
If, as Robert Lowell once observed, Seamus Heaney 
was the greatest Irish poet since Yeats, he certainly didn’t act 
like it 11 years ago when he walked into a small, claustropho-
bic classroom in the Barker Center at Harvard. 

He looked like a farmer, and if he hadn’t left rural 
County Derry all those years ago, he might well have been 
one. That would have been fine with Seamus. Because he 
loved the land as much as he loved words.

I was auditing Helen Vendler’s class on Heaney’s po-
etry, and to this day I have no idea why Helen let me sit in. I 
was a Nieman Fellow, on a yearlong vacation at Harvard, and 
I think she, the greatest of critics of Heaney’s work, pitied 
me. When Heaney walked in, he eyed me warily. He knew 
me, the way spies know each other, having bumped into each 
other at strange times in strange places they’d prefer to deny.

Heaney was his usual self during the class: funny, self-deprecating, perceptive, and genuinely interested 
in the students. Before he won the Nobel Prize, Heaney was a regular fixture at Harvard, traveling to Cambridge 
with his wife, Marie, to teach since the late 1970s. In 1983, Bob Kiely, then the housemaster, gave Heaney a 
modest guest suite adjacent to the I-entry at Adams House. Heaney loved his sojourns to Cambridge, saying his 
charges belied the stereotype of privileged Harvard students, because they were earnest, down-to-earth kids. 
Who just happened to have scored a zillion on their SATs. 

As class broke up that day, Heaney was eyeing me, no doubt in shock that I had kept my mouth shut for 
an hour. Helen leaned in and explained the arrangement — the price of auditing the seminar was that I wouldn’t 
say a word. He meandered over.

“What are you doing this afternoon?” he asked, vaguely.
“Nothing,” I replied, shrugging.
“Stop by my office at half 5,” he said, conspiratorially. “We’ll take it from there.”
This was typical Seamus: when I went to his office just off Quincy Street, he insisted on introducing me 

to every secretary and custodian within a donkey’s roar.
“Kevin,” he said, shepherding me over to a woman carrying manila folders, “this is Sheila. Sheila, this is 

Kevin. He’s a journalist. Tell him nothing.”
It was a sly rewording of his 1975 poem about the menace in his native Northern Ireland, “Whatever 

You Say, Say Nothing.”
I suggested we retire to Daedalus, the Joycean-themed restaurant on Mount Auburn Street, sandwiched 

between Adams and Quincy houses.
“Perfect,” Heaney replied. “I have to be at Adams House for dinner with the masters at 7:30, sharp.”
No problem, I assured him. You’ll be there in plenty of time.
Aside from the restaurant’s name, I knew Heaney would like the owners, a pair of Galway-born broth-

ers, Laurence and Brendan Hopkins. And of course, the three of them were talking like old friends in no time. 
Seamus informed them how much he admired Gerard Manley Hopkins, a 19th century poet and Jesuit priest.

“Ah, Jayziz,” Laurence said, clapping Seamus on the shoulder, “he’s not one of our lot.”
Like most Irish, the Hopkins brothers learned Heaney poems by osmosis. Like Yeats’s verse, Heaney’s 

words are internalized, memorized from a young age in Ireland, murmured, as Yeats put it, “as a mother names 
her child when sleep at last has come on limbs that had run wild.” 

Over the course of nearly two hours at Daedalus, Seamus said hello to a score of people, many of whom 
approached, saying they hadn’t seen him in ages. After winning the Nobel, Heaney’s international obligations 
soared, and his Harvard teaching gig got more sporadic. Most of the people whom Heaney recognized at Dae-
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Daniel F. Conley shot pool
and listened to blues music at a
country club fund-raiser in
Mashpee. Martin J. Walsh ran
an ad on Cape Cod radio, tar-
geting voters prowling Route 6
in search of clam rolls and soft
serve. Charlotte Golar Richie
mingled with African-American
donors at a historic home in
Oak Bluffs, on Martha’s Vine-
yard.

The timing of the Boston
mayoral race — slicing though
the summer — has prompted
many of the candidates to flee
the city and head down to the
Cape and Islands in search of
wealthy patrons and vacation-
ing voters.

