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			Introduction

			Phyllis Draper is thoughtful, observant, and clear-headed. That and much more is evident in her writing: reading this sample of her work, we see her ability to research and clarify a complex subject like the Islamic culture; we see her sharp wit unfold as she describes the Washington “grid”; and, finally, we feel her tenderness and sensitivity in the essay “On Love,” which later was published in full in Barbara Bush’s memoirs.

			This collection of Phyllis’ essays, however, is incomplete. It should have included her letters to friends and family all over the world during the past 50 years. Those notes and letters are remembered with fondness by virtually all of their recipients for their warmth, style, and love. I don’t think a week goes by without someone telling me how touched they were by some correspondence from Phyllis. 

			Putting one’s thoughts on paper in an organized and interesting way takes not only talent but intelligence—Phyllis has an abundance of both. And then it takes a creative approach, sometimes a twist that no one else might see, sometimes wrapping a country’s history, authors, and one’s personal experience all together in a bundle. Phyllis has done this many times with great skill. You will be delighted by every part of this book, whether you are taken to a far-off land and presented with a colorful picture of what it is like through her eyes, or just told a sweet story about a gift to Grammy from a grandchild she loves so much.

			Hard work goes into every book and this one is no exception. In fact, the exceptional thing here is that the hard work was not only putting the words together but, for Phyllis (13th percentile in mechanics), it was a horrendous task to grapple with the computer for most of these essays. When her friend, the Royal typewriter, collapsed she was forced to meet the enemy. They have been battling for the upper hand ever since. Living with her has become more difficult; peace between them is non-negotiable. But Phyllis will never give up and thank God for that.

			There are many fond memories for me in this book as well as some good stories, interesting information, and a few huge laughs for everyone. We, the Draper family, are so lucky to have the author to turn to for love and leadership in our everyday life and to think about the many future generations that will enjoy the fruits of her labor.

			Thank you, Phyllis, Mom, Grammy. We treasure you. We admire you. We love you.

			—Bill Draper
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			Phyllis Is Born

			By Bill Draper

			Phyllis is born, cried the Buffalo journal. 

			Beautiful, yes, but was she nocturnal? 

			Tired and thankful, her parents just beamed. 

			She seemed such perfection. Perhaps they just dreamed. 

			Phyllis is ten and has all her teeth. 

			Dentists presented a laurel wreath. 

			They saw a smile of historic proportions. 

			Perfection, they said, worth many fortunes. 

			Phyllis is twenty and along came Bill. 

			She brushed off Al and it bothers her still. 

			His ring was big and his ties were flashy. 

			But she did the right thing and acted rashly. 

			Phyllis is thirty and the children look fine. 

			All three are great and so is the wine. 

			East Chicago was good she’d earned a change. 

			In another year they’d have had the mange. 

			Phyllis is forty. She’s a millionaire. 

			Bridge and tennis without a care. 

			Mrs. Draper, they called her on Isabella 

			So to Tallwood she moved along with her fella. 

			Phyllis is fifty. She’s hitting her stride. 

			All Washington’s watching and taking great pride. 

			Peace Corps, Arena, and Corcoran too, 

			Beside the Kennedy and Kennebunk crew. 

			Phyllis is sixty. She’s now in orbit. 

			Eclectic travels both gay and morbid 

			Prompted her pen and her very keen eye 

			To describe the world as she flew by. 

			Phyllis’ pride above all the rest: 

			Eight grandkids are clearly best. 

			They sing and dance and draw very pretty. 

			Andover, soccer and words very witty.

			Phyllis, not seventy. Should I stop right now? 

			I love her so much; I hardly know how. 

			Suffice it to say she’s an angel to me.

			HAPPY BIRTHDAY, my love. Let’s JAMBOREE!!!

		

	


	
		
			Getting to Know Grammy!!!!!!

			Interview of Phyllis Draper (Grammy) 
By Nat Wolff

			Uncover the Long, Amazing Life of an Amazing Woman by a Fifth Grade Student

			My mother tells me that when my grandmother was younger she was very beautiful and fit with a very bubbly personality. She is still beautiful, but ever since I’ve known her she’s had Parkinson’s Disease. It makes her very unbalanced, shaky, and hard to get around. She falls a lot, and when she falls she is very brave and never complains or makes anybody feel sorry for her. She says “I’m fine, don’t worry. I’m fine.” We even have a joke in our family, that when Grammy says, “I’m fine,” it means she’s hurt.

			I remember one night when we went out to dinner with my grandparents and some of their friends. It was a bad night for her disease. It was acting up, and she was really shaky. When we sat down she immediately fell off the chair onto her back and everyone came to help her up. We all asked her if she was okay, and she replied, as usual, “I’m fine, I’m fine.”

			During that dinner she was in a great mood (as always) and enjoyed her food and laughed at the jokes that were being told. Then she got up to go to the bathroom and when she came back she tried to sit down and totally missed her chair. When she fell she completely collapsed. My brother and I were so scared. But she cared more about calming us down than thinking about herself, and how much she was hurting. Once again, she said, “I’m fine, I’m fine.”

			I just thought it was amazing that she could be in that pain and that position and still think of others. I think of her as a role model because she is the bravest woman I know. This vacation, I was in Hawaii with my grandparents and the rest of my family. The first day we all got in a bus to go to the beach. As we drove, my dad asked me to ask Grammy if she wanted to do the interview at the beach. She said it would be lovely when I asked her. So I went in the ocean at first, and spent about an hour there. Then I came back soggy and wet, without a paper and pencil—the perfect interviewer. My mom said we should do the interview anyway, and found a paper and pencil for me. I wasn’t at my best because I was very distracted by the waves, so we didn’t finish all of it but I got a good start on the first 20 years.

			Then we continued two days later in her cottage at our hotel. I had my note pad—not really for writing because of my broken finger—but for looking like a reporter. We had a walk from our hotel room to the cottage. My mom was planning to be my scribe for the rest of the interview so she came down with me. She and I got lost on the way down to Grammy’s cottage, and eventually ended up ringing random people’s doorbells trying to find her.

			Finally, we found the cottage belonging to Grammy and Pops. We went in, to find it all dark except for a lamp by a chair where Grammy sat waiting patiently for me. The lamp was like a spotlight shining on the seat that I was destined to sit in. The lamp seemed to be hovering very closely to her hair. Then we walked in and saw her face, with a smiling and joyful expression as always. Sometimes her face gets stuck in an expression because of her Parkinson’s disease, but because she’s so nice it’s always stuck in a smile. Then I sat down and began to do the rest of the interview.

			My grandmother was born Phyllis Culbertson on September 7, 1931 in Buffalo, New York. She had only one sister, a year and a half older, Patty. Her father was a stockbroker and her mother stayed at home. As a kid, her fondest memory is of when she was eight years old, and the family traveled by train from Buffalo to Arizona and she would eat chicken salad sandwiches in the train car. She also loved reading in school, arranging her mother’s lipsticks, and playing horse with her friends.

			She was always very popular and everyone was her friend. However, she was a little chubby, so her uncle called her Butterball. Unfortunately her uncle was also her PE teacher so they all began to call her Butterball. She also looked kind of like a Butterball (she says). That Butterball problem changed really soon, though, when she became the prettiest girl in her grade, if not her school, and all the boys were in love with her. (She doesn’t say, but it’s true.) Then when she was 13 she went to boarding school at Saint Anne’s. Her parents were getting a harsh divorce and didn’t want to have to deal with the kids at that point. In fact she remembers getting a letter from her mother and reading it and seeing her mother had mistaken it for another letter. The letter was to the man her mother was having an affair with. She cried, but when people asked her why she was crying, she told them her dog had died because it made her too sad to tell them the truth. That was a rough point in her life when her parents were getting a divorce. She stayed at Saint Anne’s. Her childhood had some twists and turns but her smile got her through it.

			Right after her parents got divorced they remarried. Her father had two more children, Eleanor and Nancy, her half sisters. Grammy continued at Saint Anne’s through high school. Many interesting things happened during those years. She learned it was cool to pull her socks all the way up, even though in Buffalo they rolled them down. (She said she liked to pull them up better.) She also remembers learning the boogie woogie with her friend and dancing to it on the radio. Once, the radio program was interrupted by the announcement of President Roosevelt’s death. That was a very sad and memorable moment for her.

			Grammy also learned how to smoke at Saint Anne’s, and she liked to practice in front of the mirror. Every Sunday the boys from another school were allowed to come after lunch and they would be allowed to walk together with the girls in circles around the yard. That’s when she showed off her smoking. Eventually, she got caught smoking and had to apologize to her class. After that, she had to walk around in circles with boys without a cigarette in her hand.

			One of the boys she met was Harry Taylor. He was her first romance. Harry Taylor even wrote her an ingenious poem, which she memorized and still remembers until this day.

			A marvelous match is ours my dear

			The only thing amiss is

			You whet my appetite with looks

			but starve me with no kisses

			“Not in polite society”

			ah yes but harken, madam

			There would be no society

			If you had lived with Adam!

			Grammy’s popularity with boys continued when she finished high school and went to Smith College in 1945. Even to this day, Grammy is remembered for being a boy magnet. One of the boys who loved her in college later became a famous playwright (A.R. Gurney) and wrote a play called “Love Letters” that is all about her.

			Even though she was very popular with the boys, she still managed to be a straight-A student. One of her strong memories of her time at Smith College is when Senator Joseph McCarthy spoke at their school and they booed him off the stage. Grammy explained to me who he was. He was a man who was obsessed with Communism. And he idly accused innocent people of being Communists and made people hide out and be afraid.

			Grammy was engaged to a man named Al Lerner in her junior year. But she went on a cruise that summer to Europe and fell madly in love with my jubilant grandfather, Pops. Pop’s real name is Bill Draper and he had just graduated from Yale and come back from the war in Korea when he was struck by Grammy’s lightning of electronic magnetness. They were married June 13, 1953, five days after she graduated from Smith. Then, a year later, while Pops was at Harvard Business School in Boston they had their first child, my Aunt Becky. Becky had a stomach problem called colic which made things kind of hard because they were living in a one-bedroom apartment at the time, but Grammy says it was exciting for them to be just starting out so they loved those times. Soon Becky’s colic was gone, Pops got a job working in a steel mill in Gary, Indiana, and they had my mom, Polly, 15 months after Becky. Grammy says my mom was her cheapest baby because the hospital bill for her was only $36. My mom was also Grammy’s easiest baby to take care of because all she did was lie in the crib blowing bubbles. Then three years later, they had my wild and crazy Uncle Cookie, whose real name is Tim, and the family was complete.

			Grammy remembers that the greatest times in her life were raising her kids. More than anything else, she wanted to be a great mother to her kids. My mother says Grammy was the mother that all the kids in the neighborhood wished they had. She was fun, easy to talk to, would put on great birthday parties, write funny songs, help with neighborhood plays, and go on camping trips. Doing things with her family made Grammy as happy as a skunk eating bumblebees.

			By then, Pops had a job as a businessman and they lived in Northern California. Pops became a very successful businessman and they continued to all hang out together and be a family. Grammy says her fondest memory in her forties was when the family would go to Inverness, California in the summer for a whole month and she could spend time with her kids. Then Pops ran for Congress against Shirley Temple and another man in 1967. Grammy did not like it when Pops ran for Congress because she did not like people telling Pops what to do and that he had made a mistake. Pops ended up losing and continued his other job, actually relieved to have lost so he could be with his family. Grammy remembers being almost the typical housewife for her time. But her kids thought she was more creative and fun than a typical mother.

			When she turned 50, she started noticing that her arm was coming up to her neck without her doing it. So she casually mentioned it to the doctor and he tested her dopamine and she had very little. She knew something was wrong because she kept having these dreams that she couldn’t swim. She was diagnosed with Parkinson’s Disease. It is a disease where your body doesn’t listen to what your brain says. If her brain says to walk she has trouble and falls a lot. At the time, she didn’t know it would be that serious. It didn’t change her personality at all but just made things much harder than they had to be. She always kept a smile on her face and didn’t let anyone know that she was in pain.

			With all the kids out of the house when Grammy was in her 50s, Grammy and Pops moved to Washington, D.C. where Pops got a really important job. He was head of the Export Import Bank for President Reagan’s government during his term. Grammy then got a job working at the Peace Corps. It was a job she could do because her Parkinson’s wasn’t too bad at this point so it wasn’t hard to do this job and she enjoyed helping people understand why the Peace Corps is important.

			Then Pops was hired to be the head of the United Nations Development Program. During that time, he and Grammy traveled to 75 different countries and Grammy remembers this quite fondly. Of all the 75 countries Grammy went to, she said Ethiopia was the most interesting because it was the most different and had the fewest European influences. Grammy collected special objects from countries she went to, but they’re only special because they remind her of the countries.

			My grandmother and my grandfather don’t really care about having things. They don’t need to have things in their life. In fact, Pops just made a lot of money in the stock market, and Grammy and Pops decided to give it all away to 50 different charities. Grammy and Pops love people and feelings. They love adventure, fun, excitement, enjoyment, and they love to be with people; they’re both very social people. They love to give parties and travel, and try different experiences. They want to be where the action is, and at that age, if you want to be where the fun and action is then you are a pretty special grandma and grandpa. They’re people who don’t need things to make them happy, only people make them happy.

			I think I got a special object out of Grammy, and it’s her life story. I think that this object, the life of an amazing women, is much more sacred and important then any physical object. Actually, though, she managed to find something she and I both thought was very interesting. It is a letter from one of Grammy’s relatives in the Revolutionary War. It is a letter from a father to his son on his birthday (which he calls his “Natal day”) where he tells his son all the information about their family. The cool thing about this letter is that it’s been passed down through all the decades, and each time it gets passed down to a person they fill in the latest family history. This object is about her family history, it is special and interesting to her because it is about her family, and that’s all something has to be, to be her most special “object.”

			My grandmother is now in her 70s. She has eight grandchildren and two dogs. Nowadays she likes to read (she says she’s a book-a-holic), be with her family, not travel too much anymore, but she loves to write. She’s been writing a lot in her free time. She’s now just enjoying life and getting the best out of it.

			Doing this interview was one of the most interesting, surprising, and unexpectedly fun things I’ve ever done. At first I was kind of nervous and didn’t know quite what to ask her. Then I got into her life and it totally changed the way I think of my grandmother. I never would have known she was so popular with the boys, that she worked in the Peace Corps, or that she has traveled to more than 75 countries. I would have never have thought to ask those questions. Now I see her in a completely different way.

			I am proud that I know these things and that I didn’t lose the opportunity ask her these questions. I also feel let in to a much stronger relationship with Grammy, and I feel like she and I know something together that’s special that not everyone knows.

		

	


	
		
			A Walk with Grammy

			By Jesse Draper

			On a walk, she takes the dogs, down Tallwood Court she goes. 

			Wind in her hair, people might stare at how quickly Ely grows.

			Down the street, she stops to meet with neighbor friends in passing, 

			Conversing with smiles as well as in style, she always leaves them grinning.

			Admiring the flowers and the dew showers, she hums her favorite tunes.

			Setting a new pace, she lets the dogs race and hastily hunt for raccoons.

			She senses the breeze and looks in the trees arousing memories from past places,

			The trees with their leaves bring back D.C. while the breeze feels soft like Geneva.

			She thinks with her feet as she crosses the street as squirrels scurry with nuts,

			Two miles daily, she never gets lazy, she walks, no ifs ands or buts.

			I love you Grammy! Happy Birthday!

		

	


	
		
			Grammy Is Amazing

			By Adam Draper

			Grammy walks two miles a day

			Which is Grammy and Pumpkin’s time for play

			She reads and writes and talks and types

			She jokes and laughs and makes fun of Pops

			Normally the story makes fun of his bruised buttocks

			When he mooned a glass building and a family friend

			But the bruise wasn’t even there in the end. 

			Grammy doesn’t know the meaning of the word quit

			Although, being an English major she should look at it

			Grammy I hope you like this poem I made for you

			And it makes you happy when you are feeling blue

			Because you are amazing, so thank you a lot

			For everything you do, including putting up with Pops.

			Love,

			Adam

			(one of your many adorable grandchildren)

		

	


	
		
			A.K.A. “Grammy”

			By Coulter Mulligan

			We all know she is sweet,

			The woman everyone is lucky to meet,

			Through years at the Peace Corps,

			To years as the Draper family core,

			She has always been selfless,

			We respect what she tells us,

			How could a woman be so strong?

			Taking walks all day long,

			She must be my mom’s mom.

			With a dog that bites,

			A dog that she loves,

			A marriage that has never seen a fight,

			And fits like a glove,

			From stumbles and falls,

			She makes leaps and bounds,

			She never admits it’s as bad as it sounds,

			Her bruises may swell, her bones may be broken,

			But she always remains so soft-spoken,

			She is always there with good advice,

			Whether you have been naughty or nice,

			The glue to this great family,

			She keeps it running handily,

			A gentleman once said,

			“There are plenty of fish in the sea,”

			And she should have responded,

			“Yes, but there is no fish like me.”

		

	


	
		
			For Grammy (The Poet)

			By Lisa Mulligan

			Running without a destination—

			Without any explanation

			Something in the soul urges you to go.

			Your feet stutter

			And then

			A sudden change

			Of wind, of mind,

			An idea.

			Fears fly by at first,

			But then you turn and face it—

			The path less taken.

			Searching sweat perspires.

			Past the brook, beyond the hill,

			Here the path most forsaken.

			You take the turn—

			You’ve found your destination.

		

	


	
		
			Grammy

			By Billy Draper

			You can see her shining from light-years away,

			Those lucky enough to be part of her life catch every ray,

			She loves to read, and she loves to talk,

			She loves to relax, but she’d rather walk,

			She’s so enthusiastic about every situation,

			She’ll always say yes, without hesitation,

			She’s invincible, and has been since birth

			The only reason she ever falls, is to get closer to earth,

			She loves nature, and loves the outdoors,

			Hiking the trails and hiking the shores,

			She’s always proud of me, succeed or fail,

			She never pressures me to go to Yale,

			She’s so unique, she could never be cloned,

			But she’s my Grammy, so get your own.

		

	


	
		
			Grammy Is

			By Eleanor Draper

			 G generous

			 R really sweet

			 A amazing

			 M magnificent

			 M muy encanta

			 Y yummy

			 I intelligent

			 S strong

		

	


	
		
			For Grammy

			By Nat Wolff

			My favorite assignment I had at school all year was getting to write an essay on Grammy. It was so much fun and it educated me so much on Grammy’s life and the time period she grew up in. I learned so much and I feel that knowing these things gave me a special bond with my grandmother and an even tighter friendship. I think every kid in the world should call their grandmother up and ask her about her life and they’ll hear many interesting things they didn’t know before. I knew only one side of Grammy that had been portrayed in 11 years. There are many different sides to Grammy that you really only understand if you find out the full-fledged picture of her life. Did you know that she danced the Boogaloo at 14? Did you know she often had a baker’s dozen of boyfriends in a month’s period? Did you know she once baked Pops a honey cake from scratch?!!!!

			So in a short word, I have the inside scoop on Grammy: The E! True Hollywood story of Phyllis Culbertson Draper.

			THANK YOU GRAMMY FOR BEING SUCH A FUN, INTERESTING, GRANDMOTHER AND PERSON AND FOR HELPING ME GET THE GREATEST GRADE OF MY LIFE!!!!!

			Now you can experience a little Grammy by reading her writings and getting a sense of the amazing women she is. COOL.

		

	


	
		
			For Grammy

			By Alex Wolff

			You have no wrinkles.

			You have rosy cheeks.

			You smell like perfume.

			When Pops plays football & hits you with the ball!!!!!!! 

			“SORRY GRAMMY!” “I’m fine I’m fine.”

			I like to help you go down the stairs & 
REMEMBER TO USE THE HAND RAIL!!!!!!!!

			You have a light voice. You always say, “Hi, honey, how you been?” 
When I think about you I think about Christmas and the PINBALL MACHINE.

			And Pops holds your arm and does that thing with his elbow. 

			You might not be 25 but your smile lights up the whole room. I love you Grammy. 

		

	


	
		
			Travels

			“My travels to remote and fascinating countries, such as Ethiopia, made for a learning experience that would be hard to duplicate. Though often tiring and uncomfortable, always too fast and very highly scripted, I nevertheless enjoyed them thoroughly. No matter which country, there were always many matchless experiences—some of them totally serendipitous—everywhere around the world. There were also many devoted and inspiring people to meet of all classes, ages, political stripe, and influence; with my UN eyes I was able to see the country apart from its U.S. political overtones, which in many ways was the most rewarding and educational feature of all. But the more I discovered, the more I wanted to know.”

		

	


	
		
			My Daffodils

			I wandered, lonely as a cloud

			That floats on high, o’er vale and hill

			When all at once I saw a crowd,

			A host of golden daffodils,

			Beside the lake, beneath the trees,

			Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.

			Ten thousand saw I at a glance,

			Tossing their heads in sprightly dance

			And oft, when on my couch I lie

			In vacant or in pensive mood,

			They flash upon that inward eye,

			Which is the bliss of solitude.

			And then my heart with pleasure fills

			And dances with the daffodils.

			—William Wordsworth

			Introduction

			From 1986-1993, my husband, Bill, was the Administrator of the United Nations Development Program, which is the largest multilateral aid organization in the world. Politics-blind, the UNDP, as it is universally known (or PNUD, if you happen to speak French), provides technical assistance to developing countries, working closely with their governments to determine priorities and raising money from more wealthy countries to pay for the agreed-upon projects. A large part of Bill’s job was to travel to the developing countries, both to visit with UNDP staff and to meet with government leaders—who were naturally very eager to meet with him. In a seven-year period, he traveled to 101 developing countries; I went with him to 65 of those countries. In every instance, we were treated as “Very Important People,” and as such we were met with bouquets of flowers, foreign ministers, cameras and press, motorcycle escorts, and, in the case of Bhutan—a tiny Asian kingdom in the Himalayas—the prostrating of bodies along our motor route.

			I sit here with four journals jammed full of the notes that I kept while on these trips, and as I leaf through, I can hardly believe where I’ve been, what I’ve seen, what I’ve done. I’m tempted to call these memoirs A View from the Second Car, as, in the rigid protocol of these countries, it was to the second car in the motorcade that I was always relegated, while Bill of course was First Car all the way. My view, while not always the same as Bill’s, was nevertheless a fascinating one, as arranged for me by the governments we were visiting in conjunction with the UNDP staff. I don’t know how many orphanages, how many women’s projects, how many kindergartens I’ve visited around the globe, or how many slum clearance projects, refugee camps, or emergency relief efforts I’ve seen. At the levels where I traveled, politics was a luxury that was totally irrelevant, and similarities between people, whatever their country, were far more noticeable than the subtleties of cultural differences. Poverty in Senegal looks a lot like poverty in Samoa (looks a lot like poverty in South Carolina).

			What I’ve decided to do is pick and choose from the vast array of experiences a selection of moments to describe. These, I feel, capture the essence of the unique, exciting, and unforgettable times I’ve had. From a “flash upon that inward eye” of mine, I offer them to you.

			Timbuctu, Mali
West Africa, July 11, 1986

			It is evening. We have just finished our dinner, and are led outside to a small clearing at the edge of the desert. The air is still hot and murky from this morning’s sandstorm. We can still smell the celebratory lamb, or mishui, that had been our dinner (along with generous quantities of sand which seems to be in and on everything), and as we walk we become aware of music being piped somewhere over our heads.

			A string of lights has been set up over the clearing; beyond is the desert. Our hosts direct us to two large easy chairs, the kind you wouldn’t be surprised to find in the reading room of some club. As we take our seats, we are soon joined by the rest of our party, which includes the mayor of Timbuctu and the Finance Minister of Mali—along with his praise singer, who had been brought along all the way from Bamako, the capital, especially to sing the praises of the Minister (and had done so lustily, and with magnificent gestures, upon our arrival this morning). The guests arrange themselves around us on folding chairs, and we begin to notice a trickle of people emerging from the desert, which soon becomes a crowd. None of them is speaking; all we can hear is the shuffle of their sandaled feet on the sand, and the whoosh of their long gowns trailing behind them. The music has a Middle-Eastern meandering sound, reminding us that Timbuctu was once a prosperous town along the trade route from the Mediterranean.

			Slowly, the people take positions in two long lines, the men and women facing each other, and they begin very slowly to glide/shuffle towards each other. They meet somewhere in the middle—still not touching—and circle each other then proceed to the opposite side. As they arrive, they pause for a moment to realign themselves with new partners, and begin again.

			It is a surprise to us, with our very different sense of time, that this is indeed all that is going to happen this night. Soon we are invited to dance. My partner is the elder of the village, resplendent in a pale blue robe, his black skin gleaming with perspiration. It takes a while, but I feel myself succumbing to the rhythms, relishing the attenuation of each moment, and even catching a whiff of the eroticism produced by these fully-clothed, never-touching silent dancers.

			As the evening ends and the elegant, beautifully clad villagers disappear as quietly as they had arrived, I am so grateful to them for allowing us to be part of their tradition for a brief time. I look down at my hands, and notice how crude, bare, and colorless they seem.

			Havana, Cuba
February 5, 1990

			It is nighttime. We are sitting outside in the garden of the UNDP representative’s house, at a long rectangular table. There are 12 of us having dinner. I can’t remember who is on my right or what we’re eating, but I do remember that the dining partner on my left is Fidel Castro. Across from him is Bill, and to Castro’s left is the most expert instant translator I have ever come across. She is so good, in fact, that after five minutes we forget that she is there.

			I gaze at the famous profile with awe and curiosity in equal measure. He is big. Dressed in his very clean and pressed trademark Army fatigue outfit, he seems to overwhelm his chair, his plate, and me. Like Bill, he is 62, and there is more than a trace of grey in his beard and in his hair. He’s still handsome, still a presence. My one foray into the conversation is to tell him how thrilled I am to meet a living legend. He asks if I am an American, and I nod. He then says that the legend must resemble the devil. Pretty quick.

			Bill and he begin to talk, and this ends the general conversation for the entire evening. The Commandante is accustomed to the limelight, and all of us take our cue from him. I am amused to watch these two men, roughly the same age, almost a matched pair, nose to nose across the narrow table, but having very little in common as to world view in general, or politics in particular. The first topic is benign—the tourist industry, which is today a top priority for the Cuban government, especially now that they’re beginning to feel the effects of Perestroika (we had heard that the wheat shipment from the USSR was long overdue) and they are desperately seeking alternate sources of revenue. The tourists who come to Cuba now, Castro says, are the ones on a package deal, who spend almost nothing in the country. I think—but do not say—that there is really nothing to buy in the shops anyway. I might also add, if this were not Cuba, and I were not sitting next to Fidel himself, that his country might present a more welcoming ambience if he were to take down the thousands of enormous billboards which trumpet Socialism or Death all over the island, and replace them—with cigar ads, perhaps. But of course, I am silent.

			Then the subject somehow turns to human rights, and all of a sudden Bill sheds his UN skin and becomes the American capitalist that he is. “Human Rights!” Castro explodes, “How can you even mention human rights violations to me when in your country there is homelessness and beggars on the streets?” Bill counters with, “What about political prisoners?” And so on and so forth. In this same confrontational vein several hours go by, until Bill, realizing how far he has strayed from his UN diplomat self, suggests that they return to safer topics. At which point Castro says with a big grin, “Why? I’m having fun. Aren’t you having fun?” And we all laugh with relief.

			The dinner lasts five hours. Before we break up, Bill and Fidel, now good buddies, or at least friendly enemies, decide to make a bet on the upcoming elections in Nicaragua. Bill bets 20 dollars against Castro’s 20 pesos that Mrs. Chamorro will win. Castro, borrowing two 10 peso notes from one of his colleagues (or bodyguards), proceeds to sign and date one for me and one for Bill. Bill won, of course, and occasionally hears from some of Fidel’s friends that Castro knows he still owes Bill. But I am content. The two 10 peso notes are now framed and are prominently displayed in our library. I am well aware of their historical heft, and am happy to call us even!

			Pagan, Burma
September 19, 1987

			I can’t seem to control my tendency to romanticize or Rudyard Kipling-ize everything I see in this beautiful, wonder-filled country. There are golden temples, even one with a huge 75-carat diamond at its top. Gardens float on rivers and lakes; whole villages float on lakes, buoyed solely by the roots of water hyacinths. And yet we are guarded by a truckload of soldiers wherever we go, and the poverty we see amongst the marvels is as oppressive and depressing as any we’ve seen anywhere. The contrasts to the gold domes and diamonds is appalling.

			We are flying over Mandalay (and I begin to hum “On the Road to Mandalay”) headed to the early capital of Burma (from the eleventh to the thirteenth century, we are told), a town called Pagan on the Irawaddy River. During that time, the rulers had built over 100,000 temples, or pagodas, of which more than 2,000 survive. Our first glimpse of the vast valley affords us a bird’s eye view of the pagodas, which from on high resemble nothing more than a fantastic and elegant supply of birthday cakes. We later discover that most are still covered with white plaster and decorative designs, though through the years some have lost their “frosting.” We also learn that inside each pagoda is a plaque telling the specific history of its origins. There are many wonderful stories.

			We are taken first to our hotel, and given the ritual greeting of ice-cold washcloths at the door. In this intense heat, they are most welcome. Then we set off right away to visit the tallest pagoda, which appears to be around three stories high. We climb up some dark, dirty, scary steps to the top, and as we emerge from the dark onto a flat surface overlooking the valley, we are amazed to find some tables, beautifully set with white damask cloths and glittering silver, waiting just magically for us. We are to have tea, it seems, while we watch the sun set over the valley. To make the mirage-like vision complete, there are several waiters in their formal dress, and even a chef is with them, wearing his chef’s hat. 

			We proceed as if in a dream to our places at the tables (there are around 12 of us), and as if God were in on the plan, the sky begins to explode with color as the sun starts its descent. The clouds become pink and orange and lavender, and proceed to change and change as we watch. At one point, it looks to me as though some of the pagodas have caught fire. If there were a painting of this scene, it would have to be done by a surrealist, because the overall feeling is of nothing close to reality. We all sit quietly, and let the beauty wash over us.

			As the sun finally dips behind the hills and darkness falls, candles are lit, and we sit back in our chairs to enjoy our tea.

			Conclusion

			When I think of the endless hours on planes, large and small, old and sometimes very old, when I remember the days of stomachs and circadian rhythms out of whack, and the beds that were either too soft or too hard for comfort, when I think of the frantic, non-stop pace of every trip, and of all the discomforts and discombobulating experiences, still today, if asked whether I’d do it all again, I’d unhesitatingly, enthusiastically exclaim, “YOU BET!”

		

	


	
		
			Over the Years: Perspectives

			Over the years I have often wanted to write about a trip taken by several people, and try to describe the trip through the eyes of each person This all began years ago when we took a wonderful trip during our children’s ski break when they were still young enough to agree to a family trip. Eager to see such wonders as Death Valley, the Grand Canyon, the bright lights of the big city of Las Vegas, and a real live rodeo almost in the backyard of our final destination (which was to be a visit with relatives in Tucson), we were all very excited. No one even said a word about losing the chance to ski. 

			We left in our car early one morning, knowing that we had many miles to cover in our event-packed week. 

			After a few hours of positively exemplary behavior on all sides, several (close to 50, it seemed to me) games of Ghost, I Spy, Twenty Questions and a few stabs at spotting license plates from different states, the voices from the backseat insisted it was time for a stop. We were in the midst of a nothing sort of area, but finally we spotted a small shack on the side of the road with a gas pump sitting in the front. We decided this would be a fine place to stretch our legs, and we all know it is always smart to empty bladders and fill tanks when on trips. At some point during this brief stop the children wandered out of sight and when, after a while, they didn’t reappear we began to look for them. We found them behind the shack, hovering over a small pen in which three lively goats were frolicking. They appeared to be reasonably friendly, and enjoying the attentions of the children who at this point were in the midst of claiming his or her private goat and naming it. We didn’t need to go any further. From their perspective, our children had already had their most memorable experience, before even reaching the Grand Canyon. At no point on this event-packed trip did they demonstrate as much excitement as when they were playing with those goats. 

			This is a radical example of what I mean about seeing trips through various perspectives. There is a large part of every trip that is colored by each person’s mindset, his interests, his age, and many temperamental qualities. 

			We took a trip to Spain over the summer. It was purely for pleasure. The catalyst was that we were already planning to fly to a wedding on Lake Como on July 5th; the son of dear friends was marrying an Italian woman whom he had met years ago. We had wanted to see the south of Spain for years—though not exactly next door to Lake Como, it had always seemed to have a romantic ring to it, so we figured the trip would be a fine prelude to a romantic wedding. Visions of Seville, with its Alcazar, and of course the Alhambra in Granada—the results of 800 years of Moorish influence. And as an aside we also decided that as long as we were in the country we would fly to Bilbao to see Frank Gehry’s highly touted Guggenheim Museum. 

			It began to sound like an architectural trip, but like all trips, the serendipitous and exciting turns of events become more memorable at times than the anticipated ones. In the first week, we stayed in the very old Jewish quarter of Seville, with its historic, aging buildings, and very narrow winding streets. We strolled on the evening we first arrived, with no advance knowledge that evenings in the south of Spain could be so absolutely gorgeous Every night we were there we experienced the same phenomenon. Days are long there in the summer, and after sundown the sky turns a bright, dark blue before becoming black, and remains that color for at least an hour. The temperature at ten at night is lovely and warm; the sky is still that special blue. The small streets occasionally led to squares of various sizes where we found little outdoor restaurants, all of them crammed with mostly young people. It was getting close to eleven by the time we chose our restaurant, As we sat there, taking in the scene, it became perfectly clear to us why the Spanish eat so late. We loved every minute of our first experience in the south of Spain. But unlike our young ones, who favored the goats over anything else, we were destined to be enthusiastic about lots of things. 

		

	


	
		
			Walking in New York

			A Tourist’s Guide to Pedestrian Behavior in New York City

			There are several cardinal rules for the successful negotiation of the streets of New York, as a pedestrian. Failure to observe them could result in a not-too-pleasant experience. It could in fact, be life-threatening. 

			Rule 1 

			Try not to lock gazes with anyone in the passing parade. These gazes, especially those accompanied by a smile, are thought of as intrusive and are often resented. 

			Rule 2 

			Move purposefully, regardless of the errand. That way, no one will take you for a tourist, which makes you a more likely target for a mugging .

			Rule 3 

			Don’t bother about light signals. No one else does. Just be sure that your timing is impeccable as far as oncoming cars, taxis, and bicycles are concerned. 

			Rule 4 

			Whatever you do, don’t break your stride or stop suddenly. The aforementioned cars, taxis, and bicycles have calibrated your rate of advancement to a gnat’s eyebrow; any hesitation on your part could spell disaster. 

			Rule 5 

			When someone bumps in to you, don’t expect an apology. The bumper feels you are to blame for getting in his way. 

			Rule 6 

			If you accidentally bump into someone, don’t bother to apologize. The bumpee may hurl threats at you, smelling weakness. 

			Rule 7 

			Don’t go down dimly lit streets after dark, unless accompanied by Arnold Schwarzenegger. 

			Rule 8 

			Establish in advance your policy vis-à-vis the homeless people you will encounter along the way. Do you plan to look away? Do you plan to give to all of them? To women only? To the blind with dogs? It’s far more difficult to weigh in with a judgment call on a case-by-case basis. 

			Rule 9 

			Remember that these rules are appropriate only in New York. In other cities, for the most part, the opposite applies.

			Rule 10 

			Remember, the best walks in New York are in Central Park. 

		

	


	
		
			Once Over Lightly With Bill

			My Travels in West Africa
March 6, 2000

			Last November, I came upon an advertisement for an exhibit that was opening at the California Academy of Sciences. At the top of the full-page ad was written in bold letters, “Africa is immense, diverse, and endlessly fascinating.” Below it, in the shape of the continent itself, was a list of facts about Africa that supported this claim. Some of these I found particularly astonishing: the size of the continent, at 12 million square miles, can hold China, India, Argentina, Europe, New Zealand and the continental U.S. with room to spare, and the size of the population, at around 700 million, represents one out of every six people in the world. I found it pretty fascinating that a giraffe’s foot is the size of a dinner plate, and that the Sahara Desert comprises one-fourth of the area of the continent. Who wouldn’t be intrigued by such a compelling list?

			As a proud descendent of a 4-million-year-old Australopithecus Africanus, the earliest hominid, whose remains were recently found near Pretoria, and a bit more recently, as a fascinated traveler to 18 of the 54 countries on the continent of Africa, I decided to indulge my reignited fascination and attend the exhibit. It was small, but creatively arranged, and full of scenes of everyday life in a small village. I especially enjoyed reading about the roles played by the various members of the community, many of which have no counterpart in our society, such as praise singers and designated family hairdressers. Re-energized by this fascinating infusion of African lore, once again I trotted out my journals to remind myself of my own experiences in Africa. It took just a few days for me to decide to write a paper about Africa. 

			It was a daunting thought. After some deliberation, I came to a decision. I would limit my scope to a description of only one of my trips to Africa, and arbitrarily I chose to write about my first African UNDP trip with Bill. What follows is the account of that trip, with the additions of a smattering of history and editorial comment included. Each topic I touch on could be a paper in itself, but the scratching-of-surfaces kind of travel that was our mode of operation more or less lends itself to an overview rather than an in-depth treatment.

			History in my day was taught with a focus almost exclusively on western civilization. In the 19th century, when the Europeans carved up the African continent and colonized it, Africa became far more visible. It was presented to us at the time as a conglomeration of European possessions, thereby dismissing thousands of years of African history, which remained shrouded in clouds of disinterest and presumed irrelevance.

			It seemed to me as a student that no sooner had I mastered all the names of the African countries formed by the colonial European powers than they began to change. With the end of World War II, the countries of Europe, winners and losers alike, were in no condition to counter the strong nationalistic movements underway in Africa. Sometimes by peaceful negotiation, and in some cases by long and painful wars, many countries became independent virtually overnight. Among their first nationalistic efforts—symbolically powerful, and I’m sure immensely gratifying, but personally very confusing—was to rename the countries. Thus Rhodesia became Zimbabwe, Upper Voha was now Burkina Faso, Botswana was reborn out of Bechuanaland, and on and on.

			The effects of this peremptory removal of the curtain of colonial culture created power vacuums, and in many instances exposed previously dormant tribal rivalries. Dictators too often siphoned the wealth of their countries into their own pockets, thereby exacerbating the already dire economic situations.

			The 1980s found us in the midst of the Cold War, which pitted the West against the USSR and its allies all over the African continent. Each bloc sided with the country whose political philosophy most closely resembled its own, regardless of the strange bedfellows that often resulted. 

			It was in 1986, in the midst of this checkers game, that I took my first trip to Africa as a UNDP-affiliated person. We had traveled to Kenya on a family safari some years before, and had also been on a pleasure trip to Morocco, but this promised to be a totally different experience. We were to travel in Western Africa, beginning in Senegal, and then stopping at four neighboring countries: Mauritania, Gambia, Mali, and Burkina Faso. Armed with the sparsest of knowledge and the thinnest of briefing books, I was somewhat apprehensive about the cultural jump I was about to make; as we descended the plane stairway at the Dakar airport, I was nervously muttering French phrases to myself in preparation for this Francophone country. But by the time we had hit the final step and had spotted our welcoming committee, I found myself so caught up in the newness of everything that I forgot to be nervous. Thus began a whirlwind adventure I will try to recreate for you, armed with a memory bank made viable by my journals. You will notice the almost complete absence of politics in my descriptions and memories. That is because we were representing a politics-blind UN organization. I particularly welcomed this approach, as it gave us a more balanced, and, I feel, more truthful (if occasionally a bit more uncomfortable) perspective.

			Rather than recounting in a minutely chronological way the ins and outs of my every day, I’ll highlight what I found most intriguing and memorable about our stay in each of these countries. Much of what I remember that bears sharing has to do with my learning curve. I especially enjoyed the “firsts.” And this trip provided me with a number of them. Like every other trip I was to take with Bill, in Africa and elsewhere, the pace was unrelenting. Each country had a full agenda for us, and learning by doing and seeing, hearing and asking, was the order of the day.

			It was in Dakar, Senegal’s capital, that we stayed in a government guest house for the first time. This one, a large apartment the size of a small house, was called the Petit Palais, and though not nearly so grand as the Parisian original, it nevertheless held countless intriguing Senegalese artifacts, had a gorgeous view of the ocean, and came equipped with a genial and unnecessarily large staff. It’s a pity we didn’t have a free moment to enjoy them. 

			In the streets of Dakar all the poverty indicators were present in abundance. Makeshift shanties, ragged beggars, overflowing garbage and crumbling buildings were everywhere. Compounding all these symptoms of poverty was evidence of the terrifying progress of desertification. Just outside of town great reddish orange dunes of sand were steadily piling up along the roadways, and blowing onto the farms on either side. You could actually measure the encroachment with your eye alone; in no time at all the fertile soil could be seen to disappear under a heavy blanket of sand. I learned that it was advancing on an average of five kilometers a year in Senegal, which seemed a terrifying statistic to me. We were to hear much more about this African scourge in other countries we visited as well. The problem of desertification is actually widespread. It stems from the lethal combination of frequent droughts, unwise farming and grazing techniques, and the deforestation of acres and acres of land, a ubiquitous practice that has gone on for centuries. Of course the Senegalese government was acutely aware of the seriousness of the problem, and in fact chose to have me symbolize their attention to it by enlisting me to plant a tree while I was there.

			Though I was to see many more childcare centers in my travels, the one I visited in Dakar was the first. It was started by volunteers as a refuge for street children. The object was to teach the children a trade and educate them, in order to make them self-sufficient. The center was run with the help of a skeleton crew of volunteers and a small paid staff. I could see that their equipment was pathetically inadequate. There were only five rickety sewing machines for 120 girls, and a few rusty saws were lined up for the boys’ woodworking. It was an impressive effort, but it needed more of everything. Meanwhile, I couldn’t help being conscious of the ominous piles of sand collecting at the periphery of my view.

			Despite the grim and stark disparity between the shortcomings of the program and its laudable intentions, my nevertheless cheerful hosts arranged a delightful program of entertainment for me, at which I received a lovely and extremely colorful Senegalese dress and sash-cum-headband, an outfit exactly like the ones my hosts were wearing. I had admired them on all the women ever since I had been in the country. Accompanying this presentation, my hosts proceeded to present a well rehearsed program full of people making flowery speeches, singing rousing songs, and performing dances, all with fanfare fit, I felt, for royalty. At a loss for what might be an appropriate response to this overwhelming welcome, and knowing that a response was definitely in order, I began to wrap myself into my gift, much to the amusement of the women, who became even more entertained as I proceeded to wind the matching sash around my head. A photo taken of me at that moment remains a permanent reminder of the consequences of embracing another culture too quickly.

			I saw another side of Dakar at a luncheon given at the house of the UNDP Resident Representative. Situated on a hillside with a dramatic view of the town and the ocean beyond, it could have been a sought-after house in any lovely Southern California neighborhood. Well tended gardens awash in tropical color surrounded each house, and everywhere one looked there was an appearance of order and tranquility. I underwent some cognitive dissonance trying to relate this Dakar to the one I had seen earlier, although over the next years of my travels I grew accustomed, more or less, to the chasm between the haves and the have nots.

			A conversation with one of the guests at this elegant, very French luncheon provided me with another first, a surprising revelation. During the course of our friendly exchange this charming and sophisticated woman, dressed, as were all the other guests, in a beautiful Senegalese outfit with a matching elegant headdress, appeared to me to be the epitome of what I felt was cultured African “French-ness.” So imagine my surprise when, in the midst of our conversation about Paris restaurants and art galleries, London subways, and the New York theater, we somehow segued into domestic matters, at which point my new friend offered off-handedly that “so far” she was her husband’s only wife. Still a novice in the ways of Islam, in particular how it was observed by Africans (roughly half of Africa is Muslim), I found myself quizzing her at length. It appeared that some of her husband’s friends had as many as three wives, though they were allowed four if they could afford them. Their wealth also determined the living arrangements. A wealthier man would separate his three families into separate houses, and rotate his life around them. A less wealthy man would house them all in one compound, though in separate sections. The men, she said, find this a perfect arrangement; the women aren’t always so sure. I was suddenly reminded that though this might look like California, it most definitely was not.

			Finding opportunities for any tourist activity was always difficult. We tended to become more versed in present disasters and needs than in the historical, cultural, or scenic attractions of a country, visiting instead the latest experimental-seed-planting project, or its new water wells—always with UNDP programs as our focus. But fortunately for me, on this visit my escorts had planned a trip to a small island only a short boat ride from Dakar. As early as the 15th century, Goree Island had been one of the prime ports for the export of what was to become the most lucrative product since the ancient trade of salt, cloth, gold, and silver in the Mediterranean. Along with the necessary complicity of some Africans who were to realize a fine profit, the capture and trading of men, women, boys, and girls as slaves grew rapidly; Europeans grew more and more economically dependent on cheap slave labor. Africans from the interior of the continent were rounded up and dragged from their villages to the island, which came to be one of the busiest ports on the Atlantic coast. From this site the captives would be loaded onto slave ships and shipped to the many plantation owners and businessmen whose fortunes depended on them. For centuries, until the practice was abolished, this trade proved a goldmine for the ever expanding number of slave traders, as well as for the expansionist settlers in the Americas, who sent back sugar and rum in return. 

			Goree Island was charming when seen from the water. With its pastel-colored small houses and colonial village look, it resembled a small fishing community in Portugal, and in fact it had been first settled by the Portuguese. The building where the processing of the slaves took place was not very big. It consisted of several barred holding cages, a main hall for the showing-off and bartering of the best specimens, and a not-so-large opening on the side of the building facing the water, for the herding all of the very fittest slaves onto ships. Our guide, whose title was conservator, gave us a chilling description of the degrading and heart-rending process that took place there, describing how many thousands of people died from the crowded and disease-ridden conditions in the holding cells, how many families were separated, how humiliating was the bartering for each separate individual. Even before the harrowing, inhuman boat trip to America, the cruel winnowing process had begun, so that only the best survived to be shipped, and of those, only the fittest survived the passage. The conservator speculated that perhaps the superiority of our American black athletes was due to this unwitting human-engineered test of the survival of the fittest.

			At the end of our visit to his country, the President had arranged that we would be flown in his plane to our next destination, and to the one after that as well. Although they were to be short hops, it was still a rare pleasure not to be subject to airport strictures. And it was fun to feel so important-by-marriage.

			Nauckchott, Mauritania was scarcely an hour and a half flight from Dakar, yet as we descended we could see that the landscape below us had completely changed. Uninterrupted by either a tree or a hill lay miles and miles of flat desert. We could just barely make out the city itself, which consisted of a group of low, sandy-colored buildings, virtually camouflaged and certainly dwarfed by the surrounding mass of desert.

			Whereas our procession of cars had been accompanied by wailing sirens in Senegal, the Mauritanians went a step further and added motorcycle escorts to our parade. I was ushered into the second car for the first time—but it was far from the last time that I would be so assigned over the years. The man who had ceremoniously ushered me into the car was the protocol officer, a distinguished looking Arab who was to be my constant Miss Manners for the entire stay. At my elbow throughout, he conscientiously and unsmilingly led me to the right chair, the right door, the right person, but never in the direction of Bill. I caught the first whiff of second-class citizenship because of my gender, realizing in an instant the overwhelming force of Islam. I resolved to pay close attention to the ways of the hosts, so as not to offend them or disgrace myself inadvertently.

			I remembered reading in my briefing packet the astonishing fact that the many efforts by the outside world to force the Mauritanians to abandon their practice of slavery had failed. The country has slaveholders (consistently, it is the Arabs of the country who enslave the black Africans) and who still exist as I write this, although to a lesser degree than in years past. I couldn’t help being shocked by the implied backwardness of such a society.

			In many ways, in fact, the country appeared to be stuck in much earlier times. I sensed barely a trace of their French colonial past, which would have made a more familiar bridge to another culture. Instead I felt surreally, but not unpleasantly, disconnected as we drove around, seeing sight after sight that could have been a backdrop for a movie set in Biblical times. Camels and nomads wandered in vast open expanses of sand stretching to the horizon on both sides of the road. This was the closest I had been at that time to Arabia, and I was awestruck. When I learned that we would be dining in a tent that night, it seemed fitting. It was to be another “first” for both Bill and me.

			The tent itself was spectacular. Set up in a small garden, it looked enormous. As we entered, I was surprised and charmed by the interior, which was so beautiful that I actually had heady moments of speculating how I could send one home in the diplomatic pouch. The whole interior was covered with flowers and patterns painted in spectacular colors, and with dozens of colorful tassels hanging down from its center. There were three tables, each one surrounded with leather poufs on which we were to sit, or lounge, or somehow arrange ourselves. Placecards designated our own particular pouf, and as we sat, lounged, or somehow arranged ourselves I found that I was at a table of all women. We had met earlier at cocktails (or rather juice time, since we were in Muslim territory) and had sat along the walls of a very long very narrow drawing room, men on one side and women on the other. None of the women had spoken, either to me or to each other, but had sat quietly, staring straight ahead. So that’s what I did too. The experience reminded me a lot of my many awkward dancing school days.

