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A BUDGET - UNFORGETTABLE CHARACTERS 

May 22, 2000 William R. Burleigh 

Far Side of the Mizzen 

It sits there on the shelf, alone among his 20 
books unread. I can hardly bring myself to break the 
cover of Blue at the Mizzen, not because I won't 
cherish the contents but because to finish it will end 
a spell. It's a spell induced by an author who had 
commanded my attention as few others in my lifetime 
have done. 

Early this year that author, Patrick O'Brian, 
died. With him ended those stirring tales of the 
British Navy in the Napoleonic Wars, of Captain Jack 
Aubrey and his unforgettable shipmate, Dr. Stephen 
Maturin, surgeon, spy and naturalist. They first 
encountered each other in 1969 in the opening pages of 
Master and Commander, threatening an unlikely duel. 
But soon thereafter they made beautiful music together 
through 20 memorable books of a genre that many say 
places O'Brian alongside such literary figures as 
Herman Melville and Joseph Conrad, even Jane Austen and 
Leo Tolstoy. With each successive story, O'Brian's 
following swelled as more and more critics came to 
realize a master story teller had emerged, perhaps the 
most accomplished of his generation. 

Blue at the Mizzen is the last of O'Brian's 
sequential novels, written when he was 85 and only 
months before he died in Dublin as the millennium 
dawned. The title is a dead giveaway for those who 
followed home and abroad, political scandal, espionage 
adventure, nature trekking through the south seas and 
the tortures of opium. In the twilight of his naval 
career, with Napoleon now quelled at Waterloo, Cap'n 
Aubrey is finally to gain his coveted admiral's blue -
to fly from its mizzen perch. Still I can't yet bring 
myself to break the treasured spell with an author who 
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remained as much an enigma in death as in a strange, 
unlikely life. 

No one could possibly have predicted such an 
outcome when O'Brian, then 52 years old, accepted a 
$2500 commission in the mid-1960s to write a naval 
novel. His publisher was hoping to find the next C.S. 
Forester, who had just died and with him the exploits 
of Horatio Hornblower. 

Until then, Patrick O'Brian had been something of 
a minor literary figure, a recluse in a remote French 
village near the Pyrenees who scratched out a living 
translating the works of Simone de Beauvoir into 
English and authoring a collection of short stories, 
novels and biographies that achieved some critical 
acclaim but little popular readership. That seemed to 
be the way he liked it, a hermit-like figure tucked 
away from the public gaze. 

Once he had achieved pop fame and curiosity about 
him grew, the official version of his life had him 
being born Patrick O'Brian in the west of Ireland in 
1914 in a town he called Ballinasloe, where he spoke 
Gaelic, practiced the Catholic faith and was a 
voracious reader of seafaring history during a frail 
childhood. In World War II, it was said, he drove 
ambulances during the London blitz and there were 
opaque references to wartime intelligence activities. 
Afterward he met his wife Mary, moved to Wales and then 
created a new life in Collioure on the Rousillon coast 
of southern France. That was about the extent of the 
biographical sketch. 

In one of the novels, The Truelove, Stephen 
Maturin observes that "question and answer is not a 
civilized form of conversation." Maturin is the most 
autobiographical of all of O'Brian's memorable 
characters and nowhere does he voice his creator's 
opinion more firmly than in that conversation. As his 
celebrity status grew, O'Brian brusquely turned aside 
even innocent inquiries about his background. "That's 
a rather personal question," he would say. 

It turns out that the writer now revered as 
Patrick O'Brian was actually born Richard Patrick Russ, 
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the eighth of nine children of Charles and Jessie Russ, 
Protestant residents of London. His father was an 
impoverished doctor and inventor known for his work on 
treating gonorrhea patients with an electrolysis device 
that passed battery-supplied current through the 
testicles. In Richard Patrick Russ' background is not 
one speck of Irish. He was a frail child, who lost his 
mother at age four and retreated into a life of reading 
and then writing. By age 14 he had authored a novel 
about a panda leopard, to be followed by two other 
animal and adventure stories. He seemed driven to 
write. His work manifested a striking ability to 
create a sense of reality out of his pure imagination. 
No less than the New York Times called one of those 
books a "gorgeous entertainment." However, the 
connection to these early works was not established 
until much later, when the Patrick O'Brian of Aubrey
Maturin fame was revealed as one and the same with 
Richard Patrick Russ, the young author. 

