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  We are the storytelling species, Homo once- upon-a-tempus, our brains built for seeking out relationships among things, for creating cerebral sorts of order, and for sensing the rudiments of narrative structure: how it was in the beginning, the middle, and at the end.     
— Russell Martin
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  INTRODUCTION


Some time ago, during the run of years when several of my books were first published by Henry Holt & Company, I was blessed to be edited by the legendary Marian Wood. It was Marian, now deceased, who first raised the possibility of publishing a collection of my work someday, a Russell Martin reader, so to speak. She believed such a book could find readers, and I was flattered that she thought I could write enough good stuff over time to be worthy one day of the publishing equivalent of a greatest hits album. 
But then Marian made the move from Chelsea to Soho, from Holt to Putnam and the larger Penguin empire, and I moved to Salt Lake City, Denver, Los Angeles, Ojai, Ventura, and finally to Scottsdale, where I will remain. These days I’m getting old and wrinkled in the desert heat, and it’s from this place that I have greatly enjoyed curating this collection of book excerpts, novel excerpts, and articles. They aren’t “hits” so much as simple examples of the kind of work I’ve done since I first wrote professionally for weekly newspapers in Telluride, Colorado, half a century ago, back when both Telluride and I were filled with uncertainty and excitement about what the future would hold.
I was writing for regional and national magazines in the early 1980s when a then-unknown caterer named Martha Stewart read an article of mine in the New York Times Magazine one Sunday and suggested to her then-husband Andy Stewart that I might be a good choice to write the book he wanted to publish about the mystique and mythology of the American cowboy. Andy called me; I did my best to remain calm as I said, sure, I’d be pleased to meet and talk with him, and I’ve mostly written books during the forty years since. 
I’ve made a few documentary films—collaborative ventures I’ve loved—and I have ghostwritten books for others, but books of my own have been my stock in trade. Without question, the ghostwriting connected me to people and places I otherwise wouldn’t have encountered, and it has engendered some lasting friendships. But ghostwriting—like kissing your sister, as they say—kind of doesn’t count. I’ve written books for astronauts, politicians, businesspeople, surgeons, actors, and film directors, and I’m grateful to have had the opportunities and the employment. But writing for me has always been hard, and writing for others has proven the hardest of all. I’ve always enjoyed pretending I was someone else for a bit, but in the end, the subjects I have chosen and the words with which I wrote about them have always been the most rewarding work I've done at my desk.
Collected here are three excerpts from novels and a novella, five articles, and excerpts from seven narrative nonfiction books—all of them published between the years 1983 and 2022. As I try to determine if they contain common threads—similar subjects or themes or styles—I’m struck that I have typed a good bit about the work people choose to do and how they go about it. I’ve written about people with disabilities a number of times, and I’ve been lured by the inspired work of artists—painters, musicians, writers—who have achieved extraordinary creative heights. Both Europe and the New World have captured my attention, and I’ve been as interested in history as in the present moment, I know. I’ve written about death a few times, and once I wrote about the young men, most of them actually still boys, who forged a football team that had a transcendent season.
It was Marian Wood, I remember, who first cautioned me that in choosing an entirely new subject virtually every time I began a new book, I ran the risk of never building a legion of readers. I thought about that, and I knew she was right, but for some reason—likely because the world in all its varieties and complexities simply seemed so enticing—I didn’t heed her warning. 
So, this collection roams widely. I’m proud of that, even though perhaps I shouldn’t be, grateful for the range and reach of what’s here. But most of all, I feel lucky—fortunate to have been able to listen, watch, and pay some attention, and then to sit down to try to find words with which to spin these stories.
I’ve been awfully lucky, yes.

