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Dedication

To Geoffrey Whitney-Brown

because no one flies alone

For Sister Sue Mosteller, CSJ, beloved friend of Henri Nouwen,

a ground-breaking flyer in her own right

and the one who kept this story alive.




Epigraph

When I saw the Flying Rodleighs for the very first time, it looked like everything that’s important in life. I saw it together in one act.

—HENRI NOUWEN

The ten minutes that followed somehow gave me a glimpse of a world that had eluded me so far, a world of discipline and freedom, diversity and harmony, risk and safety, individuality and community, and most of all flying and catching.

—HENRI NOUWEN
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Prologue

September 1996

When they received the phone call telling them of Henri’s death, the five members of the Flying Rodleighs trapeze troupe were stunned. Before removing their flashy silver capes during their next performance, Rodleigh Stevens took a deep breath and offered a short speech dedicating the performance to the memory of their friend Henri Nouwen.

On the day of Henri’s funeral, Rodleigh with his wife and colleague Jennie Stevens drove 170 miles to St. Catherine’s Cathedral in Utrecht. They looked up into the stone Gothic arches and around the enormous space, amazed that it was so full.

“We should have expected this,” Rodleigh whispered to Jennie. They knew that Henri was famous, with millions of books in print, translated into dozens of languages. They knew that Henri was a Roman Catholic priest from the Netherlands who had been a professor at Yale and Harvard, then over the past decade had given up his academic career to live with people with intellectual disabilities in Canada.

They had known Henri well for more than five years, but they were shocked when one speaker described Henri as “anguished” and “wounded.” Rodleigh shifted uneasily and clutched the edge of the hard wooden pew to hold himself back from rushing to the front of the church to offer a corrective. His mind was full of images and memories of the very different Henri that he knew through visits, letters, and traveling together in Germany and the Netherlands with the Circus Barum.

PERHAPS MANY OF HENRI’S friends, aware of his yearning and inner pain, and many who for years read his personally revealing books on the spiritual life, would have been equally surprised to discover that Henri believed his most important book was going to be a work of creative nonfiction about his experiences with the Flying Rodleighs, a book that his sudden death in September 1996 left unfinished.

* * *

THE STORY YOU WILL read here is true. Every event actually happened, including Henri’s rescue out a hotel window. Texts in italics are Henri’s own words from his published or unpublished writings, talks or interviews.

Though Henri found acclaim and success writing books of spiritual wisdom, the Flying Rodleighs inspired him to imagine writing a different kind of book. When he died suddenly in 1996, he left hints of this new project: a transcript from his dictation immediately after meeting these trapeze artists for the first time in 1991, two chapters composed later, a journal written while traveling with the Flying Rodleighs, and other comments, reflections, notes, and journal entries.

In 2017, the publishing committee of the Henri Nouwen Legacy Trust approached me to “do something creative” with Henri’s unpublished trapeze writings. I was a writer who knew Henri well. After completing my PhD in English literature at Brown University and training as a spiritual director in the United Kingdom and Canada, I lived at L’Arche Daybreak with my husband and children from 1990 to 1997, where Henri was also a community member. Shortly after Henri’s death, I wrote an introduction to a new edition of his book The Road to Daybreak, as well as several other published pieces about him. Still, I was unsure about taking up Henri’s unfinished project. I remembered many conversations with Henri about writing and about the Flying Rodleighs, but the trapeze imagery had never grabbed my imagination. I don’t like heights.

When I read Henri’s material, however, two questions intrigued me. First, why did the Flying Rodleighs’ performance and lives strike Henri so powerfully at that moment in his life? Second, why didn’t he write more than some fragments of a trapeze book? He wrote a lot of books between 1991 and 1996, and he talked continually about his desire to write this one. What happened?

I realized that my project was not to write the book that Henri would have written, but to tell the story of Henri and the Flying Rodleighs.

