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My U ncle P au l

MARGARET NELSON

S om ew h ere  in  the  m ists  a n d  fogs th a t 
enve loped  m y earliest ch ildhood  an d  co n tin u ed  w ell in to  m y 
later years I m u st have  k n o w n  m y U ncle Paul. I w as certain ly  
aw are th a t he ex isted  th ro u g h  fam ily talk  an d  gossip  if n o th in g  
else, b u t I really do  n o t rem em ber seeing  h im  or v isiting  h im  till 
1946 w h e n  I w o u ld  have  b een  tw en ty -e ig h t years  old.

I w as b o rn  in  W in th rop , M inneso ta , January  4, 1918, the  
d au g h te r of E thel C orey Erickson, P au l's  sister, a n d  by  th e  tim e 
w e m oved  back to Iow a, w h e n  I w as a y ear o ld , Pau l an d  
G randm a C orey  w ere  living in  A tlantic , qu ite  a ho rse-and - 
buggy  drive from  w h ere  w e h a d  se ttled  on  a farm  n o r th  of 
M arne. T hen , in  1921, Pau l a n d  G ran d m a m oved  to Iow a City 
so th a t he could  a tte n d  college.

I do rem em ber going  in to  A tlantic  to visit G randm a. I a te  a 
p e a r  — m y firs t — a n d  h o w  good  it was! I also w as taken  to an  
ice-cream  parlo r for a trea t. A n d  I saw  a squirrel. But I canno t 
recall seeing  Paul. Since he  w as m ore th a n  fo u rteen  years  o lder 
th an  I, he p robab ly  w as n o t m uch  in te re s ted  in  a sm all girl. 
A nd  he  w as too you n g , I 'm  su re , to  be cu rious as to  m y 
" C orey" characteristics, if th ere  w ere  any . L ong a fte rw ard  Paul 
to ld  m e th a t he  h a d  called m e " M art,"  so he  m u st have  k n o w n  
an d  liked m e. But h e  nearly  a lw ays refe rred  to  m e as 
M argare t — if he  refe rred  to  m e at all.

Paul m u st have  been  p re se n t a t G ran d m a  C orey 's  funera l in 
1925. I w o u ld  have  b een  seven . I do  rem em b er go ing  to  h e r  
funeral, b u t I do  n o t have  an y  m em ory  of P au l's  b e ing  there . In  
1929, after a trip  to E urope, Pau l cam e back  to  the  m id w est to 
retrieve his belong ings. But I do  n o t have  a m em ory  of th a t, n o r 
do  I recall h is s to p p in g  in  V an W ert, w h e re  w e w ere  th en
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living, in  1935 w hile  on  h is  w ay  w est to  visit h is sister Elizabeth 
("B achelor B ess") o n  h e r  d rou g h t-s trick en  " ra n c h "  in  w estern  
S ou th  D akota.

W hat can  I say? A t fam ily ga th e rin g s I w as sim ply  a lot m ore 
in te res ted  in  m y  cousins th a n  I w as in  th e ir pa ren ts . It alw ays 
beh o o v ed  m e to  m ake m yself scarce a t such  functions because, 
as the  o ld est girl, I seem ed  alw ays to  be com m andeered  to 
w a tch  the  y o u n g e r ch ild ren . So I n ev er h u n g  a ro u n d  adults. 
A lso, w h e n  Pau l m ade  h is 1935 sto p  in  V an W ert, I w as 
w ork ing  from  seven  in  th e  m o rn in g  u n til ten  an d  even  eleven 
at n ig h t as a h ired  girl for a fam ily th a t o w n ed  a p roduce  and  
truck ing  business . If I d id  see Paul, it w as likely for a m ere 
"h e llo "  an d  "g o o d b y e ."

I d id  hav e  p e rcep tio n s  ab o u t U ncle Paul, of course, m any  of 
th em  g lean ed  from  o v erh ea rd  conversa tions be tw een  m y 
m o th e r  a n d  A u n t Lilah, U ncle Rob C orey 's  wife, w ho  w ere on 
th e  sam e ru ra l te lep h o n e  p a rty  line (often  jo ined  by  "C en tra l,"  
th e  M arne  sw itchboard  opera to r). A n d  because  w e k ids slep t in 
th e  sam e room  as o u r  p a ren ts , I o v erh eard  a lot of "p illow  
ta lk ."  So I k n ew  th a t U ncle Pau l w as a w rite r, th a t he  h a d  lived 
in  C hicago a n d  N ew  York, a n d  th a t h e  h a d  th en  gone to 
E urope. Such k now ledge  h e lp e d  m e nail d o w n  som e bragging  
righ ts  a t school!