After being washed out of an RAF pilot training 
program at the age of 20, Russ entered the bohemian 
life of London and started frequenting the pubs where 
Dylan Thomas was attracting admiring followers. One of 
them was a woman named Elizabeth Jones, four years 
Russ' senior, with whom he took up residence in Chelsea 
and married at age 21 in 1936. He continued to attract 
attention with his writing but his personal life 
crumbled, punctuated by the death of one of the two 
children he fathered, a handicapped daughter named 
Jane. When the war came along he left his wife and 
remaining son. He began driving ambulances during the 
Blitz. More tragedy followed. His closest brother, a 
pilot, was shot down and killed over Germany. 
Interestingly, this brother had emigrated to Australia 
and had changed his name to "O'Brien" but then back to 
Russ when he returned to England to enter military 
service. 

Sometime during the Blitz, Richard Patrick Russ 
met another ambulance driver with whom he was to share 
the rest of his life. She was Countess Mary Tolstoy, 
the estranged mate of a Russian count in exile whose 
father had been a principal counselor to the last czar, 
Nicholas II. She, too, had two children. Together 
they entered the murky precincts of military 
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intelligence, apparently as writers of black propaganda 
for use by the Foreign Office. Toward the end of 1944 
he obtained a divorce decree officially ending ties to 
the first wife he had left. He then married Mary. 

On August 20 th , 1945, with the war over, Richard 
Patrick Russ, the writer of fiction, sought to 
fictionalize his life. He went to the Central Office 
of the Supreme Court of Judicature and filed a legal 
document that swore he did "hereby. . absolutely 
renounce and abandon the use of my said surname of Russ 
and in lieu thereof assume as from the date hereof the 
surname of O'Brian." 

He never explained why he did so and his 
motivation is the subject of continuing speculation. 
What is clear is that he wanted to bury his past. 

He and Mary left London and rented a cottage in 
northwest Wales, where they worked as farm hands and he 
wrote a dark novel of Welsh life titled Testimonies. 
One critic said it was better than the current works of 
Hemingway and Steinback which he was also reviewing. 

At the same time, the freshly minted man named 
O'Brian sought to cut off all contact with the Russ 
family, rejecting ties to his former life and even 
allowing only brief visits from his one son, with whom 
he was never able to establish a normal relationship. 

By 1949 the couple had again grown restless. 
Wandering almost penniless in the south of France, they 
stumbled upon the little Mediterranean fishing village 
of Collioure, where they were instantly attracted to 
the colorful local Catalan culture. There they rented 
a small apartment and it was there that they would live 
out most of their lives, eventually building a modest 
house that looked out at the sea. 

Townspeople granted O'Brian the private space he 
coveted. To strangers they displayed ignorance of the 
author's whereabouts. His fetish for privacy became 
central to his mystique. 

Other than writing and his voracious reading, 
O'Brian spent the balance of his time tending his 



vineyard, proud of the wine it yielded and of the 
reputation he acquired as an accomplished vintner. 
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These were lean years financially. O'Brian wrote 
two biographies, one about Sir Joseph Banks, the 
natural historian and a distant kinsman of Jane Austen, 
O'Brian's favorite author. The other profiled Picasso, 
who had spent some memorable months around Collioure 
and whose camp followers O'Brian came to know. Both 
became standard works about their subjects but brought 
in little monetary sustenance. 