Combing through Henri’s trapeze notes and drafts as well as Henri’s other published and unpublished writing, I began to sense an overarching shape in his life’s last few years. Four kinds of experiences stood out: Henri’s reflections on artistry and beauty; times when his physical response helped him to articulate how the body tells a spiritual story; transformative points of immersion in specific communities; and moments of lightness, humor, relaxation, and delight.

Ideas for how I might bring Henri’s experiences to the page began to form, but it took reading Rodleigh Stevens’s memoir of his friendship with Henri, titled “What a Friend We Had in Henri,” to give me details for a book that would read as engagingly as fiction while using true events. Rodleigh’s memoir also helped clarify something that had been niggling at me: while Henri was often anguished and demanding, he was also delightful. Reading Rodleigh’s account, at points I laughed out loud remembering our eager, awkward, insightful friend. There is a reason his friends still miss him all these years later.

Henri had envisioned writing this story as a work of “creative nonfiction.” All of Henri’s writing is creative, of course. His artistry is apparent even in his published journals, as Henri crafted himself into a character in his own narrative, selecting the details that he wished to share.

Even allowing for Henri’s desire to tell a “creative” story, I needed to understand what actually happened the day of Henri’s first heart attack. How is a patient in the midst of a medical emergency taken out a window? Dennie Wulterkens, a specialist who trained nurses to do this kind of rescue in the 1990s, responded to my email and explained the process in detail. Because we have been unable to identify the historic person who responded to the call, I have named the character of the nurse “Dennie” in thanks. Even in a medical crisis, Henri would have tried to learn the name of the person caring for him.

Except for “Dennie,” all characters are real people, with their own names. My main artistic license is to imagine that during his heart attack in the Netherlands on September 16, 1996, Henri reflects back over parts of his life. This is not a biography. Many important people and experiences in Henri’s life are not included.

Because I want you to hear Henri’s voice as directly as possible, his writings are italicized and never rewritten. Occasionally I abbreviated or factually corrected them. Sources are provided in detailed notes at the end of the book.

“I wasn’t thinking of using the Rodleighs as illustrations for great spiritual truths, but was simply trying to write a good story,” Henri once told his German editor. I believe this is, as Henri hoped, a very good story. Along the way, you may also catch some unexpected insights. I know I did.

But first, jump in and enjoy the story!

Carolyn Whitney-Brown

Cowichan Bay, BC, Canada

September 16, 2021


I

The Call
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Two paramedics in crisp white uniforms burst into Henri’s hotel room. They are speaking rapidly in Dutch, his mother tongue. Henri, lying on the hotel bed still in his travel clothes, is relieved to see them.

One introduces himself as Dennie, and reaches out to shake Henri’s hand. Henri’s eyes behind his glasses are bright, but Dennie observes that his handshake is unsteady and his skin is cool. Dennie explains to Henri that he is a registered nurse with the Broeder De Vries ambulance service.

The other introduces himself as the ambulance driver, also a trained paramedic. He looks around the pleasant room, quickly assessing what Henri has with him in case he needs to go to the hospital. Henri has not unpacked any of his luggage.

Dennie shines his flashlight into Henri’s eyes to check his pupils. He takes Henri’s pulse and slips his arm into a blood-pressure cuff, all the while asking Henri questions: “What is your name? Where are you from?”

Henri is tired and feels dizzy, but answers as clearly as he can: he is Father Henri J. M. Nouwen. He arrived in Amsterdam at Schiphol airport that morning on an overnight flight from Toronto, Canada, and came straight to the hotel to rest.

“Do you know the date today, and where you are right now?”

“Yes,” says Henri. It is Monday, September 16, 1996. He is in Hilversum, at the Hotel Lapershoek. He knows that he is on an upper floor, though he cannot remember his room number.

“What is your main complaint? Do you have any other complaints?”

“My chest hurts a lot. My arm is sore. I am hot and cold.”

“When did it start? Have you ever had something like this before?”

