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Name: Art Buchwald
Age: The count stopped at 81
Nationality: American
Claim to fame: The wit of Washington has become silent

Art Buchwald was the greatest humourist of his age, and Senator Edward Kenney called him, “the Mark Twain of our time.”

Art Buchwald, whose early life was somewhat tragic, found his salvation in humour. He was the son of a Depression-era curtain manufacturer. Buchwald and his three sisters had to shuttle between an orphanage and separate foster homes. His mother had mental illness.

“The whole point with me is that I did not have any love from home, so I got it all from the crowd. As long as I could make them laugh, I could get a lot of love. That’s what changed my life.”

Throughout his career, he battled two bouts of depression in 1963 and 1987. He did not finish high school, served with the US Marine Corps and returned to civilian life without taking his degree. He went to Paris in 1948, where he wrote about restaurants and reviews at the beginning, for the New York Herald Tribune, later the International Herald Tribune. Having written for almost half a century, Buchwald contributed more than 8,000 newspapers columns and 30 books. His career spanned two continents, first he lived in France where he soon came to know about the mutual syndromes of the two nations: “A bad liver is to a Frenchman what a nervous breakdown is to an American. Everyone has had one and everyone wants to talk about it.”

Buchwald, with his wife and three adopted children, returned to the US in 1962. He began writing a syndicated column that featured in the Washington Post. At one point, his syndicated column appeared in more than 500 newspapers worldwide.

Buchwald set his office up just two blocks from the White House in Washington D.C. In 1982 he won the Pulitzer Prize for a commentary, and in 1986 he was elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters.

Also called ‘the Wit of Washington’, politics was his primary focus. He poked fun on nine different administrations, and the Congress was in the same league. Among his interesting observations is “If you attack the establishment long enough and hard enough, they will make you a member of it”.

In 2000, he suffered a stroke at the age of 74. His philosophy was inspirational: “Whether it’s the best of times or the worst of times, it’s the only time we’ve got.”

Buchwald even tried to find humour in his own death. He went into the Community Hospice (a facility for the terminally ill) of Washington, as he had refused dialysis for failing kidneys. When his right leg was amputated below the knee because of circulation problems, his comments were amusing: “The best part of losing a leg is getting a handicapped parking sticker.”

Losing a leg influenced his decision to reject the thrice a week, five hours a day treatments for dialysis. He checked in the Hospice in February, 2006, and came out in early July and said: “This is not the way to live. I am 80-year-old and I might as well end it.”

His humour refused to die in the hospice and he resumed writing newspaper columns even while there. Buchwald launched his final book about his five months in hospice, titled Too Soon To Say Goodbye which is about his near death experience in that hospice. Donald Rumsfeld, Senator John Glenn, Ethel Kennedy visited him to say farewell. Back from hospice, he settled at his vacation home, where hundreds of guests who stopped by daily, had nowhere to park their vehicles. And Buchwald even found humour in that and said: “Dying is easy. Parking is impossible.” — Khalid Hasan Khan 