I w as m ore th a n  a little aw ed  by  the  "g rea t m an "  of the 
fam ily, en o u g h  so th a t I w a n te d  to  be a w rite r too, a lthough  
th is am bition  m ay  have  stem m ed  from  m y passion  for reading . 
As a child  I read  a n y th in g  I cou ld  get m y  h a n d s  on , a n d  I 
d rea m ed  of w riting  b o o k s  — a n d  of the  u n to ld  fam e an d  m oney  
I sh o u ld  derive from  th a t occupation .

G row ing  u p , I w as ju s t bare ly  aw are  of the  exchange of 
le tte rs  b e tw e en  Paul a n d  m y  m o th er, b u t I w as aw are of the  gist 
of w h a t the  le tte rs  con ta ined  because  it w as a C orey custom  to 
read  th e  le tte rs  from  fam ily m em bers, th e n  a p p e n d  fu rther 
rem arks a n d  sen d  b o th  le tte rs  o n  to  a n o th e r  fam ily m em ber. 
A p p a ren tly  m y  m o th e r sen t m an y  of h e r  le tte rs  to  he r o lder 
b ro th e r  Fuller a n d  h is w ife T hrees, because their son  G ilbert 
even tua lly  cam e in to  possessio n  of them .
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I th in k  m y m o th e r w as a b it in tim id a ted  by  P au l's  education . 
She alw ays w ro te  a first d raft of h e r  le tte rs  to  h im , u s in g  the  
backs of p a p e r  sacks o r len g th s  of b ro w n  w ra p p in g  pap er. 
W hen  she w as satisfied , she  w o u ld  copy the  le tte r o n to  m ore 
acceptable s ta tionery  a n d  m ail it. She k e p t h e r  orig inal d rafts, 
an d  after h e r d ea th , a n d  D ad 's , th ese  cam e to m e.

H ow  m any  of m y p ercep tions  of m y  U ncle Pau l m u st have  
been  g leaned  from  reread in g  th ese  o ld  letters?  H ow  m an y  w ere 
g leaned  from  o v erh eard  conversa tions?  H ow  m an y  derived  
from  m y ow n  experiences? The an sw ers  to those  q u es tio n s  are 
n o t clear to  m e even  now .

W hen  G randm a a n d  Paul m oved  to A tlantic , she  so ld  the  
fam ily farm  to m y U ncle Rob a n d  b o u g h t herse lf a h o u se  in  
tow n. Paul w as close to the  farm  a n d  w h e n  h e  v isited  Iow a, it 
w as to the  farm  th a t he  a lw ays w en t. H e exp la ined  w h y  in  a 
le tte r (January 18, 1926) to  m y  m other: "I th in k  you  have  
alw ays realized  w h y  I sp e n t m ost of m y tim e at R ob 's w h e n  I 
w as in  w este rn  Iow a. T hat p lace will a lw ays in  actuality  be 
H om e to m e. The force exerted  by  the  en v iro n m en t of th e  first 
fou rteen  years  of m y life on  the  H om e Place m ean s  m u ch  to 
m e, it has sh a p ed  m y life a n d  I 'm  su re  th a t y o u  c a n 't h e lp  
realizing w h a t w a n d e rin g  over th e  o ld  farm  m ean s  to  m e . '' In 
the  sam e le tte r Paul co m m en ted  on  the  inev itab le  squabbles 
th a t h ad  e ru p te d  after it w as k n o w n  th a t he  h a d  in h erite d  the  
house  in  A tlantic, b u t he  w as d e te rm in ed  to  k eep  o u t of them : 
" You know , Sis, M o ther sacrificed h e r  life for th a t m oney , a n d  
I d o n 't  p ro p o se  to  mix m y  finger in  it u n less  it can  be se ttled  
w ith  sup rem e  calm ness a n d  qu ie tu d e . I shall k eep  in  touch  
w ith  you , Sister, a n d  p e rh a p s  w e can elim inate  th e  difficulties. 
R em em ber I am  backing  y o u  in  ev ery th in g  a n d  will do  all I can 
to help  y o u ."

