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Guzmán and Clarke at his studio, Colombo, March 2, 2004
Overture
I'd give anything not to have to write this.  But the death of my friend Sir Arthur C. Clarke, inventor of the space communications satellite, science fiction writer, and co-producer, with Stanley Kubrick, of the epic film 2001: A Space Odyssey and novel of the same name on March 19, 2008, impels me to share what I learned from our meetings and what he wanted people to know about his thoughts and his work.  
Irrespective of the form they take, gurus are always inspirational – and the opportunity to meet and develop a friendship over the years with a 20th century cultural icon remains a pivotal experience.  I think Sir Arthur expected – and appreciated – that his passing would be noted outside the usual places: he would not be disappointed.  It was front page news in Dacca and Tehran, Cairo and Karachi, Manila and Montevideo – I checked.  This was a loss everyone could agree on. 
It’s hard to remember that a generation and a half ago, today’s cultural wasteland was peopled by more authentic types.  Remember the counterculture luminaries of the 60’s?  Bobby Dylan and Joan Baez?  Alan Watts, Alvin Toffler, Marshall Mc Luhan?  On the wilder side, Dr. Timothy Leary, Dr. Angela Davis, Dr. Ché Guevara?  How about Federico Fellini or the immortal Grace Slick?  They have yet to be adequately replaced.  Most of them: an aging Mick Jagger, a reclusive Carlos Castaneda, are failry inaccessible.  Arthur C. Clarke, perhaps the most brilliant of the group was not – provided you were willing to track him down on the opposite side of the world.  
In 1996, I put caution aside and ventured further east than ever before to the tear-drop shaped mass off the Indian coast that has become symbolic of Clarke: the impossibly beautiful island of Sri Lanka.  Like Sir Arthur, I was dazzled.  Of the 58 countries in my travel repertoire, it remains a bit ahead of the pack.  When we eventually made contact, he seemed to sense that I was not your average jaded journalist jetting into and out of the country after a brief look; I returned many times.  
In 1998 I completed a 975-mile bicycle circuit of the island, even biking around police checkpoints and into Tamil Tiger (LTTE) threatened, if not controlled, areas.  “You’ve seen more of the island than we have,” a bemused Clarke said after our second meeting.  It was this shared attraction to Sri Lanka, I think, as much as anything that cemented our friendship. 
I was surprised to find almost everyone on the island, from barefoot Tamil girl tea-pickers, to weather-beaten fishermen seemed to know about him and somehow to love “Atha C. Clock.”  They were in no economic position to purchase a book or even watch a movie, but had a rather clear idea of  why he was important: “Science man.  Writing man.”  Clarke was always there for people, whether judging the Miss Sri Lanka Pageant or cutting the ribbon at the opening of a small Colombo optical shop.  
His 90th and final complete “orbit of the sun” last December 16 was presided over by Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa – a dubious honor, given the PM’s decision to re-start the island’s civil war and Clarke’s deathbed hope for peace in Sri Lanka.  At the time of his death, Rajapaksa paid personal tribute, reflecting the pride of all Sri Lankans at having had this “prophet in our midst.”  A nationwide moment of silence was ordered at the moment of his burial.  The US space agency NASA supplied a frigid paragraph citing Clarke’s contributions to the space race.  The government of his home country, the United Kingdom, typically said nothing.  
Virtual Meeting
But, let’s go back to the beginning.  In 1969, more hippies than I’d ever seen in one place before gathered in an electric atmosphere outside the Huron Theater in Waterford, Michigan one winter evening to view the premier in our area of 2001: A Space Odyssey, the movie based on the novel and screenplay that Kubrick and Clarke co-wrote .  We already expected it to be, as Sir Arthur put it, “one of the most influential motion pictures of all time.”  
Two hours and 28 minutes later, our group emerged, in a daze, really, and in many cases different people: we had just experienced a movie so impossibly perfect it easily illustrated a favorite Clarke theme: “The only way to find the limits of the possible is by going beyond them into the impossible.”  While none of us emulated the drug crazed hippie who sprinted down the aisle of another theater at the film’s finale, to go crashing through the vinyl screen shouting: “It’s God, man, it’s God,” a broad spectrum of world talent have credited the film for their own directed epiphanies.  

