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BOOKS

A Civil Actlon

By Jonathon Harr
(Random House, 1996,

$13)

“A Civil
Action™ by
Jonathan Harr
was first pub-
lished in 1985
and awarded the
National Book
Critics Circle:
Award for Non-
fiction. Nowspa-
por critics called
it “gripping,”
'brutully aceu-
rate,” and “artfully written.”

Two years Inter, the book ia
still hot. Peoplo are reading it
and recommending it to their
fricnds. And small wonder, since
its topic is environmental pollu-
tion, its setting the American
legal forum and its craftsman-
ship gunranteed to keep you
glued to the page.

The true story told in “A Civil
Action” goes back to the mid-
1960s, when the residenta of
East Woburn, Mass., began to
notice that the water piped into
their homes was “putrid and ill-
smelling” and often turned their
clothes n rusty red. Complaints
to the water department were
met with assurances that the tap
wuter was perfectly safe to
drink,

Better to put up with a little
inconvenience, they were told,
than to risk a water sh by

ESTHER
LITTMANN

protested once more. Health
authorities relented when offi-
cials agreed to subject the wells
ta chlorination.

By 1870, the first leukemia
victim of East Woburn was iden-
tified, a 3 1/2 year-old boy named
.hmmy Anderaon. After him,
came Robbie, Jarrod, Patrick,
and four others, Al lived within
a 1/2 mile radius, six of them
almost next door to cach other.
All had consumed water from
tho targeted wells

Nine years lator, the Woburn
police were summoned to investi-
gato 184 barrels of industrinl
wasto found on a vacant plot.
Because of their proximity to
Wells G and H, the water was
tested once again. The verdict
read “henvily contaminated with
trichloroethylene (TCE),” an
industrial solvent used to dis-
solve grease and oil. Tho EPA
had already identified TCE as a

“probable carcinogen,” This
time, the wells were promptly
shut down.

Enter a thirty-something
lawyer by the name of Jan
Schlichtmann, He had gone to
Cornell for hia law degree and
had alrcady negotinted the
largest wrongful death scttle-
ment in Massachusetts history -
the Copley Plaza Hotel fire, Ini-
tinlly challenged by the desire to
become rich and famous and the
prospect of using tho legal sys-
tem to bring nbout social justice,
Schlichtmann agreed to repres
sent the eight families whose
children hod died of leukemia.

His lcgnl purtner, however,
warned S that the

closing Wells G and H, whlch
had only recently been dritled.

A year later, the Mas-
sachusetts Department of
Health tested the water coming
from the new wells and found

case was a “black hole.” The
cnuse of leukemia was still
unknown. And Beatrice Foods
and Grace Chumicals. the two

the toxie wnnto nllegud to have

bacteria. It d shut-
ting them down, but the city

were powerful Fortunc 500 cor-

BOOK HAPPENINGS

Legal drama ‘ClVll Action’
wins praise, legion of readers

porations that could muster a
huge arsenal to counter the
charges, Schlichtmann would
never meet o more foarsome
Golinth in the courtroom.

“A Civil Action” is lcgal drama
at its beat: it is richly informa-
tive but does not lose aight of the
human perapective, The author,
a professor of English at Smith
Collcze. followed the case from
ita incoption, accompanying the
lawyera on interviews, mitting in
on meatings with the plaintiffs,
observing tho fierce dynomica of
tho court trial, and witnessing
the roller-coaster process of
negotiations.

‘What stands out in Harr's nar-
rative is thao personality and
drive of Jan Schlichtmann, the
lawyer for tho Woburn familics.
A man of almost heroic propor-
tions, Schlichtmann stuck with
the casc against all odda: cun-
ning and well-financed defense
lawyers, a blatantly biased
judge, surpressed information,
and enormous porsonal debt,
Devoted to his clionts and
obaessed with finding the truth,
Schlichtmann sacrificed hia
health, wealth, nnd carcer to
what had become for him a cru-
sade for justice.

Describing only a single inci-
dent in the case, Harr speaks for
the entire trial when he writes:
“[1t] stands out 08 an example of
how the adversary process, the
rules and rituals of the court-
room can obscure reality.” The
book is spellbindingl Read it,
and then pass it on,

Esther Littmann is a resident
of Bicomficld Township. She is
a private tutor with Una
Dworkin and Associates, You
can lcave her a message from a
touch-tone phone at {313) 953-
2047, mailbox number 1893. Her
fax number is (810) 644-1314.

Book Happenings features vari-
ous happenings at suburban
bookstores. Send news leads to
Hugh Gallagher, Qbserver &
Eccentric Newspapers, Inc.,
36251 Schoolcraft, Livonia, M1
48150, or fax them to (313) 591-
7279.

BORDERS (ROCHESTER HILLS}
Grand Opening celebration contin-
ues at the store 1122 South
Rochester Road, at Winchester
Mall, 248-650-7179.

