DEPT. OF TECHNOLOGY

REMEMBER THIS?

A praject to record everything we do in life.

BY ALEC WILKINSON

ctober arrived in 1998, and Gor-

don Bell went paperless, after
hearing from a professor at Carnegie
Mellon who was engaged in a project
to scan a million books and post them
online. The professor, 4 friend of Bell's
named Raj Reddy, had called to ask if
he could scan and post Bell's books, in-
cluding onc on how to start a high-
tech business. Bell said, “Of
course.” This, hy the way, = /_\
is the Gordon Bell, aged '3
seventy-two, of Microsoft, s
who has been described |
as “the Frank Lloyd Wright
of computers”; who, at the
Digital Equipment Cor-
poration, was among the
first engincers to fashion
computers into a network;
who led the National Sci-
ence Foundation effort to
link the world’s supercom-
puters—the Internet. The
Gordon Bell, incidentally,
who believes that one day
houses will have no win-
dows, so it won't matter
where they are—screens on
the walls will display what-
ever we want to look at. (Bell
would like the screens in his
dining room to display the
view from a window of the
Orient Express; he would
also like to hear the train’s
sound cffects.) The Gordon
Bell who, owing to Reddy’s
call, and by means of custom
programs and gadgets, now
collects the daily minutiac of his life so
emphatically that he owns the most ex-
tensive and unwieldy personal archive
of its kind in the world.

The first epiphany of three in the
making of Bell's archive occurred when
Bell realized that if Reddy was scanning
books into a computer, Bell could scan
all the papers in his file cabinets and in
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the boxes crowding his garage, in Cali-
fornia, and then throw them away. He
could also scan his scrapbooks and pho-
tographs, the business cards he has
saved, the posters on his walls, and his
many commemorative T-shirts, It was
too late to include his collections of
razor blades, postcards, balsa-wood
model airplanes, and salt and pepper

Gordon Belf's permna/ archive is the most extensive of its kind.

shakers—those had been dispersed in
childhood—Dbut not his interesting
coffee mugs, which were first photo-
graphed, or the manuals for his appli-
ances, “because you can never find the
damn things,” Bell says,

T'he scanning took years, and it con-
tinues. Bell doesn't do the work him-
self—he hired Vicki Rozycki, a pleasant,

determined, and resourceful woman, for
the task. “T'here was a big, big filc cahi-
net and bankers boxes that were visually
a little overwhelming,” Rozycki says.
“But it wasn't like there was this Sisy-
phus guy pushing the rock up the hill.”

Bell's archive now also contains a
hundred and twenty-two thousand
e-mails; fifty-cight thousand photo-
graphs; thousands of recordings of
phone calls he has made; every Web
page he has visited and instant-messag-
ing exchange he has conducted since
2003; all the activity of his desktop
(which windows, for example, he has
opened); eight hundred pages of health
records, including information on the
life of the battery in his pacemaker; and
a sprawling category he describes as
“ephemecra,” which contains
such things as books he has
written and books from his
library; the labels of bottles
of wine he has enjoyed; and
the record of a bicycle trip
through Burgundy, where he
tried to cat in as many starred
restaurants as he could (he
averaged 2.2 stars per meal—
“I'do a lot of measuring,” he
says).

In 2001, Bell published
an article in a technical jour-
nal to announce that he had
finished “the intellectual part”
of going paperless. Then he
had his second epiphany.
He recalled a piece, pub-
lished in The Atlanticin July,
1945, by Vannevar Bush,
called “As We May Think.”
Bush, who had been the
head of the Office of Scien-
tific Researeh and Devel-
opment during the Second
World War, speculated
about what work scientists
would take up, now that
they no longer had to in-
vent weapons. Among other
things, he decided that innovations in
photography would produce smaller
cameras. “The camera hound of the
future wears on his forehead a lumnp a
little larger than a walnut,” he wrote. He
or she could take photographs all day.
The problem would be what to do with
them. “Consider a future device for in-
dividual use, which is a sort of mecha-
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nized private file and library,” Bush
continued. “It needs a name, and, to
coin one at random, ‘memex’ will do.”
Memex stood for “memory extender.”