Ironically, the film had been trashed a nine months earlier by a squadron of critics from the New York literary establishment, led by Pauline Kael, veteran film critic for The New Yorker.  She labeled “monumentally unimaginative” what the American Film Institute now calls the “15th greatest motion picture of all time.”  Other critics omit the ordinal number from that phrase.  The resulting controversy prompted a furious Stanley Kubrick to slash 19 minutes of already filmed footage from the movie.  To his death, he refused all requests to re-release the film with the edited scenes restored.  Kael herself died in 2001, an irony that couldn’t have been lost on everyone at The New Yorker.  

After re-opening to wild public acclaim, the same critics felt forced to re-evaluate it along with some of the narrow-mindedness that caused them to miss the point.   A 17-year old moviegoer had no trouble getting it, however: “You’re not supposed to understand it; you’re supposed to watch it.”  And in case anyone is wondering, both Kubrick and Clarke firmly deny using any illegal drugs in its filming “though this might not have been true of everyone in our technical effects department,” Clarke quipped to a reporter.  

Intense reactions to the film were not isolated cases: John Travolta, Steven Spielberg, George Lucas and Bill Gates are a handful among the millions who credit the movie with being instrumental in inspiring them into pursuing their respective areas of expertise, with all the history-changing ramifications that implies.  
And based on an intriguing bit of circumstantial evidence that Sir Arthur pointed out to me – and apparently to no other journalist – a teenage Osama bin Laden growing up in Beirut or London, may have seen the film and been similarly inspired: not only the selection of the year 2001 for his terrorist act may well have been based on the film, but the exact date, 11 September, may have been taken from a Clarke work as well!  How to explain it?  “Just the Bell Curve” (law of averages), Clarke declaimed laconically.  He didn’t seem to really believe that, though, and I’m not sure I do either.
Clarke’s novels have been translated into over 40 languages, including Arabic; bin Laden’s command of language is almost Jeffersonian – it had to have been informed by a lot of reading; the “black monolith,” the slab of granite that played a leading role in the film fits the non-anthropomorphic Islamic concept of God to a T; and I am not the first writer to suspect that bin Laden was a sci-fi buff.  Sir Arthur personally autographed the book I was reading, inscribing under his signature: “Still spooked by 9/11!”, exclamation point his.  I immediately sensed I was being gifted, for reasons beyond my ken, with a detail of history which no one else is yet aware of.  “Why me?,” I asked, and still ask, myself.  