Bostonians who thought
they could avoid the hurly burly
of the political season by escap-
ing to the beach have instead
found themselves dodging invi-
tations to fund-raisers and
hearing pleas for support on
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campaign
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arevacationing
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WASHINGTON — The Obama administration
on Friday forcefully laid out its case that the Syri-
an government of Bashar Assad deliberately used
poison gas to kill civilians, and President Obama
declared he is contemplating a limited air cam-
paign to deter further use of such weapons.

The flurry of events set off speculation that US
warships could launch missile strikes at any mo-
ment, even as some members of Congress urged
the White House to consult more fully with them,
and concerns arose about whether the country
would be drawn deeper into the conflict.

Obama stressed that he had learned lessons
from mistakes made in recent US military en-
gagements, saying any attack on Syria would be
surgically done to deter future use of chemical
weapons and would not be an effort to topple the
Syrian government.

“When over 1,000 people are killed, including
hundreds of innocent children, through the use
of a weapon that 98 or 99 percent of humanity
says should not be used even in war, and there is
no action, then we are sending a signal that that
international norm does not mean much,” he

SYRIA, Page A6

Obama, Kerry make case
for limited attack on Syria
Kerry calls Assad a thug andmurderer for chemical weapons use
US sources reporting at least 1,429 killed, including 426 children

By Matt Viser
GLOBE STAFF

WASHINGTON — President Obama built his
career opposing the Iraq War. Secretary of State
John Kerry built his opposing the Vietnam War
after he served in it. Defense Secretary Chuck
Hagel, who still carries shrapnel in his chest
from Vietnam battles, has long held a force-as-a-
last-resort posture.

And then there is Vice President Joe Biden
who once talked of impeaching President Bush if
he moved to attack Iran without gaining con-
gressional approval.

As the administration Friday laid out the ra-
tionale for striking Syria, much of the president’s
foreign policy team consists of people who have,
over the years, expressed deep misgivings about
using American military power unless and until
no other option is available.
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Obamaandhis aides
press forkindofstrike
theyonceopposed
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Secretary of State John F. Kerry placed particular emphasis on the number of children who were victims.
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In one photo, a man holds up a CVS receipt
so long it towers above his head. Another fea-
tures a woman who jokingly uses the paper
strip to keep track of her figure. She’s down to
her target waistline: half a receipt.

The drug store chain’s remarkably long re-
ceipts — some, jammed with coupons, are said
to reach 6 feet — have become a social media

sensation, sparking more than 8,000 Twitter
posts that range from gentle ribbings to scath-
ing reproaches. They include photos that em-
ploy children, dogs, and even pianos as units of
measurement of the scroll-like slips.

Some tweets call out the Woonsocket, R.I.,
company for wasting copious amounts of paper
(“In the age of going paperless, [CVS] has gone
clueless,” wrote @Bookwyrm76). Others try to
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Unspooling their case against CVS
Social mediamockerymoves chain to trim its receipts

@JOSHBLOCK560
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dalus were what you would call ordinary people: guys from the Harvard maintenance staff, a cook from Adams 
House, a secretary in one of the dean’s offices, a librarian from the Widener.

Seamus Heaney the person was, like his poetry, remarkably accessible. And while, as a Nobel laureate, 
he consorted with the great and the good, he was more comfortable with the not so great and the not so good. If 
writing is a lonely, solitary pursuit, he was the most sociable of poets. He loved people as much as words.

He grew up in humble circumstances in County Derry, in the north of Ireland, and it was that place 
that we talked about whenever we got together. So much of Heaney’s life, and so much of his poetry, unfolded 
against the backdrop of the Troubles, when Catholic nationalists and Protestant loyalists were engaged in mur-
derous tumult. Heaney was a Catholic nationalist. He famously declined honors from the Queen. But he was 
not sectarian, and he lost friends from both sides to both sides. His poem, “Casualty,” was about a friend, Louis 
O’Neill, who was killed by a bomb in 1972. Some blamed the IRA, some blamed the more likely culprits, the 
loyalists. As if it mattered.

