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“I was proud of the youths who opposed the war in 
Vietnam because they were my babies.” 

~ Benjamin Spock 
Times (London, May 1, 1988) 

 
 
 
 
 

“To die is poignantly bitter, but the idea of having to die 
without having lived is unbearable.” 

~ Eric Fromm 
 
 
 

“Thank Heaven! the crisis— 
The danger is past, 

And the lingering illness 
Is over at last—, 

And the fever called “Living” 
Is conquered at last.” 

 
~ Edgar Allan Poe, For Annie, st. 1 
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ONE 
 
The University of Virginia, Early Spring, 1975 

  
 
It was a frantic time in everyone’s life.  If I tarried a 

moment too long, I might end up in the war.  It had been six 
years since that fateful night in 1969 when as a young 
undergrad, I sat in the television lounge in the student union 
building, beer in hand.  It was November, and the news was full 
of the gruesome images of a war no one seemed to 
comprehend.  

“Let us understand,” Richard Nixon was saying into the 
camera.  “North Vietnam cannot defeat or humiliate the United 
States.  Only Americans can do that.” 

All around me fellow students waved their plastic beer 
glasses at the screen booing and hissing.  For the first time 
since the war began I became truly angry.  I was angry about 
the war, angry about what might happen to me – and for what?  
Mostly, I was angry at his arrogance.  How dare he? 

Thus, I cultivated a love for books and their natural abode 
– the academy – which would protect me in those terrible 
years.  Had it not been for the war, I might have left the 
university after my first two beer-sodden years that were 
remarkable only for the number of fights into which I seemed 
to be able to embroil myself in residence.  Indeed, I might have 
left to work in a hardware store, or sell encyclopedias, or even 
climb a mountain in Nepal, such was the depth of my 
aimlessness.  Only the bone-chilling fear of dying a grisly death 
on a foreign battlefield at a young age, fighting a war in which I 
did not believe, caused a miraculous turn-around in my 
scholastic career.  Had I not had that epiphany that night while 
under the influence of alcohol, the Dean would probably have 
thrown me out anyway.  But the years had drifted by in a haze 
of work and booze and one-night stands.  Now, graduation 
loomed large and the war dragged on.  
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My course was clear.  More than a year before completion 
of my dissertation, not knowing if I would ever, in fact, 
complete the requirements (which seemed a distinct 
possibility), I had begun to search for a position north of the 
49th parallel.  I would take refuge with our neighbors across 
the border in Canada, my excuse being that my penchant for 
English literature would be better served a step closer to its 
British origin, never mind that American literature was the 
point of my even being a doctoral candidate.  Surely Uncle Sam 
would see the light at some future date and I would be able to 
return to my beloved home town of Boston, Massachusetts.   

I virtually ignored all possibilities of ferreting out a job 
teaching English literature to university freshmen in America. 

I longed for a good appointment at the University of 
Toronto or, even better, McGill University in Montreal.  I had a 
clearly romantic notion of introducing Francophone Canadians 
to the joys of American literature.  I had even begun to read the 
Montreal Gazette whenever I was able, and had begun to 
develop a romanticized notion of living and teaching within 
what I perceived to be a totally foreign culture.  I bought 
French-language tapes and tried mightily to make my Boston 
accent sound like a bona fide Francophone accent.  It was not 
to be.   

The offer finally arrived on a dull morning in March of 
1975, when all was drawing to a head in Saigon, but 
uncertainty seemed to reign supreme.  I had been glued to the 
television, as were many of my fellow graduate students, as our 
very futures hinged, at least to some extent, on what happened.  
At least I had been glued to the television when I was sober 
enough to comprehend what was happening.  The public 
defense of my dissertation Scientific Cosmogony and the Myth 
of Immortality in the Works of Edgar Allan Poe had been an 
event of great import to me.  The fact that it had been 
inordinately nerve-wracking was the excuse I subsequently 
used for the inebriated state in which the letter found me.  This 
state of intemperance was becoming quite familiar to me and 
I’d been wallowing in it since shortly after I was informed of 
my success by the terminally sour Dr. Archibald, Chairman of 
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the English department, an individual who loathed the sight of 
me.  I must admit the feeling was mutual.    

When forced to confront me with the news, he looked as 
though he had a lemon stuck in his mouth as he was forced to 
tell me that I had, in fact, been successful in defending my work 
to the committee and assembled masses.  I expected him to say, 
“Congratulations, Dr. O’Hara.”  Instead, he said, “O’Hara, they’ve 
seen fit to pass you.”   

I shook the old man’s hand and promptly went to the pub 
to get properly smashed.   

From time to time during those three days, I came up for 
air and was reminded of some of the stark realities of my 
current situation.  I knew that if the war didn’t end soon, I 
would very likely receive my draft notice whether I planned to 
head north or not.  At least I’d be outside Uncle Sam’s clutches 
if I headed to Canada.  As things turned out, had the offer come 
even a month later, my career, and no doubt my life, would no 
doubt have taken a very different turn.   