Then came the sea stories, the build-up to the 
grand Aubrey-Maturin series. First was The Golden 
Ocean, followed by The Unknown Shore, both featuring as 
main characters a midshipman and an eccentric surgeon's 
mate, foreshadowing the arrival of Aubrey and Maturin. 
The latter was based on the life story of Admiral John 
Byron, "Foulweather Jack," whose grandson, Lord Byron, 
used the same tale as inspiration for his masterpiece, 
Don Juan. 

Once the offer arrived in 1967 to tackle a 
seafaring novel, O'Brian seemed sure of his course. He 
thought the Napoleonic War defined English history in 
ways parallel to the Trojan War for the Greeks. His 
painstaking research led him to the 10th earl of 
Dundonald, Admiral Thomas Cochrane, on whom Captain 
Jack Aubrey is so clearly modeled, just as Stephen 
Maturin is so much O'Brian himself. As the series 
unfolded and the popularity grew, Aubrey and Maturin 
have taken their literary places alongside Holmes and 
Watson, Quixote and Panza, Achilles and Patroclus. 

But the tales are filled as well with such a 
memorable supporting cast - their lovers Sophie and 
Lady Diana, Jack's insufferable servant Killick, the 
mad Awkward Davis, the deeply etched Clarissa Oakes, 
the heroic coxswain Barret Bonden and so many others. 

On the canvas populated with such memorable 
figures he explored the most complex moral themes -
love and fidelity, the nature of friendship and loyalty 
- in ways that he seemed paralyzed from doing in his 
real life. 
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I suppose one has to ask, in light of this, 
whether O'Brian's dual life, with all its fictional 
inconsistencies and contradictions, should somehow 
affect the standing of his art. I think not. After 
all, pseudonyms have been a standard for as long as man 
has created literature. A writer has always been free 
to take the persona he chooses. 

In the glare of today's celebrity spotlight, 
however, O'Brian evidently found it difficult. He has 
Clarissa Oakes, prostitute and heroine of The Truelove, 
observe: "When I was young I formed the opinion that 
impertinent questions did not deserve true answers, so 
I used to say whatever came into my head. But I can't 
tell you how difficult it is to maintain a lie for any 
length of time." 

When he once was asked how many books would 
ultimately make up the Aubrey-Maturin masterpiece, 
O'Brian slyly answered: "I dare say it'll have an 
end." 

The end came January 200. But Blue at the Mizzen 
stands there on my shelf, still unread. 

On Eagle's Wings 

When my brother-in-law finally eluded those who 
were hunting him "down and ultimately found safety, a 
reporter from his hometown paper, The Buffalo News, 
asked him to describe his dance with death. 

"Well, I'll tell you one thing," he said, "Terry 
and the Pirates seem pretty tame stuff." For Captain 
Lawrence J. Dissette, his personal role in World War II 
had drawn to a breathtaking close two months in advance 
of VE Day. 

For two and a half years Larry had been one of 
those cocky fly boys whose true grit had taken the 
battle to the skies over German-occupied territory in 
Europe. From a base near Cambridge, England, he and 
his buddies from the 355 th Fighter Group flew Mustangs 
and Thunderbolts in protective cover for the big 



bombers that were pounding Hitler's war machine into 
gradual submission. 
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So regularly over those months did the pilots 
mount their machines that their life-threatening 
purpose had become lost in a numbing routine. Take 
off, fly the Channel, head for the German industrial 
zone - stretching the edge of fuel capacity - duck and 
dodge the inevitable anti-aircraft flak that rose to 
meet them, engage the ever-present Messerschmidts in 
aerial combat, pick off their assigned targets and then 
high-tail it for home, a keen eye fixed on the fuel 
gauge. 

The nights of hard drinking at the bar at 
Steeplemorden Air Base served as a kind of buddy check 
to see who in their part of the Eighth Air Force was 
still around to fly another day. 

Ninety six times had Larry taken off on a combat 
mission and ninety six times had he returned, sometimes 
a little worse for wear but always back more or less 
safely. He was good enough at his deadly trade that he 
would be officially listed as a World War II flying ace 
for the enemy planes he downed or crippled from the 
cockpit of his "Damn Yank." 