“No,” says Henri. “I wasn’t feeling well yesterday, but I figured it was not serious, and I could rest as soon as I arrived. But it has been getting worse since I checked into the hotel a little over an hour ago.”

Dennie evaluates Henri’s blood pressure. Henri is glad the questions have paused. His mind is whirling with words and images, but speaking is too much effort.

This is, Henri thinks to himself, an interruption. He has mixed feelings. There have been many interruptions in his life. Some of them have turned out well.

* * *

FIVE YEARS EARLIER, HENRI was in Freiburg, Germany, working on a book when he first saw the Flying Rodleighs perform their trapeze act. It left him breathless, almost in tears as a sudden bodily rush of adolescent infatuation swept over him. He was already fifty-nine years old, so he had not expected to be so stirred when he went to the circus with his elderly father. At first, he had assumed that his sensations were anxiety, because the act looked dangerous. It was only later that he recognized his own physical excitement. His response had been so dramatic that he repeatedly struggled to put words around it. First he had tried dictating a tape to be transcribed by Connie, his secretary back in Canada. He knew he was babbling, but he couldn’t help himself.


What really got to me, what really fascinated me was the trapeze artists, and that’s why I became so involved in the circus and, when I saw them at the very beginning it was absolutely fascinating. This was a group of five trapeze artists, four of them people from South Africa and one an American. I was just so impressed by this group that I kept thinking about them. They did incredible things in the air and somehow, and that was important that I realized that, that has always been why I went to the circus. It was never for the animals and never really for the clowns, but what I was always waiting for and what really grabbed me was the trapeze artists.

And these guys were really amazing. Actually, they weren’t all guys; there were three men and two women, and I was just fascinated by the way they were moving freely in the air and making these incredible jumps, and catching each other, and I was just fascinated by their physical prowess.

But I was as much fascinated by the group as a team, the way they worked together because I realized there must be enormous intimacy among these people when everything is so dependent on co-operation, when everything is so dependent on mutual trust and everything is dependent on exact timing.

I realized from the very beginning that this group has to be really well together, and I saw that they enjoyed it, they really had fun doing it, and there was a kind of excitement in them that became very contagious for me.

It was kind of a WOW! you know, and I must confess that when I saw them they seemed to be in a way like gods, so far that I wouldn’t even dare to come close to them. I had this emotional response that these people are really so far above me in their talent or in their giftedness. They are such great artists, who am I, a little tiny guy wanting to get to know them. It seemed to be impossible for me to even imagine myself knowing these people personally. I realized how strong that feeling was. It was like awesome, awesome, and there was something in me more than just a feeling of a fan who admires a musician or artist. It was as if these guys are indeed living in heaven; they are living in the air and I am living on the ground, and so I am not allowed to talk to them, being so far from each other.

I was so fascinated by my own emotional response to them that I wasn’t at all comfortable to go and talk to them. They kept sort of being in my fantasies long after the show was over.

So I went to the show and saw it again, and I began, you know, watching all the other acts, but as soon as these Flying Rodleighs came on, I got all excited again. The whole way they walked right in there and they climbed up to the top of the tent and made these enormous jumps, and the music and their whole style, their smiling at each other, and the fun they had, and their timing, and the whole thing. I couldn’t believe they were doing it. The second time I was even more fascinated than the first. It was just unbelievable and I got very nervous inside because I thought I am going to talk to these guys when this is over. It is like talking to people from another planet.



Henri could not get this experience out of his mind. Perhaps this unlikely new encounter with a troupe of trapeze artists wasn’t an interruption from his writing, but rather was the start of a significant new book. Surely he could find a way to describe this experience. Something this amazing should be shared. It was all very exhilarating.

* * *

BUT NOW IT IS 1996 and he is lying on a hotel bed near Amsterdam with two paramedics hovering around him. Somehow five years have gone by since that trip to the circus with his father. It has never been far from his mind, yet he has only fragments of chapters, a diary kept over several weeks, and many ideas. He has failed, at least so far, to write his book about the Flying Rodleighs.