A memex would consist of a desk
that had “slanting translucent screens,
on which material can be projected for
convenicnt reading.” Anything entered
into the memex would be saved on
microfilm. Bush thought that “if the
user inserted 5000 pages of material a
day it would take him hundreds of years
to fill the repository, so he can be pro-
fligate and enter material freely.”

By means of a code, a memex user
could retricve a book. He could project
a book on one screen and a photograph,
sy, on another. When he found a con-
genial collection of material, a trail, he
could join it together and save it, or add
it to another trail—anticipating both
Wikipedia and Google.

Bell, mindful of Bush’s picce—and
drawing on his own “Law of Computer
Classes,” which he wrote in 1972, and
which predicted that a new class of com-
puters would emerge roughly cvery ten
years—realized that by 2007 the capaci-
ties of disk drives would likely be such
{and they are) that cven someone trying
hard to fill one up would not be able to.

Having spent his life as an engi-
neer, designing things and get-
ting them built, Bell is now a researcher
for Microsoft, in San Francisco. His
project is his archive. He is only partly
resigned to his changed circumstances.
“I feel like I'm fooling around,” he says.
“People say, ‘Gordon, you can fool
around for a while. Well, I got to have
a project, I'm not a blue-sky guy at all.
I'd never let anybody like me loose in a
company.”

Bell's principal collaborator, for the
past five years, has been Jim Gemmell,
a senior rescarcher whose office is at
the Microsoft facility in Redmond,
Washington. The project is called
MyLifeBits, and its purpose is to find
uses for the material that Bell is stor-
ing and that he and Gemmell believe
everyone will eventually store on their
computers, (By 2010, a typical life,
they feel sure, will fit on a cell phone.)
Bell's archive has two sections: a his-
torical part and a contemporary part.
Aware that they could add to the ar-
chive anything they wanted to, Bell

and Gernmell began wondering what
else they could collect. “We started
thinking about Gordon’s whole life,”
Gemmell says. “We started going into
‘What if I stored everything, what
would it mean, what are the implica-
tions? We don'’t know.””

The most obdurate problem that
Bell and Gemmell encountered was that
there was no simple way to retrieve what
they had stored, making the archive
close to formless. “A black hole,” Gem-
mell says, “because everything went in
and nothing came out.” Even so, they
were avid to collect more.

Bell doesn’t wear a walnut-size cam-

era on his forehead. Since late 2004, |

however, he regularly wears around his
neck a Microsoft device-in-develop-
ment called a SenseCam. A SenseCam
is a black box about the size of a ciga-
rette pack which contains an infrared
system—"same as in a burglar alarm,”
Bell says. “It senses heat—it takes a
body a certain size to throw off enough
heat to be recognized—and when it
finds a person it takes a picture.” It also
tukes a photograph when the light
changes or at intervals up to a min-
ute, depending on how itis set. To turn
off the SenseCam, Bell puts it in his
pocket—the darkness makes it stop
working.

Lifelogging is the name of the activ-
ity that Bell is practicing. He is an ex-

treme example of the form, the way |

Samuel Pepys was an extreme example
of a diarist. Pepys’s writing required at-
tentton in order to select from his ex-
perience the things he recorded. Life-
logging can be conducted with mini-
mal engagement. You walk, and the

camera around your neck takes photo- |

graphs of things you may not even
notice while you are occupied with
whatever it is you are thinking about.
If you feel your lifelog should include
what you are thinking about, you can
speak into a digital tape recorder, but
Bell typically records only conversa-
tions. Occasionally, he feels encum-
bered by the project. “There’s a num-

ber here,” he says. “I'd like to say that |

I'm living ninety-five per cent of the
time, keeping this system five per cent.
I want to live a life, not be a slave to it.”