			At dinner, it was uncomfortably quiet too, but my hosts were very solicitous of my needs. In the center of each table, serving as both centerpiece and main course, was an entire lamb, roasted and stuffed with couscous. The women on either side of me began immediately to stab the lamb with knives and then to reach out and yank hunks of it off with their hands, and place it respectfully on my plate. Also with their hands, they commandeered some couscous in their fists, and deposited this on my plate as well. I was hard pressed to thank them since they spoke no language with which I was even vaguely conversant, but we spent a lot of time nodding to each other at the same time as we both talked and ate with our hands.

			I was to learn that for the women to have been included at all in the dinner was a rare concession, and due to the fact that I was traveling with Bill. It would not have been acceptable for me to eat with the men, so the women were pressed into service. I also learned that there was a reason for their reticence and apparent shyness. They were unaccustomed to social events where men were present. Even though most of them were the wives of ministers of the government, these men had until very recently been nomads, and the women, with little or no education, had lived very simply, and for the most part had been expected to stay at home. I was touched by the effort that the hosts, and these women personally, had made on my behalf. What we also learned was that the lamb, served as it was, head and all, was a ceremonial welcoming dish called mishui, and was reserved for very special occasions. There were to be many more mishuis in my future, but this one stands out as the first, and actually the only one that was served in a tent.

			The UNDP had a very interesting program in Mauritania. Although it has a coastline of more than 400 miles, the Mauritanians, who lived inland, had never been able to include fish in their diet, because in the past there had been no refrigeration. Now that it could be shipped to them, and because there has always been a shortage of food, the nomads inland are being encouraged to eat fish. However, not only did they dislike this new, unfamiliar food, but in a more subjective way, they had always perceived the ocean as the end of their world, and had had absolutely no interest in plumbing its depths for fish which they claimed to dislike. The UNDP project consisted of an inclusive fish-training program that involved the basics—how to build a fishing boat, how to fish, how to cook fish, and how to reap its nutritional value.

			I guess you wouldn’t call a desert that stretches to the ocean a beach, exactly. Whatever its name, the meeting of the dark blue Atlantic and the yellowish desert at sundown was a spectacular natural wonder that I can still picture today. But the scene wasn’t empty. It was teeming with activity. Fishing boats were just coming in to shore as we arrived and the fishermen were busily unloading their catch. Then, as we watched with fascination, these same men became their own fishmongers, appropriating a stretch of sand, and, with the help in some cases of a wife or child, proceeded to lay their catch out in attractive piles. Buyers were there in force—women, men, children, all taking their tours of the instant market, socializing and bargaining their way around the beach in the fading desert light. We had been told the program had been a big success, and it was gratifying and exciting to see such vivid proof with our own eyes.

			It was about that time in our trip that I looked at Bill one morning and thought him to be particularly pallid. Gazing at my reflection in the mirror, I thought that I too looked peaked, and somehow unfinished, uncooked. It took a moment to realize what had happened. In that short period of time my perspective on the color situation had altered completely. I really understood why Africans are said to think that white people look like ghosts.

			Our next port of call was a small sliver of a country called Gambia. It is surrounded by Senegal on all sides except for its tiny coastline and has a sizable river running through it. One might overlook it, as it barely shows on a map, but it is a distinct entity and bears a resemblance, both in its tropical lushness and in the prominent evidence of British colonialism, to other former colonies such as Jamaica. For example, children in snappy school uniforms were walking in colorful groups to school as we arrived in Banjul, the capital. And of course we noted that all the street signs, posters, and billboards were in English, and that our hosts spoke beautiful, very British English. Once again we had the experience of entering an entirely new world just inches away from the others.

			One of the high points of our stay for me was a trip to their museum. I wasn’t sure what to expect from the tiny, inconsequential-looking building in the small town of Banjul, but I was very pleasantly surprised with what I found there. Directly across from the museum entrance, I spotted a large exhibit that illustrated pictorially, and with subtitles, the class society hierarchy of an African tribe. Apparently as strictly rigid as the Indian caste system, the classes were felt to be inviolable. At the top of the pyramid were the nobles. Then came the artisans, and after them came indoor slaves, followed by outdoor slaves; at the very bottom came the slaves of the slaves. It was interesting and sobering to come face to face once again with the fact that slavery is not simply an aberration of a particular time and place, but an inhumanity that has stepped along in history to this day.

			One wouldn’t expect the Cherokees and Chippewas to observe the same rites and customs, so I wasn’t aiming to unlock all the cultural secrets and philosophies of the various tribes mentioned in the exhibit. But what I did notice—it was impossible not to—was their shared overarching preoccupation with fertility. One after the other, handsomely carved statues of men and women were depicted with normal bodies but adorned with humorously exaggerated reproductive body parts, and ripely pregnant woman appeared to be a very popular subject. Twins, not surprisingly, were thought to be a special gift, and a blessing on both their family and their tribe. I found this fact of particular interest, as just that day I had been at the Vice President’s wife’s house for luncheon, and had discovered that she had two pairs of twins, a fact that in itself astonished, but on top of this, it appeared to be a double blessing for them. The exhibit shouted out an exuberant celebration of life, which I thoroughly enjoyed.

			Our hosts mentioned that Gambia had a growing tourist trade, which at first I found difficult to believe. There weren’t, after all, wild animals for safaris, or any camels in deserts, or any ruins, to say nothing of infrastructure, or a good restaurant. But what they did have, I was to be shown, was a fairly nice hotel on a beautiful beach. In addition, according to the Gambian Foreign Minister, there had been an amazing increase in tourism from America thanks to the phenomenal popularity of Alex Haley’s Roots. In fact, the minister told me proudly that he himself had assisted Haley in his research. As for the animals, desert, and infrastructure, he assured me that all this could be managed by importing animals, simulating desert, and continuing to improve the town. He was very optimistic. Although I hadn’t really been focusing on it, I realized that Gambia is basically a beautiful tropical country, with a tropical climate, which might well attract tourists. It’s also not at all that far from Europe.

			It was only an hour-and-a-half trip from Banjul to Bamako, Mali by plane. Mali is a huge, landlocked country with a vital river, the Niger, which has been the key to trade and communication as well as a necessary water source for farming. Most of the country is desert and suffering from the same scourge of desertification as its neighbors.

			The UNDP had a project in Timbuctu, which is partly why we happened to go there. We were of course interested in seeing this legendary place—but it’s not exactly on the beaten path. We flew in what we were told was a tiny window of time between sand storms, which dictated our departure time from Bamako, and would also dictate our departure time. Sandstorms are a scourge in that area, and are impossible to penetrate once they are underway. As it was, there was plenty of sand in the air—enough to make the sun look like a moon—and as we came close to landing the whole landscape appeared tinted with a silvery filter. The town beneath us seemed a small blip in the desert landscape (though in fact with an estimated population of 30,000 people, it isn’t all that small) and was encircled by a timeless panorama of desert, complete with rounded whitish tents, nomads, and plenty of camels.

			We were given a tour of the old town, which looked very much the way it must have looked in the Middle Ages. Mali at that time had been a large and powerful kingdom and Timbuctu, strategically located on the Niger River, had been a prosperous city during the period of extensive trade with the countries surrounding the Mediterranean. From there, precious goods such as salt and cloth were transported to the rest of Africa. Still standing were an old mosque, dating back to the 14th century, some very old houses (tiny and sand colored), which are still occupied, and several water wells still in use. We wandered along the winding dirt paths accompanied by a small delegation led by the town’s mayor, a charming old man. He regaled us along the way with legends of the old town, a mixture of delightful oral histories and myths that have been passed down through the centuries. I don’t know if it’s truth or myth, but I enjoyed hearing the story that the town was named for a woman called Buctu, who lived on an oasis along the trade route and became famous for her time, or well. Hence the name Timbuctu, which translated means Buctu’s water well.

			The UNDP project we had come to see was conceived by a United Nations volunteer from the Netherlands. An engineer—looking no older than 15 but probably in his late 20s—had devised a system of irrigation throughout an area in the desert that had formerly been farmland for rice, but had succumbed to desertification. Enlisting the help of local villagers, he had created enough arable land to be able to apportion it to the local farmers who had helped to reclaim it.

			To get to the project, with the UN volunteer as our driver, we careened across the desert at what felt to me like a dangerously fast clip, without the aid or comfort of a road or even a footpath as a frame of reference. It was an adventure on the order of a for-thrills ride at Disneyland and one that in hindsight I should have avoided. I was really amazed and enormously relieved when we actually arrived where we were supposed to arrive, with all of us more or less intact.

			Many local farmers were gathered to celebrate their accomplishment and to sing the praises of the volunteer, who was obviously a very popular fellow. Over the course of our travels I would meet many of these UN volunteers, all of whom were impressive, equally talented and popular. An organization similar to the Peace Corps, it differs only in that UN volunteers must be professionals with a specialty such as engineering, medicine, agriculture, business, or education. They are recruited from every country, rich and poor, to serve another country’s specific needs. So although it seemed an anomaly to find a Dutch boy in the African desert, it was simply the case of a slot being filled with the appropriate expertise.

			Upon leaving Mali, I was suffering from my own personal battle with desertification. It would be several days before I could rid myself of the Timbuctu sand that had infiltrated my hair, my clothes, and even my digestive track. But—sand and all—we moved on to our last country of the trip, Burkina Faso. It had a special resonance for our traveling companion, Bill’s West African deputy, who was born in Oagadougou, the capital, and later was to make an unsuccessful run for president of the country. It’s been a real conversation-enlivener to trot out the name Oagadougou on many occasions since then.

			The town had trees, which to me at least loomed large and significant after our desert exposure. With only the main street paved, the reddish soil was visibly dominant on all the ancillary roads, and struck me as a very striking setting, though this might have been due to my exposure to sand-colored everything. Added to the scene was a string of white houses with white fences, another sight I hadn’t remembered seeing anywhere else before.

			In every country we visited, Bill would meet with its leader, and there were many times when, if there was nothing too controversial or sensitive to be discussed, or if the visit had a more ceremonial element to it, I would meet him too. As it happened, I didn’t meet any of them on this particular trip but I was always kept busy with visits to women’s groups and projects, and women’s crafts projects. Sometimes I was able to visit programs that I knew Bill would have enjoyed, and felt almost guilty that I was seeing things while he was entombed in some officialdom.

			But I was especially sorry that I didn’t have the chance to meet the 34-year-old leader who had only recently taken the reins, and whose plans for his country had sounded as basic and idealistic any I had heard. Avowed Communists, their political allegiance was to the other side of the Iron Curtain. A large, very imposing monument—a gift from the North Vietnamese—was visible proof that this allegiance was appreciated. Though it looked extremely ugly and out of place to me, it was apparently revered by the country and sported a very impressive eternal flame. The title of the monument was FREEDOM—which I found ironic, considering the giver. In any case, at dinner the first evening we were there I talked to the Minister of Planning, also 34, who described the new regime in glowing terms. He told how, as soon as the President had taken over, he immediately issued an order that everyone was to paint his house white, by which means he hoped to create an emotional uplift and a psychological clean slate. That answered my curiosity about the white houses and fences. 

			The Planning Minister claimed that this single act had succeeded in raising the morale of the people almost overnight. Dynamic, handsome, enthusiastic, and 100 percent charismatic, he made me hopeful for him and his government. I could just picture the classes, which the president and his whole cabinet attended every Saturday, where they discussed in English the ethical and moral issues confronting their country in this post-colonial era. Singling out the problem of an ever-widening generation gap, Minister Charisma gave an example of what he meant. An enterprising young man had built what he felt was a much-needed path for his village but instead of being grateful, the elders of the village were horrified, because they claimed that the path interfered with the travels of their spirit-ancestors As sensitive an issue as this was, and no doubt difficult to arbitrate, this story made me feel as though the problems of this country were somehow small and manageable, and even a little quaint compared with the complexities of the world outside. I was so intrigued and enthusiastic and hopeful for their success that the news—only a few months later—that the President had been assassinated made me really sad. I suspected the worst but never found out whether my charming young dinner partner met the same fate.

			At a project the next day I was introduced to a brand-new invention. Called a pousse-pousse, it consisted of a bicycle tire that was somehow attached to a metal frame, constructed so that it could hold four water jugs. The women for whom they were made lived 12 miles from their water well, which happened to be inconveniently equidistant from two villages. This meant that each woman took five hours every day to carry the water back to her family. I was lucky to see the pousse-pousse in action, as a young woman arrived while we were at the well, in the midst of our examination of a new lightweight pump—also a recent improvement in the area. Several other women were loading their single jugs onto the rags flattened on their heads while others demonstrated for us how easy the pump was to assemble. It was a sweltering day, even for those of us lucky enough not to have to walk 12 miles with water jugs on our heads, but none of the women seemed in the least bothered. The young woman loading up her pousse-pousse was soon surrounded by curious peers who dropped everything to stare and exclaim and probably to place an order. It was about at this time that I became aware that the sun pouring down on my uncovered head was making me dizzy. I was furious with myself for forgetting to wear my hat, and of course there wasn’t a tree in sight for me to take refuge under. Upon leaving the site I began a siege of sickness that I’m happy to say was the only health upset of my entire travel experience. This was a “first” I could have done without, and to this day I don’t know whether to blame something I ate or the heat, but the result was that I lost the rest of the day. As it happened, my sick day was the last day of this particular trip. The next morning, weak but well, I made my wobbly way up the Air France steps and headed home.

			Since that trip in 1986, I was to travel to some 15 other African countries and to experience the same pleasures of discovery. I was also to realize that despite the many and varied cultural overlays peculiar to each country, they had a great deal in common. For example, I found African women everywhere to be resourceful to a heroic degree. At the very least, the poorest of the poor were pursuing their near-unendurable lives with stoicism. But many of them actively sought creative and constructive ways to better their lives, against odds that were daunting in the extreme. Whether it was a health clinic, a micro-business, a childcare program, or a vegetable garden, despite little or no education, and a clearly secondary position in their societies, women in Africa appeared to me to be holding up more than half the sky.

			The 1990s brought not only upheaval in many parts of Africa, with tribal warfare erupting among and within countries such as Somalia, Rwanda, and Ethiopia, but it also brought the escalation of a killer more devastating than any war. The AIDS epidemic, which had been known in the 80s as the thin disease, and at that time was more or less confined to paths along well-traveled truck routes, has now affected a huge segment of the population all over Africa. It now appears that even more women than men are affected. Without the aid of expensive drug treatments, and with the reluctance of the countries’ leaders to admit how serious the problem was until only recently, the AIDS virus has had the chance to run wild and is now virtually out of control. It’s a scourge that only compounds the disastrous effects of age-old disasters such as famine, drought, and tribal warfare. It was interesting to read recently that African monkeys and chimps are thought to have started passing this virulent strain of sickness to humans as long ago as 1930. It’s a pity we didn’t know then what we know now about ways to help keep the virus under control.

			Most of the population in the north of Africa is Muslim. The rest are a mixture of Christian, Animist, and Coptic Christian (in Egypt and Ethiopia). Most of the southern half is Christian, with a mixture of Muslim and Animist. Many tensions evolve from this fact. Though I was not to experience these tensions on my trip to West Africa, I learned on subsequent trips that conflict exists particularly in countries where there is little or no separation between church and state. Muslim Arab/African tend to conflict with Christian or Animist Black African, which only adds to tribal animosities fanned by the uprooting of colonialism, and contributes its share of disruption to the continent.

			Two West African writers have contributed much to literature in general, and to an understanding of the way things work and the way people think at every level of African society. Both Nigerians, Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka tackle the woes and promise of post-colonial Africa in novels that are powerful statements and literary masterpieces as well. I would single out to recommend to you one particular novel by Achebe. My personal favorite is Things Fall Apart, a novel about the corruption of power that changes the shape of a political movement, and wreaks havoc in the lives of many innocent people, all in the name of benevolence. The portrait of a dictator has never been drawn so effectively, in any country, by any writer.

			To conclude this surface-scratching—which has unearthed so many subjects on so many fronts that it has boggled my mind, and goodness knows what it has done to yours—I would like to express my gratitude to the ad that caught my eye, to my journals that dredged up my memories, and to the subject matter that held my interest throughout the writing process. I don’t know how long I’ll be able to plumb my journals for something of interest to share. As the years go by the memories dim and the material’s relevance recedes. I can only hope that this scratching of the surface has passed muster with you for another year.

		

	


	
		
			Won’t You Come Along with Me?

			Mississippi

			There were moments on our Mississippi River trip last fall when I felt that somehow I’d entered another era, even another country. On these grounds, I hope that I may be forgiven for reporting on an adventure so close to home, despite my long-standing membership as a foreign affairs person. Though it lasted for only one week, that week remains in my memory in bold italics, and practically forces me to spill out its high points on the printed page. In many respects this is self-indulgence, since my reminiscences will be a kind of verbal photograph album for me to keep, but I hope to be able to transfer some arm-chair enthusiasms to you along the way.

			Neither my husband Bill nor I had ever been to the Deep South, except for two brief trips to New Orleans: once en route to another destination, and the other time while attending a Republican convention, where politics overwhelmed and obscured every other aspect of real life. Gliding down the Mississippi on a paddle wheel boat had been simmering in our minds as a great way to see this part of the country, so last October when we heard that one couple had to drop out of a long-standing commitment to a Bohemian Club–organized trip on the Delta Queen, we leapt at the chance to replace them. We had less than three weeks to put our lives on hold, but buoyed by our excitement and with great expectations, we found ourselves in Memphis, Tennessee at the Peabody Hotel on October 13th, raring to go.

			The Peabody Hotel lobby is said to be the geographical starting point of the Mississippi Delta, that fertile stretch of land along the Mississippi River where plantations flourished during the “cotton is king” era. The lobby is very impressive, old-fashioned, and grand with a high-ceilinged space; it exudes tantalizing echoes of bygone eras. We were soon to discover a surprising added feature. Though I haven’t made a scientific survey of hotel lobbies, I’m pretty sure that this is the only hotel from whose elevator emerged, precisely at ten o’clock in the morning, five mallard ducks, which then proceed to waddle along single-file on a red carpet to the lovely large fountain in the lobby’s center. Accompanied by musical fanfare equally suitable to announce the arrival of a foreign dignitary, and mobbed by hundreds of camera-wielding tourists, the ducks proceed blithely to swim, cavort, waddle, and do duck things for the rest of the day. At five o’clock in the afternoon, the procedure is reversed with the same fanfare, and more throngs of tourists with cameras, angling for the best possible shot. I was intrigued to observe the entertainment potential of a few ducks out of context, and intrigued as well to observe my well-traveled, sophisticated self being fascinated right along with the rest of the crowd.

			We had arrived early for the trip in order to see a little of Memphis before boarding the Delta Queen. Aside from a renewal project for the downtown area, which is being undertaken principally by one of its leading families, very little of Memphis looks to be thriving. The fact that Federal Express has its headquarters in Memphis doesn’t appear to alter the down-at-the-heels aspect of the city. Perhaps my observation is colored by all my exposure to Silicon Valley prosperity, but the sight of so many closed shops in the downtown area was depressing and unexpected.

			One tourist attraction we had never expected to see in our lifetime was Graceland, the former home of the hip-wriggling, mellow-voiced rockstar phenomenon Elvis Presley. But persuaded by curiosity and a couple of friends, and having several hours free before we needed to be at the boat, we decided to go. It proved to be fascinating in a weird sort of way. Artifacts, such as his many diamond-encrusted jumpsuits and gifts from foreign dignitaries were on display in a formal museum setting. In fact, the whole spectacle of Elvis’s life was laid before us with such reverence that we tourists found ourselves talking in hushed tones. I haven’t been to any of our presidential libraries, but I’d like to believe that they are as well attended as Elvis’s shrine. The long lines of people waiting to see his house, his airplanes, his awards, and his meditation garden are a testament to his cult-status staying power.

			What often happens on trips is that the unexpected moment turns out to be the memorable one. In the few minutes remaining before we were due to board the boat, we discovered that the famous home of the blues, Beale Street, was very near our hotel, so we set off to explore. As it was still afternoon, we didn’t expect to hear any music. We hoped to catch the aura, or at least to be able to say we’d been there. The deserted night spots looked very seedy in the daylight but just as we were speculating that perhaps tea at the hotel might be a more pleasant option we came across an alley between buildings where a blues band was playing to a small but appreciative audience. As we stood listening, a distinguished-looking elderly black couple appeared and began a sedate, rhythmic dance to the music, performing right in front of the band. By this time, a sizable crowd had materialized almost magically to watch the impromptu show, which was a great introduction for us to the Delta and its music.

			At the designated time, with our fellow passengers we converged to negotiate the steep embankment that led us to the Mississippi pier and the Delta Queen. The spanking white of the boat, the brilliant red of the giant paddles, and the old-fashionedness of its famous profile as it sat in an otherwise deserted Mississippi River, created an unreal setting. I half expected to see Howard Keel bursting into song on the deck. Instead of Howard, however, we were royally welcomed aboard by a Dixieland band, the boat’s captain, and our Bohemian group leader. And the good times, surprises, education, and fun began in earnest.

			The Delta Queen looks older than it is; built in 1931, it spent its early years plying the Sacramento River before being brought to the Mississippi. But despite this, it has a definite Victorian feeling, inside as well as out. Polished brass was everywhere, plush sofas in dark hues, cut-glass mirrors and old portraits hanging in elaborate gold frames, lit up by what looked like gas lamps (they weren’t). These made up the furnishings of the several comfortable lounges on different decks. They were reached by elegant balustrade staircases. Our stateroom was small but cozy and had good-sized windows, and, we discovered, a unique bathroom arrangement. To reach the toilet and shower involved opening a small door and then negotiating a rather steep step before pirouetting into position for either facility. The sink took a while to discover; it was in the closet. I never figured out whether this look was just another stab at authenticity, but it managed to create a series of bumped heads and middle-of-the-night confusion and laughter over the next few days for Bill and me.

			One of the things I remember most fondly of our first night on the boat was the calliope concert that began as we were dressing for dinner and was piped throughout the boat. The music conjured up memories of merry-go-rounds, childhood birthday parties and all manner of happy times; it dressed the quiet evening with a festive sparkle. We were to discover that calliope concerts heralded our departure from or arrival at each port of call. In fact, the Delta Queen purrs along so silently that the calliope, we found, was the only way we could be sure we were moving or stopping. This particular concert signaled our departure from Memphis. Strolling along the deck to dinner, we found ourselves purring too, as we paused to watch the lights of the city gradually receding and saw an almost-full moon casting a silvery ribbon of moonlight on the Mississippi. That was even before I realized that I was in pecan pie territory; before I had to loosen my belt from the third hole to the second hole; before we had made new friends and rediscovered old ones; and before we had begun to accumulate the many experiences to follow.

			Waking up the next morning to the bright sunshine, gazing out at the Mississippi, and taking in the scenery as we glided past made for a memorable beginning to our first full day. Sunday church services, complete with gospel music, were held on the deck. A lecture on General Sherman was offered in one of the lounges (at which John Marszalek explored the theory that Sherman might have been insane). It was the first time that week, but not to be my last, to hear about the War of Northern Aggression, a name which caused chuckles in the audience of mainly non-southern folk, as they came to realize what war was being described. 

			The Mississippi is some 2,350 miles long and it flows from Minnesota down to New Orleans. The scenery on the part we were exploring was pretty, if not spectacular, but had no life along its banks to speak of. The protective levees stretched so deep into the land that there was no access possible. We heard a great deal about the terrible flood of 1927 and the Herculean measures that were taken to reclaim the flooded farmland. Many more miles of larger levees were constructed as a result. Therefore, where one might expect to see fishermen, docks, or an occasional summer house, there was just the blankness of a levee rolling up the embankment and out of sight. We were told that the Mississippi and the Sacramento Rivers have the most miles of levees in the world. I had always pictured them as friendly docks where one lingered—“Waitin’ for the Robert E. Lee,” as the song tells us. If there was such a user-friendly levee, we didn’t see it on this trip.

			Our destination on that first day was Helena, Arkansas, where buses took us to Clarksdale, Mississippi, for lunch at the home of our host and his wife, the former Cotton Queen of Mississippi. Our route took us through the Mississippi Delta, full of cotton fields stretching endlessly across the flat land. Our guide for the ride explained that the cotton had been harvested early, as there had been a serious drought throughout the Delta. He also described the system of defoliation to clear the fields and the miracle of the cotton gin, which was a godsend timesaver for the farmers and owners. On the other hand, we heard that it also caused a destabilization of the Delta, as many workers found themselves no longer needed and emigrated north in vast numbers.

			Clarksdale, Mississippi, founded in the mid-nineteenth century, was at one time the heart of the prosperous cotton world. Today, it is a charming little town whose claim to fame is that not only was it the home of Tennessee Williams, but his Cat on a Hot Tin Roof characters came directly from town lore. It would seem that cotton was not all that flourished in the Delta—nor did the richness of talent stop at writers. Blues greats such as W.C. Handy, Bessie Smith, and many others came from there as well.

			Just outside of town was the modern-day plantation of our host and his wife. They together represent southern hospitality at its most gracious. Intent on bringing us the essence of the culture in the space of two or three hours, they proved themselves well up to the challenge. The southern feast was deliciously authentic, with its heaps of corn bread, biscuits, greens, and pecan pie. Along with our luncheon, we were treated to a blues concert given by two well known guitarist-singers, one of whom had the memorable name of Super Chikan Johnson. I enjoyed the folk-song quality of the blues songs, with their sad overtones—it reminded me of Portuguese Fado music. The sadness in the music dates back to its origins in the fields, where workers articulated the woes of slavery in song. We discovered shortly after the luncheon that just that morning our hostess had broken three ribs in an attempt to decorate the roughest point of the tent where we ate, but carried the whole event off without a hitch. That’s what I would call grace under pressure.

			Back at the boat, a lecture on controlling the Mississippi was given by a man who had written a book on the subject. The gist of the talk was that the benign face the river was presenting to us belied its ever-present potential for destruction. Man has had to take many drastic measures over the years to tame it in order to keep it navigable, we were told. Hundreds of miles of levees and dozens of locks and dams have been constructed to avoid floods and impassable twists and turns. And the work continues. The use of the river for the transportation of goods, as well as for passengers, though not as essential as in the past, is still there today. We ourselves saw many barges bulging with goods in large mysterious boxes passing by en route every day.

			At dinner we were treated to a smattering of Mississippi music, southern literature, and history, all of which were woven together into a rich collage of entertainment. A high point of the program for me came with readings from Mark Twain, by an actor who played the part of the writer. It was fun to add Mark Twain’s nineteenth-century perspective to enrich our own. As a matter of fact, I had brought his Life on the Mississippi with me on the trip, but had difficulty finding the time to read it, so it was a pleasure to be spoon fed so entertainingly. 

			The next day we were to disembark at Vicksburg, Mississippi to tour the famous Civil War memorial there. In 1862, the town had successfully resisted the northern forces—which had already gained control of New Orleans and Memphis—but had failed to capture Vicksburg, which lay between them. The Union was determined to secure the whole Mississippi roadway, then a crucial artery of transport. Months later, they returned in force to break the back of Confederate resistance in a 49-day siege that was known to be one of the bloodiest of the Civil War. With the fall of Vicksburg, the Union army had won a major strategic and psychological advantage. The legendary Union generals Sherman and Grant burnished their image in the eyes of the North as architects of the successful campaign, and were further demonized by the South for the same reason. 

			Touring the battlefield, with its many memorials, grand statues, and obelisks, all positioned artfully in the manicured park-like setting, one could easily lose track of the horrors of war amidst the always impressive, sometimes palatial, and awesomely grand tributes to its glories. However, this heroic removed perspective was balanced for us by our guide who, while pointing out the grand memorials we could see, simultaneously described the battle those memorials commemorated, pointing out the spots—trees, meadows, hillsides, caves, and gullies—where some of the most vicious skirmishes had taken place, and supplying some heart-breaking stories along the way. The northerners among us noted the tilt of sympathy toward the Confederate soldiers and their revered generals during this lecture. It heightened our sense of horror to remember that this had been a war between American states; brothers against brothers in some cases, which made the bloodshed seem even more tragic.

			I don’t think it was just my focus on the trip that prompted this, but the subject of the Civil War injected itself into almost every lecture and every conversation we had with any southerner that week. For many of them, it is not simply a fading historical memory, but more like a permanent rip in the fabric of their world. At dinner that night, just to reinforce that impression, the vanquished southerner’s perspective was further illuminated by a reading of letters, songs, and stories written by people who lived through those times. It was very moving.

			We landed in Natchez the next morning, and were driven to a working cotton plantation on which an old-style plantation compound is replicated, next to a state-of-the-art operation. We first explored the old section, which included a cotton gin, slaves’ quarters, a dispensary, various storage sheds, and a tiny chapel. It was here that we also got our first glimpse of a full, unharvested cotton field. Its puffy clouds of cotton extended four miles in all directions and appeared dazzling white against the clear dark-blue sky. All of us were let loose in the field for a few minutes to pick some cotton bolls. Picking the cotton, admittedly on a small scale, with no slave drivers and no hot sun beating down, appealed to my gatherer’s instinct, but then we were asked to remove the seeds from the bolls, a necessary part of the harvesting process. I was still pulling and tugging at the embedded impregnable seeds of my own particular crop hours later, and never did get out all the seeds. No wonder the cotton gin was so successful. We were to take a tour of the old gin later that morning and efforts were made to explain its workings to our group. However, in keeping with a lifelong affliction that causes my mind to glaze over at the slightest hint of mechanical complexity, I was totally lost after the first sentence of explanation. My cohorts were fascinated.

			It was a radical visual jump from the early eighteenth-century gin to the streamlined operation of the modern cotton plantation that we visited next. A giant machine, it was more complicated than the original gin, but with the same basic principle. We were briefed as we toured the plant on the state of the cotton industry in the U.S. today. As we all know, synthetics dealt the first big blow to cotton, as they proved to be cheaper to manufacture and better suited for many of the needs of the people. But the potentially crowning blow is being dealt by the burgeoning cotton industry in the developing world, where labor is cheaper and quality is now competitive. Today we are told that the cotton plantation owners have had to diversify to make any profit. They now have become known almost as much for pecan farming as cotton (and I for one, am abundantly grateful, particularly for one of the end products, the great pecan pie). Fish farming has become a profitable alternative as well.

			All of this is not to say the cotton industry is dead. It is alive, though trimmed down, and appears to be moving forward on many fronts. I saw some of the innovations that were described to us. For one thing, was I the only person who didn’t know that genetically altered cotton genes can produce blue cotton? Or that the oil harvested from cotton seeds is a thriving industry on its own?

			One of the high points of that morning was a lecture given in the small church near the old cotton gin. A writer named Clifton Taulbert read to us from a book he wrote about what it was like for him, a black man descended from slaves, to grow up in a small southern town. The book is called Once Upon a Time When We Were Colored, and is full of glowing memories about his childhood, which was filled with loving parents, grandmothers, aunts, and uncles, all of whom enveloped him in a cocoon of love and encouragement. The author read extensively from his delightful, upbeat book, which came as a breath of fresh air not often associated with the story of a black person growing up anywhere in America, especially the South. 

			Little by little, piece by piece, we were growing in our knowledge of the Deep South of yesterday as well as today, and under the most enviable circumstances. That same afternoon, we found ourselves in the town of Natchez, surrounded by house after house of the pre-Civil War era. A few of the Greek revival mansions of the most elegant type, with imposing fat columns, pleasing symmetrical design, gorgeous gardens—all looking a lot like Tara—were open for touring, and we eagerly set about discovering the treasures inside and out. All of them were interesting and decidedly grand; they had been lovingly cared for and authentically furnished, as only befitting a national landmark.

			Some of them had interesting features, such as large, open, second-floor porches and ornate elaborate furniture. One house was furnished almost completely by the Gaither family, who have roots in Natchez (Jim Gaither was the president of Stanford’s Board of Trustees).

			The mansion I found the most fascinating, however, was of a very different style and had a unique history. Begun in 1860 for a cotton mogul, and designed by an architect from Philadelphia, it was built in the form of an octagon. It is five stories high, red brick, and with much decorative filigree white wood trim. There was a round Victorian-Moorish domed observatory on top. I had never seen anything like it—in fact, I’m pretty sure there isn’t anything like it anywhere. The story of the fate of the house and of the family who owned it remains a poignant metaphor for the Civil War. When the war broke out in 1861, the workers, who had come from Philadelphia, dropped everything and fled the home, presumably to join the northern army. The owners made a half-hearted attempt to finish the house themselves, with the help of loyal slaves. They managed to complete a skeletal exterior, but the interior of the house was not habitable beyond the first floor, which they called the basement. It was there that the family lived out the war in nine rooms with their eight children. The owner died before the end of the war and his widow, now totally without funds in the war’s aftermath, never managed to complete the house, but lived the rest of her life in the basement. I was happy to see that it wasn’t strictly a basement as we thought of them but a beautifully furnished and elegantly laid-out apartment, above ground, with comfortable, interesting rooms. However, one couldn’t help feeling sad for the family who had to live in this shell of an unfinished house all their lives, in an environment that was a constant reminder of better days. To tour the rest of the house, which is being maintained in its skeleton condition, is to feel regret for all succeeding generations that such a unique and pleasing structure was never finished. The private group that is maintaining the property has determined to leave it that way as a monument to the heart-rending break of the war between the states.

			That night, on board the Delta Queen, we were treated to an abridged version of the musical “Showboat.” The singing of “Old Man River,” while we were actually on it, really appealed to the teary-eyed romantics among us, and even though the cast had been flown in from Los Angeles, they appeared to be as much a part of the scene as if they had been on board at the time. In writing “Showboat,” Oscar Hammerstein and Jerome Kern joined the legions of musicians who have managed to capture a bit of the Mississippi myth for all of us. I think they would have enjoyed the evening. For us, it was an enchanting experience.

			Not since I read Longfellow’s “Evangeline” in the fifth grade have I thought about the Cajuns, except in reference to a style of cooking. I was thrilled the next day to hear that we were going to Hermonville, a community replicated to reflect the life of the Cajuns in the 18th and 19th centuries. The Cajuns were French refugees from the French and Indian War who, having lost the war to England and subsequently failing to pledge allegiance to its king, were forced to leave the land they called Acadia. It had belonged to France since 1605, but was destined to remain English, then Canadian, and is today the province of Nova Scotia. The Acadians fled to Louisiana, which at that time was a large white French colony. They remained somewhat apart from the Creole mainstream mix of Spanish and French. Even though they were French by descent, the Acadians had been steeped in different customs and histories for so long that, despite a common language (with some differences), they weren’t instantly assimilated. In many respects, they were a different people from the Creoles, as the local French were called, and the differences solidified as a result of their early tendency to live apart.

			We could get a feeling for the community in the past by touring the small houses and listening to our Cajun-descended young guide as she described the day-to-day activities and various customs of the early Cajuns. We learned that today the Cajun culture has been almost completely assimilated into the mainstream. However, as is the case with so many shrinking minorities, there is an effort to preserve what remains.

			This village replica was, for the Cajuns, just such an effort. Although it resembled many other replicas of towns I’ve seen in many parts of this country and abroad, like them, this community too had its individuality. For instance, the early settlers had found a use for the ubiquitous Spanish moss, which adorns almost every tree in the South. Their mattresses and pillows were filled with it, and their wigs were enhanced by it.

			For the first time, too, I saw a form of art I had never even heard of before. It involved working human hair of different colors into elaborate designs and figures, which were then hung on the wall like paintings. I’m not sure I wanted one, but they were beautiful in their way.

			At lunch, while enjoying typical samples of Cajun cooking, such as fried sweet potatoes and cracklings, we were treated to a concert of their folk music and Cajun dancing. To my unpracticed ear and eye, they most strongly resembled the folk dancing and music one would find in the Kentucky Mountains, or in other outposts of early American life. There was one dance that was a very close cousin of the Virginia reel. Several of our group joined in the dancing with great enthusiasm, if not Cajun expertise.

			The Holy Family Gospel Choir rocked the Delta Queen and all aboard that night. As they paraded tribal robes from many countries, in ages ranging from 18 to 80, these 30 or so men and women were an overwhelming visual success. But when they began to sing, our entire group, all 150 of us, were soon on our feet, clapping and stamping and hollering. I was close to the stage where the choir was singing, so at one point during the evening I saw that volunteers were being recruited from the audience. Though I hung my head low and averted my gaze, that still did not prevent me from being captured, and giving my all to singing “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” on stage. Supported on each side by a smiling, sturdy choir member with a gorgeous voice, I remembered lyrics I didn’t realize that I knew, and even stayed on for another song.

			If it hadn’t occurred to me before that there would be no gospel music, no jazz, no blues without the black man, that night, and all during the trip, we had constant reminders of this. At the core of the music are the rhythms, the messages, the melodies, and the soul of the former African slave and his experiences. The entire Mississippi River culture has been enriched and girded by African-Americans as laborers, slave and free, who have created some of our most outstanding music. Our second-to-last day was spent drinking mint juleps and wandering around a beautiful plantation called Oak Alley, just outside of Baton Rouge.

			The entrance to the beautiful southern colonial gem is lined on both sides with enormous, majestic oaks, all of them old and very beautiful. The “oak alley” that gives the house its name is about a quarter of a mile long and generously wide, allowing one an unobstructed view of the house. Here, I decided, was the prototype of all southern mansions. It had big columns, balanced symmetrical lines, grand proportions inside and out, and gorgeous gardens. It looked almost lived-in. 

			As usual, we were to be treated to an extra flourish, a special treat to make this excursion as memorable as the others have been. We had become accustomed to these daily embellishments of the already perfect program and they were to reach new heights on this day. Tables with lovely flower centerpieces were scattered around the garden. White-gloved waiters served us lunch under the trees while we were serenaded by a colorful ragtime band called the Riverboat Five. The music was toe-tappingly fun and there was, of course, pecan pie for dessert. We felt we were being hosted by none other than Mr. Oak Alley himself. Southern hospitality had followed us everywhere we went. Once more we toasted our leader, who, I almost believed by this time, was responsible for our beautiful weather as well. The ragtime plinkity-plink added to our repertoire of musical variety. By the end of the trip, with the exposure to Dixieland yet to come, we had received almost a complete, if condensed, education in jazz. The series on jazz that has been running on television lately was particularly interesting to me and I’m sure to my fellow travelers, as we had had a jump-start education on the trip.

			I was going to miss the Delta Queen. The quiet moments staring out from the deck to watch the parade of heavily laden barges heading in the opposite direction, or the times when we enjoyed a friendly, unhurried conversation with friends old and new, or when we first discovered what turned out to be the daily appearance of a copious basket of fresh chocolate chip cookies in the lounge—as well as the brisk walk 11 times around the deck that we took to make up for the cookies—all this, I won’t soon forget. (I knew I wouldn’t miss the bathroom arrangement, however.)

			Our last night on board was a gala mini Mardi Gras with costumes for some and masks, hats, and tiaras for everyone. By this time we knew just about everyone, at least by sight, which made for an atmosphere closely resembling a family wedding reception or an anniversary celebration. We chose a King and Queen and danced and paraded as extensively as a boat can handle a parade. It was quite a Mardi Gras! We were to dock in New Orleans early the next morning and many of our friends were going right home, though there was to be a tour and reception and a final dinner at Antoine’s in the French Quarter for the rest of us.

			New Orleans was as charming this time as I had remembered, and wandering around the French quarter was an architectural treat. I was especially focused on the second-floor wrought iron balconies with their elegant filigree patterns. They are a legacy of the Spanish, who predate the French by a century or so in New Orleans. I had begun to notice that the owners of balconies appeared to be in a contest to see who could come up with the most beautiful, interesting, or unusual uses for their balconies. In my view, the best of these used flowers and plants in great profusion, cascading over the sides and espaliered on the walls. Some others had statuary, some had colorful furniture, and some had paintings displayed on easels where all could admire them from the street. Despite the rather cool temperature, there were also people on their balconies enjoying watching the people who were enjoying watching them. I may have missed a lot by my upward focus, but this tour of mine was for me very satisfying. 

			We passed the day sauntering in and out of art galleries and taking in the local scene. The then Vice President, Al Gore, was said to be campaigning somewhere in town, but our paths never crossed. We were to rejoin the group at cocktails in an old home that now houses a restaurant downstairs with a beautiful room upstairs that was elegantly furnished in nineteenth-century style, resembling a colonial drawing room. As we were having cocktails quietly in the serene atmosphere of the drawing room, we were joined—or rather invaded—by an enormous Dixieland marching band which proceeded to march among us and beckoned us to join them. Some sleight of hand had produced parasols for the women to brandish and handkerchiefs for the men, and pretty soon we found ourselves marching out the door and into the street. For at least half an hour and perhaps longer, we paraded, band playing, parasols held high, handkerchiefs waving, through the streets of the French quarter, picking up various others along the way. The consensus of the crowd we passed was that the streets had been cleared for Vice President Gore, so they busily scoured our band of nobodies-in-particular looking to spot him. How could they know that this feat out of all proportion was accomplished by our peerless leader—for whom nothing was impossible? They marched us right up to the door of Antoine’s, led us to the private room where we were to dine, played a few more rousing songs, and then left us to our dinner. All in all, it was a memorable last night of a memorable trip!

			La Salle, in taking possession of the Mississippi for the French in the sixteenth century had no way of knowing what was in store for the mighty Mississippi—the Father of Waters. Its history before colonialism is largely unknown, although we know it involved Native American fishermen and hunters, who gave the river its name. It has become a symbolic and geographical landmark for our country, rather neatly separating east from west. Though not as vital as it once was, it still serves as an important conduit for many goods. The river continues to be a source of unique cultural enrichment, its ideas, literature, music, and tastes flowing along like the Mississippi itself, with merging currents, unpredictable twists and turns and a propensity to surprise around every bend.

			Mark Twain’s love affair with the river began when he was a small boy dreaming of becoming a river pilot. Because his dreams came true, we are also benefactors. So much of what he wrote, and even the name under which he wrote, was inspired by his experiences on the river. I’ve had time since coming home from the trip to read Twain’s Life on the Mississippi, which is a rich amalgam of descriptions and stories made up of equal shares of autobiography and folklore. His wonderful sense of humor runs through it—mainly deriving from his agile skewering of pomposity and prejudice over a large range of targets. I enjoyed particularly the sections where he made fun of the influence Sir Walter Scott held over a generation of southern writers, accusing them of aping the flowery style of medieval romances, which Twain found highly unsuitable for the topics of the Old South. He even held Scott responsible for the architectural anomaly, the “little sham castle” which had been built in medieval style for Louisiana’s capitol building. I loved it when he took a dig at the popular craze for the occult. He told a hilarious story of a much vaunted medium conducting her séance with a group of naïve and amusing characters. And he then took to task the southerners who couldn’t stop discussing the war long after the fact, describing the many conversations which began far removed from the subject, but somehow had a way of segueing into a war memory after all. His adventures on the river itself, how he learned to be a pilot as a young man, the complexities of the river, the captains he learned from, the pre-war atmosphere, and conditions that he witnessed and graphically described were a wonderful cushion on which to rest my own observations.

			Thanks to the trip, with nostalgia as a prime motivator, I also picked up a copy of “Evangeline,” Longfellow’s long poem/love story set in the time of the expulsion of the French from Acadia after the English victory in the French and Indian War. My impression of the work today is a far cry from the fifth grader’s enchantment with, and awe of poem and meter and love of melodrama, but I do see it as a charming period piece. That these two writers could have lived and written in the same period—though not in the same region, yet in the same country—is testament to the variety of experience and talent the U.S. can harbor at any time under one literary umbrella.

			I left the Mississippi Delta with a smattering of new information, a few extra pounds, a healthy respect for the greatness of talent which has sprung from there (we haven’t even talked about William Faulkner or Eudora Welty), and a lingering nostalgia for the carefree days and soft breezes and of faultless southern courtesy, which we found to be dispensed from all directions—from the woman who sold us fresh pralines on the Natchez pier to the delightful boat captain and from our knowledgeable guides to our gracious hosts.

			I also left with a renewed appreciation for this country’s diversity, which can simultaneously contain the laid-back, history-focused Delta mentality of the Deep South and the future-focused go-go style of so much of the rest of the country. I know this is bound to change and already is around the edges, but I’m glad the Delta region hasn’t yet completely lost its own character. I was happy to lead the vacationer’s two-dimensional life in such relaxed circumstances, happy that, I too, could find pleasure in watching ducks waddle across a lobby floor, and more grateful than they’ll ever know to the couple who dropped out of the long planned trip and made room for Bill and me.

		

	


	
		
			Thimpu, Bhutan

			September 22, 1987

			We have just returned from a reception at a local hotel, which was given by the Agricultural Minister. Benjy, our new best friend, and a font of Bhutanese gossip and history, is going to demonstrate how to put on the native dress, which appears, at first glance, to be a simple kilt-style skirt. Benjy is also the Chief Justice of this tiny Himalayan kingdom, and, by inheritance, the fourth generation in his family to be the primary advisor to the King, whose name is Wangchuck. The King is 33 years old and has four mistresses (who are all sisters from one prominent family). One of Benjy’s duties is to play basketball with the King and a couple of his bodyguards every afternoon.

			By now we are accustomed to the view of people prostrating themselves along the road as they spot our car with the UN flag flying; we barely remark on the dozens of ceremonial pennants that line our path to the King’s guest house. We even walk over the monstrous tiger rug with nary a shudder, despite the initial welcoming view of his cavernous mouth, gaping wide, with all teeth in menacingly good condition. 

			We all go up to the sitting room right outside “our” bedroom. The walls are covered, as are all the walls throughout the house, with brilliantly colored scrolls depicting Indian-like gods and demons. These are surrounded by yards of multi-colored silk draperies, which festoon, rather than frame, the scrolls. The effect at first is garish, but we’ve been here two days now and I’m really beginning to like them. The juxtaposition of Asian-medieval with English modern is fascinating. Here is Benjy, for instance, a worldly fellow, Oxford-educated, who can so easily leap from our cultural attitudes to his Bhutanese ones, and seemingly effortlessly lead us back and forth across the chasm. His costume is a perfect example of this somewhat disconcerting dichotomy. The “skirt” material looks like a Scottish tartan. With it Benjy wears knee socks, as do all the Bhutanese men, only maybe Benjy is unique in that his socks come from Yves St. Laurent (we were really amused to spot the logo). The socks, he explains, are a substitute for the boots, which were formerly worn. 

			Wasting no time, Benjy unceremoniously begins to unfurl, and we are amazed. This “kilt” is simply several yards of material, artfully folded to make pleats and even a pocket in the front in which men can keep their money, handkerchiefs, or whatever they need to store. Benjy tells us that when he goes to the palace for a meal, he puts a teacup in his pocket/pouch in order to proffer it to the servants for tea or rice, and then to quickly pop it back the instant the King is finished, as it is vital that no one eat or drink even a split second after the King is through. As he wraps himself back up, we are intrigued to see that there are no buttons, no zippers and not even one hook to hold everything together. It’s like magic. 

			Along with the kilt, Benjy wears a shirt that has its own subtle protocol. The length of a man’s sleeves and the amount of collar that can be exposed are dictated by the rank of the wearer. Also, Benjy tells us about the colorful silk scarves that they wear around their necks when visiting the Tzong, the seat of government (which in Bhutan’s case includes both the palace and the Buddhist temple monastery complex, in symbolic recognition of the equal power shared by church and state). They are also signs of the rank of the wearer. The white ones are worn by the ordinary folk, the red by the next tier up, the orange by deputy ministers and above, and the saffron can be worn only by the King. 

			In the midst of all this education and demonstration, the maid comes up to announce that a messenger from the King has arrived. I am half expecting to see a page in livery, and am not far off the mark. A young man, his arms overflowing with packages, fairly staggers into the room, and presents them to us. This is what he brought: a large, heavily ornamented silver bowl, a silver box similarly decorated, a silver and ivory tea cup, a beautiful scroll complete with extra silk swoops, three enormous albums of stamp collections (stamps are very popular here), and my own native dress, which, like the men’s costume, is just a large bolt of material, about the size of a king-sized bedspread. The colors are spectacular. They are a mixture of red, yellow, green, and deep blue, shot through with golden threads, with kind of a nubbly texture. I am quietly turning it into cushions for the library at home when Benjy proposes to dress me too. With consummate skill, he deftly manages to wrap me over my western clothes, preserving my modesty and using only two shoulder clips, also a present from the King, to keep everything secure. Along with the blanket, the king has furnished the ensemble with a blouse (no buttons) and a short silk jacket.

