
GEORGE’S CATECHISM

By Gerard J. St. John


Author Gene Fowler used to describe memories as “making long-distance phone calls to way-stations of the past.”  I make a lot of those calls.  I dial up the numbers (my memories are housed in rotary phones, relics of days gone by), seeking out persons and places that I have not visited for years.  Viewed from the hindsight of seventy-or-so years, I sometimes wonder whether I should have better appreciated some of my past acquaintances – for instance, George Heilmeier (who pronounced his name, “hell – mire”).  I first met George at the Mayfair baseball field in the late 1940s.


In those days, children’s games were not as regimented as they are today.  If you wanted to play baseball, you simply showed up at the ball field at approximately 9:00 O’clock in the morning.  If you did not have a baseball glove, you borrowed one from a player on the opposing team.  The game began when there were at least ten players – 5 players on a side, running the bases in reverse direction, and restricting batted balls to the left side of the field.  When enough additional players arrived, we switched to the full field of play, and ran the bases in the normal direction.  The winning team stayed on the field, and the newcomers formed teams that challenged the winners.  The process continued until everyone wore out.


George Heilmeier was an infielder; he played either shortstop or second base.  He was not a dominant athlete, although he did have a high level of coordination.  He hit the ball sharply.  He rarely mishandled a ground ball.  All told, he was good enough to play with the local sandlot sports team, Mayfair A.C.  That was a good team.  They made it to the championship competition in Altoona, Pennsylvania.  The team included my brother Jack, outfielder Ron Turner, and pitchers Bill Schneider, Fred Eisele and Otto Brown, among a wealth of other local talent.  They did not win the championship, but they had a great time in Altoona.  In 1954, George graduated from the newly-built Lincoln High School, and was awarded a scholarship to the University of Pennsylvania.
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Penn was not an unknown quantity.  My brother Jack also had a scholarship to the University of Pennsylvania, albeit two years ahead of George.  Jack continued to play baseball in college, but he never mentioned running into George Heilmeier at Penn.  I assumed that George was totally immersed in his electrical engineering studies.  George followed his own star, and that star was not in my galaxy.  My world was centered around St. Joseph’s College and Philadelphia Big 5 basketball.  Had I known that after graduation from Penn George worked for RCA, and that he continued his education at Princeton, earning a master’s degree and a Ph.D. in electronics and physics, I would have been impressed, but not terribly so.  A lot of us were pursuing graduate degrees at that time.  Building a resumé was a common preoccupation.  But what separated George from the rest of us was not an accumulation of academic letters.  The difference was what George did with his exceptional education and his basic common sense.


I do not pretend to know the intricacies of liquid crystal display, but suffice it to say that George’s work in that field was a major breakthrough in the technology of electronics in the 1960s.  His work enabled the display of images on thin strips of glass.  It was a technological giant-step that led to the development of flat screen monitors, televisions, watches and calculators.  You had to be impressed.  The Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers was impressed.  It presented George with the Institute’s Medal of Honor.  He also received the National Medal of Science, the National Inventors Hall of Fame (U.S. Patent & Trademark Office), the Optical Society of America’s Edwin H. Land Medal, the Kyoto Prize (for achievements benefitting humanity), and the Charles Stark Draper Prize (roughly equivalent to the Nobel Prize), among others.  Now that is a resumé!


Equally impressive are some of the leadership positions that George held.  He was a White House Fellow and a special advisor to the Defense Department of the United States, Director of the Defense Advanced Research Project Agency, Vice President and Chief Technology Officer of Texas Instruments, and CEO of Bellcore (the counterpart to Bell Laboratories).


In his capacity as Director of the Defense Advanced Research Project Agency, George was responsible for the development of technology for things like stealth aircraft, lasers, smart bombs, and other cutting-edge weapons.  Invariably, he found himself besieged by advocates of new technology seeking the allocation of development funds for all sorts of futuristic projects favored by those persons.  The funding amounts were substantial.  Some of the proponents were more persuasive than others.  George needed a way to put all of the proposed projects on the same decision-making scale.  He created a list of nine short questions that had to be answered before funding was authorized for any project.  The questions became known as “Heilmeier’s Catechism.”  George’s Catechism was soon picked up by a number of other agencies and by private businesses seeking a better way to evaluate new projects.  The nine questions are as follows:

1. What are you trying to do?  Articulate your objectives using absolutely no jargon.

2. How is it done today, and what are the limits of current practice?

3. What’s new in your approach and why do you think it will be successful?

4. Who cares?

5. If you’re successful, what difference will it make?

6. What are the risks and the payoffs?

7. How much will it cost?

8. How long will it take?

9. What are the midterm and final “exams” to check for success?

Heilmeier’s Catechism resonates with me.  It is a classic approach to making complex things understandable by reducing them to common sense rules.  What better rule than, “use plain language”?  In my law firm, all the experienced trial lawyers used short sentences, written in the active voice, with no big words.  George hit the nail on the head – “absolutely no jargon.”  Maybe better is the rule that asks, “Who cares?”  I wonder how those technological hot-shots dealt with that one.  I am reminded of Buddy Segal, who simplified the complex task of preparing a witness to testify at trial by creating five simple rules: Listen – Hear – Understand – Answer – and Stick With It!  Executives of some of our most prestigious clients sought copies of a videotape that demonstrated Segal’s rules.  Heilmeier’s Catechism has an even greater appeal to the business world.  As for me, I still know nothing about liquid crystal displays, but I do recognize effective writing when I see it.  I am a fan of George’s Catechism.
George passed away a few years ago.  He resided in Plano, Texas.  Like many of us he left the old neighborhood behind, but he kept in touch with Fred Eisele and a few other Mayfair A.C. teammates through the regular exchange of Christmas cards.

There is no doubt in my mind that I should have better appreciated George Heilmeier at an earlier stage of life.  Maybe I can make up for that oversight by nominating George for induction to the Northeast Philadelphia Hall of Fame.  “Who cares?” you ask.  Well, I do.
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