That evening in Daedalus, Seamus and I talked about a murder I had covered five years earlier, a murder 
that deeply affected him. It happened in 1997, just as the Troubles were winding down, just as it appeared that, 
as Seamus put it, hope and history would rhyme. It happened in Bellaghy, a sleepy little village in County Derry 
where Seamus grew up, and it happened to a man, Sean Brown, whom Heaney knew and admired.

Sean Brown was a teacher by profession, but his passion was Gaelic games. He was chairman of the 
Gaelic Athletic Association in Bellaghy, which is why loyalist extremists murdered him. To them, Gaelic sports 
were a badge of Irish nationalism, something they hated. But to Brown’s Protestant neighbors, his murder was 
an obscenity, because he was a kind and generous man to all he knew, without regard to their religion. There 
was a poem read at Sean Brown’s funeral. It wasn’t written by Heaney, but by Brown’s 12-year-old neighbor, 
Fiona Smyth, a Protestant. In it, she recalled that Sean Brown was kind to her and greeted her every day the 
same way: “Hello Fiona, how was school today?”

“I remember that,” Seamus Heaney said, almost to himself, that day we shared in Cambridge, nodding 
his head almost imperceptibly so that Laurence Hopkins would pour him a shot of Jameson. “The murder of 
Sean Brown hurt my soul.”

I’ll never forget what he said, and how he said it. It hurt my soul.
Heaney was in Greece when he learned of Sean Brown’s murder, having just visited the place where the 

first Olympic games were held, and it struck him that it was a crime not just against humanity but against the 
ancient Olympic spirit, where sportsmen confined their battles to the athletic field.

Two years before, when Seamus returned to his hometown after winning the Nobel Prize, Sean Brown 
had presented him with a painting of Lough Beg, and the celebration, which Brown organized, was noteworthy 
because everybody, Protestant and Catholic, turned out to greet the local boy made good.

“He represented something better than we have grown used to, something not quite covered by the word 
‘reconciliation’, because that word has become a policy word,” Heaney wrote in a tribute to Brown. “This was 
more like a purification, a release from what the Greeks called the miasma, the stain of spilled blood. It is a ter-
rible irony that the man who organized such an event should die at the hands of a sectarian killer.”

I think of Seamus Heaney the same way. He represented something better than we have grown used to. 
He was, as Lowell said, the greatest Irish poet since Yeats. But it’s only partially accurate to describe Heaney 
as an Irish poet, because while his Irishness informed his work and certainly his identity, he was a citizen and a 
poet of the world. For all his nationalism, he loved English poets. He loved Keats as much as Yeats. He believed 
that if countries were run by poets instead of politicians, we’d all be much better off. He loved Vaclav Havel, 
the poet who led the Czechs to freedom, and he especially loved Michael D. Higgins, Ireland’s president and a 
poet of some regard himself.

And, it goes without saying, he loved above all else his kids and his Marie, 
his wife. Marie and the land were the great loves of his life, and his ode to Marie 
managed to evoke both of them:

Love, I shall perfect for you the child 
Who diligently potters in my brain 
Digging with heavy spade till sods were piled 
Or puddling through muck in a deep drain. 
It was getting close to 7:30 that night in Cambridge 11 years ago. I was 

checking the clock. Seamus, as the Irish say, couldn’t be arsed. He was due for din-
ner with the Adams House masters, Sean and Judy Palfrey, and I knew there would 
be hell to pay if I delivered him late. Sean and Judy are not just pediatricians, work-
ing with some of the most vulnerable kids in Boston, they’re also my pals. I wasn’t 
going to diss them by keeping their distinguished guest at a bar around the corner 
all night.

But when I told the great man from Bellaghy it was time to go, he squinted 
up at the clock, nodded toward Laurence Hopkins, leaned into me and said, in that 
delicious south Derry sotto voce, “Ach, we’ll have one for the ditch, will we?”

So he was 15 minutes late. We said our farewells outside Adams House.
“God bless you, St. Kevin,” Seamus Heaney said, bowing gallantly, and I 

laughed because I remembered how he had prominently mentioned St. Kevin dur-
ing his Nobel lecture in Stockholm in 1995. Seamus and Marie had lived in County 
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Obituaries
from the Widener.