Bell's son Brigham, a software engi-

neer in Colorado, regards his father's

project as self-involved to the point of |

A perfect picture book
for budding artists
by acclaimed illustrator

Hanoch Piven

as

Smelly
as

Dirty Socks

AND OTRER FURNY FAMILY PORTRAITS BY HANGGH MYVEN

“Children will get caught up in this
fun, creative, and easy-to-do art
and will want to follow through

with their own creations.”
~Booklist

AVAILABLE WHEREVER BOOKS ARE SOLD

‘ﬁ. RANDOM HOUSE

Gmiinuiny Basms

schwirtz @ wads k=

www.randomhouse.com/hids

RETIRE TO FEARRINGTON
Just south of Chapel Hill, NC, youll find a
charming English Country Village é]l of blucbirds,
hollyhocks, belted cows and peaple of all ages.

wwu learringroen com ~ BOG 3177 0130

8

Caribbean and-New England Cruises

8'200 l%,) storles « music « poetry

Awd»;uwmtﬁ' wa CDs
g PLER Hie wee lLiterati
AVAILABLE (ages 3 t0 7)

1-888-929-9401 « shooflyaudio.com

French & Italian Holiday Rentals

Live like a European in your own chateau, villa or
farmhouse. Weekly rentals. Most regions.

www.villeetvillage.com
: (510)559-8080
- VILLE eT VILLAGE®

AL

THE NEW YORKER, MAY 28, 2007 9



being “egocentric.” Gordon Bell con-
siders himsclf something more like in-
visible in terms of the archive’s inten-
tions. “T'm not particularly interesting,”
he says. “I'm just typical of what you
should be able to do.”

One morning recently, 1 sat in Bell's
office with Bell, Vicki Rozycki,
and Kim Davis, a chaperone assigned to
me by Microsoft, and we toured parts of
Bell's archive, On Rozycki’s
desk was a computer screen,
and on Bell's there were two, ’)
“l was born in Kirksville,

Missouri, 1934, Bell said.

“Vicki, do you want to bring

up an image of Kirksville?”

and she did, an acrial photo-

graph of a town with the strects in a grid
pattern. Bell studied the image on his
own screen. The third screen was hlank.
“Kirksville had about ten thousand peo-
ple,” he said. “It had a state teachers’ col-
lege, but it was mainly agricultural—
wheat, com, livestock, soybeans.”

Rozycki brought up the front page
of the Kirksville Daily Express for Au-
gust 20, 1934, “Has iny birth announce-
ment,” Bell said. He read some of the
headlines: **45 GALL.ONS OF GASOLINE
IN BARREI. STOLEN HERE; ‘GERMAN
VOTERS REBUKE NAZIS AND J‘lI'l‘LER,’
and, lock at this, 'AL CAPONE IS TRANS-
FERRED TO ALCATRAZ."”

“Herc’s where Gordon grew up,”
Rozycki said, “this red brick house.
And here’s the church.”

The most thorough record of Bell's
past was written, in 1993, by a man
named Peter Edelstein, who inter-
viewed Bell for a book on people in the
computer business. The book was never
published, but Bell has the chapter
about him in his archive. From it I
learned that neither of Bell's parents
drank or swore. “My mother had been
a grade-school teacher,” Bell told me,
*“and my father had an eighth-grade ed-
ucation.” His mother, Lola, was fond of
books. His father, Chester, an electri-
cian who owned an appliance store,
liked reading trade manuals. Gordon,
his mother told Fdelstein, “asked more
‘why's than any boy I ever saw.”

Rozycki brought up a photograph of
a wide street and, on the far side of it, a
two-story red brick building, with pic-
ture windows and a green awning. “Bell
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Electric,” she said, “His father’s business.”

“I started working occasionally for
my father when 1 was around six,” Bell
said. “The first skill 1 karned was how
to join a plug to a wire.”