Oddly, to everyone in our group that night in Michigan, it was to Clarke, awkward, middle-aged nerd that he was, that we attributed the vision that the movie inspired in us, even though long-haired, mercurial Kubrick, was a more kindred soul.  Why was that?  
We were already aware of a number of uplifting Arthur C. Clarke quotes that reflected the change that was beginning to affect our lives: “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,” was the one that most fit the technology-based transformations that in 1969 we could sense were on their way.  They were more than hinted at by the technical marvels of space travel that the movie portrayed.  And while Kubrick’s vision supplied the movie’s dark side, Clarke informed its light.  2001, like space, time and history itself was a product of the interplay of the two.  In the dark days of the Second Indochina War (as the “Vietnam” War is reasonably understood in Southeast Asia) we naturally gravitated towards the light.
Rendezvous with Rama 
“Have a look at what came in the mail this week,” Clarke said to me at our first meeting, after I nervously approached the Emerald City-like atmosphere that permeates his home and asked to be let into the Great Wizard’s presence.  I was sitting in what he blatantly calls his “ego chamber,” the studio at his home in the posh Cinnamon Gardens section of Colombo, the modestly attractive, Victorian Sri Lankan capital.  It was filled with mementos of past accolades: the predictable photo with Elizabeth Taylor, the plastic-encased moon rock from Neil Armstrong.  
More inexplicable: the photos of Clarke shaking hands with Pope John Paul I.  In spite of the obvious endorsement of evolution portrayed in the opening scenes of 2001, and Clarke’s well-known hostility to religion, the movie was rated A-2 by the Catholic Legion of Decency.  The pope himself enjoyed the intense spirituality of 2001, declaring it “a movie that may safely be viewed by all the faithful.”  Clarke’s own take on religion was different: “Faith is believing what you know isn’t true,” he once told me, also a quote from Fountains of Paradise.  More humorously: “I don't believe in God, but I'm very interested in her.”  
Unable to forgive religions for the bloodshed they induce, written instructions for his interment called for a strictly secular sendoff: “Absolutely no religious rites of any kind, relating to any religious faith, should be associated with my funeral.”  This did not deter dozens of Sri Lankan Buddhist monks from being among the thousands of ordinary Sri Lankans pouring into Colombo for the funeral.  “Only once in a billion persons does someone like Arthur C. Clarke come along,” a monk commented to a reporter covering the event.
As for me, I can truthfully say I was nervous to the point of tears at meeting not only one of the planet’s top scientific minds, but also one of its top living writers.  With the exception of Colombian writer Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, called the “book of the [20th] century,” a work too perfect to ever be duplicated (not even by Márquez himself), and Isaac Asimov’s intricately intellectual Foundation series, I had never read as technically perfect prose as Clarke’s sci-fi works – and science fiction was never a genre I was all that fond of.  
One of the three patriarchs of sci-fi, along with Asimov and Robert Heinlein, Clarke’s works alone scaled the heights where science, technology, art and religion coalesce.  He has been called the most “biblical” of the three.  Just read Childhood’s End, written in 1953, and see if you can’t agree.  But wanting to meet someone of Clarke’s stature and actually chatting and having tea with him involved two very different protocols.  What does someone without a background in astrophysics say? 
It goes without saying that the Richard Strauss “tone poem” Thus Spake Zoroaster, copied by Elvis Presley to open his own Las Vegas acts, was playing in my head as I made my way on foot across Victoria Park’s cricket pitch, the final approach to Clarke’s villa.  A few minutes later, dripping with sweat in Colombo’s dense humidity, I stood in front of an ornate wrought iron gate protecting a glass and concrete box connected by a second-floor sky bridge to a larger module of the same materials.  Inside the compound, were three identical, conspicuously parked vintage Mercedes’, in mint condition:  one powder blue, one cherry red, one eggshell white.  The colors and perfect symmetry of the vehicles radiated status, but also, in a strange way, the same intelligence, always portrayed in groups of three, that permeated the film.  
The sight of them parked in the exact same spots, in the midst of a tropical Sri Lankan-style garden, on all my visits to Clarke’s residence, never failed to inspire: they were obvious representations of a syzygy, the unity of forces based on the number three that informs the highest levels of not only astronomy, where it refers to the alignment of three or more heavenly bodies, but medicine, religion, philosophy, poetry, physics, grammar and mathematics: the objectification of all coincidences.  I could sense that meeting Clarke would be a vast mystical experience – provided he agreed to it. 
Clarke the Man
In a moment, the dark-skinned face of Clarke aide, Rohan de Silva, protruded from a second story window.  I nervously explained that I was there in the hopes of meeting with Dr. Clarke – the knighthood that would re-title him Sir Arthur and probably shave several months or more from his life was still years away.  The head said nothing, then disappeared back inside.  You’ll have to imagine the disbelief I felt as the iron gate slowly moved leftwards on its rollers, the five notes of the Strauss work playing loudly in my mind, and I climbed the stairs, or took the elevator, I can’t remember, to the second floor waiting room.  “He doesn’t give interviews,” de Silva explained, “but you can go in and have a chat with him.  Could I get you some tea? ”  
If I was nervous about meeting Colombo’s answer to the Wizard of Oz, apprehension vanished before a beaming, pleasant-faced, gentleman in a wheelchair who seemed both genuinely happy and happy to meet me.  He wore the usual thick glasses, a printed sarong and flowery shirt, both obviously treasured pieces of comfortable old clothes, and flip-flops.  He introduced me to his beloved Pepsi, an ancient, decrepit toy Chihuahua of enormous character, who had lost one leg to some unspecified dog disease and was nearly blind; then he showed me what he was up to.  
Clarke had been confined to a wheelchair since 1988, after a bout with post-polio syndrome limited his mobility, but not his productivity.  When we first met, he was hard at work, banging away at his computer, producing an inter-active travel game for students, but he took time away from his work to chat and handed me the letter that had arrived days before. 
What had come in the mail was a handwritten letter from Tom Hanks attributing his interest in film to his viewing of the movie as a 12-year old.  Neither of us realized at the time that it was the opening move in a plan to have Sir Arthur address the 2001 Academy Awards ceremonies in Beverly Hills via satellite feed from this very office and the 2001 Gala honoring Clarke held at the Playboy mansion in Los Angeles hosted by Hanks, Patrick Stewart and Morgan Freeman.  Sir Arthur would not be attending this either, but would also address it via the same satellite system he invented.
Without a science background, we talked about more mundane things, as well as astronomy.  “Doesn’t it bother you that the Nobel prize doesn’t seem to be awardable to a science fiction writer?” I asked.  “We’ve won our share of awards,” he noted dryly.  “There’s the Oscar right over there,” he pointed to a small gilt stature awarded for 2001’s special effects.  The Nebula Award was there too, along with others.  
“Sir Arthur, are you about 84 now?” I asked.  He winced and held up six fingers.  He was 86 at our 2004 meeting.  “How does it feel?” “It’s better than the alternative,” he answered.  “Well, you know the Chinese say that 88, the symbol of double infinity, is the luckiest year of all.  That means you still have your best years ahead of you,” I assured him.  He actually seemed to appreciate the idea.       
Hearing of my Hispanic heritage, Clarke reminisced about his favorite times, the old days before the polio that damaged the quality of his life.  “I remember Louie Álvarez telling me ‘I’m going to shake up this WASP club’ when he first hired on at Livermore.”  I was surprised at this casual reference to Dr. Luís Álvarez, one of the founding fathers of atomic research, a transplanted Cuban/Spaniard who became much beloved by the Hispanic community in California – and by the implication that even Álvarez felt some of the same alienation that I did as a Hispanic growing up in the United States; it seemed to endear him to Clarke.  Was I tapping into this?  Did Sir Arthur often feel alienated too? 
Clarke was never sharper than when referring to old friends.  He never seemed to forget a name and was always able to match that name with what it said: “As George Soros said to me last year ….”  He appeared to love name-dropping as much as his guests loved to hear it.  “Here, come and see what this guy sent me,” Clarke ordered.  Since I seemed frozen to my chair, he growled “well aren’t you going to come back here and have a look?”  I was being invited to come behind his desk and peer over his shoulder at his personal emails!  
In one, the director of a project to “fertilize” the South Atlantic by seeding it with iron filings, thus creating an algae bloom which would soak up CO2 and ease global warming, requested a $100,000 donation.  Would he be supporting it?  Clarke shook his head; he obviously got hundreds of requests.  “As Howard (Hughes!) once said to me: ‘a million here, a million there, pretty soon it adds up to some serious money,’” he joked. 
Remembering places, however, lost him.  “Have you ever been in Mexico before?” I asked.  I’d noted that the garden and the design and bluish color scheme of his book filled study was reminiscent of the “Casa Azúl,” the blue-toned house where Diego Rivera, Frida Kahlo and Leon Trotsky spent turbulent years together in Coyoacán, the Mexico City suburb where I spent many a teenage summer.  “You know, I think I must have been at some point, but I just don’t remember.  It can be embarrassing.  I remember we went to the Venice Film Festival once and I know I must have been there before, but just couldn’t recall.”  
During my 2004 visit, he again summoned me behind his desk to view his computer screen.  Here was a photo of two silver-haired gentlemen, one rather frail, one with a sizeable beer gut, sitting on bar stools in what looked to be a non-descript basement recreation room.  They held up two mugs of beer in a toast to the viewer.  “Recognize them?  That’s Kier Dullea and Gary Lockwood! (the formerly virile young actors who played Majors Bowman and Poole, the leading human roles in 2001)  They sent it a few ago for the 2001 anniversary.  Isn’t that awful?” he said with a sardonic smile.  “Time’s a hard master.”  Indeed it is.  And for Sir Arthur, though you may have thought 10 years of being unable to walk was the worst luck life could dish out, more misfortune was yet to come.