Russell Martin

Scottsdale, Arizona, USA

March 2024








  
  DRIVING MY FATHER HOME


It was the early autumn of 1968, that year in which so much of the world seemed to have come unmoored from its moral shore, and I was en route to Barcelona—a sixteen-year-old bound for a school-year year abroad saying goodbye to his family at Denver’s old Stapleton airport. While we waited for my flight, we stood for a time in the warm September sun on a rooftop observation deck, all of us finding those moments a little awkward, I remember, watching a succession of propellered airplanes arrive and depart among the jets and saying only a little. My father—tall, self-possessed, his hair worn in a flat-top in those days—was particularly quiet, which was his lifelong way, and many years later I was surprised when my mother told me that after he rather stiffly had shaken my hand and watched me recede from sight down a jetway, he had begun to cry. Perhaps they simply were tears mixed of pride and hope, but I suspect he also observed how very frightened I was to be heading alone out into a world where he would not be by my side. 
It’s certain that my father cried a few more times in his life—on the day his mother died, on the day when a grandson was stillborn—but as far as I know, he cried only once more in a context that had something to do with me.  Within days of that second and final occasion, in the spring of this year, by chance I was scheduled to fly to Barcelona again—this time to spend two months at work in a city I still love decades later—but my father clearly was living his last days, and the question of whether it was the right time to leave for Europe was one I necessarily attended to constantly. 
My father had been ill for a number of years—a lifetime of smoking had made the essential act of breathing a difficult and always-anxious struggle for him—and in the five months since Thanksgiving he had been hospitalized seven times in Lake Havasu City, Arizona, the town on the California border where London Bridge has been reborn in an unlikely desert setting and where he and my mother spent each winter. I had seen him twice during that time, and his doctors repeatedly had made it clear to him and to all of us that although his life could not endure too long, it was impossible to predict when his last breath would come. His own deep hope was to be able to return to Cortez, the town in southwestern Colorado that had been his home throughout his life—to the house he had built and lived in for fifty years—before he died, but by now his condition had worsened enough that it was difficult to imagine him surviving an eight-hour journey in a car, and his continuous need for augmented oxygen and the myriad complexities of flying him home made that option unthinkable. A further complication was the fact that he had been hospitalized yet again, and his physicians—although mindful of his desire to return to Colorado—argued that he was far too ill to attempt the trip, implying without being brave enough to tell him directly that he might well die en route.
As do so many spouses in similar circumstances, my mother struggled to find a way to attend to both the needs of my father’s body and those of his still-strong spirit until one morning the way simply was clear to her, and she reached me by telephone in Denver with a resolve that had hugely brightened her outlook. Could Lydia, my life-mate, and I fly to Arizona; could we get there soon and drive my father to Cortez? Could we help her negotiate a path through a labyrinthine medical bureaucracy that would allow him to leave the hospital against his doctors’ orders? 
When Lydia and I arrived the following morning and my mother met us at the airport, she reported—as if to collectively assure us that we were doing the right thing—that when she had told my father, lying still and wordlessly in his hospital bed, that I was on my way and that somehow we would get him home, he had cried again. This time, however, I suspect the tears came from his own fears—rather than out of a parental concern for mine—and this time the journey at hand was simply a final trip to an old man’s truest and safest home.
We arrived at the hospital at ten o’clock that morning, but it was three in the afternoon before we had met with and assured a succession of nurses, therapists, physicians, and administrators that we knew we were acting against their recommendations, and my father had signed documents attesting to that fact, relieving the hospital of any liability, should his condition worsen. At last I pulled my parents’ car up to the door where a none-too-acquiescent nurse had delivered him in a wheelchair, dressed in pajamas now instead of a hospital gown. He appeared particularly fragile as he squinted against the bright desert sun; he had grown terribly thin except that both his belly and his feet now were shockingly swollen, and his once-thick hair had begun to fall out in distressing clumps. 
Getting him transferred and comfortably seated in the car took long and worry-filled minutes, then I drove slowly the few blocks to the condominium where he would spend a final night in Arizona. He was hugely unsteady on his feet, and from behind I wrapped my arms around his chest and lifted him up each step that led to the second-floor condo, then he collapsed into his leather easy chair—his depression at his helplessness and his dying waxing over him like a pall—until it was time to eat the supper of barbecued ribs he had requested, which, together with a stiff scotch, markedly lifted his spirits.
We rented a small U-Haul trailer and filled it with my parents’ winter belongings, careful not to let my father observe that our packing of all of his things proved the likelihood that he would not return to a place he had grown very fond of over the preceding decade. Then, shortly after dawn the following morning, three of us worked quickly to close up the condo, load a substantial supply of oxygen bottles, and ready my father for the long day ahead before we descended the stairs—slowly, laboriously, his breathing and what little strength he had terribly taxed by the effort—then we drove out of town with the quietest kind of ceremony, the desert air sweet and still cool, the craggy summits of the picachos glowing orange in the early light. 
It was a measure of the way in which my father planned each day of his life as meticulously as he could that shortly before our departure he asked my mother to call a lifelong friend and retired mortician to ask what, in fact, we should do if he were to die during the drive. The advice we received, and which my father responded to without emotion, was for us to do nothing other than continue on to Colorado—certainly not to stop or alert any authorities—and the friend went so far as to suggest that anyone inquiring might be told that my father was simply, and very soundly, asleep. 
And he did sleep during much of the drive, his gentle snoring a kind of assurance to the three of us that all was temporarily well, and I realized as I drove through the encircling desert that in half a century of living I’d never really been able to do anything for my father before. I’d never truly come to his aid in the way it seemed certain that I was now—doing a very small thing aimed at allowing him to be in the place where he chose to be on the day his difficult breaths and his eighty-one years were done. Well into my middle age, the tables had turned at last, and my deep sadness at his demise was mitigated by a satisfying kind of pleasure I took in being needed at that moment by this often-silent man.

    
  Claude Vincent Martin, my father, had grown up on a dryland farm at the far western edge of the bowl-shaped valley surrounding Cortez, his own parents poor enough that none of the early photographs of him show him wearing shoes. But somehow—and in a way that was echoed by so many men of his generation—he was able over the span of his years to dramatically alter those early circumstances and to make a life for himself and his family that was nothing less than a remarkable achievement. It was his lifelong focus on planning the thing that would happen next that surely helped him survive the Allied forces’ march across France in 1945, and it was his understanding that he ultimately could offer his children nothing more important than opportunities to grow that allowed him to readily accept significant economic sacrifices in order to send me to Spain and give all three of his children the best possible experiences in college. From early jobs shining shoes, candling eggs, and stacking feed sacks, he eventually made his way to the ownership of an insurance business that bore his name, one with branches in several neighboring towns, as well as a position as a director of a local bank he valued highly enough that he faithfully attended meetings by conference call during his winter sojourns in Arizona. 
Yet for eighty-one years there was something in his quiet nature, in his lifelong employment of very few words, that made him essentially enigmatic, that made people want to know more of him, and for me, his only son, always there was a desire for deeper connection, for a way to feel a direct link between his life and mine, for proof that he loved this boy whom he had wrought, this man who was so different from him in so many ways. But we get the lives—and the parents—that are given to us, and my father always had proven to me that I could accomplish anything I chose to, even if it remained a bit of a struggle for him to give me an all-embracing hug. I know I thanked him for a mountain of gifts to me, and I wanted to believe that even in my most interior place there was nothing I held against him.
And the wonder at the end of his days was that in a way I cannot yet entirely comprehend, there was emotional linkage at last, a connection that quietly accompanied us in that final spring of his life as I did what I could to get him home. At those times when I would wrap my arms around a chest stripped of  all its muscle to lift him from a chair; when he would hold my hand tightly with his own to steady himself as he took a few uncertain steps; when he would turn to me repeatedly from the passenger seat of the car on the day of our long drive to ask in a raspy whisper, “How’re we doing?” and I would nod that all was well, I know I felt closer to him than ever before in my life—not because he was dying, but because he was alive, and he was vulnerable, and I’m vulnerable so often as well, and at last we seemed made of the same stuff.

