A LIFE UNTOLD

For my children, grandchildren and great grandchildren
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CHAPTER 1

MY FAVORITES
Time of day: 2am
Season: Spring
Way to relax: Reading
Author: Tom Wolfe
Famous person: Steve Jobs
Movie: The Godfather
Book: Crime and Punishment by Fyodor Dostoevsky
Holiday destination: Japan
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Restaurant: McDonald’s – could anything really beat a Big Mac?
Type of exercise: Cycling
Country: USA
Smell: Freshly baked cookies
Quote: The best time to plant a tree is 20 years ago, the second best time is now
Artist: Leonardo Da Vinci
Musician: Pete Seeger
Animal: Whale
Word: Dignity
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My favorite photo of my granddaughter Emma
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My favourite photo of my daughter Eve
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CHAPTER 2

A BASIC FAMILY TREE
What's your full name?
Jonathan Williams
When were you born?
12 March 1944
Where were you born?
Sacramento, California
What are your parents’ names?
Mother: Zuzanna Williams (née Polanski)
Father: Steven Williams
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Where were your parents born?
Mother: Bitom, Poland
Father: Toronto, Canada
What is your wife’s name?
Margaret Williams (née Smith)
What are your children’s names?
Eve Williams married to Mark Davies. They have one child – Emma Davies.
What are your siblings’ names?
Benjamin Williams married to Debbi. They have three children – Matlida Williams,
Louis Williams and Henry Williams.
What are your uncle and aunt’s names?
Mom's brother: Garry Polanski
Dad's brother and sister: Michael Williams and Sandra Williams
What are your grandparents’ names?
Mom's Mom: Daniella Polanski
Mom's Dad: Benjamin Polanski
Dad's Mom: Eva Williams
Dad's Dad: Ben Williams
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My parents
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My mom’s parents
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CHAPTER 3

CHILDHOOD
Describe your childhood in 3 words
Fun, Carefree, Quick
Where did you grow up?
I spent most of my childhood in Sacramento. I then moved to Austin, Texas for
college and it’s where I still live.
What language did you speak at home?
English. That's still the only language I speak, unfortunately. I really admire people
that can speak multiple languages. My mom moved to the USA when she was seven
years old but still speaks fluent Polish, although she never taught me.
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Describe the neighborhood you grew up in.
It was a safe area where no one ever locked their door and everyone knew each
other. Everyone knew each other’s gossip as well which drove my parents crazy.
When a new person moved into a home on our street, everyone would go over, say
hi and bring food. But really they were just sizing up the new family and seeing where
they’d fit in on the social ladder.
What was the house or apartment like that you grew up in?
It was me, my brother Benjamin, my mom and dad all living together in the oldest
house on the street with a big yard. It had wallpaper throughout. Looking back, I'd
say the house was extremely ugly, but I didn't think so at the time. I moved out of
that house when I went to college and almost exclusively have good memories of
that time in my life.
What's your earliest childhood memory?
It was nap time at kindergarten but my mom was coming to pick me up for some
reason. I was so excited that I stayed awake while all the other children slept just
staring at the door waiting. When my mom finally came, I was so happy that I
jumped out of bed and ran over to her. I probably woke all the other kids up but I
couldn’t have cared less, my mom had arrived!
What’s one memory from your childhood that makes you smile?
Also in kindergarten, I won the prize for the best painting in class. I still remember
exactly what the painting looked like, I was so proud. It was hung up on the wall in
the classroom for everybody to see. I kept it hung up in my room at home for years
and years until one day I threw a huge tantrum and ripped it in half which even
now, 70 years later, still causes me a bit of pain to think about.
Describe a typical family dinner – who cooked, what did you eat and what were
your favorite foods?
My mom cooked. We would eat European things, Polish things. I loved, and still love,
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sauerkraut and potatoes. In my living memory, my dad never cooked a family
dinner, not even once.
What was your family motto growing up - spoken or unspoken?
Do anything you want, so long as you go to college.
Who took care of you when you were little? How would you describe your
relationship with those people?
My parents. I love them and they love me. I miss them dearly.

What's the most valuable thing your parents taught you?
To love your partner (unspoken).
If you had any, how did you get along with your brothers and sisters?
I consider my brother to be my closest ally. While growing up I used to spend every
night talking with him late into the night. That’s a big part of the reason I wanted to
have at least two children – I didn’t want to deprive Eve of what I had with Benji.
Sadly, life didn’t work out that way and Margaret and I couldn’t have more children.
Regardless of siblings, Eve has grown up to be an amazing human.
What was your favorite family tradition growing up?
We used to drive from Sacramento to San Francisco on a pretty frequent basis. My
grandparents on my mom's side lived there and we'd drive down to visit. On those
road trips we used to play games. I remember a game where someone would pick
a letter, say "A" and then we'd go around in a circle naming things that start with "A"
until you were left with a single winner. An educational game I guess, but there was
fierce competition (at least in my head).
How did your family compare to friends and relatives?
We were the least well off family out of all our family friends. But I always felt our
family was the happiest. I thought that from a very early age.
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Me, my brother and a friend running through the fields while on holiday
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CHAPTER 4