Clarke the Victim
In 1998, the Colombo police knocked on the door of Clarke’s mansion and proceeded to conduct a two-hour interview with the wheelchair-bound scientist.  Arthur C. Clarke had just been recommended for knighthood by Tony Blair, with Prince Charles set to perform the investiture during a state visit to Sri Lanka.  Putting two and one together to make four, a number of employees of the Daily Mirror, a faltering London tabloid, apparently came up with a plan to embarrass both the Prime Minister and the future king of England in the same article, which they would run in their Sunday edition.  Boy, wouldn’t that be a return on investment!
The Isle of Serendip, as Sri Lanka was known to medieval Arab travelers, the Headlands of Zeus, as it was know to classical Greece, was viewed rather differently by the British tabloid press.  It was automatically assumed by the Mirror that any male venturing to for reasons other than business was there for immoral purposes, namely pedophilia.  With that premise in mind, it would become a simple task for any normal, overachieving Fleet Street reporter to fly into Colombo and for the price of an air ticket, write a scoop that would create uproar and sell a lot of paper.  The story was duly cobbled up by a single pair of reporters, taking advantage of Sir Arthur’s accessibility and habit of issuing off-hand, sometimes startling remarks, no doubt elicited by the reporters themselves.  He made such a remark, concerning religion, to me also, but I keep it to myself.  Sir Arthur referred to the incident as a “classical sting operation.”  