The ninety seventh mission on April 12, 1945 was 
to be his last before coming home. That day's flight 
followed the usual script. The mission was to attack a 
Luftwaffe air base near Regensburg, where intelligence 
said they would find about 30 new enemy fighters, 
posing a threat to u.S. forces advancing toward the 
Danube. Everything was going according to script. The 
squadron of 16 Mustangs had managed to destroy or 
damage most of the targets but Larry, riding Red One in 
the formation, radioed for permission to circle back 
for a final pass. Then it happened, the dreadful 
moment he had avoided in the 96 previous missions over 
30 months of combat. Flying at low altitude at a speed 
of 275 miles an hour, he felt a jarring explosion 
through his rudder pedals. Ground fire had hit the 
right side of "Damn Yank's" engine. Larry tried to 
pull up but the crippled Mustang sputtered as flames 
roared toward the cockpit. Little time was left with 
no alternative to bailing out. Gathering bare 
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essentials, he jettisoned the cockpit canopy and 
parachuted into the alien sky at a bare 1800 feet. He 
floated down in the worst possible place, his chute 
catching in a tree as he hit the ground hard. Working 
frantically, he managed to extricate himself despite a 
sharp pain in his left knee. Thus began the grim test 
of being the hunted, not the hunter. 

Hearing the muffled barking of dogs growing closer 
and figuring that the German Home Guard would quickly 
reach the scene, Larry made a quick decision. He broke 
open the plastic tube inhaler the flight surgeon had 
given him for a stuffy nose. The smell of ephedrine, 
he concluded, just might prove repulsive to dogs 
pursuing his tracks. So he coated the soles of his 
shoes with the contents of the inhaler and began 
walking 300 yards or so to the edge of the woods. Then 
he circled back, fox like, to his original bailout 
spot, hoping to confuse any pursuers. From there he 
found his way into a dense brush pile and waited, 
breathless. Luck stayed with him. Eventually the 
sound of the barking dogs started to fade. 

Now he became aware of a single figure cautiously 
walking the path at the edge of the woods. He finally 
made out a voice calling softly, "Polnish, Polnish, ein 
comrad; Polnish comrad." 

The voice belonged to a Polish national who had 
been conscripted as a farm laborer by the Nazis. He 
had observed the plane crashing in the distance and had 
glimpsed the descending parachute. Slipping away from 
his chores, he decided to make an attempt to find the 
downed aviator. 

So, taking the risk of his life, Larry allowed the 
tall, skinny stranger with whom he could hardly 
communicate to lead him away. They crawled cautiously 
through the brush, crossed a two-lane road, made their 
way along a hedgerow to a cattle barn not far from the 
Danube River. Grabbing a ladder, the youth directed 
Larry to an upper level hayloft that would become his 
safe haven for the next five days. The scarecrow of a 
youngster signaled that he would return. He did so 
late the next day, bringing well-worn farm clothing, 
some bread and two raw eggs. 
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On the fifth night, in a cold drizzle, Larry's 
rescuer appeared over the crown of the hay pile and led 
him down the ladder, into the farmyard shadows and to 
his own 10-x-12 shed with single window. Relaxing for 
the first time in a week, Larry listened as the farm 
hand, using half-German phrases he could hardly 
decipher, awkwardly sketched out reports of American 
forces advancing toward the Danube. Together they were 
plotting an escape route when there was a rap at the 
window. A German officer's hat appeared against the 
dirty glass. Larry froze, but the youth shuffled 
toward the window and learned in a brief conversation 
that a patrol was looking for a place to bed down for 
the night. He directed them to the cow barn from which 
Larry had just departed. 

