


The
Invisible
Roommate

Exploring the one-of-a-kind
relationship between biographers
and the people they write about.

by Minda Zetlin

couple of years ago, Jack El-Hai
dreamed Walter Freeman came to his
house. Freeman was the notorious
neurosurgeon who popularized the
lobotomy during the 1940s and
1950s, performing thousands of
them on mentally ill patients—
sometimes through the eye socket, with
an ice pick. Freeman died in 1972, and
El-Hai was in the early stages of writing a biography about him, The
Lobotomist: A Maverick Medical Genius and His Tragic Quest to Rid
the World of Mental Illness (John Wiley & Sons).



“In my dream, he’s friendly
but won't speak,” El-Hai recalls.
“l introduce him to my wife and
“ids and he still will not say
s word.” El-Hai grew more
and more frustrated as the
dream progressed hecanse he
desperately yearned not only to
question the doctor, but even just
0 hear what his voice sounded

portrait of a person who was
not only intriguing, but in
many ways likable.”

Indeed, he learned, though
many people were harmed by
lobotomies, some were able
to return to their homes and
lead relatively normal lives—
though at a cost. Lobotomies
tended to deaden patients’

ike. Finally, he woke up. “He JACK EL-HAI  chotions  and  somerimes
still had not made a sound,” he recalls. impeded their ability to plan ahead, he
Before Freeman, he says, El-Hai had  explains. (Though FEl-Hai ultimately

never dreamed of anyvone or anything he
was writing about. But that’s the nature of
the task. Biography subjects tend to worm
their way into their authors’
lives, becoming an extra
nresence during the years,
or sometimes decades, spent
writing about them.

“All the people I've worked
with on biographies have had
2 really passionate, intimate
mvolvement with the people
they were writing about,”
aotes Amy Cherry, senior
wditor at W.W. Norton. “They
call them by their first names half the time.
They get very involved with what their lives
were like. You can feel how distressed they
are when the person they are writing about
dies—even if it happened 100 years carlier.”

When El-Hai set out to write The
Lobotomist, he expected to be describing a
monster. “I thought my book would be a
chronicle of his misdeeds,” he says. But as
ais research progressed, he found himself
wanting to understand Freeman. “I became
more of a biographer, truly interested in
‘earning his motivation.”

Curiosity about why Freeman did what
he did led El-Hai to explore not only the
man, but also the times in which he lived
and worked, and that provided a whole
perspective. In  this before
psychoactive drugs, people with mental
dlness faced depressingly few choices. The
only available therapies were shock
rreatments delivered by electricity, insulin,
or a high dose of the drug Metrazol. Most
patients lived out their lives in institutions
they had no prospect of leaving, and there
was little their doctors could do to help
them. When one considers these realities,
serforming lobotomies starts to look less
like a cruel experiment on human guinea
pigs and more like a desperate attempt to
uffer hope to people who had none.

“Once I became interested in
morivated him, I was open to understanding
what in his background made him the way
e was, how he behaved with his family and
how he behaved with his patients,” El-Hai
recalls. “All of those added up to me to a
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concluded that lobotomy helped some
patients, not everyone agrees. For example,
the group Psychosurgery.org, a memorial
“dedicated to the vicrims of
lobotomy,™ argues vehemently
that no patient was ever
better off after the operation
than before.)

With a new book to
promote, El-Hai still finds he
spends lots of time talking
and thinking about Freeman.
But when that dies down and
he goes on to the next big
project, he believes he'll feel
the lobotomist’s absence in his life.