Seamus Heaney the person
was, like his poetry, remarkably
accessible. And while, as a No-
bel laureate, he consorted with
the great and the good, he was
more comfortable with the not
so great and the not so good. If
writing is a lonely, solitary pur-
suit, he was the most sociable
of poets. He loved people as
much as words.

He grew up in humble cir-
cumstances in County Derry, in
the north of Ireland, and it was
that place that we talked about
whenever we got together. So
much of Heaney’s life, and so
much of his poetry, unfolded
against the backdrop of the
Troubles, when Catholic na-
tionalists and Protestant loyal-
ists were engaged in murder-
ous tumult. Heaney was a Cath-
olic nationalist. He famously
declined honors from the
Queen. But he was not sectari-
an, and he lost friends from
both sides to both sides. His po-
em, “Casualty,” was about a
friend, Louis O’Neill, who was
killed by a bomb in 1972. Some
blamed the IRA, some blamed
the more likely culprits, the loy-
alists. As if it mattered.

That evening in Daedalus,
Seamus and I talked about a
murder I had covered five years
earlier, a murder that deeply af-
fected him. It happened in
1997, just as the Troubles were
winding down, just as it ap-
peared that, as Seamus put it,
hope and history would rhyme.
It happened in Bellaghy, a
sleepy little vil-
lage in County
Derry where
Seamus grew
up, and it hap-
pened to a
man, Sean
Brown, whom
Heaney knew
and admired.

Sean Brown
was a teacher
by profession,
but his passion
was Gaelic
games. He was
chairman of
the Gaelic Ath-
letic Associa-
tion in Bel-
laghy, which is
why loyalist ex-
tremists mur-
dered him. To
them, Gaelic
sports were a
badge of Irish
nationalism,
something they hated. But to
Brown’s Protestant neighbors,
his murder was an obscenity,
because he was a kind and gen-
erous man to all he knew, with-
out regard to their religion.
There was a poem read at Sean
Brown’s funeral. It wasn’t writ-
ten by Heaney, but by Brown’s
12-year-old neighbor, Fiona
Smyth, a Protestant. In it, she
recalled that Sean Brown was
kind to her and greeted her ev-
ery day the same way: “Hello
Fiona, how was school today?”

“I remember that,” Seamus
Heaney said, almost to himself,
that day we shared in Cam-
bridge, nodding his head al-
most imperceptibly so that
Laurence Hopkins would pour
him a shot of Jameson. “The
murder of Sean Brown hurt my
soul.”

I’ll never forget what he
said, and how he said it. It hurt
my soul.

Heaney was in Greece when
he learned of Sean Brown’s
murder, having just visited the
place where the first Olympic
games were held, and it struck
him that it was a crime not just
against humanity but against
the ancient Olympic spirit,
where sportsmen confined
their battles to the athletic
field.

Two years before, when Sea-
mus returned to his hometown
after winning the Nobel Prize,
Sean Brown had presented him
with a painting of Lough Beg,
and the celebration, which
Brown organized, was note-
worthy because everybody,
Protestant and Catholic, turned
out to greet the local boy made
good.

“He represented something
better than we have grown
used to, something not quite
covered by the word ‘reconcilia-
tion’, because that word has be-
come a policy word,” Heaney
wrote in a tribute to Brown.
“This was more like a purifica-
tion, a release from what the
Greeks called the miasma, the
stain of spilled blood. It is a ter-
rible irony that the man who
organized such an event should
die at the hands of a sectarian
killer.”

Continued from preceding page I think of Seamus Heaney
the same way. He represented
something better than we have
grown used to. He was, as Low-
ell said, the greatest Irish poet
since Yeats. But it’s only partial-
ly accurate to describe Heaney
as an Irish poet, because while
his Irishness informed his work
and certainly his identity, he
was a citizen and a poet of the
world. For all his nationalism,
he loved English poets. He
loved Keats as much as Yeats.
He believed that if countries
were run by poets instead of
politicians, we’d all be much
better off. He loved Vaclav Hav-
el, the poet who led the Czechs
to freedom, and he especially
loved Michael D. Higgins, Ire-
land’s president and a poet of
some regard himself.