In the second grade, Bell devcloped
a heart murmur and spent six months
in bed, reading and listening to radio
serials and playing with his chemistry
set. His mother and father took him to
the Mayo Clinic, where a doctor told
him rhat he would grow up
to be as strong as anyone
else, but that he should rule
out becoming a prizefighter.
Bell asked if he could be-
come an electrician. By eight,
he was working for his fa-
ther after school. Being small,
he was suited to going under houses
and into attic crawl spaces to install
wires, but he didn’t enjoy doing it. From
pieces of tin, he built a motor. By ten,
he had decided that he wanted to be an
engineer in charge of building a dam or
a power plant. When the family, which
included his sister, Sharon, who was six
years younger than Bell, would drive
near Keokuk, lowa, he insisted that
they visit the turbines at the power plant.
Edelstein writes that Bell was particu-
larly interested by their producing twenty-
five-cycle current, “so when you went
through Keokuk, all the lights were
flickering.”

On the third screen, images sum-
moned randomly by a screen saver
began appearing. The first, in black-
and-white, was of two little boys in
Halloween costumes, scowling. Bell ler
it pass. The next, in color, was of a lit-
tle boy leaning against a tree. “My
grandson,” he said.

Rozycki brought up a black-and-white
photograph of a boy, a girl, and a pony.
A caption read, “Gordon, Sharon &
Snippy.” Bell shook his head. “My dad
thought I needed a pony,” he said. “He
got me a pony that [ didn't particularly
like. The pony would occasionally get
loose and go through town, and I'd have
to go chase the pony, and the pony would
wipe kids offits back, because it didn't like
being ridden.”

On the sereen to his left appeared a
postcard that Bell leaned sideways to
read. It was addressed to his father and
signed “Opal.” “That’s onc of the fa-
ther'’s siblings,” Rozycki said. “There

b

were ten altogether, They had a farm
and a sawmill.” The postcard was re-
placed by a newspaper article. "My
mother's obituz ary, at ninety-four,” Bell
said.

In 1952, Bell went to M.LT,, the
first person from Kirksville to go there.
“Here’s your letter of acceptance,” Ro-
zycki said, the clicks of her mouse mak-
ing sounds like knitting needles. “1 got
a big trunk and put all my junk in it,
and my parents took me to Boston,”
Bell said. The city at might, seen from
the banks of the Charles River, im-
pressed all of them, and in the hotel
Bell's father wept, realizing that his son
would never run Bell Electric.

“Here’s your fraternity,” Rozycki
said.

“I joined a fraternity,” Bell said.

Rozycki brought up a black-and-
white photograph of boys wearing
suits and sitting at a table with a white
tablecloth and cating. “I fell in with
two Missouri boys—Kansas City and
St. Louis—who got Ph.D.s in chemi-
cal engineering,” Bell said. “They were
smart and supportive and nice. They
helped me catch up with the prep-
school kids who'd had calculus, and I
hadn't”

On the third screen appeared a table
with scveral nearly empty glasses of red
wine. Bell ignored it. “I graduated in
57, with a master’s,” Bell said. “Com-
puters were just being invented.” He
didn’t want to get a Ph.D., and he had
an aversion to the rows of desks that
were typical of engineering firms—
he believed that anything designed by
morce than four or five people wouldn'’t
work the way it should. The head of
his department knew a man who had
started the University of New South
Wales, in Australia, and he suggested
that Bell teach computing there. Bell
and a friend got Fulbrights to do it. At
the university, Bell began secing an-
other Fulbright scholar, a city plan-
ner named Gwen Druyor, and when
they returned to America they were
married.