			The overall effect is not exactly Christian Dior, but it’s not exactly Phyllis-in-a-bedspread either. We are delighted with all of this, and I decide to wear the costume to the dinner in our honor the next night. Benjy promises to come over ahead of time, and will bring his wife to help me wrap properly. We are going to visit the King tomorrow. I can’t wait to thank him for all these treasures.

		

	


	
		
			Ethiopia

			The location of Ethiopia, a short hop from Yemen and Saudi Arabia, and attached to the African continent, makes it a fascinating study. It would be too simple to say that the dominance of Coptic Christianity vied with the dominance of Islam throughout their history, because there were also many tribes, many political upheavals, and many incursions from outside their borders, all of which also accounted for the conflicts. One Emperor after another ascended the throne, united the kingdom, and was toppled from power by a rival; this sequence would come to be a familiar one. Each time, the pieces of the kingdom were broken up, only to be reformed and reassembled by a new leader. The trade routes, rich in the trade of gold, silver, spices, and coffee, were very active in the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea, and in the crosscurrents of religious and political provocations, the rivalries had their own stresses and complications. Not only is Ethiopia’s history complicated, it is also very long. The discovery of the first human being, “Lucy,” pushed back the existence of hominids by millennia. Her remains were discovered in what is now Ethiopia, so you might say she began its history, and ours as well. 

			Lucy was discovered in 1974 by Donald Johanson and his book, Lucy, written with Maitland Edey, makes for fascinating reading. I feel that Lucy qualifies as a part of Ethiopian history, and therefore I’ll begin with her. Johanson found Lucy in Hadar, Ethiopia in 1974. She was buried in layers of volcanic ash and beautifully preserved; when he looked her over he didn’t know exactly what he had found. She had many characteristics that definitely placed her in the hominid group. He mentioned her teeth and her upright carriage, among other things, but she also had a tiny brain, like an ape or monkey, and was no more than three feet tall. He later wrote about the day he found her in a way that has the aura of love at first sight about it, and I suppose in its way, it was. “Discovering Lucy was utterly mind boggling,” he explained. “There was no other way to describe her. She left the entire camp reeling.” Because of red tape, paleontological infighting, and the exacting, slow science of dating and categorizing, the world had to wait till 1976 to hear about Lucy, who by then had been placed in a whole new category of hominid. Lucy’s last name became Afarensis (formally, she’s known as Australopithicus afarensis). Undoubtedly there will be missing links and older specimens found in the future, but today Lucy remains the oldest human skeleton yet discovered, by at least 2 million years.

			Both the history and the landscape of Ethiopia are varied; the landscape is made up of sharp mountains and the famous Rift Valley, which is comprised of dry desert and lush plateaus. The population, around 65 million people, is scattered around an area the size of France and Germany combined. They speak 80 or so languages even today, which gives an idea of how diverse the culture remains. There are still nomads tending their sheep, as they have since time immemorial. There are donkeys bearing people, straw, and other sorts of vegetables on their backs. But there is also a Hilton Hotel in Addis, and a degree of sophistication that stands in sharp contrast. Thus, in the Hilton Hotel lobby there is a tourist rendition of a coffee ceremony, replicating the ceremony still practiced in the countryside today. It shows a woman grinding coffee as she sits on the floor in a particular part of a room, which is decorated with lemon greens, and around which are colorful cushions for the participants to sit. The ritual is as scripted as the Japanese tea ceremony, and is just as sacred. The Ethiopians on many levels take their coffee seriously. They’re proud that their country is the birthplace of coffee, and it is still their main export. 

			I was able to visit one Coptic Christian church just outside Addis, sitting on top of a hill; it overlooked the city and the surrounding hills. The church itself was a pleasing rounded shape, looking somewhat like the solid version of a rounded hut that I’d seen on the outskirts of town. When I walked in I didn’t expect so much richness and color. I was boggled by it; it looked as if every inch of the walls and ceiling was painted with a different hue and embellished with many gold flourishes. There were a variety of figures, most of whom were black saints with wide, dark eyes and halos. Because there was no one with me to explain what I was seeing, it wasn’t until my recent reading on the Coptic religion that I understood a little better the unique quality of this Ethiopian version of Christianity. It’s a fascinating addition to the story of Ethiopia’s history. 

			As Coptic Christianity was introduced to Ethiopia by the Egyptians in the seventh century, in the many centuries that followed certain singularly unique characteristics were included. Dietary laws and a few holiday celebrations, for instance, were adapted from the Falashas, or Jews of Ethiopia, who for many centuries were a small but strong influence in the country. There’s also a trace of ancient animism, which is still practiced in its pure form today among some of the more remote nomadic tribes. The familiarity we might feel for another Christian faith is further blunted by the fact that Ethiopia has a calendar of thirteen months, so no holidays come when we’d expect them. 

			Muslims are almost equally numerous in the country; together these two religions dominate the religious scene, as they have for centuries. It’s interesting to note that Mengistu and his Communist government did not succeed in wiping out the influence of religions in the country, though they tried. 

			My travels to remote and fascinating countries, such as Ethiopia, made for a learning experience that would be hard to duplicate. Though often tiring and uncomfortable, always too fast and very highly scripted, I nevertheless enjoyed them thoroughly. No matter which country, there were always many matchless experiences—some of them totally serendipitous—everywhere around the world. There were also many devoted and inspiring people to meet of all classes, ages, political stripe, and influence; with my UN eyes I was able to see the country apart from its U.S. political overtones, which in many ways was the most rewarding and educational feature of all. But the more I discovered, the more I wanted to know. These trips were like a surprise ball treat at a birthday party that one never quite finishes unraveling. We would hear references to the most remarkable places which were nearby, or a reasonable distance away, only to be told that our schedule didn’t allow time to visit them. We did not see Petra, though we visited Jordan. We failed to see Machu Picchu and the Galapagos Islands; that was almost ludicrous. We missed seeing the coast of Mombassa, though we were only a couple of miles away from it. In a total reverse of the pleasure travel in which most of us participate, where it is easy to avert your gaze from the unpleasant realities of a poor, but beautiful and historically fascinating country, we were dropped into and surrounded by the problems facing each country. The reward was an education and inspiration of another, more fulfilling variety. 

			Therefore, although on our trip to Ethiopia we were not able to visit the site of Lalibela, a place known as the eighth wonder of the world, or other ancient sites scattered about the countryside, I just console myself with the knowledge that I’m lucky to have been made aware even of the existence of Lalibela. Just hearing and reading about the cluster of 12 churches, built into a rock hillside, and, as I understand it, unbelievably beautiful in their uniqueness and detail, gives me some idea of the richness of Ethiopian culture. The result of this accumulation of missed opportunities makes me want to retrace my steps, almost everywhere. 

			So much has happened in Ethiopia since our visit almost 13 years ago. On the positive side, there’s a new government which calls itself the Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. Mengistu resigned in 1991, and in 1995 the first multiparty general election was held. The president, Negasso Gidada, and his more powerful prime minister, Males Zenawi, were elected in Ethiopia’s first exposure to democracy. Despite this change for the better, all is far from well. The Ethiopians are undergoing another very serious famine, which is said to be worse than that caused by the droughts in the 1980s. Also today the scourge of AIDS continues to grow exponentially, affecting not only men but many more women and children. It seems in fact to be an equal-opportunity disease in all of Africa. It saddens me to know that the situation there is worse in so many ways than when we were there in 1988. Just recently I read that Ethiopia is one of the 12 countries of Africa worst hit by AIDS. The battle with Eritrea, which resulted in the freedom of Eritrea, and lost Ethiopia her port on the sea, was also very expensive. As a result, their coffers today are far from full. 

			Today the country is more dependent on outside aid than ever before. The aid they count on comes largely from U.S. and UN agencies, and also from many non-government agencies around the world. The overarching concern in this year, 2003, is to prepare to feed the millions of potentially starving people around the country. Experts predict a famine whose potential for devastation ranges from the worst to best scenarios, depending on the weather over the next few months. In either case the loss will be staggering. In response to the pleas of the government, the agencies are attempting to work ahead of the crisis to blunt its effects as much as possible, but they can’t hope to be a substitute for the many, many millions of acres gone dry. 

			As is my custom when visiting a country, I cast about for a novel that will give me some feeling of the place, apart from its history or statistics. Generally I have a choice, but in the case of Ethiopia, I could find only one book, by an Australian writer, Thomas Keneally. In 1989 he wrote To Asmara, a book set against the background of the war between Eritrea and Ethiopia. Said to be based on the author’s first-hand experience of a journey he made across the troubled land, he gives a graphic description of the countryside, the poverty, the hate, and the hopelessness of the war. The personal side of his journey turns out to be a discovery of his, and by extension our, misconceptions of the “African,” and it leads to a rethinking of his own values along the way. 

			Last night I was at a restaurant, and looked up to find an exceedingly handsome man as our waiter. I ventured to ask him if he was from Ethiopia. He seemed pleased and surprised that I had guessed correctly, but it was I who felt the most pleasure. So many times over the years since our marathon travels, I have met people from a particularly remote country we have visited, and I feel an immediate connection with them. Talking to them triggers in my mind a host of remembered experiences, and a certain nostalgia for those days. It’s as if I were being given a new chance to visit, or an update. The encounter at the restaurant with the Ethiopian waiter is just one of many ways by which I benefit from all that arduous, but fantastic travel. I wouldn’t exchange it for a trip to Machu Picchu or Petra. Perhaps one of these days, I’ll be able to retrace some of my steps at a pace which will allow for such digressions, but till then I’m happy to live with my memories just as they are. 

		

	


	
		
			Imelda’s Closet

			I’m following my guide down a staircase that leads from Imelda Marcos’ dressing room/closet (it is about as large as a full-sized living room) to its rather sizeable extension below-ground, which turns out to be a space more closely resembling a Seventh Avenue showroom. I’m sure that very few people know about this subterranean colossus, because it doesn’t have an entrance from anywhere but Mrs. Marcos’s upstairs closet, and there’s no door to the outside. 

			It is stacked, crammed, and loaded with THINGS. 

			It was at President Corazon Aquino’s suggestion that I be taken to the famous closet while she and Bill have substantive discussions; my guide and I had gone across the courtyard to the lovely Malacanang Palace, which we toured first. 

			The interior of the palace seems abandoned, and a bit spooky. I remember that the Marcos family had been forced to flee in the end, afraid for their lives. Despite this, the guide tells me that they took twelve trucks of valuables with them, which must have slowed them down somewhat. It’s difficult to imagine how that was done. 

			In their bedroom, all that remains are a few strange artifacts. There is, for instance, a large oxygen tank by Imelda’s bedside. I am puzzled. I ask my guide if Imelda suffered from asthma. She tells me that Imelda believed the oxygen would keep her young. I remembered, however, that at the time the couple was ousted, Mr. Marcos had been reported to be sick and perhaps had the need for oxygen. So I’ll give Imelda the benefit of the doubt. 

			Mr. Marcos had thought to leave behind a gigantic poster featuring his own face, slightly younger than his current age, with a body that more closely resembled the physique of Arnold Schwarzenegger in his prime. I have spent a lot of time wondering why he chose to display such a thing but can only imagine that either he had a weird sense of humor, or he was deluded enough to think this was his body or that someone might think it was. Perhaps he was conscious of his aging, and fought it in a humorous way. 

			Another item left behind in the bedroom is a child-sized Mercedes, big enough to seat two young boys. It is bright red and a real operating vehicle. I speculate that this would be for a grandchild, and cling to that thought throughout the tour. They were, after all, somebody’s grandparents. 

			The beds themselves are the focus of the room, standing on a foot-high platform. They are festooned in velvet folds, which join in the center with an elegant swoop, culminating in an embroidered gold crown. 

			Beyond the bedroom is Imelda’s closet. It is the size of a living room. A stairway leads directly from there to the basement closet, which is more like a huge storage room. 

			Mrs. Aquino has given Bill and me each a tan coffee mug that reads “I Had Coffee with Cory.” The simplicity of this gift reassures me that her proposed style of governing is indeed already in place. In contrast, I take my first look from the stairs at the underground chamber and I am horrified by what I see. 

			What strikes me first is the quantity of duplicate goods. There are dresses all in the same style, with short puffy sleeves, each in a different color, some in flowery prints. We estimate there are about 100 of them. Farther along the room, in a very large container, are dozens of Louis Vuitton bags, still in their boxes. There are probably several hundred of them. And still farther along stands a cluster of huge bottles of elegant perfume. Each one roughly holds a gallon. One might see this size in a store window display, but what could anyone do with all that perfume? It’s enough for a lifetime supply for every woman in the Philippines. 

			Then we come to the famous shoes. Row upon row of them, all colors and styles, they are truly something to behold. I pause to examine one dressy pair, which looks like the royal slippers of Cinderella fame. They are made of something that looks like crystal, and the heels light up when in motion. My guide tells me these are disco shoes. 

			The rest of the clothes and accessories hold not so many duplicates, but still there are so many of them. Evening dresses, suits, sweaters, blouses, belts—it looks in sections like a well-stocked department store. 

			And the most appalling fact of all is that these are the clothes they left behind! 

			At the end of the tour, and to a degree every time I’ve thought about it since, I feel disgust and horror. That power gone amuck has such consequences is also terrifying. How far along that trail are we, here in the land of too much? At what point do we tip over to the grossness of Imelda’s closet? 

			I hope that Mrs. Aquino follows through on her idea of making the closet a museum. It’s a sobering cautionary tale for everyone in the world.

		

	


	
		
			Washington, D.C.

			The city of Washington manifests its multi facets like a constant fireworks display. Brilliant events and people illuminate our landscapes, and their after-sparks fall everywhere among us, in their descent. Everyone is caught up in its excitement. Everyday, everywhere one is made aware, wittingly or not, that he lives in the power center not only of America, but of the free world.

			I see the geography of the city, its unique street plan, as a metaphor for the unique quality of the life there. On one hand there is the perfectly straightforward grid—made up of the alphabet streets running perpendicular to the numbered ones. On this grid, one can very neatly make his way around the city, confident that if he knows his alphabet and can count to 40, he can successfully maneuver in each of Washington’s four quadrants. On this level, the housewife new in town plugs into the local supermarket, buys her sheets, and generally attaches herself to the services of the community, feeling comfortable and confident in the déjà vu quality of it all. Safeways aren’t all that different whether in San Francisco’s Marina District or Georgetown, and sooner or later, one finds the most reliable dry cleaner. Old friends are here from college days or other towns where one has lived, and these alliances too will eventually lead to patterns of reciprocal socializing, congenial and heartwarming. There are theaters there, and restaurants, and they are all the more alluring to the new arrivals in town, who tend to explore rather than take for granted. But though untried, they are not altogether unfamiliar.

			Native Washingtonians belong symbolically to this grid. There is a gracious overlay of southern charm among this group of people, who must of necessity make room for hordes of newcomers every four years, and who appear to do so with enthusiasm and enjoyment. They are proud to be natives, and like San Franciscans they are head-over-heels crazy about their city, and are totally confident that the newcomers will feel the same way in no time at all. There are endless stories about members of previous administrations who came for four years and couldn’t bear to leave. This, to a Bay Area person, is also a familiar story. How many of us are transplants, converts to California with a determination to remain? During the hot summer months and on weekends throughout the year, the natives go to the country, to the Maryland shore, to the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia, reminding one of San Francisco’s lure to Tahoe and Sonora retreats year-round. There is crime there, too, and schools are closing, and though the Potomac isn’t San Francisco Bay, there’s a waterfront. No question about it, it’s a very familiar scene in a way.

			But there is another grid, the one on the map that overlays this familiar, predictable one like a photographic double-exposure mistake. That grid intersects, runs circles around, confuses, and occasionally virtually obliterates the other. Pennsylvania Avenue is part of this layout, and Constitution Avenue, DuPont Circle, Massachusetts and Connecticut Avenues—these are among the main arteries of the system. The White House and the Capitol are an integral part of it, as are the many regal monuments. Crisscrossing as they do the tidy plan underneath, these streets badly skew one’s sense of order and direction, so that keeping one’s bearings on even the shortest excursions is a challenge, and newcomers can end up miles off target if they don’t pay close attention. (All over, I might add, are hundreds of instructional signs, so many at each turn, in fact, that one needs an Evelyn Woods speed-reading course to be able to obey the law.)

			This grid is clearly a metaphor for the other world of Washington, the political and diplomatic world, which manages to intersect, run circles around, confuse, and occasionally obliterate the familiar. The novelty and the challenge to the newcomer lie here, and the excitement and fascination also. There’s something mysterious and titillating about the long, black limousines gliding by, turning into an official gate, or racing, heavily escorted, through intersections. People with faces one recognizes from the newspaper or television stand in line at the post office, or perhaps live on the next block. A taxi driver will have just delivered Justice Rehnquist to the Supreme Court, Charles Percy to the Senate. Chances are one will have contact with at least one person from a foreign land every day. At the very least, the headlines of the Washington Post connect even the least connected individual to this wider world of national and international power. These are intersections of the most common sort to which all Washingtonians are privy. Because of these contacts, regardless of his regular interests or proclivities, the man on the street is far more aware of the goings-on of government, of international relations than his counterpart anywhere else. One can’t avoid feeling involved.

			Thanks to Bill’s job, we have many chances to be intimately involved in this world. Assuming that you know as little as I did when Bill was offered this job—as Chairman of the Export-Import Bank—I’d like to describe its function briefly to you. Started after World War II, the bank was set up as a U.S.-government-funded agency to lend money to foreign companies or countries in the developing world, so that they would be able to afford American technology. In this way both the developing country and U.S. businesses would benefit. It proved to be such a successful program that other western industrial nations set up similar programs in order to expand the markets for their-increasingly improving technology. 

			For a while this all worked splendidly. Developing countries were happy, industrial countries were happy, business everywhere was happy. But today the picture is quite different, and far from rosy. French, German, and Japanese technology have advanced rapidly, so that in many instances, all things being equal, a developing country or a company within that country would be hard pressed to know whether they would prefer, for instance, an American Boeing 707 or a European Airbus. The countries must compete today with each other for third-world business by way of loans made at competitively lower and lower interest rates as the product involved often can no longer sell itself as superior. As with a price war at competing gas stations, there comes a time when no one is winning. Today, with interest rates sky high, the Ex-Im Bank has had to take stock. Funds to run it have been cut back, and also for the first time in its history, just as Bill took over, the bank declared its first deficit. 

			The question before the bank—and by extension, the United States government—is how to maintain what is generally regarded as a viable program under these conditions. To that end, the bank has come to an agreement with France, Germany, and Japan on the minimum rate of interest that will be charged by any of them. They are working, too, to develop more sophisticated methods for looking at the businesses that apply for the loans, hoping that by being increasingly selective they can eliminate all but those who could not otherwise sell their product.

			It would be impossible for me to enumerate all the heady, frustrating, thought-provoking, challenging experiences Bill has had in his work over the past year and a half. The grueling bank job is made easier by the fact that he inherited a fine, experienced staff, and brought with him his wonderful secretary from Palo Alto. He has an enormous office with a beautiful view of Lafayette Square, the White House, and the Potomac and Pentagon beyond. The office has two dining rooms, a bathroom, and a kitchen! As it was all equipped and furnished that first spring, when we arrived—and our little house in Georgetown was not, I was sorely tempted to move right in.

			Now to get down to telling you what my Washington life is like. On moving day, as I stood on the sidewalk directing movers in my beloved old shorts in a general and not altogether atypical state of disarray, a vision swept out of the house next door. Elegantly coiffed, costumed and shod, my beautiful neighbor Sigrid Spalding stopped to chat with me. At some point in our conversation, she invited me to have lunch with her and a few of her friends, in about an hour. Gesturing to the movers and my déshabillé, I declined, regretfully. At a later point in the same conversation, which ranged far and wide, my gracious neighbor invited me in to see her house. As we entered, my eyes fell upon an extremely complex seating chart on the front hall table. “What is this?” I exclaimed. “Oh,” Sigrid said, “that is the seating chart for the luncheon. You see, the wife of the Ambassador from Sweden sits next to the wife of the foreign minister from ... And so on and so forth.” I had two immediate reactions. One, which I voiced, was “what if I’d said yes to your luncheon invitation, Sigrid? How on earth would you have managed to squeeze me in protocol-wise and every other wise at the last minute?” To this she simply smiled diplomatically. My other reaction was—heavens! Am I supposed to know how to do this? I had known that this move was going to be an educational experience but until that moment I hadn’t realized how basic and detailed an education I would need.

			This encounter points out something about Georgetown that I don’t want to fail to mention. Georgetown is a little town within a town. People, like Sigrid, are neighborly, helpful, curious, and endlessly fascinating and varied as to age, occupation, and nationality. Perhaps as I’ve been living in the spread-out homogeneous suburbs, this has struck me more forcefully than it would a San Franciscan, but in any event, I continue to be amazed and delighted by the variety still apparent in ever-growing encounters with our neighbors.

			Perhaps some of you whose husbands are involved in big companies are accustomed to something else I found a little unsettling at first. Invitations, stacks of them, are sent to Bill’s office, addressed to the honorable W. H. Draper and Mrs. Draper. Such tribute to the office rather than the person makes one wonder at times if anyone will love you for yourself alone! At any rate, the role of “and his lovely wife” has never in my married life been so clearly spelled out. A feminist of the more strident variety might balk at such treatment. I, on the other hand, grateful for the chance to go where invited—no matter what the motive of the host—am guided, eager and cheerfully, through a round of events that at times make the Bay Area, even at the height of the Christmas madness, seem a trifle laid-back.

			More often than not, the invitations will be to receptions. Receptions for the most part are cocktail parties with receiving lines, and vary in size from the kind given for fewer than 100 people at a house, or a small club, or an embassy to large, very formal receptions such as the one that was given last year at the Corcoran art gallery for the king and queen of Spain. Receptions and dinners are usually given in honor of someone or to commemorate a certain holiday. I can remember one hot summer evening sampling exotic foods at the Cameroon embassy at a reception honoring their visiting foreign minister, and still another elegant gala celebrating the independence of Burundi. Needless to say, invitations like the latter two send one very quickly to the atlas. These receptions have the most impressive displays of food, laid out on table after table, often featuring the map of the country completely recreated in fruits and cheeses! Native dishes are offered alongside American stalwarts, and in many African embassies native costumes are worn and native music is played. To see the same people at two consecutive receptions is to fall on their necks with relieved recognition, for these parties are almost always full of people one has never seen before.

			Fortunately among the stacks are a number of really interesting dinner invitations. The dinner invitations that go to Bill’s office are always for official, black -tie events. In fact not a week goes by when we’re not climbing in and out of our formal dinner wear at least once or twice. I like these dinners, because although they’re preceded by a reception or cocktail time, that time is very short, and dinner is served promptly. I enjoy the dinners mostly because my dinner partners have turned out to be so fascinating, and one has a chance really to talk and listen then—ample chance, actually, as the dinners are often five-course affairs that unfold quite leisurely and are always delicious.

			Certain scenes from a few of these evenings stand out like vivid paintings against a background hazy and blurred by the intensity and speed of this life. The Spanish embassy one balmy summer night—flowers everywhere, colorful soft rugs and rich Goya paintings on the wall, an Alhambra courtyard garden, the fragile elegance of women’s summer gowns, erupting flashbulbs illuminating famous faces, all overlain with the geniality and charm of the Spanish Ambassador and heightened by my own amazement and pleasure at being there. Another evening, at the Alibi Club, a tiny, narrow old house downtown wedged between modern office buildings, a dinner for Howard Baker Joseph Hirschhorn—my dinner partner regaling me with what I suspect was an oft-told tale of his life—Latvian parents, weathering the crash of ‘29 with four million dollars in cash, how his Jewishness almost kept them from naming his gallery after him, and how, at 83, he was ready to die (this last all the more poignant and memorable as he indeed did die three weeks later), marveling all the while that such a small, rough, crude sort of man had amassed so much beauty for us to enjoy. Then, a culinary tour de force at the Italian embassy, a dessert brought flaming to the table, baked Alaska shaped like Mt. Vesuvius and gloriously aflame. A marine band playing show tunes in the front hall at a White House reception, with Mrs. Reagan trying vainly to speed her affable husband through the press of guests and onto the next event. A fairyland snow scene out a lovely picture window glimpsed through the profiles of Joseph Alsop and George Will arguing the administration’s Poland policy. The recreation of these images for you makes me grateful, because maybe I’ll stand a better chance of imprinting them permanently on my brain, to be recalled and relished during some lull in my future!

			I’ll have no difficulty, I’m very sure, reconstructing a couple of events, one which loomed large in everyone’s life, and the other which loomed large only to Bill and me. The momentous event—March 30, 1981—was the attempted assassination of President Reagan. I can well imagine that you are all reflecting on where you were when you heard the news, as most of us too remember effortlessly where we were when we heard the news about John Kennedy’s assassination or Franklin Roosevelt’s death. My experience on March 30th was eerie and even in a way historically significant. Bill was still working at the White House, which he did for two months before taking over the bank, and he had invited me and Polly, our daughter visiting from New York for a couple of days, to have lunch with him at the White House, and then we were going to poke around with him and see the Oval Office. As we arrived Bill introduced us to Mike Deaver, who was on his way out, but stopped nicely (and he is such a nice person) to hear from Bill about Polly’s latest play. We had a great lunch, served by the U.S. Navy, and the dining room bustled with importance, or at least Polly and I thought so. After lunch and our tour, Bill said goodbye to us and we hurried out in the rain to catch a taxi back to our hotel. (We had only recently bought a house in Georgetown, and were not to move in till mid-May.) At the first cross street, the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue and 17th Street, the light was green, but we were made to wait. Suddenly a siren, and the large black limousine of the President, a flag flying and two secret service men somehow perched against its back, turned not left on Pennsylvania toward the White House, but right—toward the George Washington Hospital. At the time, Polly and I both reflected on the kind of world that made these precautions necessary, not realizing that we had witnessed the crucial turn taken towards the immediate care that saved the President’s life. Of course we weren’t to realize this until quite a bit later. The phone was ringing when we arrived back at the hotel. It was Bill telling us to turn on the television set. And our first look at the shooting scene being replayed chilled us to the marrow, with Mike Deaver—whom we had seen not an hour before—ducking the bullet that appeared to have hit Mr. Reagan! The imposition of such a brutal nightmare upon our lovely treat of a day rocked us both badly. For the rest of the day, Bill telephoned us with bulletins from the White House that amplified, corroborated, and sometimes contradicted the news we were hearing on television. These calls attached us all the more closely to the event, compounding the tension we felt.

			If that was the low point, the other event in July of 1981 was the high point. This was Bill’s swearing-in ceremony. What I hadn’t known before coming to Washington was that all presidential appointees are sworn in, just as the President himself is on inauguration day. Well, I’d been to a few of these ceremonies when other friends had been sworn in, and I had enjoyed the experience, but somehow had not been able to separate this experience from the one I imagined I’d have when Bill was sworn in. As a consequence, I downplayed it, did not invite our children or other family to be there, and circled the day on my calendar with hardly a forward glance. I was touched beyond imagination by the whole thing. The ceremony took place on July 22, 1981 in the Roosevelt Room of the White House. Local friends and Bill’s stepmother, who lives in Washington, were there. George Bush administered the oath to Bill. It’s a beautiful room and everyone gathered round in a friendly semi-circle while George, Bill, and I (holding the bible) stood in front of them. As Bill repeated the solemn, patriotic oath, my hand holding the bible trembled, and I was all at once awed and emotional and very impressed with the seriousness of Bill’s commitment. Somehow, before this, I simply hadn’t focused on the public-spirited side of his job change. And afterwards, as the warmth of everyone’s congratulations to Bill washed over me, I was enormously proud. The comic relief came as his stepmother, a lifelong, very vocal Democrat, was charmed out of her mind by our Vice President, who insisted over her many protestations upon giving her a personally conducted tour of his office and the Oval Office. I overheard her say to him quietly afterwards “well, you know, I’ll vote for you, if you run for President.” If Bill’s father could only have been alive to hear that!

			These two events exemplify both what is best and worst in this Washington world. Although there is glory in the commitment, and satisfaction, and an occasional heady feeling that perhaps one can make his mark after all, there is unquestionably a dark side. It is well known that everyone there works stressful long hours in all kinds of weather; there is the dangerously escalating need for many government people to have protection against Libyan hit squads or a random assassin. At all times, the feeling of the immediacy and enormity of the world’s problems gnaws at the edges of even the nicest experiences. The realization that our leaders, when seen up close, are not gods but people like us is at once a reassuring discovery and an enormously disquieting one.

			Fireworks displays are exciting and beautiful, but I would just like to say in closing that even the grandest of fireworks can grow tiresome, and one is delighted, as they fade, to see again the soft velvet of an evening sky, the modest twinkle of a star. It’s good to be home.

		

	


	
		
			India

			I find myself once again riding in the wake of Bill’s latest adventure, and enjoying it thoroughly. This time he has managed to combine his interest in things international with his old venture capital skills. He has started a venture capital company that invests exclusively in Indian companies and Indian ideas. As a result, I have developed a whole new perspective on the Bay Area. Everywhere I go, it seems, I see Indians. They wait on me in restaurants. They catch my eye in the shopping center. Dressed in their lovely saris, and with whole families in tow, I see the Indian women, mothers and grandmothers, strolling across the Golden Gate Bridge. Their children are in my grandchildren’s classes at school, and on their soccer teams. They entertain me at lavish dinner parties, and I return the favor, paying careful attention to their dietary restrictions. I note with interest their color-coordinated forehead spots, no longer an application of red chalk, but a circle of shiny stick-on paper. I note with envy their cashmere stoles from Kashmir. I listen to their stories.

			What follows is the result of my renewed interest in India. Letting my interests guide me to the sources, here is a distillation of what I’ve learned over the past months, held together in great part by the strong current of my own enthusiasms.

			India is a very old civilization, with roots that can be traced back at least 4,000 years. United loosely by a colorful and fluid polytheistic religion called Hinduism, the various Aryan tribes were exploited frequently by invaders, whom they managed to more or less assimilate into their culture. Only two civilizations would become their subjugators. The first of these, the Muslims from the Middle East, began arriving as early as the 8th century, and brought with them a strikingly different worldview. Their religion was monotheistic and pervasively indoctrinated, in almost every way an antithesis to the Hindu faith. Over time, despite their relatively small numbers, they managed to start a dynasty of powerful Mogul leaders who ruled dictatorially for centuries. Their contributions to the Indian cultural landscape have been extraordinarily enduring on many fronts. Their incomparably beautiful artistic accomplishments in architecture and painting are known throughout the world. In the relative stability of Mogul reign, there was a flourishing of the arts to a degree that was compared to the Renaissance of Europe. It reached its peak in the mid-17th century at the time of the last powerful Mogul Emperor, Shah Jahan. The Taj Mahal, the monument he had built to his dead wife, is arguably the most beautiful building in the world. It is in their art that they managed to harmonize their symbols with their surroundings, in a magnificent merger that has never played out on the political, social, or religious fronts. Clashes that stem from the incompatibilities of the two religions still haunt India today. 

			The second power to dominate the country was Britain. As early as the 17th century, with a burgeoning enthusiasm for Indian textiles and spices back home, the East India Trading Company had established a presence in India. Toward the end of the century, Mogul rule was eroding in the face of a power shift to 500 or so despotic Hindu kingdoms, each of which was completely autonomous and headed by a prince who was the all-powerful ruler in his domain. Ornately bejeweled and lavishly gilded, their legendary excesses at the peak of their powers rivaled, and in many ways surpassed even those of the court of Louis XIV. As princely attentions became more and more circumscribed by their own borders, the East India Company began to fill more and more of the gaps, until finally, during the reign of Queen Victoria in the middle of the 19th century, England dissolved the company and directly assumed the administration of the country. 

			Queen Victoria pronounced India the “Jewel in the Crown” of all their colonies, and appointed a Viceroy to be the crown emissary. From this time on, until the end of the Raj, which was the name given to this period of British rule, the Viceroys were to govern India as unconditionally and with as much pomp as any emperor. Crisscrossing the country with railroads and setting up rules of laws and administrative systems, the British brought India into the Industrial Age. They created a large, disciplined army to solidify their control. They established an educational system which was to educate a minority of the Indian elite. As a result, a new kind of Indian emerged, one who spoke English as comfortably as his native tongue, who often studied abroad at Oxford or Cambridge, and who aspired to join the clubs, play the games (cricket had become a passion in India), and imitate the lifestyle of their rulers. Though the British never treated Indians as equals, there were notable exceptions. One such exception was the friendship between the last Viceroy of India, Lord Louis Mountbatten, his wife, Edwina, and the man who was to become the first Prime Minister of a free India, Jawaharlal Nehru.

			Early in this century the legendary Mohandas Gandhi was to show just how shallow lay the roots of “British-ness.” He tapped into the nationalist spirit and discontent of the great majority of the Indian lower classes in a powerful counter-crusade for independence and self-sufficiency. His philosophy of non-violence and his ascetic sincerity won him acclaim and followers all over the world. Martin Luther King and our Civil Rights movement were heavily influenced by Gandhi and his philosophy. By 1947, he had made enough converts among the powerful elite in his own country to become the deciding force in the struggle for independence. In time, Nehru, having been forced by Gandhi’s movement to look below the surface to see the privations among the majority of his fellow Indians, evolved into a radical champion for independence. Alarmed by the defections at such a high level, the British clapped Nehru and other like-minded elites in jail many times in the 1930s.

			By the 1940s the independence movement proved powerful enough to force the British to relinquish their sovereignty. Nehru, the soft-spoken aristocrat, was recognized as a champion of the movement and became a natural choice for the leadership of a free India.

			The counterpoint to Gandhi’s emphasis on equality and tolerance was the strident voice of Hindu versus Muslim, long a divisive issue but obscured by the power of British colonialism. The charter for independence drawn up in 1947 included the condition that India must be partitioned, creating the Muslim country of Pakistan. Gandhi objected strenuously to this, calling it the “evisceration of the motherland.” This separation affected the lives of millions of Indians, Muslims and Hindus alike, who scrambled to be enclosed within appropriate borders according to their religious beliefs. The partition triggered a bloodbath of horrendous proportions.

			Still, hopes were high when, at midnight on August 14, 1947, a jubilant India became an independent country and a democracy. It remained a member of the British Commonwealth; this was an acknowledgement of 200 or more years of cultural connection. At the midnight ceremony, India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, captured the exultant feelings of the crowd with rousing eloquence. “A moment comes,” he said, “which comes but rarely in history, when we step out from the old to the new, when an age ends, and when the soul of a country, long suppressed, finds utterance.”

			The past 50 years of India’s efforts to reform their country have been fraught with the growing pains of a fledging democracy. For 40 years of this unsettled period their leaders remained within the Congress party led by Nehru’s family. Indira Gandhi, Nehru’s daughter, succeeded him as the Prime Minister. Upon her assassination, her son, Rajiv Gandhi, became Prime Minister. In 1991, Rajiv too was assassinated. Since that time, in almost dizzying succession, the leadership has changed hands many times.

			Population growth is an enormous problem for the country. Over the past 50 years the population has tripled, and is today between 970 million and 980 million. This, in a country roughly one-third the geographical size of the U.S., presents an ever-increasing burden on their resources. It is estimated that there is at least 48 percent illiteracy and 350 million people live below the poverty level, many of them living in the countryside as they did two centuries ago. Other people have fled to what they see as a better life in urban areas, straining the capacities of the cities.

			Although the predominant religion is Hindu (82 percent of Indians are Hindu), the bulk of the remaining 18 percent are Muslims (100 million). There are also 20 million Christians, 18 million Sikhs, and several million Parsis, Buddhists, and Jains. Though the constitution calls for freedom of religion, there are major stresses, particularly between the Muslims and Hindus. The partition of India and the newly created Pakistan in 1947 caused the massacre of one million Indians. The bad blood between the Muslims of Pakistan and the Hindus in India still simmers, and occasionally erupts. In India itself, extremists from various religious factions were responsible for the assassination of both Indira Gandhi and, later, her son, Rajiv, whose death in 1991 marked an end to the Nehru family dynasty.

			Cold War politics have been another major deterrent to the cohesion of the new, free India. Nehru’s position with respect to the superpower struggle around the world proved to be a very difficult one to maintain. In an attempt to remain neutral, he led a handful of other countries in a non-aligned stance, but as he was a socialist he was perceived to be far more friendly to the USSR than to the U.S. As a result, the USSR became the patron; the U.S. became the adversary. In a predictable countermove, the U.S. championed the Islamic dictatorship of Pakistan to maintain the balance. The wear and tear of global rivalry and the concentration on weapon building, in the case of both India and Pakistan, drained off resources that might otherwise have gone toward the strengthening of the new democracy. The socialist model adopted by the Indians resulted in the deterioration of the country’s infrastructure, negating one of the positive contributions of the British Raj as government buildings, power plants, roads, schools, and hospitals fell into disrepair.

			To build a democracy out of a mixture of cultures remains a daunting task. India’s constitution, ratified in 1950, called for the country to be made up of 25 states. This was a way of dissolving the many mini-kingdoms of the Maharajahs, as well as imposing some order onto the fractured landscape. But India’s many languages undermined this unification. Although the official language is Hindi, there are 17 other languages also approved by the constitution, each with its own grammatical structure and script, as well as an estimated six other unofficial yet established languages. Some 27,000 unofficially condoned dialects are actively spoken among the 650,000 villages. To unite a country so linguistically divided has presented an enormous challenge.

			Another divisive force in the country is one of its most intransigent cultural givens; the caste system. Although declared illegal in the constitution, this rigid hierarchy is an institution that goes back thousands of years. It still remains the central form of social and economic life in the countryside, as entrenched as it has always been. Castes, originally demarcated by a person’s occupation, determine life in most areas—in work, marriage, position in the community—for generations. On the one hand, the caste system is a way of imposing some order on India’s citizens. However, such a system flies in the face of democratic principles and further complicates efforts to unify. 

			The 1990s have seen a major change in India’s direction. Some have even called it a revolution. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the assassination of Rajiv Gandhi precipitated a new economic orientation. Under the six-year leadership of Prime Minister Narsimla Rao, India became one of the ten largest emerging markets in the world. A rapidly growing business class has churned up countless opportunities. The middle caste or middle class of society, called the Bania, today boasts as many members as makes up the population of the United States. The elite of this fast-growing class have challenged the Birlas and Tatas, the family business giants (roughly the equivalent of the Rockefellers and DuPonts in our country), who had managed, even through socialist times, to control most of the industries in India. The richest of the new breed of Banias have become the new Maharajahs of India, living opulent lifestyles in elegant new palaces around the country.

			Many American companies have leapt into the emerging Indian market. The Coca-Cola Company, which had been forced out during the socialist years of Indira Gandhi, is back now. Kentucky Fried Chicken is there, and also McDonalds, which in its wisdom has invented the Maharajah Burger—made with chopped mutton instead of beef in this land of the sacred cow. Many companies that had not sufficiently done their cultural homework found themselves stymied by the customs of the Indian people. Indians have not readily embraced such things as breakfast cereal, and are not accustomed to fast food in general. Nevertheless, the rewards have been great enough that some have taken today to referring to India as the jewel in the American crown. The Indian economy has reached such a degree of sophistication that the country boasts its own electronic community. Referred to as India’s Silicon Valley, its epicenter is the fast-growing city of Bangalore, with a population numbering several million people. Bill’s company has an office there. With the leverage of a U.S. government grant, the funds of Draper International can only be invested in Indian companies, either in America or in India. In a recent Indian magazine article about the company, in which Bill was interviewed, he said, “Our decision to come to India with venture capital was based on the fact that India was a growing market, it was the second largest software exporter, it was a democracy, had contracts based on western law, a good legal system, and the government reforms made sense.” Although he doesn’t say it in the article, another major advantage is that English is widely spoken. Despite all this, he has found the undertaking to be a tremendous challenge. But he likes challenges.

			In August 1997, India began a one-year celebration of its 50 years of independence, causing much retrospective assessment on all fronts. This has generated a rich supply of magazine and newspaper articles in our country, which have dealt with everything from the least consequential facts to the most pressing problems of the country today. In the former category, I can’t resist mentioning the article I came upon concerning a certain men’s club in Bombay whose sole purpose is to laugh. Once a week men come together to act as each other’s laughter catalysts in a mutually therapeutic exercise. Other articles have described such cultural events as the appearance of numerous exhibits of ancient Indian art currently touring the U.S. At the other end of the aesthetic scale, there is the fast-growing infiltration of lowbrow Indian culture into the American scene, which is not one-sided. While Indians are taking to American fast food, rock music, and soap operas, we are succumbing to Bollywood, the decidedly B-grade Hollywood-type movies from Bombay, which have always been popular in India. The art of body painting and the habit of piercing the nose are sweeping the young hip American scene to mixed reviews from their elders.

			This trend, called variously Indo-Mania and Indo-Chic, is really just the updated version of our fascination for all things Indian, which have had several resurgences in my lifetime. In its first wave, during my childhood it was the India of Rudyard Kipling that attracted. This India was the land of exotic tigers and snake charmers, full of marvels and fairytale kingdoms. It was followed by the counter-culture era of the 1960s, a time when some of us absorbed the imported icons of Gandhi-style living, while others sported Nehru jackets and found infinite uses for Indian bedspreads. We followed the teachings of Buddhist monks, Hindu Swamis, or gurus. The 1980s brought back the Raj period, which we enjoyed through the eyes of the writer Paul Scott, and in the television series based on his novel called Jewel in the Crown. The Lapierre and Collins book Freedom at Midnight recreated the separation and the struggles for independence in equally compelling fashion.

			Today one of India’s richest gifts to western culture has been through the works of many Indian writers writing in English. Salman Rushdie is the most famous of Indian writers, not only because of the threat on his life in the form of an Islamic Fatwa, but because of his singular, extraordinary talent as a novelist. He heads the long list of writers who have crossed boundaries to become increasingly widely read here in the U.S. (as I write this, Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things is at the top of the New York Times Best Seller List).

			Rushdie himself has compiled an anthology called Mirrorwork, in which he has included short stories and some chapters from novels. They represent the Indian authors he feels are the most important to have emerged in the past 50 years. In his introduction, he explains his choice of Indian writers who write in English rather than in their native tongue, by stating that to his mind these are the best writings that have come out of the country. For those who would argue that they are not really Indian writings, he explains that in the 200 years of British rule, the English language had been absorbed into the culture as much as Urdu, his native language, and even though these two are the languages of invaders and have no ancient regional Indian base, they are a part of Indian culture, nonetheless. He has included the work of 32 writers in the anthology, all of which have a unique voice and style and universal themes that reach across cultural boundaries. 

			I have been accumulating my own anthology of Indian novelists, as one-by-one their books have appeared on shelves at local bookstores, or had positive reviews in my own particular bible, the New York Times Book Review. I was intrigued to find many of ‘my’ discoveries among the writers championed by Salman Rushdie. I will choose just a few of the most recent books to describe for you, and recommend. The Booker Prize, the English-speaking world’s most prestigious literary award, was won this year (1997) by Arundhati Roy, a new talent, whose narrative style in its fantastic meanderings resembles the master Rushdie himself. However, she manages to weave her own magic in a tale of the life of twins beset by adversity, separation, and enemies and villains of all stripes. The mix of religions, cultures, and classes is all part of the background of this rather confusing saga, but it casts its spell nonetheless.

			One of the books short-listed for the Booker Prize in 1997, A Fine Balance, was by another Indian novelist, Rohinton Mistry. It captures the milieu of Indian lower classes to an almost painful degree. The time period is between 1947 and 1975, and the protagonists are four unlikely characters thrown together by circumstance, whose battle for survival is the novel’s focus. The people we meet are beggars, tailors, starving students, cripples, and crooks; all are possessed of a strength of spirit and resilience that closely resembles heroism. A view into the poverty and privations by way of personalizing a few of the otherwise faceless mob of beggars and downtrodden is infinitely more heart wrenching than mere descriptions of poverty or the recitation of numbers.

			By far my favorite of the recent Indian novels is A Suitable Boy, by Vikram Seth. Once again the background is post-independence India. The several Indian families involved in the story represent the chasms of differences and prejudice that have surfaced in a country no longer held together by British rule.

			A suitable boy is sought by a respectable Hindu widow as a husband for her marriageable daughter. As we traverse the landscape of urban India with the widow on her search, we are introduced to the customs, prejudices, pretenses, and pastimes of a motley mix of middle-class families, both Hindu and Muslim, intellectual and materialistic, foolish and wise. Meanwhile, a Romeo and Juliet romance is surfacing between the daughter and a boy who is totally unacceptable, solely because he is Muslim. It is a serious problem and very real in India today. The book is also full of wit, and evokes the 19th-century English novels of Jane Austen as it skewers pretension and prejudice wherever they appear.

			I also chose, in researching this branch of my India armchair travel, to read Salman Rushdie’s much-honored novel Midnight’s Children, which is a dense, intricate, fanciful, satirical, funny novel wound loosely around the time of India’s separation and independence. Midnight’s children are the many children who were born at the stroke of midnight, just as the country was born, and we follow them in a series of picaresque adventures that are more entertaining in their diversionary literary gymnastics than useful for the plot. But the plot isn’t all that necessary. It’s merely a rack to hang all the flourishes and furbelows of an imagination that has created a work in many ways as intricate and artistically satisfying as the Taj Mahal. But Rushdie has a great deal to say about his country and about human nature in general. As he describes the years of post-independence, he takes swipes at Christians, Hindus, Muslims, prejudices, totalitarianism, and pretensions of all kinds. It’s a wonder that the militant Muslims let this book go by, as the Muslim author took swipes at his own as well as all other religions in an evenhanded, freewheeling series of diatribes, often amusing, but never without a moral tone and serious message. In reading this book, I realized why this man is considered by most Indians—indeed by much of the world—as the best writer to have come out of India in our time.

			I can’t resist adding my reminiscences of two trips to India I made with Bill in the 1980s. I don’t know exactly what advance preparation one can make to mitigate the shock that is bound to hit any American as he travels to India for the first time. Certainly I should have been prepared, having by that time traveled extensively to many other third world countries. And, besides, I had lived in New York City, surely our most confusing, multi-racial, economically diverse city. But none of it helped.

			My introduction to India came at 3:00 one morning, in late January. Stepping out into the cool darkness of a Delhi night, en route to our ground transportation, I caught a glimpse of what appeared to be bundles of dirty rags, strewn around the airport exit. In the dim light, and in my fuzzy state from a long flight, I didn’t realize until I was almost upon them that they were clothes with people in them, dozens of people. Most of them were asleep, but some were raised on their elbows, staring at us, motionless and silent. The memory of this moment reappears to me in all its eeriness and poignancy almost whenever I think of India.

			Upon our arrival at the hotel, while Bill was checking us in, my eye swept the empty, lovely lobby taking in the Indian-ness of its decor (I remember a great deal of brilliant color and polished brass). Then I rested my eyes on the perfectly beautiful mosaic on the lobby floor. Upon closer inspection, I saw that the entire design, which resembled an intricate and delicate Mandala, was made completely out of fresh flower petals. How did such loveliness square with the airport scene? How does one accommodate such chasms of contrasts all the time?

			On subsequent days in Delhi, this sort of jolting contrast was repeated time and again. The architecture of the old Delhi, medieval and stark, versus the Raj style of New Delhi, very 19th-century monumental and formal, were the least of the disparities. We happened to be in Delhi on their Republic Day. A huge parade took place in a giant stadium, with floats from each of the 25 republics made to represent their principal crop, costume, food, or other characteristic. Indira Gandhi, waving from an open car, started off the parade to a tumult of cheers from hundreds of thousands of spectators. The contrast here, which was jarring in the extreme, was the interlacing of Russian tanks among the colorful floats, while Russian planes flew in formation overhead. It was as if some army friendly to the U.S. was showing off its stuff on the 4th of July.

			But the contrast that shakes one to the marrow is of course the chasm of difference between the haves and have-nots, widening before your eyes around every corner. In every city (at least in the three I saw—Delhi, Bombay, and Calcutta), the poorest live below any level I could have imagined. On the fringes of the fanciest hotels were children washing themselves in muddy gutters or lying in them, beggars by the hordes in every sort of distress, all looking half-starved and painfully sad. It may just be their sheer numbers, but I have never experienced quite the same horror, even in the poorest favela of Rio or the most desperate slums of Haiti. Try as one might, it’s very difficult to call to mind the palaces of the Maharajahs or the intense color and beauty of the Hindu paintings when faced with such degradation.

			We were, of course, traveling with the top—with rich captains of industry, producers of movies, government leaders, and ambassadors, but from that visit, what lingers most in my memory ten years later was a terrible feeling that these people were skimming along on a surface which was growing precariously thin.

			As I write this, it is December 1997. The news from India is that the fifth government in fifteen months has fallen, and there is much uncertainty, both in India and the rest of the world about what will happen in February when elections are again to be held. That uncertainty creeps up to our own doorstep as Bill ponders the fate of his fledgling company in light of the unsettled climate in India, and the precariousness of the economic situation all over Asia.

