Mountains Beyond Mountains

 The Quest of Dr. Paul Farmer, A Man Who Would Cure the World

By Tracy Kidder

- Study Guide - 
The Summer Orientation common reading is intended to bring students and faculty together in an intellectual exercise. While you will not be tested on Mountains Beyond Mountains, we hope you will be able to join your classmates and discussion leader in a candid discussion about the text, its themes, and parallels to your own experience.  We know that most freshmen come to Orientation having read the book.   Students who have already read Mountains Beyond Mountains say it’s engaging and enjoyable… a great read!

· Watch for these themes as you read Mountains Beyond Mountains

· The disparity between wealth and poverty
· Self-sacrifice

· Struggling against odds
· Leadership

· In what ways do these themes appear in the book?

· How do Farmer and Kidder grapple with or understand these themes?

· Can you relate any of these themes to your own experiences?

· What do you think motivated the Santa Clara to have all entering students read this book together?  What do you think we hoped to accomplish with it?  Do you think these are worthwhile or appropriate goals?"
· Paul Farmer asks a lot of himself, and of others.  Does he ask too much?  How much do you need to sacrifice in order to be a good person?

· “Humanity is the only nation” – what does this mean, and do you agree?  Is it reasonable for people to measure their caring for others based on emotional and cultural, as well as spatial, distance?
· Paul Farmer is a charismatic leader.  What are the advantages and disadvantages of success depending on the charisma and strength of character of a leader?

· Giving resources to some may likely deprive others of those resources.  How does Farmer, and how would you, approach problems in which resources are limited?

· Is taking the moral high ground sufficient when addressing a problem?

· Farmer appears more interested in transformation than in education.  What's the difference between the two?  Do you share his preference?
· Thich Nhat Hanh, the Vietnamese Zen master, relates a story told by the Buddha, in which a young couple stranded in the desert without food makes the horrific decision to eat their baby to survive.   Buddha said, “Yet many people eat the flesh of their parents, their children, and their grandchildren and do not know it.”  Thich Nhat Hanh comments that in general, when we do not take care of ourselves we eat the people around us, that we are more of a burden on others.  Do you agree?  Is it necessary to neglect yourself in order to change the world?
· Paul Farmer finds ways of connecting with people whose backgrounds are vastly different from his own. How does he do this? Could you do these things?  Should you want to?
About Dr. Paul Farmer

"Farmer would say of his childhood, 'The way I tell myself the story is a little too neat. I'd like to be able to say that when I was young I lived in a trailer park, picked fruit with Haitians, got interested in migrant farmworkers, and went to Latin America. All true, but not the truth. We're asked to have tidy biographies that are coherent. Everyone does that. But the fact is, a perfectly discrepant version has the same ending.'" - Mountains Beyond Mountains
Born in 1959, Dr. Paul Farmer, spent much of his childhood living on a bus and aboard a boat. Intensely curious and an academic achiever, Farmer graduated summa cum laude from Duke University in 1982 with a bachelor's degree in anthropology. Farmer made his first trip to Haiti in 1983. In 1990, he received MD and PhD degrees in medical anthropology from Harvard.

Founding director of Partners in Health, an international health care organization helping those who are sick and living in poverty, Farmer's work draws primarily on active clinical practice and focuses on diseases that disproportionately afflict the poor. Today, Partners in Health partner projects may be found in Haiti, Guatemala, Mexico, Peru, Russia, Rwanda, and the US.

Farmer has received multiple humanitarian and medical awards. His work has also been recognized by a John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation "genius award." Farmer has written extensively about health and human rights, and about the role of social inequalities in the distribution and outcome of infectious diseases. He is the author of Pathologies of Power, Infections and Inequalities, The Uses of Haiti, and AIDS and Accusation. In addition, he is co-editor of Women, Poverty, and AIDS and of The Global Impact of Drug-Resistant Tuberculosis.
About Tracy Kidder
"I usually write about ordinary people and ordinary things, but Paul Farmer is the least ordinary person I've ever met. He's the leader of a small group of people who hope to cure a sick world, and I hope my book can help in some small way." - Tracy Kidder

Tracy Kidder graduated from Harvard, studied at the University of Iowa, and served as an army officer in Vietnam. He has won the Pulitzer Prize, the National Book Award, the Robert F. Kennedy Award, and many other literary prizes. He has been described by the Baltimore Sun as the "master of the non-fiction narrative." The author of Home Town, Old Friends, Among Schoolchildren, House, and The Soul of a New Machine, Kidder lives in Massachusetts and Maine.

These biographies are protected by copyright (University of Washington, 2006) and reproduced without permission under a claim of Fair Use.

An Interview with Tracy Kidder
How did you meet Paul Farmer, and what made you want to write about him?
A: I met him in Haiti in 1994. I was doing a story on American soldiers sent there to reinstate the country's democratically elected government. Farmer showed up one night at the barracks and got into an argument with the commander. I wasn't very interested in him then, but a few weeks later I ran into him on the plane to Miami and I began to learn some of the outlines of his life, which I found very interesting. Farmer was the second of six children, and spent most of his childhood in Florida, the whole family living on a bus and a houseboat that was moored in a bayou on the Gulf Coast. He went to Duke on a full scholarship, and then, while he was earning his M.D. and Ph.D at Harvard, he conceived and helped to build an amazing health care system in one of the poorest corners of Haiti. Around the time when I met him, he and his small band of colleagues were about to go to war against the dominant ideologies in international health — eventually they'd actually win some significant battles.