    
  Driving east on Interstate 40, we wound through the sprawling town of Kingman then climbed up out of the Sonoran desert. Blooming ocotillos gave way to twisted juniper trees, and as we crested the Mogollon Rim, tall ponderosas commanded the view, yet we were shocked to see how many of them—hundreds across the sweep of a single hillside—were dying, their needles a tawny brown instead of deep green, the trees weakened first by drought and then killed by an infestation of beetles. No one mentioned the metaphor, yet neither was it lost on any of us, my father least of all, as we looked out at the devastation, at how death stood starkly in the foreground that morning, how much it commanded the day.  
But my father’s appetite continued to attest to his ongoing life, and he was eager on the northern outskirts of Flagstaff to stop at a roadhouse called Mary’s Café that he and my mother made a regular stopping point, the kind of place where men with their names tooled onto their belts nurse cups of black coffee all morning, where waitresses who’ve led hard lives call each of their customers “Hon.” It took some time to get my father inside and securely settled in a booth, and my mother was very distressed when she checked to see how low his blood-oxygen level had dropped in the effort for him to hobble just thirty feet. But he was hungry nonetheless, and at eleven o’clock he was cheered that we still could order breakfast, and he heartily ate eggs and bacon and biscuits and gravy and then, in response to something our waitress said, utterly astonished us by offering a few bars of an old folk tune called “I Was Born About Ten Thousand Years Ago”—”and there’s nothin’ in this world that I don’t know”—in the deep base voice with which he very seldom sang. Perhaps it was the tempting smell of the cigarette smoke that clouded the café’s air; perhaps it was the clatter of plates and cups and its convivial country cadences, but whatever it was, Mary’s Café was a remarkable tonic for my father that morning. Although his hand trembled wildly as he lifted each bite of food to his mouth, he also laughed from his belly a couple of times before we departed, and Lydia, my mother, and I exchanged furtive glances as we slowly made our way to the car, agreeing with our hopeful expressions that we just might pull this project off.
An hour later, however, as we crossed the bald-rock and blowsand sweep of the Navajo reservation—at about the spot where the hoodoo rocks rise out of the earth west of Tuba City—my father’s breathing grew so quiet and so infrequent that I took my foot off the accelerator and let the car slow, then eased it to the side of the road before the changes in noise and motion roused him and he wanted to know why we were stopping. I had to pee, I told him, which wasn’t an entirely manufactured answer, and he decided he would join me outside rather than use the plastic urinal we carried with us, and I remember grinning broadly in the bright sun and insistent wind at the sight we were offering passing cars—an old man in pajamas and his long-haired and barefoot sidekick unabashedly at work watering the Navajo desert.
A spring dust storm blew up as the road wound out of Tsegi Canyon, and by Kayenta it was almost impossible to see, but we pressed on and finally the wind subsided and at last I could point out in the far distance the summit of Ute Mountain—the peak that had been a high and constant touchstone for him, and for me, since each of us was born—and which was landmark evidence that April afternoon that my father was almost home. I tried not to make too much of the accomplishment, but as we descended a small hill and crossed the San Juan River and highway signs announced what otherwise was the subtlest sort of border, I said nonchalantly, “Well, it looks like we’ve made it to Colorado.” A hoarsely spoken “good” was all my father could offer in reply, but there seemed to be unmistakable appreciation in that single word as well.
Driving into Cortez has been a complex thing for me to do for most of my adult life, likely because it’s a place I love and am aggrieved by in nearly equal parts, but on that day, I can attest, our arrival was nothing more than a simple satisfaction for me, evidence that we had accomplished what two days before we’d rather quixotically set out to do. The oilfield yards on the south end of town, the used-car lots and the Sonic Drive-In, the snow-clad La Plata mountains hanging high above Main Street in the east, the “Martin Agency” sign on the narrow building near the corner where we turned and drove the final eight blocks to my parents’ brick and shingle-roofed house—everything I saw and felt was wonderfully welcome, I suspect, because this time my arrival wasn’t at issue. This time, my father’s return was all there was to consider and be grateful for, and I think I saw Cortez through his eyes that afternoon in ways I never could have before.
Once more it took long and difficult minutes for him to negotiate the short distance from the garage to the chair where he could surrender the day. We exchanged portable oxygen canisters for the “concentrator” whose distinctive hum had filled my parents’ house for nearly a decade by now, then began to unpack. My father was deeply tired, and he napped while the three of us scurried around him, but before long he was awake again and alert and obviously more at ease than he’d been in some days. He studied the maple cabinetry and the fireplace he had built back when he remained a robust and constantly creative man, and I was pleased when he said something aloud and with obvious pride about how well they appeared to be aging. 
Neighbors kindly supplied us with supper and once more my father ate like someone who had lots of living to do, but he was utterly exhausted soon thereafter and my mother took him to bed. Moments later, I rushed into their bedroom in response to her call for help and found him lying naked on the carpet beside the bed. He had fallen as she tried to dress him in clean pajamas for the night. She was terrified that he had injured himself, but he weakly said he thought he was fine, and I bent down on a knee to pick him up. He had lost so much weight over the course of the winter that I simply cradled all that was left of him in my arms, then got to my feet and lowered him to his bed. My mother was quick to cover him, then he whispered a thank you that sounded both defeated and very sad, and something in tucking him in seemed to speak of the fundamental circularity of things.
I had been a very colicky baby, or so the family folklore goes, and my mother says my father walked miles through that same house with me in his arms on hundreds of repeated nights before at last I would grow comfortable and calm and he finally could lower me to my bed. I don’t remember those nights, of course, but I know the recent night when I laid my helpless father in his bed is one whose memory will be clear to me—and important—for a very long time. The turning of tables, the doing—quite literally—for him what he had done countless times for me was sacramental, I think, a simple physical act whose meaning somehow arcs outward and grows large. I know that picking him up and putting him in bed offered as much help to me as it did to him—offering, in my case, the kind of insight all of us depend on to make some sense of our complex lives. And I like to think that half a century ago I played a role that presented a similar kind of meaning-making to him, a man who kept so much inside himself and who seldom used words to sort things out.