			I think back to 1492 and the voyage of Columbus, who stumbled upon our continent searching for the riches of India. In one of history’s more striking parallels, we find ourselves today on a voyage to India for a similar purpose. The riches may be different in kind but they still beckon.

			We are only at the beginning of this new relationship with India. As we head into the 21st century, I would like to think that our association will not only be mutually beneficial financially, but rewarding politically as well. I hope that our democracy will be able to help this, the largest democracy in the world, realize the promises of its constitution and the dreams of its people.

			From a personal standpoint, as my connection by marriage to things Indian looks to be an ongoing one, I will no doubt continue my armchair and person-to-person relationship with India. My nose will follow the next headline, the next novel, the next new Indian export, with ever-increasing fascination. I look forward to it. 

		

	


	
		
			Five Days In India 

			Anyone who has grown up with Rudyard Kipling and Rumer Godden has to be permanently smitten by the romance of India. The bejeweled Maharajahs, elephants and tigers, polo matches and fan-cooled villas are images that tumble through our imaginations in colorful profusion at the slightest whiff of a curry. It’s difficult, nevertheless, for us who are thus predisposed, to refute the realities of today’s India, which come to us in waves of depressing statistics and student political pronouncements; through poignant photographs of malnourished children and leprous beggars; and through endless accounts of fetid air and disease-ridden rivers.

			We arrived in Delhi at 1 a.m. in the morning during the last week in January. Although even from the outset I had been eager to go to India, I had also embarked, for some weeks ahead, on a pleasurable reading campaign to try to update the stereotypes. Freedom at Midnight, by Dominique Lapierre and Larry Collins, came first. The book traces the events leading up to, and immediately following, the separation of India and Pakistan, and describes India’s final emergence as an independent nation. The reader follows the Byzantine process of separation with Lord Mountbatten, the last of India’s British viceroys, who presided over the negotiations. This version of India’s history casts Mountbatten in a heroic role as the prime architect of a partition as arbitrary geographically as that which divided Berlin, and much trickier, because it not only separated brother from brother but also the Hindu from his Muslim neighbor. The new Hindu India divested itself of most of its Muslims, who populated the country of Pakistan. Ghandi and Nehru emerged as major heroic figures, if secondary ones. The future leader of Pakistan, Jinnah, was portrayed as an intractable, opinionated, sick old man, and a great stumbling block to the hasty negotiations preceding the separation. We happened to be at dinner in the Pakistani embassy during my reading of the book, and upon seeing a portrait of Jinnah in the living room I was prompted to ask the Ambassador whether he had read Freedom at Night. He had, of course, and felt it was an extremely biased view of events, implying that Pakistanis would write quite another version. He bemoaned the fact that the book had been so widely accepted as history in America. Presumably the Pakistani version would deal with the inequities of the partition and would cast the founder of Pakistan in the starring role. Then again the movie Gandhi presents us with a still different perspective. Both, I suspect, have their elements of truth.

			After Freedom at Midnight, I plunged into a series of books by British novelist Paul Scott. These books were recommended to me by a man newly arrived from India, and now attached to the British Embassy in Washington. The first four in the series are known together as The Raj Quartet, and I managed to finish the first of those, The Jewel in the Crown, before our trip, as well as Scott’s latest book, an addendum to the series called Staying On. By reading these two books, I bracketed a timespan of roughly 20 years. The setting for The Jewel in the Crown is the early 1940s, as India, under Gandhi’s leadership, seeks long promised independence and Japanese troops threaten to invade the country. Indians are being called upon to serve in the British forces. Against this background, the author personalizes the British-Indian conflict through two main characters: a British girl, recently arrived in India and beguiled by its charms, and an Indian boy who—having spent most of his life in England—returns home too “English” to be comfortable in his own country. Their relationship and its tragic, inevitable end reflect the fragility and ambivalence of the country as a whole and anticipate the bloodshed and horror that is to come with India’s independence. Like the young couple in his earlier book, an elderly army officer and his wife in Scott’s novel Staying On, are stranded between two worlds; their ties to England have been all but completely severed over the years, so they decided to stay in India after the separation, but they now must face a new India where their role is at best uncertain. In one particularly memorable scene these two, now quite old, are dining at what had been, before independence, an all-British club. They gaze disdainfully at what appear to them to be a very middle-class, down-at-the-heels group of Indian members who populate the room. The Indians, for their part, feel awkward with the British couple and assumed a hearty British-style jocularity with them in a vain attempt to bridge the gap. This same pattern is repeated throughout the story with poignant regularity as mutual efforts to coexist under the new ground rules are thwarted time and time again by cultural differences far deeper than skin.

			Through Paul Scott’s eyes we see Indians and Englishmen as two long-time adversaries, caught in a desperately agonizing period in history. Two Indian authors, Anita Desai and Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, take a far deeper look into their own culture during this post-separation period to explore the tensions that arise from within, between Muslim and Hindu, between caste and caste, and, exacerbating an already disintegrating situation, the tensions between Indians and Englishmen. I cannot recommend highly enough the novels Clearlight of Day, by Anita Desai, and Esmond In India by Ruth Prawer Jhabvala. Both books are concerned with upper-class Indian families torn apart by the external political, religious, and social forces unleashed at India’s independence. Vivid pictures spring from the books’ pages—of Indian houses with eclectic mixtures of English Hepplewhite chairs and Indian hammocks, and sari-clad mistresses with hair carefully oiled and spots in place, off to tea with friends in their British cars. The prime focus is on the children of these families. Alienated from the earlier Anglo-Indian traditions of their parents, they try to find their way in the new India with no clear blueprint to follow. In both books this theme is dealt with great sensitivity and insight.

			I had read all this before leaving home, and if it didn’t necessarily flood back in factual form at 1 a.m. that January morning, at least it dramatically heightened my sense of excitement. My first glimpse of India was of an open balcony within the airport, lined in a most uniform fashion with dozens of brown men all wearing white turbans and yelling their greetings to friends pouring off the airplane. Swirling around us everywhere were hundreds of people, an amazing number for that time in the morning, and a telling prelude for what was to come.

			Our next five days were to be filled with a firsthand exposure to India today. We absorbed the sites, facts, and statistics, and gained a healthy respect for dietary caution from travel books. We marveled at the Taj Mahal, particularly reveling in the view of it from the Agra Fort which lies up the Yamuna River, and in the green parakeets flying about it, and the monkeys eying us warily from perches they shared with their young. It’s a mirage-like experience to find this elegant Mogul remnant rising out of the scrubby wilderness of today’s Agra. Sophisticated reminders of the Islamic and Mogul periods in India’s history such as the Taj, the Agra Fort and the Qutub Minor and Mosque in Delhi are eloquent tributes to the richness of its more distant past, just as the Parliament buildings and Rashrapati Bhavan, the presidential Palace in Delhi, are of its more recent British one. The American ambassador’s residence, with its lacy marble walls and Western floor plan designed by Edward Durell Stone (and looking like a miniature Stanford Hospital) are a happy melding of all of these aspects in Indian culture, and many other residences in New Delhi reflect the same harmonious conjunction of the Oriental and the European, the delicate and the solid.

			Since its separation from Pakistan, India is 85 percent Hindu, and one cannot for long lose sight of this fact, as representations of their three major deities Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva are everywhere. They dance along walls in large murals, confront us in bronze statue form in parks, or are carved in repetitive patterns into woodwork or printed or drawn in brilliant colors onto silk. They are energetic and fanciful, and they decorate the Indian landscape with a naïve, alien quality that has great charm.

			All of this and more was highlighted at the Republic Day Parade on January 28. This day marks the signing of India’s constitution, the equivalent of our Fourth of July. I know that not all of India’s 650 million people were there, but most of them were. The parade grounds were the giant Rajpath, the Champs Elysees of Delhi, which connects the President’s Palace with Parliament. And for two hours we were treated to the most fascinating panorama of Indian life past and present that one could imagine. From old India, we had bejeweled elephants, ridden by turbanned boys with parasols; we had the Camel Corps, consisting of an entire company of soldiers riding on neat rows of look-alike camels. There were Middle Eastern dancers, fierce-looking Sikh soldiers, a labyrinth of colorful floats representing each state in India, made up as expertly and with as many flowers as those of our Rose Bowl parade. There were troops and troops of soldiers dressed in British-Indian uniforms, functional but with surprising splashes of color and varieties of headdress; living mementos of Kipling-esque history.

			To bring us back to the present reality, there was a most formidable display of weaponry, with which I assume the Russian ambassador and his party sitting in front of us were more familiar than we. Throughout the parade one helicopter flew overhead, a modern-day elephant, complete with dangling forelegs, a trunk, and two floppy years, like Dumbo. And of course Mrs. Gandhi and other political leaders drove by slowly in open cars. The two hours passed all too quickly, and we hated to see the last of dancing children disappear down the road.

			The travel-book-level portion of our trip also included our Delhi hotel, the Maurya Sheraton. Its name conjures up its many contradictions. From our window, we looked over bamboo scaffolding and a workforce that could have been in place during fourth-century Mauryan times in India, and beyond the scaffolding (which is mounted to build an addition to the hotel) were women, washing their clothes in a well and spreading them on the dusty reddish dirt to dry. Within the hotel, except for the lovely elephant murals, and unusual flower textile patterns decorating mirrored tables in the lobby, it was Sheraton all the way—modern, efficient, comfortable, and familiar. It never ceases to amaze me the contrasts that developing countries like India live with every day. Our own differences, huge as they seem, can’t compare with those that span the centuries as well as the dollars in the Third World.

			The overwhelming and most unforgettable aspect of our time in India had to do with its people, as seen on the streets, in the markets, in thrown-together country shacks reeking with the smell of cow dung fires; commuting 20 miles to work on bicycles; riding elephants and donkeys along the road; lying across, under, and among their vegetable carts; leading its sacred, deformed cattle through streets cluttered with other people and cows and debris and cars and countless other vehicles; squatting along roadsides; tottering under heavy loads of everything from cow dung paddies to souvenir trinkets. People dressed in rags, in finest silk saris, in elegant Western dress, in bizarre combinations of all of the above. Set against a sepia background of reddish dirt and sandstone buildings and pungent murky air, they form as unforgettable a tableau in my memory as any one monument or historic marvel. Delhi and Bombay are filled to overflowing with the hordes still flocking in from the countryside. One is struck, as happens in visits to similarly “developing” countries, with the jumbled discombobulation of it all. Even New York, for all its overcrowding and traffic glut, in comparison appears to be a well-oiled and smoothly functioning machine.

			It was the people who we were lucky enough to meet, however, who provided the final ingredient to our stay, transforming it from the commonplace into the incomparable. In the more or less casual or accidental category of encounter were our Delhi driver, a self-appointed tour guide who not only described the historical significance of the Red Fort, the impossibility of Old Delhi Streets, and the flavors of some particularly fascinating looking fruits, but also described to us in great detail the origins and sacred tenets of the Christian Church, which, emerging from a thoroughly Hindu mind, sounded very quaint and only remotely familiar. Our guide at the Taj Mahal, an old toothless man who sing-songed his way through the romantic origins of the Mausoleum as if he were announcing the stops at railway stations, bristling resentfully at all questions asked him and referring to his “black skin” in a way that implied our prejudice against it. Fortunately the Taj can stand on its own from a purely visual point of view as our guides high point had to do with shining his flashlight in to the surface of the Mumtaz Mahal’s tomb to demonstrate how it became “transilluminated.” Then there was my distinguished dinner partner at a sumptuous feast given for us (with food labeled for the vegetarians and non-vegetarians) who described to me the exodus of the Coca-Cola Company from India (he had been the president), and the emergence of the Champa Cola Company (which he now heads), whose logo, bottle shape, and taste are as close as one can get to the real thing, and whose success has been fantastic. Through encounters such as these I collected snatches of insights into the Indian’s perception of us in the Western world, all of them slightly skewed—like reflections in a faulty mirror—but in all cases interesting to note.

			We met many fascinating people at the parties given for us. The women I found to be particularly interesting, as their quiet manner and traditional dress belied their worldliness and accomplishments. Two of our dinner party hostesses were elegantly dressed in brilliantly colored, gold-embroidered saris. Both wore jewels which I’m sure were straight from Maharajahs’ treasure troves; exotic, highly unusual, and in great quantity. These women had been to the United States and to Europe many times and were wives of urbane, westernized executive-husbands. But to my astonishment both were fasting at their own dinner parties! One explained that her family had a “Brahmin” visiting for six days whose mission it was to rekindle religious sensibilities by retelling tales from religious stories to the family, for at least six hours every day. I guess this compares to our religious retreats. While the Brahmin or Priest is in residence, members of the family are to eat only with him, and therefore, as our hostess was entertaining us at a hotel, and the Brahmin was at her home, she was unable to eat. Our other hostess was fasting to honor someone, which, she said matter-of-factly, she does at least once every week. Finding cultural differences such as these amidst all the worldly sameness is like coming upon the prize in a box of Crackerjacks. I enjoy it enormously. The elegant women I met at these parties wore color-coordinated spots on their forehands, not painted, but stick-ons made of shiny paper. I noticed however that the village women, as well as many on the streets in the cities, still paint their red spots on, and some paint the parts in their hair red as well. It was explained to me that traditionally only married Hindu women wore the spots but that today among the more sophisticated it’s a fashion more than a tradition and both unmarried and married women wear them simply as beauty marks. 

			I went to a luncheon in Bombay, given at a former British club begun by a Lord Willingdon, whose distinguished portrait hangs on the wall in the front hall. It is said that Willingdon started the club in protest against his former club’s rules barring Indians from admittance. My hostess at lunch was an Indian woman whose husband was in college with mine, and whose son and daughter-in-law are living in Escondido Village at Stanford. Sitting amidst all the sari-clad beautiful women in the very British fan-cooled dining room, while overlooking a very British rose garden, I felt part of a Paul Scott novel, but after listening as one after the other described to me the high-powered job she held, I realized I had been completely misled by the exterior props. One woman was editor of Bombay Magazine, a weekly just like our city magazines; one was a politician; and one a movie producer. 

			I learned from the producer that 400 movies are made every week in India, and that although they are very bad movies, the people in the villages are addicted to them. Their movie stars apparently have a fantastic following like ours did in the Golden Era of Hollywood, and one actor had just won a surprise election in his state. These women were anything but the soft-spoken mothers of my novels, I soon realized.

			The women assured me that caste consciousness no longer existed in the cities, although one commented that “Brahmins will be quick to tell you right away that caste is unimportant, while in the same breath telling you that they are Brahmins,” and all agreed with her. Experience by experience I was modifying and shifting some of my stereotypes, although the most one can hope for from such a brief encounter with a country is that one comes closer to fitting another piece into the gigantic puzzle of life by brushing however fleetingly against its diversities. Though the stereotypes have shifted, they’re still stereotypes, based on a little firsthand experience at least and I share them with you for what they’re worth. 

			India is plagued by more than her share of the ills of Third World societies, yet there is dynamism and hope. The cross-pollination of East and West that created the India we know today seems to be working into a fascinating realignment. I can think of no better way to describe what I mean than to describe one very special event of our stay that took place on our first day in India. We had been invited to have luncheon with the Birla family. The Birlas, as you may already know, are a very old Indian family, descendents of the old Marwaris caste who together with the Rajputs, or warriors, were the chief architects of their land. Today the Birla family is one of the most powerful industrial families in the country, and controls an empire that roughly corresponds to General Motors, Alcoa, and DuPont, all rolled into one. For centuries the Marwaris lived like kings in large, elaborately decorated mansions in the State of Rajasthan. Today these mansions are a major tourist attraction. The Birla family, with other Marwaris, trace their history back to well before the British era. Their patriarch today is Mr. G. D. Birla who was our host at the luncheon. A very handsome young old man of 89, he is a vegetarian, walks four miles every day, and still manages the family interests, which stretch far beyond the Indian borders. His son, who also was at the luncheon with his wife, manages one of their far-flung operations in Bangkok. Mr. Birla was dressed like a proper Englishman in a dark suit, and spoke English with only a hint of an Indian accent. His house in New Delhi to which we were invited is his city residence, though he still lives in Rajasthan much of the time. It is quite modern, built only 11 years ago in the British colonial style. Mr. Birla explained that he built it after the government took over his other house, which was made famous because Gandhi was assassinated there. That Birla house is now a sacred national landmark and houses the Gandhi Museum.

			Mr. Birla was a great friend of Gandhi’s and reminisced with us about him over our luncheon. Unlike most Indians with whom we talked, he was not at all persuaded that Ben Kingsley looked and acted like the real thing in the movie Gandhi, which had just opened in Delhi. Talking to him was like touching history, both Indian and American as well, as he had been friends with many of our corporate giants and government officials for years. I was struck by his manner, which seemed to be such a thorough blend of East and West that it was difficult to tell where one stopped and the other began. The furnishings of the house were a subtle mixture of styles, at once both familiar and unfamiliar. For instance, I remember there was an ancestral portrait in the dining room. We often have ancestral portraits in our dining rooms, but they do not wear turbans, and furthermore this ancestor was decorated by a lei of dried flowers, as he was an especially honored ancestor. 

			Even the meal, which consisted of hot and spicy curries, cauliflower soup, and bread pudding, was a remarkably congenial, if eclectic, combination of tastes and it slid down the stomach in an eminently harmonious way. Although the past insinuated itself into both conversation and décor, I felt also the vigor of the present and our hosts’ optimism for the future. Could it really be possible, I wondered, that this represented India’s new chapter, that these people were proof that a successful melding can take place, at least at the top? Surely I had seen at a number of times during my stay. It seemed to me that each cultural characteristic was the better for the other’s influence, that harmony was attainable after all. I’m not so naïve as to believe that the millions of India’s destitute have an easy road ahead nor perhaps is the blueprint in its final form for the young people to build on with great assurance. But perhaps the Mr. Birlas of today’s India hold a glimmer of hope for its future. The new synergy of East and West so lacking in the past might provide the necessary energy to propel India forward to a brighter future. As the Taj Mahal rises out of the scrubby desert to join us to India’s golden past, so might the leaders of today’s India serve as living links to a more promising future. I devotedly hope so. In the meantime, I plan to read some more of Paul Scott, and paste my photographs in the album, and perhaps have curry for dinner. 

		

	


	
		
			Inverness

			For some reason, probably having to do with its early settlers from Berkeley academe, Inverness never bought into the super-competitive culture; in fact, it has maintained a personality that tilts in the exact opposite direction. Except for a sailing program at the yacht club, which is relaxed almost to the point of extinction, and a tennis club consisting of one court and lifetime family memberships for $100, there is really nothing in the atmosphere that suggests, let alone encourages, the pitting of me against you. Instead, from the first moments of one’s arrival in the little community, a process of paring down begins to take place. Layers of shoulds and musts, which tend to ensnare us all in time-consuming activities, appear to be peeling away, and what is left is a guilt-free stretch of time to do whatever you want to do. 

			This atmosphere is, for children, a vital antidote to the endless structured rounds of lessons, both inside and out of the classroom, which together with homework and an occasional birthday party fill their waking hours to the max, and allow almost no time for serendipitous or spontaneous adventure; the unplanned day. Their parents, too, caught up in their striving year, feel the relentless pull up and up of the competitive drive to want bigger and better everything, and they also benefit from a time out that a place such as Inverness provides. 

			I’m growing now to appreciate the benefits of this atmosphere to the old folks as well. Many of them in fact, former summer or weekend people, have decided to retire there. Programmed throughout their lives to perform and be productive, they need an atmosphere in which they too benefit; the habits that drive them in the working world are no longer relevant here, in the easy sway of lazy days in Inverness. 

			Surrounded as it is by the guaranteed-into-perpetuity raw beauty of seashore lands, Inverness stands a better-than-good chance of being the antidote to an ever accelerating, rapidly changing life outside its confines. I wish this refuge for my grandchildren. 

		

	


	
		
			Understanding Islam

			Travels in the Muslim World

			How I wish I had learned something about the Muslim world before I had occasion to travel in Islamic countries. All I knew before my trips with Bill for the UNDP was cursory at best. I had been to Morocco, and had heard the eerie and exotic sounds of the call for worship early in the morning. I had also seen prayer rugs, and people praying on them. On the hills, there were old women and men riding on donkeys, wearing long black or white robes, and looking like actors in scenes from Biblical movies. It felt very strange to be passing through in all of our western-ness and modernity, side by side with the donkey riders who seemed to move in their own world, almost oblivious to us. 

			While living in New York, I was able to see a magnificent Islamic art exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum. It was a window into the ancient roots of a culture that stretched back to well before the Middle Ages, and in the sophistication of its art, it in no way resembled the ancient mountain scenes of my Moroccan trip. But what was most educational of all was a map of the world hanging at the entrance to the show. On it were the Islamic countries and the Christian ones, both color-coded. To my complete surprise, the Islamic countries, colored in bright red, took up most of the map. 

			A few years later, we began our travels to several Muslim countries. These included Sudan, Yemen, and Saudi Arabia. Some of the worst trouble spots in the world today were in a bad way then as well. Sudan was a powder keg when we visited, with ominous signs of an approaching war. In the early 20th century Sudan was arbitrarily shaped by the British colonials to include both Arab and black cultures in a country they called the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. The foreign minister, himself a Muslim, explained to us that the Muslims of the north were working to gather all the southern tribes into their fold, but the tribes were resisting. He further explained that his government was insisting on a strict interpretation of the Sharia, the Islamic law code. The southerners—mostly black, mostly Christians, and animists—were against this harsh measure. Today, more than ten years later, a long civil war has presumably ended with a cease-fire settlement. While we were in Khartoum, on our last night in Sudan, the Iraqi agricultural minister was assassinated in our hotel lobby as he was leaving a meeting. Our handlers, UNDP people and government representatives, became increasingly anxious about our safety, and the Sudanese were relieved, bordering on desperate to see us off the next day. It turned out that the shooting had been done by Saddam Hussein’s men. 

			When we visited Yemen, there were actually two Yemens. The division of North and South Yemen was a tangential result of the Cold War. North Yemen, which leaned in our direction, was our first stop; though in so many ways a third world country, it still retained vestiges of its ancient history. There were old Turkish baths, caravan images from the Middle Ages, and beautiful old silver jewelry in very old shops. All in all, it appeared to us to be a wonderful place to come back to as tourists. In Sana’a we were shown some stunning medieval buildings, and extraordinary, imaginative, and rather modern-looking architecture. We were told that such buildings were scattered around the country, following the rich trail of the ancient trade route in frankincense. We also visited a qat chewing room in the old district of Sana’a. Qat is a mild narcotic that plays a big part in the lives of Yemenis. It is chewed all the time, by just about everyone. Ever since our arrival there I had noticed grotesquely expanded cheeks on several of our drivers, and had thought before knowing about qat that they shared some unsightly cultural deformity. I was so happy to be wrong.

			The well-lit and inviting qat room was bare except for the cushioned benches arrayed around three sides. This particular qat room was for the men, but women had their own qat rooms, we were told. The men meet generally every afternoon, to chew qat and relax, and also to feel wise. It is believed that qat enhances judgment. In Aden, South Yemen, which is a port on the Gulf of Aden, the influence of the USSR lay like a pall on the landscape, and reminded me more of countries behind the Iron Curtain than a Middle Eastern nation. When we entered our guesthouse, we were told it had been the former home of a western businessman. In our room (the best, we were proudly told by our government hosts) there was no furniture except for a sway-backed double bed covered with a shabby bedspread. In the bathroom we found a rust-caked shower without a trickle of water. The sink held a sliver of soap and there was one flimsy, ragged towel for us to share. The poverty of the country was evident everywhere.

			My fascination with qat culture drove me to look for extended cheeks on these southern Yemenis, but there were none. The government had outlawed it. All of which indicated to me that these were decidedly different countries because of the cultural layers that had grown as time passed. We had become accustomed to the contrasts and anomalies that we found on trips, but it came as a complete surprise to us to be driven to a beautiful house for dinner on that first night. Then we remembered that those at the top of the heap in the USSR always did do well, regardless of the poverty surrounding them. The lovely garden setting, the lovely neighborhood, and the lovely house were certainly not like anything we had seen earlier that day. We were told that this house too had belonged to a westerner who had fled. As we mixed and mingled, eating delicious food along the way, I thought to myself that except for the guests who represented the rich mixture of a diplomatic community, we could have been in a friend’s garden on a warm evening on the Peninsula. The mood was festive, and our hosts were extremely gracious and attentive. All the diplomats were in attendance, and soon we were herded into a receiving line to meet them. No amateur in this effort, I had learned to greet with a smile and a quick handshake, and was doing very well I thought, in keeping the momentum going. But at one point, when I smiled my smile, and reached out my hand, I was stunned to have one man back away from me as though I had bitten him. He then chastised me for not recognizing that he was a Muslim and Muslims—he preached in a censorious manner, which embarrassed and annoyed me—didn’t touch women. 

			At the peak of my Islamic travels was our trip to Saudi Arabia. There everything felt and seemed a little weird to me. The men stared critically at the slight V in my blouse as if I were naked. The women, all shrouded in black whether on a beach or on the street, seemed to spend afternoons in the open shops, poring over the gold items, peeking through their veils, and as excited as schoolgirls (which perhaps they were—it was hard to tell) in their pursuit of some new bauble. At one point, I was curious to get out to see the jewelry myself, but my handlers suggested that since I was not properly covered in the Muslim style, I should not leave the car. 

			The architecture in Riyadh is, or was at that time, amazing. Almost every building appeared to be brand new. I was intrigued by some which were beautiful combinations of the newest architectural designs, but with a unique twist. Many sported ramparts on medieval-styled castle office buildings. The brand new UNDP building, which had been given to the UN by the Saudis, was one of these. In architectural contrast, but also harking back to Saudi Arabia’s recent ascent from the nomadic Middle Ages, stand the two Riyadh airports slightly outside of town. One large airport, looking like a congregation of white tents, belonged to the king. The other, only slightly larger structure next door, was the airport for the rest of us. It was another impressive and extremely beautiful series of white tents; I had spent my first hours in that country inside this very impressive airport, in a waiting room that was cavernously large, but tastefully elegant in decor. I was ushered there upon leaving the plane, and with no idea why. It became pretty clear to me that I was in the women’s waiting room, and I trusted that Bill was somewhere in the airport—he had been snatched away from me the moment we had descended from the plane. Did he know where I had gone? I wondered. Alas, there was no one to ask in the women’s room, and the time passed very slowly. It was with some anxiety that I awaited my release, which seemed to have taken hours and hours, and I almost fell on the neck of my rescuer when she finally arrived and took me to Bill.

			I can’t fail to mention another architectural structure I saw during our visit. We were driven a little way outside of Riyadh, through what resembled a kind of suburb, except that every house seemed to have been finished and then simply abandoned on a pile of sand. Without green grass, trees, or flowers, they all looked insubstantial, temporary, and surreal. But most surreal of all, and standing apart in acres and acres of sand, stood an exact replica of our White House. It was actually comical to see, and a bit macabre. I was told that it was the house of one of the Saudi princes; he had copied the White House down to the last detail. Seeing the slavish replication of one of the prominent symbols of American culture at the center of Islam had me baffled. Sometime later, I was taken to a meeting of women who were, I was told, “charity workers.” We met in a room that appeared to be a conference room of some kind. There were around 20 women in their burkas, and me, in the western idea of covered-up. 

			I remember very little about the meeting, except that towards the end a topic was raised which riveted all of us. The topic was nannies. The women, newly oil-rich, had become aware of nannies, having traveled to the West. They had enthusiastically accepted the concept with such gusto that they were now said to vie for the most, and the best. In the process though, although the advantage to the mothers was new and welcome freedom, they found a downside in that the standards of Islam were often being compromised in their absence. The nannies were almost all white, western Christians lured by the money that such a rich country offered. I would assume that they, possibly unintentionally, exuded the freedom of their cultures, unwittingly passing on forbidden western ways. I learned subsequently that there was not one Saudi woman in the meeting. The UNDP man who accompanied me told me that Saudi women are not allowed to have or attend meetings. Apparently the women at our meeting lived in Riyadh, but were from different, more liberal countries. I suspected that the government didn’t share that piece of information with me on purpose. 

			I made a mistake that day which could have had serious consequences. While in Riyadh, I was being driven in a caravan of two cars. I don’t know why. Nor did I ever discover who was in the second car, except that at one point there was a plan change, in which some people appeared to be leaving. Seeing that this left only three of us and our driver I suggested that we use only one car, as we were down to four people. I jumped into the front seat of the car, and the UNDP men settled comfortably, I assumed, in the back. As soon as we had arrived back at the office I was told that I had placed our driver in a dreadful position. If the police had stopped us, the driver would have been cited for sitting next to a woman who was not his wife, a crime that held grave penalties, even including imprisonment, and at the very least he would have been given harsh fines. I felt afraid in hindsight, and also very lucky that nothing had happened. 

			An Introduction to Islam

			I do wish I had made more of an effort at the time to understand Islam, its history, its religious precepts, and its diversity. One thing is clear; all Americans need to know a lot more than we know today. We need no longer think of the Middle East as Islam’s only home, far away and nothing to do with us. Today a majority of Muslims live in great and growing numbers in cities like Paris, Berlin, Amsterdam, London, New York, Detroit, Los Angeles, and Washington, D.C. In fact, it might surprise you to know that one in five people in the world is Muslim. 

			Thinking of Islam as a monolithic religion is just as foolish as thinking that Catholics, Presbyterians, Mormons, and Unitarians are all alike. Both Muslim and Christian religions are complex, and vary not only from country to country, but from state to state, and even in some cases from person to person. Today there is heightened interest in, and a need to understand, the origins of the Muslim religion as it relates to the other two religions that originated in the Middle East. The similarities of Islam, Judaism, and Christianity lie in the common roots of all three. Islam began in the sixth century. Its unlikely prophet, Mohammed, was a successful Arab trader. In the face of the polytheism rampant in his world during the seventh century he began to preach the existence of only one god whom he called Allah (the Arabic word for God). The fact that Christians and Jews also believed in one god, Mohammed said, made them believers just like him. In fact, the three religions began within a few hundred years of each other, and share much that is similar. Abraham and the books of the Old Testament are as important to Islam as they are to both Christianity and Judaism. Christians differ from both religions in ascribing to Jesus the holiness of a son of God, whereas the Muslims, although they ascribe a big role to both Moses and Jesus, feel that Mohammed was the greatest and last prophet. As we know, Jews do not have a New Testament, and though they believe that Christ was a great prophet, they do not believe in the divinity ascribed to him. 

			The Five Pillars of Islam—described in their holy book, the Koran—are comparable to our Ten Commandments, in that they too are the prescription for a good and holy life. The five principles are as follows: l) there is no other god but God and Mohammed is his prophet; 2) one must pray five times a day, everyday, to dispel ignorance and promote humility; 3) it is mandatory to give a portion of one’s income to taxes, and a fifth of it to the poor (society can’t be pure unless there is no poverty); 4) everyone must fast during Ramadan (to experience hunger); and 5) one should make at least one trip to Mecca (the holiest Muslim place) during his lifetime, if at all possible. 

			It is ironic, considering the volatile and adversarial relationship the western world has today with some Muslims, that in the eighth century it was thought that because Islam and Christianity appeared to be so similar, one was simply a branch of the other. Altogether, it was true that the three religions were more similar than different. They rose to prominence at around the same time, in the same general geographic area, and all were monotheistic. In the eighth century, the most successful religion of the three was Islam, and although they didn’t believe in proselytizing, Muslims gained converts wherever they went. 

			By the eighth century they had accrued an enormous amount of power. They had gained possession of an empire even larger than the Roman Empire, and it was destined to last longer. But at relatively the same time those who found Islam to be low-pressure and tolerant were unaware of the schisms taking place within their loosely organized religion. The question of who would succeed Mohammed was hotly contested, some favoring direct succession of a relative, others favoring electing someone who had already demonstrated his leadership. This split resulted in the division of Islam into two main branches, the Sunnis and the Shiites, who are still antagonistic today. Another offshoot of Islam is called Sufism. Considered by some Shiites and Sunnis to be heretics, the Sufis formed a mystical, reformist group, which dances itself into a religious state. These are the whirling dervishes, many of whom are now living in Syria, and are famous around the world even today. Because other Muslims do not approve of dancing in any form, they have little tolerance for the Sufis. 

			The golden age of Muslim civilization ended with Genghis Khan, the infamous Mongol leader who led a bloody invasion, marauding and killing his way through the Muslim empire in the mid-thirteenth century. For years before this, the Crusades had been the focus of Europe and the Middle East. The wars waged between Christians and Muslims in the name of religion in a series of expensive and exhausting battles revealed the real agenda of both sides, which was to make land grabs all over Europe and the Middle East. These wars became increasingly unpopular as the years wore on. Popes, desperate for crusaders, were at one point promising absolution to all the crusaders as an extra incentive to keep up the “Holy Wars.” 

			The Mongol invasion made the whole exercise irrelevant. Under the leadership of Genghis Khan and his successors, the Mongols succeeded in amassing a vast empire, violently subduing the Muslims as they swept through most of Europe and Asia. But, paradoxically, the Mongols in time became converts to Islam, a fact that meant that by the early l4th century the Muslim religion was paramount throughout most of the world. This marked the beginning of the Ottoman Empire, which grew to be one of the largest empires in history. 

			But all were not united within the ranks of the Ottoman Empire. Although adhering to the basic tenets of their religion, they differed culturally, politically, and economically from country to country. This was to prove the downfall of the empire, because as Europe became more sophisticated, more powerful, and more industrialized in the 18th century, the Muslims began to fall behind, largely due to their lack of unity. 

			By the early 20th century, Britain, France, Russia, and the Netherlands ruled over most of the Muslim world. Colonization was practiced by most European countries, with Great Britain in the lead. The Muslims, frustrated by their losses to the modern world, had split into two camps to try to solve this growing disparity. One faction felt that the only way to gain in strength was to revert to the fundamentals of their religion. The other camp was eager to modernize and secularize, even if it meant that some of the western culture would seep into theirs. This split has plagued the Muslims on into the 21st century. Today there is still a struggle between these traditionalists and modernists, a struggle further complicated by the low economic status of the Muslim countries, and by the style of education they deliver—heavy on the bombast and generally anti-western. They consistently contrast their notion of the West against the old glories of Islam. 

			Traditionalists vs. Modernists

			There are two Muslim nations in the post–World War I era that illustrate the vast differences that can lie between governments in the Islamic world. Turkey, under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal Attaturk, abolished the Caliphate, whose Caliph or leader had been the spiritual link to all Muslims (like the Pope). Attaturk managed to secularize the country on a western model, and was determined to keep religion out of government. He changed the alphabet from Arabic to Roman, and forced the wearing of western garb. Religious schools were closed, and secular educational schools were formed. In this way he was hoping to modernize by freeing his people from a government that had been subservient to the Sharia, the Islamic law code. Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, chose the traditional pattern and evolved into a religious state. 

			In 1932, the Saud dynasty was formed from four tribes. From the beginning, the royal party maintained that all their laws and their constitution would be based on the Koran. In this society, women have few rights and punishment is dealt from the Koran for every perceived transgression; everything hangs on religious justice. It is this form of justice that westerners find so unpalatable. The public stonings, the cutting off of hands, the stern laws against women; all of these are calculated to keep the Muslims free from the evils of the West, and they manage to alienate westerners as they work so hard to disavow it. In the process they only succeed in falling farther and farther behind. 

			After World War II, with the partition of Palestine to create Israel in 1948, the entire Middle East was affected, but none more so than the Muslims throughout the area, who felt the alarming tilt in the balance of power. But because they were not united enough to provide one face, they were stymied. In subsequent failed moves against Israel, the Muslims broke ranks again. Modernists became more vehement in their calls for westernization while traditionalists even more vehemently maintained that the only way to regain their power was through a religious revival. 

			The Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran personified the traditionalists. With his masses of like-minded dissidents, in 1978 he defeated the modernist government of the Shah of Iran, and replaced it with a strict, religion-based society. Iranians were taught that the West, in particular the United States, was the Great Satan. In this backward move, Salman Rushdie, the Indian writer, was one of the many high-profile victims. Declared an infidel, having broken faith with Islam in his writings, Khomeini declared that he was to be executed. Rushdie remained in hiding for years under this stricture.

			The doctrinaire, back-to-the-basics form of religion has its counterparts in Christianity, where born-again Christian fundamentalists have the same tendency to want time to stand still, or, better yet, to roll backward. They are just as averse to modern ways as are the Muslim fundamentalists, and they too have a way of mixing religion with politics. The differences are that here in this country, and in other modern countries, there is free speech, and individuality is admired and encouraged. In the fundamentalist countries of the Middle East, where the Sharia in its strictest mode is the law of the land, there is no room for independent thought or action, and the punishments for infractions are severe, particularly for women. 

			Fundamentalist Islam has many enemies, some of which are ours as well. Fundamentalists say that Socialism and Communism devalue the Muslim faith. Capitalism, on the other hand, is bad because its materialism, as represented by the excesses and contrasts between rich and poor, has a way of separating the Muslim from his religion. The fundamentalist radicals of Islam, utilizing a range of pressures, from suicidal terrorists, to peaceful protesters, hold hopes for bringing the Muslims now in the modernist camp into their folds. 

			Struggling Towards Democracy

			The father of modern day dissidents such as the Taliban and Al Qaeda was Sayyed Qutb, who wrote many books and advocated “holy wars” against the West and Israel, decrying any further westernizing. He used only the most primitive, medieval interpretation of the Koran to be the guide to all aspects of his life, and to the governance of nations. Hamas and Islamic Jihad stem from his philosophy. The Taliban gained control of most of Afghanistan in 1996, and proceeded to try to turn back the clock. The women lost the most freedoms. Schools for girls were closed, women weren’t allowed to work outside the home, and punishments both primitive and gory were exacted (i.e., women’s thumbs were removed for wearing nail polish). This theocracy was thought by the West to be a vehicle for unifying all the tribes in Afghanistan, so they supported the Taliban. Today all countries, even Afghanistan, have discredited the Taliban. 

			Iraq, on the other hand, was a secular state, ruled by a Sunni despot, Saddam Hussein, who was using religion as a tool to unite the country, allowing the Sharia to creep into the daily lives of his people. One change he made was the addition of “God is Great” to the Iraqi flag. Another was the banning of alcohol in public places. One feels that he was simply employing these strictures to maintain or enhance his political muscle, and not out of long-held religious beliefs. With his forced removal from the scene, it is difficult to say what will happen next. As I write, the elections have not yet taken place in Iraq. 

			The Muslim world is made up of a number of different kinds of governments, from dictatorships to theocracies, and there is a cultural chasm between most of them. In the colonial period, occupied countries grew to be more like the European countries, threatening the Muslims with their non-Muslim ways. Countries such as Pakistan, Kashmir, Palestine, and India, as victims of the confined boundaries of colonial days, have exacerbated the clashing of cultures all over the world. There seems to be no organization that can unite all Muslims under one roof; the divisions between neighbor and neighbor, tribe and tribe, sect and sect, and nation and nation are too old, and too strongly built by time. Al Qaeda, however, is certainly trying.

			It has been noted by Islamic scholars that Islam is not necessarily opposed to democracy. They find a number of reasons why this is true, naming their consultative way of decision-making as one characteristic that can easily translate into a democratic process. There is one matter on which all agree: There is a need for an educated public to make democracy work, and so far, many Muslim countries are still reluctant to educate their citizens in anything but propaganda rhetoric, and they are even farther behind in educating their women, due to a heavily persistent belief among the faithful that women need not have an education. This effectively leaves out one half of the Muslim population. Unfortunately, many traditionalist Muslim countries follow this archaic notion. 

			Thomas Friedman wrote a column in the New York Times that described the problems in the Middle East as stemming from an artificial, arbitrary bunch of countries that were formed for the most part by the British in the 1920’s. The big question is whether the countries, including Israel, which also was carved arbitrarily after World War II, will remain satisfied with or tolerant of these boundaries for much longer. He cites the radical elements in three countries, where dissenters are emerging in greater numbers. Palestine, Israel, and Iraq are all being racked by inner strife, perpetrated by the messianic messages of each country. Israel’s zealots are boycotting any move to part with the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, while a militant group of Sunnis in Iraq vows to boycott the voting booths for the coming election and is calling on all Muslims to do the same—depicting the voting booths as “centers of atheism.” Osama bin Laden has said that the laws of Iraq are infidel laws. Palestinian radicals are preventing any settlement of the border issue by means of random attacks and suicide missions—invariably leading to retaliations by the other side, thus perpetuating a vicious cycle. It is clear that ideologues are dangerous. They believe that whatever they think and hold true is unassailable truth—with a capital T. They are the people who use religion as a divisive tool, and a means of gaining power over others, by force if necessary. 

			We in the U.S. have become embroiled in a war with Iraq that has degenerated at its base into a confrontation between Muslim traditionalists and secularists, gradually becoming much more than a war between Iraq and America (and its allies). The shared hatred of the U.S. is being used as a rallying point for extremist Muslims all over the world. Under the leadership of Osama bin Laden and the Al Qaeda group, radical Muslims, of which he is the leader, have become more radicalized. They are willing to destroy as much of the enemy world as possible by whatever means necessary, and are dedicated fervently to this in a way that confounds us. Americans are blamed for all the ills of the Muslims, even for the loss of jobs for their young men. The indigent young men make perfect recruits for Osama bin Laden, who appears to have no trouble enlarging his base for Al Qaeda. He aims to carry on the struggle in the name of Allah, until he brings back the days of power and pride to the Muslims. A rich Saudi with many connections, Osama bin Laden oversees Al Qaeda over many countries, both in the Middle East, Africa, and in our country and Europe. 

			The Middle East, with its boundless oil—a necessity to the entire West—has us all over a barrel, so to speak. It’s clear that we’re in an ideological struggle against a deadly force. Fundamentalists see nothing to lose and everything to gain by thwarting our every move as often and as deviously as possible. It’s clear that the struggle between authoritarian Muslims and the world has taken hold as the war of the 21st century. The object is power, just as it was during the Crusades. Both the West and the Islamic world are using slogans and propaganda to couch their goals in religious or pious terms. We are talking about spreading democracy throughout the world. The Muslims are urging their followers to cut us down in the name of Allah. We all have factions that we wish we didn’t have, who exacerbate the problems we have with each other by confrontation and misplaced aggression. 

			Many Muslims living in the U.S. and throughout the West accommodate the culture of their adopted country, deplore the bombing of the World Trade Center, and have respect for other faiths. In addition, there are those within the Mullacracies (those countries ruled by Mullahs) who strongly feel that the fundamentalist system will not work in the modern age, and that there is a need to have strong infusions of western-ness. Last week I talked to James Billington, the head of the National Library, who had just returned from a cultural tour of Iran. His feeling is that with the modern-day exchanges of e-mail, chat rooms, and cell phones, the young people, who make up 60 percent of Iran’s population, are well aware of the outside world and have begun to show their impatience with a system that appears to be more and more irrelevant to them. All politics aside, he encourages more appreciation for a civilization that stretches back to well before there was an America. Mr. Billington described Iranians as a proud people who remember the heights reached by the Ottoman Empire, and yearn for the luster and power of those days. Their past was a rich one, he said, noting that their national library is two-thirds the size of the Pentagon in Washington and that their encyclopedia has 36 volumes.

			Exploring a Rich Culture

			As is my custom, I found two books, one a memoir and one a novel, which added to my picture of Islam. The first, a memoir called Reading Lolita in Tehran, is by an Iranian named Azar Nafisi, who describes life under the Ayatollah Khomeini after the fall of the Shah. Khomeini required that women be fully covered, turned the university into a propaganda machine, and didn’t leave room for individuality or critical thought anywhere in society. Essentially, he was negating all the reforms that the Shah had put in place. The author describes her reactions to this change. 

			She had taught English at the University of Tehran, but in the face of the restrictions imposed on them all as to what to teach and how to teach it, she invited a few of her best students to a clandestine English class which she planned to hold in her house. A dangerous undertaking under the circumstances, this class became a haven for all of them. The students discovered incredible knowledge, and what they learned flew in the face of the current regime. Tehran University was closing down minds at a rapid rate. Nafisi focused on the common human themes in many great books from our past and present; Lolita, by Vladimir Nabokov, was just one of the books that she found relevant, emphasizing the similarity of Lolita’s imprisonment by Humbert Humbert to the capture of the girls’ minds and souls in Iran. Nafisi led them in long discussions in which they all wandered far into individual thought and forbidden conjecture. Other books they studied ranged from Tolstoy to Jane Austen to Fitzgerald. Each novel held a key to knowledge of the essence of freedom. I think it’s difficult for us to imagine how magical this opening of imaginative doors and creativity actually was for all of them, but if you realize that their stultifying regime sought to shut down such forays into forbidden thought, then the magic of the moment comes to life. The English major in me responded to this brave woman’s attempts to put her expertise to work, and to extricate these students from the prison of their own minds. Mrs. Nafisi is today teaching English at Johns Hopkins University. 

			The other book is a novel called Snow by Orhan Pamuk, a well known writer in the Middle East and Europe, but not so well known in this country. It concerns a writer who returns to his hometown, ostensibly to write about the mysterious recent suicides by young girls. Soon he becomes embroiled in the personality and politics of a small town in the throes of coming to terms with whether to adapt to the more modem western-style of Islam, as ordered by Attaturk, or to keep on their headscarves and stick to the old theocratic ways. The stresses and strains between family members, friends, the police, and other authorities draw a picture in microcosm of how difficult it is to resolve the tension between two Muslim alternatives within the same country. The protagonist is Ka; the town is Kars; and snow is kar in Turkish. Ka arrives in the middle of a snowstorm that doesn’t let up for the entire time he’s there. This situation contributes to the eerie, dark, and claustrophobic quality of the story. Ka is also looking for a lost love—whom he finds, but many circumstances are in the way of their union.

			It turns out that the girls committed suicide rather than come to school without their headscarves, as they were commanded to do. Ka doesn’t understand this at first, having spent many years in Europe, surrounded by modernist Muslims, Actually, he can’t seem to fit in either camp; he’s a likable person, although confused and ineffectual. His muse returns, however, during his visit to Kars, and for some reason—perhaps because he is in love, perhaps because he’s back from Frankfurt and closer to his roots—he begins again to write reams of poetry. I read this book as a cautionary tale. The clash of fundamentalist with modernist in Turkey and elsewhere is at its worst when neither side is willing to compromise. The six young girls who committed suicide were some of the victims of this blind stalemate. 

			There are wise people from the non-Muslim world who are attempting to understand how best to live with this force, which pushes against us seemingly at every turn. It stands to reason that we should rid ourselves of our dependency on oil so that we’re no longer held hostage to the oil countries. But beyond that, and most vital of all, is our need to learn all we can about Islam. Ignorance breeds fear, defensiveness, and stereotyping, and generally ends up with a vilification of the most dangerous type. Hence the Great Satan and the Axis of Evil are born and reinforced almost daily. 

			Part of the key to a better understanding of Islam is to study its history. There was a time not long ago when the average Muslim was a sophisticated, erudite patrician, whose knowledge helped the European world to advance in almost every area of achievement. The Muslims today are not all backward tribesmen, nor should they be described as members of the Axis of Evil. The sooner we come to recognize the followers of Islam as fellow human beings, some of whom are dangerous, many of whom are not, the better the world will look to us. 

		

	


	
		
			Bucharest, Romania

			The mood here is one of euphoria tempered with rumor and skepticism. The toppling of the infamous Ceaucescu regime and the subsequent murder of the Ceaucescus, whom Romanians had come to hate, took place only about a month ago. As we drive through the city of Bucharest, we see many reminders of the bloody battle that was fought here. Bullet holes and burnt-out buildings are everywhere. We spot bright-colored bouquets of flowers lying on the sidewalks, on a road, or on a corner space, honoring someone who died in the struggle. It is a poignant reminder that the freedom they fought for was not without cost. A few blocks away, in another part of the city, there appear to be no signs of the war. The architecture of the buildings changes in scale from old European to something far more massive and imposing. There are wide avenues with large apartments facing each other on a grand street that leads to the Palace of the People, a colossus of a building. It’s beyond my powers to calculate exactly how enormous it is, but it reminds me of the Pentagon in Washington, only bigger. Our guides are to take us through some of it. 

			A touch of Capitalism has already slipped into their culture. We are charged admission, and a small group of entrepreneurs are offering private tours, also for pay. We are less astonished at this than our guides from the government. Apparently, after days of wading through much red tape, they had finally managed to get permission for us to tour the building. They are baffled by this rogue operation that is doing brisk business, and they are also unsure what they can do about it, as they are too busy squiring us around to arrest anyone. We’re told there are 7,000 rooms in all, distributed over ten stories, five of which are below the street level. The Palace of the People is unfinished, we note as we enter. One has a mental picture of workers abandoning their jobs, dropping their tools and joining the rebellion. Paint cans abound, ladders lean against walls; the half-finished look is everywhere. This must be the biggest white elephant in history. Already it has taken eight years to go this far. Fifteen thousand people, conscripted from among Romania’s many orphanages, provided a kind of slave class from which the Ceaucescus drew the laborers they needed. For many reasons, primarily because of the economic situation, the building is destined never to be finished. 

