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A Conversation with Vartan Piroumian

by high school classmate Bill Beamish

Q: So, finally I was able to convince you to sit down and talk about yourself—or at least answer questions about yourself. Where would you like to start? 

I have no idea. Why don't you just ask me questions and I'll answer the best I can?  

Q: First question: is there any extra-special event, achievement or accomplishment you want to talk about? 

Not really. I guess I've led a pretty “average” life from the general perspective. What might be meaningful from my perspective is likely viewed very differently by others. I mean, I haven't climbed Mt. Everest like that stud-factor Brockmeyer! 

Seriously, for me, I've always measured “achievement” relative to my own values and perspective on life. It's a very personal way to look at one's life and judge happiness. The things I hold most dear might not mean much to others. 

Q: OK then, let's start at the beginning. What have you done since I last saw you graduation day? 

Well, I went to college in Boston. Came home after 4 years. Settled back in Newport and got a job at Hughes Aircraft, Defense Systems Group. It wasn't for me. After a year I took a job in Irvine at a telecommunications startup. I stayed there for 4 years. 

I ended up in the Bay Area in 1987 and didn't find my way back to LA until 2003. I've been working in LA since I returned. 

Q: C'mon, more detail. What did you do at Hughes? Where were you working? 

I worked on a geographically distributed command and control system for NATO. I was writing software that provided the communications link between distributed  radar outposts, stationed throughout Northern Europe, and human-controlled monitoring stations. I worked in both their Irvine facility and in Fullerton. I'm sure the details aren't all that interesting to anyone. 

Q: What did you like most about it? 

I learned a lot from some very experienced engineers. And I joined their Amateur Radio club. They had an amateur radio club with some awesome, expensive equipment. I've been licensed since my sophomore year in high school, and  I always enjoyed communicating via international Morse code with people all over the globe. It seemed like an adventure, imaging who the other person was and where they were. I talked to other operators in practically every island in the South Pacific and around the world. I haven't been active in years 'cause I don't have my own equipment. 

Q: What did you do at the startup company? 

I wrote software for a telecommunications systems in Irvine. We made state-of-the-art digital telephones and the networked switches that control them in a telephone network. That was a great learning experience for someone relatively green out of college. I stayed there for 4 years. 
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Q: How did you end up in the Bay Area? Where were you and what did you do up there. 

Well, after  the startup I started driving up to LA frequently on weekends to help my mom and dad take care of my grandparents, whose health had been declining. My grandfather passed away in 1985, a very short time after my grandmother. I took some time off work to help my dad take care of everything. We actually moved to LA for a few months to take care of my grandparents' property, which had fallen into disrepair. Later, my parents ended up moving there and never went back to Newport. 

One week day I somehow ended up at a job fair at the Airport Marriott near LAX. Afterwards, I was sitting in the bar killing time. I told myself I didn't  want to drive home in the heavy traffic, but really I was just enjoying being surrounded by a whole crew of Japan Air Lines flight attendants who were trying to figure out what they were going to do that evening on they layover. 

Imagine how annoyed I became when this guy starts striking up a conversation with me. I almost told him “Dude, there are 12 of them; did you have to cut in and interrupt my conversation?” Good thing I didn't (I think—I'm not sure). As it turns out, he was the CEO of a startup in the Bay Area.... The next thing I knew I was a Bay Area resident.  

Q: So what did you do up in the Bay Area? 

I worked at several software companies over a period of 17 years. I probably stayed the longest at Sun Microsystems, a major computer systems manufacturer. I'm quite sure no one is really interested  in me explaining what I did there!

Q: Well, I did learn through a few of our classmates that you wrote two books. Could you talk about that a bit? 

Well, both books were about Java programming technology. The first book is about creating graphical user interfaces; the second is about writing software for mobile phones and mobile telephony networks. 

Q: Were you working in that area of mobile technology? 

Yes. I've been working as a software systems architect for quite a few years now, much of it in the mobile arena. Basically that means I architect and design large software systems. I've designed systems for major mobile operators in several countries including Japan and Europe. And, in case anyone is interested, Uncle Vartan can tell you all about how your wireless company cheats you in creative but sinister ways. 

Q: Are you working in another book now or in the future? 

Actually, there are a few in the works. They're in the planning phase. I have several notebooks of notes but haven't started writing yet. 

Q: What's the subjects? 

Well, I think I'll keep that a secret for now if you don't mind. I will say that they will be a bit of a departure from my first two. 

Q: So when did you come back to So Cal? 