SCHOOLING
Where did you go to school?
Elementary: Theodore Judah in East Sac
High school: C.K. McClatchy Senior High School
College: University of Texas at Austin
Further education: I always wanted to do a doctorate but never got around to it.
What did you love most about school?
I don't think I was very self reflective in school. But I loved my friends and hanging
out. And I loved learning new things. I've always been good at learning new things.
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What did you dislike most about school?
The tests. I always did well, but I would put enormous pressure on myself and
frequently felt that I would fail, even if I was top of the class. I’ve had lifelong
nightmares about failing my tests in university and not being able to graduate.
What were your best and worst subjects?
I was always better in math and science but enjoyed the humanities more. The
reason for that is I was not liked by my teachers, so I’d get relatively poor marks in
those subjective subjects. In math and science, the answer is either right or wrong
and so it didn’t matter what the teacher thought of me. It’s funny to think that it’s
partly because my teachers didn’t like me that I ended up becoming an engineer.
Who was your favorite teacher and why?
My university economics professor Paul Salmon. He made economics so interesting.
Up until then I never really had an inspirational teacher. I always had good teachers,
but none that were particularly inspirational. Strangely, I also played ice hockey in
the social league with Professor Salmon which added dimension to how I knew him.
He was an excellent hockey player who could skate circles around me!
Do you remember any fads from school?
Marbles come to mind from elementary school that I enjoyed the most. We also
used to trade baseball cards, but that was more stressful, because there's no game
in baseball cards, it's just about the relative value of the cards and making good
deals with your classmates. I still remember one bad trade I made where the card
was ripped. But at the end of the school year when the fad died, I think I just threw
out the entire collection. Those cards would be worth a small fortune now, I wish I’d
held onto them.
Which "group" were you in?
In elementary school I was in the “cool” group. I was actually the class clown and
made a good friendship group. In high school I went between the nerds and the
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cool kids. I was never the coolest cool kid or the nerdiest nerd. In college I applied
myself to studies in a very intense way and spent most of my time around likeminded students.
What did you do for fun?
In high school, we used to do a bit of underage drinking. I also liked going to dance
halls. I wasn’t great at dancing but I had fun talking to the girls, and that's what I'd
do.
Who was your best friend in school and how did you meet them?
In high school it was Ben Mayer. I met him on my first day. I was standing in front of a
door that said "36" and asked Ben "Do you know where room 36 is?" We became
best friends throughout high school and college. He went off to medical school in
San Fran and we lost touch.
In school, what did you want to be when you grew up?
Someone that made a lot of money and was well respected. At some point later I
got over needing either of those things which I consider to be a very good thing.
If you attended college or university, what did you study and how did you choose it?
I studied engineering and I choose it when I was 17 years old. Being so young I really
had no idea what I wanted. I thought psychology one day, law the next. I ended up
thinking engineering because my parents and brother said, "it’s a respectable
profession and you can earn a decent living." And that was that.
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The only photo I have from my elementary school days
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CHAPTER 5

WORK
Describe your first job – what was it, where was it, what did you wear, how did you
feel?
First job is a funny term since I had lots of "jobs" as a student, but each of them
mattered. I did deliver the Sacramento Union, which was about as silly as anything I
have ever done. I am not a morning person, and the route had to be finished by
7:30 am, but I did like the morning air. The problem was that I hated collecting the
money from my customers which was an ordeal. Customer relations has never been
my forte.

What jobs have you had throughout your working life?
I held several jobs including paper boy, waiter and an assistant at my friend’s family
drug store. My real career began after I graduated from university. I was a
mechanical engineer designing buildings for 40 years at Kilkenny-Majors.

19

JONATHAN WILLIAMS
What was your main profession? How did you choose it?
I’m retired now, but I was an engineer that designed buildings. I choose that career
path because of one assignment in university - the "house project". Basically I had to
determine all the energy flows into and out of my house. I was fascinated. I also
always wanted a job that allowed me to make a difference.
Which word do you most associate with your work?
Meaning
What's something that you did at work that you're proud of?
When I first started working as an engineer I saw that my colleagues were doing a lot
of manual analysis of data. I convinced my boss to let me spend a few weeks
building a program that ended up turning 10 hours of work into less than one hour.
If you could go back and pick a new profession, what would it be?
Medicine – it seems to combine really interesting content with the very direct ability
to help people.
Rank the following in order of importance
1. Family
2. Health
3. Religion
4. Work
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Building the DMC headquarters in Texas

21

JONATHAN WILLIAMS

The structural elements of a home I designed
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CHAPTER 6