The letter was addressed to “Dr.” Sean O’Hara.  It was the 
first time I had been referred to this way since my defense and 
I was almost ashamed of how important it made me feel.  It 
read: 

 
 

  “Dear Dr. O’Hara: 
We are in receipt of your recent expression of interest 

in teaching at Dalhousie University.  Your curriculum vitae 
are of interest to us and we would welcome the 
opportunity to discuss further your intentions of pursuing 
an academic career.  We will, however, need to interview 
you before the end of March.  Please call the departmental 
secretary to set up the meetings and we look forward to 
your arrival on campus.  

Sincerely,  
  W. Tomlinson  Ph.D. 
  Professor & Chairman, Department of 

English” 
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Dalhousie University?  Had I written to them?  Who were 
they? Where were they?  I had to scramble around the library 
to find a map to determine the exact location of a city called 
“Halifax.”  Located on the extreme east coast of Canada, it was 
actually closer to my current location than I had thought.  And 
the end of March was only ten days away.  With no other 
concrete offers forthcoming, I made the necessary 
arrangements and arrived in Halifax on the arranged date less 
than a week later.   

As I drove into the city from the airport, I noted with some 
disappointment that the March weather seemed to be less than 
stellar.  The roads glistened with wet snowflakes that seemed 
as large as cotton balls and that whipped onto the windscreen 
with the fury of an angry lover.  The taxi driver said, “Always 
this way in March, eh,” in answer to my inquiry about spring.   

However, I found Halifax to be a quaint city with a 
character that almost defied description. It boasted a 
waterfront that was in the process of being restored, and a 
history that was probably more intriguing than most other 
Canadian cities. The university itself stretched some six or 
eight city blocks and turned out to be among the oldest 
universities in the country. It had been founded as Dalhousie 
College in 1818 and my own proclivity for historical structures 
and documents drew me to the old stone administration 
building like a compass pointing to True North.   

The interview itself was unremarkable enough – 
conducted by a panel of aging academics clearly in need of 
some fresh blood, each trying to out-intellectualize the other. I 
could only imagine the ennui of the freshman students who 
were, no doubt, forced into lectures by these bored (and 
boring) men. I was informed that there were also women in the 
English department, but they were not in evidence in the 
selection committee.  The whole experience resulted in a most 
pressing need to suppress a yawn. 

After the interview with the department, I made my way to 
the Dean of Arts whose opinion evidently carried quite a bit of 
weight in the selection process.  He, too, was a white-haired 
academic, presiding over his domain much like a benevolent 
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dictator.  As his secretary appeared to be missing, I knocked on 
the imposing door between myself and the Dean.  

“Enter,” boomed the voice from within. I did as I was told 
and entered.  

“Sit,” he said as he gestured to a burgundy leather chair 
across the immense space of desk and there we sat for what 
seemed like minutes but was rather seconds.  He was a tall, 
balding man with severe features and a more severe tone of 
voice.  He was quite the opposite of the rotund, pipe-smoking 
Dr. Tomlinson, the head of the English department. 

“I’m Sean O’Hara,” I offered when I finally found my voice. I 
couldn’t determine why I suddenly felt so intimidated.   

“Yes,” he said, still staring at me.  He held his hands as if in 
prayer. 

His one-word sentences were beginning to make me feel 
even more uncomfortable, and I wished that I hadn’t chosen to 
wear a tie. At that moment, it felt more like a noose that was 
tightening by the second.   

“You look like him,” he said enigmatically.   
I hadn’t the slightest notion what he meant.   
“Excuse me,” then I added, “sir?” 
“Poe.” 
I was still nonplussed. 
“Edgar Poe. Are you wholly unaware of the fact that you 

bear a striking resemblance to the subject of your dissertation 
research?” 

“Sorry, sir, I’ve never thought about it.”  Then an amusing 
thought entered my skull and I felt an overwhelming need to 
share it.  “Perhaps it’s a bit like married couples.  The longer 
they’re together the more they begin to resemble one another.”  
I snickered. 

He did not.   
Just then I noticed a copy of a daguerreotype on the wall 

just behind his left shoulder.  It was no more than four by six 
inches in size and framed in elaborate Victorian gilt.  With the 
penetrating dark eyes, it was known to me in an instant.  This 
very image had haunted me for hours at a time as I sat buried 
beneath the stacks of books about Poe, his life, his work.  It 
was, of course, Edgar Allan Poe in about 1848, the year before 
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his untimely death. With his high forehead, the deep bags 
under the eyes, the full moustache, he probably did resemble 
me at that moment. I had even shaved off my long sideburns 
only the month before and this added even more to the 
resemblance. 

“As you can see,” he said, gesturing to the wall behind, “I, 
too, am an aficionado of Poe.  His work has inspired many a 
somber, aspiring writer, you know.” He sighed deeply. 

Another frustrated writer, I thought. I probably would 
have been, too, at the time had I spent as much time on my 
writing as I ought to have.   

The remainder of the conversation could hardly be termed 
an interview as such.  We talked about Poe and my work and 
the Dean’s writing which seemed to be of the mystery genre.  
In the end, it seemed clear to me that I would be offered a 
position, the thought of which was not altogether disagreeable.  
The university was intimately small and the city congenial. As a 
Bostonian I was quite used to the North Atlantic’s influence on 
the weather – notwithstanding the dismal March.  And the 
Canadians I met were pleasant, if a bit diffident. Yes, I would 
not be unhappy with such a move. 

Thus, I became yet another displaced American.   
 
 
 
 

…to be continued 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