I came “home” in 2003. I have no idea why I stayed up in No Cal so long. When you're in your 20's or 30's you don't think of the consequences of your actions as you do at 40. I wish I had come home sooner. 

I didn't really think about how precious time is, and, as the proverb goes "youth is wasted on the young". I didn't really think about when I would "come back home". I knew I would one day; I just never felt grounded in No Cal. To me, "home" has always been where family is. But the years went by more quickly than I could have ever imagined. 

Finally, I moved back to LA in August 2003. I had just landed two job offers in France, the first in the south of France, in France's southern research park in Sophia-Antipolis, and the second in Paris. I had finally convinced my dad to return to his native Paris, and my mom even agreed to come!  

Well, I couldn't have been happier to leave the Bay Area (and wondered why I had stayed so long). I was so excited. I got to LA and started the preparations that are part of an expatriate relocation. We were finally going to make the move... fix the duplex my parents owned, rent it and jet. I was thinking "OK, we're together again; time to start enjoying life again”. 

But it was not to be. Just a few months after I had arrived in LA, we learned my dad had a very advanced esophageal cancer. It was a deep, deep blow. He left us six months later, in August 2004, after a lot of suffering. I've been here ever since, just taking care of mom now. It's indescribably uncanny how my whole perspective on "the universe" has changed. I guess we're at that age where many of us can relate. But that's another conversation. 

Q: So, I know you alluded to some of this stuff when I first called you and asked you to do this interview. I know it's getting personal, but would you mind sharing some of those thoughts with your classmates? Do you have any regrets? 

Doesn't everyone. I wish I had taken another job I was offered in France in 1995. I think my parents would have joined me back then. And, hey, for a guy who loves to travel... 7 weeks vacation a year... a whole continent within 90 minutes flying time... enjoying life with the people who mean the most in this life or the next... what could be better?

Other than that, I'm not sure second guessing myself is fruitful. I'm not sure I could have done anything “better” in general. It's always easy to play Monday morning quarterback. 

Q: So the opposite question is what things that you've done make you happy? 

Well, this answer is going to be a bit longer. I don't know how interesting this kind of personal stuff is to others. But it's the most candid answer I can give you (and probably says who I really am). And some of this answer involves some of our classmates so I decided to answer your question with these anecdotes. 

Especially now that my father is gone I look back with fond memories and a sense of peace at some of the things I've done. First and foremost were the five trips I took with my parents to my dad's native France. When I was working for Sun Microsystems I was traveling so much with their consulting services I had more hotel points and air miles than I ever imagined. 

Each time we traveled with free airfare and free hotel. It was awesome. I even stayed at the Paris Hilton –oh, excuse me, I mean the Hilton Paris. (Sorry.... just a little humor).  

I specifically picked the Hilton on Rue de la Suffren because it's a one-minute walk to the Eiffel Tower. I requested North facing rooms because one could simply lean out the balcony, look to the right and see the Eiffel Tower with its soft lights glowing subtly in the night sky. 

My plan worked. It was a wonderfully sentimental and nostalgic time for my folks. Every evening after the city quieted down they would spend a few quiet moments on the balcony looking at the Eiffel Tower and the skyline beyond and sharing memories. I don't think I've ever felt happier or felt that I ever did anything more right or worthwhile than plan those trips.

When my parents were first married, my dad took my mom on a world tour—everything first class. They spent much of their time in France. My mom always dearly cherished those memories. And it was the greatest, most indescribable feeling to see my parents, salubrious, happy and blithe, holding hands and just forgetting about any problem in the world. 

Q: That's precious. Now, on the phone you mentioned a party you gave for you parents. You gotta tell more about that. 

Well, you're referring to the surprise party I threw for my parents in Newport on the occasions of my dad's 70th birthday and my parents 49th wedding anniversary back in 1995. Both events are in October, only a week apart. 

I was still living up north but got a hold of Jeff. We planned a little party. Did you just ask me "Who?". I said Jeff. There's only one Jeff, the Beebop, the JJB, the Bitetti. Need I say more? You know the outcome already—it was awesome. 

Seriously; here's the story. I had given a speech at Mr. Bitetti's memorial service a few years prior. I guess it had been gnawing at me subconsciously—the notion that life is short. And, I always remembered my dad's words “funeral's are for the living, not the dead”. I thought,  “Yeah, why wait until the person is gone before telling them that you love them?”

Jeff and I planned to play a little acoustic trio at the party. One of my best friends from college, Dave McCall, an awesome violinist (as in symphony orchestra caliber), flew out from Boston for the party. 