			This is the Versailles of Romania, updated, and certainly ugly, but equally grand in scale and intent. We learned that the previous government had planned to house the faithful in the apartments along the royal way and the Ceaucescus would rule supreme from their palace. The title of the structure, “Palace of the People,” is not without irony, considering the purpose of its creation. Today, however, in a twist of fate, it actually belongs to the Romanian people. They have no idea what to do with it. 

			As we enter the building we find ourselves in an immense hallway that, if it were anywhere else, would be taken to be a ballroom. Enormous crystal chandeliers hang from the ceiling while brown paper packages, presumably holding more, lie at our feet like beached whales. Imposing marble stairs lead upwards from both sides of the room. There are gilt touches on all available surfaces and in the brightest possible hue. 

			What astonishes me, however, is that before mounting the stairs, I spot another room identical to the hall we are in, and beyond that room yet another vast replica. This is all becoming claustrophobic and a bit of a nightmare. They seem to lead nowhere but to their own replication. I am relieved as our guide leads us up the marble staircase closest to us, to the next floor. Though it looks to be only the second story, we are told it’s the seventh. 

			I find myself sticking very close to the guides as thoughts of becoming hopelessly lost in this vastness assail me. We head down a seemingly endless hallway. There are doors upon doors on either side. One of these doors opens to President Ceaucescu’s office, the first room of which resembles an elegant drawing room. The office has so many rooms that it almost appears to be an entire mansion within a palace. Some French-Romanian furniture lies around the first room, but a couple of buckets and ladders and an unpainted wall are reminders again of the speed with which the 15,000 workers fled from their jobs.

			Down the hallway is Mrs. Ceaucescu’s own mansion complex, equal in size to her husband’s. Whereas her husband’s office has no carpeting or draperies, hers looks almost finished. The overall effect is elaborate, verging on excessive. There are too many gilt touches with too many drapery swoops at the windows, and more French-Romanian furniture than anyone could possibly want. 

			We are impressed with the equal treatment given to both husband and wife, just as both were given equal blame for the corruption and vicious misrule, and both were executed. 

			We are taken to stand on the giant balcony overlooking the Grand Boulevard and the nearby apartments for the faithful. Beyond this we see the old city, with its now mined palace, its formerly elegant opera house, and once-lovely hotels, now crumbling from neglect, and further damaged in the civil uprising. It is easy to imagine the uses the Ceaucescus would put to this commanding position, on the palace balcony, with their subjects gathered by the thousands below. They would rally their people with stirring speeches just as Hitler did. 

			We have been touring for more than an hour, but have barely made a dent in the myriad rooms and hallways of this colossus. I am happy when our guides tell us it’s time to go. My mind is whirling as we go back down the marble staircase (it could have been a different staircase than the first, I can’t tell now where I am). I wonder at what point grandeur becomes too decadent and bloated with its own grandiosity, verging on the grotesque. Surely the Palace of the People is an ideal architectural model to study; the Ceaucescus themselves are one of the most egregious archetypes to study on the human side. It may be that the slippery slope is avoidable but so far in human history this has not been the case. 

		

	


	
		
			Haiti

			I suspect that a little voodoo magic may have been exercised on me. Somehow, without conscious awareness of having even made a decision, I find that I am engaged in a study of Haiti. In the paper, articles about Haiti suddenly stand out as if highlighted with a brilliant marker. A critically acclaimed novel about Toussaint L’Ouverture and the slave rebellion suddenly hovers into view, and I feel compelled to read it. René Préval succeeds Jean-Bertrand Aristide in a free election, handing over power in the first peaceful transition since the Haitians became independent in 1804. Suddenly I’m reminded of Graham Greene’s novel The Comedians, which is set in Haiti at the time of François “Papa Doc” Duvalier and his Tonton Macoutes, both at the height of their power. I feel compelled to reread it. I gaze about me and see amongst my eclectic exotica many Haitian treasures resulting from our trip there; a ceramic cockfight scene, some brilliantly painted boxes, a wooden statue of a Haitian boy astride a horse, and a painting given to us by then-President of Haiti, General Henri Namphy.

			Finally, I decide to crack open my journals and ferret out the section that describes our trip to Haiti in May of 1986. Somehow I hope this will all come together, but if I’m right about the voodoo, I will have very little to do with the outcome, and perhaps that’s just as well.

			* * *

			The country we know as Haiti today is the western half of an island that was claimed for Spain by Christopher Columbus in 1492. The island, which he named Hispaniola, was home to several thousand Indians who soon were either exterminated by the Spaniards or by the diseases that they brought with them. At first it was merely a pirate stronghold with no permanent settlers; it was not considered indispensable to the Spanish, who ceded it to the French in 1697. The French realized its potential as a rich source of farmland for sugar cane and coffee, particularly when the advent of the slave trade provided the necessary cheap labor; Hispaniola, now named Saint-Domingue by the French, became their most prized Caribbean possession.

			The plantation owners became very rich, needing only to replenish their supply of slaves at an annual rate of 20,000 a year to make the enterprise a success. However, the seeds of its future crises were sown very early, as the population of the island became more and more inequal, with slaves vastly outnumbering their masters. The only people with political rights were the plantation owners, who seldom lived on the island—preferring to enjoy their wealth in France. Meanwhile, little by little these two very different groups of people formed mostly unacknowledged alliances, and the beginnings of Haitian culture emerged. By the late 18th century, the percentage of white people remained minuscule but there was a fast-growing population of mulattos, who were to form the backbone of the society. They mixed together the French language with liberal helpings of African vocabulary and syntax to create the Creole language. They managed to merge the Roman Catholic religion, brought over by the French priests, with any number of African ancestor worship rituals and animistic strains gleaned from the hundreds of tribes that made up the slave population. Out of these, with a few beliefs carried over from the Indians of the past, was born the voodoo religion. It is still a strong, unifying force among Haitians today, existing comfortably side by side with Catholicism—which also continues to be a strong force.

			Class distinctions among the mulattos were gradually refined into a pecking order of growing rigidity. The French plantation owners (or Grand Blancs) were unassailable. The Petit Blancs were the next rung down: the white artisans, priests, tradesmen, and doctors who did not own property. The mulattos, the fast-growing mixture of white and slave, began to be stratified with such close attention to their particular mix that at one point, 64 categories of mulatto were identified, ascending the scale of social prominence in direct proportion to the amount of “white blood” in their veins. Many of these were freed. Many grew wealthy. The lowest rung of all was the slaves, who were thought of as property, a non-people, and were treated cruelly by everyone else. Without any regard for their tribal roots and differences, the slaves were sold off, traded, and separated to such a degree as to render them virtually incapable of forming a cohesive whole. This was the social situation at the end of the 18th century.

			Echoes, faint at first, of the French Revolution began to be heard among the colonists, with the Grand Blancs siding with the monarchy, and the Petit Blancs with the revolutionaries. It was at this juncture that a Haitian hero emerged. His name was Toussaint L’Ouverture.

			All Souls’ Rising is a novel by Madison Smartt Bell that traces the struggle the blacks faced in order to become a free people under the leadership of Toussaint. Breathing life into history, the novel is peopled with scoundrels and heroes of every color and profession, and describes the total chaos that broke out after the collapse of society; slaves turned on their masters, burning their plantations, raping and killing them. Toussaint was described as an unlikely hero, short and unprepossessing in manner, a loyal coachman whom circumstances projected into a leadership role. The book is not for the faint of stomach; it contains countless descriptions of unspeakable cruelties perpetrated by all colors of the spectrum, including one memorable scene in which a man was literally skinned alive. The country turned into a jungle of marauding troops crisscrossing the country, forming unholy alliances (and holy ones; there are some good priests and some villainous ones). The women and children became victims of the total breakdown. The novel describes how little by little Toussaint is able to unify the vastly different constituents, all the people of color, into a raging whole which finally succeeds after more than ten years in freeing the slaves.

			Toussaint then set about organizing the free blacks to do the work that they had performed as slaves, with the goal of keeping the plantation economy afloat. The decimated ranks of the Grand Blancs found this to be an untenable situation, however, and managed to kidnap Toussaint and exile him to France, where he died in captivity. His successor in the struggle was Jean Jacques Dessalines, who succeeded in expelling or murdering all remaining whites and in 1804 declared himself emperor of a free country called Haiti, using the name that the Indians had given their land before colonization.

			The next 100 years saw the accession of one dictator after another presiding over an ever-deteriorating environment. Without slave labor there could be no huge plantations and the country, once heralded by the French as their “Jewel in the Antilles,” became a dirt-poor nation of subsistence farmers. In an ironic twist of fate, as the century progressed, the wealthy mulattos at the top of the pyramid became ever more powerful and what wealth did accrue to the country ended up in their pockets. They became, in effect, the Frenchmen they had ousted, distancing themselves from the “peasants” by speaking continental French, constructing French-style government buildings, and assuming all the accoutrements of the French aristocracy. Color of skin was the social passport, the whiter the better, and a feudal structure as rigid as the one that existed under French rule divided the few at the top from the rest of the country. Meanwhile, relations with other countries became strained, particularly with the United States, whose Southern planters (before the Civil War) were afraid that their slaves would somehow catch freedom fever from such a nearby source.

			In 1844, the eastern part of Hispaniola declared its independence from Haiti; it is known today as the Dominican Republic. This was an era when the powerful countries vied for trade preferences with developing countries where labor was cheap. Haiti was for a long time very profitable for them. But by the beginning of the 20th century the economy of Haiti was in such bad shape that it went into receivership. The United States took over the government and remained in control until 1936. It is a matter of opinion whether the occupation was a hindrance or a help to the Haitians; regardless, it is still resented by many Haitians today. After the Americans left, matters did not appreciably improve, although in 1957 there was a groundbreaking election, the first after the declaration of universal suffrage. The winner of the election, François “Papa Doc” Duvalier, had declared himself a “Noireste,” that is, a champion of the peasants. Hopes were high in the belief that the situation would change.

			Those hopes were dashed very quickly as Duvalier went about amassing his power with the help of his own personal security force. Originally named the Volunteers for National Security, the name that stuck was a Creole nickname, “Tonton Macoute,” which means bogey man with a sack (to take away little children). Soon all the powerful Haitian institutions—the Catholic Church, the army, and businesses of all kinds—were infiltrated by these secret police, creating a reign of terror that was to last for years.

			In his novel The Comedians, Graham Greene uses the background of Papa Doc’s Haiti in the 1960s as the setting for his story of Mr. Brown, Mr. Jones, and Mr. Green. These three men are unwittingly caught up in the politics of the Duvalier regime, in a smoke-and-mirrors hall of confused identity, romance, and intrigue. The villain in the story, a shadow figure whom we never actually meet, is Papa Doc himself. In his name there are gangs of Tonton Macoutes, who spy and lurk and strong-arm their way into the affairs of the protagonists, wielding guns and misinformation, and wearing their thug-like telltale sunglasses. On one level, the machinations of an inept secret service are laughable. The half truths and lies which make heroes become villains and villains heroes in the span of a few days certainly has its comic side. But the terror is real and in the end there are many victims in what is, at bottom, a poignant human tragedy. The author describes the disintegration of Port-au-Prince, whose brief renaissance in the optimistic early days of Duvalier’s presidency make the later ruin all the more moving. The hotels are empty and the embassies have become a refuge for victims of Duvalier’s cruel “justice.”

			In many ways this was the Port-au-Prince that I saw in 1986. Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier had taken over at his father’s death in 1971, and had continued in his footsteps, naming himself president for life. But by 1986, his ruthless exploitation of an impoverished country had reached such an egregious level that the powerful elite staged a coup, and forced him and his notoriously extravagant wife out of the country. Into this void stepped General Henri Namphy, forming the National Council for Government. Their disavowal of the Tonton Macoutes led the Haitians to seek bloody reprisals against known members of the despised organization. The new government also promised to hold free elections as soon as the country had sufficiently stabilized, so there was once again a feeling of optimism as the people waited for change.

			* * *

			In May of 1986, over a Memorial Day weekend, Bill and I began our first overseas adventure since he had become Administrator of the UN Development Program. In the past, third-world countries had served us mainly as vacation destinations. Our chief pursuits were the charm of history, the beauty of nature, the quaintness of the natives; all of this was then filtered through the setting of a first-class resort. We were now to discover the world outside the tourist cocoon, which we had sometimes inadvertently—and sometimes intentionally—blocked out.

			In a sense, everything was turned on its head. The difficult things about travel—the long waits for luggage, the customs declarations, the searches for taxis—all these were no problem at all for us. As UN people, we were whisked through the formalities in a series of beautifully executed maneuvers that turned us willingly into mindless puppets. On the other hand, though we traveled in countries with the finest beaches, the most exotic historical treasures, and the most fascinating flora and fauna, we were rarely able to take the time even to see them.

			Thus when we landed in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, and stepped out into the heavy, hot air onto the tarmac, we were not headed immediately for a swimming pool or the beach. Instead, we were directed into a VIP lounge by a welcoming committee. My guides, a young UNDP couple, huddled with me on the sidelines while we reviewed my schedule. Bill was led to the other side of the VIP lounge with the press, the cabinet ministers, and UN people clustered around him.

			My own particular perspective on this and every other trip I was to take with Bill was unique, in that I was not an official UN person, only an official by marriage. I was not exactly a tourist either, because there would be times when I would act as a ceremonial surrogate for the UNDP. My schedule was the product of thoughtful planning by the UNDP office and the host government, with an attempt by both parties to cater to my interests—children, women’s issues, and the arts. By the time I had settled into my assigned position in the second car of the diplomatic caravan, I had already begun my blue plate special tour for one.

			It was a fascinating time to be there. The Duvalier family and their entourage (which included for some reason Mrs. Duvalier’s first husband) had been forced to leave the country only a few months before; they had taken millions of dollars with them. The leader who replaced him, General Henri Namphy, had promised the people a free election within months, and, perhaps even more liberating, the dismantlement of the terrorizing Tonton Macoute secret police. As we took off—with motorcycle escort and sirens blaring—I began searching the landscape outside the car window to match what I was seeing to the statistics I had heard. This country was and still is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere.

			The average income is $300 per year, even including the vast wealth of the tiny minority at the top. The broken-down shacks on the way into the city attested to this poverty, slums with no running water or sewers. There were hordes of people everywhere. The hills around the city were bare and ugly because they had been stripped of their trees over many years. The consequent erosion of the topsoil, I learned, made them unfit for anything but subsistence agriculture. By the time we had reached our hotel, I could already feel the grimness of life at the bottom of the economic pyramid.

			The El Rancho Hotel had seen better days, perhaps in the 1950s. In 1986 it bore the faded look of neglect, its Spanish-esque details crumbling away at the edges. But as guests of the government we were assigned an enormous suite, complete with a living room and two bathrooms; they were not the grandest accommodations we were to experience over the years, but neither were they unimpressive. We had heard that the tourist trade was at a virtual standstill, and were not too surprised to see that there were very few other guests at the hotel.

			While Bill met with his staff, I went on a quick tour with my guides, circling the city, and stopping at a ceramics shop and an art gallery along the way. I was charmed by the ceramic figurines and bowled over by the brilliance of the paintings. So many of them in one place was almost too rich an experience to digest. In both shops we were the only customers. On the first night we were invited to President Namphy’s house for dinner. It was, according to the description on my schedule, to be an informal affair, sport shirts for the men.

			I don’t know what I actually expected, but I was not really prepared to find that the president lived in a plain bungalow that resembled nothing so much as a two-bedroom, mid-Peninsula suburban ranch house. The President, in an informal white shirt, met us at the door. His deep blue eyes at once set me speculating on his diverse family tree. His other guests were sitting on a screened porch at a long rectangular table.

			As we were being introduced, I noted how many of the members of the new government were also generals. They all seemed very cordial, and some of them spoke English, which I noted with relief. Although in time I would be meeting their counterparts all over the developing world, the wives of the generals were another surprise to me. Every one of them was very stylish, chic, and sophisticated. Their conversation was sprinkled with references to Paris and New York, and their overall worldliness seemed an anomaly in this tiny, half-an-island country. Certainly they seemed much more at home at the dinner party General Hilaire (the foreign minister) gave for us the next evening. That dinner was held in a government building that resembled a French embassy residence.

			The serious conversation that flowed around the heads of the women, from general to general and to Bill, concerned the upcoming free election to which General Namphy was committed. The men voiced worries that this might be very difficult to manage in a short time, mentioning that the literacy rate was only 15 percent. They referred to the farmers as peasants, which registered uncomfortably on my American ears. In hindsight I remember that conversation with some wistfulness. The men seemed so well-intentioned and committed, and, on the whole, optimistic.

			The final surprise of the evening was my realization that the woman who had appeared several times with hors d’oeuvres and then disappeared again was the President’s wife. Bill said afterwards that this was probably the only time we would ever be served a dinner made by the wife of a president.

			Our two evenings at the top of the pyramid with the generals were to be counterbalanced for me by two days of visits to grassroots development projects. On Sunday morning, after Bill and the siren-cortege had left for appointments with government leaders, I joined my two guides and a couple of others in a four-wheel-drive van, and we headed for the hills. I remember feeling relief that I was out of the noise and confusion of the overcrowded city; although poverty was just as abject in the country, somehow it always appears more bearable when diluted by distance.

			After a couple of hours during which I was entertained and educated both by the conversation within the van and the scenes outside my window, we reached the town of Jacmel, a formerly lovely seaside tourist attraction resembling New Orleans somewhat in its architecture, but now hopelessly run down. We were to pick up the UN volunteer who was in charge of the projects we were going to visit. Although the projects were still an hour and a half away, the UN volunteer lived in town with his family in order for their children to go to school.

			The UN volunteers around the world are a kind of Peace Corps with masters degrees; I would grow to admire them almost more than any other group of people. Around 2,000 strong, they are recruited from all over the world to serve in the developing countries where professional skills are badly needed. Thus in Fiji, for example, where there was a shortage of doctors, we met a volunteer doctor from Burma who was in charge of a hospital out in the countryside that served a vast area with only the barest equipment. In Mali we met a Dutch engineer whose irrigation project was returning an area that had fallen victim to desertification into a fertile valley once more. The volunteer in Haiti was an agrarian expert from Zaire whose projects were focused on bettering the conditions of subsistence farmers. They had recently suffered a major disaster. All the pigs in Haiti had died from disease, leaving the farmers—whose sole income was derived from the raising and selling of one pig per year (which equalled $100)—totally without any livelihood. The United States AID had sent more pigs, and with the breeding of these pigs the Haitian farmers were to be able to begin again. The Zairean farm expert had organized a cooperative in which each farmer in the area (there were 137 of them) contributed a certain sum of money. Pigs were to be bred and nurtured in a safer, more controlled environment. The idea of paying money ahead of time for something not yet born necessitated a leap of faith, which the farmers were at first unable to comprehend, but the program was, after only a few months, turning out pigs at a rapid clip and the farmers were very pleased. There were dozens of brand new pigs squealing and suckling everywhere I looked. I can still in my mind’s nose smell the piggy smell; it seemed to stay with me for hours after we had left the farm cooperative.

			We visited two other projects not too far from there. One was a primitive bank. The other was a large communal granary where the farmers could store their wheat to tide them over in times of drought. It impressed me to see the pride with which the many farmers had gathered around to show off these innovations. What impressed me most of all was the dedication and enthusiasm of the young Zairean, who had gained the respect of the community.

			Sometimes the most memorable experiences are those that happen serendipitously, off the schedule. En route back to Port-au-Prince our guides spotted a cockfight taking place along the side of the road. I soon found myself precariously perched on the only chair (brought especially for me), teetering on a bleacher at a worrisome angle and looking around at a sea of wildly cheering and stomping Haitians. They were intently focused on two small roosters busily pecking each other to death. As I looked around at the crowd, which numbered around 75 or so, I realized that I was the only woman in the stands. The women’s participation in this activity seemed to be relegated to selling cooked chickens (could they have been former cockfight losers?) on a barbecue grill outside. Many men around me were holding roosters and stroking them fondly; each of the small future gladiators wore a tiny sock over his head. The men shouted out encouragement to their favorites, sounding a great deal like aficionados at bullfights or fans at a boxing match. It was a bloody spectacle.

			The other off-the-schedule experience was a fleeting one, but it sticks in my memory all out of proportion to the time it took to glimpse it. Some miles away from Port-au-Prince, we saw a large procession of little children running single file towards a little church. In their hands they carried flowers and tree branches. They were beautifully, colorfully dressed; the girls had bright ribbons in their hair, and both girls and boys looked very clean and scrubbed. Our driver explained that they were going to a special Mother’s Day celebration. I would love to have been able to follow them into church, but at this point we were pressed for time. The foreign minister’s dinner was looming on the schedule.

			The next day, Monday, was our last day; we were to leave in the afternoon. In the morning my young guides drove me to an orphanage run by nuns. Many of the UN wives volunteered their spare hours to helping out the nuns, who were swamped with more abandoned and sick babies than they could handle. A few months ago, I was told, one of the wives had adopted a small, sick, undernourished little baby boy, who I heard had blossomed into a very chubby, very healthy, happy little toddler. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to meet him because he was traveling with his mother. I did see many small, sick, and undernourished babies however, all lined up in metal cribs along two walls of an otherwise bare, small room. There were around 12 of them, as I remember, lying vacantly staring out with huge, sad eyes, their faces shriveled like those of old men, and their stomachs alarmingly distended. Some whimpered, but mostly they seemed very quiet. The nuns who showed us around explained that these babies were the lucky ones who had been found and rescued; many others were out there dying every day.

			The next room we visited held the older babies, who looked to be around nine months to a year old. The nurse was changing their diapers, and then placing them on a worn-out mattress on the floor. The weird thing was that the babies simply stayed put, like so many rag dolls, not making a sound. I thought of a couple of grandchildren of mine who at the same age would have crawled out the door, probably crying or babbling en route. These babies were suffering from a lack of attention and affection, and the tragedy was that very few would ever receive it.

			Whereas the plight of the young has to be the most disheartening of all cultural indicators, their art is often proof of the indomitable nature of the human spirit. It was a rare pleasure to be taken from the orphanage to the tiny art museum and to be surrounded by vivid and delightful works of art, all of which managed to tell a great deal about Haiti’s cultural history. As I think back on these paintings, and on the other spots of color I observed during my visit—the children’s clothes, the gaily decorated tap-tap buses honking their way through the crowded streets of the city—they all stand out like flags of bravery in the face of such privation.

			We headed from the museum to the airport, where we met Bill and his entourage, and as quickly and smoothly as we had entered the country, we left it, winging away en route to another new adventure. As short and frantic as this and all future trips were to be, and even with the realization that more facts about a country could be learned by sitting down with a few good articles from National Geographic or at an appropriate website, I know that an indelible series of memories has been burned into my mind; memories with smells, sounds, and sights experienced first-hand. They are a reality that can never be captured on the printed page. The personal framework this creates allows me to approach these countries with a more intimate understanding, and it fosters a keen interest in any news relating to them. 

			It is because of my experiences that I have been doubly saddened to follow the course of Haiti’s history since our visit there. Scarcely a year later, the military junta of General Namphy became a dictatorship under martial law, and all opposition was forcibly stopped. No election would be held until 1990.

			It was against this background that Jean-Bertrand Aristide began his rise to leadership. A black priest of humble origins, he began increasingly to speak against the government, championing the plight of the poor. His support and influence grew to such an extent that, despite many attempts by both the government and the church to silence him, he stood for and won the presidency in a free election in December of 1990. But he was overcome in a coup only a few months later, and was forced to flee the country. The military was once again in power. The familiar cycle of hope, dictatorship, and depression was again set in motion, and it wasn’t until September of 1994 that Aristide returned to Haiti from his 1,111 days of exile in the U.S. Twenty thousand U.S. soldiers were sent to assure the resumption of his rightful place as president.

			In February of 1996, René Préval, a close associate of Aristide, was elected President; this was to be the first peaceful handover of power from one democratically elected president to another since 1804. The last of the U.S. soldiers finally left in March.

			I think that many of the best moments I recall about our many trips come from recollecting them in tranquility, and in slower motion looking at the experiences that mounted up overwhelmingly sometimes, like too many hot fudge sundaes in too short a time. Other incredible moments come from the chances we had to meet extraordinary people, and to appreciate more and more their cultural differences as well as our common humanity. It was educational and disconcerting not always to be able to tell the good guys from the bad ones, or the right way of doing things from the wrong way in all circumstances. Our experiences underscored time and time again how the risky, frenetic political game, played by a scintilla of the world’s people yet inevitably bearing consequences for all, was so strangely disconnected from the greater world.

			It is really thrilling to see up close the successes of grassroots programs out in the field, and the transforming effects even the smallest of these can have on their communities. Our first trip, though perhaps not the most exciting or the busiest we would take, or the most uncomfortable, or educational, had nevertheless hooked us permanently on foreign travel, and, most particularly, on the development work of the United Nations. After Haiti, we couldn’t wait for our next adventure.

		

	


	
		
			September 11th

			On a recent holiday in France, after spending several days in Paris and several more in Burgundy, we boarded a riverboat that turned out to be a most extraordinary floating hotel with all the trimmings. From the Seine to the Rhone, we cruised through much of Provence, stopping at historical sites and famous vineyards along the way. Our days were filled with visits to lovely cathedrals, ancient Roman ruins, one glorious papal palace, many imposing chateaus, crumbling medieval walls, and centuries-old bridges. We were aided in our enjoyment by a classical literature professor from Yale, whose historical period of choice was the Middle Ages and who adroitly selected appropriate literary material to match our historical excursions, and gave insightful daily lectures. 

			For my own pleasure, I found that reading Eleanor of Aquitaine, a biography of that remarkable woman, while traveling through her backyard, was a wonderful way to help me feel the 11th, 12th, and 13th centuries in a way I never had before. Of course our pleasure was greatly enhanced by the scenery. Beautiful fields of sunflowers and small, quaint villages alternated with gentle green hills, which were often dotted with plump, very white cows. The effect was, above all, serene. 

			On September 11th, we rose early in the morning in order to take a tiny old-fashioned train, with wooden seats, and a rather disconcertingly rattling interior, up the mountain to see the vast gorges and dramatic views from on high. Our small transport, wheezing plumes of black smoke, chugged around bends of the hairpin variety and had at every turn a new dramatic perspective. At one point we stepped off the train to be surrounded by welcoming Frenchmen, who treated us to glasses of local wine and cheese as a musical trio appeared from nowhere to play for us. We were so charmed by the scene that to be drinking wine so shortly after breakfast somehow seemed exactly the right thing for us to be doing. 

			Later on that day, back on the boat, we all turned out to hear our professor’s lecture, which was really fascinating. It had to do with a certain Mme. de Sevigne, a brilliant and prolific letter-writer, who was devoted to her daughter—and whose daughter must indeed have been equally devoted, as she saved the letters her mother wrote her almost daily for many years. Happily, however inadvertently, she provided succeeding generations with an up-close and invaluable view of life in the time of Louis XIV. As she spent several months every year at the Sun King’s infamous court, and the rest in great comfort in the elegant home of her beloved, well-married daughter, Mme. de Sevigne was in an unparalleled spot to provide a privileged bird’s eye view of her times. 

			The lecture was just winding down when a member of the staff came into the lounge. Her face, which we had never seen without a winning smile, looked pale and drawn. Even before she spoke, everyone knew there must be some very, very bad news. We will all remember where we were when we heard about the terrorist attacks. 

			We will remember because September 11th has drawn a line between our old life, in which we felt relatively safe—though perhaps we weren’t—and this new life that finds us forced to realize that we have no real protection from the diabolical excesses of overwrought fanatics who are single-mindedly determined to hurt us. Whether they are from overseas, or from next door, we have become all too aware that the possibility of more devastation by terrorists will color our future, and, tragically, that of our children and grandchildren. 

			As for our idyll on the Rhone, I have to say that I was grateful for the peaceful cushion it provided, which served to keep us for several more days in suspended grief. However, I found myself reading Eleanor of Aquitaine more as a chronicle of man’s inhumanity to man, my mindset having taken a negative turn. Weren’t the Crusades, after all, simply a transparently veiled effort to gain power? Did it not cost millions, lose many lives, and ruin the lives of literally thousands of innocent others along the way? And all in the name of religion? 

			Since September 11th my grandchildren, who live in Greenwich Village and could see the flames and smell the smells from their living room, have been having frequent nightmares. They are only four and six, so their perspective is naturally naïve, but they know what happened and know of the deaths of many people. In fact, a few of their schoolmates lost a parent or two, who had been either working in one of the towers, or were firemen in the rescue efforts. 

			In an effort to turn such a tragedy into something positive, my daughter has enlisted her boys in organizing a benefit to raise money for the orphaned children from the 18th fire district. The Silver Boulders are going to perform, and in case their fame has not yet spread beyond the confines of their immediate family, I proudly explain that this band is the creation of our grandson, the six-year-old, and has been in existence for two years. With their jazz-pianist father for a model, and having been blessed also with his musical talents, both boys and four or five of their friends have performed in a very professional (for 6-year-olds) manner several times already. This time will be the apex of their career so far, and they are very excited and proud to be raising money for the children. I note with pride—and some relief—positive reactions such as this that grow out of such a calamity. I also welcome the sight of so many American flags, the sounds of such harmony in our government, and the palpable feeling of strength of purpose in America. All are sources of hope in a world much in need of it.

		

	


	
		
			Touching History

			One day I was rummaging around in my brain, in the reminiscence quadrant, when I lighted on some memories that caused me serious hindsight incredulity. Dusting off these memories with the help of my journals, I resolved to flesh out my experiences at three historical events into some kind of descriptive account. I had, after all, been touching history, on each of these occasions. Touching history, while not to be confused with making history, is still something special. What follows is an accounting of each of these experiences from my fly-on-the-wall perspective.

			The Funeral of Emperor Hirohito

			We were invited to Emperor Hirohito’s funeral by virtue of Bill’s position as the head of the UNDP. This was in February of 1989, a few weeks after the Inauguration of President Bush, when we were living in New York, or more accurately, living on airplanes with occasional laundry drops in New York. The funeral was to be the first stop of a typically whirlwind itinerary, which included visits to Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, Tuvalu, and Samoa. Packing for this trip was to prove a particular challenge because the elegant funeral invitation had included within its heavy vellum folds detailed instructions concerning the proper wear for an emperor’s—or at least this emperor’s—funeral. Bill was to wear a cutaway, and I was to wear black everything. The alternative, said our instructions, was “native ceremonial dress,” which after some consideration we decided, in our case, did not mean blue jeans. For me, the addition of the heavy black gear on top of my tropical wardrobe posed a problem as I prided myself on going “carry-on” for every trip, as did Bill, and the extra bulk would slow us down considerably. We resolved this by asking our hotel in Tokyo to ship the funeral gear back to New York for us, which they agreed to do.

			I was ten years old when Japan bombed Pearl Harbor. The Emperor of Japan, Hirohito, baring his fangs on wartime propaganda posters, figured prominently in some of my most terrifying childhood nightmares. Subsequently more informed and mature, I was still awestruck by the image of a man, who had only in the past 50 years been stripped of his godliness.

			For me, the excitement would begin with a dinner party in the Presidential Suite of the Okura Hotel. I suppose I had seen presidential suites before, though I can’t recall when, but this was to be the first time I was to dine in a suite where a president actually was in residence. The invitation had come from Mrs. Bush, who was entertaining some notable Japanese women, and had nicely suggested that I join them. The President was meeting elsewhere with other folk.

			The fact that my plane was late didn’t disturb the powers that were, who whisked me from the airport and deposited me at the suite in time for dinner. My exit from the airport was most expeditious. I flew through the formalities, leaving Bill with his handlers and our luggage to make his way to our hotel, The Imperial. Though I was the last to arrive, and had no chance to change into something more suitable and considerably less wrinkled than what I had worn for the 14-hour flight from New York, I was on time for dinner.

			If I had harbored any preconceptions about Japanese women—their submissive roles and low station in society—the guests at the dinner quickly dispelled them. From my journal: “Those present were two wives of former Japanese ambassadors to Washington, a professor who worked with the UN and knows Bill, the wife of the former ambassador to China (from when the Bushes were in China), and two members of the Japanese Diet (Congress).” The conversation, carried on in perfect English, ranged from the changing roles of women in Japan and the U.S. to family planning in China and elsewhere. I added in my journal that I was intrigued, and a bit disconcerted, to be sitting at a lovely table in a dining room that looked like a room in a French chateau, eating a totally French dinner while in Tokyo, Japan.

			The next morning, as Bill and I emerged from our Hotel Imperial room in our funeral garb and headed down the hall, we were astonished to find ourselves surrounded by a phalanx of hotel personnel, white gloved and smiling, who proceeded to bow us into the elevator, escort us down to the lobby floor, and direct us to a special entrance, where our black limousine awaited us. With a flurry of bowing and well wishes, they ushered us into our limousine.

			The day was rainy and bleak. I suppose it befitted the sad occasion, but—since we were to be outside for the ceremony—it boded ill for us. There were no cars on the street except for our parade of limousines, which formed a long black ribbon stretching into the distance. The bleakness of the scene was relieved only by the small flags that drooped damply from the aerials of each limousine, identifying their passengers’ country. We flew the blue-and-white UN flag. Clusters of somber citizens huddled under umbrellas silently watching the passing of our slow convoy. It was eerily quiet.

			It boggles the mind to imagine the intricacies of advance planning that had cleared the streets, hired the limousines, bedded down the hordes of dignitaries, and were now orchestrating, faultlessly so far as we could see, the arrival and placement of all of the funeral guests. Certainly protocol alone must have been a challenge for the hosts. What standards, for instance, were used to establish the diplomatic pecking order? Fortunately, we didn’t have to concern ourselves with this, but enjoyed thoroughly the sensation of being part of a well-oiled machine.

			When we arrived at the funeral site, we were led into a large white tent where a number of people were already gathered and standing around chatting. What first struck me were the numbers of heads of state who were in native dress. Resplendent in their tunics and saris and robes of brilliant colors, they dotted and decorated the gathering like bouquets of bright flowers, in a welcome contrast to the black of the majority of us. Bill and I kept ourselves entertained by picking out the leaders of the world, kings and queens and presidents and prime ministers. The time passed quickly, it seemed, until we were summoned to enter another open-sided tent. This was a sitting-down tent. There were approximately ten rows of chairs with ten to a row. Bill and I were in the last row, with kings and queens and all officialdom of highest rank in front of us. Behind us in another equally large tent open to us were other foreign diplomats and ambassadors, and across the aisle, in a tent next to ours, were the Japanese royal family and many distinguished Japanese mourners.

			Our Japanese hosts had provided us with small packets that magically produced heat when squeezed. As the morning wore on, I found that one packet in each gloved hand and one in each shoe made all the difference in my comfort level. I remained remarkably cozy despite the weather, which appeared to be worsening by the minute. However, we were soon so swept up in the proceedings that cold became a non-issue.

			The service began with a ponderously slow 21-gun salute. The only sound in the ensuing pin-drop silence was the shuffling in measured rhythm of many feet on the graveled path. This sound was joined by atonal chanting, which seemed to hang in the heavy air as an exotic and solemn counterpoint. What followed was a fairytale in animation. A parade of exotically clad men who must have been Shinto holy men, each of them bearing colorful banners and what looked like beautifully wrapped, mysteriously shaped Christmas presents. They paraded down the pebbled path, and passed behind a screen of some sort that blocked our view, but not the view of the Japanese dignitaries in the next tent. There was a Shinto ceremony behind the screen, which we had been told was the most sacred part of the service, and could not be shared with foreigners. I was fascinated enough just ogling the parade of priests and objects, which appeared and disappeared like so many apparitions. Next came the pallbearers bearing the Emperor in an elaborate gold-trimmed black coffin resting on a giant palanquin. Flanking them, all in black and carrying black umbrellas, were the Emperor’s family. Through the gray mist of rain, they too appeared like dreamy fairytale figures, especially the women, tiny and frail-looking, who were wearing long, flowing black skirts and small black hats with veils. All but the new Emperor took their seats in the front row of their tent.

			The new Emperor, Akihito, then stood before us and made a speech, which was translated into English for us in our programs. I wish I could tell you what he said, but, although I noted in my journal that I was saving the program, that was one of the treasures which unfortunately didn’t make it into my collection of memorabilia. I do remember, though, that while he was speaking I found my view of him blocked by a tall gentleman sitting in the first row of dignitary mourners. I thought it best not to holler “down in front” to Prince Philip!

			Then came the turn of all the mourners to pay their respects to the Emperor and to the royal family. Beginning with the front row of dignitaries, each person rose upon being announced, walked slowly to the coffin, bowed, and then turned and bowed to the royal family, who had been joined by the new Emperor. They then slowly and solemnly made their way out. In a lucky break for us lesser lights in the back row of dignitaries, all of the kings and queens, princes and potentates, passed before our eyes and behind our seats in an orderly procession as they made for the exit. It was a Who’s Who in motion. The ones I noted especially, my journal tells me, were the King of Jordan, the King and Queen of Spain, the King and Queen of Sweden, the too-tall Prince Philip, the Bushes, the King and Queen of Belgium, and President François Mitterand of France. Then there were the exotic ones in native costumes—like the King of Bhutan and the heads of Togo and Lesotho. It made for a very classy parade.

			Perhaps the most astonishing, and certainly great fun for us, was the discovery weeks later that certain of our friends with a keen sense of history, or perhaps having a boring day, happened upon a view of Bill and me on CNN as we made our bows. I don’t know how we looked, but I can tell you how I felt as I was making my way forward. I felt as if we were acting in a play.

			The whole ceremony took around three hours. Upon our return to the hotel, we were treated to a flurry of bows and attentions as we made our way through the lobby in our funeral formality. It was our 15 minutes, or three of our 15 minutes of fame by association, and we found ourselves solemnly bowing back and feeling very important.

			The entire weekend was full of well-scripted events, two of which were a reception given by Prime Minister Takashita that evening, and a formal audience with the Emperor and his family the next day. The audience took place in the Imperial Palace in an enormous reception room, whose most memorable furnishings were a huge lavender rug with giant creamy swirls all over it, and some oversized, elaborate chandeliers, striking a note in the room which was decidedly more European than Asian, I thought, though the wooden beamed ceiling and the shoji screens left no doubt of the Japanese influence. This audience, we were told, was a departure for the usually private royal family and perhaps heralded a lifting of the isolation that had been so persistently impenetrable that the royal family actually speaks a language that is almost completely indecipherable to the outside world.

			The building we had entered, part of the palace complex, was not a classically Japanese structure and it looked to be relatively new. The grounds we had passed through in our limousine were, however, beautiful, in the serene mysterious way of Japanese gardens. Despite the rainy weather, the contrasts of greens in all different shades, from black-green to yellow, looked almost iridescent against the background of gray sky and the gray rocks and pebbles that ornamented the garden. A hundred or so of us lined up to greet the royal family, who awaited us in the center of the room. The Emperor Akihito and Empress Michiko stood together and were flanked on each side by the other members of the royal family, women to the right of the Empress, men to the left of the Emperor, all in black, the women still wearing their long elegant black dresses and black hats with veils. They looked even more fragile in contrast to the gigantic proportions of the room, which dwarfed us all. We barely made a dent in that space.

			I think we were identified by a protocol officer, I can’t remember for sure, but we did shake hands with the family, and then we were ushered into another large reception room, where other members of the royal family mingled among us and talked informally, and in perfect English. This was just another one of the many times over the course of my travels that I had reason to be grateful that English is the international language. How cut off I would have felt so many times with only my imperfect French as the only other language I speak or understand. I happened to look out of a very large window at one point during the reception and saw a courtyard made up of white pebbles, beyond which was a large expanse of lawn, at this time of year, uniformly yellow, its brilliance enhanced by the silver-gray of the sky. In the middle of the courtyard bloomed a magnificent fruit tree, its pink blossoms defying the calendar. It was framed by the sculpted green hedge that separated the terrace from the lawn. I thought at the time and noted in my journal that one glorious out-of-season bloom might have been nature’s gift to the emperor. It was certainly a gift to me.

			A few days and two countries later, we were having tea with the King-for-Life of Western Samoa, in a gorgeous, sprawling white Victorian mansion, which is his palace, but was formerly the home of Robert Louis Stevenson. The funeral of Emperor Hirohito was mentioned during the course of conversation. The King, an elderly fellow, wearing a traditional lava-lava, remarked that he had had to forgo his ceremonial dress, and had hastily bought a morning coat in Tokyo, but nevertheless had been paralyzed with the cold, and was only now recovering from what they all called his Japanese cold. As I watched the king sip from his gold-encrusted royal cup, and dab his fingers delicately on his gold-threaded napkin, I marveled all over again at the scope and singularity of our various experiences. Then I closed that chapter and moved on.

			The Birth of Namibia

			The mood was far from somber on March 20, 1990, when we arrived in the country of Southwest Africa, which was at midnight to become the independent Republic of Namibia. Echoes of India’s Freedom at Midnight were enriching my expectations. Everywhere in the town of Windhoek, the capital, the excitement was palpable. Women in multicolored, voluminous skirts, with hats of elaborate tri-cornered construction, making them look like psychedelic nuns, were dancing and ululating on the streets, and clusters of them shared the space in front of our hotel with hundreds who had gathered to welcome and ogle the steady stream of dignitaries, who were arriving from all over the world. 

			At first glance, you might have thought that you had landed on the wrong continent, perhaps somewhere in Bavaria. The town of Windhoek, nestled on a hillside and spread onto a valley floor, was dotted with European-style houses and buildings, with even a castle or two thrown in for good measure. Was this the same country that was also home to the bushmen of the Kalahari Desert? Certainly it was difficult to believe how such totally different cultures could exist in a country that was only half the size of Alaska.

			It was not difficult to recognize the legacy of the German colonization, which had occurred in the latter part of the 19th century, during the height of the European “Help Yourself” policy in Africa. The Germans were attracted primarily by the rich minerals, including diamonds, to be mined in the country. They built an infrastructure which was still highly visible 100 years later. Despite the fact that the South Africans took over the country in 1915, it remained their protectorate until this day of celebration in 1990.

			The combination of cultures played out in fascinating ways. One of these was in restaurant fare. The menus were equally divided between offerings of beer and bratwurst, and springbok and ostriches. The new country, the Republic of Namibia, with a population of 1.5 million, was being born after 30 years of struggling for independence—a struggle that had been waged by guerrilla forces against the South African government, whose repressive apartheid stance had borne down heavily over the years. Wedged between Angola to the north, with its own set of political problems, and South Africa to the south, the guerillas, whose main army was called the Southwest African Peoples Organization, or SWAPO, fought long and hard for the victory that was being symbolically recognized this day. The United Nations had played a key role in helping shape the transition and was to play a key role in the ceremony that night. The new leader of the country was Sam Nujoma, the former leader of SWAPO, and a national hero.

			From the headiness of a tumultuous greeting, we left behind the ululations and were given a tour of the former black township of Katutura, where the European influence was nowhere to be found, and where the grim reality of apartheid was present everywhere. We visited a childcare center where we were told 137 children were cared for in a space roughly the size of a two-car garage. Our guides were very articulate and forceful African women who mingled their enthusiasm about the new republic and prospects for a new childcare center with sad tales of sons and husbands killed, imprisoned, or missing during the struggle.

			Our time was filled that day with all the cross-cultural observations and revelations, heavily laced with excitement and anticipation of the midnight ceremony. One person apparently carried away either with my irresistible beauty, or by the electricity of the moment, was Jesse Jackson—who managed to kiss me twice (having never laid eyes on me before) within a very short period of time.

			It was a very odd feeling to be filing into a stadium in many respects like Stanford’s, and like Stanford’s it too held 80,000 people. The stairway to the dignitary section, where we were to sit, was covered in a blue awning, and as we were directed to our seats, we mounted with some of the same feelings one gets at Stanford’s Big Games. The stands were filled, the field was teeming with activity, marching bands, dancing, and so forth. But the deja vu ended when we registered the personnel gathered in the stands. Our seatmates were Rajiv Gandhi, India’s leader—who was to be assassinated only a few weeks later; Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak; and Kenneth Kaunda, then President of Malawi, a tall elegant man who, dressed in a white suit, was waving his trademark white handkerchief to everyone around. The Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze and his wife were there to represent their country, and a few rows down sat James Baker, then our Secretary of State, who was the head of the U.S. delegation. Below us in a box were seated the dignitaries who were to take part in the ceremony: South Africa’s then-President F.W. de Klerk, UN Secretary-General Javier Perez de Cuellar, and Sam Nujoma, the President-elect of Namibia.

			In the midst of the milling and exuberance, a roar shook the stadium, gathering force and focus as eyes everywhere fixed on Nelson Mandela, who entered the stadium and was descending the steps past our seats to take his place somewhere in front of us. His then-wife, Winnie, was creating a stir of her own as she smiled and waved, and at one point swooped down to give Yasser Arafat a big kiss and a hug.

			After being entertained with parades of very snappy soldiers (made up largely of former guerrillas, I was told) and some colorful and exotic dancing on the field, the master of ceremonies introduced Secretary-General Perez de Cuellar. He gave a very moving speech, touching on the intricate steps that had been taken by the principals in order to arrive at this moment. He then swore in Sam Nujoma in a ceremony, which resembled very closely the presidential swearing-in ceremony I had witnessed from close up in Washington. Actually, his speech lasted until ten minutes after midnight, which meant that Namibia had to wait ten extra minutes to be born. Then the South African flag came down, and the newly designed Namibian flag was hoisted in its place. A hush descended on the stadium, a silence that was soon shattered by long applause and shouted cheers. I happened to spot Marti Artissari from the UN, who as the Secretary-General’s representative, had been the driving force behind the agreements that led to this moment. He looked like a proud parent at his son’s graduation. The two other speakers were de Klerk and President Nujoma. The former archenemies were gracious and complimentary, and both spoke eloquently about their hopes for the new country. White-bearded Nujoma cut a striking figure. It was not at all difficult to picture him as the leader of his country.

			Months later it was interesting to me to hear that the Secretary-General told Bill, upon leaving the UN, that the single most important and meaningful thing that he had done in office was to preside over the making of a country.

			Namibia wasted no time in celebrating. The field came alive with exuberant dancing, followed by an absolutely spectacular fireworks display, which elicited waves of oohs and aahs as the hundreds of bursts of colors and shapes exploded above us. Afterwards we were led down to the field, where we shook hands with President Nujoma, looking very handsome up close, and very gracious besides. As we were leaving, Nelson Mandela crossed our path, and with great presence of mind, Bill stuck out his hand and managed to say a few words to the great man, who said a few nice words back, while I swooned speechlessly in the background.

			As my knowledge of these countries that we lit upon so fleetingly was often limited to what I could learn from briefing books, I was always on the alert to learn whatever I could from whatever source presented itself. Therefore certain conversations often assumed enormous importance. There were two such conversations I lucked into the next day. Both took place at the enormous state banquet, which was held the following evening in a gigantic building called the German Hall, where around 600 of us were gathered during the pre-banquet cocktail hour. A handsome white Namibian introduced himself to me, explaining that he was a member of the new Namibian parliament. A German, born in Namibia, he was the owner, he told me, of 27,000 acres of ranch land where he raised game for consumption (game, I guessed, such as the springbok and ostrich I’d seen on the menus there). I was fascinated to learn that he had been a long-time supporter of SWAPO, and was very optimistic about the future of the country. He assured me that he was not an isolated case, but that many white Namibians had been committed to the movement for years. This augured well for the future, it seemed to me.

			The dinner that followed was elegant, multi-course, and almost interminable. The wife of one of the ministers at our table fell sound asleep at one point, and as far as I know, very few stalwarts stayed around for dessert. Most of the people left after the palate clearing sherbet or the salad (we left after the salad), but in the meantime I had a wonderful time with my dinner partner, Maurice Templesman, a Belgian-born American with large holdings in diamond and copper mines, and close ties, he explained, to both the Namibian and South African governments. In New York he was at the time chairman of the African American Institute, which seeks to forge cultural, non-political ties between our country and Africa. He described to me the enormous resources of many of these countries and their vital importance to the economy. Mr. Templesman’s presence alone at this event was proof of this. Not always up on the latest doings of the Kennedy family, I wasn’t to learn until later that this gentleman was the companion of Jacqueline Kennedy.

			The weekend also marked the beginning of the UNDP presence in the country. Bill and the Secretary-General officiated at the very impressive dedication of its headquarters, which—coming on the heels of all the euphoria of the weekend—was just another high point in a trip filled with high points.