What would it feel like to let go, he wonders now, watching Dennie get out his medical equipment.

I never did write that book, he tries whispering to himself. It feels strange to admit that, as though it is a finished fact, as though he could have but didn’t. A casual comment, small talk. Unless, of course, an astute listener were to ask, “Why?”

To that, he realizes, he does not have an answer.


2

Dennie unbuttons Henri’s shirt and moves his undershirt aside to listen to his heart. The room isn’t especially cold but Henri isn’t accustomed to being bare-chested, especially in front of an audience. He shivers.

* * *

A FEW MONTHS AFTER meeting the Flying Rodleighs, Henri reread the typed text of his dictated words about the trapeze troupe and smiled. He loved remembering those magical days. He ran his fingers through his thinning hair and thought about the text. It didn’t catch quite what he wanted to say. Or perhaps more accurately, this wasn’t how he wanted to say it. He didn’t want merely to describe his excitement, he wanted the reader to feel the same way. He sighed with frustration. He wanted to tell a story, a story of infatuation, even of falling in love with the Flying Rodleighs. But although he was a prolific writer, he had never attempted a story.

Always eager to learn, he bought two books about writing. Passages in Theodore Cheney’s Writing Creative Nonfiction seemed to catch what he longed to do. Use concrete details, he wrote in the margin. “Develop the story scene by scene,” he underlined.

He tried again, setting a sophisticated European scene, depicting himself as a spiritual writer peacefully composing a gentle book about love and inner freedom.


Visiting the south German city of Freiburg has always been a great pleasure for me. The most peaceful and joyful memories of the last few decades are from that city so beautifully situated between the river Rhine and the edge of the Black Forest.

In April 1991, I was there again for another month of writing. The L’Arche Daybreak community in Toronto, where I have found my home since 1986, encourages me to take at least two months a year away from the intense and busy life with mentally handicapped people and to “indulge” myself guilt-free in collecting thoughts, ideas and stories to articulate new visions about the ways in which God’s Spirit makes its healing presence known among us.

I love Daybreak: the people, the work, the festivities, but I also realize that they can so completely absorb all my time and energy, that it is practically impossible to keep asking the question: “What is it all about anyhow?”

I spent most of my day in the guest room on the third floor of a small house of Franciscans, writing about “the life of the Beloved.” Over the past years at Daybreak, the residents of Daybreak have helped me to rediscover the simple but profound truth that all people, handicapped or not, are the beloved daughters and sons of God and that they can find true inner freedom by claiming that truth for themselves.

This spiritual insight touched me so deeply that I wanted to spend a whole month thinking and writing about it in the hope that I would be able to help myself and others to overcome the deep-seated temptation of self-rejection.



“Nonfiction writers limit themselves to showing us how things really look to them in the world, leaving the reader to interpret what it all means,” Henri read, and he underlined it, this time telling the story without interpretation.


However, this time in Freiburg was going to become unique. It bore a gift I could never have imagined before: the gift of a completely new image of humanity’s belovedness—an image that would occupy my soul for many years. It was so surprising, so refreshing and so revealing that it would take me on a new journey, one that I could never have foreseen, not even in my wildest dreams.

Let me tell you how it came about. It all began with my father, who lives in the Netherlands and who had expressed a great interest in visiting me in Freiburg.

During the week my father and I were together, I forgot about my writing; we spent all of our time “going places,” even though my father’s weak heart prevented him from taking long walks. Since museums and churches were too tiring to visit, I looked for concerts or movies to entertain us. As I was going through the newspaper and asking people about interesting events to attend, someone jokingly said: “Well, the circus is in town!” The circus, the circus! I had not been to a circus for many years—I had not even thought about it since I had seen the Ringling–Barnum and Bailey Circus in New Haven, Connecticut. I said to my father: “Would you like to go to the circus?” There was little hesitation. “I’d love to go,” he said. “Let’s do it!”