A Colombo beach boy, probably living close to the reporters’ hotel – they certainly wouldn’t have wanted to stray too far from the bar and swimming pool – was found who claimed to have been molested, along with other youths, by Clarke a dozen years before.  Affidavits were supplied – they were later proven to be falsified – and a story was born.  As it turned out, it was an invention: an investigation by the Sri Lankan government found zero evidence; the beach boy, if he ever existed, was never seen or heard from again; the Mirror retracted the story.  
The Arthur Clarke that greeted me in 2004 was a slightly different person.  There was weariness now: some of the initial spark was gone from the old man, perhaps hastening his death.  In lieu of a royal investiture, Dr. Clarke became Sir Arthur C. Clarke after a two-year delay, in a simple ceremony conducted by the British consul general.

The Mirror’s method of journalism went well beyond its targets.  It was considered a national slur that Sri Lanka was being portrayed in the media as merely a destination for illicit sex; the usual conspiracy theories arose: the libelous attack on Sir Arthur was held by many to be an LTTE plot.  In spite of the exoneration, the British government officially distanced itself from its most illustrious citizen.  The Sri Lankan government added a guard and increased security around the Clarke compound. 
Mrs. Delini Pieris, the 72-year old widow whom I rent a room from in her small flat when in Colombo, as she lives within walking distance of the Clarke Barnes Road compound speaks for the many who mostly refused to comment: "Oh, yes, we know about it.  It was all over the papers and on TV.  It was horrible and I do NOT want to talk about it."  She changed the subject; it was never broached again.  A Tangalle “tuk-tuk” (three wheeler) driver was blunter: “Full bullshit speaking!” he indignantly said. 
The whole polemic brought into the limelight Sir Arthur’s core sexuality to a degree that 99 percent of the world’s celebrities never have to tolerate.  In 1953, Clarke married Marilyn Mayfield, an American.  The relationship ended six months later.  About it he later explained: "The marriage was incompatible from the beginning.  It was sufficient proof that I wasn't the marrying type, although I think everybody should marry once."  
Asked if he was gay, Clarke answered with his customary humor: “No, only mildly cheerful.”  Asked by Playboy in 1986 if he had had bisexual experiences, he answered: "Of course.  Who hasn't?  Good God!  If anyone had ever told me that he hadn't, I'd have told him he was lying.  But then, of course, people tend to forget their encounters.  I don't want to go into detail about my own life, but I just want it to be noted that I have a rather relaxed, sympathetic attitude about it – and that's something I've not really said out loud before. Let's move on."  Let’s do.

