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A few days ago, my computer—as all computers are ultimately destined to do—crashed. The picture on the screen rolled like early televisions sets did back when the vertical hold worked for about a week after they were brought home from the store. Except in this case of the computer screen, the lines moved a lot faster, first up then down and even sideways. Hard to tell if it was the screen or my eyes becoming hypnotized. Not only that, but the hard disk in the box was spinning out of control like an engine whose governor had gone hay wire.
Against my better judgment, I disconnected all the wiring and plumbing and took the box over to a place in a nearby town. The only way that I can describe the place is that it looks worse than my garage; which looks like a junk yard in which a hydrogen bomb has detonated.
This place had skeletons of computers in various states of disrepair and discombobulation strewn all around the room, mostly on the floor where one had to tip-toe around to keep from falling over them. The three chairs where I assume the employees were to sit were all covered with various parts, cables, and such. Cigarette smoke you could cut with a knife and computer disks strewn all over the place. When I explained my problem, the wizard, a youngish looking fellow with long hair and insipid demeanor, plugged in a few cables and immediately brought the set to life, using his computer screen since I had only brought the "box" and not the monitor. He charged me for half an hour of work and I left.
Well, when I got home, the same thing happened as before. I trundled it back to the "junkyard" and this time they told me that to fix the problem, all the information stored in my computer would have to be wiped out. Which distressed me greatly, since it consisted of three years of writing and various other information I believed I couldn't do without—at least that is how I regarded it.
These fellows (there were three, the older man who owned the place, his son and another whom I shall call the Wizard) acted as if they were unfamiliar with any classification of personal information that one might wish to keep. I could only surmise that such a cavalier attitude could only originate from one whose main diversion other than working on computers, is playing computer games or watching dirty pictures on the Internet—such ephemeral information one gleans from those habits I would guess, not being the sort of stuff you could store and publish later.
But what really chapped me was the superior attitude of the two younger fellows, who practically sneered whenever I tried to engage in my limited computer-ese while attempting to describe or discuss my problem. Then it occurred to me that it has always been that way with matters related to computers. They were deliberately made complicated, to make average users feel like idiots, especially when it comes to the operating systems and the software in these metal boxes that run everything else. Consequently, the average person winds up feeling intimidated and imbecile-like when confronted with the complexities and mysteries of what goes on inside that metal case.
Ergo, this illiteracy (on our part) helps justify the high labor cost one incurs whenever these mystery boxes implode. It qualifies the "wizard" technician, now in command, to feel superior to the computer-owning brain surgeon with a software or hardware problem.

Way back when the fastest thing on the market was an IBM "XT" I worked for a company that had a computer consultant who could program in that mysterious computer language called "machine language." This rare skill of his entitled him to look down his nose at every computer neophyte in the company and he would only condescendingly agree to discuss computers with us, since we were obviously such dullards that we didn't merit his valuable time. One came away from such encounters with our genius either with a profound sense of inadequacy or an unbridled outrage bordering on hatred for the condescending jerk. Mine was the latter.
But There's Relief Ahead

Not too long ago one of the young prodigies and entrepreneurs in the computer business spoke of what the future holds. He compared the current system, wherein we have all the electronics and wiring and switching associated with computers sitting on our desk, with that of the telephone. The telephone has electronics, wiring, switching, in some ways analogous to the computer. But one doesn't have a telephone switchboard sitting on his or her desk—only a neatly styled handset that very seldom if ever needs attention. All the complicated stuff is located someplace else, with folks in charge there keeping it running.
His contention was that in the future our computer will be as simple as the telephone, mostly a keyboard and screen. All the mystical stuff now contained on hard drives, floppy disks and within that inscrutable software will be someplace else and the responsibility of a few knowledgeable folks whose job is to keep it updated and running. No more of this "every user an idiot until proven otherwise." Maybe then the lawyer, brain surgeon, and even old ex-pilots like myself can regain some sense of dignity and not have to make those ego-crippling trips down to the computer repair shop.
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