
By ROBERT PRICE
Californian staff writer

H ale-Bopp is a comet. Hal Bopp
is the state’s chief oil and gas
engineer in Bakersfield.

Hale-Bopp measures about 25 miles
across. Hal Bopp fits comfortably into a
39-short.

Hale-Bopp is made of ice and cosmic
dust. Hal Bopp rarely utters anything
more cosmic than “Can I get fries with
that?”

But Hal Bopp’s co-workers at the
Division of Oil & Gas have some nag-
ging, persistent concerns about their
supervisor. They have noted some
strange new quirks in Bopp’s behavior
ever since the 40-million-mile-long
comet first moved into Earth’s general
neighborhood in late March.

For example, Hal’s eyes dart around
suspiciously whenever office workers
lavish him with daily chants of “Hail
Bopp.” They also note that as the comet
draws nearer to Earth, Bopp’s folically
challenged forehead, already somewhat
reflective, has taken on a more ethereal
glow. And no associate has failed to
notice that Hale-Bopp and Hal Bopp
never seem to be in the same room at
the same time.

Friends and colleagues, it seems, are
beginning to wonder if there’s a Bruce
Wayne-Batman kind of relationship
between the mild-mannered petroleum
engineer and the giant celestial snow-
ball.

Oh, sure, Bopp will offer a succes-
sion of alibis for each odd coincidence.
He will point out, for instance, that
Hale-Bopp is hurtling through space at
27 miles per second, while he, on the
other hand, has not exceeded the post-
ed speed limit since he was 19 years old.

The comet spews out 90 tons of
water per second, like a giant lawn
sprinkler; the petroleum engineer gets
nauseous just thinking about “chew.”
Hale-Bopp is a frozen daiquiri of water,
carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide,
methane, acetylene, hydrogen cyanide,
hydrogen sulfide, carbon disulfide,
methyl cyanide, formic acid, ethylene
and carbonyl sulfide; Hal Bopp is most-
ly cotton-polyester with assorted Bic
pen stains.

Unfortunately, Bopp has given him-
self away. Astronomers say Hale-Bopp
is the brightest comet to pass near
Earth in the last 100 years; Hal Bopp
insists privately he is the brightest engi-
neer to ever carry a mechanical pencil
into a Western States Petroleum
Association meeting. Hale-Bopp circles
the sun in a lopsided orbit; Hal Bopp cir-
cles the softball bases with a painful-to-
watch, lopsided gait.

Most damning is this coincidence:
Comets generally lend themselves to

bad made-for-TV movies, and Hal Bopp
absolutely loves bad movies. “Mystery
Science Theater 3000” is a key staple in
Bopp’s TV-watching diet, and he is a
known ring leader in bad-Sci-Fi video
film festivals. Friends think it odd that
he always roots for the alien.

Colleagues were aware of Bopp’s oth-
erworldly oddities long before Hale-
Bopp showed up in the wee hours of
July 23, 1995. That, of course, is the
morning the comet was “discovered”
simultaneously by Alan Hale of the
Southwest Institute for Space Research
in Cloudcroft, N.M., and Thomas Bopp,
an amateur astronomer from Glendale,
Ariz.

Those dubious colleagues suspect
that Bopp’s relentlessly faultless citizen-
ship – he’s been active in the Boy
Scouts, the Greater Bakersfield
Chamber of Commerce and Houchin
Blood Bank, to name three – is a mere
ruse intended to throw Air Force and
CIA officials off the track.

And there was that vacation last
week, just as Hale-Bopp was reaching
its zenith in the constellation Leo – coin-
cidentally, the astrological sign under
which Hal was born 50 years ago.
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I N S I D E

With Easter just behind us and
Passover approaching, many
of you have made or are

making plans to visit your church or
synagogue for the first time this year.

People often wait for a holiday to
attend religious services, but there are
many good reasons for going to
church or synagogue on a weekly
basis. Here are 10:

1. All week long you spend your time
struggling with the outside world: con-
trolling, acquiring, laboring, defending.

In services you are removed from,
and thereby relieved of, the mundane.
You are immersed in an environment
that cherishes timelessness. Your rela-
tionship to God gives you a sense of
participation in the infinite. This gives
you motivation and direction to make
your personal world more meaningful
and joyous.