At th a t m om en t, Pau l said , he  w as in te res ted  in  one th in g  
only: w riting  his novels a n d  g e tting  th em  p u b lish ed . L ater in  
1926 (Septem ber 21) he w ro te  to  tell m y m o th e r h o w  h a p p y  he 
w as th a t the  esta te  seem ed  to  be n ea rin g  se ttlem en t, a n d  he 
a d d ed  a significant p e rso n a l note: " M y affairs of th e  h ea rt are 
p rogressing  as u su a l w ith  a sligh t h a p p ie r  ovation  b reak in g  in to
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existence w ith in  th e  last th ree  or fou r w ee k s ."  This w as his w ay 
of in tro d u c in g  R u th  Lechlitner, w h o m  he  described  as "a  
m igh ty  d ecen t so rt [who] sm okes, d rinks an d  all th a t sort of 
th in g "  — w o rd s  calcu lated  to  shock m y very  conservative 
m o th e r  — as w ell as " rem arkab ly  brillian t an d  som ew hat recog
n ized  over the  co u n try  as a poet. I th in k  she is qu ite  falling in 
love w ith  m e ."

A fter th e  esta te  w as se ttled , E thel a n d  Paul con tinued  to 
co rrespond . T hey d iffered  greatly  in  th e ir ph ilo soph ies of life, 
a n d  th is con trast sh o w ed  u p  in  the ir letters. Paul liked to tw eak  
the  tails of the  M eth o d is t V ictorian lions back hom e and , at age 
tw en ty -fou r, w ish ed  to  ap p e ar  as a w ell-educated  m an  of the 
w orld , one  w h o  h a d  su ffered  the  h ighs a n d  low s of life. M y 
m o th er, seven  years  h is sen io r, th o u g h t h im  a b rash  kid 
b ro th e r  w ith  h ig h  fa lu ting  w ays. Pau l w a n te d  it k n o w n  that 
ev en  a t h is te n d e r  age he  h a d  h a d  m ore varied  experiences th an  
any  of the  fam ily, h a d  k n o w n  w o m en  w h o  varied  from  
p ro stitu tes  to  the  m ost cu ltu red  in  A m erica, h a d  been  th ro w n  
am ong  "hom osexua ls  a n d  w o rse ,"  w as fam iliar w ith  houses 
w h ere  a h u n d re d  m en , w o m en , a n d  ch ild ren  lived in  th ree  
stories as w ell as w ith  a m an  w h o  h a d  refu sed  the  p residency  
of U .S. Steel. W h en  he  w ro te  th a t h is m id w este rn  relatives 
could  n o t possib ly  k n o w  w h a t it w o u ld  be like to live on  a bow l 
of so u p  a day  in  th e  m idd le  of a m illion w ell-fed peop le , Ethel 
co u n te red  by  se n d in g  h im  a package of " e a ts ."  H e th an k ed  he r 
profusely : "R u th  w e n t in to  ecstasies over the  b read  an d  we 
w ere  all in  sev en th  h eav en  over th e  p ie ."

A m ain  p o in t of co n ten tio n  w as th e ir relig ious differences, 
m y m o th e r  b e ing  very  d ev o u t an d  Paul p ro fessing  to be an  
atheist. A n o th e r w as E the l's  g row ing  fam ily. H e rem arks, " I 'm  
d isgusting ly  eager to  h ea r w h a t th is  're d  h o t' n ew s is you  have 
to  tell m e so sen d  it rig h t a long  to  the  sam e old address. I 
im agine it 's  a n o th e r  p ro spec tive  n e p h e w  or niece b u t I have 
h o p es  for so m eth in g  be tte r. You know , I 'm  n o t so bally h o t on 
th is  k id  stuff. I 'm  g lad  y o u 'v e  go t a bouncing  fam ily an d  all 
th a t, b u t  for h e a v e n 's  sake do  sh u t off the  nativ ity  sp igot and  
give th e  ones y o u 'v e  got a b loody  good  chance ."
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Before sen d in g  th is le tte r on  to  o th e r fam ily m em bers , m y 
m o ther w ro te  a no te  on  the  back: "I th o u g h t first I 'd  p u t  you  
an d  Em ily w ise a n d  th en  w rite  an d  tell [Paul] I h a d  tw in s ."

Paul a n d  R uth , m arried , sailed  for France, a n d  m ore  le tte rs 
cam e, rela ting  their ad v en tu res . In  1929 th ey  re tu rn e d  to 
A m erica an d  se ttled  a long  th e  H u d so n  n ea r N ew  York City. 
O ur fam ily, still g row ing , m oved  to  V an W ert in  D ecatur 
C ounty , Iow a, b eg inn ing  the  decline in to  th e  D ep ression  years 
from  w hich  m y m o th er w o u ld  n ev er em erge. E thel C orey 
Erickson d ied  of cancer on  M ay 22, 1936 — one  w eek  before  I 
g rad u a ted  from  h igh  school.

