
 

From Here to There: 

A Synopsis of my Early Years 

 

            I wasn't sure what I wanted to do when I grew up. My high school counselors had 

not spoke to me about college, so I did not really know what it encompassed.  My 

parents were excited to see their first born finally complete high school.  My friends had 

their own plans and we did not speak much of it... I believe we were more focused on 

goofing around.  I was already working at a restaurant.  Eventually, my friends left to 

colleges throughout North Carolina and I found myself alone in the restaurant.  At that 

point, all I could do was work towards a career in upper management.  I figured that 

would be what my friends would be doing when they got back home from a couple years 

of partying.  I had no idea that they were shaping their lives in a variety of ways beyond 

my ability at the restaurant.  Granted, a couple returned, but not the ones that I liked.   I 

was not happy working in restaurants, so I went from store to store, city to city trying to 

find a better situation, but regardless of location, the situation was the same,  It was of 

no use.  Finally, I had to stop, sit down and reevaluate my choices.   

          As I contemplated, I began to reflect on who inspired me over the years. Instantly, 

I remembered my tenth grade history teacher, Mr. Hopkins.  I have had several people 

inspire me to do something with my life, but Mr. Hopkins inspired me to learn to be me.  

He inspired his classes to be creative and passionate about learning.  In his class, self 

empowerment reigned supreme.  All in all, Mr. Hopkins made learning fun.  This 



memory woke me from years of academic slumber, but I will get back to him later.  

Questions started invading my mind.  Where had all the years gone?  Why am I at a 

restaurant?  My love is for history!  I need philosophy, poetry, literature and science.  

Egad, I am no restaurant manager!  I suddenly realized that I let the fear of failure rule 

my life.  I let the fear win.  I was afraid to be who I wanted to be.  I made excuses, let 

people push me around and settled for second best.  I had stopped listening to my heart, 

I was not following my dreams...  they were beaten into a bloody pulp and I was not 

entirely sure if I could get them back. 

            My youth was a chaotic one.  As far back as I can remember, my family was 

always on the go.  We were moving, seeing new things, and meeting new people.  Time 

seemed to fly by and we got caught up in it all.  It was difficult for me to stay engaged at 

times.  I had to learn, at an early age, to assimilate into new cultures.  I had forget what I 

was taught at times and I also had to pretend that I agreed with a lot of things that I had 

yet to understand and/or which I disagreed.  I became a chameleon at times.  It was a 

rough ride, but I am just glad that I came out on the other side alive. 

            I was born in Burlington, Vermont.  A small, beautiful place in New England.  

When I wasn't in school, the majority of my time in Vermont was comprised of watching 

dairy cows, red barns and green pastures fly by, as we drove from place to place.  The 

hills of Vermont dictate the land, spiraling roads down deep gullies alike a rollercoaster 

ride. It was definitely a nice place to be.  At an early age, I loved school.  It was 

automatic.  The interaction with adults and peers made me the happiest little boy.  

Although most my elementary years are rather blurry, I remember a lot of laughing and 

smiling.  My teachers were wonderful.  I was excited to be there.  My parents moved our 



family on a regular occasion.  They fought and it escalated over the years.  My father 

worked construction, so they would move to another region to start over, but it would 

not last long.  Again, we would move.  My father building a new house, or fixing up an 

older one.  My parents also split up from time to time, leaving me and my two younger 

brothers to randomly go from here to there.  When I was in elementary school, I went to 

four or five different schools.  It didn't bother me, I loved meeting new people and 

having new friends.  I adjusted quickly.  Just as I thought I got the hang of moving 

around Vermont, things changed quickly when I was ten.  