    
  My father was deeply depressed on the day Lydia and I said farewell to him, and the words the three of us mustered were brief and simple ones. For him now, the days alternated very predictably between good and bad, between a bit of optimism and a kind of exhausted despair, and it was impossible to know how long into the spring or summer he would live. Still the planner he always had been, he repeatedly asked by telephone about our preparations for the trip to Barcelona, and in part because it didn’t feel fair to simply wait for him to die before we departed, we finally made the decision to go as planned, and were very excited. But as we waited for our first flight at Denver International Airport at midday on Monday, May 12, suddenly I grew inexplicably tired. Moments before, I had been full of adrenaline and the lively juice of anticipation, but now I was completely exhausted, my energy spent, and I didn’t have a hint of the reason why until two hours later when we reached O’Hare airport in Chicago, where news was waiting for us that my father had died. 
His death was quiet, and he was spared the fighting for his final breaths that I know he long had feared, and his family and friends mourned his death and celebrated his life throughout the following week. Then eight days after my father’s death, we resumed our trip, and Barcelona was the right place for me to begin to grieve his loss. That visually captivating and wonderfully unconventional city was the first place I lived without him—a city in which I began to move from the paralyzing fear of the unknown toward true delight in the wonderfully unpredictable world at large—and the year I spent there as a sixteen-year old was, without question, the most formative gift he ever gave me. I don’t suspect that my father would have become enchanted by Barcelona in the way I long ago was and am once more, but we were rather different, my father and me. Yet I discovered as we drove across Arizona on a wind-swept April day something I wasn’t otherwise wise enough to understand. 
What a gift of strange and mysterious magnitude it was to learn at last how much he loved me only through my efforts to be of assistance to him—helping him struggle to climb inside a car, holding him upright as he so unsteadily made his way to one last smoky café breakfast, simply driving him home, then laying him down for the night that single time before all his nights divinely fused into one.






  
  CONCERTO


Pablo Casals was born thirteen years before the invention of the automobile and died four years after spacecraft first took men to the moon. At twenty-two, he performed selections from Fauré and Saint-Saëns for Queen Victoria, and at eighty-five he performed pieces by Mendelssohn and Schumann for John F. Kennedy. His ninety-seven years spanned one of the bloodiest eras in human history, and for virtually all his life he remained dedicated to the freedom of artistic expression and the impassioned pursuit of justice and peace. 
Casals was a man of extraordinary sensitivity and supreme conviction, a physically unassuming man who utterly captivated people with his presence. He was deeply patriotic and loved his Spanish homeland of Catalunya more than he cared for perhaps anything else, but he also believed that love of country also often tragically blinds people to the true humanity of us all. Throughout his long life, Casals employed music as a means of urging people everywhere to work toward the highest ideals of humanity, and for fully thirteen years following the end of World War II—during a time in which he remained one of the world’s most renowned virtuosos—he refused to perform publicly, believing his stark and stubborn silence could speak more eloquently in opposition to war and injustice than could his sonorous and always moving music. His life was deeply emblematic of the joys and sorrows of the twentieth century, and his enduring dedication to peace and justice make him a vital and compelling figure for us to remember once more as a new century see wars and brutal violence swelling ever more menacingly around the world.

    
  Casals had become a world-renowned cellist by the time he returned to his native Catalunya in 1919, determined to slow the pace of his travels, to make a stable home once more, and to pursue the “playing” of the instrument that intrigued him most—the orchestra. But although the city of Barcelona had a wonderful musical tradition, its two orchestras were at best mediocre at the moment; neither had a regular concert schedule, neither rehearsed frequently, and neither was interested in Casals’s offer of help. 
Despite huge hurdles, more than a little ridicule, and at great cost, Casals patiently created his own orchestra during the ensuing years, the Orquestra Pau Casals, one comprised, he made certain, of musicians who possessed his own passion, indefatigable energy, and the belief that virtually nothing vitally important was impossible to achieve. By the mid-1920s, Casals’s orchestra—with him serving as both director and principal conductor—had achieved great renown throughout Europe and, in addition to the demands of the orchestra’s regular season, tours, and recording schedule, Casals personally had initiated a series of Sunday morning concerts in which the orchestra, often joined by soloists of international repute, performed free of charge for low-income workers and their families.
In February 1931, Casals’s Barcelona orchestra celebrated the formation of the Spanish Republic with a concert that drew 20,000 Barcelonans to hear Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony and its concluding hymn of brotherhood, the Ode to Joy. Already a deeply political man, one convinced that democracy and freedom could prevail in Spain and throughout the world, Casals believed the creation of the Republic represented the best hope for true progress in Spain, despite the often-bitter struggles for power of dozens of political parties, labor unions, and associations of anarchists.
For five years, the Republic was both fragile and terribly fractious, and, as it happened, Casals and his orchestra were preparing for another performance of Beethoven’s Ninth—this one part of the Barcelona Olympiad that Spaniards were staging in opposition to Hitler’s Olympic games in Berlin—when, on July 18, 1936, their rehearsal was interrupted by a messenger who brought Casals an urgent note from the Catalan minister of culture, informing him that the Republic was under attack.
A military insurrection led by General Francisco Franco had spread from Spanish Morocco onto the Spanish mainland, and rebel military officers in collusion with Franco were expected to begin an armed revolt in Barcelona at any moment, the minister of culture’s note explained. It urged the musicians to flee for their safety at once, but at Casals suggestion, the assembled musicians completed their rehearsal of the symphony’s final movement and performed the Ode to Joy as both a prayer for peace throughout Spain and as a symbol of the certainty that—although some time likely would pass—one day they would be reunited.

