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Springfield, VA – Apparently I am now at that age where reading obituaries is interesting, but not threatening.  Some of the best are on the inside back page of The Economist, the British weekly newsmagazine which covers the world.  Typically, as I read these each week, I have not heard of the individual being profiled.  Frequently, the person lived in a part of the world far from my normal American sphere of interest.  
One recent obit in The Economist profiled an English woman, Anthea Bell.  I will be surprised if you have heard of her.   Ms. Bell was a world-renowned (as opposed to famous) translator who transformed books written in languages other than English into best-selling English language editions.  She prided herself on not being a literal translator, but a provider of thoughts based on what she termed “a freer interpretation.”  Most of her work was from German and French manuscripts.  She bragged that she would not begin a translation until she “found the writer’s voice.”  I am not certain how one does that, but her translations were, by nearly universal acclaim, wonderful literature.  For example, her translation of the German author, W.G. Sebald’s, Austerlitz, concerned a narrator observing a raccoon in a zoo “washing the same piece of apple over and over again, as if it hoped that all this washing, which went far beyond any reasonable thoroughness, would help it escape the unreal world in which it had arrived through no fault of its own.”  One wonders if Sebald’s original German captured this image so cleverly.
But The Economist also profiles the occasional American, often someone not well-known.   A recent favorite obit discussed Alan Abel, who was described as “hoaxer-in-chief.”  Mr. Abel took great delight in fooling the media with deliciously concocted “events,” each cleverly staged to gain maximum press coverage.  For example, in 1972 he introduced Howard Hughes, the reclusive billionaire whom no one had seen in a decade to a packed audience.  It turns out that this fake Hughes was covered in bandages and made silly announcements that he was going to be frozen cryogenically only to appear when the stock market peaked.  Two years later Abel promised to produce the famous Deep Throat of Watergate scandal fame, only to have an actor appear who did nothing other than argue with his wife and then leave in an ambulance.  Hundreds of reporters had been again fooled.  Abel’s most spectacular hoax was to produce a fake winner of a $35 million jackpot for the New York State Lotto.  The press was so fooled that when the “winner,” a young cosmetologist, announced that she was going to spend the money to install restrooms on the subway, the reporters raced out of the building to try to be the first to spread the scoop.  The New York Post even ran the headline, “35M AND SHE’S SINGLE!”   IN 1981 Abel even successfully faked his own death with such drama (his skis in the shape of a cross on Robert Redford’s resort in Utah) that the New York Times ran an 8-inch obit (which they later had to retract).
An Economist obit just last week discussed the notorious American mobster, Whitey Bulger, who met his end at age 89 after being beaten to death inside a federal prison (to which he had been sentenced to life for multiple murders, arms trafficking, racketeering, and countless other crimes).  Although much of Bulger’s history is well-known (in the U.S.), The Economist tells us that he was a non-stop reader with hundreds of books in the apartment where he was ultimately captured.  What is certain is that in his heyday he controlled all of the state and local politicians - his brother Billy was the President of the Massachusetts state senate.  He essentially ran most of Boston, and certainly all of South Boston.  It is alleged that if any drug distributors wanted to operate in his territory, they had to pay Whitey (from this alone it is estimated that he collected over $30 million), but only if they followed his rules banning the sale of heroin (one of the few drugs he found distasteful because it had to be injected).  Interestingly, he hated being called Whitey (in his younger days he had blonde hair), and preferred to be called Jimmy or Boots.
Two obits in my local paper, The Washington Post, hit close to home.  One concerned Earl Bakker, the inventor of the first battery-powered pacemaker.  He co-founded what became one of the world’s largest medical-device companies, Medtronics.  In his autobiography he confessed that his initial tinkering with electrical gadgets began after seeing the movie, Frankenstein (the original one), in which a spark of electricity brings a monster back to life.  In my case, two of Medtronics’ electrical products, an internal cardiac defibrillator and later a pacemaker, not only saved my life several times, but allows me to type this article now.
The other local obit involved an immigrant from The Netherlands, Jos Roozen.  Jos (pronounced “Yahss”) came to the U.S. in 1971 to learn about American retail nurseries.  Infatuated with what he perceived to be the economic vitality of America, he decided to stay and began Roozen Nursery in a Maryland suburb of D.C.  It flourished and by 1989 Jos decided that he could improve sales even further by launching a weekly hour-long radio show to provide advice to gardeners.  He called his show, Garden Sense.  Often I would find myself listening intently at 8 A.M. on Saturday mornings as Jos would dispense advice in his heavy Dutch accent on every imaginable garden/lawn related topic.  Of course, Joz would also be pushing as many of his products as possible, and with the advent of the internet age, he created a flourishing website where customers could immediately satisfy their gardening needs.  I did call in at least twice over the years with questions concerning how to eliminate “bad” Bermuda grass.  His advice on my first call was to kill all of it with Roundup and start over.  I did this, but it ultimately came back.  By the time of my second call years later, Joz had a product for the problem.  The jury is still out on its efficacy.  Joz was born into a family of 10 generations of bulb farmers in Holland, but ultimately became something of a celebrity here in his adopted home.  Fans from all over the U.S. came to his nursery to meet him and discuss lawns and gardens.  As opposed to Whitey Bulger, Joz is already missed by many, including me.
I thought you might like to know.
E-R