My brother, sister and I each invited our friends and families. There were about 180 guests in all.

Originally the party was supposed to be at the Villa Nova. I had all the invitations printed and sent out. I had my airline ticket and was all set to head over to Laguna with my buddy Dave to stay at the home of Everett Gee (NHHS class of '77). My parents had no idea I would be in town. My brother Fred made some excuse to drive them down to Newport to have dinner with my sister Lisa. 

Ten days before the party I come home from work and hear this message on my answering machine from Bitetti: "Hey bro', uh, don't know if you heard but the Villa Nova burned down last night". 

So, at first I thought I hadn't heard correctly. I listened to it about four times. Then I thought, "Well, it's Bitetti; he's only pulling my leg". But then I thought, "Hm, his voice did seem to have a bit of a genuine quiver of concern in it". So I called Jeff. Yep, no more Villa Nova. What the hell do we do now?  

Jeff was awesome. He did some scrambling. The family of one of his USC frat bro's owned Cano's I think. They agreed to let us in on less than a week's notice. And, they agreed to close down the bar on a Saturday night to host our party. 

Between my siblings and me we called every single guest and said "OK, same day, same time, just drive a few hundred yards further south on PCH to Cano's for the party!" 

Everything worked without a hitch. The food was fantastic. The atmosphere was wonderful. The guests arrived about 30 minutes before my parents and brother. It was so great to spend time with friends I hadn't seen in years. 

My sister had ordered a cake large enough to land an executive jet. After dinner Jeff, Dave and I played three acoustic selections, one that I had picked to honor my dad and two original songs that Jeff had written for his parents. 

All I can say is that it's probably one of the best things I've ever done in my life. To me, it's these experiences that are the only things that are really meaningful in life. The rest—career, recognition, wealth—is fleeting and shallow. To me the only true wealth is the love of true friends and family and a sense of accomplishment and "success" (I know what my definition of "success" is and it has nothing to do with career). 

Q: Do you want to continue with what you told me in our conversation? 

Sure. Nine years later Bitetti brought together a bunch of the guys again. I had just moved back to LA a few weeks prior. A bunch of us met at a restaurant on Bristol Street—Bitetti, Frank Venclik, Steve Dawson, Craig Lyons, Doug Brockmeyer and their wives. 

During dinner I was talking to Jeff saying "I'm going to throw another party for my dad's 80th birthday next year". Jeff said "Dude, why wait 'till next year; do it now". Well, he was right, but I never got the chance. Two months later we learned my dad had cancer. After that sadness, the first party became even more meaningful to our whole family. 

Q: When we talked on the phone last week you mentioned the dedications of your two books. I think this would be a great time to share the story behind that if you're willing.  

Well, I'll just repeat what I told you on the phone I guess. I guess it's really a second answer to your question about thing I feel I've accomplished. 

The only other thing that I ever did that compares to that party I gave my parents was my decision to write my two books. Although those books have helped me tremendously professionally, ironically, my motivation for writing them had absolutely nothing to do with career. 

When I was approached by the publisher to write my first book I was adamantly refusing. I was working full time and teaching three nights a week at UC Extension. I thought “man, if I write a book I will definitely have no life”. 

But then I got this idea that it would be the perfect medium through which I could express my love, gratitude, respect and many other sentiments to my dad. I could dedicate the book to him. I thought that somehow doing something "formal" like this would add impact and some additional depth to the message beyond what my carefully written birthday cards, Christmas cards and anniversary cards could do. 

I spent more time writing the dedication to him than I did on any single chapter. And maybe it's the best thing I've ever done. I remember my copy editor kept telling me “It's perfect; don't ruin it!!” 

One day, ten years later, when my dad was terminally ill, he talked to me about it—how much it meant to him and how he remembered every single word. I remember choking back my tears, thinking "Well, a lot of good it's doing now". But looking back today I think I didn't understand. 

It didn't help him medically, but I believe it did help. I can only imagine the thoughts, feelings, regrets, trepidations, anger and God knows what else that one feels when one knows he or she is dying. Today I believe my words gave my father some comfort during a time of distress—a time when all he thought about was us. Today I believe my words made his life seem meaningful, and I hope gave him some solace. 

Q: That's a great story to share so openly. I won't ask you any more about that. So what are you up to these days? 
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Well, other than work, I focus on trying to stay healthy (a big part of staying happy for me). I've been doing a lot of cycling on weekends. I love riding up to Griffith Park observatory and looking out over the city all the way to the ocean (well, when there's no smog). As I said that I just got a flash back of a field trip Mr. Dukes arranged for the math and science club to the Griffith Observatory way back 30 years ago. 