Franz Johna, his wife, Reny, their son, Robert, my father, and I went to the circus. It was Circus Simoneit Barum, and it had just come to town. I didn’t know what to expect. My main hope was that my father would enjoy it and that we all would have a good evening: hearty laughs, great surprises, pleasant conversation, and a good meal afterward. I was not at all prepared for an experience that would deeply influence my future thinking, reading, and writing.

The program was quite traditional: horses, tigers, lions, zebra, elephants, and even a giraffe and a rhinoceros. It all was delightful entertainment, but I would have forgotten the evening within a few days and gone back to my writing on “The Life of the Beloved” without any thought about the circus if there hadn’t been the “Flying Rodleighs.”

As the last act before the intermission, five trapeze artists, two women and three men, entered the ring as if they were queens and kings. After having greeted the audience with a movement that made their wide silver capes swirl about them, they removed them, handed them to the attendants, pulled themselves up into the large net, and started to climb the rope ladders that brought them to their positions high up in the tent. From the very moment they appeared, my attention was completely riveted. The self-confident and joyful way they entered, smiled, greeted the audience, and then climbed to the trapeze rigging told me that I was going to see something—better, experience something—that was going to make this evening unlike any other.



“A scene reproduces the motion of life; life is motion, action.” He liked that. What he needed to communicate about the trapeze was motion and action. His other books had been shaped by a message he wished to convey, but this book was different. He was not entirely sure what his experience meant, just that it was so powerful and physical that he wanted to share it.


The ten minutes that followed somehow gave me a glimpse of a world that had eluded me so far, a world of discipline and freedom, diversity and harmony, risk and safety, individuality and community, and most of all flying and catching.

I sat transfixed in my chair and couldn’t believe what I saw.



Yes, that’s it, Henri thought as he paused in his writing. Flying and catching. It’s everything I have always desired.


I still do not know precisely what happened that evening. Was it the presence of my eighty-eight-year-old father that made me see something eternal in a trapeze act that, for many, is simply one of the entertaining events in a two-hour-long circus program? (He certainly had something to do with it, since his visit had about it that wonderful quality of mutual freedom and mutual bonding that can develop when both father and son have become elders.) Or was it my intense concentration on the call to claim my own belovedness as an eternal gift and the call to proclaim that belovedness to others without condition?

There is little doubt that my heart and mind were very disposed to see new visions and hear new sounds. And why wouldn’t the angels of God come to me in the incarnation of five trapeze artists? It also is possible that my being so far away from the ordinary duties and responsibilities in my community and the unusual opportunity of using time and space in such an unprescribed way opened me to a new, inner knowledge.

Sitting in the circus, I knew that I was free to see what I wanted and needed to see and that no one could force me to limit my vision to seeing simply a well-performed but never-perfect piece of aerial acrobatics.



Henri reread his paragraph. No one could force me to limit my vision. Why had he written that? It seemed a rather juvenile thought, as though he had to resist some judgmental outside authority that wanted to limit his perceptions or experience. But perhaps, he realized, feeling juvenile was precisely the point, because watching the Flying Rodleighs pulled him back to a much earlier moment in his life.


One thing I was certain of from the moment I saw the five artists entering the ring. They took me back forty-three years when, as a sixteen-year-old teenager, I first saw trapeze artists in a Dutch circus. I do not remember much of that event, except for the trapeze. The trapeze act gave rise to a desire in me that no other art form could evoke: the desire to belong to a community of love that can break through the boundaries of ordinariness.

Although I hadn’t an athletic bone in my body and never participated to any significant degree in competitive sports, the trapeze became a dream for me. To be a trapeze artist symbolized for me the realization of the human desire for self-transcendence—rising above oneself, glimpsing the heart of things.

