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Some months back, the redhead
returned from a babysitting job rath-
er perplexed. 

“Can you believe,” she asked (as
if no one could), “that those people 
have hardly a book anywhere?”

To her, the notion was beyond 
blasphemy — and beyond compre-
hension. She can’t recall a time when 
she couldn’t read, but she remem-
bers quite well the promise her par-
ents made when she was small: Any 
book you really want, they said, we 
will find for you. 

She’s invoked the pledge with vig-
or over the years, and now her room 
is brimming with books. So is every 
room in the house, but the books col-
lected by the nearly grown girl speak 
of her own childhood’s changing fas-
cinations. 

Tucked on a high shelf are stories 
she no longer revisits but will never
forget — “Heidi,” “The Secret Gar-

den,” “Matilda,” “The Chronicles of 
Narnia.” And close within reach are 
books she’ll never outgrow — some re-
flecting abiding interest, others simple
reverence. There’s a pristine copy of 
“To Kill a Mockingbird,” for instance
— one of the few books she owns with 
the author’s signature inside. 

She loves the tale of its arriv-
al nearly as much as the book it-
self. Many of her friends share her
yearning for the childhood esca-
pades of Jem and Scout in 1930s Al-
abama; many admire as she does the 
integrity of small-town lawyer Atti-
cus Finch.

But no one else, the redhead
knows, has acquired Harper Lee’s 
lovely book quite as she did. 

It came a few years ago by slow
post wrapped in brown paper, ac-
companied by a letter from someone 
she’d never met. 

The sender turned out to be a
small-town newspaper editor in Al-
abama — a friend of her mother’s 
— who’d heard of her fondness for 

“Mockingbird.” He knew a great deal 
about Harper Lee — “Miss Nelle,” he 
called her — and his letter dispensed 
the details: 

“You probably know the fictional 
town of Maycomb is really Monroe-
ville, Ala.,” the fellow wrote, “where 
Nelle Harper Lee grew up. She spends
part of her time in New York and part 
of her time in Monroe ville, where no-
body bothers her and she blends in
well. She looks like any other crusty 
old broad at the Piggly Wiggly.

“A woman who runs a gift shop
asked her if she would sign a few 
copies of ‘To Kill A Mockingbird’ so 
she could sell them in her shop. Miss 
Nelle agreed, and I got her to sign one
for me with a personalized note. It’s a
really cool thing to have.

“Later Miss Nelle found out some-
body was selling one of her auto-
graphed books on eBay, and that bid-
ding had reached about $700. She threw 
a hissy fit and wouldn’t sign any more 
books, and soon they were all gone.

“Well almost,” continued the let-
ter-writer. One Saturday when he
happened to be in Monroeville, he 
explained, he came upon a man sell-
ing butter beans and various bits and 
pieces out of the back of his old Ford 
pickup. “He reached into a crumpled 
grocery sack and pulled out a book,” 
recalled the editor. “It was an auto-
graphed copy of ‘the book,’ the last
one he had — the last one I’ve seen
since — so I bought it from him.”

So that was that, her correspon-
dent explained: “When your mother

told me how you liked the story,” he 
wrote, “I decided to send it to you.” 

The coming of the book was a mir-
acle in its way, and yet almost ordi-
nary. At least the redhead thinks so: 
When you love books, she tells her-
self, you can’t help but share them.
One story leads to another — just as 
Miss Nelle’s enduring tale enlivened 
a young girl’s mind and ultimately 
moved a stranger-never-seen to drop 
a precious book in the mail. 

Readers are like that, muses the
now-older girl: They can’t keep their 
delight to themselves. 

Which is why she wasn’t at all
surprised to learn that the reclusive 
Harper Lee — now 80 years old —
had written a letter to Oprah Winfrey 
about the joys of reading. She hasn’t 
yet run out to buy the July copy of “O”
Magazine, for she’s pretty sure she 
knows what Miss Nelle’s letter has to 
say. Just like the letter from the Ala-
bama editor, she imagines, it tells of
the blessings that come from words
on paper bound into books. 