I sen t Pau l a g rad u a tio n  an n o u n c em e n t a n d  in  re tu rn  h e  sen t 
m e a foun ta in  p e n  a n d  pencil se t a n d  a y e a r 's  subscrip tion  to  a 
socialist m agazine. W h en  I th an k e d  h im , I to ld  h im  of m y  p lan  
to a tte n d  th e  U niversity  of M inneso ta . Paul, w h o  h a d  n o t been  
able to  a tte n d  his s is te r 's  funera l, w ro te  m e a n  affectionate 
letter. It read , in  part: "T ears a t funera ls  m ay  m ean  m u ch  to  the  
neighbors, b u t th e  real th in g  is n ev er to  forget y o u r m o ther. As 
long as you  live you  sh o u ld  h o ld  v ivid  in  y o u r m in d  the  
m em ory  of h e r  dynam ic an d  u p r ig h t ch a rac te r — th a t is the  
great th ing . . . . M inneso ta  h as  as good  a U n iversity  as Iow a, 
an d  if you  can find  ad v an tag es  of liv ing th ere , th e n  drive 
a h e ad ."  H e knew  som e "p eo p le  of in fluence"  in  the  area, he  
said, an d  w o u ld  gladly  pu ll som e w ires to  h e lp  m e find  w ork , 
if I w ished  h im  to. I d id n 't  an sw er h is letter. A n d  oh , h o w  I 
w ish  th a t I had! If I h ad , I m igh t have  fin ished  college!

In 1940 m y friends Rilma an d  R u th  R ogers gave m e P au l's  
first p ub lished  novel, Three Miles Square, for C hristm as. A n 
o ther friend  allow ed m e to read  h is copy of The Road Returns 
and  I w as able to p u rch ase  County Seat m yself. I en joyed  th e  
books im m ensely  an d  w as u nab le  to  lay th em  aside u n til they  
w ere read . I a n d  everyone I k n ew  w ere  ra ised  in  fam ilies w hose  
roots w ere  firm ly e m b ed d ed  in  V ictorian m ores. I h a d  doub ts  
abou t P au l's  ra th e r g raph ic  p ro se  ap p ea lin g  to  th e  gen tee l 
sensibilities of m ost of m y  acquain tances a n d  in  p articu la r to 
m y relatives. M y great a u n t Rachel in  A tlantic  w ro te  m e: "So 
you  like The Road Returns . I have  n ev er read  it a n d  am  n o t
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p lan n in g  on  d o ing  so. I read  Three Miles Square a n d  th a t w as 
e n o u g h ."  Som e of th e  fam ily th o u g h t Pau l m u st be a C om m u
nist.

A  few  years  la te r I h a d  m y first rem em bered  encoun te r w ith  
U ncle Paul. It w as d u rin g  the  sp rin g  of 1946 . I w as tw enty-eigh t 
a n d  w ork ing  in  D es M oines w h e n  he  an d  a friend  stopped  
th ere  en  ro u te  to  C alifornia to check locations p repara to ry  to 
m ov ing  w est. A fterw ard , Paul w ro te  a sh o rt story  abou t this 
inc iden t, a sto ry  th a t d id n 't  sell a n d  th a t he , som etim e later, 
se n t to  m e as a gift. H e h a d  w ritten  across the  title page: 
"M a rg a re t — th is  is a sto ry  I w as u nab le  to  place. I 'm  giving it to 
y o u  because  you  will p robab ly  recall the  incident. It will give 
y o u  an  idea of h o w  m ateria l is m an ip u la ted  to get a story. In 
th is  case it d id n 't  com e off."  The title of the  sto ry  is p receded  by 
th is note:

For an  ev en in g  she  m ade  h im  feel yo u n g  
again  a lth o u g h  he  w as only  h e r 