			Tucked into one of the empty places in our busy time was a visit to the little museum in Windhoek. A pictorial exhibition of the recent history of the country, building up to its independence, was featured. Among the exhibits was a display of proposed Namibian flags, which had been part of a competition recently held in the country.

			Ranging in style and form from naive and charming to geometric and sophisticated, they made for a lovely, colorful display. I felt for the Namibians the thrill of the new beginnings, endless possibilities, and tremendous hope. I was heartened and touched by the inclusiveness and simplicity that such a competition signified.

			The Inauguration of G.H.W. Bush

			Bill and I were part of the George Bush contingent who had been favored with job opportunities in the first Reagan-Bush administration in Washington. We could never have conceived at the time what a rich and exciting detour our lives would take when we packed up and re-rooted ourselves at what seemed to me to have been the drop of a hat, in the spring of 1981. Everything we did, saw, and experienced for the next 14 years came about as a result of this one move.

			Those were heady days. We found ourselves dropped into the center of the Beltway, with so many opportunities to learn and digest so much that was new, at least to us. My husband, who is able to marshal his core beliefs under the Republican flag, is a strong partisan. I on the other hand, seem to be less pin-downable, with a belief system that ranges outside of the major party lines. Nonetheless, we were flying the Republican flag, and for the most part I didn’t mind. Despite the frantic, numbing pace of their lives, from the moment they became Vice President and spouse, the Bushes never lost sight of their friends and managed to include us in all manner of excitement throughout those eight years. Along with the formal and scripted events there were times for tennis games and less formal get-togethers, though to arrange an informal get-together with a secret-service-guarded family is not always very easy.

			I recall that for the Nixon inauguration, Bill and I were allotted standing room roughly half a mile away from the Capitol building. Even with binoculars we could barely make out the principals, but it didn’t matter to us. It was our first inauguration, and we were buoyed by the spectacle and the symbolism, and energized by the enthusiasm of the hordes of people surrounding us.

			Several inaugurations later, in January of 1989, we found ourselves on the podium of the Capitol with our binoculars trained on the hordes of people blanketing the landscape as far as the eye could see. As part of the Bush “friends and family” contingent, we had been bussed over to the Capitol early that morning and shown to our seats, which had cards with our names in calligraphy of the fanciest sort attached to their backs. There were roughly 70 of us, and we had all become fast friends over the eight years that the Bushes had been in Washington as VP and spouse. “Friends and family” in fact had become our tours of choice, as they had provided us through those years with special events, parties, hospitality suites, and hotel rooms at Republican conventions. We often wore special badges, which enabled us to do special things, and go special places. It was all very exciting and fun. 

			This day and this ceremony were to be the pinnacle of the peak experience for the friends and family who had waited for—and many who had worked toward—this day. I remember standing with Bill before the ceremony began, feeling nervous stomach butterflies. But they all disappeared as soon as the notables began arriving and taking their seats. And I was positively awash in pride when the most notable of all, our friends the Bushes, took their seats with the Reagans. I don’t need to dwell on the ceremony itself, as you were all there, in one way or another, except to say that my patriotism rose to new heights during those moments as I watched the changing of the guard in all its peaceful solemnity.

			That night Bill and I, and another couple, were co-chairmen of the Inaugural Ball at the Kennedy Center, one of eight balls that were to be held throughout the city. As one of our duties, we were to greet the President and First Lady at the prescribed entrance, and escort them to one of the four stages where they were to say a few words, dance a few steps, and then move on to their next ball. Are you picturing an elegant scene? Glittering jewels and upswept hair and dashing gentlemen escorting ladies to the refreshments? Decorous music, maybe violins? Erase that all from your minds.

			When the time came for us to discharge this duty, the thousands of bodies, women in voluminous taffetas and silks and satins, men all alike in their black tie splendor, were grid-locked together in a mass as impenetrable as a brick wall. Belatedly panicking at the prospect of not being at the appointed spot at the appointed time, with Bill leading the charge, we put our heads down and bulldozed our way, subway-shove-elbow-jab style through the throngs, to our rendezvous spot. Thoroughly disheveled and panting unbecomingly, we arrived just as the Bushes were being led by secret service into the Center. Photographers were snapping away but I never for a minute thought to ask for a copy. It would have been too upsetting to see me looking totally uncoiffed and disarrayed at such a landmark moment.

			If this was a low point, certainly the high point came two days later, when the new President and Barbara gave their first dinner party in the White House. It was to be in honor of the Secretary-General Javier Perez de Cuellar and his wife, and since Bill was at that point working at the UN, we were invited. It was our first time upstairs on the second floor, the actual living quarters of the White House, and the small dinner was preceded by a tour of the rooms—including the famous Lincoln bedroom. At that point it was all new to the new residents as well, so there was an added edge of excitement to the whole evening.

			We were to return to the White House again over the years, but really nothing could compare with the thrill of that first visit to the second floor. We had another reason to celebrate that January 24th. Our grandson, Billy Draper was born on that day, and now he is ten years old. With Billy as a yardstick, I realize from how far back these memories have come, and marvel from this distance all over again at the luck that provided me with such technicolor splendid experiences. They upgraded my reminiscence quadrant considerably.

			I’m aware too that in recounting this to you, I’ve done a considerable amount of name dropping, and place dropping, and occasion dropping, but those were the days, those were the places, and those were the people. I continue to be incredulous myself that any of this history really happened. But it did. It really did.

		

	


	
		
			Family

			“But as for the present, I’m happy to be treated to as many babies as can possibly fit in my schedule. Like the sight of the first tulips in spring, like hearing the melody of a beautiful song for the first time, like digging into an especially dark chocolate sundae, the appearance of a baby in my life is a guaranteed upper, and one of which I find myself increasingly in need.”

		

	


	
		
			Seventy in Stride

			Thank you, thank you, all my kin 

			You sure throw quite a party 

			It took no effort to begin 

			To love it from the start’y 

			Your meals, your plans for every day 

			Were all the purest pleasure 

			(Truck excursions to the bay 

			Thrown in for extra measure) 

			As much as I loved all of this 

			I also loved the care 

			You gave that naught would be amiss 

			By being me-aware 

			You factored in my walk and nap 

			With very careful thought 

			The result: I found me in the lap 

			Of comfort these had wrought 

			But best of all I loved the way 

			Your creativity 

			Came to the fore in fine array 

			With gifts you gave to me 

			Believe me I loved every one 

			And all the time you took 

			Was worth it; it will be such fun 

			Forever, when I look. 

			Thank you for your care in making 

			Me laugh (vs. cry) 

			I find myself benignly taking 

			Seventy in stride. 

		

	


	
		
			In Praise of Babies

			October began with warm Indian summer weather, clear blue skies, and a trace of fall coloring on our pistachio trees. Everything that hadn’t been chewed up by our outdoor resident deer family was looking perky and well-tended, and the interior residents, Bill and I, were feeling perky and well-tended as well. We were finally managing, somewhat successfully, to come to grips with living in a world that no longer guaranteed safety from the horrors of terrorism, if it ever really did. Although fear makes a constant underlying counterpoint in our thoughts, our actions for the most part remain unchanged. 

			I knew what the end of the month would involve: an operation on my brain to help my pills in our battle against Parkinson’s disease. I looked forward to this day with some apprehension. I had made the choice to have the procedure, and though encouraged by my doctors, I still felt somewhat out on my own limb. The month, as I looked ahead, was going to be fraught with anxiety on my part, and I hunkered down to expect the worst. But I didn’t count on the curative, diversionary power of babies—I hadn’t realized my month would be so full of them. 

			First there was the arrival of Elaina. Elaina is the first great grandchild of our close family circle. She’s Bill’s sister’s grandson’s baby. I remember when Elaina’s father Jeff was born (and incidentally, when his father was born as well); Elaina’s arrival, and the photograph that followed, gave me a chance to remember her father as a baby, as she looks just like him. I love looking at her picture, and will be even happier to have a chance to hold her myself. 

			Next came a bulletin from my close friend in Tacoma. Her daughter Isabelle, after a very long courtship, had decided to marry the man who was also the father of her soon-to-be-born child. There was much joy all around and Isabelle, once she made up her mind to marry, was happier than she had been in years, according to her mother. The baby arrived; her name is Isabella, and her picture is a treasure, as is the wedding picture with Isabelle in profile proudly displaying her very large tummy. 

			These were simply lovely pieces of news, and lovely to think about, but they didn’t come close to the thrill of seeing, bonding with, and actually touching a baby up close. I had two such opportunities, both very close together in time, and both very satisfying, bonding-wise. One was with Sophia, a beautiful black-haired little girl, who was the granddaughter of a very close friend. Three and a half months old, Sophia smiled, showing a deep dimple on one side, she chortled, she cooed, she melted into place on every available lap, and for several hours, on three successive days, managed to completely monopolize our lives. We were enchanted. What fat cheeks! What beautiful skin! What adorable feet! Nothing she did escaped our eager attention.

			And then there was Raphaela. Raphaela is our newest godchild. At ten months old, she was to be christened in the sweet little shingled Episcopalian church on Union Street, in San Francisco. Exactly one hour before the ceremony, those intimately involved with Raphaela gathered in the small garden behind the church for group photos. The reason for the early gathering, we were told by Raphaela’s mother, was that the baby would be at her sartorial best before the ceremony. As her beautiful linen christening outfit was indeed very wrinkle-prone, the women in our ranks were very sympathetic and understanding about the importance of picture taking at an early hour, though some of the men found it, well, early. 

			I must describe Raphaela to you. She is a beautiful baby with an almost permanent radiant smile on her lovely round face. Her cheeks are irresistibly chubby. She has a smashingly handsome pair of parents, so I have no reason to suspect that she won’t continue to wow all who see her for the rest of her days. Her eyelashes are black, curly, and long, which adds to the total picture enormously. She is calm, responsive, and tranquil in disposition, which makes it easy for the world to love her. In fact, I feel confident in my prediction that she will have a happy life, and will create happiness for others as well. We all had a chance to hold and bond for a minute or two, which was great fun. Raphaela was all smiles, and seemed to bask in the attention of her doting admirers. The photography went amazingly fast; we were surprised when the music began to drift out to us from inside the church—our signal that it was time to go in. 

			I don’t know, not being a church regular (to put it mildly), whether Episcopal churches—or indeed, all churches—have a young people’s service (which would include the children of young married couples) held at an earlier time than the regular service. But I would suggest that all churchgoers who have this option avail themselves of the opportunity. The children in this particular church were dressed up in outfits that could have been part of a movie scene, so perfect were they in every detail. There were a vast number of them to look at and admire, which kept me very contented and busy until it was time for the main attraction, which was of course Raphaela’s actual christening ceremony. I found myself thinking about my own mortality, as I pledged along with the others that I would be, from this time forward, a protector and guide for this tiny baby. Not for the first time did I despair over the time constraints that will leave me unable to finish the good book that is my life. To have to go before the last chapter is finished is a great frustration and a sorrow. What will I see of this child’s life? And what will I know about the routes my grandchildren will take in their adulthood? I’m greedy. I’d like to know it all. But as for the present, I’m happy to be treated to as many babies as can possibly fit in my schedule. Like the sight of the first tulips in spring, like hearing the melody of a beautiful song for the first time, like digging into an especially dark chocolate sundae, the appearance of a baby in my life is a guaranteed upper, and one of which I find myself increasingly in need.

		

	


	
		
			Ode to Patty 

			Here’s to my sister Pat 

			Whom now you all have met 

			She’s the one whose talents 

			Run to rugs you can’t forget 

			Pat’s now a Californian 

			Away from cold and colder 

			And happy to be living here 

			To watch her gang grow older 

			There’s one thing that you may not know 

			About her that you should 

			You may believe as I did 

			That she is sweet and good 

			But how I ask you can one 

			Expect to cope with this: 

			She’s indulged in some wickedness 

			And lethal artifice 

			That goes beyond propriety 

			Or sisterly behavior 

			Indeed it is so devious 

			I find I’m not in favor 

			For this my sis of many years 

			Has managed quite a feat. 

			For every pound she’s taken off 

			I’ve gained, down to my feet 

			I don’t know how she’s done it, 

			What wizardry’s employed 

			But honestly I’m getting 

			Just a little bit annoyed. 

			The day is gone when I could gorge 

			On cookies by the score 

			They settle now where they should not 

			And yet I still want more 

			But back to toasting, here’s to you 

			The BIRTHDAY girl specific 

			We wish you many fun-filled days 

			Out here on the Pacific 

		

	


	
		
			Ode to Patty II 

			From Buffalo and argerole 

			Connecticut and hookers 

			To Oceanside and Capitole 

			To join us grandchild lookers 

			Here’s to my older sister, Pat 

			Whose birthday is today 

			There’s nothing like a sister that 

			Stays older all the way 

			But one thing that you may not know 

			About her that you should 

			You may think she’s pure as snow 

			And always sweet and good 

			But this, my sis of many years 

			Has managed cruel alchemy 

			It seems each pound that disappears 

			From her, appears on me 

			Where once upon a time I fed 

			On tasty cookies by the score 

			These days when I go to bed 

			Of me there’s more and more 

			But it’s her birthday, and a time to wish 

			All good things—from grand to quite specific 

			May all her days be found suffish 

			With grands and the Pacific 

		

	


	
		
			 A Homemade Present For My Son,
Timmy Cook Draper

			From Mom

			To you, my one and only son

			You’ve really only just begun 

			To prove yourself as one who sticks

			To what you start, and what you fix

			Stays fixed, for instance DFJ

			Could have simply gone astray

			If not for your tenacity

			Which got you through adversity

			As for BizWorld, it’s the best

			Of all ideas, it’s progressed

			From volunteering in a class

			To focal programming en masse

			You are a father who comes through

			You stick to concepts that ring true

			And play with all the kids you know

			Be they cousin, pal, or beau

			In fact, the Draper house is known

			For entertaining, and the phone

			Keeps ringing off the hook all day

			For Tim? Melissa? Who can say?

			Imagination; you have lots

			It shows itself in many spots

			From riding wild and large-ish beasts

			To share in DFJ’s great feasts

			To wearing costumes, of all kinds

			And making speeches—no one minds

			If song or dance goes with the talk

			You talk the talk and walk the walk

			In your own Tim Draper style

			That means you’ll go the second mile

			To try to make the moment fun

			For friends and family—everyone

			In short, I’d like to say to you

			That as a son, you’re coming through

			In every way that counts with me

			You are my only son you see

			So there’s no way really to compare

			Nor would I want to, to be fair

			You are unique in many ways

			We will forever sing your praise

			HAPPY BIRTHDAY!!!

		

	


	
		
			Some Lyrics for 
My Funny Son-in-Law, Michael, 
on his big 50th 

			My funny son-in law, my only son-in-law 

			You made me laugh from the start 

			Your face is affable, and photographical 

			You are in truth a man apart 

			Is your figure less than Greek 

			Are your feet somewhat unique 

			Do you argue when you speak 

			A la carte? 

			Don’t change a hair for me 

			(That is metaphorically) 

			Make pretty music, and play 

			After all, sixty is still far away. 

		

	


	
		
			Lisa’s Gift

			Lisa’s mother just called to tell a story. She knows how much I like them. This one had to do with a sympathy card Lisa had made to send to the owner of Jen, a large, white St. Bernard-Retriever mix who had just died. Lisa had known Jen very well, because for more than a year she and her master had been living in Lisa’s house, though last year they had moved to Connecticut. 

			Lisa’s mother had suggested that Lisa and her brother write a note of sympathy to Jen’s owner, and both children set about doing so right away. Coulter returned from his room with a finished product, the very sweet, thoughtful note of a nine-year-old boy, written on a piece of lined stationery. Soon after that Lisa reappeared, and presented her offering to her mother. She had torn off a piece from a shiny white Saks shopping bag, onto which she had glued two red “pockets,” made from construction paper. The label over one pocket said “JEN’S HAIR,” and inside Lisa had stuffed something fussy and white—her mother conjectured it was cotton. The opening was just big enough to allow a finger inside to explore. Over the other pocket Lisa had written “JEN’S SMOOTH NOSE” (Lisa is seven, and not overly concerned with the humdrum aspects of learning, so her mother was thrilled to note that she had spelled “smooth” correctly). Inside that pocket Lisa had affixed some scotch tape, which her mother said really did feel smooth. 

			No sooner had my daughter hung up than I remembered a time a year and a half ago when another, far greater tragedy had befallen Lisa. Her stepmother, at the age of 38, had died very suddenly of a heart attack. Lisa, then barely six years old, had been alone with her at the time, and I doubt whether she will completely recover from the trauma of such an experience. Lisa’s spontaneous reaction to the tragedy was to set about building a memorial to Cheryl in the garden, inside her small tree house. First she drew and cut out some big white paper stars, which she taped onto the ceiling in random fashion, with a few spilling down the walls. She then gathered together a number of her favorite small possessions and carefully arranged them on the built-in benches that faced each other inside the tree house. From somewhere in her house she commandeered several shiny multicolored streamers, undoubtedly left over from someone’s birthday party, and these she crisscrossed from corner to corner in loose, floppy loops. As a final touch, she selectively picked a few camellias from the garden and scattered them on the floor. The overall effect was touchingly beautiful. 

			I don’t know what particular strand of DNA is responsible for Lisa’s unique take on the world, but both her mother and I, who rely so heavily on words for expression, find ourselves delighted and a little in awe of the alternate routes this little girl takes. In these instances, by turning her sorrow into such loveliness, Lisa had caught something no words, however carefully and thoughtfully structured, could ever capture.

		

	


	
		
			Improvisations: Nat at One and a Half

			He walks.

			Also struts

			 Prances

			 Goose steps

			 Marches

			 And sways from side to side.

			He talks.

			Also babbles

			 Sings

			 Interrupts himself

			 And laughs uproariously.

			He eats.

			Also grazes

			 Forages

			 Mooches

			 Picks

			 And tosses food with abandon.

			He socializes.

			Also hugs

			 Claps

			 Mimics

			 Clowns

			 Waves

			 And smiles beguilingly.

			PREDICTIONS

			He will not be

			 Boring

			 Pigeon-toed

			 Shy

			 Blonde

			 Fat

			 Finicky

			 Or a Trappist monk.

			CONCLUSION

			“De by de by de by … Yeah Mama”

		

	


	
		
			Superman’s Visit

			Late one afternoon in August, Superman (the mini, two-and-a-half-year-old grandchild version) arrived on Fire Island with his parents to spend a week with his grandparents. No sooner had they disembarked from the ferry than a big storm blew in. The rain came down in torrents, which made a speedy search for shelter necessary. Closest to hand was a singles bar—which even at that early hour was pulsing with rock rhythms and already filling up. Despite the dampness of his costume, making a minor adjustment to his velcro-attached red cape, Superman flew onto the dance floor and proceeded to swoop and turn and swoop and turn, in more and more elaborate patterns, utilizing the colored light reflections on the disco dance floor as launching pads for what turned out to be a remarkable performance. The crowd of singles date-searchers even paused long enough to admire the soggy Superman/child. 

			As soon as the rains had slowed to a somewhat manageable drizzle, the band of parents and grandparents of Superman resumed their walk, trailing along wagons (there are no cars on this island) overflowing with the paraphernalia so necessary when traveling with children. Along the way, the grownups received a long and detailed rundown on many superheroes. Batman, Spiderman, and Superman were analyzed by the young expert, who included in his lecture a detailed description of their particular strengths, their modes of transportation, their weapons of choice, and their clothing. He spent a great deal of time on his own particular favorite, but he did not stint in his praise for the others. By the time they arrived at their destination both grandparents had become conversant with the Superman arsenal of weaponry, and were exchanging power eyes and power breaths with some degree of confidence. However, they realized very soon, and with some misgivings, that the parents and the grandparents were to be the “bad people,” powerless in the face of the power eyes of Superman, which meant instant death. This therefore led to the only acceptable response: falling to the ground in a motionless heap. Though the parents, being younger, were more bounce-backable, the grands found themselves wondering if they could manage to be “bad people” with Superman on soft, yielding surfaces. They even entertained the hope that at some point the costume would be abandoned, and their grandson, Natty, would appear.

		

	


	
		
			Alex

			Then came Alex, the eighth and last of our grandchildren. Today he is six years old. He has curly brown hair which he would gladly switch for an afro, and knows everything there is to know about basketball and basketball players, including the players’ vital statistics, and even what they eat for breakfast. Whenever he can fit a moment into his busy day he will shoot around 80 baskets through the basketball hoop that is—and has been for years—in one quadrant of the living room, sharing its floor space with a large piano and a sprawling full set of drums. 

			Alex lives in Greenwich Village, New York—a city that has a reputation for embracing creativity and eccentricity. This is the perfect place for Alex. When he was just two years old, he attended a staid but beautiful grand buffet dinner with his older brother, Nat, and other members of the family. They were there as guests of his great grandmother. As everyone conversed lightly, one of the relatives at the table suddenly spotted Alex nimbly wending his way among the other buffet-goers and bustling waiters. He was singing, and his microphone was a somewhat soft and crumpled napkin. It was difficult to hear him, because the noise of some 200 people is hard to rise above, but that didn’t faze Alex. It was only as time wore on that we, his fans, felt it was best to remove Alex from the spotlight, before he upset a plate belonging to an elderly guest or brought down a waiter with a chicken platter. His parents plucked their wandering minstrel in mid-song, an interruption Alex undoubtedly felt was premature, and settled him into his seat—with a dish of ice cream to sweeten the deal. We knew then what we had only suspected before: this was no ordinary fellow. For one thing, he knew every word of the songs he sang, and he seemed very comfortable performing in a sizeable crowd of strangers. We hadn’t had a grandchild who was so outgoing, so extroverted, and so downright funny. 

			On his sixth birthday, Alex wore his doboy, which is a neat cloth scarf-like creation that is a kind of tight-fitting hat. The rest of his ensemble was comprised of basketball pants hanging dangerously low (to a point somewhere around his knees) and a basketball T-shirt that Shaq might have felt was a little loose. He badly wanted to top off this costume by putting on his bling-bling (gold necklaces), but his mother reminded him that he had developed a terrible rash the last time he had worn them, so after protesting a few more moments he agreed to do without. When he is dressed like a “homeboy,” he is most likely to talk the talk (i.e., “Yo man, what’s happenin’?”) and walk the walk, which means bouncing on the balls of his feet, in a white-boy imitation of the cool black people he sees around the neighborhood. His teachers are amused by Alex because he is so entertaining and fun, but they add that he could possibly use his wildly creative spirit as a “force for evil” in the classroom. 

			Even his parents, though they themselves are incredibly creative, are dumfounded by the stories he makes up on a daily basis. He told the father of one of his friends that, at the age of three, he had set fire to the elevator because he hadn’t known that matches were dangerous. He also vividly described a movie he said he had seen, astonishing all present since the movie in question was R-rated, sexy, and entirely inappropriate. His mother asked where in the world his ideas came from. Proudly and unapologetically he quickly answered “From my head.” 

			Nat, who is nine, started a band three years ago, and now that Alex is six, he is qualified to be the fifth member of the “Silver Boulders.” In a short period of time he has become their star drummer. I don’t know whether it was the presence of the full set of drums in the living room that furthered Alex’s proficiency, or whether his talent prompted his parents to accept the gift of a used set of drums. In any case he is amazingly good and a great addition to his brother’s band. 

			I find that there’s so much to say about Alex that I might have to continue this at another time. Overall, I predict that wherever Alex is, he will consistently hold the center of attention with his liveliness and charm. He will certainly never be dull. I plan to be around long enough to see at least some of his life unfurl, and I look forward to many laughs and chuckles in his company. 

		

	


	
		
			When Alex Was Six

			When Alex was six, he invited 30 boys to his family’s apartment in Greenwich Village for his party, and enjoyed every moment of the bedlam that ensued. In fact, I’m not sure, but I think he was probably the originator of a lot of that bedlam himself. It would be like him to revel in the Birthday Celebrity role, because it suits him so well. He is a completely beguiling, funny, wacky extrovert, who loves excitement—particularly if self-started. It seems to happen more often than not these days, now that his big brother is maintaining an indulgent, bemused attitude along with the grownups, allowing his little brother to be center stage (the generosity of spirit this demonstrates is characteristic of Nat, who’s three years older, and is wise beyond his years). 

			Stories about Alex already make up a disproportionate number of Draper family reminiscences and make me laugh every time I remember them. There is the one his mother tells about the family trip to London they had taken a few months ago. It seems that upon arriving at the front of Buckingham Palace, Polly launched into a description of today’s resident, the Queen. Alex seemed to be super attentive and interested. Just as Polly was feeling euphoric to have captured the interest of a small boy who’d rather be playing basketball, after a particularly long pause—especially for Alex—he asked “What about the King? Where is he?” When told there was no king he then asked, slightly confused, “Well then where is the Ace?” To know Alex is to be suspicious that he suspected he was being funny.

			Alex plays the drums. Not the ordinary small size associated with a small person, but a full-sized grownup drum set, which sits next to a grand piano in the living room of his family’s apartment, and just across from the basketball hoop, which is rarely without a shooter (one wonders sometimes if the apartment residents below have hearing problems, or whether they are saints).

			To people not acquainted with the New York rap scene, Alex might appear to be a little well, different, but he’s not. He’s merely aping the basketball scene as interpreted by the Greenwich Village boys. He’s all jive talk and big give-me-five’s, and has developed “The Walk” that accompanies “The Attitude.” All this he has incorporated in his psyche to such a degree that it’s an indelible part of him. He longs to be a basketball player and shoots baskets in the living room of his apartment with his brother, who also loves basketball. The hoop, by the way, sits on a stand, located at the entrance to the dining room—it can be dangerous to those passing from room to room during basketball hours.

			Alex has just left for New York with his parents, after having spent his Thanksgiving with us, his cousins, and their parents. On the plane he wore a kind of headgear called a doboy, which is a little like a pirate’s scarf but covers the head completely. He had wanted to wear his bling-bling (necklaces) but his mother said that he had not yet recovered from the rash he had acquired at the last wearing. On top of that, he greeted me with a “Yo, Grammy.” It’s quite an experience to know a homeboy who is six years old. 

			While he was here with us he drummed on the kitchen breakfast table with his hands moving at a record rate of speed and dexterity. He played the piano, making all the moves of his jazz-playing father but also picking out tunes from his repertoire. He more than welcomes an audience. His older and wiser brother, recognizing the signs of jealousy, often avoids the times when Alex is in the entertaining mood, to choose not to perform (although he might want to, and is talented musically himself).

			Alex is also an actor of the off-stage variety. When told that he couldn’t eat chocolate because he’s allergic to it, he reacted as though he had been dealt a blow of Hamlet-like tragic proportion. He saw his long life without the comfort of chocolate, and despaired.

		

	


	
		
			My Beauty Treatment

			Our entire family, complete with seven grandchildren, spends the month of August—or as much of that month as they can manage—on an island off Long Island, about an hour’s drive and a half-hour ferry ride from New York City. The many attractions of this island are a wonderful beach, a beautiful sailing bay, and—best of all—the peace of having no cars. It is heaven for children, because without cars their world automatically becomes safer; they enjoy an independence of movement that is out of the question the other eleven months of the year. 

			The family splits off into three separate cottages, all within a reasonable distance from each other (nothing is far from anything else; it is a tiny place). So it happens that the grandchildren pop in and out of their grandparent’s cottage at unscheduled and often flatteringly frequent intervals. On this particular day, I was taking a nap when I heard a little voice saying, “Grammy?” I considered playing possum, but when the voice persisted, and came closer and closer, I realized my nap was over, and I directed the voice to my bedroom. 

			It was Eleanor, who has just turned four. When she visits us, she generally enjoys a swing on our upstairs porch hammock, so I suggested this option to her—but it met with very little enthusiasm. She sat down on my bed, where I lay still in a comfortably prone position, and we spent a little time making suggestions to each other, none of which rang a bell, until one of us hit upon the idea of giving me a manicure.

			Eleanor recently received her first manicure from a babysitter, the results of which she was very taken with, and she felt amply qualified to play manicurist with my nails. Sanguine in the knowledge that my polish was colorless, and well aware that in their present state, anything done to my nails would be an improvement, I was as enthusiastic as Eleanor at the prospect. Besides, I figured, I stood a good chance of being able to relax on my bed for a little bit longer. 

			I directed her to the manicure equipment, which she assembled carefully on the bedside table beside me. At her instruction, I sat up, and she spread a towel across my lap, on which she carefully placed my hands. With intense concentration, and a dedication to her task that would have done any manicurist proud, she proceeded to file, inspect, file, and inspect for a considerable time, until we were both satisfied that my nails were sufficiently prepared for the polish. She called this “the shiny part.” With a steady hand and even more concentration, Eleanor began to load on the polish, remonstrating with me if I so much as fluttered an eyelash. She would finish one nail and then proceed to blow on it, and only when she deemed it to be sufficiently dry would she go on to the next one. And then of course there had to be two coats, and after that, a lot of time spent admiring each separate nail. 

			When finally all of the nails were finished, so taken was she by her handiwork that her thoughts turned to my feet. So we changed my position; my legs over the side of the bed. She placed my former lap towel carefully on the floor, instructing me to place my feet thereupon, and went to work. 

			Applying a multilayered approach to the toenails, polish-wise, with the requisite waits in between, she abandoned the filing and blowing portions of the operation, choosing instead, at the drying intermissions, to commandeer my hairbrush and comb my hair into all manner of novel styles. 

			Water was added on and off to make certain reluctant tresses fall into place, and all in all, she appeared quite taken with the results. Although mostly we concentrated on the job at hand, we did have time for a couple of mini-conversations. I remember that our favorite colors were discussed (hers is pink, mine is green), and she asked me at one point whether I thought Elizabeth would still be her best friend when she goes back to school (we both thought she would). Since I had never had a pedicure before, I had no preconceptions about what the results should be, but I must say, my shiny toenails looked very fetching to both of us by the time Eleanor pronounced me finished. 

			I rose from my bed and followed my beauty consultant to the full-length mirror in the hall, where together we gazed at the finished product admiringly, for quite a long time. Then we went down to the kitchen and had large bowls of chocolate ice cream, even though it was almost time for supper. 

		

	


	
		
			Tom Parker

			Have you heard the roosters crowing down Peninsula-way?

			They’re much noisier today than other days I’d say

			I think they’ve just begun to celebrate big time

			The birthdays of the Parkers, they are big ones, no denyin’

			For a gent to ride a Harley when he’s reached a certain age

			And to carry his beloved on the back of it—outrage!

			But if truth be known Tom Parker is a multi-tasking man

			Who thrives on doing what younger fellas can

			His wife, the saintly Martha Lee, is always fun and funny too

			A perfect mother-in-law, she never takes a side, it’s true

			But if she does she comes out rooting for her son-in-law each time

			I tell you, she’s quite something, this Toledo Valentine

			As for sharing four grandchildren which we Drapers gladly do

			We’ve established a great friendship as we watch our motley crew

			They are all a combination of a gene pool so diverse

			It’s hard to tell which clan’s responsible for better or for worse

			To us they are the best of in-laws who e’er came down the pike

			Is there anything about them that is really not to like?

			I say we’re really fortunate to have them as our friends

			Let’s give a toast to Rooster’s babes, as this poem ends.

		

	


	
		
			Pumpkin

			When we’re at home in the evenings, our little family—which these days consists of Bill, Pumpkin—our Dachshund—and me, we invariably watch the McNeil-Lehrer News Hour together. Whereas Bill and I concentrate on the news segments, Pumpkin has another focus entirely. As soon as he hears the da-da-da-da-da-DA of the musical introduction, he begins to sing. He starts softly with a kind of mellow croon, followed by a few staccato yips and then, as the music ends, he glides gently into a final croon, tailing off just slightly beyond the theme in a coda all his own. He rests quietly during the news portions, but with each recurrence of the musical theme he rouses himself and sings again. Sometimes he sings without raising his head and even, sometimes, with his eyes closed—as if, despite his fatigue after a hard day of house-protecting, he feels obligated to perform. However, for the longer final theme signaling the end of the program, he is always alert. Tilting his sizeable Dachshund nose skyward, he appears to be accompanying the ups and downs, the slows and fasts, and the softs and louds with unbelievable vocal variety. We could swear that he sings the same way every time. 

			For those skeptics who believe that Pumpkin is really just protesting the sounds of music, hurting his ears, I can only ask them why it is, then, that he never fails to wag his tail during his concerts, even when his eyes are completely closed. 

		

	


	
		
			From Pumpkin

			Dear Gaines-Keepers,

			I know what a difficult job it is to take care of a family because of course I have the same problem. Day after day, I face an endless series of downright exhausting obligations. I must, for example, constantly be on guard against incursions into our life. This means barking and running downstairs at the sound of a doorbell or any noise that sounds like it might be a doorbell. Of course I add my own little flourishes, as any dog worth his salt (or his dog biscuit) would—for me this means a few fast circles and a lot of extra barks and tail-wagging. My obligations also involve an endless vigil against squirrels who spend too much time harassing me, trespassing on our lawn, and leaping on our trees.

			The point is that you and I know that we need our rest and it’s on this subject that I wanted to share something with you. I don’t know if your family has a laprobe or not. You know, they’re the things they use when they’re reading or resting during the day. Soft. Cozy. We have two—or rather, we did have two until She threw the other one away (just when it was getting perfectly broken in). She’s particular about things. I had chewed only a few holes in it, which hardly showed. Well, I like to lie on it with Her, and have done that for quite some time. But I discovered something wonderful. Those things are portable! You can take them anywhere! I don’t have to tell you what this means. If you see a patch of sunlight you’d love to lie in, why you just pick up that little laprobe, move the sucker to the best spot, and presto! You’re asleep before you know it. If there’s some really great squirrel activity outside a particular window, same thing—I just carry it over so I’ll be able to rest between barks. You can see that the possibilities are endless. I think that because there are two of you, you’ll be able to use it even more than I do. I have no trouble getting it downstairs, but it’s a real chore getting it back up. I could use an extra mouth. On really cold days you can wrap yourself up in it, which makes it far better and more versatile than a dog bed.

			Of course, you have to be tactful and patient. At first She probably won’t like the idea of your carting it off when She needs it for her resting period, but you can wear her down. I wore My Person down in a matter of weeks. The only time She wasn’t mellow about it was one day when the particular sun I chose for my nap (About nap number three in the morning cycle) had a hidden quality—it was behind Her chaise lounge—and She got very exercised about this as She couldn’t find it for the longest time. But I think She even laughed about it afterwards. I think it was a laugh. They don’t have tails so it’s hard to know.

			Well, I just thought you’d want to know about this. I trust you’re taking good care of your Person, as I continue to do with mine. I’m secretly a little bit glad that they have to rest often aren’t you? That way they stay home more.

			I’d love to play with you sometime. Do you enjoy chasing balls and not returning them? That’s one of my favorites. Well, gotta go. Squirrel time big time.

			Your Pen Pup,

			Pumpkin

		

	


	
		
			Friends

			“Having a good conversation with someone can be one of the great pleasures in life. The best of them are like voice dances, only more free form. They allow you to find your own rhythm together, to move gracefully from topic to topic, to alternate who leads and who follows, and to stop whenever you both like. If you know someone really well, the rhythm is almost immediate; with no need for false starts and stops, you can go right onto the important stuff, and effortlessly glide.”

		

	


	
		
			Voice Dances

			Having a good conversation with someone can be one of the great pleasures in life. The best of them are like voice dances, only more free form. They allow you to find your own rhythm together, to move gracefully from topic to topic, to alternate who leads and who follows, and to stop whenever you both like. If you know someone really well, the rhythm is almost immediate; with no need for false starts and stops, you can go right onto the important stuff, and effortlessly glide.

			There is always a chance that a conversation—even with a good friend—may take a surprising turn, and you must be ready to adjust your step and see what happens. Good conversations are full of surprises. The best of them lead you into new thoughts and ideas, which lead to the enrichment of the experience for both participants.

			Then there’s the chance conversation you simply luck into. It can come any time from anyone, anywhere. I’m thinking about three such occasions in the past month. One was when a friend impulsively joined me on a beach walk. I knew her, but not well. We talked about the art, my writing attempts, our children, politics, and I don’t remember what else. I know only that on our way back, we passed our two houses and were headed for the next town before we realized it, and we were still shouting things over our shoulders as we parted.

			I had another great conversation just last week at a luncheon, where our place card seated us. We hadn’t met before, but by the time dessert rolled around we had discussed some really good books we had read, suggested others, found out that we had both gone to the same college 30 years apart, and really enjoyed our time together.

			My favorite conversation of the three was with my grandson Billy, who is six years old. I was highly complimented when he came visiting and sat down in a chair across from me, and began to talk in a very adult way. After a couple of minutes, knowing how much he liked to play cards, I suggested that maybe he’d like to play Go Fish, one of his favorites. Imagine my pleasure and joy when he said, “No, I just want to talk.” So we did. I look forward to my next good voice dance.

		

	


	
		
			GHW Bush

			Could it be that you’ve been married sixty years?

			You must have been mere babes when that took place

			No one could tell by any outward signs

			That you have lived so long…you’ve won the race!

			For who but you have traveled quite so far 

			And done so many fascinating things

			Who else is friends with every king and queen

			And still has time for the other things life brings

			Like friends. You have a million at last count

			And each of us feels happy to be one

			Your boundless energy, and winning ways

			Make being friends with you a lot of fun

			You make it look so easy to be you

			And yet you’ve pulled off quite a coup, I’d say

			Sixty years of marriage is in fact

			A miracle…at least it is today

			And furthermore, you’re parents to real stars

			And they have stars themselves, from what one hears

			In fact the dynasty is looking fine 

			And should be going strong for many years

			So here’s to Bar and Number 41

			We toast you both on reaching such a height

			Sixty years and counting, we’re impressed

			Perhaps one day we’ll get there too…we might!

		

	


	
		
			All Hail to Gail

			All hail to Gail, our Birthday child

			Whom we all toast today

			She’s sweet and smiley, never riled

			And has a winning way

			Her art is something to behold

			All hung in just the spot

			No matter that she’s getting old

			Her youthful eye is not

			In fact our Gail defies the years

			In many, many ways

			It brings the rest of us to tears

			To see how the years don’t faze

			She sometimes, even in the light

			Looks younger than you’d think

			I’d hardly be surprised one night

			If she’s denied a drink

			Our Gail is a lovely parent too

			Her kids are all so great

			Her grandchildren, an extra coup

			And she’s a fashion plate

			So hail to Gail, as I have said

			And may she love this day

			Birthdays aren’t days to dread

			They’re really just days to play.

			SO PLAY ON, GAIL!!

			And love from the Drapers

		

	


	
		
			Memories of Loret

			Hardly a day goes by when I don’t think about Loret. She was a phenomenal woman: she could write a postcard to a mother of a volunteer, while receiving a briefing from a staff member, talking on the telephone...and not missing a beat on any front. For me, she has remained the multi-tasking queen. An ultimate leader, she never took credit for what she accomplished, and always lavished graceful praise on others on many occasions. 

			But the thing that most impressed me about Loret was her courage and continuing kindness to others, even as she herself grew sicker and sicker. The last time I saw her, she was a tiny, delicate, but still beautiful woman, wearing a jaunty beret and very stylish clothes to match. She had dropped by to see me while in the area visiting her cousin, Rosie Hewlett. Full of good spirits, she regaled me with stories about her children, her entire family, and a goodly number of mutual friends. It was an amazing performance, with not a word spoken about herself. When I asked how she was, she shrugged her shoulders and said very little except how happy she was to be seeing her cousin and me again. Talk about multitasking. She was obviously making a tremendous effort fighting off pain, and at the same time being as cheerful and as outgoing as anyone in the best of health would be expected to be. 

			For this reason alone, as I grow older and with diseases of my own, I try to use Loret as a role model. I think her secret isn’t too difficult to discern. To be like Loret, one has to become as selfless and giving as her, no matter the circumstances. It’s a daunting task, but I’m happy to have had such an exemplary role model, and while I can’t claim to be anywhere near her accomplishments in sickness and in health, I know what to aim for and am better for it. I’ll never forget her. 

		

	


	
		
			Poem for Rhonda

			How do we love her? Let me count the ways—

			We love her for solving our every day’s most vital needs,

			We love her for her good-natured tolerance of our lack of computer skills,

			Particularly mine,

			For the travel planning and party ideas, the list-making, and the filing,

			For her jolly voice, her calming effect, her interest in so many things…

			If there were really angels, and they were close to us,

			I think Rhonda would be there as a Guardian Angel, and I would be her greatest challenge.

			I already am.

		

	


	
		
			Bloody Mary is the Girl I Love

			Mary Lambert is the girl we love

			Mary Lambert is the girl we love

			Mary Lambert is the girl we love

			Now ain’t that something swell?

			She is always doing something nice

			And her brain is full of smarts and spice

			She’s so good at giving wise advice 

			To all Republicans

			Of course we love her, what is not to love

			She’s fun and funny and all else above

			She loves her Pablo like a turtle dove

			Now ain’t that something swell?

			Mary’s a Grand Old Name

			For it is Mary, Mary…Lambert is her married name

			She married Paul, you see, and they live joyfully

			Although their politics are not the same

			Paul and Mary, Mary loves Bermuda every spring

			And every night you’ll see them dance romantically

			‘Neath starry skies, and sometimes they will sing

			Like them we’re wary, wary of the things that signal change

			More in tune with old-style moons in June

			Some things today to us seem passing strange

			So here’s to Mary, Mary on her birthday we now say

			Happy days you’re due, and our fond hope for you

			Is for many good ones right away

		

	


	
		
			For Barbara Edwards

			At the mention of Barbara, we all tend to smile

			She’s such a smashing success

			She’s elegant, friendly, and free of all guile

			And so neat we all feel like a mess

			She puts up with Bill and a lot of old folks

			As though we weren’t doddery wrecks 

			She laughs at a lot of her dear husband’s jokes

			And cranes necks of the opposite sex

			Like any perfection she’s pleasing to see

			And always an upper to know

			Her gold game and charm simply happen to be 

			Extra luster that adds to her glow.

			My friendship with Barbara goes back quite a way

			I remember when Bill went a courtin’

			(Her two gorgeous girls were mere tots on this day)

			Bill considered the romance abortin’

			But thankful he is, and are all of us here,

			That he thought again and he proposed.

			He lucked into three gals both pretty and dear

			‘Twas better than we all supposed.

			So now that she’s turning a ripe, youngish age

			We assess what’s become of her life

			I’d say every year, every chapter and page

			Has made her more splendid a wife

			She’s my choice for being a wonderful friend

			And Bill D. agrees with me too

			We wish her the best from now to the end

			May she sail her true course right on through.

			Happy Birthday, Barbara! 

			Lots of love, 

			Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			Bill Edwards

			If you see a guy with some stars in his eye

			I would bet that it’s Bill looking at his wife

			If he talks to you it’s a cinch that he’ll do

			Just what he does and will do all his life

			Bill surprises, you see, because he tends to be

			Somewhat moody and sometimes uptight

			To have Barbara for wife has smoothed out his life

			And today things to him are just right

			He leads everyone in asserting the sun

			Rises and falls on her head

			Doesn’t he know that we all know it’s so 

			We’ve been fans since before they were wed

			In fact, you must know, because it is so

			That at first Bill was balking like mad

			But thank God for the light that he saw one fine night

			For his life without her would be sad

			Our lives by the way were made better that day

			When we all got to know the new wife

			We’re addicted to her, and we’d like to make sure

			She’s our pal for the rest of our life

		

	


	
		
			Unfinished Houses

			I met Fran at a Christmas dinner party, where we were sitting at the same end of the elegant table. The other people at the party were old friends. Fran and her husband were new to me but not, seemingly, to any of the others. She was perfectly lovely, blond, with a classic face, a little on the delicate side. She was delightful to talk to, and I remember thinking how nice it would be to get to know her better. 

			Shortly after that dinner party, Fran was diagnosed with cancer. I became gradually sidelined myself, and dreams of getting to know her came to nothing. I didn’t see her again until a very large dinner party and this time Fran was all the way across the large room. Friends told me that she made a Herculean effort to come and had brought a special pillow to sit on, to make her more comfortable. I never had a chance to talk with her, and I also didn’t want to sap any of her limited supply of energy with casual conversation.

			Once during the summer we went to a large gathering in Palo Alto—the hilly part. On the way to the house we passed what we were told was the as-yet-unfinished house belonging to Fran and her husband. Over the past few months I have asked her good friends how Fran was getting along, and the news was generally not good. This week she died. At her funeral each mourner was given a white rose. I did not know her—I only glimpsed her from afar—and I mourn in private for her unfinished life.

		

	


	
		
			Sally’s Poem

			A beautiful woman, a minister’s wife 

			Our Sally really leads an interesting life 

			From society venues to matters of church 

			She balances both and though you may search 

			The entire world over, I defy you to find 

			Any one gal who’s so opposites-inclined 

			Or who does anything better in both of her lives 

			Than anyone else could, the fact is she thrives 

			Her brain power is legend, and so are her looks 

			This combo alone is one for the books 

			Add to this her unerringly great wardrobe selection 

			And you reach a conclusion that she is perfection 

			Lest we get too terribly carried away 

			And writhe in our jealousy all of the day 

			The very best news I’ve saved for the end 

			Despite all this, Sally’s a wonderful friend

			HAPPY BIRTHDAY, SALLY 

			(the good news is the years on you don’t show) 

		

	


	
		
			For John Bryan

			A Poem

			I want you to know I’ve been tryin’ 

			To come up with something unique

			Regarding our pal, Mr. Bryan

			About whom there’s no real mystique

			He’s youthful, he’s funny, he’s easy

			Dinner partner first-class, females say

			He’s the kind of guy who’s bright and breezy

			From breakfast to bedtime each day

			He tells all without any filter

			Refreshingly candid and wise

			He’s not known for being off kilter

			If he were it would be a surprise

			The one thing about him which bothers

			Is the girl whom he chose for his bride.

			Tall girls rushed to complain to their fathers

			“Flo’s too short, John should put her aside!”

			But choose her he did, and how smart he

			Turned out to be with his choice

			She’s young-looking, sprightly, and hearty, 

			And keeps up with him

			They have such a fine group of children

			Four girls, full of spunk and spice

			John’s just the man who can handle

			This foursome, and he doesn’t think twice

			We’re all here for a celebration

			Of John’s eighty years on this earth.

			He’s made it with vast iterations

			From the moment his mother gave birth

		

	


	
		
			Tips for Dinner Partners of John Bryan

			1) Don’t ask John if he would like to have women in his clubs. 

			2) Do ask him if he has any new toys. 

			3) Don’t ask him if he went to Yale, because he didn’t, and yet he gave a wonderful luncheon for their Old Boys all the same.

			4) Do ask him about his Napa life, his Sugar Bowl life, and his Piedmont life.

			5) Don’t ask him about sons. He has only daughters, all wonderful and grown up.

			6) Do ask him about Flo, his terrific wife of more than 50 years. 

			7) Don’t ask him about any gossip, because he doesn’t deal in gossip. 

			8) Do ask him about wine. He knows a lot. 

			9) Don’t ask him about politics, unless you’re a Republican. 

			10) Do feel free to follow your own instincts. John is the easiest and best dinner partner anyone ever had. 

			Happy Birthday John, and love from a fan,

			Phyllis 

		

	


	
		
			To Bev and Bob, A Perfect Pair

			Together they go everywhere

			In real estate they made a team

			For every deal, there’d be a stream

			Of sound advice from Bob about

			How best to fix the house without

			Abandoning the deal now set

			By Bev, with no regrets

			From clients now the best of friends

			And so each deal had happy ends

			In real life they worked as one

			One dieted, both joined the fun

			They took long trips in days gone by

			Nowadays they like to fly

			To Maui—it’s their favorite spot

			They don’t mind if it’s hot

			They thrive on being on their own

			Not bothered by the telephone

			Or any other mindless chore

			And all those things that tend to bore

			Today’s their anniversary

			They still are close as close can be

			Together still through thick and thin

			Their graceful aging style has been

			The model for us all. We cheer

			The way we hope to be next year,

			So let us raise our glasses now

			And hereupon let us endow

			The Huffs with all the very best

			Of wishes. Tomorrow, they can rest.

		

	


	
		
			To Tony Meier on His Birthday

			with love from Phyllis and Bill

			How do we fear thee, let me count the ways

			We fear thee from the depths of line you’re sinking

			Into tidepools where we have our home

			With temptation dangling before our eyes

			The wisest of us can barely resist

			We fear thee whenever spring approaches

			We fear thy friends who join thy trips as well

			We know that some of us are goners

			Eaten before too many days go by

			And hope and pray those bodies aren’t ours

			Think of us fish, thou plunderers and despoilers

			Just take a moment out of from what thou doest 

			And ruminate about the families left despondent

			Their children or a parent on the hook

			And for what? A tasty meal? That’s all?