Even then Larry's escape was far from over. Once 
the German patrol had cleared out, he bid his rescuer 
goodbye and began making his way along the river. He 
followed the sounds of approaching gunfire and finally 
holed up in a little cave along the bank. After a time 
American ground troops started crossing the river. 
Anticipating a hero's welcome, Larry instead found 
himself facing rifles and bayonets pointed at him by 
decidedly skeptical u.S. comrades. It seemed an 
eternity before they finally accepted even the 
possibility that he was a downed American flyer. In 
many ways, he would say later, it was the most 
harrowing part of his adventure. His ordeal eventually 
earned him an honor he would covet more than all the 
other medals and citations, membership in the Air Force 
Escape and Evasion Society, an elite group whose strict 
requirements limited membership to a scant several 
hundred. 

with the Terry and the Pirates phase of his life 
now behind him, he returned to the States and it wasn't 
long before he met my sister and started raising a 
family. He never said much about the war. Reticent in 
personality, he didn't think his children would be much 
interested. Once in a while he would give his oldest 
son the box that held the war decorations, more to play 
with than anything. But it was all low key and there 
wasn't much talk about the adventures he left behind. 
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It was four decades later when, now retired, he 
and my sister started taking Elderhostel classes on 
campuses up and down the Atlantic coast. To the 
family's great surprise, Larry exhibited a knack for 
writing. He liked both prose and poetry and proved 
himself adept at both. In one creative writing 
assignment in Asheville, N.C., the teacher gave the 
class 15 minutes to write on their first love. Much to 
my sister's chagrin, Larry chose his beloved Mustang. 
These writing exercises seemed to break the darn of 
memory. Recollections of the war years started taking 
shape on paper. Writing became his psychological 
release. Although he had never written before, his 
stories were judged good enough by several of his 
teachers for a try at publication. 

Last year Larry's luck ran out. A half century 
after dodging the fates over Germany, this member of 
the "finest generation," the one chronicled in Torn 
Brokaw's best seller, was felled by a vicious stomach 
cancer. Shortly before the end, one of his sons asked 
if he would like to fly one last time and arranged for 
him to ride in the Goodyear blimp tethered on Florida's 
east coast. Although ravaged by disease, Larry managed 
to take the blimp captain's salute as he pulled himself 
aboard with his grandsons. 

As the half hour flight was drawing to a close, an 
unusual thing happened. The blimp pilot shouted back 
for Larry to look out his window. An eagle had soared 
alongside the blimp and for a few moments seemed to fly 
escort outside Larry's place. As the blimp began its 
descent, the eagle peeled off into the skies. Back on 
the ground, the pilot said he had been taking that trip 
many times, had spotted eagles before, albeit rarely, 
but had never seen one fly next to the ship. Those who 
were there saw it, however romanticized, as a kind of 
symbolic tribute to a fellow flyer. 

A few weeks later, Larry's end carne, one of the 
30,000 veterans of World War II who are now dying every 
month as the warriors responsible for that turning 
point in our nation's history pass into distant 
memories. At his funeral mass, as his flag-draped 
coffin was being taken from the church by an Air Force 
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honor guard, the congregation rose to sing a familiar 
hymn: 

He shall take you up on eagle's wings, 
Bear you on the breath of dawn, 
Make you to shine like the sun 
And hold you, hold you in the palm of His hand. 

Good Grief 

Sparky never quite forgave us for helping him 
become one of the cultural icons of his time. He could 
never bring himself to admit that in the process we 
also made him rich, incredibly rich. But he pretended 
no interest in money, carried no cash and wrote no 
checks. 

We were partners, the two of us, partners in a 
strange marriage of creativity and commerce. Sparky 
was the creator; we provided the commerce. As 
marriages go, ours proved a stable one. After all, it 
lasted a half century. That is not to say that it was 
an entirely placid one, devoid of stresses and 
tempests. 

It was our job to hustle the comic characters 
Sparky created, selling them to newspapers and then 
into an ever expanding universe of licensed products -
designer clothing, stuffed dolls, greeting cards, lunch 
pails, back packs, eventually a whole section of the 
Mall of America and soon an amusement park in Osaka, 
Japan, which is expecting nine million visitors 
annually, including a million from mainland China. 