And I was drawn to the man himself. He worked extraordinary hours. In fact, I don't think he sleeps more than an hour or two most nights. Here was a person who seemed to be practicing more than he preached, who seemed to be living, as nearly as any human being can, without hypocrisy. A challenging person, the kind of person whose example can irritate you by making you feel you've never done anything as important, and yet, in his presence, those kinds of feelings tended to vanish. In the past, when I'd imagined a person with credentials like his, I'd imagined someone dour and self-righteous, but he was very friendly and irreverent, and quite funny. He seemed like someone I'd like to know, and I thought that if I did my job well, a reader would feel that way, too. 
My favorite teacher once used to talk about how writers often have their best stories bestowed upon them, seemingly by accident. I felt as though, in meeting Farmer, I'd been offered a rare opportunity.

Q: What was Farmer's initial response to your wanting to write a book about him and his work?
A: I think the idea made him uncomfortable. At any rate, it took him some months to make the decision. I can't speak for him, but I think he agreed mainly because he was persuaded by some of his closest friends that a book about his life and work might bring attention both to the issues that he cares most about and also to the little organization that he helped to create — Partners In Health.

Q: What does the title Mountains Beyond Mountains mean?
A: The title comes from a Haitian proverb, which is usually translated as: “Beyond the mountains, more mountains.” According to Farmer, a better translation is: “Beyond mountains there are mountains.” I first heard the proverb from Farmer, and I remember that he told me, “The Haitians, of course, use it in a zillion different ways.” Sometimes it's used to express the idea that opportunities are inexhaustible, and sometimes as a way of saying that when you surmount one great obstacle you merely gain a clear view of the next one. Of course, those two meanings aren't inconsistent, and I meant to imply both in the title. To me, the phrase expresses something fundamental about the spirit and the scale and the difficulty of Farmer's work. The Haitian proverb, by the way, is also a pretty accurate description of the topography of a lot of Haiti, certainly as I experienced it in my hikes with Farmer through the mountains of the central plateau.

Q: Farmer didn't have a conventional upbringing. Tell us more about that. Do you think Farmer's childhood was influential in the path he's chosen?
A: Farmer's father was a great big man, a ferociously competitive athlete nicknamed Elbows by people who played basketball with him, a sometime salesman and school teacher, with a lot of unconventional ideas and an absolutely pig-headed determination to have his family live by them. He took his family to a town north of Tampa, Florida, where for about five years they all lived in a bus in a campground. Then he took them to a bayou on the Gulf Coast where all eight of them lived in a leaky old 50 foot-long boat. As a boy, Farmer thrived in these unusual circumstances. He was a tall, skinny kid and he disappointed his father by not being much of an athelete, but he excelled in every intellectual department. He seems to have been precocious spiritually as well. At 11 he was given a copy of Tolkien's Lord of the Rings, which he read and then immediately re-read in the space of a few days. Then he took it to the public library and said to the woman at the desk, “I want more books like this.” She gave him adventure and fantasy novels and he kept coming back and saying, “This isn't it.” Finally, she gave him Tolstoy's War and Peace, which he devoured, at the age of 11. It wasn't adventure or fantasy that interested him; it was the epic struggle between good and evil. He didn't have the words to say that then. Returning the library's copy of War and Peace, he simply told the librarian, “This is it! This is just like Lord of the Rings.”

It was a childhood full of family adventures and misadventures and completely unconventional. Farmer himself didn't like to make too much of the connections between his background and the life he chose. At the very least, though, that childhood was good preparation for a life of travel and doctoring in difficult places like Haiti. He emerged from living on a boat in a bayou with what he called a “very compliant GI system,” and from dinners of hot dog bean soup without much fussiness about food, and from years of cramped quarters with the ability to concentrate anywhere. He could sleep in a dentist's chair, as he did at night for most of one summer in a clinic in Haiti, and consider it an improvement over other places he had slept, and I imagine that his fondness for a fine hotel and a good bottle of wine had the same origins. 

There were other advantages, Farmer insisted. The kind of father who thought it reasonable to house his family in a bus, then a boat, was also the kind who saw no reason his son shouldn't keep a large aquarium inside. Farmer insisted that he never really felt deprived throughout his childhood, though he did admit, “It was pretty strange.” After living through some of his father's very public misadventures, it was hard to feel embarrassed or shy in front of anyone. He allowed that growing up as he did also probably relieved him of a homing instinct. “I never had a sense of a home town. It was, ‘This is my campground.' Then I got to the bottom of the barrel, and it was ‘Oh, this is my hometown.'” He meant the central plateau of Haiti.

Q: In your travels with Farmer, what most surprised and interested you? Did you learn something from the experience?
A: The thing about travel with Farmer is that you don't visit the brochure sights. His itinerary is pretty much restricted to visiting hospitals, slums, and prisons. The dreadful places of the world. I hadn't imagined that there were so many of those, and I hadn't known just how dreadful they were. But the trips weren't dreary and depressing, because Farmer and his colleagues were doing something tangible, something meaningful, something that was actually improving those places. This was especially true in Haiti and Peru. I'd say that I learned two things above all. That medicine and public health are a powerful lens for looking at the world. And that a small group of determined people can actually alter some of the pictures seen through that lens. I think that as a very young man Farmer chose to work in one of the most impoverished parts of Haiti because he was moved by the suffering he saw there. But if he'd wanted to prove a point about what is possible in public health, he couldn't have chosen a better site. If you can do a good thing in central Haiti, it stands to reason that you can do it anywhere. And what he and his friends have done and are doing in Haiti."

This interview is protected by copyright (Random House Publishers, 2003) and reproduced without permission under a claim of Fair Use.[image: image1.png]
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