It’s a story the redhead knows 
well. 

Kate Stanley is a Star Tribune editorial writer.
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A book’s winding journey from author’s hand
: Some books are more precious than others, and it’s not just the 

autograph that distinguishes this copy of ‘To Kill a Mockingbird.’

In Pennsylvania, football star 
tackles race with blue governor

: Lynn Swann will be outspent by Gov. Ed Rendell, 

but the former Steeler hopes to pull off an upset.

PITTSBURGH – If you stand Dem-
ocratic Gov. Ed Rendell next to his
opponent, Lynn Swann, you would 
think the burly Rendell is the for-
mer football star. The former two-
term mayor of Philadelphia radiates 
the pugnacious energy of a lineback-
er for his Philadelphia Eagles. But 
the comparatively slender Swann, 
who speaks softly and moves with a 
dancer’s silky smoothness, is the one
who played nine seasons as a wide
receiver for the Pittsburgh Steelers
and hopes to become Pennsylvania’s
first African-American governor.

Swann can take encourage-
ment from recent examples of fa-
mous amateurs — e.g., Arnold
Schwarzenegger, two Bush brothers 
— making governor an entry-level 
political job. Rendell is an old pro, 
a political lifer who got his first job
as Philadelphia’s assistant district
attorney in 1968 at age 24 from the
DA, Republican Arlen Specter, who 
is now chairman of the Senate Judi-
ciary Committee.

Governors can raise bushels of 
money from people whose inter-
ests intersect with the executive 
branch of state government, and
many people flinch from giving to a 

challenger who might fail to unseat
a sitting governor. Rendell campaign 
ads have been on the air for weeks. 
Swann says he will be on “at a more 
traditional time,” around Labor Day, 
by which time, Rendell says, he
hopes the race will be over.

Swann will be outspent by a lot,
but he hopes his celebrity will get 
voters’ attention, and that he then
can persuade them that a change in
Harrisburg is required to create jobs 
and stimulate the economy. But the
state’s unemployment rate (4.8 per-
cent) is not much higher than the na-
tion’s (4.6). And this is one of the few 
states where private-sector labor 
unions are still politically potent.

Pennsylvania politics have been 
roiled by the public’s backlash 
against a pay raise the Legislature
voted for itself and other officials. 
But so far the chief effect of this has 
been to arouse some conservative 
Republicans to help defeat Republi-
cans complicit in the pay raise. And 
the sight of bumper stickers that say
“Remember the pay raise” suggests
that people need to be reminded.

The state also has recently been a 
cockpit for culture wars: The town 
of Dover voted out of office all eight 

Forty years ago this fall, “Star
Trek” made its debut in NBC TV’s
prime-time lineup. Revered by fans 
as an societal mainstay, the cult show 
surely deserves a birthday tribute,
which the upcoming edition of Rea-
son magazine — pub-
lished by the Cato Insti-
tute — delivers in dol-
lops. 

Entitled “Why Cap-
tain Kirk’s story is the
story of America,” the 
piece by editor Tim
Cavanaugh hails the
show’s “hilarious, high
camp,” its “libertarian” 
universe and its optimistic regard for 
technology.

What would life be like without 
“Star Trek”? Cavanaugh paints the pic-
ture: “Some of the most useful catch
phrases that we have used in making 
sense of the last 40 years — ‘He’s dead,
Jim,’ ‘where no man has gone before,’ 
‘highly illogical,’ ‘Beam me up,’ ‘resis-
tance is futile, you will be assimilat-
ed’ — would never have been uttered. 
The National Aeronautics and Space
Administration … would not have 
named its first shuttle Enterprise.” 

Nor would we see the mobile flip-
phone as the obvious descendant of
Kirk’s (somewhat more dependable) 
communicator, Cavanaugh suggests, 
or recognize the Klingon profile (and
personality) from 40 paces. 

