Why I became an English Professor
By Brent Blackwell

Like so many of you, I came from a small, Indiana town with one equally small high school of under a thousand students.  I graduated 9th in my class of 212 people, and I did everything.  I ran track, but I played football better than I ran; and, I marched in the band as well as I played football.  Each fall, I debated in the forensic club, and every spring I acted in the musical.  I was in every academic club they had a club for: from physics and history to French and the National Honors Society.  I was on the student council, and I was on the homecoming court.  I was, to put it mildly, the golden boy.  Everyone expected great things from me and since I was destined for greatness, it made sense that I had ambitions to match.  But ambition and hyperactivity do not always mix well, especially early on in life.  Enter the hell that was my grade school years. 

To keep a long explanation short, grade school sucked.  I was an ADD kid before they knew what ADD was.  Without recourse to the psychopharmacology so common today, I spent half of my grade school years writing maxims on the board hundreds of times (e.g. “I will not stick pencils under people’s seats when they sit down”).  I was paddled (they still did that back then) every year until I reached junior high for something involving my hyperactive personality.  But once I got to junior high, something clicked and I calmed down.  I suspect that rather than actually calming down, it had something to do with the flexible, always changing schedule that kept me on the go.  

In junior high, I loved every subject I took.  School became my thing.  Though I loved family vacations to Civil War battlefields and playing Ghost in the Graveyard with my friends in the summers just like everybody else, swinging from the tree over the gully behind our house just didn’t compare to the thrill I felt every fall when it was time to go back to school and all the wonderful rituals that went along with it—rituals I internalized to an acute degree.  That’s right: back to school was as good as it got for me.  Call me a geek, but I loved school.  And the longer I was in school, the more alive I felt.  Finally sitting in the back of the bus, forgetting your locker combination after the first day, nothing but hostess for lunch, holding hands in the hall when you weren’t supposed to, forged hall passes, bathroom stalls with no doors: come on, what’s not to love?  By the time I reached high school, though, my ambitions had solidified, even if my enthusiasm had not.  

In high school, I never had a study hall because my days were filled taking all the prep classes I needed for college, plus all the classes I wanted to take.  And took them all I did with a smile on my face: every math and social science course they had, two science courses a semester, and once a year, the requisite honors English course.  But even class work was not enough for me.  In Geometry, I tried (in vain) to trisect an angle; in our Honor’s Seminar on World Problems, I solved the Israeli-Palestinian crisis to my own satisfaction, even if the Israelis and Palestinians didn’t see it my way; in band, bored with my own instrument after playing it for years, I learned to play every other instrument except the flute (my lips just don’t go that way, I guess); in English class, I read Shakespeare and Homer for book reports because not only did I actually understand them, I even liked them; and, in physics my buddy and I rigged a laser that left the physics room, and reflected its way off of carefully placed mirrors around two corners down to the French room, where the students were taking a test.  That red dot we kept tracing on her blackboard drove Mrs. Ward nuts.

So, after receiving many of the laurels and hardy’s my school offered me upon graduation, I left our little town in the fall of 1989 for Purdue, where I majored in chemistry.  You see, I was on a track.  My goal since I was in junior high was clear: get a degree in chemistry, go to law school, and eventually work for DuPont as a corporate attorney.  My first semester, I signed up for (and mostly attended) CHEM 125: Advanced Introduction to Chemistry, MATH 161: Calculus I, ENGL 103: Advanced Freshmen Composition, and ENGL 266: World Literature to 1600.  The first two courses constituted 10 hours of my School of Science Core; the third course, just like at every university, was mandatory for graduation; and, the last course was filler: an easy humanity elective that would act as a pressure release valve when calculus and chemistry began to overwhelm me.

The semester proceeded as you might expect, me being an English Professor and all today, but not for the reasons you would expect.  Yes, I did get an F in Calculus, but only because it met at 7:30 am on MWF, not because I didn’t like or get it.  After the first class, I tended to sleep through more lectures than I attended.  And no amount of ability or drive can compensate for the simple act of planting my butt on a wooden seat in a building older than our state for three hours a week.  I got a D in CHEM 125 not because I didn’t like it either, but because I failed every lab I attempted.  Textbook (read: fake) chemistry: no problem.  Real chemistry: huh?  Between my head and my hands, my inner retard took over and reigned supreme.  I was like a frigging orangutan in the chem lab.  The only reason I was allowed to come back second semester was the two A’s I received in the English classes.  

But what I discovered amid pledging a fraternity (bad move number one), trying to walk-on to the football team (bad move number two), joining a band (a good move, actually), and drinking myself through almost a whole sorority by Fall Break (bad move number three), was that while I enjoyed every subject passionately, I found that when I did manage to squeeze in some solid study time, I always chose the anthology filled with the 2000 Bible-thin pages that cost twenty bucks over my $7,000 Chemistry book.  

Maybe it was my safety valve, maybe it was an escape, maybe it was my eye in the hurricane.  Hell, maybe it was the yin to the calculus yang; or, maybe I was just more intellectually stimulated in a class that talked about Virgil and Dante going into hell than I ever was at solving equations by myself.  At Purdue, at least, science was a distant and lonely pursuit where I was nothing more than an ID number trying to stay afloat in the vast sea of other ID numbers.  But in English class, I was an individual.  I was myself.  

