


Andrea Camilleri

As the Guardian noted in its obituary of Andrea Camilleri, had he died in his fifties, his passing would not have made news.

But when he died in 2019 at the age of ninety-three, obituaries were published around the world. A lot had happened in the final third of Andrea Camilleri’s life.

Andrea Camilleri was born in 1925 in the Sicilian coastal town of Porto Empedocle. His father, Giuseppe, worked for the coastguard. He was also a committed fascist and admirer of Mussolini – at least, he was until 1938.

That year, the young Andrea relayed to his father how a schoolfriend had been barred from studying because of his Jewish roots. ‘My father hit the roof,’ Camilleri recalled, ‘saying, “That bastard,” referring to Mussolini. “The Jews are just like us!” ’ Camilleri readily agreed, expressing his own distaste for authority by throwing an egg at the school crucifix.

After the war, in which he was nearly killed by Allied bombs during the liberation of Sicily, Camilleri embraced first communism (he would be a life-long anti-fascist) and then theatre, studying stage and film direction in Rome.

Camilleri would spend most of his working life as a drama teacher and director at the prestigious Accademia Nazionale d’Arte Drammatica in Rome. He was an influential figure in Italian television and theatre; hardly unsuccessful. But he aspired to a literary career, and here he struggled.

His first book was a complex historical novel written in difficult Sicilian dialect. Even with a glossary, which his publisher insisted on including, the book was unintelligible to most Italians and, reasonably enough, widely ignored.

Unwilling to give up on the idea, however, Camilleri published a second historical novel that was no less complex – nor any more readable – than the first. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, both books sunk without trace.

But then, in 1994, as he was approaching seventy, his theatre and teaching career behind him, Camilleri decided to set himself some homework: he would, he resolved, try his hand at writing an out-and-out thriller. He would, he said, apply ‘perfect logic’ to the plot.

The result was The Shape of Water, a murder mystery featuring, for the first time, Inspector Montalbano.

Inspector Montalbano is a fractious Sicilian detective with a love of fine food, which he prefers to eat in silence. He serves in Vigàta, an imaginary Sicilian town not unlike Camilleri’s Porto Empedocle.

Montalbano was Camilleri’s first novel attempt in over a decade and he must have expected it to meet the same fate as the others: immediate obscurity. Instead, of course, he had a hit on his hands.

Camilleri might have stopped here. He’d proved his point. And he was an old man. Instead, magnificently, he upped the tempo, almost as if he was making up for all those many decades now lost to him as a writer.

Between 1994 and his death in 2019, he wrote thirty books in the Inspector Montalbano series and many others, too. There were periods in his eighties, it’s said, when he was writing eight books a year.

The Inspector Montalbano series was adapted for Italian television in 2000, after which sales soared even higher. Camilleri has sold many millions of books worldwide, bringing him, in old age, not just fame but also fortune.

He consistently dedicated the success of the fictional detective to his late father, whom, he says, Montalbano is modelled on. Camilleri is surely himself an inspiration to any aspiring writer over seventy.





Alexander Fleming

In 1906, the twenty-five-year-old Alexander Fleming qualified with distinction from St Mary’s teaching hospital in London.

His journey to that point had not been entirely straightforward. His father – a Scottish farmer – had died when he was seven. He had followed an older brother to London at the age of thirteen, spent four years working as a shipping clerk and had even served, briefly, in the army.

But now he was a doctor. Fleming joined the staff of the St Mary’s inoculation department, working under Sir Almroth Wright (a leading expert in vaccine therapy), and began to study bacteria and infection.

When Europe descended into war in 1914, Fleming was posted to British army field hospitals near the front line in France. Mechanised warfare meant vast numbers of young men were dying not from the initial impact of their wounds, but from subsequent infection.

It was a bleak time. Fleming witnessed death on an almost unimaginable scale. But he came to understand bacteria and the body’s reaction to it better than anyone.

He realised that topical antiseptic medicine – very widely used at the time – often made infection worse. His attempts to get the medical profession to take his results seriously failed. Untold numbers died unnecessarily as a result.

After the war, Fleming went back to St Mary’s and continued his research. For twenty years. And then, in August 1928, at the age of forty-seven, he decided to go on a two-week holiday. It is a very good thing that he did.