And, it goes without saying,
he loved above all else his kids
and his Marie, his wife. Marie
and the land were the great
loves of his life, and his ode to
Marie managed to evoke both
of them:

Love, I shall perfect for you
the child

Who diligently potters in my
brain

Digging with heavy spade
till sods were piled

Or puddling through muck
in a deep drain.

It was getting close to 7:30
that night in Cambridge 11
years ago. I was checking the
clock. Seamus, as the Irish say,
couldn’t be arsed. He was due
for dinner with the Adams
House masters, Sean and Judy
Palfrey, and I knew there

would be hell to
pay if I deliv-
ered him late.
Sean and Judy
are not just pe-
diatricians,
working with
some of the
most vulnera-
ble kids in Bos-
ton, they’re also
my pals. I
wasn’t going to
diss them by
keeping their
distinguished
guest at a bar
around the cor-
ner all night.

But when I
told the great
man from Bel-
laghy it was
time to go, he
squinted up at
the clock, nod-
ded toward
Laurence Hop-

kins, leaned into me and said,
in that delicious south Derry
sotto voce, “Ach, we’ll have one
for the ditch, will we?”

So he was 15 minutes late.
We said our farewells outside
Adams House.

“God bless you, St. Kevin,”
Seamus Heaney said, bowing
gallantly, and I laughed be-
cause I remembered how he
had prominently mentioned St.
Kevin during his Nobel lecture
in Stockholm in 1995. Seamus
and Marie had lived in County
Wicklow, not far from Glendal-
ough, the monastic site where
St. Kevin lived in the seventh
century. In his lecture, Seamus
recalled the story of St. Kevin
kneeling and praying at Glen-
dalough with his arms
stretched out in the form of a
cross.

“A blackbird mistook his
outstretched hand for some
kind of roost and swooped
down upon it, laid a clutch of
eggs in it, and proceeded to
nest in it as if it were the
branch of a tree,” Seamus told
the audience in Stockholm.
“Then, overcome with pity and
constrained by his faith to love
the life in all creatures great
and small, Kevin stayed immo-
bile for hours and days and
nights and weeks, holding out
his hand until the eggs hatched
and the fledglings grew wings,
true to life if subversive of com-
mon sense, at the intersection
of natural process and the
glimpsed ideal, at one and the
same time a signpost and a re-
minder. Manifesting that order
of poetry where we can at last
grow up to that which we
stored up as we grew.”

Seamus Heaney was very
much like St. Kevin in that he
held out his hands until the
eggs that were his verses
hatched, grew wings, and flew
away, all over the world. He
dared to leave the bog. He
made words a weapon of won-
der and tolerance. He walked
on air against his better judg-
ment.

Kevin Cullen is a Globe
columnist. He can be reached at
cullen@globe.com.

As he wrote
of another,
Seamus Heaney
‘represented
something better
than we have
grown used to.’

By Sue Manning
ASSOCIATED PRESS

LOS ANGELES — The oldest
person born in Mexico, who al-
so was California’s oldest resi-
dent, has died in a hospice in
Chula Vista, Calif., just 17 days
after celebrating her 114th
birthday.

Soledad Mexia died Friday at
Silverado Senior Living Hos-
pice, said Dr. Stephen Coles of
the Gerontology Research
Group at the University of Cali-
fornia Los Angeles.

Ms. Mexia was born in Mexi-
co but moved to the United
States when she was very young
and became a US citizen, Coles
said.

Her granddaughter, Rosalia
Ferreira of San Diego, said Ms.
Mexia loved to sleep.

‘‘She would go to bed at 9 or
10 and not wake until 12 or 1
the next day,’’ Ferreira said.

‘‘Even when she was young-
er and alert, she always loved to
sleep.’’

Ms. Mexia was a housewife
most of her life, never working
outside the home.

She did not follow any spe-
cial diet.

‘‘But there was no junk food,
I’ll tell you that,’’ Ferreira said.
‘‘It may have helped her keep
her health.’’

Ms. Mexia had ‘‘no health is-

sues whatsoever,’’ she added.
‘‘She never took one pill for any-
thing.’’

In addition, Ferreira said,
her grandmother had a ‘‘very
positive outlook on life.’’