Onscreen, there was a photograph
of 2 man and a woman standing side
by side—his parents on their honey-
moon, “St. Paul, Minnesota,” he said,
“1925.” T'wo creases in the photograph
showed that it had once been folded
up. "I began studying for a doctorate at



M.ILT.,” Bell said. In 1960, he went to
work for the Digital Equipment Cor-
poration, in Maynard, Massachusetts,
At the time, the company, which is
now owned by Hewlett-Packard, was
bringing out ts first computer. Brigham
remembers that Bell “was at DEC all the
time. He had an office at home, where
he worked when he wasn't there, and
every Sunday evening he had a meeting
over the phone with the head of the
company.” Fatigued after six ycars, Bell
left. “T was No. 2 by then, and took a
six-year sabbatical to teach computer
scicnee and electrical engineering at
Carnegic Mellon,” Bell told me. Brig-
ham says his father told him that he
could teach a course only three times:
“The first time to learn it, the secand
time to teach it well, and by the third
time he was bored.” Bell returned to
DEC in 1972 and worked there until
1983. Edelstcin writes that a collcague
of Bell's says that he was “one of the
most prolific idea-generators I have
ever met.” Edelstein also reproduces a
description of Bell from a company
history: “Bespectacled, with a round
choirboy’s face and windblown hair,
Bell is a study in disarray. His mind
races far ahead of his tongue. . . . He
rarely finishes a sentence. He'll jump
from his chair to make a point, gestur-
ing wildly, head off for a book or paper
that will show what he means, then
turn around and sit down again, his
mind leaping ahcad to a new thought,
4 new insight.”

The company’s C.E.O., Ken Olsen,
thought that DEC had become too or-
dered for Bell's liking. “He’s fun, excit-
ing, charismatic,” Olsen said, “but he
doesn'’t fit into a disciplined, organized
environment.” Bell told a newspaper
reporter that he “took it personally
when anybody did anything dumb.”
Furthermore, he said, “It is excellence
that drives me, and, God damn, that's
hard when you've got this thing that's
butlt on people.”

Several children in front of a plank-
frame schoolhouse appeared on the
third screen—three rows, the teacher
in the back row among the tallest chil-
dren. “My father’s the small boy in the
front row,” Bell said. Then came chil-
dren in a clearing with a steara-driven
tractor, beside the family sawmill. A
photograph of a boy was next. Bell sat

back. He flexed his brow. “That just
looks like a kid,” he said. He couldn’t

remember which one,

he cast of Belf's mind is practical,

and because he works for Micro-
soft he is trying to discover a function
that the company could sell. Some of
his desires are mundane. He'd like an
application that would tell him how
many calories he has caten. He wants
to o to a restaurant and from the bill
scan the nutritional comnponents of his
meal. Gemmell also thinks a record
of a person’s dict and health would be
valuable—"something that told me,
you haven't had any fibre,” he says, “or
you ought to drink more water. Or
something that recorded the rhythm of
your heartbeats and organ function, so
that when a doctor asked, ‘How long
have you been feeling this way?,’ you
could answer explicitly. Or that told
you something was wrong with you be-
fore you even felt it, a program that
might alert you that you're running a
fever.” In addition, he would like some-
thing that sorted through a person’s
archive and suggested aetions. “Com-
puters arc mostly sitting there doing
nothing,” Gemmell says. “They could
be going through this record and learn-
ing things about our lives, spotting
trends and correlations and summar-
izing, saying, ‘You're back in Seattle

today, and here’s the people you met
last time, and the notes you took that
were really significant.””

Curtis Wong, the manager of Gem-
mell's group at Microsoft, Next Media
Research, would like a function that re-
minded him of what he was overlooking
among the work he had collected—
what, that is, might be lying among the
pile of papers, or among his digital files,
that was pressing. “A network display
could do it, if it was dynamic and always
changing,” Wong says. “It’s our bodies’
natural inclination to ignore things that
are the same, so that we can focus on
things that are different—1 think it's
about predators. Your ‘lifebits’ could be
surfaced, presented as patterns on an
ambicent display: ‘A year ago I was doing
X, and there it is, or T haven’t scen so-
and-so in a long time.” He'd also like a
program that would somehow present a
person with material on a matter when
he hadn'’t even becn sure what to ask for,
a case in which the computer would do
the thinking and the organizing.