    
  More than 75,000 civilians were murdered throughout Catalunya and the rest of Spain in only the first month of a war that endured for three full years, a war in which the fabric of the nation was torn to shreds, and during which the insurgent generals led by Francisco Franco succeeded in taking control of most of the nation’s land-mass, but only with the help of tanks, munitions, and the air forces of fascist Germany and Italy. In April 1937, Hitler’s Luftwaffe experimented for the first time with the brutal new form of air-warfare it called blitzkrieg, destroying the Basque town of Gernika and killing thousands of innocent townspeople in three hours of unrelenting bombing. Cities throughout Spain—Barcelona among them—were massively damaged by air strikes, and the death toll rose to half a million citizens and soldiers. Casals’s life was constantly threatened, and he repeatedly was targeted for assassination by both pro-fascist insurgents on the political right and rabid anarchists and communists on the left. 
Nonetheless, Casals refused to go into hiding or to be silent in opposition to the mortal blow the Germans, Italians, and insurgents were attempting to deal to the Republic. At the end of the radio broadcast of a Barcelona concert in the summer of 1938, Casals pleaded first in English, then in French to the people of Europe’s two strongest democracies, as well as the United States: “Do not commit the crime of letting the Spanish Republic be murdered. If you allow Hitler to win in Spain, you will be the next victims of his madness. The war will spread to all Europe, to the whole world! Come to the aid of our people!” But the cellist and conductor’s prophetic plea went unheeded, of course. Barcelona fell to the fascists in January 1939, and the dream of Spanish democracy ended soon thereafter. As Franco’s tanks rolled into the outskirts of the city, University of Barcelona administrators rushed to bestow an honorary doctorate on much-beloved Pablo Casals—by now as important in his role as a moral leader of his nation as he was as a musician—as their final act before dismantling the university and fleeing for their lives.
Casals was one of hundreds of thousands of Spaniards who made their way by train, automobile, and on foot to the French border, which they hoped to cross in search of asylum. The French government at first refused them, then relented only after the victorious Franco had dismissed out of hand the notion of creating a neutral zone for refugees on the Spanish side of the border. Casals traveled first to Paris, where he presumed he would slowly reestablish himself as both a performer and conductor—although it seemed clearer than ever to him that France also would soon feel the weight of Nazi oppression. But in Paris, he fell into a deep and paralyzing despair: he had spent the fortune he had amassed as a performer on his orchestra and in aid the Republican government; he had exhausted himself in his long and diligent efforts to see both thrive; for three years he had lived in hiding as a hunted man, moving constantly from one friend’s house to another, and now his beloved homeland, much of it demolished by war, was in the grasp of a madman. Casals told friends he hoped he could succeed in willing his own death.
At last, those friends persuaded him to leave Paris and travel to Prades, a town at the foot of the Pyrenees in the Catalan-speaking region of far-southern France. Living in a small hotel, Casals began to regain his energy, but his recovery was fueled in largest part by his shocking discovery of the conditions in which his countrymen were forced to live in dozens of concentration camps that lined the Spanish border. In its attempts to appease the Nazis, the French government of Edouard Daladier treated the Spanish refugees as hated communists to which it would never give aid, and Casals was appalled by what he observed at the camps. “The scenes I witnessed might have been from Dante’s Inferno,” he wrote. “Tens of thousands of men and women and children were herded together like animals, penned in by barbed wire, housed—if one can call it that—in tents and crumbling shacks. There were no sanitation facilities or provisions for medical care. There was little water and barely enough food to keep the inmates from starvation. Though it was winter, they had been provided with no shelter whatsoever—many had burrowed holes in the wet sand to protect themselves from the pelting rains and bitter winds. Scores had perished from exposure, hunger, and disease.”
Immediately, Casals initiated a massive relief effort, one spurred by the letters he wrote day and night to individuals, foundations, and news organizations around the world describing the plight of the Spanish Republicans and pleading for funds and supplies to assist them. Although he suffered from terrible headaches and recurring vertigo, Casals made constant trips to the camps himself, ferrying supplies, serving food, and offering what encouragement he could. But soon, living conditions for Casals himself and for the townspeople of Prades became almost as difficult as they were for the inmates of the camps.
Hitler had invaded Poland in September 1939, and by the following summer virtually all of mainland Europe, including France, had fallen to the Nazis. As a known and renowned anti-fascist, Casals was placed under close surveillance at the Prades house he and his friend Joan Alavedra, a Catalan poet, and Avavedra’s family shared. Together, they survived on turnips, dried beans, and wild greens, and Casals, in his mid-sixties now, became so weak and slowed by rheumatism that his lifelong habit of playing a Bach suite on his cello at dawn each day became all but impossible, and friends in England and the United States urged Casals to seek safety and medical attention in their countries.
In turn, German army officers regularly pressed Casals to travel to the German fatherland—the birthplace of Bach, Beethoven, Mozart, they reminded him—where, he was assured, he would live in luxury as an honored artist and friend of the Third Reich. But Casals declined repeatedly to move either east or west. He continued to write daily in support of the Spanish refugees, and—at a time when he was physically weakest and the war effort against the Nazis seemed to have terribly stalled—he nonetheless found the will to compose El Pessebre, “The Manger,” an oratorio that set to music Alavedra’s long poem about the nativity of Jesus. “If the suffering of man was part of that tale,” he wrote, “it also spoke of a time when man’s long ordeal would be ended and happiness would be his at last.”
On the day in September 1944 when the Nazis who now occupied Prades plotted to arrest Casals and “teach him a lesson,” he was saved, as he had been repeatedly during the past decade, by the implorations of someone who knew and loved his playing—this time a young German who convinced his superiors that Casals’s renown was so great worldwide that his death never would be forgiven. Eight months later, Casals’s own ordeal and that of all of Europe seemed to come to an end with the Nazi surrender.