‘‘I never saw her with a bad
attitude. She was always happy

to be with her family,’’ Ferreira
said. ‘‘She loved to sing. That
was my grandma.’’

The Gerontology Research
Group is an organization of
physicians, scientists, and engi-
neers who validate supercente-
narians, people 110 or older.

The world’s oldest living per-
son, Misao Okawa of Japan, is
115, Coles said.

The next three oldest people
are from Michigan, New York,
and Massachusetts. They are all
114, Coles said. Ms. Mexia was
the fifth-oldest when she died.

SoledadMexia; was oldest California resident, at 114

NELVIN C. CEPEDA/SAN DIEGO UNION-TRIBUNE/FILE 2013

Ms. Mexia didn’t have a special diet. ‘‘But there was no junk food,” her granddaughter said.

ASSOCIATED PRESS

PALM HARBOR, Fla. —
Longtime Major League um-
pire Frank Pulli, who used in-
stant replay to make a call near-
ly a decade before video reviews
were allowed, has died. He was
78.

‘‘He was ahead of his time,’’
Atlanta manager Fredi Gonza-
lez, involved in the replay epi-
sode, said Thursday night.

Major League Baseball said
Mr. Pulli died Wednesday in
Palm Harbor, Fla., from compli-
cations of Parkinson’s disease.

Mr. Pulli umpired in the Na-
t ional League from 1972
through 1999 and worked four
World Series, six NL champion-
ship series, and two All-Star
games.

He was among the 22 um-
pires who lost their jobs in a
failed mass resignation. He was
then a Major League umpire su-
pervisor from 2000 to 2007 and
charted pitches, helping umps
improve their ball-strike calls.

Many young umpires looked
at Mr. Pulli as a mentor. He also
was a pioneer, not that he in-
tended to be one.

Early in the 1999 season,
Cliff Floyd of the Marlins hit a
drive against St. Louis that was
originally ruled a double. Gon-
zalez was the Marlins’ interim
manager and argued the call.
Mr. Pul l i , the crew chief,
changed it to a home run.

That drew a beef from the
Cardinals, so Mr. Pulli decided
to check replays on a TV cam-
era near the Marlins dugout.
The game in Miami was de-
layed for more than five min-
utes before Mr. Pulli overturned
his call and put Floyd back at
second base.

‘‘He called a home run and
Tony La Russa came out and
said it wasn’t a homer,’’ Gonza-
lez recalled on Thursday. ‘‘So he
goes and looks at the monitor
in the dugout. The main thing
was, he got the play right.’’

In 2008, Major League Base-
ball approved the use of replay
on potential home runs.

The Marlins weren’t so satis-
fied at the time. They filed a
protest that was denied by NL
president Len Coleman. But
Coleman also said Mr. Pulli was
incorrect to use replay.

Gonzalez, then a coach who
was filling in as the Marlins’
manager while John Boles had
neck problems, praised Mr. Pul-
li for his handling of the situa-
tion.

‘‘What I remember most
about that whole thing was he
was a total gentleman,’’ Gonza-
lez recalled. ‘‘Here I was, this
guy who wasn’t even supposed
to be managing, and he treated
me with respect.’’

The respect continued even
when Gonzalez announced he
planned to protest the game be-

cause Mr. Pulli relied on a re-
play.

‘‘I wanted to protest the
game,’’ Gonzalez said. ‘‘He said,
‘Are you sure you want to do
that, kid?’ So I asked him, ‘Can I
protest?’ And he said, ‘Yeah.’ ’’

After the game, Mr. Pulli
said it was the first time he had
used a TV replay to make a call.

‘‘I sure don’t want to make a
habit of it,’’ he said then. ‘‘But at
that moment, I thought it was
the proper thing to do.’’

‘‘A lot of things went through
my mind,’’ he said. ‘‘I hope I
don’t have to go to the replay
again. I don’t want it to become
like football.’’

Mr. Pulli was part of another
noted play during Game 4 of
the 1978 World Series between

the Yankees and Dodgers. The
Dodgers tried to turn an in-
ning-ending double play in the
sixth, but a relay throw by sec-
ond baseman Davey Lopes
glanced off Reggie Jackson’s
leg.