Clarke the Scientist

What, people at this point may well ask, made Arthur C. Clarke great rather than just special?  After all, there are many great cinematographers.  The answer has to be that he is one of the few individuals in world history who has achieved world-changing fame in not one but three distinct fields: as a  scientist, as a writer and as a filmmaker – a human syzygy.  
In the 1945 paper Extraterrestrial Relays, whose title hints at the mystery of the universe that powered his intellect, he outlined the basic principles of the geo-synchronous satellite communications system – 25 years before the first satellite was launched!  Today, the com-sat orbit, 26,000 miles above the Earth, has been christened by NASA the “Clarke Belt” in honor of its designer.  “I’ve been asked many times if I took out a patent on the idea,” said Clarke.  The answer is no.  Lawyers in the 40’s found the idea too far-fetched to ever become reality and advised against it.  “I call it ‘how I lost a billion dollars in my spare time.’”  
In 1954, in a letter to Henry Wexler of the U.S. Weather Service, Clarke sketched the applications of satellites in predicting weather, a role they have play since the beginning of the com-sat system.  In 1961, NASA head Werner von Braun pleaded his case to President Kennedy for a manned mission to the moon using an Arthur C. Clarke novel to support his stance.  Eight years later, when the first moon shot was launched, Clarke co-anchored the event for a world-wide television audience alongside close friend, Walter Cronkite.  
Clarke was never motivated by money.  “Patents invite lawsuits,” he added to a reporter, then basically goes on to disparage his own input!  “All I did was publicize what others had already thought of.”  The truth is Clarke realized that if billions of dollars in patent rights suddenly came up for grabs, claimants would have come out of the woodwork to demand a share; and the race to build the first satellite, let alone the moon shot, would probably have been severely impeded.  His decision to give up the rights to his own idea parallels the philanthropy of fellow Englishman Tim Berners-Lee, creator of the worldwide web.  Like Clarke, he donated his ideas to the world, no fees or royalties expected.
If there is any scientific endeavor that was dearer to Clarke’s heart than the communications satellite, it’s an invention that has yet to be achieved: the space elevator, a concept that is Clarke’s alone, though others have laid claim to it.  It consists of a tether made of hyperstrong nano-particles connected to and anchored in place by a geostationary space station in orbit hundreds of miles above the Earth.  Using it, people and materials can be whisked up into the exosphere where they can safely travel to and from other parts of the solar system.

There is probably no one capable of reading this that will ever see one built during their lifetime, but the project is on the drawing boards in aerospace labs around the world.  Due to what he called “Clarke’s Second Law,” Sir Arthur was positive that the space elevator would eventually be built.  It states: “At the present rate of progress it is impossible to imagine any technical feat that cannot be achieved – if it can be achieved at all – within the next few hundred years.”  At all of our meetings, Sir Arthur never once failed to promote the concept of the space elevator to me, as I’m sure he did with almost every visitor who came to him.  Perhaps his greatest regret about passing on was that he would not live to see it.
The Creation of 2001: A Space Odyssey
To be continued …
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Sri Lanka:  “The Headlands of Zeus”
“When I am in the Strand, or 42nd Street, or NASA Headquarters, or the Beverly Hills Hotel, surroundings are liable to give a sudden tremor, and I see through the insubstantial fabric to the reality beneath.  And always it is the same; the slender palm trees leaning over the white sand, the warm sun sparkling on the waves as they break on the inshore reef, the outrigger fishing boats drawn up high on the beach.  This alone is real; the rest is but a dream from which I shall presently emerge.”

ARTHUR C. CLARKE
17 December, 1917 – 18 March, 2008 
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