         We moved out west to Utah.  My parents were at a standstill and my father found 

work in Salt Lake City, so we settled down at 1130 east 1300 south.  A small blue house 

in a very dysfunctional neighborhood.  Mormons making up nearly two thirds of Utah's 

population created a difficult life for everyone else.  Non-Mormons had to band together 

in order to survive.  My friends consisted of the Jewish, Mexicans, African Americans, 

Catholics and other ethnic and religious minorities in the area.  Still, Mormons had their 

hands in everything.  The bureaucracy was chilling, and affected every aspect of my high 

school career.  Religious views dominated every aspect of high school life.  From who I 

was allowed to talk to, what I was allowed to do and where I was allowed to go.  A 

chemistry teacher told me, one month into the semester tell, "You will not make it in 

this class.  There is no point." Also, when I skipped, due to my feelings of being shunned 

by my classmates and teachers, the school did not call my parents.  They wanted me to 

fail.  It made them happy to see me lose out.  My parents were busy fighting and the 

schools were unwelcoming.  I had nowhere to go.  I felt alone and I wanted someone to 

help me, catch me and show me some direction in life.  I quickly realized that the quality 



of friendship in Salt Lake City was mediocre and it was dangerous to get involved in 

most situations.  The clash of Mormons and non-Mormons was extreme.   

         Throughout the six years that we lived in Utah, I was removed from one high 

school, dropped out of another and was home schooled for a semester.  My high school 

experience was horrible.  There was one exception.  My tenth grade history teacher, Mr. 

Hopkins.  From ninth grade to the beginning of eleventh grade, my report card generally 

read: C, B, C, A, D, C.  The A being the exception, Mr. Hopkins.  He was one of the rare 

non-Mormon teachers.  Religious beliefs did not rule his classroom.  He did not 

discriminate for any reason.  One week, I dyed my hair green and shaved my hair into a 

Mohawk.  The whole school peered at me and whispered.  They believed that I was the 

freak!  When my history class began, Mr. Hopkins said "Ryan, I see you got a haircut.  It 

looks cool."  I probably smiled for the first time in weeks.  He had us do projects on a 

weekly basis.  I was always excited to create something and talk about it in class.  I 

dreaded the sound of the bell and going to the next class.  I knew how they were to treat 

me.  In a short period of time, I had seen many walks of life and could not find a home to 

call my own.  Learn from everyone, follow no one.    

          It wasn't until I moved to Raleigh, North Carolina that my problems were 

alleviated. My parents had fought again, and we landed in the south.  I started at 

Sanderson and graduated from Millbrook.  I received all A's without a problem.  It was 

enjoyable, interesting and simple.  No hard times in the household nor at school.  My 

teachers were up to par with Mr. Hopkins.  My biggest problem with high school in 

North Carolina, at least at that time is that they did not try hard enough to educate and 

prepare students for college.  I was not aware of the possibilities and ended up 



managing restaurants and working construction for over a decade.  Although I was 

taking classes with remarkable results, it felt like a conveyor belt directing students to 

destination, who knows?   

          I am very well rounded in what happens if you do not get a proper education.  After 

years of nightmares that including being late for class, failing tests and not being 

prepared for tests, the late, great Ralph Waldo Emerson's words " "Always do what you 

are afraid to do", sent me back to school.  My passion for history and the people of past 

far outweighs any other hobby in my life.  I read biographies on the beach, recite poems 

with my wife and watch documentaries about the Presidents of the U.S.  I believe that an 

individual's life is centered around the educational experiences that they have had 

throughout their life and that this is why teachers have such a great responsibility.  We 

only see what we believe is possible and high school is a time when people are evolving 

from children who are coaxed, or forced to do something into young adults who decide 

whether they choose to pursue higher education.  If they have a bad experience at the 

high school level, they may go so far as to drop out.  These teachers play a pivotal role in 

their development.  I pride myself in the Dietrich Bonhoeffer quote, “The ultimate test of 

a moral society is the kind of world that it leaves to its children.” It falls on each 

generation to utilize the tools that the previous generation left for us to create a better 

environment for the world at large.  Education is the foundation of such a responsibility 

that we as a species are given the privilege to manifest and construct.   

 

 