			Surely thou hast some other fond pursuits

			Like playing baseball with thy grandkids and such 

			Surely what we ask will not be faulted

			By those of thee…who’ve really had too much…

			(In our opinion that is, I grant thee)

			We hope thou will heed our one entreaty

			We’ll never bring this subject up to thee again

			But would thou in fishing for us manage

			To dangle something not so darned delicious

			That we will bite it, no matter where or when?

			Of course thy many fans in the human species 

			Will no doubt rant and rave and swear

			When they discover certain frozen trouties

			Are not appearing at their doorsteps

			In fact they aren’t anywhere

			But think of our good wishes all welling from the deep—

			It should make thee happy and content

			For what’s a fresh trout dinner to any human being

			Except a meal that quickly disappears?

			I ask thee, can’t thy time be better spent?

		

	


	
		
			For the Demmons

			Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend

			Ask a man who is grand or a pal sentimental

			The Demmons are the world’s best friends

			They’re hosts on a scale that’s intercontinental

			Harbour Island, Pebble Beach, or wherever they hang their hats

			As we grow old, and prepare to fold

			The Demmons will charm to the end

			He still has his hair, and they’ve both kept in rare shape

			The Demmons are the world’s best friends

			Yale Song

			To the table of the Demmons

			To the houses where they dwell

			To the Southbar home we hope to know so well

			Sing we, Demmon friends, assembled with our hopes remaining high

			That they’ll think to have us visit for a spell.

			Yes, the hopes are all arising, as the house is rising too

			Several bedrooms, pricey view, and all the rest,

			Of course there’s always Pebble Beach, which is major, what a view!

			Yes we’d settle for a stay there, as your guests.

			We are poor little lambs with a need to stay

			Ba ba ba

			Somewhere with the Demmons that’s far away

			Far far far

			We’ll polish our bridge skills, and walk on the beach

			Do whatever is needed, that’s not out of reach

			Mai tais at the Circus Club? We’ve had two each

			Bye bye bye

			He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands

			They’ve got the whole world in their plans

			They’ve seen the whole world and their fans

			They’ve got the whole of every continent in their plans

			And the whole world’s in their hands

			They’ve got lots of cutie grandkids in their hands

			They’ve got four nifty children in their hands

			They’ve got a largish golden retriever in their hands

			They’ve got the whole world in their hands

			They’ve got cups for holes-in-one right in their hands

			They’ve each got a trophy…let’s hear the stands!

			They’ve made golfing history, so play the bands

			They’ve got the whole world in their hands

			They’ve got many many friends in their hands

			They’ve got friends from every country in their hands

			We are honored to be among them, this is grand

			They’ve got the whole world in their hands

		

	


	
		
			Dear Bob,

			To tell you just how wonderful 

			And nifty was our time 

			Is more than I am capable 

			Of straight on, hence the rhyme. 

			It’s very true the guests were great 

			The crew was premier class 

			The wine was poured at such a rate 

			We saw no empty glass 

			The islands seen, the rooms assigned 

			Were really quite enough 

			We didn’t need the most refined 

			And classy other stuff 

			But how we loved our Sea Dream time 

			The beach with caviar 

			Desserts (the souffles were sublime) 

			The isles, each one a star 

			But best of all we’d like to say 

			We loved being with the King 

			To share in his big special day 

			On such a whirlwind fling 

			P.S. We cannot fail to mention one 

			Whose expertise and calm 

			Made all our sailing days so fine 

			And trouble-free—a balm.

			She has to us become a saint, 

			Saint Geri is her name 

			We cheer for her without restraint 

			She’s really quite a dame!! 

		

	


	
		
			Dear Mags and Jim, 

			To say that it was fun

			Is just not really adequate

			It was a grand occasion

			Symbols, history, the whole bit

			There were the grandest gestures

			Wendy even went below

			To snuggle with the spite post

			Before it had to go

			But go it did, forever

			We saw it lugged away

			Not a soul will miss it

			The spite post’s had its day

			As for our mementos

			The history you wrote

			All neatly wrapped in vellum

			Gets our collective vote

			I’ve sent copies to the others

			Who caused a stir that night

			By cutting down the spite post

			And taking off the fright

			So hosts you are, and good ones

			We ate a lovely meal

			And going home we marveled

			At ending the ordeal

			In such a way befitting

			The crime that had gone on

			Justice triumphed…and we were there

			To witness the swan song

			Love and kisses with many thanks to you both, we had a blast!

			Phyllis

		

	


	
		
			Louise Hockey

			Louise is how old?

			Atherton’s had to fill the holes that she left

			The Junior League’s adrift without her skills

			Phillips Brook’s fourth grade they say is bereft

			The Clefhangers all miss her alto trills

			But is she not entitled to retirement?

			Ask we who are her age and thereabout

			Can she not, in meadowed calm environment, 

			Enjoy her life by simply hanging out?

			The answer, as you all know, to these questions 

			Is positively, absolutely “no”

			In fact at the hint of a suggestion

			Of how to make things better, she cries “GO”

			And soon she’s running causes where she finds them 

			To better all our lives along the way

			Her service to each cause forever binds them

			So they urge Louise to stay, and stay, and stay

			How can she retire? No one allows it

			She’s too important to us all, we say

			We hope that this condition lasts forever

			And we’ll all enjoy her friendship every day.

		

	


	
		
			Pitch and Cathie

			East Chicago

			East Chicago, where pollution falls like heavy rain 

			Where the steel mills smell, and you can tell 

			That attempts to clean up are in vain 

			East Chicago is a town where Pitch and Cathie came, 

			In mid-June post-honeymoon and began their family right away

			Oh we know it was not really grand 

			But there were beaches on lakes with good sand 

			And when we say East Chicago, we’ll add yay East Chicago

			You did us fine East Chicago, look where we are today

			Everything’s Up to Date in Kansas City

			Everything’s up to date in Palo Alto 

			We’ve gone about as far as we can go 

			There’s capital to venture, if you know just what to do 

			Pitch and Cathie knew, and now just see how they came through 

			They’ve gone along collecting bucks as if on trees they grew 

			They’re spending lots of it on us today 

			Hooray for the Johnsons, You’re O.K. 

			Surrey with the Fringe on Top

			Pigs and ducks and geese better scurry 

			When Pitch and Cathie fly in a hurry 

			On their way to somewhere she’s assured she 

			Has some time to shop 

			Pitch, on the other hand, seeks some action 

			He thrives on multifarious distraction 

			Goes to track meets, opera, third world, and back some 

			Does he ever stop?

			Their plane is shiny, the upholstery’s grand 

			The gadgets are perfectly splendid 

			You can work your computer, you can read a book 

			And feel really relaxed when it’s ended 

			Two bright stars, they twinkle and mingle 

			Better together than just one single 

			Like Mrs. Santa Claus and old Kris Kringle 

			They will never stop 

			Here’s to them, just a tinge o’er the top

		

	


	
		
			Happy Birthday Woody!

			We all remember Woody as that guy in politics,

			We cheered when he went back in Reagan years with Charlie Wick,

			We’d see him on the circuit, gorgeous damsels on his arm,

			And we’d know that Woody Kingman was still putting out the charm.

			Years went by and all of us were back at home again,

			And Woody, sly dog that he is, had found a girl. 

			Just when we thought he would remain a bachelor all his life,

			He came up with a winner, and he made her his wife.

			Whatever else he’s done in life, and we know he’s had a ball,

			There’s nothing that compares with this, his biggest coup of all.

			We raise our glasses to him and his wonderful wife Claire. 

			They really make a perfect, and a synergistic pair.

			He’s managing to look a little younger every day,

			And meanwhile she is glowing like a firefly in May.

			They are the favorite couple of everyone’s tonight,

			We predict the future for them will be every bit as bright.

			Lots of love, 

			Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			Kathy: A 20-Minute Walk

			It’s amazing the amount of information you can get from one gregarious person in 20 minutes. To my pleasure, my friend—or I should say my morning-wave-out-the-window-at-me-while-walking friend—decided today to park her car after depositing daughter Katie at school, and to walk me home. Kathy has done this twice before but each time with a husband—either mine or hers—so this was our first one-on-one. I asked her, as we started along the road, what she had done over the summer. This is her reply.

			She and Katie met Dan, her husband, in Nice, where they stayed at the Meridien Hotel. Katie—who is 13—would be on her leisurely own, while Kathy and Dan explored. They spent five days there. The hotel had a beautiful pool, overlooking the Mediterranean.

			From Nice they joined the Stanford tour cruising along Italian coast. (At this time I was beginning to worry about Katie, whom I don’t even know, but this sounded like a drag for her, so I asked if there were any young people. The answer was no, but Katie is adaptable, and enjoyed herself.) I heard about the Amalfi coast, Portofino, the fun of docking at a new port every morning, etc.

			Then they came back to the U.S. and went almost immediately to Wilmington, Delaware, where they visited family. This was where I had to pay close attention, because Kathy’s family is not a simple nuclear one. The tree is something like this: A mother lives near Wilmington very simply by herself. A father lives there with his third wife, who is 50. He is 79. They have four children together, while her father and wife number two have two. (Actually one is hers alone and the other is theirs.) Kathy has a full brother from her father’s first batch. This adds up, I think, for Kathy to have one full sibling, five half siblings, and one step sibling. Well, they all got together for her father’s 79th birthday celebration—all but wife number two, who died last year. Everyone got along famously and Katie had four half siblings of her mother’s (aunts and uncles to her) to do things with, as they are around her age, both boys and girls.

			Kathy arrived back in town two weeks ago for Katie to start back in school and she herself had to go back to work. Kathy is a headhunter for secretaries, and had 14 people working for her. She has just found out that she received an award from some organization for being one of the 25 fastest-growing companies in the area. She is pleased. The walk seemed to fly by and I was almost sorry when we arrived at my mailbox. 

		

	


	
		
			Parkinson’s Disease

			“When I first got sick, my greatest fear was that my friends would pity me. Pity would have turned me into a pitiful, pitiable person, and I was not prepared to play that role. I’m still not. Fortunately, not one of my friends or acquaintances has made me feel the least bit pitiful or pitiable. I’m very aware that in order to incorporate me into their busy lives, they must slow down to match my erratic, unpredictable rhythms, but they do it so thoughtfully and naturally that I can’t feel anything but gratitude. As for the family, both immediate and extended, they have been a constant source of support from the start. … To have such a loving cushion of support is to understand the power of love.”

		

	


	
		
			Parkinson’s & Me

			My experience with Parkinson’s disease began some 17 years ago. I don’t know if I had had it before then—chances are that I did, but very mildly. As it was, my symptoms were so subtle at first that it was just a fluke that I brought them to the doctor’s attention those many years ago. We were living in Washington, and Bill was seeing an orthopedist for his back in the early spring of 1985. Out of some curiosity—but at this point with no clue of the potential for a life-altering piece of news—I asked the doctor during a slight lull what possibly could be the matter with my left arm, which seemed to move up to my waist without instruction. And, by the way, did he have a clue as to why my legs were cramping up? He looked more concerned than I felt the situation warranted, and suggested I have an MRI as soon as possible. I didn’t know what an MRI was at the time, but I resolved to look into it as soon as I returned to Atherton, which was to be in just a couple of months. I felt I would be more comfortable there; my records were there as were the doctors I knew. They knew me better than those in Washington after only about four years of living there. 

			I made a date for an exam with a neurologist as soon as I arrived home. He then scheduled a day for me take an MRI. As far as I can understand it, the machine takes three-dimensional pictures of whatever part of your body needs exploring. In my case, as my head was the subject, I was slid into a machine, my head totally encased, and began fighting claustrophobia by closing my eyes and picturing myself on a sandy beach in the Caribbean. This was difficult to sustain, as I was being bombarded with deafening, mysterious noises that seemed to go on for an eternity. I have since met people who balked and had to be tranquilized before facing the monster again. I can sympathize. 

			It wasn’t till my birthday, in September of 1985, that I was positively diagnosed with Parkinson’s Disease, and I began my relationship with Sinemet, the pivotal drug (also known as Levodopa or Carbo/Levodopa) that is the cornerstone of all Parkinson’s treatment. The drug helps make up for the increasing absence of dopamine in the brain. Dopamine is the chemical that allows the brain to make smooth connections between one part and another. Without the dopamine, and depending on what part of your brain is running out of this precious chemical, your responses are very much affected. It is very unusual for two Parkinson’s victims to have the same symptoms, because the dopamine disappears from different parts of the brain at different times and rates, varying from person to person during the course of the disease. On the other hand, Parkinson’s victims do have in common the gradual loss of body-and-brain connection, and the general inability to tell what will happen next, either in terms of one’s ability to perform a function on any given day, or what stumbling block one will be battling tomorrow.

			So far there is no cure for Parkinson’s Disease. There is as yet no way to know what causes it, though over 500,000 people (some say more than one million) in the U.S. suffer from it. Studies of identical twins seem to indicate that there is no heredity involved. It has been conjectured that perhaps the germ that carries it is a different form of the germ that was responsible for the devastating flu epidemic of 1918; thousands died, one of whom was my paternal grandfather. But there has been no conclusive evidence of its cause, or any real hope for a cure. 

			Since I began my treatment, there have been a few rays of hope, on and off, that have subsequently been found not to be helpful, or in some cases not even relevant. With each announcement of a new breakthrough my optimism would soar along with others afflicted with Parkinson’s, only to find that the experiment, study, medication, or part of the brain that held the key was indeed still far beyond the reach of doctors and researchers. 

			I am extremely lucky that my doctor is at the forefront of Parkinson’s research, and as such is aware of all the “agonists” or boosters for Sinemet that come down the pike. This has been the only route available for me to take up till now. My pill cocktail, which I take every two-and-a-half to three hours daily, is an often-changing amalgam, with Sinemet as the only constant. 

			The very tricky thing about pills that help in the treatment of Parkinson’s is that they often have symptoms of their own, and not all of them benign, or even bearable. Thus one pill bears quite a few warnings: “if dizziness occurs, upon standing arise slowly”; “may cause dry mouth and/or blurred vision”; “may cause dizziness. Avoid hazardous activity”; and finally, “Promptly report unusual symptoms to your doctor!” This is one of the milder drugs I put in my body. There are others, including Sinemet itself, which are known to have even more devastating effects. I happen to be so sensitive to Sinemet that in return for being ambulatory I have been forced to endure exhausting amounts of dyskinesia, the involuntary moving of all parts of my body. Perversely, the more I try to stop, the more violent the dyskinesia becomes. This has caused me to lose weight and grow strong muscles everywhere, whether I want them or not. Thus, it is not just the Parkinson’s Disease but the medication I take to combat it that gives me such a problem. 

			One symptom, attributable to the disease itself and not one that medicine has been able to help, is my lack of balance, which makes me fall at the touch of a feather or the yanking of my dog’s leash. I also am unable to perform small motor skills such as pulling a credit card out of my wallet, writing, or eating without spilling all over the place. I take an eternity to dress, the buttons being a real stumbling block—as are shoelaces and hard-to-pull zippers. My large motor skills have gradually deserted me. One of the first signs of this came on the tennis court. On serving, I couldn’t throw the ball up straight or anywhere near to where I wanted it to go. I found that I couldn’t move fast or turn on the court without falling. Though it was no great loss for the tennis world when I quit, I missed the game and the whole ambience, including over-the-net socializing and an occasional lunch. Soon thereafter, I found I was falling off my bike pretty regularly and then there came a time when I couldn’t ride it at all. My swimming came next. I couldn’t coordinate my arms and legs any more, and tended to sink like a stone when I tried. This was a real blow, as I’d been swimming 30 laps a day for years, for both my physical and psychological health. That pretty much did it for my athletic life. 

			Such was the state of affairs when I moved back here with Bill several years ago. The timing was absolutely right for me, as I was no longer able to take the matchless but exhausting travel, which I had been thrilled to take for many years with him. But the perplexing thing was exactly how I was going to fill all those spaces in my life left empty by circumstance. Some of it was to be taken up with my slowed-down pace of doing even the most routine chores in the day. But it was trickier than that. I had to try to strike a balance that would not be boring, yet not taxing, being ever conscious of what my counselor calls the “full-time job” I had acquired. It demanded, among other things, as little stress as possible, and naps. On the advice of my neurologist, I found a counselor, a psychologist who herself has a debilitating disease, and since she is also skilled, personable, and an incredible role model, she is a tonic and has become a wonderful friend to me. I see her once a week. Everyone should have a person like this. 

			The next thing I did was sign up for a creative writing course, which was given as a part of Stanford’s evening programs for older folk (though I was by far the oldest in my class). My instructor was a recent graduate of Wallace Stegner’s writing program—the same one that launched Harriet Doerr’s writing career at the age of 70-something. I wasn’t sure whether I would be another Harriet Doerr, but I did harbor some hopes along that line. They faded very quickly as I discovered, after a few feeble attempts at fiction, that my writing stayed very close to the bone. In other words, I couldn’t really make up a story and was only able to stick to the facts of a situation, with the occasional tentative addition of a tiny, fictionalized detail. Realizing my limitations, I’ve pretty much given up on writing fiction, but I’ve had lots of fun with essays and poems.

			And then there are the grandchildren. They are endlessly entertaining at every age and size, and I am so lucky that six of the eight live nearby so I can track them along the way. With their soccer, basketball, and football games, their dance recitals, singing, and drama presentations, they are a very happy part of my life. One-on-one, especially, they are a treat. 

			I must tell you about the two latest positive developments in the area of Parkinson’s treatment. The one that I have availed myself of is the Deep Brain Stimulation or DBS operation, which I underwent on October 30th. This technique uses an electrode, placed carefully in the brain, in the region where electricity mimics the missing dopamine and helps to reconnect the parts that need it. The electrode is attached to a pacemaker, which is embedded in my chest just as a pacemaker is to a heart, and the energy flows to the brain. Although not a cure, it is simply another helper or agonist—this one in electric form as opposed to the chemicals in my pills. The electrode was placed in the right side of my brain in order to strengthen the responses on my left side, which have all along been weaker than my right. So far the operation has brought me relief from all the excessive fidgets, and it has made my right and left sides more in touch with each other. Although it is essentially a scary concept to have something implanted in your brain, my neurosurgeon gave me great confidence. I must say, though, that we were all relieved when we saw in my post-operation MRI that the electrode had been implanted exactly on the sweet spot where it belonged ...and it now buzzes away doing its job, with hardly a thought from me. 

			Bill, though, is a little disappointed that the neurosurgeon couldn’t have sent a little electrode or two to my math quadrant while he was in the neighborhood, so to speak, just to make me a bit sharper in that department. All in all, I am thrilled with my new lease on life, and happy (so far) to be able to gain back the weight I lost over all those months of wrenching about. However, I am having a bit of trouble buttoning up a lot of my present wardrobe. Why is it that the poundage all settles around the middle? I would far prefer that it settle farther up. 

			The other developing story is about stem cells and their potential for a cure for Parkinson’s. Researchers are very optimistic that in time stem cells can solve the puzzle of how to grow new cells in human bodies, an idea hitherto believed impossible. This breakthrough has meaning for many diseases and physical problems, and has a real chance of success—if only it doesn’t break down into political infighting and run out of steam in the process. Though we’re sorry that Michael J. Fox has Parkinson’s Disease, we’re also grateful to him. He and Mohammed Ali, among others, have given us a potentially helpful visibility. We wait, sometimes impatiently, for the latest word from the research gurus, and hope that the breakthrough will come any minute, or at least in the not-too-distant future. 

			I’m giving you a sampling of my writings on the subject of Parkinson’s. In a way they are an extension of my travels, but this time, to destinations within. 

		

	


	
		
			A Host Above All 

			“I didn’t invite you, you know.” 

			“No one ever does.” 

			“So where do you get off, bossing me around, and running my life?” 

			“I just do what I do.” 

			“But you keep getting bossier and bossier. Hardly a minute goes by when I don’t have to consider what you will do if I do what I do. Why just yesterday, I—”

			“Yes, but think of what you try to do to me, for heaven’s sake! All those pills you take to zap me, and the books you read to try to forget me…I mean, how do you think that makes me feel?” 

			“Frankly, at this point, I don’t care how you feel. I’m sick to death of you.” 

			“Listen, these things happen, you know. That’s the way I operate. And by the way, don’t you know that ‘a host above all must be nice to his guest’? And I quote none other than Dr. Seuss himself when I say this.” 

			“Yeah, but he’s talking about invited guests. I’m sure most people would agree that this has no relevance to the likes of you.”

			“I have a question. You know I’m not going anywhere. You know I’m here to stay whether you like it or not. So why don’t you just accept it? Why not just mellow out and let things run their course? And anyway, what makes you think that I’m all that happy about this permanent relationship?” 

			“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one who falls. You’re not the one who drops her salad in public. You’re not the one who—”

			“Stop griping for a minute. What I mean is, since I’m in this for the duration—” 

			“Maybe you’re not aware that I’m counting on a miracle. You may not be with me for the rest of my days. You believe in miracles, don’t you?” 

			“Yes.” 

		

	


	
		
			On Love

			These days, when I go to parties and gatherings of all kinds, I’ve begun to feel the collective good will of my friends in supportive acknowledgement of my neurological predicament. It manifests itself as an extra pat on the back, an extra warm kiss on the cheek, an extra big hug, an over-generous compliment, and every so often a “hang in there” message of encouragement. All of this makes me feel…well, loved. 

			When I first got sick, my greatest fear was that my friends would pity me. Pity would have turned me into a pitiful, pitiable person, and I was not prepared to play that role. I’m still not. Fortunately, not one of my friends or acquaintances has made me feel the least bit pitiful or pitiable. I’m very aware that in order to incorporate me into their busy lives, they must slow down to match my erratic, unpredictable rhythms, but they do it so thoughtfully and naturally that I can’t feel anything but gratitude. As for the family, both immediate and extended, they have been a constant source of support from the start. These days, granddaughters take my arm at the slightest hint of a rough spot. Grandsons gently help me up after a fall. As it is with my friends, I’m rarely aware of the family machinations involved in fitting the unpredictable me into their supercharged lives. To have such a loving cushion of support is to understand the power of love. 

			I can’t help harking back to a trip I took to an orphanage in Bucharest, Romania. Under the Ceaucescus, the government had encouraged families to produce many children in order to create a pool of labor for the state. Many of them were lent to the orphanages with the understanding that the parents would retrieve them at some later date. As most of the parents remained unable to feed the children they already had, these children, supposedly on loan and therefore not able to be adopted by anyone else, languished in the orphanages until they reached an age at which they could be useful to the state. At that point, they became the slaves of the government, undertaking such efforts as the Ceaucescus felt necessary. Many—several thousand, in fact—were put to work building the largest free-standing building in the world, The Palace of the People—contrary to its name—was solely planned as a monument to the Ceaucescus alone. 

			The children I was taken to visit were the youngest, those not yet walking. Some of them were tiny infants, lined up in cribs, perhaps a dozen or so in a long, dimly lit corridor. A woman whom I judged to be the nurse (although she fell far short of our image of the kindly, clean, and caring nurses of our experience), wearing a dingy, spotted apron and a martyred, sour, bordering-on-anger expression on her face, trudged from crib to crib, bending over just far enough to place the nipple of the milk bottle in each tiny mouth. Not for one second during the entire process did a human hand make contact with a baby. When I asked why the babies weren’t held by the nurse while being fed, the doctor who accompanied me said that this was an unskilled nurse, who knew no better, but I noticed he made no comment to the nurse herself. I also subsequently learned that the neglect was intentional, because the thinking was that once you picked up a baby, he might want to be picked up again, and that would be altogether too time-consuming. 

			As I became more aware of my surroundings, I realized how unnaturally quiet it was in the corridor, despite the presence of so many babies. I also noticed how dull-eyed and listless the babies were. They seemed like shriveled old men, their eyes sad and glazed. Something I had learned in my psychology class long ago came back to me, and I realized I was witnessing for the first time, first hand, the tragic results of the withholding of love. Like an unwatered plant, a baby denied love and attention shrivels in its absence and could even die from lack of it, even if he is adequately fed. I wondered at the time how many of these cruelly neglected creatures would actually survive. 

			Like those babies, I feel that I too might have shriveled by now if I hadn’t had an abundance of love to sustain me. Keep it up, oh my friends and family!

		

	


	
		
			Safety Net

			My safety net is strong, held together 

			By all the threads of family love 

			Strengthened by helpful friends, beautiful colors, books,

			Laughter, and importantly, the forgetting of self 

			By means of reaching out to others. 

			The trick is to remember 

			There is such a net. 

			April 22

		

	


	
		
			Hedging Our Bets

			It’s been an unusual week of firsts. In close succession, with a particular agenda in mind, we paid a visit to two places we had never been before. They had been recommended to us by various friends, and although very, very different from each other, both existed to offer hope to those in need. 

			You might have been surprised to see two suburban oldsters climbing out of a snappy red convertible and onto the dusty ground at the entrance to an ashram. Certainly we bore little resemblance to our greeters, all but one of whom were Indian; in fact, even the white Americans we saw, who surrounded the doorway to the temple, looked less like Caucasians than one would have thought. They were dressed in white tunics, for one thing, and many women and girls had applied the “third eye” to their foreheads. Men wore white as well, and all were barefoot, as they were preparing to enter the holy place. 

			The reason for the crowds was that the ashram was being visited by its titular head, whose name was Amma, which is a Hindu word for Mother. We were told that traveling around the world to all her ashrams takes up pretty much all of Amma’s life, although she is also the spearhead behind a hospital in Southern India, for which her faithful are raising money. Our guides and hosts are ardent followers as well as business colleagues of my husband’s, and were eager to share their treasured Amma with us. Her faith healing, they explained, is legendary in India—where she has literally millions of followers. Our friendly guides led us to the entrance of the center, or temple, which resembled from the outside a very well-built, good-sized barn. We were then instructed to take off our shoes (always a welcome event from my point of view) and we placed them with the hundreds of others lined up on either side of the entrance. Passing through the crowds like melted butter, we were guided to our seats as our escorts busily explained the protocol of the occasion to us. The growing realization that we were getting preferential treatment reinforced my already strong sensation that we were no longer in San Ramon, California, but in a foreign country; these escorts of ours were our indigenous hosts, thoughtfully introducing us to their culture. 

			That sensation continued and grew stronger as we took in our surroundings. The temple/center was very large. It could hold, we estimated, at least 500 people and that was pretty much what it held that day. On a balcony above us stood a majority of people from downstairs. The lucky people like us, who had seats, were primarily non-Indian Americans of all ages. Almost all were in white tunics and appeared to be meditating or simply sitting quietly waiting, it appeared, for their turn with Amma. There was a number system that regulated the flow of supplicants who, as soon as their turn came, would begin their kneeling journey down the center aisle to the “altar” where the guru awaited them. Eyeing the kneeling propelling motion with some misgivings, I increasingly doubted I could ever manage the trip—not least because I sported a rather nasty cut on one of my knees and I could too easily picture bleeding all over the floor en route—to say nothing of the consequent pain I would impose on a body I was presumably coming to fix. A quick aside to one of our guides, who correctly identified the terror in my voice, elicited a reassuring response that we could make an end run, and whenever we felt ready they would lead us to Amma.

			We first took in the scene. At the “altar,” or whatever the focal point of the sacred place was called, we could see Amma, sitting in the center of a group of her faithful, wearing a flowing white robe, her long dark hair falling down her back, and a very prominent, colorfully embellished third eye painted on her forehead. She was in the process of bestowing big hugs on each supplicant as he or she arrived, still on their knees, at her feet. We were too far away to hear if there was any conversation between them as each received the hug. 

			According to her followers that one gesture—the big hug—was the sole curative for any number of ailments. There were many corroborating healing stories, we had been told, reminiscent of the Christian-Catholic claims at shrines all over the world, and unfortunately also resembling the claims of miraculous powers held by the many forms of “snake oil salesmen” among us today. But however reluctant I was becoming as our moment approached, I knew that there was no turning back. To our hosts, I was on the verge of a health renaissance, and they were all touchingly eager to watch it happen. 

			After a period of time had elapsed, and we felt we had adequately drunk in the ambience of the gathering, mellowed in the redolence of not-unpleasant incense, and were soothed by the repetitive chanting of an Indian singer accompanied by the steady rhythm of the tablas, we pronounced ourselves ready to meet Amma. 

			Surrounded by a phalanx of guides and astonished once again by the almost magical parting of the mass of waiting people at our approach, we found ourselves at the feet of Amma. We knelt, facing her. There was a warm smile on her pleasant chestnut-brown face; she appeared to be somewhere around 40 or 50 years old, but it was very hard to tell. First Bill was hugged. Amma put her arms around him, laid his head on her shoulder, and proceeded to whisper in his ear. The hug lasted no more than a minute. One of her followers who stood behind her then gave him some rose petals and something small and silvery, which looked like a Hershey’s Kiss. Then Amma turned and hugged me. It was one of the nicest, warmest hugs I have ever experienced, and coming from a complete stranger made it all the more memorable. She whispered in my ear—“om om om om om”—in a hypnotic, soothing monotone, and when it was over, the same woman behind Amma leaned over and presented me with an apple, two small packets of something, a rose petal and…a Hershey’s Kiss. 

			In the next phase of our carefully orchestrated visit, we sat next to Amma, in chairs facing out to the rows of quiet meditative, serene-looking people; we did this for some time. As the minutes ticked by, I felt more and more self-conscious, wondering if indeed I was expected to be demonstrating some kind of wellness right away. As it was, my twitches—close, unwelcome companions for many years—recommenced with perverse intensity, and I became more and more embarrassed with each twitch. Added to my discomfort was my sadness that I might be disappointing my guides as well. There was in any case a grotesque disparity between my frenetic body movements, and the serenity of my environment. I longed for invisibility. 

			After a while, happily for me, we were moved to less visible seats, facing sideways, and very close to a kind of souvenir shop set up in the same room, though I hadn’t spotted it before. We consulted with the hosts regarding our bounty from Amma as we sat with them, and they indicated that it was the small packets that were of the most value. I was to read the tiny print on the outside of the packets for instructions. They added to our supplies and memorabilia two books and several pamphlets about their Amma, which they bought for us from the shop as we were leaving. 

			Despite their kind invitation to have lunch with them, we felt it was time to go, and so we regretfully declined. A phalanx of the original group, now joined by quite a large number of others, ceremoniously escorted us to our car. The last words I heard from one of them were “Remember, Amma is with you.” 

			Two days later, we paid a visit to Room 301 in the Neurology section of the Stanford Hospital. We were to visit with a well-known neurosurgeon, to hear him tell us about a relatively new operation on the brain, which purported to give some relief from certain characteristics of Parkinson’s Disease. We waited while a team of insurance gurus mulled over my forms, and probed a little more extensively into my life and times. It was a long wait, at least for me. During that time I was having mild-to-not-so-mild anxiety attacks at the prospects before me. Just viewing the plaster of Paris life-sized head on display, which was open to reveal the pink, wrinkly globs of brain inside, gave me the willies. 

			At last we graduated into the typical small bed-and-sink doctor’s room that held all the necessities for basic check-ups. That at least looked familiar. A very jocular doctor joined us shortly thereafter, and proceeded to fast-talk us through the procedure of DBS, or Deep Brain Stimulation, stopping only briefly to make a witty aside here and there. No time for questions for a while, it seemed, unless one was extremely quick off the mark. My neurotic proclivities managed to blot out roughly every other detail of the procedure being described. However, I did hear, “It takes around ten hours,” and, “You’re awake all the time,” and even further to my dismay, “You need two operations, one for each side of your brain, one month apart.” My first encounter with a neurosurgeon, and he wasn’t holding back. I could have used a little more subtlety, a tad less detail. But little by little the fast-talking doctor was making inroads. I began to defrost and listen, and I began to like him. Very much. He smiled a lot, for one thing, and seemed super-confident, which is a comforting, welcome trait in a doctor; I began to realize that his non-stop talking served to fill in certain potentially uncomfortable holes in the discourse. His ease with the subject matter, i.e., my brain and others, really came to be quite soothing. 

			Finally, it was time for a routine going-over, Parkinson’s-style. I tap-tap-tapped my fingers, walked and turned around, touched my nose blindfolded, and tried to keep balanced while being pushed from behind (I flunked that one, big time). I was gratified, after he had put me through the ropes, that the doctor found at least something salvageable, because he ventured an opinion that I might qualify for, and benefit from, the surgery he had described. But he added that there would be days of MRI’s, X-rays, and psychological check-ups before a final decision could be made. 

			Since those days last week, I have had a chance to mull over my experiences, and consider options. No conclusions as yet. The Amma program, about which I have now read in the literature we were given, involves far more than her hug. Indeed, it requires a changed lifestyle, a spiritual makeover, and a full-blown commitment to Amma. All this demands a leap of faith which at my age and in my heart of hearts, I know I can’t manage. I’m not throwing out the whole program, however. Those yellow packets contain pulverized lotus blossoms, and the instructions are to rub a little on yourself each day for as long as they last. I discovered the powder to be almost hypnotically fragrant, a kind of aromatherapy in fact, so I look forward to a tiny sprinkling each morning. As for the apple and the Hershey’s Kiss, they sit on my desk still. Somehow they have achieved a significance beyond their edible potential, and I find I can neither eat them nor throw them away. 

			Similarly, my other possible route to hope has its sticking points. My faith in science, and modern medicine in particular, has been shaken more than once over the years. Considering the long history of medical science, which included monstrous “cures” such as leeching, and so many off-beat diagnoses and now-funny “absolutes,” a leap of intellectual faith is demanded, which promises to be almost as daunting as the spiritual one. Meanwhile, I weigh my options, and look forward to collecting others in the near future. Who knows…the right one may be just around the corner. 

		

	


	
		
			The Sick Wife

			The sick wife stayed in the car 

			while he bought a few groceries. 

			Not yet fifty, 

			She had learned what it’s like 

			not to be able to button a button. 

			It was the middle of the day—

			And so only mothers with small children 

			or retired couples 

			stepped through the muddy parking lot. 

			Dry cleaning swung and gleamed on hangers 

			in the cars of the prosperous. 

			How easily they moved—

			with such freedom, 

			Even the old and relatively infirm. 

			The windows began to steam up. 

			The cars on either side of her 

			pulled away so briskly

			that it made her sick at heart. 

			—Jane Kenyon 


			Her husband, already late for his meeting 

			Rushed through the Safeway 

			Scanning the list written in his wife’s now 

			Barely legible hand 

			His mind turned for a moment to healthier days 

			When energy levels were equal 

			She even sometimes with more, and enthusiastic too 

			Now conserving in the car for who knew what challenge 

			She saw ahead. 

			On his way out, he saw a pot of flowering daffodils, 

			And bought them for her, to cheer her up. 

			When he returned to the car, she was crying.

			—Phyllis Draper 

		

	


	
		
			A Story

			Once upon a time, on a cloudy winter day, an old, slightly dilapidated Grammy was feeling older and more dilapidated than usual, so she called for her seven grandchildren to come to her house to help her with her day. 

			She addressed the youngest one first. His name is Nat and he is one year old. 

			“Nat,” she said, “I know how very busy you are learning to walk, but I seem to have lost my smile. Since you have the best smile of all, I wondered if you would do this for me. Whenever you think of smiling once, would you instead smile once for you, and then once again for me?” 

			Nat smiled and said, “Ma-ba-na,” which his mother assured her meant “yes.” Then he smiled again. 

			Feeling better already, Grammy then turned to the second youngest child, whose name is Eleanor. Eleanor is three. 

			Getting right to the point, she said, “Eleanor, I know you are very busy these days doing puzzles and playing with Elizabeth, but I very much need your help with something. You see, today my hands have decided not to button buttons or tie shoelaces. Since you are very good at both of these things, if I promise to draw a pretend picture of Elizabeth on your back, wearing a pretend frilly pink dress after each button you button and each shoelace you tie, would you be good enough to be my finger-helper today?” 

			In answer, Eleanor leaned over, tied Grammy’s shoelace and promptly turned her back to Grammy to collect the first in a series of promised pretend drawings of Elizabeth in a pink dress. 

			The third grandchild in line was Billy. Billy is just seven. 

			Grammy asked, “Though you are concentrating on saying your R’s perfectly and adding to your knowledge of gems, I also know that you are very interested in dogs, so,” she went on, “will you please take Pumpkin on two sniffing walks? I am feeling wobbly today, and Pumpkin loves you, so you would make a fine substitute for me.” 

			Billy didn’t hear the last part of what Grammy said, because he was already running to get Pumpkin’s leash from the tray in the hall.

			Lisa, Grammy’s next grandchild, is also seven, but a slightly older seven than Billy. Grammy knew that Lisa was spending a lot of time learning to read and spell, but she had a specific request for her as well. 

			 “Lisa,” she said, “though I can’t seem to smile today, I do very much want to feel like smiling. As you know, Nat will be smiling for me as previously arranged, but one thing that always brings me to the point of smiling is a cheerful picture painted or drawn by you. I am thinking along the lines of a princess or fairy godmother, maybe even a parakeet…or anything else that comes into your head. What do you think? Will you do this for me?” 

			Very seriously considering the request, Lisa nevertheless managed a riposte from some alternate thought wave. “I am still concerned about rubies and rupees,” she said, but shortly thereafter she was scurrying for the colored pencils. 

			Grammy almost felt like smiling just thinking about the pictures she would soon see. 

			Coulter, the third oldest, or fourth youngest, is nine. Grammy knew just what favor she would ask of him. 

			 “Coultie,” she said, “I know this is a busy time of year for you, what with the Superbowl and the Spiders and such things, but I also know that you have a lot of energy. So, what I would like you to do for me is to do some extra running and jumping and throwing and tumbling, because maybe when I see you doing all that I will get pleasantly weary just from watching. What do you say?” 

			“It’s OK with me, Gramzers,” said Coulter, and he raced outside with his football to begin his energy marathon. 

			Adam, the second oldest, is almost ten, and was all set to go outside with Coulter when Grammy held him back for a moment. 

			“Adamski,” she said, “I hate to disturb your busy schedule, what with all your sports and computer stuff, but there is one favor I would like to ask today. You are a whiz at math, and I, even at my best, am not too good. Would you kindly handle all my adding, subtracting, and especially my fractions? If I give Pumpkin one-third of a can of dog food today, how much will be left for tomorrow and the next day? I also need to have someone count the money in my purse, to make sure that I have enough to buy food for Pop’s dinner. I will be very relieved if you could help me with all this.” 

			“That’s easy stuff,” said Adam, one foot out the door to join Coulter, “I can do that, no problem!” 

			Grammy sighed gratefully. 

			She had one more favor and one more grandchild to ask, her eldest, Jesse, who is going on 12 years old. Actually, there were two favors now that she thought about it. Jesse sat quietly waiting for Grammy to address her. 

			 “What I need badly Jesse, is a manicure, and I know you give wonderful manicures. If you aren’t too tied up being a best friend, and going ballroom dancing, shopping, or other things, I’d like my fingernails to look as pretty as yours do. And though it’s not a necessity, I really love your chocolate chip cookies, and it would be a special treat for me if you had time to bake a batch for me today. Is this possible, do you think?” 

			“I will do this for you, Grammy,” said Jesse. “I have some more of the nail polish from Hawaii, which is a very pretty color, and in fact, I have it with me in the purse that Becky gave me, which I take everywhere. Shall I begin now? And we’ll do the cookies at lunchtime, OK?” 

			Well, the dilapidated old Grammy looked around her, and suddenly began to feel less dilapidated and supremely happy. How could anyone ask for more wonderful grandchildren? And seven were just enough to get her over her rough spots. “What a lucky woman I am,” she thought, and she settled back to enjoy her day. 

		

	


	
		
			Tight Rope

			My path is a tight rope 

			I catch my breath 

			And concentrate on just plain walking 

			Enlisting the brain to enter 

			On another channel 

			With crucial instructions 

			Which foot? Where? 

			It sometimes helps to sing 

			The rhythms borrowed and applied 

			To my efforts, or to count off 

			1-2-3-4 like a drill sergeant. 

			Watching toddlers struggling, I relate 

			But they are progressing 

			That is all the difference. 

			Simultaneously, my mind tiptoes carefully 

			To avoid both past and future thinking 

			Struggling each day to calibrate 

			A healthy balance of this and that 

			The mix as tricky as my medication 

			With equally uncertain results, 

			Missteps are costly in both cases.

		

	


	
		
			Phyllis Draper Christens Armani Boutique

			On Saturday, April 27, only a few short weeks after its formal opening, Phyllis Draper—accompanied by her husband, Bill—became the first customer in the handsome new Armani shop on Post Street to require medical assistance. After a fall in the well-appointed dressing room, witnessed by a horrified sales clerk, Ms. Draper, her arm bleeding like a stuck pig, mustered her dignity and rose gracefully to a nearby chair, all the while making witty jokes and otherwise amusing and putting at ease the fast-growing crowd of well-wishers.

			A brand-new first-aid kit was opened for the occasion by a recently certified CPR expert who offered his own bloody-arm story to a rapt crowd. Laying a damask napkin over the as-yet-unbought Armani trousers covering Ms. Draper’s lower body (her upper body at the time was clad solely in a not-so-new flesh-colored bra), the expert deftly dressed the wound using two 20-foot rolls of gauze and an extremely generous allotment of tape. 

			The salesclerk, her formerly horrified eyes now clearly focused on the bottom line, continued her presentation of all the size 6 apparel in the shop, paying particular attention to Mrs. Draper’s now mummified arm—which presented some sleeve-blocking complications, but no insurmountable ones, happily for all concerned. His generosity as usual knowing no bounds, Mr. Draper outdid even himself by ponying up for not one, but two complete Armani ensembles, the combined price amounting to his annual salary at his first job back in 1956. Ms. Draper, her out-of-sight wound now completely out-of-mind, danced a prize-winning tango with her husband across the vast main floor of the boutique, followed by a full complement of Armani employees, their sighs of relief almost imperceptible as they ushered their clients out the door.

		

	


	
		
			Waiting for the News

			Like knives in my head 

			The terror of bad news 

			Expected all too soon 

			Pierces the thin layer 

			Of control I muster daily 

			To confront my known demons 

			Not knowing yet may be 

			The most pleasant time 

			For years to come.

			The alternative, knowing for sure 

			Is at this moment 

			My greatest dread.

		

	


	
		
			My Seroma 

			Pardon me but have you heard about our Phyllis Draper?

			(We’re frankly just a bit surprised it didn’t make the paper.) 

			It seems while she was busy otherwise and paying no attention, 

			A grapefruit-size excrescence of extraordinaire dimension 

			Appeared and flourished on her hip, like a gigantic pimple. 

			To grow it was the easy part: removing not so simple.

			It took a special doctor with a special instrument 

			Who deftly drained the liquid out—I don’t know where it went. 

			But how she came by it at all is quite a story too, 

			It seems that falling on one’s hip can do this thing to you, 

			Especially if you manage to fall down twice—

			And land exactly as before (though it won’t feel too nice), 

			Then chances are you’ll grow your own great spherical extension. 

			But I don’t wish it on you, no—just thought it worth a mention. 

			These days Ms. Draper’s dining out on tales of her Seroma.

			It’s sure to fascinate her friends, from New York to Tacoma. 

			In case she doesn’t get to you, wherever you may be, 

			I’m happy that you’re able now to hear the news from me.

		

	


	
		
			Domestic Gymnastics

			Announcer A: This should be her strongest effort.

			Announcer B: Absolutely! After all, she’s been doing it daily for years. 

			Announcer A: Here she goes. From the tuck position, and then a roll, smoothly...great! 

			Announcer B: She seems to have added a degree of difficulty. What is the obstruction there? She’s managing to roll around it, but… 

			Announcer B: lt’s a dachshund. 

			Announcer A: Oh. 

			Announcer B: She’s moving now from the vertical to the horizontal. See how she uses both arms, bending them ever so slightly to get the right heft. 

			Announcer A: A nice use of wrist too. Particularly the right one. 

			Announcer B: She’s sitting upright now, and wouldn’t you say her legs are in perfect alignment? 

			Announcer A: I wonder about her right toe…the big one. See? It’s sticking out at a bad angle. 

			Announcer B: I see it. Yes. The judges might have to deduct a point there, but otherwise…

			Announcer A: We have to wait for the dismount. She’s preparing for it now. Her concentration is awesome. Just like in Barcelona. Only I think she’s lost a bit of weight since then. 

			Announcer B: That’s correct. She also appears to be slightly smaller. Look! Her toe is back in alignment. She’s about to…there she goes!

			Announcer A: Have you ever seen anything like this? A phenomenal dismount, with both feet touching the floor at precisely the same moment! Not an iota of tentativeness. And the bed is very high. Degree of difficulty 4.5, in fact I predict high scores—perhaps even the gold. 

			Announcer B: Well, if she doesn’t make it now, she’ll have a good chance in the floor exercises. 

		

	


	
		
			Stem Cells and Digressions

			For the past century, most of the advances in medicine have been based on the use of chemistry. The new approach is to use biology to attack diseases by using the body’s own building blocks, called stem cells. This marks a new and very exciting era in medicine, and has the potential to cure a range of diseases that presently afflict roughly half of the world’s population. 

			Stem cells are the basic building blocks of life. A fertilized human egg, called an embryo, contains cells that have the ability to divide for indefinite periods, and eventually grow into all 200 or so specialized cells in the body. The body also produces a certain number of stem cells that remain active throughout most of our lives but turn into specific cell types such as skin and bone cells. These are called adult stem cells. They are already proving useful in treatments of certain cancers—those which need bone marrow transplants, for instance. No one knows exactly how most therapies can be developed, but scientists know that the continued study of stem cells will reap many benefits for the world in ways which as yet we can only imagine. 

			Therapeutic cloning, as distinguished from reproductive cloning, also known as somatic cell nuclear transfer, has as its goal to create a new embryo from cloned cells and to use these embryos for research. Thus cloning has its place in the stem cell controversy. And it is the most controversial of all controversy surrounding stem cells. 

			Most of us non-scientists were not aware of stem cells until relatively recently and today they have become among the most controversial subjects around. People who under ordinary circumstances could be counted on for their rationality and solid judgment, upon entering into a conversation about the efficacy or moral right of the study of stem cells, become totally unpredictable. Much of the debate, both scientific and ethical, has focused on its two potential applications: Stem cell cloning for reproductive purposes and stem cell cultivation for the purposes of research. 

			The term stem cell was the name given by Gail Martin, a researcher at UCSF who in 1981 isolated some cells from a mouse embryo, and named them stem cells because she discovered nearly every type of cell stemmed from them. Stem cells can be found in embryos, and in adults, although the procedure for harvesting adult stem cells is more difficult than finding them in embryos, Almost 20 years after the discovery of stem cells in mice, researchers found equally versatile stem cells in human beings. This spawned a running controversy concerning cloning and the ethics of tampering with nature, and in a premature backlash, caused the U.S. government, in 2001, to declare that to work on cloning was a criminal offence. The government did not disallow stem cell research for purposes of research, however, although they limited the research to a very small allotment of cell lines to study, which is what prompted California’s Proposition 71. But I’m getting ahead of myself. 

			Stem cell cultivation is on two tracks. In early human embryos there are stem cells that can in theory grow into any of the body’s tissues or organs. Human embryonic stem cells have to be grown for nearly five days, and obtaining these cells has in the past meant that the embryos must be destroyed. In adult stem cells, there is no need to destroy an embryo, which makes the science less controversial. But some scientists believe that adult stem cells are more limited in scope, and good for only a limited number of roles in the body. Therefore these experts are not persuaded that the use of adult stem cells will be as therapeutically useful over the long term as the embryonic stem cells, which hold out great promise for curing diseases. There has been considerable success already, however, with certain treatments involving adult stem cells, such as bone marrow transplants. In the process of experimenting, scientists have also discovered stem cells in the brain, as well as the bone marrow, also in blood vessels, skin, and liver. Though they are much more difficult to harvest, there is still room for hope that these stem cells will prove to be even more successful in the long run. 

			People who, on either ethical or religious grounds, see the embryo as a full human being object strenuously to what they see as the murder of a potential baby. Others feel equally strenuously that it is cruel to deny the research money and support for what could be a lifesaver of another kind: The potential to treat, and even to cure, certain scourges of the population. Unfortunately, to weigh in on one side against the other in this case is fraught with choices one should never have to make. 

			On October 11, 2005, an article appeared in the New York Times that seemed to be a breakthrough for those ethicists who maintain the belief that a human embryo is the same as a baby because it can grow into a baby. Two scientists, one from Harvard, and one from MIT, think that they have found a way. Despairing that the government would not fund anything with an embryo in the title, Dr.William Hurlbut from Stanford explains this new process: “What I’m suggesting is creating something that never rises to the level of a living being. No embryo is ever formed. It’s not a human embryo if it doesn’t have the potential to develop into human form.” Instead, he called this a “biological artifact.” In order to make this artifact, first one separates the genes from the adult cell from among those that are needed for the full development of an embryo, and then the altered cell is added to an egg. The eggs could come from unused eggs at fertility clinics. Or, the doctors say, the eggs might come from women’s ovaries collected during an operation such as a hysterectomy. In fact these researchers claim that further study might lead to being able to do without the egg as well, by adding proteins to the stem cell in the right amounts. 