Sitting with my father in the Freiburg circus this teenage desire returned to my mind in full force. I had not thought about it for more than forty years, but how vivid and real it was—as if all those years had slipped by in one second. So much and so little had happened between 1948 and 1991. Perhaps all that had happened were just variations on the same desire for self-transcendence. Becoming a priest, studying psychology and theology, travelling all over the world, writing and speaking for the most varied groups of readers and listeners, leaving my country, teaching at different universities, and finally joining a community with mentally handicapped people—weren’t they all attempts to be a flyer and a catcher?

As I sat there at the circus in Freiburg in April 1991, I suddenly saw my pure desire acted out in front of me and realized that what those five artists did was all I ever wanted to do.



A community of love that can break through the boundaries of ordinariness. My pure desire, repeated Henri to himself.

The Flying Rodleighs were stunning, the women in outfits that reminded him of swimsuits, and the men bare-chested in sparkling spandex tights. Henri had always been attracted to men. He had known that about himself since an early age. Among his close friends, Henri identified himself as a gay man who took his vows of celibacy as a priest seriously. But he was moved by more than the physical beauty of the Rodleighs. There was also the freedom, teamwork, and graceful community and joy between them.

Henri reread his words. Variations on the same desire for self-transcendence. Or maybe for escape? Or belonging? Even writing about the experience left Henri shaken with emotions he could hardly name, welling into tears. But it hadn’t ended there. He pushed himself to keep writing.


A few days after that enlightening evening, my father returned to the Netherlands, and I returned to my writing project. Although Franz and Reny Johna, their son Robert and especially my father had enjoyed the circus, we didn’t speak much about it anymore. Other events and other people asked our attention, and the human inclination to return to the familiar reduced the circus experience to a pleasant distraction.

However, back with the Franciscans, I overheard the superior say to one of the students: “Let’s go to the circus tonight!” While I do not remember having been drawn to see the same movie more than once, the thought of going to the circus again filled me with excitement, and it wasn’t hard to be invited by the superior and his students to join them. Just before leaving, I went to my room, picked up the Circus Barum program that I had bought a few days earlier, and looked up the page about the trapeze artists. There I read:

Strength and Spirit—in this presentation we meet a medical technician, a trained nurse, a teacher in athletics, a ship builder and a clown. Rod, the leader of the group, his wife Jennie, his sister Karlene and the catcher Johan Jonas all come from South Africa. Jon, the second catcher, is an American and comes from the Ringling Circus. All these talented people find themselves together in one of the best flying trapeze acts.

As I read this description of the five artists, my heart started to beat faster. It seemed as if I had been given a look behind the curtain of one of the most moving acts I had ever seen. I suddenly experienced feelings that were quite new for me: curiosity, admiration, and an intense desire to be close, but also feelings of awe, distance, and a strange sense of shyness. I don’t remember ever having been an ardent fan of anyone. My room was never decorated with posters of sports heroes or music stars. But now I felt that strange mixture of worship and fear that must make up the heart of an adolescent who has fallen in love with an idol on an unreachable stage.
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Dennie reaches under the blanket and feels Henri’s feet and ankles. Somewhat swollen, he says, but that could be because he got off an overnight flight just hours earlier. He asks the driver to hand him the LifePak 10 monitor-defibrillator, and secures three EKG leads to Henri’s chest.

He attaches a finger clip to Henri’s right hand, explaining that it can measure the amount of oxygen in his blood. Henri is grateful that Dennie is explaining what is happening. It makes him feel safer.

“I also need to insert an IV to check your glucose levels and perhaps to give you medication,” Dennie says, “and I will do that now in case your blood pressure drops and it becomes more difficult to find a vein. Are you right-handed or left-handed?”

Right-handed, responds Henri, wincing as the nurse inserts the needle in the back of his left hand.