U ncle Roger 
by

Pau l C orey
H e h a d  w ritte n  of a "m id d le -ag ed  m an  w ith  th in n in g , slightly 
g rey ing  h a ir"  w h o  h a d  con tac ted  a n iece w h o m  he  h a d n 't  seen  
in  ten  years , w hile  on  h is w ay  to  California. She w o u ld n 't 
believe a t first th a t he  w as w h o  he  said  he  w as w h en  he 
te le p h o n ed  her. H e c o u ld n 't recall the  n am es of h e r  b ro thers  
a n d  sisters, a n d  it w as too pa in fu l to  iden tify  h im self by 
reference to  h is s is ter E thel, w h o  h a d  d ied  n ine  years earlier. 
H e felt p e rh a p s  h e  sh o u ld  have  s lipped  th ro u g h  Iow a to the 
C oast w ith o u t b e ing  rem in d ed  of th in g s an d  peop le  th a t fixed 
his age. E ven tually , th e  girl acknow ledged  h im  as h e r  uncle 
an d  ag reed  to  m ee t h im  at h is ho tel. H e co n tin u ed  to  rem inisce 
w hile  sho w erin g  a n d  shav ing . It w as fifteen years  ago, w h en  
h e  w as ju s t th irty , m arried  tw o  years, a n d  on  h is first vacation 
th a t he  h a d  first seen  her. H e rem em b ered  "Sally" as being  
dark , chunky , a n d  a little aw kw ard . The sto ry  recoun ts  Roger 
a n d  Sally 's d in n e r  in  D es M oines, a t Y ounker's  Tea Room . Sally 
th en  sh o w ed  h im  a ro u n d  the  o ld  A rt C en ter, a t th a t tim e
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located  in  a loft on  W alnu t S treet, a n d  th e n  she  took  h im  hom e 
to m eet h e r room m ates, w h o  w ere  th rilled  to m ee t a "celeb
rity ."  H e follow ed th e  facts closely.

The story  m ade  it clear to  m e th a t U ncle Pau l cared  for m e 
an d  w as concerned  for m y w ell being . H ad  I b een  even  
rem otely  aw are of th is w h e n  I a tte m p te d  college, I p robab ly  
w ou ld  have availed  m yself of th e  he lp  he  h a d  offered , an d  
p e rh ap s  b een  able to com plete  m y  Journalism  m ajor in s tead  of 
being  com pelled  to leave school for lack of m oney . But U ncle 
Paul w as the  "g rea t m an "  of the  fam ily, a n d  I w as m uch  too 
shy  an d  insecure  to p resu m e  on  the  re la tionsh ip .

M any y ears w ere  to  pass  before Paul an d  I w o u ld  m ee t again. 
In A ugust of 1974 I p lan n ed  a trip  to th e  San Francisco area, n o t 
far from  Sonom a, w h ere  Paul a n d  R uth  h a d  se ttled . W e w an ted  
to  see them , to  stay  over if th a t w as possib le. H e ag reed  to  m eet 
us a t the  bus stop  in  Santa Rosa, keep  u s  for a day  or tw o, th en  
re tu rn  us to Santa Rosa to  con tinue  o u r b u s  trip  u p  th e  coast.

I w as en tranced  w ith  the  hom e Paul h a d  bu ilt w ith  h is ow n  
h a n d s  on  a m arvelous s ite  — a m o u n ta in s id e  overlook ing  the  
Valley of the  M oon. W e sat on  his deck th a t first day , sipp ing  
w ine, aw aiting  even ing , looking w ay  d o w n  the  valley tow ard  
San Francisco, w atch ing  the  ligh ts com e on  at dusk . As w e 
w atched  the  m isty  ou tline  of M t. T am alpais, I asked  Pau l ho w  
he  h a d  found  such  a site. H e said  th a t he  h a d  lea rn ed  w h a t to  
look for. The road  u p  to the  h o u se  w as very  s teep , the 
heavily-treed  m o u n ta in  falling aw ay  from  it on  b o th  sides. In 
an  enclosure  on  one  side, a ne ig h b o r k e p t ho rses. In  a sm all 
pa tch  on  the  o th e r side, Pau l ra ised  tom atoes. R uth , a lready  
som ew hat cripp led  w ith  a rth ritis , w as u s in g  a w alker to  get 
a round , b u t desp ite  th is she fixed o u r m eals, w ith  sm all he lp  
from  m e, to rn  be tw een  m y im m ersion  in  th e  b eau ty  of the  place 
and  m y com pulsion  to  q uestion  Paul abou t the  fam ily h isto ry  
th a t w as becom ing im p o rtan t to  me: m y m o ther, g ran d m o th er, 
g rea t-g randparen ts , an y th in g  he  could  tell m e ab o u t the  C o
reys seem ed  valuable.