    
  Although he remained very weak, his rheumatism abated as his diet improved in the months after the end of the war in Europe, and slowly he was able to begin playing the cello again. In June 1945, Casals traveled to London to perform with an orchestra for the first time since 1939. The Albert Hall was packed for Casals’s single appearance with the London Philharmonic, and outside a crowd estimated at 50,000 people chanted “Viva Casals” as he left the building, his international stature undiminished during the years of the war. At a BBC studio following the concert, he recorded a message in Catalan, greeting his countrymen and assuring them that following the defeat of Hitler and Mussolini, soon the valiant Allied forces would enter Spain to rid Europe of its final fascist dictator. 
But the Allies, who had had all they wanted of war, soon expressed no interest in ensuring that last defeat, and by the fall of 1945, Casals’s great happiness and his hope for Spain and all the world had terribly paled. Atomic bombs had, in a flash, annihilated hundreds of thousands of citizens in the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and neither France, Britain, nor the United States was moving toward mobilizing troops for an invasion of Spain. Casals returned to Britain to plead with government officials for help in the liberation of Spain but was met with disinterest and condescension. The situation in Spain was complex, he was informed, and while, yes, there were bad things about the Franco regime, there were good things as well. Surely over time diplomatic pressure would persuade Franco to loosen his iron grip, Casals was told to his outrage and bitter sense of abandonment.
“Was it conceivable, I asked myself, that the Spanish people—the very people who had first taken up arms against fascism—were doomed to continue living under fascist rule? And the hundreds of thousands of refugees who had believed an Allied victory would mean the return of democracy to Spain—including those who had fought alongside the Allies—were they to be condemned to permanent exile?”
The answers to his questions were yes, it became shockingly clear. And the musician who always had found ways to express through performing his hope for humankind, and whose letters, speeches, and volunteer efforts had literally saved hundreds, if not thousands of lives, now struggled to imagine what he might do to persuade the western democracies not to forget Spain as a new and democratic era in Europe began to unfold. In his deep depression and sense of defeat, Casals declined to accept honorary degrees offered him both by Oxford and Cambridge universities, and in the moments before he began to perform at a November 1945 solo concert in Liverpool, Casals announced that the evening’s concert would be his final performance in Britain or anywhere else in the world until democracy was restored in Spain and the country’s refugees were free to return to their homes. Already exiled from Spain for seven years, Casals now also vowed to exile himself from the sublime pleasure he always had taken in performance. “But how else could I act,” he repeatedly asked as friends and colleagues implored the seventy-year old musician to reconsider his solitary act of protest. “One has to live with himself.”
For fully thirteen years, Casals did not appear on any stage, either as a cellist or conductor. For thirteen years—a time during which Franco’s Spain was admitted to the United Nations and the United States offered the dictator massive foreign aid in return for the establishment of air bases on Spanish soil—Casals did not make any recordings. He remained in Prades, heartsick and stubbornly certain that his simple act of protest and conscience mattered more than income or acclaim. When his close friend Albert Schweitzer attempted to persuade him to begin performing again, Schweitzer argued that surely “it is better to create than to protest.”
“Why not do both?” Casals replied. “Why not create and protest both?”
In the summer of 1958 Casals joined Schweitzer in a written appeal to the U.S. and Soviet governments to end the arms race and ban future nuclear testing. And, at last, Casals surrendered to his friend’s implorations, agreeing to perform at the United Nations in a concert for peace that would be broadcast to seventy-four nations around the world. Casals, now 82, performed Bach’s Sonata No. 2 in D Major inside the General Assembly Hall at the U.N.’s headquarters in New York. The program then continued from Paris, where violinists Yehudi Menuhin and David Oistrakh and sitar player Ravi Shankar performed. The concert concluded with the Orchestre de la Suisse Romande’s performance in Geneva of the final movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. As Casals listened—rather miraculously, it seemed to him—to the Geneva performance from New York City, he marveled that such technological miracles were possible in the modern world. He could not help but wonder whether human ethics and aspirations had kept pace with those advances, and he wondered, too, whether he would ever again step onto a podium in Barcelona to conduct Beethoven’s ode to freedom and to joy.