When he returned to his lab, he found he had left out a petri dish containing a sample of staphylococcus bacteria. While he was away, penicillium mould spores had somehow found their way into the petri dish – perhaps blowing in through an open window.

The summer temperature of the unoccupied laboratory had been almost perfect for the cultivation of both the bacteria and the mold. Both had grown. But Fleming, famously muttering, ‘That’s funny,’ noticed that the growth of the bacteria seemed to have been inhibited by – perhaps even damaged by – the penicillium spores.

At an age that, while not exactly ancient, was at least late middle-age in the 1920s, and after twenty years of trial and error, Fleming had accidentally made a discovery which would literally save the lives of countless millions in the decades that followed.

Fleming himself did not immediately grasp the full significance of his findings. He called the precious spores ‘mould juice’ and set to work trying to understand how this juice might be used.

He eventually gave the juice a better name – penicillin – but for some time he saw it only as a potential topical treatment. His progress was slowed by the fact it was very difficult to produce penicillin in useable quantities.

Like his First World War observation that the widespread use of antiseptic medicine made soldiers’ infections worse, not better, Fleming’s discovery of penicillin was met with a collective shrug.

But when Europe descended into war again in 1939 and, again, young men were dying of infection after surviving battlefield trauma, work on penicillin accelerated and, by 1944, two other researchers – Howard Florey and Ernst Chain – had successfully turned Fleming’s ‘mould juice’ into an effective antibiotic that could be mass produced. By this time, Alexander Fleming was in his sixties.

The consequences of Fleming’s discovery of penicillin, together with Florey and Chain’s development of it, are impossible to quantify. Everyday bacterial infections – which only years earlier would have led to death – could now be conquered almost overnight. In 1945, Alexander Fleming, Florey and Chain shared the Nobel Prize in medicine.

In the same year Fleming gave an interview to the New York Times in which he warned that the over-prescription and misuse of antibiotics could lead to bacteria becoming resistant to them.

Fleming was warning, at the very dawn of the antibacterial era, that without care that era would come to an abrupt end. He was, as he had been twice before, largely ignored. But as we now know – just like before – he was absolutely right.

The World Health Organization says: ‘some of the world’s most common – and potentially most dangerous – infections are proving drug-resistant.’ The UN has warned that antibacterial resistance is the cause of 700,000 deaths a year and that number will ‘skyrocket’ to 10 million or more deaths per year within thirty years.

‘We are,’ said the director-general of the WHO, in 2019, ‘at a critical point in the fight to protect some of our most essential medicines.’ Alexander Fleming was a man worth listening to.





Annie Jump Cannon

Annie Jump Cannon joined the faculty of Harvard University when she was made a professor of astronomy in 1938. She was seventy-five years old and had been working in astronomy – and making an extraordinary contribution to the field – her entire life.

Had she been a man, Annie Jump Cannon would almost certainly have joined Harvard’s professorial ranks several decades earlier; that she made it all, however late, was a rare achievement.

Born in 1863 in Delaware, Annie Jump Cannon was introduced to stargazing by her mother, Mary, who had studied astronomy at a Quaker school. The pair spent many evenings together learning the constellations.

That, and a clear talent for mathematics, persuaded Annie’s parents to encourage her further education. She went to Wellesley College and thrived there, graduating with a degree in physics.

Annie was also an early adopter of photography, contributing images taken in Spain to exhibitions. As a young woman, she contracted scarlet fever and lost much of her hearing.

She sometimes said that near-deafness, together with an almost complete lack of other ‘distractions’ in her life (she never married and had no children), were the secrets to her success; she was dedicated completely to her work, and she had an astonishing appetite for it.

Annie Jump Cannon was able to bring her interests in photography and astronomy together in studying the spectroscopic analysis of light; understanding the composition of stars by observing radiation passing through a prism.

At the time, Edward C. Pickering, director of the Harvard College Observatory, was attempting to catalogue every visible star in this way. It was an epic task, which required great diligence and patience. He employed a number of women as assistants, including Annie Jump Cannon.

Annie not only proved herself faster and more accurate than anyone else engaged in the project, she devised a new and better method of classifying ‘stellar spectra’ – one that is still, with some adjustments, in use today.

The Harvard catalogue was released as the Henry Draper Catalogue over several editions from 1918 onwards, eventually charting nearly 300,000 stars – each of them individually analysed, many of them by Annie Jump Cannon.

