MINUTES

of the meeting of

The Novel Club of Cleveland

March 6, 2007

The meeting was called to order by our president, George Weimer, after members reluctantly finished their snacks, wine and conversation in the home of our hosts, the Stupay’s, one of whom was the designated undersigned secretary for the meeting, by default.  For a time, there was better analysis of the book in the dining room over wine than later in the formal meeting.  As usual, our president called for reports from committee chairs, but few chairs answered the call. Our treasurer, Mary, overseeing a budget that a five-year-old would object to, was happily unreachable in the south. 
The one substantive item was the date of our next meeting. It seems that with all the minute planning that goes into choosing dates, April 3 conflicted with the Judeo-Christian holiday period and for the first time George was at a loss for words.  What he offered was Solomonic: I’ll get back to you by email.  However, again, some of our worldly, literate and sophisticated members objected that email would not reach them, because email is unworthy of some club members.  They prefer to receive communication by pony express, which was so ordered by President George.

The date problem was resolved, but a new one was raised on our annual meeting.  Since that is an issue to be dealt with by higher ups, I cannot report on it.  Nevertheless, I am sure that Ham and Lin Emmons would like some help in getting offers of entrees and desserts, for whatever date is eventually chosen.

One other important development to report is that two novel club families have begotten another potential novel club couple.  Jennifer Glazer and Alex Ogan were engaged and we offer our congratulations and with it an application for membership.

The two papers that were presented were the equal of the book in literary quality and insight, according to some members and guests. June Salm gave the biographical sketch.  She noted that parents are flawed people as everyone else and posits the question about John Le Carre: was it his parent’s unsettling behavior that sowed the seed of his (Le Carre’s) obsession with secrecy, mystery and betrayal?  She answers: ‘One can speculate.”

John’s father was a bit of a rake and a crook. He was apparently imprisoned on two continents. Based on June’s research, LeCarre was sent to school in Switzerland, learned German and said “I was seduced by the German muse,…and devoured German literature.”  

After graduating from the University of Berne, he was drafted for service in Army intelligence because of his proficiency in German and later worked for the Britain’s CIA counterpart, MI 5. He also taught at Eton for a time and then joined the Foreign Service as an undercover agent for MI 5 again. According to June, he began a novel on the commuter train to London. But after The Spy Who Came in from the Cold  was acclaimed, he began to live his dream and write full time. You can read her comments on his bibliography on-line. He turned down a knighthood from Margaret Thatcher on the grounds that we should not “increase the differences between us with these titles.” Spoken like a character in his book. He is now seventy-seven and lives in Penzance, on Cornwall, which is also {almost) his real name, Cornwell. He would certainly be mature enough to join our club. June ends her essay with the comment, “I hope that he is very rich.” I think that Anne Ogan and I would agree that wealth is relative, but it is nice to have a wealthy relative.  
The book review by Leon Gabinet was wry and insightful. He recounts the beginning of the yarn with Ricki Tarr, the rogue agent who hints about shenanigans at headquarters. Subsequently, we are introduced to Control, the boss of the Circus, Smiley, Prudeaux and eventually, after a very long interlude at a boys school to a handful of Circus men, Percy Alleline, also the lover of Lady Ann Smiley, Bill Haydon, Roy Bland and Toby Esterhase who are Tinker, Tailor, Soldier and Spy. One of them is a mole, Gerald, under the control of a brilliant Soviet ringmaster, Karla, who also appears in several other of Le Carre’s capers.  A retired Circus official, and our hero, Smiley is brought back by a Whitehall Minister to find the mole and clean house. Smiley uses an unassuming flat near Paddington Station and begins the investigation. His only tools are his intellect, intense study of the files carefully, and interviewing several unlikely witnesses. He demonstrates that slow but persistent can win out.

Eventually, he narrows the suspects down to four and then to one. As Leon concludes, “Late in the novel, we are given some real foreign espionage adventure, which livens up the tedium engendered by Smiley’s researches.” Leon writes that there are some disappointments, such as the rationale given by the traitor for his treason. The outted mole says that he “thinks the other side has the better of it.” Now this is British understatement and Leon is right to criticize this explanation after the horrors of the Stalin and his henchmen. Stalin wasn’t as bad as Hitler; he was only responsible for the murder of a few million Russians.  
Leon’s evaluation: “When all is done and said, Le Carre has given us a rollicking good spy yarn, but not much else.”

We dealt with four questions that were not asked at Passover. A lively discussion ensued. Promptly at 10 PM, George called a halt to the exhaustive exploration of the mole’s motives and other issues. It snowed during our deliberations, which was appropriate for a cold war novel.
Respectfully submitted, 
Arthur Stupay