BORDERS (BIRMINGHAM)
Aug. 19 (7p.m,) C.). and Edna
Elfont, photographer and weiter of
“Sand Dunes of the Great Lakes™
will discuss their book of Grest
Lakes plctures, Aug. 28 (7:30
p.m.} author and priest Dr. Larry
venttine signs coples of new bHook
“Guardian of Your Saul; A Class in
Acceptance.” Aug. 28 (7:30
p.m.}, Dr. Carlyte Flelding
Stewart, minlster of Hope United
Methodist Church in Southfield,
will discuss and sign copies of his
books, “Joy Songs and Trumpet
Blasts,” “Soul Survlvors: An
Aftlcan

sion: Aug. 25 {7 p.m.) Sarah
Deflon Jeads talk on “Mutant
Messoge Down Under,” the
account of an American doctor's
walkabout experience in Australia
at the store, 31150 Southfield
Road, Birmingham. {810)644-
1515,

BARNES AND NOBLE BOOK- ’

SELLERS (WEST BLOOMFIELD)
Storytime features “The Boy Who
Wouldn't Go To Bed” by Helen
Cooper Aug, 1B (10 a.m.) and
Aug. 19 (7 p.m.}. Susan Shaplro,
natlve of West Bloomfleld, Aug.
20 (7 p.m.) reads and signs her
first volume of poetry, “(nternal
Medicine.” Senlor Women's
Hreakfast Club discusses Emlly
Dickinson with English professor
Jane Donshue Eberweln Aug. 28
(10:30 untll noon) at the store,
6800 Orchard Lake Road, West
Bloomfield, (810) 626-6804.

TRUTH BOOKSTORE
E. Lynn Harris will sign and dls-
cuss his novel “If This World
Were Mine,” 3 p.m. Sunday, Aug.
10 at the store, 21500
Northwestern Highway,

and “How Long Witl You Limp,”
Aug. 23, 2-4 p.m,, swing jozz
sounds of Mike Karoub's cello
Jarz ensemble, Sept. 6 {7:30
p.m.} Glllian Helfgott discusses
and signs copies of book “Love
You to Bits & Pleces,” the true
story Lhat [nsplred the movie
Shine.” Her husband, Austratlan
pionist David Helfgott, went
through ¢hildhood as a musical
prodigy, then a tormenting mental
breakdown and finally o tri-
umphant recovery, For klds: Aug.
20 {7 p.m.) a creepy critters pre-
sentation by Sclence Discovery.
Inc. Is sot. Aug. 23 (11 am,)
chlldren can Join Beth Katz for a
“Punch-and-Judy” type puppet
show. Aug. 24 (1 p.m.) a pirate
party and storytime is planned
with Cappy Belns. Book discus-

Loren Estloman, Michigan
writer and crontor of Detroit
tough guy Amos’ Walker, has
beon sclected for the Michigan
Author Award, ..

The award is given by the
Michigan Library Associntion, a
professional organization for
Michigan librarians, and the
Michigan Center far tho Book, n
program of the bernry of Michn-

gan, B

, Mich, 810-657-4824,

BORDERS BOOKS AND MUSIC

{OEARBORN)
Wrlter Tim Sweeney, music con-
sultant, shares knowledge and
his book *Tim Sweeney's Gulde to
Reteasing Independent Records,”
at 7:30 p.m. Aug. 17. Barrh
Flowers author of “The Sex Slave
Murders,” will be on hand Aug.
21 at 7:30 p.m, “Murders” is trup
crime story of America's first hus-
band and wife serial killers: the
baok tells the complete story
Including the trial that pitted hus-
band agalnst wife. Both writers
will be at the store, 5601
Morcury Dr., Dearborn, (313}
2714441,

SHAMAN DRUM

He will be given the award
($1,000) at coremonies Nov, 7 at
Amwoy Grand Plaza Hotel,
Grand Rapids.

Estloman has written 60
books, including the Poter Mack-
lin mystery sorica, eight west-
erns, and the Page Murdock
wostern scrics, Ho won a
Shnmus award in 1885 for “Sug-

* and was nominated for
a Pulitzor in 1984 for “This Old

Canada’s outspoken proponent of
poetry, Jit) Battson, reads from
her first collection “Hard Candy
Aug. 19 at 8 p.m. Aug. 24 3-4
p.m., Robert Elisberg, son of
Daniel Eltsberg {Pentagon
Papers) will sign copies of *All
Saints: Daily Reflections on
Saints, Prophets, and Witnesses
for our Time," short histories of
365 saints, at the store, 313
South State Street, Ann Atbor.
{313)662-7407 or {800)490-
7023.

HALFWAY DOWN THE STAIRS
Meet Kevin Henkes' beloved char-
acter Lilly for ages 4-7, 11 a.m.
Saturday, Aug. 23 at the store,
114 E. Fourth St,, Rochester
{24B)652.6066.

SOUTHFIELD PUBLIC LIBRARY
Or. Chatles K, Hyde will lecture
on "The History of Great Lokes
Lighthouses and Lighthouse
Keepers® Sept. 16, 6:30 to 8:30
p.m, {fee for admlssion, door
prlzes). He will also sign coples of
his latest book “The Northern
Lights: Lighthouses of the Upper
Great Lakos™ at the library,
Southfield Civic Center, 26000
Evergreen Road, (810)948-0461.

MURDER, MYSTERY & MAYHEM
Aug. 24 from 3.5 p.ry, Barri
Flowers wllt sign is true crime
book, “The Sex Slave Murders® at
the store, 35167 Grand River,
Farmington, (248) 471-7210.

UM COLLECTIONS LIBRARY
“Glimpses Into the Works of
Schubert, Mendelssohn and
Brahms,” exhibition of first and
early editions from thelr works,
contlnues through Sept, 20
{Monday through Friday 10 a.m.
untll 5 p,m,, Saturday 10 a.m.
untll noon) at Harlan Hatcher
Grad Library seveath floor.
(313)764.9377,

Estleman honored by library association

Bl

Estloman was born in Ann
Arbor, graduated from Eestern
Michigan University and cur-
rently lives in Whitmore Lake.

His popular Waiker scrica fea-
tures a private detective from
tho hard-boiled school who oper-
ates in and around Detroit and
ita suburba.