    
  Pablo Casals died prior to his 97th birthday at his home in Puerto Rico in 1973. General Francisco Franco died in 1975, and his successor, King Juan Carlos, immediately, remarkably, and without violence democratized Spain. In November 1979, Casals’s wife Marta, whom he had married in 1957, returned his remains to Spain where there were interred in the cemetery of the village of Vendrell, south of Barcelona, where he was born. Among the thousands of messages from around the world that Senyora Casals received in honor of the reburial was this one from fellow cellist Mstislav Rostropovich, who had fled the Soviet Union four years before: 
“This is one of the most stirring moments of my life, when the body of the greatest artist of the twentieth century finally finds peace in the land which he so loved and which brought him so much suffering during his lifetime. . . . This humane and symbolic act is especially close to my heart as I perhaps better than others know well what it means to be deprived of one’s country.”
Forty years after he had fled for his life from Catalunya and Spain, the extraordinary artist who was born Pau Casals i Defilló had come home, his country freed from fascist rule at last.






  
  ACCIDENTS

An excerpt from MATTERS GRAY AND WHITE


The summer was ending all too soon, and I was flying back to spend more time with Ferrier. New snow clung to the summits of the peaks, and from the air, the yellow leaves of aspen trees covered the mountains’ shoulders like smooth and gleaming blankets. 
Ferrier had had to drive to the city earlier in the day. He met my plane at the gate, and we rushed to get to his car, parked illegally at the curb of the airport’s departure deck—the doctor tempting both fate and the circling tow truck by leaving it unattended. But the Saab had escaped impoundment, and we drove away—two desperadoes galloping ahead of a posse.
Cool air whipped at the car’s open windows as Ferrier wove his way through traffic, trying to negotiate the forty miles between the airport and the suburban town where he lived and worked in a breakneck thirty minutes. He had come into the city that Monday to testify at a personal injury trial—one of his patients was suing the insurer of the man who, two years before, had smashed his car into hers, sending the patient’s skull crashing into the windshield, her injuries resulting in temporal lobe epilepsy and what now seemed to be a permanent impairment of memory and intellect. Ferrier had been a crucial witness. The patient’s lawyers had hoped that he could convince the jury that Barbara Bishop’s disabilities were indeed major and that they would limit her throughout her life. But his testimony had taken an hour longer than he had expected it to, my plane was a half hour late, and Ferrier still had four patients to see at his office—the first one due in forty minutes—and he had wanted to make a stop to check on a young woman in County Hospital’s intensive care unit who, two nights before, had suffered a massive hemorrhage. I buckled my seat belt and braced my feet against the floor, for some reason reticent to remind Ferrier that it was a speeding automobile that had begun Barbara Bishop’s problems.
“Part of me actually enjoys the legal work,” he said as he downshifted, boxed in for a moment by two trucks. “It’s a huge headache, and I sure as hell would never become one of those forensic-medicine characters, but when it’s for my own patients, it can be interesting. Maybe just because it’s different. This thing with Barbara Bishop, I bet she actually gets a pretty big award. The attorney for the insurance company seemed like a total dolt—unprepared, seemingly uninterested. You’d think those companies would have some very big guns representing them, but . . .”
“So you tried to make it sound like her life was totally ruined by the accident?”
“Have you met Barbara?”
“A couple of times.”
“Well, then you have a sense of what has happened to her. The epilepsy is real, and there’s no question that it was caused by the accident, but millions of people have epilepsy and function very normally. Barbara was an incredibly intelligent person, extremely bright, and now she doesn’t remember how to get to the grocery store or the fact that she invited a friend over for lunch. It’s possible that she could work again someday, but she probably won’t. Her kids have begun to have problems, partly because their mother, who used to be terrific with them, now does all these goofy things. And all of it stems from the trauma she suffered when the guy ran the red light.”
“But you surely made it sound as grim as you could on the witness stand.”
“Well, I didn’t lie, if that’s what you mean. Everything I said is totally documented in her records. But sure, I was testifying to try to help her get some compensation and I tried to make the best case I could—which was a good one, I think, since the other side’s lawyer didn’t challenge a word I said. I don’t see a doctor’s role as being neutral in that kind of situation. She’s my patient, so I’m on her side, and I wanted to do the best job I could of explaining just what that accident did to her.”
Barbara Bishop, thirty-nine at the time, thin, lithe, and witty, was driving across town on an afternoon two Septembers before when her Japanese station wagon was sideswiped by a drunken man in a pickup truck. She did not remember the accident, nor could she now recall the events that had taken place in the weeks before she was hit or in the first three months following the accident. According to the medical reports made at the time, Barbara was unconscious for only a few minutes, and she was not hospitalized until a week after the accident, complaining of the onset of severe headaches, neck pain, nausea, dizziness, and loss of memory. Her hospital stay was short; the symptoms began to subside, and she had no more medical attention until the following April, when she reported to David Vincent, her family physician, that the headaches seldom bothered her now, and the dizziness was no more than a minor nuisance. But she was, nonetheless, still lethargic, depressed, and her sharp memory had never returned. “I’ll walk into the kitchen for something, then I’ll have to go back to the living room to ask my husband what it was I was going to get,” she told Dr. Vincent. And there was something new: At least once a day she would experience a strange “nauseating sensation” that would soon include an unpleasant taste and smell, which Barbara described as eating melted Styrofoam, followed immediately by a period in which she seemed to “miss time,” as though she had suddenly vanished. But it was only the experience of “coming back” at the end of each episode that made her aware of what had just happened. Dr. Vincent subsequently ordered an EEG, which revealed intermittent abnormal “slow” electrical activity in the region of her left temporal lobe. He then prescribed Dilantin, but Barbara took it for only three days before stopping it because, she later said, she was just too depressed to be on medication.