Still Sparky could never quite concede that we 
needed each other. 

It was like that from the very beginning 50 years 
ago. Sparky was Charles M. Schulz, a struggling 
cartoonist from St. Paul, Minnesota. When he was two 
days old, an uncle had nicknamed him after "Spark 
Plug," Barney Google's horse, and it was Sparky to his 
friends and fans ever since. 
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He came to our New York syndicate, United 
Features, in 1950, hoping to find a wider market for a 
comic strip he had created called "L'il Folks." The 
syndicate president, Larry Rutman, offered him a deal -
a five-year contract, 50-50 split of the profits, 
syndicate ownership of the copyright, take it or leave 
it. 

What happened next Schulz never forgot - or 
forgave. "The syndicate informed me that they had the 
perfect title, 'Peanuts,'" he recalled. "I was 
horrified and called Larry Rutman immediately and told 
him it was a terrible title - undignified, 
inappropriate and confusing. 'Well,' he said, 'the 
salesmen are ready to take the feature on the road and 
we think it's a title that will catch the attention of 
editors.' What could a young unknown from St. Paul 
say? I gave in." 

Sparky never forgot that painful rebuff. I know. 
I was one of those who paid the price for the perceived 
slight, many years later. 

Comic strips have been a unique staple of American 
newspapers for well over a century. Sparky didn't 
invent the kids' genre. Well before his time, the 
popularity of the "Yellow Kid" inspired the 
"katzenjammer Kids." But Charles Schulz took it to a 
creative, original level never matched. 

His was the most successful comic strip ever - and 
without question the best loved. He commanded a world 
readership estimated at 355 million, appearing in over 
2600 newspapers in 75 countries and translated into 26 
languages. There was even a version in Latin. Over 
the 50 years there were 1000 Peanuts books - the 
paperback sale alone exceeding 300 million copies - 30 
television specials, 4 feature movies, Vince Guaraldi's 
album of jazz theme music, and the Broadway hit 
musical, "You're a Good Man, Charlie Brown." The 
licensed products generated revenues of over a billion 
dollars. 

Such stunning success prompted Forbes magazine to 
rate him annually one of the nation's 10 richest 
entertainers. He hated the notoriety. 
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For all of the fame, Charles M. Schulz remained 
ever the loner. He lived an unpretentious life in 
Santa Rosa, California, often eating lunch alone at his 
favorite table in the ice rink he built for the town. 
He eschewed public appearances, turning down stacks of 
invitations to everything imaginable, ever rejecting 
offers of honors from places such as Harvard. An 
exception came a decade ago, when the French culture 
minister honored him in a ceremony in the Louvre. 

By that time Sparky was famous, the best in the 
business, the acknowledged leading comic strip creator 
in the world. His genius in creating gentle humor out 
of the everyday human condition was unparalleled. Yet 
he remained the insecure little boy that readers came 
to know in Peanuts. He needed constant reaffirmation. 

I learned this the hard way. When I became an 
officer of E.W. Scripps, overseeing the Schulz 
enterprise became my responsibility. As an editor and 
a parent, I had always been a big Peanuts fan and had 
admired from afar the creative genius behind those 
lovable characters. Now I was to learn the Lucy side 
of Sparky, the part he himself described as being 
capable "of saying mean and sarcastic things. II The 
issue between us involved money, the very currency he 
pretended not to interest him. Yet he was demanding a 
change in the historic 50-50 split of the profits to 
60-40, something unheard of in the business. It was my 
job to go to California to argue the point. 

Once in his office, I hardly got in a word of 
greeting before I found myself being berated as "an 
agent of Wall Street from that money-grubbing company 
that has never shown that it appreciates what I do and 
always wants to take advantage of me. II 

Now I had been dressed down by some mean top 
sergeants and some legendary city editors but seldom 
had I encountered such a withering verbal assault. And 
at the end, just like a little kindergartner, he 
stomped his feet and issued his ultimatum: lIyou show 
you appreciate me by giving me 60-40 or I quit. Right 
now. II The commercial partner had met its match. 
Sparky got his 60%. 
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It wasn't the first and it wouldn't be the last 
time Sparky would threaten to quit if he didn't get his 
way. 

