     Rocks are Hard, Water is Wet, 

It Either Balances or it Don’t
      I suppose his quote, “Rocks are Hard, Water is Wet, It Either Balances, Or it Don’t” could be applied to anything, anywhere.  It’s such a simple statement, yet so profound.  So was the life of former UC Berkeley Chemical Engineering Professor Fred H.Vorhis.  On one side—a practical, problem-solving engineer.  On the other side—a complex, mysterious philosopher.   The persona of Professor Vorhis earned him the respect of his colleagues, friends, and most importantly, his students.  

      During Spring Break of 1999, I received an e-mail from Fred asking if I’d like to participate in a research project.  I jumped at the chance.  I thought—this guy was my key to getting a really sweet job.  He knew everybody, everywhere.  I didn’t even know Fred, but boy, did I know him.  Professional Engineering degree with no prior study, knew all the company representatives from all of the companies who came to Cal, and taught the most demanding class in the undergraduate curriculum in one of the most prestigious chemical engineering institutions in the nation--with only a masters degree.  I knew Vorhis.  At least, I thought I did. 

       From day one, I knew I was working with an engineer—a real engineer.  Fred presented me with an engineering design that he and another undergraduate had pursued back in 1992 that was never completed.  The student worked on modeling the design, but eventually gave up after about a year.  Six years later, I stepped in.  About fifty pots of coffee, ten packs of caffeine gum, and an ulcer later, the project was completed in little more than three months.  Was it worth it?  Naaa...but I met a character unlike any other I had met at this university. 

      Seldom do we meet teachers who teach not only about the subject matter, but also about lessons in life.  Fred didn’t teach because it was part of his university contract—he taught because he loved teaching.  He loved working with the brightest, most talented young engineers to emerge from this university.  I can’t really explain what gave Fred the ability to motivate his students like he did, but it was something magical.  His students enjoyed excelling and seeing their countless, sleepless nights in Bixby come to fruition at the end of the semester.  I’ll never forget as a freshman, seeing all those red-eyed seniors, slaving away at those old 33 MHz stone-aged computers, trying to find converging solutions to their mass and energy balances.  They weren’t working to avoid a “C” (heaven forbid)--they were working to earn an “A.”  They were working for their supervisor--Master Fred Vorhis.

      To many a surprise, Professor Vorhis passed away late last month.  Words cannot express the feelings of losing a friend, let alone a friend like Fred.  Even now, as I write this memoir, I cannot believe he is truly gone.  I spoke with Fred in April and exchanged e-mail in July.  When I tried to call him a week ago, I failed to reach him at his home in Idaho.  Little did I know that he had already passed away.  

     Upon hearing of his death, I found myself in utter disbelief.  How could a man, so ALIVE with life, be dead?  How could a man, with so much passion, be gone?  How could such a man, with so much to offer his friends and family, be no more?  In suppose in life, just like in chemical engineering, there are more questions than answers...

      If it’s normal to be angry after you lose a friend, then I guess I’m not normal.  Cuz I’m pissed.  I wish I could have one last opportunity to tell Fred how much he influenced my life, but I know it’ll never be.  If I could just say goodbye, dear friend, and good luck, I suppose I wouldn’t be as sad. Although as much as I would do anything to hear his voice just one last time, I know I cannot.  But his voice will live inside my heart for the rest of my life.  I’ll never forget the unique spirit of FHV—I know I will ever meet a character like Fred. Engineer, teacher, father, husband, consultant, counselor, masseuse, lecturer, mentor, health-guru, and friend, he did it all.  After all, you can’t spell Friend without F-r-e-d.  