Similarly, Bell and Gemmell would
like software that organized the con-
tents of the archive into movies—some-
thing, at least, to compress and shape it,
to summarize its parts. “Auto-storytell-
ing,” Gemmell calls it. “My dream is |
go on vacation and take my pictures
and comme home and tell the computer,
‘Go blog it," so that my mother can see
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it. 1 don’t have to do anything; the story
is there in the pattern of the images.”

Bell has tried several times to make
movies from material he's stored—he
showed me one of a two-hour lunch
he’d had in Australia, where he still
teaches—but he hasn’t felt satisfied with
the results. “What we're storing, really,
is snippets and scenes and episodes,” he
says. “A movie tells a story, and we're
not doing that.” What Bell and the oth-
ers imagine, ultimately, is a function by
which a computer assembles a person’s
autobiography, which hc or she autho-
rizes and passes on.

One of the models Bell is interested
in is proposed by the work of a princi-
pal researcher at Microsoft named Eric
Horvitz. Horvitz is engaged in what he
calls “complementary computing, where
the computer understands human limi-
tattons and fills in the gaps,” he told me
in his office, in Redmond. Horvitz, who
is the president-elect of the Association
for the Advancement of Artificial Intel-
ligence—"triple-A. 1.,” he says—would

like to sce computers provide “a fabric
that would extend us in areas where
we're weak. If you took at twentieth-
century cognitive psychology, what it
showed was that people have vast abili-
ties coupled with characterizable limita-
tions and bottlenecks. There are whole
areas of psychology—-attention, judg-
ment, and memory—where there are
very crisp results about people doing
things they don't want to do, forgetting
things, and being biased in their judg-
ment. To create a computation that un-
derstands those grooves and nooks and
crannies, and using it in places where a
computer can do well in a complemen-
tary way to extend people, is what I'm
trying to do.”

Horvitz is working on a project
called Lifebrowscr, which uses time
lines as a mcans of locating images and
information. On a computer screen in
his oftice, Horvitz brought up images of
his wife and son. “What's cool—I love
this feature—I can say, ‘Go to July 4th,’
and it's making guesses about the things

ART IS A SNAP WHEN You
i KNow How To SPELL.

[ am Likely to remember, to use mem-
ory landmarks, and it jumped right to
this place,” he said. The screen showed
several images—a small-town parade,
and his wife and son among figures
at a cookout, from July 4, 2005, Re-
sponding to his request, “The computer
brought up its best guess,” Horvitz said.
He entered another year. The compu-
ter did not immediately respond. “It's
thinking really hard about this,” Hor-
vitz said. “Now it's brought up a party at
a beach.” Horvitz tried July 4, 2003.
“There’s a parade again,” he said. “It
likes parades.” He turned toward me;
meanwhile, the computer brought up
other images. “You can tell it, ‘Be ran-
dom,’ or, ‘Give me February 14, 2002/
ot, ‘Show me Valentine's Days from
over the years, or, ‘Only Novembers.” It
comes to understand your mind, how
you organize your memories, by what
you choose. It learns to become like
you, to help you be a better you. Com-
puters are going to become tools we
work with and trust, rather than mercly
appliances.”

At night, he said, he sometimes hears
his computer working. “I hear the fan,
and I think, My system is consolidating
new memories,” he said, “It's like a hu-
man being dreaming.”

Bell’s third epiphany, a vear ago,
was the awareness that by adding
contemporary niaterial to his archive—
images from the SenseCam, for exam-
ple—he was building “a personal-trans-
action processing system.” The term is
from the financial world. “Every trans-
action you have—a deposit, signing a
check—those arc all registered as a
unique event,” he says. “Capturing all the
activity associated with a Web page, or
c-mails, or your phone calls, or the
SenseCam means that every event in life
is being logged. It has a time stamp on it.
This idea of being obscssive about things
is a feeling we have that this is the way
things are going to be.”