Generally amiable but oftentimes exhibiting 
streaks of melancholy, the personality of Charles 
Schulz was faithfully mirrored in the comic strip he 
drew. His wit showed up in Snoopy, his crabby side in 
Lucy Van Pelt; his love of books in Linus, her brother; 
his fondness for music in Schroeder, his anxiety in 
Charlie Brown. In real life, he suffered from an 
enduring depression and from agoraphobia, experiencing 
periods of high anxiety. Early on, his Army buddies 
saw him as a "shy, loner type." He possessed a vague 
inner feeling that he didn't fit in, that he would do 
something stupid or embarrassing, that everyone was 
privy to a secret he didn't share. 

Through the pen of such a person, it becomes 
easier to understand why the little red-haired girl 
never arrives, why the football is never kicked, why 
the Great Pumpkin never comes and why the winning run 
is never scored. 

Charlie Brown is clearly Sparky Schulz. "My 
anxieties have anxieties," he tells Linus. The formula 
is basic, constant. Losing is funny, winning is not. 
Charlie Brown has to be the one who suffers because he 
is a caricature of the average person. 

"I don't know why there's so much unrequited love 
in my strip," Sparky once admitted. "I seem to be 
fascinated by unrequited love, if not obsessed by it. 
Sally loves Linus, but Linus can't stand her; Lucy 
loves Schroeder, but Schroeder can't stand her. 
Charlie Brown loves the little red-haired girl, but 
doesn't even dare to go near her. There's something 
funny about unrequited love - I suppose it's because we 
can all identify with it. We've all been turned down 
by someone we love, and it's probably the most bitter 
blow in life." 

In the life of Charles Schulz, there really was a 
red-haired girl named Donna who worked in the 
accounting department when he returned to Minneapolis 
as an art instructor following World War II infantry 



service. He proposed, she agonized but she ended up 
picking the other guy. He never completely overcame 
the rejection. 
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The little red-haired girl was one of the dozen 
continuing devices Schulz used to keep Peanuts humor at 
such consistently high levels. There was also the 
kite-eating tree, symbolizing Charlie Brown's 
ineffectiveness in all things; Snoopy's dog house, the 
amphitheater of the surreal that is only seen from the 
left side; Schroeder's music, Linus' security blanket, 
Lucy's psychiatry booth; Snoopy's daydreams as the Red 
Baron, the Great Pumpkin, the baseball games, the 
football episodes, the Zamboni machine and, of course, 
Woodstock, Snoopy's second banana. 

Schulz believed four-square in things God and 
country, providing staples for the Peanuts treatment. 
In fact, a 1968 book, The Parables of Peanuts, was one 
of the principal events that propelled Schulz to fame. 
In one panel Sally is saying to Charlie Brown: "I have 
to do a paper for school on Ken and Abel. I've been 
looking all through the Old Testament, and I've found 
Abel, but I can't find Ken. Do you think maybe I'm 
using the wrong translation." Linus quotes the Bible 
so much that his exasperated older sister Lucy exclaims 
at one point: "I don't know ... I'm either going to 
have to slug him or start going back to Sunday school." 

Similarly, Schulz exhibited strong patriotic 
influences. "Morale is low at Valley Forge," Snoopy 
the Minuteman says in one strip. "The troops are 
hungry. Nothing to eat but firecake and water. And 
this morning General Washington gave us more bad news. 
We're all out of grape jelly." 

Schulz, who slogged through Europe as a foot 
soldier, believed D-Day represented a decisive turning 
point in 20 th Century world history. In my office 
hangs a treasured souvenir from Sparky, an autographed 
panel showing Snoopy going ashore at Normandy. 