Q: Oh, I forgot about that one story you told me about your dad and Mark Hales' dad. You have got to share that one. 

OK, no problem. I'm sure all of our classmates remember Mark Hales, place kicker extraordinaire. We met in 7th grade. We lived on the same block for years. My dad befriended his dad and they used to talk for hours at a time. Mark's dad is from England, and my dad from France. They were both in the war. 

My dad fought in the French underground, and, as a resident of Paris, was caught in over 330 allied bombing raids. I can never forget a story he told us one day. He comes home with eyes wide and says “You're never going to believe this!” He related the following story. 

The allies used to drop “Christmas trees” during night bombing raids. They were long strings of phosphorous “candles” that lit up the sky like daylight so the bombardiers could see the targets. On one particular bombing raid my dad does a running dive into the gutter as the bombs are falling along the sidewalk, progressively getting closer. The shrapnel flew overhead and missed him. 

He used to always talk about how the thunder of squadron after squadron of piston engines from the Boeing B-27s and British Lancasters shook the ground and the buildings for miles. The British used to fly low—200 feet—to more accurately hit their target. My dad continues “I was lying in the street and just turned to look up. I'll never forget how clearly I could read the call sign of the lead Lancaster 'KL548G'”. 

So, one day many years later he's telling this story to Mr. Hales who responds, “Yeh, that was my plane!” Mr. Hales was a pilot and squadron commander in the Royal Air Force. That discovery made Mr. Hales and my dad even closer. For years they shared stories not only about the war, but just shared thoughts on life, philosophy, destiny. I think that's how we started talking about that Bill. Our conversation was getting philosophical... life, destiny and all that. 

For me, I still can't get over it. Two paths that crossed a continent away, a lifetime ago under a dark period of humanity—a different life. What are the chances that those two men end up not only a continent away, on the same continent, in the same country, state, city and live on the same block? I shared this story with Mark years ago. We recently reconnected because of the reunion web site. We relived that story. It was good times. 

Anyway, when I told this story to you on the phone I think we were talking about “how life can be interesting in different ways”or something like that. I thought it might be interesting because it involves connections between classmates. 

Bill, this is kinda funny. You email me these questions and, as I'm thinking about my answer, I get these free associations of thought. For example, right now, as I write this, I'm thinking didn't Mark Hales kick a 55 yard field goal once to win a game for Newport? Not surprised—he's a soccer player. His dad was an awesome AYSO soccer coach for years. 

Q: That's an amazing story. OK, back to you. What about outside of work? Family, children? 

No, no family yet.... Kids? None that I know of. (Sorry, I couldn't resist). 

Q: Good one. So what about the  hobbies? Anything else you do on a regular basis? 

Well, we all have precious little time in our lives. I've chosen to focus on my two favorite hobbies... playing the mandolin and photography. I'm starting to play again after not having touched my mandolin for four years. 

I've recently dusted off the cameras and plan to once again continue the tradition I inherited from my dad. Today I exclusively use his three Leica M3 range finder cameras—film—not digital, circa 1957-61. The best digital camera doesn't even come close in picture quality. And I'm rediscovering the appreciation of photography that my dad instilled in me so many years ago. But I do need to invest in a new exposure meter. 

My last Gossen meter was destroyed by an Asian buffalo in a nature preserve in Taiwan's mountains back in 2001. To this day I still don't know why my friends thought it was so funny. I think if I had been standing two inches closer bubba's left horn would have given me a vasectomy. And, as if intent on practicing his surgical technique, he started chasing me. It happened so fast I didn't have time to see my life flash before me. I don't think the fear even registered until well afterwards. 

Q: What's in your future? 

You know the expression: “The best laid plans...” So maybe I won't plan too much. Maybe I need to go with the flow more. But I do have some ideas. 

Number one, in my new phase of life, I am intent on enjoying the time I have. For me, traveling has always been in me. The wanderlust has never left me and I'm working on arranging my affairs so I can start taking three to four months off each year to travel—with camera in tow. 

And I suspect part of that time will be spent hanging out in Paris, and joining a rag-tag group of musicians in one of the intersections of the Trocadero or Chatelet metro station tunnels. Maybe I'll see you there! Other than that, let's just see where life takes us. 

Q: Any final thoughts you'd like to share or anything you'd like to add? 


Well, I have two questions actually.... 

How many of our classmates have tattoos?

How many of their kids have tattoos?  

I don't know—I was just curious! 