Gemmell imagines the computer
becoming a version of an inquisitor.
“People argue about the need to for-
get things,” he says, “but if you look at
business discipline—advising that you
write everything down, your goals and
objectives, and return to them to see
how you did, examining what went
wrong—1I think the same thing could



happen with our personal lives. Being
able to say, ‘Now I realize my tone of
voice was threatening—1 think there’s
a real positive aspect in having the real
record of what things looked and
sounded like, and sequences of events,
because we often cnd up believing
things that are not based on facts any-
more. Of course, the question built in
there is how much can we take? How
much do we nced not to know reality
because we can't bear the truth?” De-
tending the psychic advantages of an
electronic archive, Gemmell likes to
give the example of a child who com-
Plains that his or her father, after a di-
vorce, failed to honor his obligations.
The record, Gemmell says, might prove
that he made all his visits. Such reason-
ing assumes that the meanings of our
lives, what makes us individuals, are to
be found in the parttern of things that
happen to us—on the surface, that is—
but such a record is always susceptible
to shades of meaning,

Aside from issues of self-conscious-
ness, being an entry in someonc else’s
archive is a problem, although not a new
onc. People have for centuries betrayed
themselves in lerters and diaries, and
they have used them to betray each
other. A videotape, an ill-considered
answering-machine message, makes an
inpression that is not easily undone.
Gemmell imagines that the technology
involved in assembling an archive will
have to protect people in case somcone
“sets sloppy and hits the publish-to-
the-world button.” He wonders whether
there is a means of retracting from the
record. “How do we enable it?” Gem-
mellasks. “Do we know how to encrypt
things and lock them down and get per-
mission?” One of the tactics being con-
sidered is having the software corrupt a
transcript by intermittently inscrting
phrascs and words. 1t would be under-
stood that any transcript, while essen-
tially reliable, was not infallible—"an
untrustworthy transcript,” Gemmell
calls ir,

Memory revises itself endlessly. We
remcmber a vivid person, a remark, a
sight that was unexpected, an occaston
on which we felt something pro-
foundly. The rest falls away. We be-
come more exalted in our memories
than we actually were, or less so. The
interior storics we tell about ourselves
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“Look bereaved.”

rarely agree with the truth. Someone
uneasy with the candor of his archive
could delete the material that pained
him. People do it all the time: they de-
stroy papers; they leave instructions in
their wills for letters to be burned. In
the novel *So Long, See You Tomor-
row,” William Maxwell writes, “Too
many conflicting emotional interests
are involved for life ever to be wholly
acceptable, and possibly it is the work
of the storyteller to rearrange things so
that they conform to this ¢nd. In any
case, in talking about the past we lie
with every breath we draw.” In “The
Seven Sins of Memory,” the Harvard
psychologist Danicl Schacter mentions
the work of Shelley Taylor, a psychol-
ogist at U.C.L.A., who has written that
optimistic people tend to recall their
pasts more favorably, and that the ver-
sions of their selves that they recalled
contributed to their mental and physi-
cal health.

A reliance on the actual record
might also inadvertently distort our im-
pressions. Schacter has conducted ex-
periments in which he photographed
subjects performing scveral simple ac-
tivities. He showed some of the sub-
jects photographs of them doing a few

of the activities. They recalled those ac-
tivities easily, but were less likely to re-
call the activities that they had not been
shown.

“What it suggests is that there might
be unknown or unintended effeces,” he
told me. “By overemphasizing cerrain
parts, by recalling July 4th, for example,
you might make it more difficult to re-
call July Sth. Even if you had time,
which you don’t, to recall all of it, your
review has to be held onto by your
memory, and at some point you're
going to run into the limitations of
memory. The archive idea suggests you
could have it both ways, and in a lim-
ited extent it might be helpful, but I
don’t think it would end up being so
utopian. The limitations of memory
will intercede.”

ne morning, Bell and I and Kim

Davis, my chaperone from Micro-
soft, went for a walk, so that Bell could
take photographs with the SenseCam
and show me what they looked like. We
met at his apartment, On the corner was
a fire station with a truck and some
firemen outside. “Every morming around
seven-thirty, they put up the hook and
lndder to see if they will work,” Bell said.
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“T have a lot of images of that.” At some
disrance we heard a siren. Bell leaned to-
ward the sound. He shook his head.
“They're not coming here,” he satd. “My
dad was a volunteer fireman,” he went
on. “I have so many photos of firemen.”
He said that another thing he really likes
Is a crane.