Follow ing th is visit, I b eg an  sen d in g  Pau l ba tches of m y 
hom e-m ade m olasses cookies for C hristm as. T hey w ere  m ade
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accord ing  to a recipe of m y g rea t a u n t H attie 's . She had  
occasionally  sen t u s  a five-gallon lard  can stuffed  w ith  those 
cookies w h e n  w e w ere  k ids on  th e  farm . "W hat a treat, W ow!" 
w ro te  Paul after receiving the  first cookies in  D ecem ber 1974. 
"T hose  cookies took  m e w ay  back. . . . Talk abou t nosta lg ia  — I 
h a v e n 't  recalled  an y th in g  qu ite  so p o ignan tly  in  yea rs ."  He 
h ad , he  said , once p u b lish ed  a sto ry  called "A u n t B irdie's 
C ookies" b ased  on  A u n t H a ttie 's  treats.

W e beg an  a regu lar co rrespondence  w h ich  lasted  the rest of 
P au l's  life an d  m ade  h im  m ore  of a confid ing  friend th an  the 
ra th e r  d istan t figure he  h a d  b een  for so long. O ne th ing  th a t 
em erged  w as P au l's  d eep  love of cats, any  cats, dom estic or 
w ild. O n e  of h is first le tte rs after o u r visit to Sonom a told of his 
visits to  m oun ta in -lion  coun try , w h ere  he  h e lp ed  to rescue a 
108 p o u n d , seven-foo t cat from  a w ell in to  w h ich  he h a d  fallen. 
A fter an  e ig h teen -h o u r effort, th e  cat w as re trieved  from  the 
w ell, b u t  to  no  avail. E ven w ith  m ou th -to -nose  resuscita tion  he 
could  n o t be rev ived . Pau l w as invo lved  in  a long  figh t w ith  the 
Fish a n d  G am e D ep artm en t, a ttem p tin g  a p ro tec tion  p rogram  
for the  m o u n ta in  lion. As he  p u t  it in  h is letter, "T he Fish and  
G am e D ep a rtm en t w a n t to  reverse  the  p a tte rn  of the  R om ans 
a n d  th ro w  the  lions to  the  C hristians. W ell th ey  a re n 't  going to 
m anage  it w ith o u t a hell of a figh t from  th is ca t."  Paul a n d  his 
friends d id  m anage  to  get a m ora to riu m  on  the  killing of the 
lions for five years, b u t there  w ere  too m any  loopholes an d  a 
d o zen  or m ore of th e  big cats w ere  killed. In  1987 he w as 
d iscouraged : "T hey  d id  the  m o u n ta in  lion d irt ju s t as I figured. 
A t least 80% of the  peop le  of California w an t the  m o u n ta in  lion 
left a lone  o r p ro tec ted  ju s t as w e h a d  b een  doing , ye t the 
com m ission  v o ted  3-2 to  tu rn  th em  over to  the  tro p h y  h u n t
e rs ."  H e b lam ed  th e  pow erfu l g u n  lobby an d  the  m oney  it 
could  p o u r  in to  political cam paigns.

A t h om e he  h a d  m ore  control, an d  h is ranch  w as rife w ith  
cats, the  m ore  th e  be tte r. In  a typical le tte r he w rites: "T he Pet 
P opu la tion  C ontro l called m e an d  said  th ey  h a d  a red  tabby 
w h o  h a d  to  have  a h om e o r w o u ld  be 'p u t  d o w n .' H e w as
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h u n g ry  an d  dirty . They cleaned  h im  u p  — got h im  sho ts, 
n eu te red  an d  defleaed  h im  an d  n o w  w e have  a n ew  ca t."

I know  it to  be a scientific a n d  clinical fact th a t m en  can 
assum e the  role of caregiver, b u t I alw ays m arvel w h e n  th ey  do 
so. I am  red u ced  to a qu ivering  em otional m e ltd o w n  w h e n  I am  
confron ted  w ith  exam ples. But, for fifteen years  before  she 
d ied , Paul cared  for R uth , u sua lly  a lone, som etim es w ith  a 
once-a-w eek helper. O f course , w e h a d  n o ted  R u th 's  de te rio 
rating  cond ition  d u rin g  o u r 1974 visit. H er p rob lem s m ulti
plied. By 1977 she  w as su ffering  from  d isin teg ra tion  of h e r 
sp inal discs, th e n  she  deve lo p ed  cataracts, th e n  she  fell an d  
broke the  fem ur in  h e r  rig h t leg. H osp ita liza tion  becam e 
com m onplace. A m o n th  o u t of the  hosp ita l for the  b roken  leg, 
R uth  fell again, b reak ing  h e r  left a rm  at the  shou lder. This p u t 
Paul in to  the  category of a tw en ty -fo u r-h o u r a tte n d an t, besides 
acting as h o usekeeper, cook, a n d  coo rd ina to r of v isitations on 
the  invalid . As R uth  g rad u a ted  from  w heelcha ir to w alker, 
P au l's  caring du tie s  eased  u p  som e, an d  by  N ew  Y ear's she  w as 
u p  a n d  able to w atch  the  R osebow l gam e on  the  tube  w hile 
Paul baked  a ham . Three days later she fell a n d  b roke h e r righ t 
knee.