2. All week long you struggle with
stress, worry, anger, hurt, resentment,
frustration or fear.

In order to function in the way that
is expected of you, you “stuff it,” act
out badly, self-medicate with drugs or
alcohol, bury yourself in activities or
withdraw.

When you are in services, the music
and the singing will move you emo-
tionally, drawing you up into a well-
spring of emotion shared with your
religious community. It’s a catharsis,
it’s a relief, it’s elevating.

Our reaction to music is simple and
truthful. Perhaps you can carry that
feeling over into the rest of the week.

3. All week long you deal with the
world by reflex, resorting to your
tried-and-true techniques of interpre-
tation and reaction.

In services you’ll hear, and hopeful-
ly participate in, biblical discussions
exploring the motivations and inter-
pretations of the characters. This
experience can show you that others’
inner worlds are more complex than
your limited experience has allowed
you to see. 

4. All week long you are the
Energizer Bunny, just going and going
and going. When you are in services,
you have to stop.

Many of you may feel threatened in
your “being” if you’re not “doing.”
Unfortunately, too much of what you
do is not necessarily either healthy or
valuable.

Learning to stop in an atmosphere
that promotes doing through being
gives you more options for being
through altruism and compassion
instead of being through construction
and acquisition.

5. All week long you view the world
largely through your own immediate
experiences.

In services your vision expands as
you participate in your religious com-
munity’s celebrations of births, mar-
riages and coming-of-age rites, as well
as its mourning of illnesses, deaths
and tragedies.

Thereby, you are given the opportu-
nity to stretch beyond yourself and
embrace the joys of others or to sup-
port others in their pain.

6. All week long you interact with
others based mostly on roles or an
unpleasant anonymity. People are sim-
ply co-workers, bosses, service people
or strangers in traffic or in grocery lines.

In services you are surrounded you
find people whose mood and mind-set
are similar to yours in yearning for
peace, acceptance and support.

7. All week long you take on the
obligations of your responsibilities.

In services you are replenished by
the moments of sensing the sublime.
8. All week long you struggle with —
or push away — considerations of val-
ues and ethics over feelings, wants
and circumstances.

In services you have the reinforce-
ment of principles of living.

9. All week long you survive.
In services you learn what makes

your survival meaningful to others and
to history.

10. Nos. 1 through 9 can help you
make it through next week. 
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SOURCES: Tycho Brahe Planetarium, Denmark,
Univ. of Texas McDonald Observatory; Harvard-
Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics;
HB Magazine; NASA; Jack Horkheimer, director
of Miami Planetarium; “The Nine Planets” by Bill
Arnett; Hal Bopp

March 12
March 22

April 1

April 11

May 31

Four meetings,
including Chamber of
Commerce and
Community Energy
Night. Consensus
outcome of
meetings: Agreed to
have more meetings.

Feb.20

Work on brochure
about Kern County
oil production.
Attended Boy
Scout meeting.

Attended birthday party
for nephew Patrick, 2.
Managed to stay out of
inflatable bouncer
rented for the occasion.

Stayed in office
throughout the day
signing permits.

Meeting to plan oil
field tour for
community
leaders. Donation
at Houchin Blood
Bank.

In mourning for
departing comet.

Hal Bopp’s
glorious
spring

The Big
Boppers
Hale-Bopp, the

comet, has startling
similarities to Hal
Bopp, the oil guy.

▼

*Note: Comet refuses to hold still long 
enough to be accurately measured.

Hal Bopp’s daily movement:
5 a.m. — Wakes up, goes outside, looks at his
comet.
5:30 a.m. — Eats breakfast, reads the news-
paper, watches TV news to see how his comet
is doing.
6 a.m. — Goes out for a run. Checks to see if

comet is still visible.
7 a.m. — Hops on bicycle, rides to work.
Thinks about comet.
7:30 a.m. — Arrives at Division of Oil & Gas.
Checks out his office door to see if co-workers
have posted any new clippings from the news-
paper about his comet.
7:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. — Signs permits all day

long. Attends two or three meetings throughout
the day, few of which serve any truly useful
purpose. Sketches doodles of his comet while
colleagues drone on.
5 p.m. — Rides bicycle home. Pretends he is
a comet.
5:30 p.m. — Arrives home. Checks TV news
to see what kind of day his comet had.
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Colleagues 
were aware 
of Hal Bopp’s 
otherworldly
oddities 
long before
Hale-Bopp
showed up…
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