Such were his literary themes, I doubt whether 
Charles Schulz would have had any trouble qualifying 
for membership in this club. After all, he did write 
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those memorable opening lines, "It was a dark and 
stormy night. " 

And there's the panel with Snoopy sitting under a 
tree next to woodstock saying: "You're emotionally 
bankrupt - Scott Fitzgerald was emotionally bankrupt -
we're all emotionally bankrupt." 

Or Rerun, after hiding under his bed for a week to 
avoid going to school, telling his teacher: "Yes 
ma'am, my name is Rerun - I don't know, that's what 
they call me. Yes, I know I should have been here last 
week. Well, I'm here now. I hope we don't have to 
read War and Peace the first day." 

One of my favorites has Charlie Brown telling 
Linus, "I'm sorry, Snoopy can't go out to play right 
now. He's reading." Linus interjects that "Dogs can't 
read." Charlie: "Well, he's sitting in there holding 
a book." And in the last panel, Snoopy is seen to say: 
"There's no way in the world that Anna Karenina and 
Count Vronsky could ever have been happy." 

Schulz took such great pride in each of those 
18,000 strips he drew over his career that he wouldn't 
think of giving his proxy to another artist, as so many 
other comic strip creators generally do. Over the 
years a close examination of Schulz's drawings revealed 
a tremor had developed in his hand but he could never 
consider having an assistant do the work or consider 
giving up the strip. It was such an integral part of 
him. Yes, he threatened to quit, but my bet was that 
he really never could have brought himself to do it. 

Because he represented such a treasure to us, to 
our industry and to the country, we were busy planning 
a gala year-long celebration of the 50 th anniversary of 
Peanuts when I received a call last fall from Doug 
Stern, the president of United Media and the Schulz 
link to our company. "Sparky's not feeling well," Doug 
reported. "He says he hasn't had any energy for quite 
a few weeks." It wasn't long thereafter that the 
dreaded diagnosis came: colon cancer out of control in 
Schulz's body. The family didn't say so, but the clock 
was ticking rapidly toward the inevitable end. Finally 
it became obvious that Sparky could draw no more. So 
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we decided to end the strip with the supply we had on 
hand since he always worked well in advance. The daily 
strip would end January 3 rd and the Sunday version 
February 13 th • 

From the day Peanuts first appeared, its creator 
always suspected it would last his lifetime. He once 
told an interviewer, "When I started out, I though 
'I'll be drawing this the rest of my life.'" The words 
could not have proved more prophetic. 

Although his health was rapidly declining, on 
Friday evening, February 11th , Sparky went ice-skating 
at the rink he built, with his wife Jeannie at his 
side. Once he sat down, though, he didn't feel well 
and asked to be taken horne. It was there, about 9:45 
p.m. the next evening, that he died in his sleep, just 
as newspaper presses around the world were printing the 
final installment of Peanuts. 
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ARS LONGA II 

June 5, 2000 Stanley L. Block 

In a paper with which I came to the Literary Club 
several years ago entitled Ars Longa, I wrote in an 
epilogue that Martin Fischer, a deceased member of the 
Literary Club, had once written, "observation, reason, 
human understanding, courage; these make the 
physician." I, on the other hand, observed that, 
"passion, rivalry, ambition, and occasional bouts of 
irrationality make the physician human". 

I justified my position in the body of the paper 
by citing three illustrative instances from the long 
and sometimes stormy history of Cincinnati medicine. 
Well, I'm here to tell you that there is more! The 
aforementioned instances are not the rarity that some 
might think. The weird happenings, the wackos, and the 
loonies in the medical community of Cincinnati's past 
are far more numerous than we might like to admit. And 
thus I borrow an idea from Hollywood (which probably 
isn't a very good idea, but I am willing to risk it. 
After all, I risked presenting a paper on travel to the 
Literary Club and squeaked by, I think). I come with a 
sequel: Ars Longa II. 

In fact, I think I may be at the beginning of an 
anthology: The Far Side of Cincinnati Medicine. 