At the urging of the lawyer she had retained in her case against the drunk driver, and with the concurrence of David Vincent, Barbara did agree to begin seeing a psychiatrist. At the close of a series of sessions with Barbara during the summer months, the psychiatrist, Leon Bennett, wrote to Dr. Vincent that his diagnostic findings followed three “axes” or areas of progressive concern”: “Axis I: Bereavement, complicated by ongoing loss and by the ongoing demands of litigation. Acute and atypical depression is present and a major depressive episode may at times be diagnosable.” In simpler terms, Barbara, he believed, was grieving over the loss of her mental faculties much as someone would grieve over the loss of a loved one, and the grief would be hard to put to rest until the suit was settled. “Axis II: The possibility of a preexisting, nondisabling personality disorder. But it is not diagnosable at this time, given the acute psychopathology present.” In other words, Barbara might have been psychologically disturbed before the accident, but he could not be sure because of her current mental disabilities. “Axis III: Postconcussion syndrome. Rule out epilepsy”—meaning he believed she certainly suffered the common posttraumatic symptoms that follow blows to the head—sleeplessness, headache, dizziness, lethargy, depression— and that the possibility of epilepsy had to be investigated. Were the bad tastes and smells and the periods of missing time evidence of temporal lobe epilepsy? It was Leon Bennett who sent Barbara to Ferrier for an evaluation of the question of seizures.
Ferrier first saw Barbara Bishop in September, a year before the trial. I had just begun following Ferrier and I remember that Barbara was lighthearted, animated, seemingly full of energy when she walked into his office, brimming with conversation and intrigued by the objects on his desk and the pictures on his walls. She tucked her feet under her when she sat in the chair opposite his desk and she immediately reached for a wooden letter opener, caressing it in her hands, staring at it, focusing so much attention on it that she had to ask Ferrier to repeat what he had said.
Her story took a long time to tell. She had no personal memory of the accident and it was hard for her to remember what she had been told about it. She remembered her childhood medical history, as well as the births of her children, but each recollection tended to spark a tangential train of thought and her comments would often run far afield before Ferrier, via a subsequent question, would bring her back to the subject she had abandoned. Barbara described herself as once having been very self-confident, certain of her own intellect, boldly dependent on it in her interactions with others. “I knew I could do anything I wanted to,” she said. “I had a good head on my shoulders, and I used it. I loved school. I did graduate work in architecture, community development, and water resources. I was interested in all kinds of things. I probably kept changing disciplines because it was only the academics that seemed really challenging. I didn’t want to have to get a job.”
When Ferrier focused on Barbara’s mental status during the year since the accident, she grew sullen, suddenly quiet, tearful. She seemed at once to be both ashamed of her current self and sympathetic to her plight. Her voice now devoid of its energy, she listed a catalog of changes. “I get lost going places; I forget what I’m saying half the time. I have this weird tendency to say cruel or tactless things, which was never the case before. I’m irritable, irrational; I can’t do simple math—balancing a checkbook is impossible. Socially, I’ve become a hermit. I can’t concentrate. In a roomful of people I can’t hear a single conversation; I hear them all, all at once, and it drives me crazy. I was an extrovert; I loved people, but now I’m just afraid.”
Barbara began to sob when she described the battery of neuropsychological tests that Leon Bennett had performed. “I knew the accident had screwed me up, but I had never confronted the extent of the change in me. Those tests were a terrible shock. I finally had to confront the fact that I had become basically stupid.”
When the subject shifted to the issue of possible epilepsy, Barbara’s descriptions of the strange gastric sensations, the bad tastes and smells, and her sense of “coming back” from an unsettling kind of absence—together with the abnormal EEG report contained in her records—quickly convinced Ferrier that an ongoing seizure disorder was a very strong possibility. When Barbara admitted in response to his further questions that on a few occasions she had fallen to the floor before she “came back”—that she had also bitten her tongue and become incontinent—Ferrier had to assume that a seizure focus in her left temporal lobe was also occasionally prone to generalize into a grand mal attack.
Following his examination of her, Ferrier told Barbara he was certain that the accident had sufficiently damaged her left temporal lobe to have caused an ongoing seizure disorder, one that was probably permanent, but that medication would very likely control. She was still reluctant to begin a regular drug regimen— and the notion of having to take Dilantin or some other seizure medication forever sounded hideous—but Ferrier told her she simply had no choice. When he added that successfully interrupting the seizure activity could possibly improve her memory, Barbara acquiesced.
During the succeeding months, four hundred milligrams of Dilantin each day made a marked difference. The periods of “missing time” that had occurred at least once a day now were as infrequent as once a week. The Dilantin seemed to erase what Barbara described as a cloud that had muddled her thinking, and amitriptyline, an antidepressant prescribed by Dr. Bennett, seemed to ease her depression. But through that winter and into the following spring, her memory and mentation did not improve. She still could not stand to be in a group of people, she still could not do simple math, and the realization of her loss still caused a kind of desperation. Barbara had to begin to keep a detailed appointment book, making entries to remind herself when her kids would be home from school, reminding her to check to see if the stove was off and to take her medication, reminding her of the days and times when a deposition was scheduled, or a strategy session with her lawyer was planned, or when she was due for yet another evaluation by a psychologist, a psychiatrist, or a neurologist—the seemingly endless series of examinations supposedly leading toward a settlement or a trial.
But there was no settlement. The drunk driver’s insurance company would not agree that the epilepsy was caused by the accident, and it held out the opinion of a forensic psychiatrist that Barbara’s disabilities were psychological rather than organic as proof that it should not settle. Richard Arkin, Barbara’s
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