Carmel Authors & Ideas Festival: September 28-30, 2007  -   by Alicia O’Neill 
In the late spring, when I heard about a writers’ conference to be held at Carmel’s Sunset Center in September, I wanted to go.  But it would cost $500.  Depressed, I put it out of my mind, until some sponsors underwrote tickets for reps of area schools and libraries. Almost miraculously, I wound up with a ticket. I did a mental cartwheel, cleared my schedule, and hoped for an outstanding experience. I would not be disappointed. What follows are snapshots – by no means a complete chronicle – of my experience.
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   had the keynote address Friday night (Sept. 28).  If you’ve ever seen him on TV, you’ll know his easygoing Irish style. Coming from a long line of Irish raconteurs, I am familiar with the musical lilt of southern Ireland. He was funny, interesting, sensitive; no one wanted him to stop.  Among other things, he talked about teaching working class New York City students; his latest paperback book on this subject was featured at the Border’s booth in Sunset Center. (Before McCourt came on, one of the student volunteers - from Santa Catalina, I think - came forward, I expected, to introduce him; eventually she would. But first, she sang Danny Boy, acapella style. Having heard the song many times, I was surprised to be so touched; she sounded like a clear bell in a large dark cave.)
     `
We all returned next morning at 8am for coffee-ands. Writers were signing books, like: Patrick Flanigan, a physician writing about Katrina in Surviving the Storm, and Kemble Scott, who wrote the novel SoMa, about San Francisco’s South of Market neighborhood. But soon the formal schedule began…
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    Elizabeth Edwards was the star. She discussed Saving Graces, which describes her isolation and grief on discovering she had breast cancer, while she was still finding ways to deal with the loss of her son.  How does a celebrity matriarch find comfort when those around her needed to be comforted?  Elizabeth Edwards found an online support group who helped her through many months of  bereavement. Her talk took one’s breath away, perhaps because many of us weren’t expecting to be so affected.

 
The conference organizers didn’t waste a minute. Hardly able to absorb Edwards’ words, they crammed in a smooth-as-glass schedule featuring writers, instructions, music & acknowledgements; they didn’t skip a beat or lose their place.  (Having organized conferences myself, I was impressed, very impressed.) In any event, several writers came on stage to talk about their work and interests. 
These included Keith Devlin,  [image: image3.jpg]


  a Stanford mathematician and consultant on the TV show, Numbers, who discussed people’s natural math ability. (Always doubting this ability in myself, I bought his book, The Math Instinct.)  Then, Julia Flynn Siler of the Wall St. Journal talked about the Mondavi family and their empire. I thought the story might be interesting; it turned out to be riveting.  I bought her book, The House of Mondavi: the rise and fall of an American wine dynasty.  Why is it that other people’s families with their passionate conflicts, incestuous busybodiness, lavish loyalties and violent deceptions always are more fascinating than the storms in one’s own clan? 
What surprised me most during the sequences of brief author talks was…
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  Jason Roberts, who discussed his book about an early 19th century English “blind traveler,” who lost his sight in his twenties and also suffered what was probably early onset rheumatoid arthritis (not uncommon in seamen of those days). In a few short minutes, the author captivated  me with the story of this amazing, indomitable, restless, man who, at one time, was as famous as Charles Darwin and who, at the end of his life, was forgotten. Until Jason Roberts resurrected him.  I couldn’t buy the book then and didn’t want to wait to have it ordered. The Seaside Library had A Sense of the World: how a blind man became history’s greatest traveler.  I couldn’t put it down. I still think about this story. But I love good biographies and a good storyteller.

Since this supposed to be a synopsis and I am, thus, circumscribed, here are tidbits about other authors. Irshad Manji bounded onto the stage after Edwards to talk (with great humor, I must add) about  “problems with Islam.” (The Trouble with Islam Today: a Muslim’s call for reform in her faith) This position has earned her a fatwah from Islamic extremists and an “advanced degree” in how to detect a plastic car bomb meant for her. The witty M.G. Lord discussed her diverse histories of the Barbie Doll (Forever Barbie: the unauthorized biography of a real doll) and Pasadena’s Jet Propulsion Lab. (Her father was an aeronautical scientist.) But the highlight of the conference for me was…
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   Seymour Hersh, one of the great investigative reporters. His work is published in the New Yorker and his books are best sellers. If you’ve ever seen or heard him in an interview, you know how fascinating he can be. Hersch has a 40 year history of looking at politics and the military. (He blew the whistle on the My Lai massacre.)  For over an hour, he spoke, without notes, about Afghanistan, Iraq and Iran. He also did a Q & A, and the audience wouldn’t let him go. The conference folks finally ended it, much to our displeasure. I bought his Chain of Command: the road from 9/11 to Abu Ghraib. Several of his books were featured at the mini-Borders.

After a coffee break, still reeling from all of it, a sterling list of authors appeared. By now I was so high you’d think I had a bong in my bag; I was practically levitating. Among the group was Judith Freeman, who wrote among other things about the early Mormons, polygamy and a famous massacre (Red Water: a novel); then Robert Scheer talked about his encounters with political notables (Playing President: my close encounters with Nixon, Carter, Bush I, Reagan and Clinton – and how they did not prepare me for George W. Bush).  Tamin Ansary, who, at 16, left his native Afghanistan and, eventually, came to the USA and earned a Ph.D. in literature discussed his homeland and the Afghan character. An important work of his is West of Kabul, east of New York. I didn’t get a chance to buy it, but it’s on my list. If Sy Hersch wasn’t enough to make Saturday memorable …
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 Douglas Brinkley came on to close the day’s events. He is familiar from TV, especially C-span and while one of his major missions is to keep the plight of New Orleans-after-Katrina in the public’s mind (He teaches at Rice U.), he was in Carmel to discuss The Reagan Diaries.  A superb end to a day and there was still Sunday!!


(By the way, in the middle of the conference, I met a classmate of mine. Dennis and I had both taken a course in film production at MPC in the late 1980s. Back then we worked on a script together and, in between conference sessions, we had time to gossip about what we were now doing. He confessed that he hadn’t yet told his wife that he had splurged on the conference. He hoped she wouldn’t find out. She will. Poor Dennis.) 

John Grogan was the first of two main speakers on Sunday and, while I thought his talk would be interesting, I didn’t realize how touched I would be. His book, Marley & Me: life and love with the world’s worst dog, is about a family’s life with the point of reference being a happy-go-lucky, chaotically enthusiastic dog. (He said the book would be made into a movie.)  After this, I was getting saturated, but rallied as a series of authors appeared on stage (including: novelist Melissa Clark, Amy Wilentz, who writes about L.A., and Cuban specialist Ann Louise Bardach, and witty Iranian-American storyteller Firoozeh Dumas who wrote Funny in Farsi: a memoir of growing up Iranian in America) The morning would conclude (Yes! It was still morning!) with a talk by…

historian Doris Kearns Goodwin,   [image: image7.jpg]


 who has had many best sellers as well as ups and downs (with plagiarism issues) but who remains one of the most interesting and engaging political storytellers. Her latest work is Team of Rivals: the political genius of Abraham Lincoln. Her Q&A went on for almost as long as Sy Hersch’s session.


After the presentations, the formal conference ended. Book signings continued; Borders’ sold books like it was a fire sale during the Gold Rush; coffee and ice cream were passed around and. finally, I headed home. I was exhausted, but bursting at the seams from so much stimulation; I needed space and time to absorb it all.  I’ve been processing this for a couple of weeks and, now, am happy to share some of it with you. And only wish you were there with me.
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