“He was a great teller of inappropriate
jokes, and his writing was full of colorful
turns of phrase—very different from all
other medical writing of that time or
any time,” El-Hai says. Though most
of Freeman’s jokes fall flat, he adds, “It’s
good to see them in there. 1 will miss his
sense of humor.”

or most biographers, “living
with” their subjects is merely a
figure of speech. But Paul
Hoffman actually spent a month
under the same roof as Paul
Erdos (pronounced “air-dish™), a brilliant
and eccentric mathematician and the subject
of Hoffman’s first biography, The Man
Who Loved Only Numbers (Hyperion).
Living with Erdos meant tagging along
with him as he traveled from the residence
of one fellow mathematician to another.
He'd arrive unannounced and uninvited,
but rarely unwelcome
wasn’t there to mooch; he was
there to help. “He would
declare, My brain is open,’
which meant: Hit me with your
most difficult mathematical
problem,” Hoffman says. Erdés
would set to work and keep at it
20 to 22 hours a day, believing
his purpose on Earth was to do
as much math as he could. “He
would shave months if not years off
people’s work,” Hoffman says.
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At the time, Hoffman was writing not a
book but an article, a profile of Erdds for
The Atlantic Monthly. But then the
mathematician, who was in his 80s, died of
a hearr attack, having kept up his working
schedule to the end. He completed a
particularly important proof right before
his death. Hoffman knew the time was
right for a biography.

Though Erdos himself was no longer
available, his colleagues were. “There were
huge memorial conferences where 200 people
who had worked with him would show up
and tell their stories,” he says.

The more Hoffman learned about
Erdos, the more impressed he was. Erdos’s
mother lost her two
other children to scarlet
fever while she was in the
hospital giving birth to
him. As a result, she
became pathologically
overprotective of this
last surviving child—for
instance, keeping him
indoors and away from
other kids until he was
10. His father spent
many of those years in a
Siberian prisoner of war
camp. Then Erdés lost most of his family
during World War 1I. “He suffered more
traumas than [ can imagine, and yet he was
walking around fully functional and
contributing to the world,” Hoffman says.
“I have utmost admiration for this man.”

Getting to know someone in this way is
the best part about writing biographies, he
adds. “I like to know how other people

view the world and
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Hoffman says. “Being a
therapist probably gives
vou that view t00.”
Hoffman says he was
especially drawn to Erdos
because he likes exploring
the fine line between
genius and madness, and
his  next subject fit
that description perfectly.
Wings of Madness: Alberto Santos-Dumont
and the Invention of Flight
(Theia) is about the wealthy
Brazilian who built the world’s
first flying machine—a one-
person dirigible—and flew it
around the Eiffel Tower in 1901,
vears before the Wright brothers
ever got off the ground.
Santos-Dumont was plagued
with self-doubt: His machines
would sometimes turn up damaged on the
eve of flying competitions, and the aviator
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was suspected of vandalizing them himself.
He also believed flying would bring about
world peace by making it easier to travel
among nations. He never foresaw that
planes could be used for warfare. He
committed suicide in 1928, depressed that
his utopian vision hadn’t come true.

help “as long as you can reassure me that
the book will be largely favorable.”

That, she knew, would lead to trouble:
She had worked with him on his own book
and watched as he combed its pages on a
search-and-destroy  mission to  find
anything that might cast him in less than

£ You can feel how distressed they are when
the person they are writing about dies—even if
it happened 100 years earlier.
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Researching someone long dead proved
frustrating in ways Hoffman had not
encountered with his living subjects. For
instance, it took him two months of hard
sleuthing just to determine whether his
subject had had six siblings or seven. Still,
he enjoyed getting to know Santos-
Dumont, a man whose character was full
of contradictions.

“1 like that complexity,” he
“Many issues are unresolved in my mind;
many are probably unresolved in his
mind.” The way he puts it makes it sound
as though Santos-Dumont were still alive.

savs.

or Beverly Gray, writing a

biography of Roger Corman

was  something she  felt

compelled to do. Corman is the

legendary director and producer
responsible for more than 300 films—
mostly low-budget horror or action
films—who gave luminaries from Jack
Nicholson to Francis Ford Coppola their
start. He was also, fora
time, Grays emplover,
having plucked
unexpectedly
UCLA, where shed
been completing a
Ph.D. in English. After
two stints working for
him, the second lasting
more than eight vears,
he fired her just as
abruptly. It was not
because he had any
complaints about her work, but so as to
give her job to a friend of hers who had
fallen on hard times and badly needed a
job—and would also be willing to work at
a lower salary.