“Can you raise your head?” Dennie asks. Henri tries, and immediately feels faint and dizzy. Suddenly the room is full of motion. Dennie looks at the monitor-defibrillator and grabs his portable radio.

Henri hears his voice, speaking urgently now, asking his dispatcher to notify the fire department with a top-priority request to assist with the rescue of a patient from an upper floor of Hotel Lapershoek. They will go to Ziekenhuis Hilversum: Could the dispatcher ensure that there will be a team waiting in the ICU for a heart patient?

Henri waits for the dizzying movement to subside. He does not feel in imminent danger, but the call sounds like an emergency.

The ambulance driver is now on the phone calling down to the front desk. Two fire trucks will be arriving, he tells the hotel manager. Can someone from maintenance come now to open the largest moving window? Yes, immediately.

Dennie puts the portable radio into its holder and turns back to Henri. He sees that Henri is struggling to make sense of what he overheard. Henri would probably appreciate a direct answer to his unspoken questions.

“This situation is a bit unusual,” Dennie gently explains. “We have the ambulance waiting in the parking lot, but the elevator is too small for a stretcher. You need to stay horizontal, so there is no way to go down in the elevator. We cannot take you down the stairs, either. They are too steep and your blood pressure is low.”

Henri seems to be following the explanation. Dennie takes a breath and makes sure he has eye contact with Henri because this next bit of information is the most important.

“We have called the fire department. They will take you out through a window.”

Henri’s eyes widen. Is he in pain, or frightened? Dennie is not sure. He doesn’t seem tense. Henri looks like he would like to say something, but remains silent.

Out a window. Even in his discomfort, Henri is intrigued. Just nine months ago in Prague he wrote in his journal, I have learned a new word: defenestration. It happened, he learned, in 1419 and again in 1618 when people threw their opponents out the window, and probably in 1948 as well. Henri had added lightheartedly, I had never heard of this strange ‘custom’ but I have decided to keep my windows closed!

Fortunately, the paramedics now proposing to defenestrate him seem friendly.

* * *

ALL HIS LIFE, THE experience of people at the top, the high-flyers in any field, held a particular fascination for Henri. Even back in his university days, Henri’s friends saw him as a social climber. But Henri did not cultivate relationships only with important people. He was interested in everyone, in every social strata. Like his father, he liked people who did things well, with artistry, with discipline, with conviction. Where did it come from, this wide-ranging curiosity, the insistent desire to experience the world from another perspective, to get inside other people’s skin?

It went deeper than curiosity. Maybe it was a kind of self-rejection. All his life, Henri had wanted a different body. For as long as he could remember, his body had hungers that were never satisfied. His mother blamed the strict instructions she had been given when he was an infant, to feed him only every four hours no matter how hungry and desperate he was. She figured he was always hungry, and that was inscribed in his flesh as soon as he was born. Growing up in wartime Holland and then through the hungry winter of 1944–45 without enough food anywhere deepened that body hunger.

Henri knew also that he had always felt uneasy in his own body, that his body had yearnings and desires that he never dared to put into words. His body wanted more freedom. Even as a teenager, he wanted to be like trapeze artists, part of the freedom and transcendence of an artistic physical community.

* * *

HENRI IS SEIZED WITH a desire to tell Dennie more about himself. Surely Dennie would be interested to know about the Flying Rodleighs. An interviewer in 1995 asked Henri, “How will you apply the principles of the Flying Rodleighs in your life in the years to come?” And Henri had responded with enthusiasm, “One principle is that I’d like to be freer. Just take more risks, you know, and trust that. And actually that has happened. In a very deep way just doing this crazy thing, for me to rent a camper and to go travelling through Germany with the circus—that’s a little crazy in the first place, certainly when you’re over sixty years old. On a deeper level, I mean, it has given me a sense that my life is just beginning.”

But even though Dennie’s attention is focused on Henri’s body, Henri is feeling too tired to explain all this. And anyway, traveling with the Flying Rodleighs came later.
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