R u th 's  physical a ilm ents becam e ro u tin e , b u t w h a t b o th e red  
Uncle Paul the  m ost w as th a t h is w ife, a brillian t w o m an  an d  
fine poet, w as by  1985 de te rio ra ting  m entally . "L ast n ig h t w e 
w atched  King John on  the  tu b e ,"  he w ro te , " a n d  she  asked  
w ho  w ro te  it. If w e d o n 't  see friends every  w eek  or ten  days she 
forgets com pletely  w h o  th ey  are, an d  it is h a rd  for h e r to  read  
a story  an d  rem em ber the  sto ry  line. I try  to  ge t h e r books th a t 
are a b it episodic so th a t she only  n e ed s  to  keep  track of the 
m o m en t."  Physical recu p e ra tio n  seem ed  possib le, m en ta l re 
covery less so, a lth o u g h  Paul c lung  to every  sh re d  of hope . In  
1988 he  reported : "R u th  sh o w s a b it of im p ro v em en t especially  
after a good n ig h t's  sleep. She can w ake u p  in  the  m o rn in g  an d  
know  w h a t day  it is a n d  w h a t u sua lly  h a p p e n s  o n  th a t 
particu lar day. But by  n o o n  she has b e g u n  to say th a t she 
d o e sn 't know  w h a t she  is d o ing  a n d  w a n ts  m e to  tell h e r 
w hat/how  to proceed . T hen  I hav e  to  yell a t h e r  th a t she  DOES
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k n o w  w h a t she  is su p p o se d  to  do  nex t a n d  get on  w ith  doing 
it. I have  the  feeling  th a t if I w ere  to s ta rt g iv ing h e r step-by- 
s tep  d irections as she seem s to  w an t, I w o u ld  be do ing  it 
con tinually  like m an ip u la tin g  an  a u to m a to n ."

N ow  Pau l w as tied  d o w n  alm ost totally. H e could  som etim es 
get aw ay  for an  h o u r  o r so w ith  confidence th a t R uth  w as no t 
go ing  a n y w h ere , an d  th a t gave h im  the  o p p o rtu n ity  for a hike 
u p  th e  m o u n ta in s id e , so m eth in g  w h ich  at age eighty-five he 
still en joyed , b u t R u th  d id  n o t like be ing  left alone. H e felt th a t 
h is w riting  days w ere  done , except for a sho rt stin t a t the 
ty p ew rite r  d o ing  letters. " It w o u ld n 't  be so b ad  if h e r m em ory  
h a d n 't  g o n e ,"  h e  confided . " I t 's  h a rd  for m e to com prehend  
w h a t a p e rso n 's  life is like w h o  c a n 't rem em ber longer th an  
15/20 m in u te s ."  R u th  d ied  in  N ovem ber of 1989. I w ished  I had  
k n o w n  h e r  be tter; she  m u st have  been  a rare  an d  gifted person  
to  have  elicited the  g low ing  tribu tes th a t p o u red  o u t from  so 
m an y  ta len ted  peop le  on  h e r  d ea th . I h a d  a few  m em ories, one 
b e ing  the  tim e one  of the  C orey  cats h a d  p rese n ted  he r w ith  a 
bat. H e h a d  b een  in stru c ted  n o t to  kill b ird s, b u t she said the  cat 
h a d  laid  the  ba t before h e r  w ith  a look of w o n d e rm en t on  its 
face, as if to  ask , "M a, is it a b ird  or a m ouse?"