So after Thanksgiving Break, I switched my major to English and left chemistry to those happy drowning in anonymity.  And even when the old fossils of the English department tried to beat the love of the written word out of me—my first Shakespeare teacher was half-blind, three-quarters-diabetic, mostly-deaf, five-sevenths vegetable, partially bionic, and easily one hundred an two years old—I kept coming back for more, but it wasn’t until I left English that I realized how much I needed it.
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*

*

*

By the second semester of my freshman year, I had decided that it was time to settle down, and settle I did, emotionally speaking.  Since I was still an 18-year old boy, I approached the decision for a full-time mate the way any and all 18-year old boys do and chose the prettiest from among the -ity herds before me (in my case, I picked from the soror-ity basket).  Did I mention that I was an 18 year old boy?  

Like them all, she was beautiful but unlike them all, she was also a left-brained redhead with Type –A personality who chose her career path based on the amount of money it would bring her over the long run (Food Process Engineering).  Though it took her some time, eventually she convinced me that no practical (read: lucrative) use would come from majoring in English.  Better to put my sharp mind to something employable, she persuaded me, like economics—no joke.  So in a matter of weeks, I changed my major to frigging economics.  While I put up with two more years of steady beatings to my emotional head with a stupid smile on my face, eventually I learned why some people suck. 
In the efforts of bringing an already long story to a close, though it took two years, we finally ended our relationship before we ended each other.  She graduated and was off to the University of Illinois for a two-year master’s degree, which she said was because I had two more years to go in economics.  How sweet, you say: she was waiting for me?  Hardly.  The reality is that her salary would almost double with a master’s degree.  But that summer we were apart, physically speaking, for the first time in two years (we had always been apart emotionally).  And it was during that summer of freedom from the beast that I realized something.  Fighting and bitching on the phone every day for nearly three months tends to force things into perspective, even for someone as slow on the uptake as myself.  Without her beguiling looks to cloud my vision, I looked ahead to what my life with her was going to be like with her in it—perfect on the outside, cold and hollow on the inside—and saw only a three state killing spree that began with her and ended with me.  My life was going to be like my life in chemistry would have been, save for the sex part.  But unlike my dalliance in chemistry, our relationship was a bit more volatile; it was like Thunderdome: two people entered, but only one of us was leaving.

Deep down, though we never admitted it, we both hated each other anyway so when the end came, it took neither of us by surprise.  Our relationship ended as you might expect, with a token, “Fine, don’t call me!”  So I didn’t.  Yet as I sat around my empty summer sublease in a funk about what I wanted to do with the rest of my life, I quickly made one crucial decision before the next semester began: I was done with economics, which I never got anyway (straight C’s are a good indication that no bed of economic roses awaited me).  That next fall, I switched back to English and enjoyed once again, the almost fetal embrace I had missed for two years.

  Now I don’t know how much my stint on the red planet had to do with my shift in outlook.  Certainly at the time, the shift in major was both retributive and therapeutic.  But given that her memory fades more towards the horizon every year, I doubt that she actually had much to do with my return to the fold, even though choosing a career based on spite today sounds sexy.  I think my choice was simply natural.
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  To this day it is hard to enunciate why I do what I do.  My best answer is that college is my natural habitat, and all animals hate zoos.  Personally, I am a helper by nature but if I hadn’t chosen that World Lit class as my elective—opting instead for Psych, then I may have become a Psych professor instead.  However, one thing became abundantly clear to me that bloody hot 1991 summer: school is where I wanted to be for the rest of my life.  Deep down, Adam never wants to leave the Garden, so I didn’t.  The rush I still get every fall is so sweet you could poor it on your flapjacks.  Around August 15th, I get as giddy as a twelve year-old girl who just got a text message from Justin Timberlake.  I am in my element in the classroom.  I hear Harry Belafonte singing in my head as I think on this situation: “We come from the fire / living in the fire / Go back to the fire / turn the world around.”  I don’t need money, and life in the zoo—a nine-to-five in a cubicle—is my other definition of hell (life back on the red planet being the other).  

But why English over something else?  When you get down to it, I believe every professor chooses their discipline based on a simple analogy, and you should probably do the same with your major.  Music professors choose music because they see the world as a melody: an epic, polyphonic song of a million parts.  Mathematicians choose mathematics because to them, the world is a multi-variable equation waiting to be understood.  For an accountant, the world is two vast columns: one credits, the other debits and them, the balance between.  For me, life is a story told over many generations and in many languages.  But language is the essence for me; it is the wellspring.  We dream in language.  We feel in language.  Thinking is impossible without it.  Language makes any and everything possible.  What we are as a species is because of language.  And in its deep structure, in its semiotic core, we find the essence of what it means to be a human being.  That’s why I am an English professor.

�   While this may seem a silly thing to us today, what with all the laser pointers you can carry for ninety-nine cents, remember that this was 1988.  In 1988, our Helium-Argon laser (the same kind used in laser pointers today) not only cost our school 150 bucks, but it was also the size of a loaf of bread.  No one had ever seen a real laser beam, so Mrs. Ward’s reaction to the dot we traced on her chalk board was more like someone seeing a UFO for the first time, not the simple annoyance we get today as someone traces the dot on our shirt at a high school football game.