			Many people, including John M. Haas, president of the National Catholic Bioethics Center, and Edward Whelan, president of the Ethics and Public Policy Center, agree that this discovery has forged a way for ethicists who have previously been averse to any research on stem cells to accept the fact that this study would not affect the birth of any baby. Therefore it was presumed that the naysayers would be whole-heartedly behind stem cell research from this point forward. 

			Several days later I read in the San Francisco Chronicle that this was not the case. Many people were not convinced that the new method was anything more than a thinly veiled attempt to call the experiment with embryonic stem cells by another name. A biological artifact to them was still an embryo. The federal government is in this camp, unfortunately for those who wish to accelerate study in the U.S. It would appear that any attempt to destroy what is considered by these people a human being from the time of its conception will be met with implacable resistance. There has been no appreciable attitude change from early in this century. 

			The controversy is still alive today. For this reason, the research has not been accorded the money and go-ahead from the national government, and the state of California has taken matters into its own hands by passing a proposition that allowed funds ($3 billion) for the purposes of stem cell research. The University of California in San Francisco and Stanford University are both at the forefront of that research. However, California is presently involved with lawsuits that threaten to make the proposition—passed over a year ago—invalid. The two universities, having gathered together an impressive lineup of talent from all relevant disciplines, have had to apply for private grants in order to keep them afloat. Once again they have been delayed in their search for a breakthrough that will surely change the face of medicine forever. 

			Cloning has become the most frightening of all stem cell controversy. Though in literature and entertainment the topic has always been popular, in real life, the prospect of cloning humans is too science fictitious to contemplate, but we do contemplate it, nevertheless. Recently, Science Magazine carried the story of a Korean scientist, Dr. Hwang, who claimed to have cloned a dog, having spent many years and thousands of dollars in the effort. Americans had been experimenting with the cloning of dogs for years, without success, but they were eager to hear how it was done. It was considered by scientists to be the Mt. Everest of accomplishments and held promise for therapeutic breakthroughs, because dogs’ diseases are the most like human ones. It was acknowledged even at the time that it’s far too soon and complicated to clone a favorite dog pet. Yet no one could imagine how many windows were opened for the future. They were amazed and impressed. The Koreans were very proud of their accomplishment, and hailed Dr. Hwang as their number one citizen. 

			On January 10th the news came that Dr. Hwang and his staff had falsified all his cloning experiments. He claims to have been the first to clone a human cell by inserting a adult cell’s nucleus into a fertile egg to make embryonic cells. With this method he claims also to have treated 11 people in a first step towards therapeutic treatment with their own regenerative tissue. If this were true, there would indeed be reason to celebrate, and in fact Dr. Hwang would well deserve the postage stamp that Korea issued in his honor. However, his peers also believe that he falsified the evidence of cloning of Snuffy the baby Afghan hound. 

			Other animals have been cloned, with varying degrees of success. In March of 1999 four calves were created using stem cells from a prize Japanese bull. In March of 2000, a company hoping to generate organs for humans cloned five piglets. A cat named CC, for carbon copy, was created in 2003. Of course we are aware that every identical twin or triplet is a clone, a natural one. But these cloned animals have not proven to be as healthy as the originals, including Dolly the sheep, the first cloned animal, who has developed bad arthritis, although her “mother” shows no sign of it. Most scientists would like to tone down the controversy concerning stem cells, but it doesn’t seem to go away. It seems that no matter what they do in the way of stem cell research, it’s sure to displease somebody. 

			What all agree upon is that the U.S. is falling farther and farther behind in this new field of therapy. Meanwhile people on both ends of the spectrum of opinion remain adamantly convinced of their own point of view. The people in the middle, however, are much more flexible on the subject of stem cells, and their opinions vary when questions are asked in different ways. This is a hopeful sign. 

			One remembers the eugenics movement of the early twentieth century, in California. The eugenicists had the idea to create a master race. A certain Mr. Goethe felt that animal breeding concepts would be possible to employ on humans. The eugenicists advocated sterilization of immigrants and tough border controls, with Nordic purity as their goal. A true California dream for a while, the idea was smashed with the advent of Hitler and his master race, which demonstrated the horror of ethnic cleansing, and lost Mr. Goethe his followers. 

			I remember being very disturbed when I first heard about Dolly. That one could clone a sheep meant that—gulp—perhaps humans would be next. I found a short story I had written back then for fun and I include it here as a not-so-serious digression. It depicts a world full of emasculated men due to the loss of their reproductive usefulness. On the subject of cloning, it stars a clone of Arnold Schwarzenegger, our present governor. 

			Cloning

			Last night, in the packed ballroom of the Marriott-Hyatt Hotel in Abilene, Kansas, Arnold Schwarzenegger C5 blew away the competition to become the winner of the Boy Toy of the Year Award for the second straight year. In a stunning finale, after the obligatory promenade in the Bathing Suit competition, he struck a dramatic pose, displaying his vast musculature to a rapt audience, flexing seductively to the music of Claude Debussy. He was accorded a standing ovation. 

			Many people felt that A.S. Clone 5 had already assured his victory the previous evening with his strong performance in the Talent Event—in which he gave a recitation of Robert Browning’s love poem “How Do I Love Thee” while standing atop a burning automobile and fighting off a horde of killer ants. 

			A.S. Clone 5 traces his ancestry in an uninterrupted ribbon of DNA to his pre-Clonial forebear Arnold Schwarzenegger, who was conceived in the scatter-shot manner—at the time the only known technique for procreation. Providing no guarantee as to size, gender, coloring, or intelligence, this method rarely produced perfect specimens. Pioneers in the Clone industry on the lookout for prototypes discovered in Schwarzenegger that rare miracle of perfection, and secured his Clonial potential, and all rights thereof, in perpetuity. Thus, despite all the piracy and experimentation that plagued the industry’s early years, his DNA has remained unchanged and completely pure. If there were ever any doubt that this was so, the company points to the heavy German-Austrian accent still prominent in A.S. Clone 5; it is a vestigial characteristic—as A.S. Clone 5 has never set foot in Austria or Germany. 

			In a far-ranging interview after the award ceremony, A.S. Clone 5 entertained questions on a number of topics, and became particularly animated when discussing his lineage, long a source of great pride. “My illustrious ancestor five generations ago,” he said, “although he was just like me...hell, he was me...this guy lived in a completely different world. There was no way a woman could get by without a man to start the fetus-making process. Men were very important, in fact, they were essential. They were so powerful that in those days they ran everything. Their attitude was called macho, or machismo, I believe.” He then explained, in answer to the question posed by Walter Cronkite Clone 5, as to what the women’s role was back in pre-Clonial days. A.S. Clone 5 is known to be a student of history, so it was not surprising that this question elicited an expansive answer. “Women,” he said, “were treated about the way we are treated today. They didn’t run things the way they do now. There were almost no women in the government, let alone presidents of the country. Men today are pretty much sex objects and pleasure providers, and I for one don’t mind this at all,” he added with a grin. 

			Although he claims to be in sympathy to some extent with the reactionary Back to the Basics party—who want to reassociate procreation with recreation and bring the man’s sperm back into work as well as play—he wonders whether “people will be willing to take such a crap shoot approach to the reproductive process after all these years of cloning.” On the other hand, he is known to be very much offended by the excesses in women’s fascination with the male body. He explains the consequences of sexual harassment in the workplace: “It keeps men from wearing tight pants, because we’re subject to so much harassment and crude remarks about our measurements and backsides.” Overall, however, A.S. Clone 5 enjoys the role of pleasure provider, and looks forward to another year of Boy Toy activities and appearances around the country. His first appearance will be to promote the newest Ken Doll, whose measurements are said to be modeled after his own. 

			* * * 

			More Digressions

			Several novels that I have read lately are science fiction of a higher order, and posit three different anti-utopias or dystopias. Each one leads into areas that really surprise. The first one is called The Slynx, a Russian novel written by the niece of Tolstoy, Tatyana Tolstaya. This science fiction tale is set in Russia some two hundred years after the bomb has fallen. What is left of civilization are merely remnants of a culture so torn that it is disassociated from any world view, values, or behaviors of the past. The ruler has got hold of some books and plagiarizes from them in his speeches, mixing styles as varied as nursery rhymes and tax reports. This is carried out very successfully as his subjects, not permitted to read books, are always very impressed by the words, no matter what he says. He is a god to them. His name is Fyodor Kusmich Glorybe. Among his many talents he claims to have invented fire. A couple of the elders are misfits in that society but are the only ones left who have managed to hold on to bits of civilization. In their midst live humans who are saddled with “consequences,” which is the name they give to the genetic altering that has taken place due to the bomb’s after effects. Unlike cloning, which in our time offers possibilities to create perfection, these people suffer from a scourge of bizarre alteration. Our narrator, Benedickt, has a tail. His girlfriend—later his wife—seems perfect but for her hooves, a “consequence” that she shares with her parents. Others have really bad “consequences.” One of Benedickt’s friends is a very nice girl but she has a beak sticking out of her forehead, and only one eye. 

			Rats are the mainstay of the economy, and the principal source of food. Most meals the author describes have a rat dish in it. Like other science fiction tales that hold a message, The Slynx shows us a world that is the direct result of man’s follies, in particular and foremost the hydrogen bomb. The book is often very funny, but its underpinnings are at all times deadly serious. We are compelled to wonder if our “consequences” could be similarly devastating. The slynx, by the way, is a dreaded monster who awaits people in the woods. We think he is not real. 

			It was sheer coincidence that the next book I chose to read was also a post-apocalyptic science fiction novel, this one called Oryx and Crake by Margaret Atwood. Against a background of massive destruction that may have also come from a bomb explosion, we find that science has gone far beyond what is good for us. Scientific cabals had formed and kept secret from each other. The most powerful group rules everything at this point and is headed by Crake, who is in the business of cloning humans. The narrator is Snowman, a ragged, dirty man whom we first find sitting in a tree wrapped in a dirty sheet. He is starving and lonely, with only his memories to keep him in touch with a past that bears some resemblance to today, but none to the world he now inhabits. In that earlier world his name was Jimmy. We learn that Jimmy had friends and playmates. His good friend was Crake—who grew up to be the biggest cloner and manipulator of clones and people. Crake has become mad during his lifetime of cloning in his sacrosanct factory, where one product is slave girls (Oryx was one of these). In fact, so many types of cloned individuals were invented that they became unrecognizable as humans. Snowman’s only companions are the perfect, green-eyed Children of Crake, who are dopey clones. The book speaks to today’s reverence for science, whose remedies we count on to cure just about everything. In this case, the powerful moguls of science are the villains in Margaret Atwood’s future world. 

			In Never Let Me Go, Kazuo Ishiguro writes a story that seems to be a fine boarding school saga at the start, but gradually, with a few harbingers of unease sprinkled into the story line, its horrors are revealed. We are introduced to the private school where children are raised in a benign atmosphere without any contact to the outside world. They have no families. Their “guardians” are their teachers. Miss Lucy is one of their favorites. It seems a fine, loving orphanage. One day, when the children are around 15 years old, Miss Lucy tells them of their special role in life. She is prompted to tell them because she overhears two of the boys making plans about what they’d like to do when they leave school, and she feels pity for them. Only on page 82 does the author tell us what is going on behind what seemed to be an idyllic school environment, and what is behind all the vagueness of the questions that had come up from time to time. The children are clones, who, like the pigs of today’s cloning efforts, are created solely for harvesting their organs. One group is meant to become the Donors of organs and the others are to be their Caretakers. The Donors are to be ready to “donate” organs when needed. The maximum number they are asked to give is four, though often Donors die before “donating” all four. 

			The story tells of genetic manipulation for a cause, which though noble (we need organ transplants), treats human life as just so much clay to serve human ends. It is never clear whether this is a scientific experiment or a moneymaking scheme. The most heartbreaking thing of all is that some of these clones have emotions, which apparently have not been bred out of them. They have sex (though none can have babies) and develop deep attachments to each other. It is the particular cruelty of this fact that makes the book so devastating. 

			Reading these books leads one to think about the situation with stem cells today and about how scientific advances can have unforeseen consequences. Certainly the far-right religious folk are vociferous and fiercely against any new stem cell study, claiming that the use of embryos is murder of a human being. Dissenters cite the idea that because of a minority opinion of what is ethical, we stand in the way of progress towards cures for millions of people, thus creating a situation that is, to them, unethical. Somehow I don’t feel that the religious and Republican far-right is concerned about the advancement of science so much as they mind the methods being used. They are still a minority, and there is growing support on the part of other leaders in the U.S. One of these, Governor Doyle of Wisconsin, as part of his campaign for reelection, says he aims to have the research market of stem cells a growing industry by 2015, employing thousands of people and generating $8 million, citing that his state was already ahead of most other states in terms of research (California included) and stands in a good position to surge ahead. 

			It appears that no one can leave the subject alone. Ever since the Woody Allen movie I saw years ago in which a character was to be cloned from a nose, I’ve found that cloning has cropped up in our literature in science fiction, and in the media. One can hardly ignore it today, and especially in California. The courts here are the battleground between two sides; the state is currently waging a battle to strike down Proposition 71. The proposition was an attempt to circumvent federal restrictions on research involving human embryonic stem cells. The legal maneuvering against the state initiative represents politics at work, and makes the issue muddier and the outcome less predictable. The California government and the California Institute of Regenerative Medicine, the governing body of the stem cell research, are at loggerheads over certain issues. The state is worried about a loss of revenue due to the fact that the federal tax laws might not allow the state to claim royalties from a private enterprise. They worry that the leader of the institute, who also initiated the initiative, Robert Klein, is not a scientist—although he has collected many noted scientists for the Institute. Klein in fact has been criticized by some for having omitted some crucial information to the voters at the time of the voting last year. The state also has a concern about the ethics of using eggs from women who undergo the lengthy process, and are remunerated for their donations. It seems to me that these are negotiable, minor obstacles to what has been referred to as “California’s boldest undertaking of this century.” It’s a gamble, but many people think the rewards would be so extraordinary, financially as well as curatively, that it could change the world. 

			As you may have noted, try as I might, I am not an objective bystander in all of this. I follow every article and paper I can get my hands on to see how the study of stem cells is progressing, if at all. I rely on my doctor at the Parkinson’s Institute to keep me posted on any progress their scientists have made in connection with my particular scourge, Parkinson’s Disease. So far, the news is good for the long run. Stem cells might be made to work to augment the dopamine supply that is disappearing from a Parkinsonian brain. That much they know. They also know that it will be a long time before any research is considered safe to apply to humans. So far this experiment has only been proven to work on mice. And there’s a long road to travel from mice to medications for humans. But already there is talk of a medication to prevent Parkinson’s from worsening in patients. This breakthrough may be all I can expect in my lifetime, and I shall welcome it. 

		

	


	
		
			A Clone Poem

			My mind these days goes off the track 

			In bursts of speculation 

			With human cloning in our sights 

			Should there be jubilation? 

			I doubt it: think about the men 

			Whose role in procreation 

			Plays second fiddle, as to clone 

			Becomes the new sensation. 

			I fear that as they find themselves 

			Preempted by the clone, 

			Men’s egos bit by bit will shrink 

			They’ll feel saddened and alone.

			Perhaps the women can take heart 

			In future alterations 

			For as the menfolk power down 

			They’ll elevate their stations.

			Already freed by breast pumps, 

			Rental wombs for maturation 

			To say nothing of the Petri dish—

			This may indeed spell Liberation. 

			But who’s to say whose role is which 

			In the new Post-Clonial phase 

			There may be very little left 

			Of our familiar ways.

			When half a million M. Monroes 

			In perfect mint condition 

			And Elvis Presleys by the gross 

			Gyrate as per tradition 

			Will we rejoice in prototypes? 

			Heap scorn on the unique? 

			Will every random DNA 

			Be labeled as a freak? 

			Oh dear, my brain is aching from 

			This spate of future thinking 

			The more I think, the more I feel 

			My spirits to be sinking. 

			Let other younger, wiser folk 

			Pursue the cloning star 

			I think I come down on the side 

			Of things just as they are.

		

	


	
		
			Odds and Ends

			“What I do miss is the longing for spring, the anticipation of the first green shoot. Here in California, the transitions between the seasons are barely perceptible. Spring is a long season that distributes its bounty over a three- or four-month span. One can hardly say definitively when it appears, and is barely aware when it glides into summer. I like crisp divisions. In college, the pattern of hard work during the week mixed with playing on the weekend suited me fine. I felt I deserved the playtime, and reveled in the Cinderella aspect of wearing jeans and my father’s old shirts for classes, and really duding up for the weekends. I often wonder how I would have fared in a coed school, which doesn’t make clear distinctions between social and academic activities.”

		

	


	
		
			Tuning Forks

			A jazz pianist has to know the basic melody before he begins to improvise. A writer must know the rules of grammar before he breaks them. The same with an artist. Somewhere in Jackson Pollock’s mass of spots and blotches, there is an inference that he is knowingly breaking up a reality to make a point.

			The trick is in life to know your own rock-bottom base, or rather the rock-bottom base of all human life. For some, it is easy. They find a base in religious belief, whatever the variety. Upon that rock they build their individuality, with genetic parameters and cultural determinants as natural limits. 

			For others it is not so easy to find a base. I don’t imagine this worries everyone. They would simply improvise, grabbing a little from here and a little from there, and even find themselves with a strong enough patchwork to keep them comfortable. The problem is that often it’s very difficult to build a strong enough base in such a haphazard way. We of this variety tend to develop large fissures in the fabric, in which all manner of frightening and puzzling ideas and contradictions are all too eager to take hold. This is perhaps why some of us cling to surface “rules” so relentlessly. They are a safe port in a storm of controversial ideas and opinions. We hope that if we get the surface under our control, then maybe this will be enough. 

			It’s disheartening to think that perhaps my belief in good manners, good spelling, good deeds are merely the last gasp of a crumbling me. Is this why I take such pleasure in thinking of and respecting the tuning forks of our time? The Pope, dictionaries, law (though this is becoming unhappily unglued).

		

	


	
		
			Spring, California-style

			The acacias are blooming again! It’s January in California and already we have this harbinger of spring. But I’m not ready: I haven’t suffered enough. Perhaps my childhood in Buffalo and the years we have spent recently in less clement climes have conditioned me. It’s not as though I really love cold, snowy days, icy fingers, and the steady laying-on of scarves and boots and overcoats. I don’t at all. 

			What I do miss is the longing for spring, the anticipation of the first green shoot. Here in California, the transitions between the seasons are barely perceptible. Spring is a long season that distributes its bounty over a three- or four-month span. One can hardly say definitively when it appears, and is barely aware when it glides into summer. I like crisp divisions. In college, the pattern of hard work during the week mixed with playing on the weekend suited me fine. I felt I deserved the playtime, and reveled in the Cinderella aspect of wearing jeans and my father’s old shirts for classes, and really duding up for the weekends. I often wonder how I would have fared in a coed school, which doesn’t make clear distinctions between social and academic activities.

			Recently, I read about a test that is given to four year olds, in which the children, one at a time, are led to a small room and left alone with the instructions that if, for 15 minutes, they don’t eat the marshmallow sitting alluringly on the table in front of them, they would be rewarded with two marshmallows. The children were followed for a period of years, and it was found that those who managed to wait, whether of high or low IQ, are more successful in their work and in their lives than the ones who opted to take the one at hand. If such a skill can be taught, if one can learn to delay gratification and be ahead of the game, then I feel that California weather is doing us a disservice as an instant-reward sort of climate, which denies anyone the opportunity to suffer. It might explain why we are always accused of being such a pleasure-seeking bunch. But then again, why suffer? As I think about it, I feel less guilty every minute.

		

	


	
		
			Watches

			I can’t quite figure out why I so object to digital watches. I know that they are not pretty, and that of course is a big minus right away. But there’s something more…intrinsic that I dislike. I think it has to do with the shape and sweep of a clock of the old-fashioned variety. I can accept that the shape of a round face describes the passage of time; we follow it with the movement of the hands. We can see by looking at the clock the time before, and the time to follow, as well as the time right now; this gives us a visual ballast of the past and future while grounding us solidly in the moment. The digital watch or clock, however, seems to erase the past without a trace, and shows us only the immediate now—which all too soon becomes the obliterated past, and the future remains hidden.

			This may be a primitive reluctance to reduce an abstraction like a clock symbolizing time to a still more sophisticated level. The digital clock is after all, a further abstraction of an abstraction. It demands a leap of understanding of the same magnitude as when one learns to count without using fingers. The leap of imagining the past and future without “seeing” them is one that I am apparently not ready to make. I wonder if my fear of computers lies somewhere in the realm of this time problem. My brain may be barking at this new challenge to accept the next level of abstraction wherever it suffices. 

			Can it be that the next generation of children, my grandchildren, will skip over the round time abstraction, and go directly to digital? Has it already happened? Are we losing anything as a result? I wonder. And what happens next? And after that?

		

	


	
		
			Spring Pleasures: Ten Stages of Tulip Enjoyment 

			1. Have a 65th birthday. Receive a surprise promise of 1000 tulip bulbs of many varieties to be planted in the perfect places at the perfect time in your garden. Wait for spring. 

			2. Watch the earth in relevant spots for signs of first shoots. Then get ready to see buds. Then watch for the first colors. 

			3. When first colors appear, run excitedly to the phone and call someone. 

			4. Include tulip-spotting in your daily schedule. Admire color variety. Also shape variety. Also size variety. Try to choose a favorite. 

			5. Experiment with sighting venues for maximum impact. Try from above (from a second story if possible), surprise yourself with a round-the-corner peek, observe from a middle distance, up close (squat and touch if so inclined), and one by one. 

			6. Increase number of viewings to several per day, beginning in early morning and ending at sunset. The sunset check should be fairly extensive. Many new blooms are likely to have appeared by this time of day, and the late afternoon light makes them look even more spectacular. 

			7. Invite friends to a viewing. Introduce them to the ideal viewing spots. Point out special favorites. Suggest they come back. 

			8. Arrange a Tulip Party for the grandchildren. Make picnic basket lunch for each child. Use tulip napkins and plates. Overlook tulips while lunching. Suggest grandchildren count tulips. Suggest they choose a favorite. 

			9. Plan to stay home as much as possible, with ample time to contemplate the brilliant display at its peak. Invite more friends to share. 

			10. Begin withdrawal. Try picturing the tulips in your head while driving in your car, or at the market, or while washing dishes. Call to mind certain favorites. Take photos. Gradually scale back the viewings. Remember to thank the 1000-tulip-giving people one million times for the incredible present. 

			Postscript: A word of warning; as the tulips begin to wither and die, a post-tulip depression may set in. It might be wise to go on a trip to get away from the death beds. Another pro-active move might be to plan a replacement flower garden. If the depression continues, I’d advise special counseling or Prozac (or a combination thereof, in the most serious cases). 

		

	


	
		
			My Decorating Problem

			Although there are moments when I regret my apparent inability to create serene, uncluttered living spaces, I find that my decorating proclivity tends to the opposite direction. I never see a tabletop that I don’t want to fill. A wall that doesn’t beg for a painting. A shelf that can go for more than a month without being stuffed with books, pictures, knick-knacks. Maybe I can blame some of this eclectic clutter compulsion on the dozens of countries we’ve visited, which introduced me to so many beautiful and interesting treasures, and widened my taste to the point where I simply can’t reduce my palate to a simpler assortment. 

			For instance, there’s a table on the stair landing that I pass frequently. It holds as varied an assortment of treasures as any in the whole house, and no matter how quickly I dash past it, I never fail to admire the overall effect or to single out one or two favorite items to enjoy on my way. Some days I might focus on the two porcelain figures from Portugal, or the pale green jade Chinese dog sitting on its own stand. Then there are the multi-shaped, elaborately decorated Vietnamese pill boxes clustered on a tray, an antique candlestick, and a Coptic Christian religious relic from Ethiopia. I would miss any one of those treasures if it were to disappear. Besides, each has value quite apart from the aesthetic. They are wonderful repositories of memories, which every so often pop into my head as I look at them. The richness of this contribution to my everyday life is possibly even greater than the pleasure I derive from their physical appeal. 

			Every now and then, I assess the clutter situation—usually when I’m expecting guests. I pause before each table and try to see each objectively, but frankly I simply can’t bring myself to change a thing. It all looks so right to me. 

			Actually I’m pretty resigned now to the idea that my tabletops, my walls, and my shelves will keep on being cluttered, and may even be in for an addition or two before I move on. Maybe down deep I don’t really like serenity after all. Maybe it’s too close to boring to suit me. 

		

	


	
		
			Joseph McCarthy

			Written by Phyllis Draper at Smith College

			The United States swung one of its largest spotlights to the State of Wisconsin during the summer of 1952, and the light remained, enabling eager, questioning Americans to scrutinize this one portion of the citizenry until it wriggled in its self-consciousness. Not one aspect of society remained in the shadow. The Monroe County dairy farmer, the Milwaukee brewer, the University professor, the Republican, the Democrat—all were examined, categorized, and re-examined. To say that Joseph McCarthy’s renomination for United States Senator was the source of this anxiety and interest is to tell a half-truth. More than the man, it was the issue that derived from him that seemed to be at stake, with all its implications, overlaying all other considerations until the latter were almost obliterated.

			No one envied his opponents on the Republican slate, for it was going to be an extremely tough fight. Leonard Schmitt became Joe McCarthy’s most violent opposition, and conducted a highly active campaign against him, but the end results seemed to deny its efficacy. McCarthy was nominated on September 9th, and on November 4th was re-elected to the Senate. The details of this period in Wisconsin’s history are the topic of my discussion, to see what can be learned from the scrutiny of Wisconsin and its inhabitants, in light of the results.

			First to be examined is the constituency of Wisconsin. It consists of a normal cross-section of American voters, with no blatant examples of sectionalism in its make-up. Wisconsin has its industrial cities like Milwaukee, Kenosha, Racine. Much of its wealth, too, is acquired from large dairy areas, the largest of which is Monroe County. Madison, its capital, is also its seat of learning, the home of the University of Wisconsin. The population consists of a few dominant European strains. German-Americans and Scandinavians mostly live in the rural areas, whereas the Polish and Irish have been absorbed into the urban economic structure. Wisconsin has had little share in the most recent emigrations, and so maintains a stable picture, with little show of flux. 

			The people of Wisconsin have a very highly developed political consciousness, the reasons for which are to be found in their political history. Out of World War I grew a minor political party that was strongly related to ethnic and economic factors in the Wisconsin make-up. Robert LaFollette headed this Progressive Party, which appealed to the German-Americans in that it was strongly against the war policy of the administration, and had the sympathy of the European strain in the population—who took a dim view of fighting its former fatherland. From an economic standpoint, the party appealed in its stand against the big business interests of the East, which they found to be against their own interests. These leftist economic and so-called “isolationist” factors dissolved, in World War II, with the economic liberals being absorbed into the Democratic Party, and the Isolationists, once more united in their discontent with the administrative foreign policy, becoming a part of the Republican Party. Philip LaFollette was an influential member of this newly organized Republican Party, and became a strong economic conservative, and a highly instrumental figure in forming a conservative coalition in Congress. 

			Joseph McCarthy ran against LaFollette in the Republican Senatorial Primary, and won in 1946. Since the end of World War II, and particularly since 1950, the overall tenor of the political scene has undergone an almost imperceptible, incalculable change, as far as actual voting strength is concerned. A new kind of Isolationism has evolved from that which had previously been based on ethnic sympathies. This new Isolationism has its roots in a strong feeling of disillusionment, the outgrowth of which has, of course, been directed against an administration that was responsible for the Korean War and all the disagreeable after-effects of World War II. It is basically as a product of this new Isolationism that McCarthy represents the people of Wisconsin. The spirit of disillusionment was ripe for an emphatic eruption, and McCarthy lit the fire.

			Because of the incalculable quality of this new strength in Wisconsin, and because of Wisconsin’s past strangely split voting record, it was it was unclear how the state would vote in these elections. In four out of five of the past national elections, Wisconsin has supported the Democratic ticket, but only rarely since the Civil War has it elected a Democrat to a state office. This split in the erstwhile Progressive Party, then, had created a kind of sensitive balance open to many interpretations and prognostications of eventual results.

			To have presented Joseph McCarthy, the man, without slight digression into the background of the state he represents would have been like telling only the end of a story, for although McCarthyism can be taken out of Wisconsin context, McCarthy can’t, or shouldn’t be. On June l4th, then, to come to the present, the Junior Senator received unanimous re-election endorsements at the Republican State Convention. In his six-year term in the Senate, and particularly since 1950, he has become one of the most highly controversial figures in the country. In fact, in January of 1952, he ranked as the 19th most important issue in the nation1. His strength and potential weakness in Wisconsin lay a great deal in his notoriety outside of the State. The “Ism” that has sprung from his beliefs, attitudes, and methods has served far beyond any other single thing to make him the highly publicized and powerful figure that he is today. In his state, he maintained the support of the powerful Coleman machine, which also backed Taft and Governor Kohler. He had plenty of money for campaign literature and newspaper ads. Even Governor Kohler, who had never publicly committed himself before on the subject (but was thought to be unsympathetic), endorsed him on August 7th. 

			Leonard Schmitt was McCarthy’s strongest opposition. A district attorney for three terms in Lincoln County, he also ran for Governor against Kohler in l950, so was no political novice. Without the aid of the competent machine, he had to rely on support less schooled in the ways of politics. He had very little appeal to the strict party-liners, some of whom felt he was more of a Democrat than a Republican. The reason for this feeling was probably due to his attack on “the small clique of millionaires which today rules the Wisconsin Republican Party2,”  as well as to his statement that were McCarthy to become the Republican candidate, he would support the Democratic nominee. Perhaps his only similarity to McCarthy lay in his boundless energy and vitality. His most helpful supporters were William T. Evjue, editor of the Madison Capital Times, and Ex-Governor Oscar Rennebohn, both ardent anti-McCarthyites, and also critical of Tom Coleman’s machine.

			It is hardly necessary to spend much time on the nature of the issues of the primary campaign. Leonard Schmitt’s whole platform was based simply on a negation of McCarthyism. McCarthy himself made only one campaign speech, due to his illness in the summer, and that one was geared nationally, against the administration. It was in this speech too, made in Milwaukee before a crowd of 1,700, that he revealed his new project of digging up information about Stevenson, which he claimed he would divulge at a later date.

			Because of his illness, McCarthy did almost no personal campaigning. Arthur Bliss Lane, the former ambassador to Poland, was his proxy campaigner in the state. Leonard Schmitt, on the other hand, carried on a very active campaign. His “talkathon,” a marathon radio appearance, was said to have been his most brilliant strategic act. He answered on average a question a minute for a 25-hour stretch, primarily concerning McCarthy’s voting record. The publicity from this alone was said to have lowered the odds from 3 to 2 to 1 in favor of McCarthy. Many newspapers, especially William Evjue’s in Milwaukee, conducted a great smear campaign, exposing such things as the 12 arraignments against McCarthy as well as his voting record. Many influential Wisconsinites took a stand against him. George A. Haberman, President of the State Federation of Labor, insisted that he, in his voting record, was in opposition to labor 81.3 percent of the time and that he voted against the public interest in 72.2 percent of social legislation. He insisted also that Wisconsin was embarrassed by his notoriety, and that labor regarded his defeat as a must3. Representative also of a great many Wisconsin voters (one quarter of whom are Catholic), Michael Griffin, a prominent Catholic layman and civic leader said, “I am convinced that McCarthy began his campaign against subversion in government in the hope that he would make the people of Wisconsin overlook his miserable and appalling record4.” Because of these charges, and Schmitt’s charges of McCarthy’s misrepresentation of the facts, and his failure to uncover a single Communist, McCarthy considered this smear campaign effective enough to come early out of convalescence. He announced on August 27th that he would make at least one major speech, which he did.

			Running parallel with the publicity on both sides of the picture within Wisconsin was the publicity throughout the rest of the country. Feelings ran high in both the Democratic and Republican parties. Stevenson minced no words in denouncing McCarthy, something not unexpected. The Republicans, however, held their breath, anxiously awaiting some word from Eisenhower. The importance of the issue in the national picture cannot be overstressed. People were eager to know whether in a Republican administration McCarthy’s tactics for undermining subversion in government would hold sway over Nixon’s modified version. Eisenhower’s cloudy retort that he would support any Republican from Wisconsin was not made specific.

			Interest had reached such a peak that both Republican and Democratic primaries registered more votes than ever in their history, for a primary election. Nearly 1,000,000 voters or 83 percent of the Wisconsin electorate went to the polls, as compared with a previous high of 75 percent. Five Republicans and two Democrats polled altogether 429,111 votes. McCarthy received 536,772 votes, having held over all seven a 5-4 majority; and having beaten Leonard Schmitt, his closest opponent, by a 3-1 majority.

			A geographical breakdown of results proved quite revealing. McCarthy carried 69 of the 71 counties in the state. Schmitt and his backers had counted on some voting help from Democratic anti-McCarthyites, since a quirk in the state law allows each party to vote in the other’s primary. But this hope backfired when it was found that although many Democrats did vote in the Republican primary, they voted for McCarthy. Evidence of this can be shown by a closer look at the voting results. In Milwaukee, McCarthy ran well in wards predominantly made up of organized labor. He received 111,895 votes from the unionized skilled workers, maintaining a majority of 2-1 over all the others, Republicans and Democrats. This is indicative of two things, it would seem: First, it shows the inability of labor leaders to sway the laborers’ vote, although these leaders had exerted a great deal of pressure, and had been responsible for a lot of publicity exposing McCarthy’s anti-labor sympathies. And secondly, it is indicative of the laborers not only ignoring this pressure and immediate self-interest motives, but crossing party lines, in many cases, to vote for McCarthy.

			In South Milwaukee, the predominantly Polish area, McCarthy again led by a wide margin. The explanation for this was given that Arthur Bliss Lane, in his pro-McCarthy speech, had linked the Communists in government to failures in the United States foreign policy, which called to Polish minds the Yalta Conference and the fate of their country since then. The Irish wards of Milwaukee also showed a majority for McCarthy. Though many of them are Democratic, their anti-Communistic feelings were expressed by this fellow Irish Catholic. Weaknesses were found only in the suburbs of the city—made up of Republicans, but also of a high rate of Independents.

			Racine and Kenosha had about the same results, as did the capital, Madison, which is made up primarily of middle-class voters, quite a few Independents, and a large number of intellectual highbrows from the University of Wisconsin. McCarthy won a majority of 20,755 votes over the other five Republicans. Monroe County, the prosperous dairy farming center, showed the same overwhelming majority. One Catholic township voted unanimously for McCarthy, and in some city precincts where Democrats outnumbered Republicans 2 - 1, McCarthy got a 2-1 majority.

			At first glance, it is obvious that the voters cut across socio-economic and party barriers to swell the vote for the Senator. There didn’t seem to be any particular sectional or minority appeal for either man. Both are Catholic, though Schmitt is a German-Catholic, which would have given him the added advantage (one third of the State being German-Americans). An interesting thing about the results is that it showed a great deal less self-interest than is generally shown. The businessman and the laborer moved in agreement to the polls that day. The appeal, then, was a general one, registering with every type of American voter. This appeal was beyond all contributory points above mentioned and served as the reason for the unexpectedly large number of votes. The infamy of the man himself was undoubtedly influential. Many voters were unquestionably proud, though perhaps also secretly a little frightened of this man who could set the nation in such a tailspin. Perhaps also they felt a kind of protective sympathy for him, slandered by thousands. His illness, too, may have aroused their sympathy.

			More important, perhaps, was the appeal of McCarthy as a representative of the so-called New Isolationism. Wisconsin felt the results of administrative policies, as the farm boys were drafted to fight in the Korean War. McCarthy’s diatribes against the administration had great sympathetic support in the state. By far the strongest appeal was McCarthy’s desire to rid the subversive elements of Communism from the government. That everyone who voted for him believed in the methods of McCarthy is extremely doubtful. That they actually believed all the accusations McCarthy had made is equally doubtful. What is important was that not enough people were sure enough—as sure as McCarthy seems to be of his statements—to repudiate all that McCarthy says. Upon these disillusioned and unsure minds, the appeal of the black-white, right-wrong answer is from heaven. McCarthyism seems a long way from Wisconsin, and a vote for McCarthy meant a vote against Stalin to a majority of Wisconsin voters.

			The election itself served to temper the picture that was created by the primary. The Democratic candidate for Senator, Thomas Fairchild, had beaten Henry Reuss by a fair margin in the Democratic, rather unspectacular, primary. Democrats took hope in this quiet, soft-spoken, yet wonderfully capable man, who had proved himself to be a tremendous vote-getter. The Democratic Party in Wisconsin cherished the hope of winning, realizing the number of Democrats who would vote in the election itself who hadn’t voted in the primary. But the party had a rather unfortunate split and a chronic one which has remained insoluble for years—the separation of the party into two groups, both geographically and in matters of personality, makes the party unwieldy. In Madison lies the seat of the State Government and the organizing power of the Democratic Organization Committee. But Milwaukee controls a great many of the Democratic votes and benefits much from party patronage. Reuss and Fairchild had done a great deal to aggravate the disunity in the Primary. 

			John B. Cakes said: “In no senatorial election this year has the nation a greater interest5.” The real issue in Wisconsin was not Eisenhower versus Stevenson, but McCarthy versus Fairchild. It was a bitter and heated campaign. Newspapers again either exposed the indictments against McCarthy, or partially glossed over them. There arose Republicans for Fairchild groups, and Democrats for McCarthy. Fairchild and the Democrats realized that to combat McCarthy as identified with his two-year-old fight against Communism was a lonely and unrewarding business. For since the beginning of McCarthy’s career as a crusader against Communism he has mastered the all-powerful propaganda technique of the simple word. All of his statements are boiled down to a deceptively alluring picture of things, which he presents in the Evangelistic clenched-fist fashion that has won people over to many causes for years. Against this, and the name itself the Democrats felt hopeless. Instead they concentrated on the political and economic issues at hand, and hoped that this side would be more defenseless.

			The state and national scenes converged with Eisenhower’s trip to Wisconsin. Each pledged support to the other though Eisenhower not quite so willingly. In an attempt at political strategy he had trod on many Republican toes who felt Eisenhower was sacrificing his integrity by embracing what he had said he was against, i.e., un-American tactics. The point was made more touchy McCarthy’s accusations against General Marshall, about which Eisenhower professed his disbelief. The Democrats capitalized on this very tender spot in the Republican campaign, and for a while it looked like the turning point of the election, nationally.

			The results of the election (1.5 million of the 3.5 million Wisconsinites voted), as far as Senator McCarthy was concerned, showed a less overwhelming popularity than that which had been estimated on the basis of the primary. Men as Zimmerman, Secretary of State of Wisconsin and all alone, an anti-McCarthyite, ran ahead of McCarthy on the ticket (and also ahead of the rest of the ticket). Governor Kohler, and Eisenhower (by 100,000 votes) ran ahead of him. This time the state’s biggest industrial areas voted for Fairchild, who had a margin of 100,000 in Milwaukee County alone, winning by a 2-1 majority. Fairchild carried also Racine, Sheboygan, Eau Claire, and Douglas County. It was from the rural areas that McCarthy got his winning margin. William Evjue attributed this primarily to the fact that the urban newspapers “had been giving the facts about McCarthy to the people” and that the Democratic Party had not contributed enough financial support to give these facts to the rural areas6.

			This would seem to indicate that more Democrats did appear for the election, and that the laborers, on the whole, voted against McCarthy in the final showing. By the split ballot can be shown again the aforementioned political awareness of Wisconsin. It would also indicate that McCarthy’s strength still lay with the old strain of rural isolationism, mingled somewhat with the general Catholic anti-Communistic leanings. Once more, no sectional lines can be drawn clearly. Once more McCarthy won on his “Ism” reputation, in the main.

			Nothing can be yet told of the national implications of this. People are wondering just how much power McCarthy will have when Eisenhower becomes President. Most people feel that perhaps a compromise can be reached, and that the Nixon factions might serve to soften the harsh blows of McCarthyism. In any case, the spotlight now focused on Washington will continue to survey McCarthy and McCarthy will undoubtedly continue to survey the government for a long time to come.
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			Parking Lot

			Mr. and Mrs. Melvin Lane and Mr. and Mrs. William Draper traveled to San Francisco last weekend to take a tour of the Third Street Garage. An architectural triumph, its fine location—directly across from Important Things and a short hop from Other Important Things—make it a highly attractive destination for many tourists. 

			The minimalist, no-nonsense exterior of the building belies its inner complexity, whose ramps sinuously carry the eye (and car) upward, call to mind the Guggenheim Museum and its San Francisco mini-replica by Frank Lloyd Wright, though the scale here is of necessity grander, in order to accommodate the automobiles, which both drive and park on the premises. 

			The Lanes and the Drapers, though getting on in years, nevertheless managed to tour the entire facility, stopping here and there to muse over the humorous, innovative treatment of the ramping, and the unique, capricious use of numbers and letters—whose significance was unclear, and in most cases, totally confusing. It is thought that the architect had intentionally added these features in order to encourage the total concentration of the touring public on the details of the building. The two couples felt, too, that the zigzag ramping provided an increased opportunity to view all the cars from many perspectives. In addition, one of them ventured the thought that it was the intention of the architect to create a kind of hide-and-seek experience for the clientele to heighten their pleasure and relief when they finally discovered where their car was parked. 

			In sections where the lighting was dim, or in some cases nonexistent, the resourceful Mr. Lane produced a flashlight, thereby guaranteeing that no architectural detail, no automobile was left undiscovered. 

			Although the two couples enjoyed the daytime viewing of the building, they advise that if at all possible, tourists should opt for an evening visit. The lights and shadows playing on the few remaining cars, the peace and tranquility derived from the absence of other people anywhere around, and the excitement of finding one’s car in the dim recesses of the evening darkened corners all enhanced their enjoyment of the tour. 

			In addition to the Garage Tour, the Lanes and Drapers also attended the Ballet, visited both the mercantile and culinary sides of the Modern Art Museum, took a tour of a gallery, and dined at a nearby restaurant. But naturally, their visit to the parking garage more or less eclipsed the rest of the day’s activities. 

		

	


	
		
			Soundtrack

			I suppose all of us have soundtracks in the brain that accompany our day-to-day selves, not always acknowledged, but nevertheless available to be “played” at anytime. My soundtrack is enormous and varied. I have lots of different channels to select from, and though I don’t always get to select the channel I really want, I can sometimes force a change if I’m concentrating hard enough. 

			When the outside world is quiet and undemanding is the best time for listening to this soundtrack. This, for me, occurs during my daily walk. The rhythm of my steps sets me off before I’ve reached the end of the driveway, and the sameness of the route guarantees no serious distractions. Thus, this morning I featured a hymn from my religious audio channel (which also provides psalms on occasion). Although not really appropriate for the morning, it happened to be a favorite: “Now the day is over…” and of course I “sang” all the verses, and even felt compelled to sing the alto part for a couple of them. 

			Not all of my channels are highbrow; there is one junk channel that consists largely of Hit Parade songs of the 1940s. I still remember the words to almost every song. When my parents had what I then considered the bad luck of having to go out on Hit Parade night, I would make a list for them of the winning ten songs in order and would leave it on their pillows; this was because I couldn’t believe that they could wait until morning to hear what songs had made the list. Today, when I launch into these numbers, I’m guaranteed non-stop self-entertainment for at least half of my traditional two-mile trek, with such tunes as “Maresy Doats,” “Moonlight Cocktail,” and “Deep in the Heart of Texas.” These tunes often move me into a happy video of reminiscence as well. 

			Another favorite of mine is the poetry channel. There’s so much variety in there, ranging from Shakespeare to Longfellow, to limericks and children’s nonsense verse. I sometime even break through the sound barrier, as it were, when I come to something really euphonious. With all this and more so readily available I haven’t felt the need for a Walkman. 

		

	


	
		
			On Patriotism

			Mr. Victor Frank, attractively moisturized and accompanied by his lovely wife, Betty, made his annual appearance at a small community on Fire Island, the population of which consists mainly of children under 5. Some might consider this venue inappropriate for someone who has embarked on a mission of grave import, with a potential for extreme backlash down the line. Mr. Frank, utilizing his most persuasive Hasidic logic, sought to assess the degrees of patriotism attributed to various individuals in an attempt to prove his thesis that the members of the Republican Party are more patriotic than those in the Democratic Party. This question, posed to 4 or 5 year olds, stood a good chance of not being entertained. When you consider that it will be years before they are able to calibrate the relative enthusiasm of fellow flag saluters, and much longer for them to be eligible to join a political party, it might indeed appear to be a fruitless, even foolish endeavor to attempt to engage them in this sort of dialogue.

			Seeking a broader audience, in light of this apparent miscalculation of the children’s potential for engagement, Mr. Frank posed the question of patriotism and its relationship to political parties to the small sprinkling of parents and grandparents who crossed his path. Although he presented his thesis (that the Republican Party was more patriotic than the Democratic Party) as well as could be expected, given the absurdity of the subject, the dialogue did not go as Mr. Frank had anticipated. In fact, no one agreed with him.

			It was a very discouraging three days for Mr. Frank. His only consolation came in the form of an eagerly anticipated extremely large bowl of steamed clams, but even this occasion had its dark side. He found himself forced to share the steamers with his old friend, Bill. Still, the clams worked some magic on him, in the end. He appeared to be quite enjoying himself as he polished off the last of them, and indeed laughed a couple of times, heartily.

			In the future, Mr. Frank intends to stick to writing his memoirs, which will no longer include a discussion of patriotism and its link to political party membership.

			As a footnote, Mr. Frank may be interested to learn that a healthy discussion of patriotism in all its forms has evolved from his visit. Children have added flag-raising to their daily agenda, with an accent on competition in snappy saluting. The adults are engaged in a rancorous argument over who has the most patriotic symbols per square inch of house. The controversy has dominated the cocktail party circuit and has created some temporary estrangements. No converts as yet to Mr. Frank’s point of view.

		

	


	
		
			Christmas Cards

			I can’t bear to throw away my Christmas cards. In the old days, I would save only the ones with photos on them—of people’s children, for the most part. I would put them in brown envelopes and store them, noting the year on the outside of the envelope. Today, the thought of throwing any of them away is very painful to me. I’ve retrieved a pile from the Holiday display that offers hundreds of jogs to my memory of friends from around the world. Even the cards with no personal message need only display the name of the friend to trigger the pleasant meanderings of my brain to good times. These enrich my present enormously, as with card after card the old pals appear in a rich parade of images and decorate my brain with ribbons of nostalgia, stretching back over many years. 

			Some of the cards have mini-histories tucked into them, revealing what the year has brought to them. Many of them are touching (the birth of children, the death of a parent); many are stylistically elegant or amusing, and each of them is a masterpiece of succinctness. There are certain themes that run through all of them, and most of the similarities have to do with the priority given to family matters. There’s a lot about children and grandchildren in there. A lot about family trips. The life cycle is all there… births and deaths, the swelling activity in the mid years, the slowing down later on. So many of the cards prompt me to try to follow up on the thought or the memory or fact disclosed that I feel like sitting down and writing to just about every one of these friends as I go through the cards. 

			But of course I won’t. After all, the New Year beckons with its story ready to unfold—a story that will appear on next year’s card. Maybe I’ll just settle in to a nice cozy chair and go through them all just one more time.

		

	


	
		
			Decisions

			I am admiring a fabric sample that lies experimentally across my chair while I weigh its possibilities as a covering for some chairs in our new apartment. It is a rich scarlet cotton, sturdy and satiny at the same time, with a bold, oversized print splashed across it. The print is of a giant jungle vine dripping pendulous blossoms. One of these blossoms is full blown, with pale blue and lavender woven across the scarlet background. Alternating along the curving stem are yellow and green tendrils that are also attached to gloriously shaped, enormous leaves, whose veins are shaded with dappled green and hints of lavender. Along the curving stem are buds of yellow and orange. Hovering over a leaf or flower in a seemingly random manner is a brilliant butterfly whose colors repeat the many shades and hues of the flowers that surround it, and is, if that’s possible, even more beautiful than the flowers. I can’t stop looking at this beautiful fabric. I move it to another chair or another part of the same chair. I wander to all possible parts of the living room, looking at the fabric in all possible lights and angles. It continues to delight me. I pause to ask myself what repeat of the flowers will be on what part of the chairs, and whether they will appear as random as they seem in this sample, in a larger swatch. I wonder if I really know what I’m doing… 

			I suspect the scale of the print will bother some, and others might believe the colors too strong, perhaps even jarring. Certainly they are not a combination one sees every day. But that’s why I like it. It has a whiff of erotic fantasy, a glimmer of sensual heat like a Tarzan backdrop. It’s unique. I’m definitely going to use that fabric. I hope it’s still in stock. 
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