Bell was wearing gray twill pants and
ared turtleneck. He had a backpack and
a dark blue cap thatsaid “C.LA.” on the
front. On the side it said “Honor, Brav-
ery, Integrity.”

“Tgotitatthe C.LA. store,” Bell said.
“I have a very large collcction of hats,
and I like to wear this one in San Fran-
cisco sometimes, just to be contrary.”

We walked to the ferry terminal
and had coffce and walked back to
Bell's office. Instead of looking at the
photographs he had just taken, we
looked at some from the day before. “1
took twelve hundred photos yester-
day,” Bell said, “and I ended up with a
thousand or so. I try to do what we call
‘clean living," which is getting rid of
any redundancics.”

I asked if he knew of any projects
siinilar to his own. He sat forward in his
chair and put his hands on his head and
said, “What's his name? He’s a super,
super, super genius. English.”

“Stephen Hawking?”

“Probably smarter,” Bell said. “A
physicist. I've known him quite a while.
He wrote a program called Mathemat-
ica.” He rubbed his temples and sat up.
“Stephen Wolfram!” he said. “He got
his Ph.DD. at, like, eighteen. Last night,
he sent me an e-mall, He had this time
[ine of his life and then he had a bunch
of scrapbook pages that governed a pe-
riod, and on his Weh site you could click
on them.

“There’s another cffort I should
mention,” he went on, “The Narional
Library of Medicine took a bunch of
Nobel Prize winners and has put their
matcrial on line. Pieces of their lives.
You got all their papers, but you can't
really tell what they are all about. You
don’t getvery much about them as indi-
viduals. You get a notebook.”

Bell stood up. “You will enjoy this,”
he said. From a bookshelf above his
head, he brought down a box. He began
sorring through it and talking, as if to
himself. Now and then, he would lift
something from it, as if it were a picee

44 THE NEW YORKER, MAY 28, 2007

of evidence. “You got the high-school
diploma, church certificates, National
Honor Society, fraternity, Junior Tin-
kertoy Engineer certificate of award,”
he said. “Degrees. A couple of patents,
some more patents,” he said, turning

pages. There were medals he had won,

Holding a photograph, he said, “That’s |
the original George Bush, in the Rose

Garden.” Bell was standing heside him.
“Most of these are the kind of things
that people hang on the wall. This is a
certificate of passing the driver's school.
Twent to the driver's school for speed-
ing. I just can'’t bring myself to throw
any of them away.”

He began putting things back in the
box. “I've lost a lot of paper,” he said
plaintively. “I was pretty compulsively
keeping it, but from time to time I
would purge. If I had known what I
would ultimately do, I would never
have thrown anything away, because
there’s just a lot of interesting stuff I
want to sec.,”

In the article Bell wrote in 2001, to
announce that he had finished the first
part of his archive, he said that the ob-
solescence of software and technology
was a threat to a computer archive, “A

lot of things you may not be able to

read 4 decade later,” he said, “Will the
ipeg format still be in existence? Will
Word 6 be readable? I wrote an article
called ‘Dear Appy "—tor applications.
“Basically, it was saying, ‘Dear Appy,
How commirted are you? Signed, Lost
Data’ Data can be lost in a disk, in a
system, it can be lost in a standard some-
where. That's still a massive problem. If
you look at all the problems that we can

think about in the decade, ten, fifty, a |

hundred years, that's by far No. 1. The
one that bugs me more than anything
clsc is that”

“Do you ever think youll be done?”
I asked.

“Reach an end point, you mean?”

“Getbored. Grow interested in some-
thing elsc.”

“Your aspirations go up with every
new tool,” he said. “You've got all this
content there and you want to use it,
but there’s always this problem of want-
ing more.” ¢
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