Finally, in 1938, in advanced old age, she was appointed a professor. Over the course of Annie Jump Cannon’s life, women slowly came to be, if not accepted, at least tolerated in the sciences – a realm, until then, preserved almost exclusively for men. When she died in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1941, there was still a long way to go. (Maybe there still is.)

But while she had to work harder than any male peer, make far more sacrifices and many fewer mistakes, Annie Jump Cannon did find a way to make science her life. In doing so, she undoubtedly inspired many others to follow her lead.

When she was born in 1863, the American civil war was raging and Abraham Lincoln was president. When she died, Franklin D. Roosevelt was president and Japan was months away from its attack on Pearl Harbor.

She saw profound change in her lifetime. The US had moved firmly into the modern era. And it was led there by scientists – like her.





Amitabh Bachchan

Amitabh Bachchan’s first film bombed at the box office. He persevered for another six years – finding roles in a series of unsuccessful movies – before, on the verge of quitting and heading home to Calcutta, he finally found fame in 1975 with the movie Sholay.

To say he ‘found fame’ is something of an understatement. Over the next ten years, Bachchan made a succession of films that turned him into the biggest star India had ever seen. He played ‘angry young man’ characters; working-class heroes who could stick it to the man.

The films resonated in an India roiled by ‘The Emergency’ and the widespread abuse of government power. Bachchan met the ravenous demand for his movies by turning out as many as humanly possible – once, it’s said, filming twelve productions simultaneously, hopping from studio to studio and scene to scene without let-up.

Bachchan’s films were exactly the kinds of fantasies many Indians needed. Amitabh Bachchan himself was the perfect hero: sensitive but tough; handsome but relatable; and famously modest about his success. Indians rewarded Bachchan with unreserved adulation.

In 1982 he was nearly killed in an accident on set and his slow recovery was treated like the aftermath of a natural disaster: temples, mosques and churches all over the country prayed for him. The prime minister sat at his bedside.

Bachchan was thirty-three years old in 1975 when he made his breakthrough. So although he had paid his dues longer than many leading men in Bollywood, he wasn’t exactly in late life when he found success. The reason he qualifies for inclusion here is that he would have to do it all over again, much later.

By the mid-1980s, Bachchan’s appeal was beginning to wane. He was looking a little old to be an angry young man. Other actors were stealing India’s affection. He chose some questionable movies. And then he made two big mistakes.

He was persuaded to enter politics by the Gandhi family and in 1984, a little reluctantly, he became a member of parliament. Bachchan had been the biggest movie star in Asia. He wasn’t ready for the grubby theatre of Indian party politics.

‘I ended up in Parliament,’ he said, ‘and soon discovered that emotion really doesn’t have any place in politics. It’s a much more intricate and complicated game, and I just didn’t know how to play it.’ He resigned in 1987. But his brand had been dented.

Then, a few years later, he went into business, setting up the Amitabh Bachchan Corporation – a production company. Business, it seemed, wasn’t for him either. The company failed.

By the end of the millennium, Bachchan was nearly sixty years old and in trouble. ‘It was essential for me to do something,’ he later told the Independent. ‘I was facing bankruptcy, court cases, creditors, a failed company and a failed career.’

Salvation came in the surprising shape of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? – the British TV format that was launched in India in 2000 under the name Kaun Banega Crorepati. Bachchan didn’t win it. He agreed to present it.

It might have seemed as if this once great actor, who had appeared to carry the entire Indian film industry for a time, had been humiliated. A game-show host? But when the series launched, things started to look rather different.

It was a huge hit – a sensation – which led to Bachchan becoming the highest-paid star in Indian TV history, and, more importantly, to the energetic resumption of his acting career.

He did not pick up where he had left off. His failure and resurrection had somehow enhanced Bachchan. He was no longer an angry young man; he was a wise and immensely charismatic older one.

He has made a number of films since 2000 that are every bit as good as any of his earlier work, and some that are far better. Amitabh Bachchan, now well into his seventies, is more beloved by Indian audiences than ever.

It’s difficult for Hollywood audiences to understand Bachchan’s status in Asian cinema, because no Western actor occupies such a rarefied position. But Bachchan, throughout his first taste of success – and even more emphatically throughout his second – has retained a modesty and indifference to age that are a part of his appeal.

‘Basically, I am just another actor who loves his work,’ he says, ‘and this thing about age only exists in the media.’
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