in a southerly direc-
tion toward the springs. Soak in the dazzling color of the nearly lasing foliage blanketing
the hillsides, trek to the springs and, using several of your senses, discover the location of
the best gas sources. Cook up some lunch on a “3-dog fart” (a bubbling natural gas-jet
emerging from a rock fissure in the springs’ creek-bed having sufficient gas flow such that
simultaneous cooking of at least three sausages is achievable on the open flame). Though
the epicure might suggest otherwise, a repast prepared in this way and in this setting will
be savored and remembered for a lifetime. Following lunch, peruse the glen, and with a
renewed spirituality from the wonder of it all, depart the springs and continue with a blood-
stirring adventure—hike in one of the many gorges in the area. Invent a new activity for
the year. Then gather hickory nuts (in a good year) and finish the experience enjoying a
grape pie while viewing an arresting panorama under a breathtaking sunset. The first
Goin’ South expeditioners were Rich Boucher, Lloyd Hillman, Frank Kalk, and John
Agostinelli. Many other optics students and friends have followed and shaped the path in
the years since.

The glen at the springs provides an enjoyable hike to a terminus characterized by
an imposing vertical waterfall. Along the hike, many jets can be seen, including the 
muchheralded step-jet whose output bubble stream may be modulated or even stopped by
applying weight to a planar ledge of shale at the edge of the creek some six feet from the
jet. But the piece de resistance, the creator’s chef d’oeuvre in this magical place, is thought
by many to be the “eternal fart.” The eternal is located at the back of a tiny cave that
guards the left flank of the waterfall. Though it is above the creek bed, the cave is fed a
constant supply of spring water that covers the cave floor and provides audible evidence of
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the eternal’s existence and precise location. Olfactory evidence, though present here and
at many locations within the glen, is generally difficult to localize.

Over the years we have noticed a positive correlation between abundant seasonal rains
and the gas flow rates at Burning Springs. Dry years can be particularly challenging, as
some of the better jets are not water-covered in the partially exposed creek bed and are
therefore invisible, though thankfully not undetectable to the experienced South-goer. The
years have also brought application of sound science and engineering understanding to
improvements in stove technology (empty beer can with well-placed vents cut in to provide
optimum draft and mixture). A quick hot lunch is guaranteed.

The springs are located in the heart of the Finger Lakes region, which offers a plethora
of exciting but little-known hiking venues, resplendent with towering cascades and dramatic
vistas made even more special at the cusp of seasonal change. Names like Clark’s, Brigg’s,
and Conklin’s (the Hi Tor) mark some of the prodigious canyons that continue to exhila-
rate the South-going thrill-seeker.

And so the ritual has been repeated each year to the present. And each time, we are
inspired by both the familiarity and the newness of the feeling, and by the human capac-
ity to wonder. And we marvel at our good fortune to be together amidst the glory of the
spectacle, and we toast quantum mechanics for making it all possible.
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