LOVE AND RELATIONSHIPS
How did you meet your wife?
Margaret and I met at a party. I came on my own but she came with a few friends. I
was invited by the girl at the butcher, Yvonne. I used to chat with her (she had a
partner, so it was just friendly).
I remember that there was a room full of people and I pointed at Margaret and said
to Yvonne "you see that girl across the room, she's my type.” She said "no she's not"
and I said "yes she is!"
Margaret says that I worked the room and manoeuvred myself to speak to her. But I
think she did the same.
I liked Margaret straight away. She was totally what I was looking for. I like smart
people who are funny. I concluded she was both. And I still think she's both.
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If you got married, when and where did that happen?
At St Paul’s on 4 October 1970. I met Margaret in 1968. We did not speak at the
beginning about starting a family straight away but that was what we were thinking.
What’s the first memory that springs to mind when you think back on your wedding
day?
The most perfect day, true happiness. I loved celebrating the day with all our friends
and family.
What do you think is the key to a successful relationship?
Give and take. Not to harbor resentment, I try to always apologize if I’ve been
unreasonable. Having a sense of humor. Being taken seriously. Doing nice things for
each other when least expected. Being understanding and to listen to the other
person. Also being able to express your opinions without criticism. It is all these things,
it's never one or two things that make a successful relationship. It takes a lot of work.
Did you have previous partners? If yes, who were they and what were they like?
I had one girlfriend before Margaret, and everyone tried to warn me about her.
Looking back I can't even verbalize what went wrong. I think I got bored, she liked
her routines and she was always too serious, never wanting to do fun things. Too
serious for her age and I felt I was too young to live that life.
What's the bravest thing you’ve done in the name of love?
Getting married.
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Margaret, the love of my life

25

JONATHAN WILLIAMS

Hiking with Margaret on our 20th anniversary
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CHAPTER 7

CHILDREN
Describe each of your children in 3 words.
Content, Happy, Beautiful
What is one thing your children have taught you?
That you can't control everything.
What’s been your proudest moment as a parent?
There has to be two: when Eve graduated from college and when she got married.
Who do you think your children take after?
In terms of looks, Eve is an identical copy of Margaret. In terms of personality, I’d day
a mix of myself and Margaret. But really, she’s her own person.
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What’s the best thing about being a parent?
Eve being in my life. There is something magical about it.
What's the hardest thing about being a parent?
Constant worry about whether I'm doing the best for her.
What’s one piece of advice you would give your children on parenting?
Your children are their own people – they're not you.
What’s one funny thing you can remember your children doing or saying?
I remember seeing Eve in her school play. I think she must have been in grade three
or four. She played a lamb as part of a nativity scene and kept practising her “baa”
to get ready for the role. She took it very seriously.
How do you think your children would describe you?
Always present. Makes me laugh.
Do you consider yourself a strict or lenient parent?
Lenient with most things, but strict with education because I think it leads to having
more options in life.
What would you like your children and grandchildren to remember about you?
You were very loved.
What's a family tradition you hope your children will carry on?
Sunday night dinner together.

28

A LIFE UNTOLD

Eve, Mark and Emma
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CHAPTER 8

BIG QUESTIONS
If you could share a meal with anyone in the world, who would it be and why?
Someone that could explain to me how a calculator works. I mean, how when you
type "5 x 5" it displays "25". Forget about tablets, smart phones, VR, self-driving cars, it
seems that a simple calculator would help me understand everything else. What’s
most strange is that I actually built a calculator in university, but I obviously wasn’t
paying enough attention, because I have only a theoretical idea of how it works.
What advice would you give to your 18 year old self?
Don't worry so much – everything will work out just fine, even without the worry. It's
also something I try and tell my 75 year old self.
If you could click your fingers and make one change in the world, what would it be?
To remove envy. It just gnaws at people and leads to so much suffering. I would say
that I’m not a particularly envious person though.
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If you could go back to any age in your life, what age would that be and why?
I wouldn't. I've always been happiest and most content in the most up to date
moment of my life. And that's been the case for as long as I can remember.
How do you define a “good” or “successful” life?
To really know yourself and follow a path that you truly believe in.
How do you feel about getting older?
I'm ok with it. So far.
What’s the best and worst advice you’ve ever been given?
Most advice is bad. Margaret has made me realize that 99% of the time someone
gives you advice, it's actually just their opinion, for their own life. E.g. "You should
definitely leave your job" really means "If I were in your job, I would definitely leave."
What’s one thing you’ve always wanted but still don’t have?
A yacht.
What’s the best compliment you’ve ever received?
I remember a girl in high school telling me I was good looking. It took me by surprise
because up until that point I had never thought about my looks being good or bad
(or mattering one way or the other). I'm not sure if it was the "best compliment", but it
was impactful at the time.
What’s your favorite topic of conversation? What do you least like talking about?
I love talking about hypothetical or theoretical situations. I also like talking about
relationships and what people do for work. I least like talking about sports. I've never
gotten into sports because I've never cared enough which team wins. It's always
seemed so arbitrary.
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