In  1990 Pau l fell o u t of a tree  (he w as trim m ing  the  fronds on 
his palm ) a n d  b roke five ribs. The nex t day  he w e n t in to  the 
hosp ita l a n d  rem a in ed  for th ree  w eeks, tw o of th em  in in te n 
sive care. W e w ere  eager to  see h im  again  before it w as too late 
a n d  so took  special p a in s  la te r th a t y ear to  ge t h im  to our 
a n n u a l Labor D ay fam ily reu n io n  in  D es M oines. H e h ad  come 
ju s t once, in  1975, w h e n  R u th 's  trip  to  H aw aii to  visit their 
d a u g h te r, A nne , h a d  left h im  w ith  free tim e. H e h ad  en joyed  
th is, as h a d  w e, b u t rep e a t visits becam e im possible w ith  
R u th 's  invalid ism .

But in  1990 Pau l w as able to  fly to Iow a w ith  A nne, to visit 
th e  hom ep lace  n e a r  M arne , w h ere  all th e  C orey ch ild ren  had  
b een  ra ised , an d  th e n  com e on  to  D es M oines. M y sisters w ere 
all in  tow n , the  O hio  con tin g en t h a d  arrived , a n d  even  th o u g h  
M other N a tu re  w as u n co o p e ra tiv e  — w e h a d  a m isty  ra in  on 
picnic d a y  — th e re  w ere  e igh ty -th ree  m em bers of the  Corey-
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Brow n b ranch  of the  fam ily c row ded  h ap p ily  in to  m y h o u se  for 
the occasion. By su p p ertim e  th e  h am  w as red u ced  to  ch ips an d  
there  w as no  g lu t of leftovers in  the  refrigerato r. Paul sat in  a 
corner of the  living room  w h ere  fam ily m em bers could  take 
tu rn s  visiting  w ith  him . M y farm er b ro th e rs , Ed a n d  F red  
H erbert, s tayed  late, th o u g h  m any  of the  g u ests  s ta rted  for 
hom e late in  the  a fternoon . M y d a u g h te r  took  a v ideo  of the  
d ay 's  events. Paul an d  A nne  s tayed  over from  th a t S unday  
un til T uesday , a llow ing u s  a t hom e an  extra d a y 's  visit. But 
Paul m ostly  listened . It seem ed  to m e th a t everyone else d id  the 
talking. A pparen tly  he w as u se d  to ho n in g  h is w riting  skills by 
observation.

O n  W ednesday , D ecem ber 16, 1992, M im  Joycen, P au l's  
ten an t (she occupied  an  ap a rtm e n t u n d e r  the  m ain  house) h a d  
seen  h im  picking o ranges as she  left for w ork . W hen  she 
re tu rn ed  at five o 'clock, she checked  in  on  h im  a n d  fo u n d  him  
s tand ing  in  the  living room  w ith  b lood  o n  his face. She took 
him  to the  b a th ro o m  to clean h im  u p . The back of h is h e a d  h a d  
been  cut, also the  side of h is face. H e lau g h ed  a n d  joked , 
definitely  d id  n o t w a n t to  see a doctor, an d  she  w e n t d o w n 
stairs to h e r ap artm en t. Som etim e later, h ea rin g  a th u m p  on  
the floor above her, she  w e n t back upsta irs . Pau l h a d  fallen on  
his back a n d  w as ly ing on  th e  floor in  fron t of the  fireplace, a 
glove on  his h a n d  as if he  h a d  b een  stok ing  th e  fire. A call to 
911 b ro u g h t an  am bulance  w ith in  ten  m in u tes , a n d  Pau l w as 
d riven  to the  hospita l. A  stroke w as feared.

By the  fo llow ing no o n , P au l's  r ig h t side, th en  his left side, 
w ere para lyzed , a n d  h e  w as com atose. A t 1:30 the  neu ro log ist 
p ron o u n ced  h im  brain  dead , a n d  an  h o u r  la te r he  h a d  d ied . H e 
w as crem ated  im m ediately , a n d  his ashes  jo ined  R u th 's . I so 
m uch  w ish  th a t I h a d  k n o w n  Paul b e tte r  a n d  over a longer 
stretch  of tim e. H e h a d  a low -key, se lf-deprecating  sense  of 
h u m o r th a t I app recia ted . I am  glad th a t he  w as allow ed  to 
rem ain  in  control of h is life till so very  n ea r the  en d . H e 
deserved  it. H e loved original, irreveren t, or o u trag eo u s  b eh av 
ior. I have a feeling he  p robab ly  engaged  in  qu ite  a b it of it. I 
shall m iss h is letters a n d  th e  so u n d  of h is soft voice th a t
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w arm ed  appreciab ly  w h e n  he  d iscovered  it w as m e on  the 
te lep h o n e . M ost of all, I shall m iss m y  last living link to m y 
fam ily 's roots.
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