Early on, Gray hoped Corman would
contribute information to the book,
most recently reissued as Roger Cormnan:
Blood-Sucking Vampires, Flesh-Eating
Cockroaches, and  Driller  Killers
(Thunder’s Mouth Press). But when she
told him about the project, he offered his
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angelic light. So she politely declined,
explaining that a key lesson she’d learned
from him was the importance of artistic
independence. “I was pretty proud of
that,” she says.

Though she worried at first she’d lack
material without Corman’s cooperation, as
her work progressed, she realized he had
actually done her a favor. “His
input would give me nothing,
that I didn’t have
someplace else,” she says.
“And he was not the kind of
man who would in any way
open himself up to me. So my
book was far better with his
hands off it.”

really,

Writing about Corman
from afar gave her a

perspective she hadn’t had as
an employee. “I
increasingly fascinated,” she says. “His
extreme complexity really stays with me.”
She was also surprised to find herself
feeling sorry for him “to the extent that it’s
possible to feel sorry for a guy who's as rich
as God. There’s a certain pathos in writing
about him.”

Increasingly, she came to see Victor
Frankenstein as a metaphor for Corman.
“The creator of the monster who then is
overwhelmed by what he set
into motion—that really is
Roger,” she says.

became

he managed to remain ‘just folks.” So I
wondered how he’d managed to stay so
‘normal,” or if in fact he was very good at
putting on an act.”

Since Howard declined to be
interviewed, Gray researched the book
by talking to friends and family members
and those who’d worked with him. “One
way I tried to get at it, which [ hadn’t done
so much with Corman, was really pay
attention to the movies that he’s made
and found out that there was a kind of
theme that seemed to me [to run| through
a lot of his work.”

That theme, she says, is best reflected by
the movie Cocoon, in which a group of
seniors is offered life on an unknown planet
by aliens who can protect them from illness
and death. “It seems to be almost a tug of
war between really loving things that are
safe and cozy and homelike, and also
having a restless imagination that makes
him want to take the big leap into the
unknown,” Gray says.

Though the nice guy

image was indeed genuine,
she concluded, “He’s not
this boy scout that is in
people’s minds,” she notes.
“He's a real person with
ambitions and drive. What
I tried to do in the book was
humanize somebody who is
idolized by so many people
that he doesn’t come off as
terribly real.”

As for El-Hai, he says writing about the
lobotomist has profoundly affected him.
“I've been thinking a lot about how doing
the book has changed me,” he says. “When
[ started out, I had already judged his
motivation. Because [ thought lobotomy
was a cruel and heartless procedure, 1
thought anyone who promoted it so
strenuously must have had bad motives.
But as 1 went on, I found the assumptions
I’d made were wrong.”
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work, he says: “I'll rake a

Her next project was Ron
Howard: From Mayberry to
the Moon and Beyond
(Rutledge Hill Press). She'd
never met Howard face to face,
though she did interview him
by phone while researching
Corman. But Gray was
intrigued by what she kept
hearing from everyone who'd
ever dealt with Howard.

“Everyone—including

who

people
asked for his autograph in video stores—
found him to be a regular guy,” Gray says.
“Given his childhood fame and his adult
achievements, [ was struck by the fact that
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less cynical approach now.
I'm interested  in
understanding motivations. [
think that’s helped my
writing a lot. And I think
that’s whar a biographer
should always do.”

And for that, El-Hai is
grateful to Freeman. “In a
way, | feel like one of his
patients,” he says. “Without ever touching
me with one of his ice picks, he has cured
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me, in large degree, of cynicism.” <4
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Minda Zetlin is a freelance writer in
Woodstock, New York.