In many ways, observes Cava-
naugh, the culture of “Star Trek” pre-
sages our own: “It never pretends to
be a Utopia,” he writes. “As Univer-
sity of Virginia professor of English

Paul Cantor has explained, the so-
ciety of the Federation is the kind
of thing that might spring fully 
grown from the hernia scar of Lyn-
don Baines Johnson — a galacticized 
Great Society.”

“Despite frequent references to a 
‘noninterference’ directive in contact-
ing alien civilizations, ‘Star Trek’ eerily 
predicts the era of total intervention-
ism, as James T. Kirk, an interstellar 
Gen. Tommy Franks, routinely smash-
es planetary autocracies, promising
(sometimes) that others will come 
along later to do the nation-building.”

It may seem out of keeping with
the “Star Trek” ethic to hanker for 
a mythic future gone by, but Cava-
naugh finds cause for dispensation: 

“On this one occasion,” he writes, 
“we can let our human halves over-
power our Vulcan halves. Once upon 
a time, when our nation was in trou-
ble, many brilliant people came to-
gether to produce a humble enter-
tainment that was more than a sum
of its parts: The most retrograde and 
prescient, the most religious and ag-
nostic, the most male and female, the 
most heroic and absurd, the most rar-
efied and popular, the most Ameri-
can television show ever made.”

Perhaps the same will someday be 
said of “American Idol”?
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george f. will washington post school board members seeking re-
election because the board had tried 
to insinuate religion, in the form of 
“intelligent design” theory, into high
school biology classes, beginning
with a mandatory decree that evo-
lution “is not a fact.”

Such social conservatism is, Ren-
dell says, one reason there is a “sea
change” underway in the state. He 
points to suburban Chester Coun-
ty (west of Philadelphia), the state’s 
only southeastern county to twice 
support George W. Bush and which 
had not elected a Democratic state
senator since the 1870s. In a state
Senate race this May, which Ren-
dell describes as between two good 
county commissioners, both of them
prochoice, the Democrat won a 12-
point landslide.

Republican Sen. Rick Santorum,
a favorite of social conservatives, is
in an uphill struggle to hold his seat. 
His campaign should help Swann’s
by energizing the Republican base. 
But, says Rendell contentedly, the 
Republican vote consists of three
increasingly incompatible factions:
the loyal base, the disappointed base 
that may not vote, and Republican
moderates who are “fast concluding 
there’s no place for them in the par-
ty.” From “gay-bashing” to restric-
tions on stem cell research, he says, 
“they’re appalled by it all.”

Rendell believes that the reason 
there are 12 “Democratic governors
of red states” is that people sharp-
ly distinguish between state and na-
tional issues. In this state, the elderly,
who are more concerned with secu-
rity of social services than with eco-
nomic growth, are unusually im-
portant. Pennsylvania’s population
is the nation’s third-oldest — on-
ly Florida’s and West Virginia’s are 
older — because, Rendell says, of the
state’s “ethnic makeup”: Germans, 
Slavs, Poles, Italians who “want to 
be around their families.”

Swann is trailing Rendell, who is a
fierce campaigner. In the 2002 Dem-
ocratic gubernatorial primary, Ren-
dell once trailed Bob Casey Jr., the
son of a popular former governor 
(and this year’s Democratic nomi-
nee against Santorum), by 22 points 
but won by 13. In the 2002 gener-
al election, Rendell lost 49 of 67 
counties, but piled up huge major-
ities in the Pittsburgh and Philadel-
phia media markets. It has been said 
that Pennsylvania consists of those
southeastern and southwestern re-
gions, with Alabama in between — 
the T-shaped conservative remain-
der of the state.

A Swann aide insists that his man 
generates intensity, whereas Ren-
dell is so familiar his campaign slo-
gan should be “another century of 
service.” Unfortunately for Swann, 
Pennsylvanians seem to savor con-
tinuity: They have never defeated an
incumbent governor.

George F. Will’s column is distributed by the 

Washington Post Writers Group.

Pennsylvania’s 
gubernatorial 
candidates:
Ed Rendell, left, 
a Democrat,
and Lynn 
Swann, a 
Republican.