A run scored and Lasorda
argued that Jackson should
have been out for interference.
Mr. Pulli was at first base and
allowed the play to stand. The
Yankees won in 10 innings, and
wrapped up the title in six
games.

Mr. Pulli also was the first
base umpire when Hank Aaron
hit his 715th home run and
broke Babe Ruth’s record. For
all his games, though, Mr. Pulli
never worked behind the plate
for a no-hitter in the majors.

FrankPulli; umpire used replay for call before itwas allowed
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Frank Pulli checked an ESPN replay before it was approved by Major League Baseball.

By Nate Chinen
NEW YORK TIMES

NEW YORK — Sathima Bea
Benjamin, who as an interna-
tionally recognized jazz singer
became both an ambassador for
her South African homeland
and an apartheid opponent,
died Aug. 20 at her home in
Cape Town. She was 76.

Like her husband of many
years, pianist Abdullah Ibra-
him, Ms. Benjamin became
well known only after leaving
South Africa. The two moved to
Europe in 1962, shaken by
events like the Sharpeville mas-
sacre two years earlier. Later
they declared their support for
the African National Congress,
living in exile in New York and
raising money and awareness

for the antiapartheid cause.
During a career of more

than 50 years, Ms. Benjamin
upheld a style of elegant com-
posure and deliberative under-
statement, singing in a hon-
eyed, smoky mezzo-soprano.
She occasionally undergirded
her music with the carnival-in-
fluenced shuffle beat known as
Cape Town rhythm. But even at
buoyant tempos she favored an
unhurried, elastic, balladlike
delivery, drawing out lyrics and
often scooping up to a note.

Beatrice Bertha Benjamin
was born in Johannesburg. Her
parents divorced when she was
a young child, and she was
raised by her paternal grand-
mother, known as Ma Benja-
min, in a suburb of Cape Town.

She began singing in night-
clubs as a teenager and met
Ibrahim, then known as Dollar
Brand, in her 20s. They began
working together, recording her
unreleased first album, “My
Songs for You,” in 1959.

In 1963, not long after the
couple had settled in Zurich,
Ms. Benjamin attended a con-
cert by the Duke Ellington Or-
chestra and implored Ellington
to hear the Dollar Brand Trio at
a club. Impressed by what he
had heard, Ellington arranged
to record the group in Paris. He
did the same for Ms. Benjamin,
producing both albums himself
for Reprise.

“Duke Ellington Presents
the Dollar Brand Trio” was soon
released, but the label shelved

Ms. Benjamin’s album, “A
Morning in Paris.” She did,
however, reap the benefit of El-
lington’s imprimatur when she
appeared with his orchestra at
the 1965 Newport Jazz Festival.

Ms. Benjamin and Ibrahim
were married in 1965. When
they converted to Islam three
years later, he changed his
name to Abdullah Ibrahim (he
was born Adolph Brand), and
she adopted the name Sathima
Ibrahim, using Sathima Bea
Benjamin professionally.

They had a son, Tsakwe,
now a pianist in Cape Town,
and a daughter, Tsidi, now the
underground rapper known as
Jean Grae. Both survive her, as
do her two sisters, Edith Green
and Joan Franciscus.

Sathima Bea Benjamin, 76; jazz singer was also activist
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Wicklow, not far from Glendalough, the monastic site where St. Kevin lived in the seventh century. In his lec-
ture, Seamus recalled the story of St. Kevin kneeling and praying at Glendalough with his arms stretched out in 
the form of a cross.

“A blackbird mistook his outstretched hand for some kind of roost and swooped down upon it, laid a 
clutch of eggs in it, and proceeded to nest in it as if it were the branch of a tree,” Seamus told the audience in 
Stockholm. “Then, overcome with pity and constrained by his faith to love the life in all creatures great and 
small, Kevin stayed immobile for hours and days and nights and weeks, holding out his hand until the eggs 
hatched and the fledglings grew wings, true to life if subversive of common sense, at the intersection of natural 
process and the glimpsed ideal, at one and the same time a signpost and a reminder. Manifesting that order of 
poetry where we can at last grow up to that which we stored up as we grew.”

Seamus Heaney was very much like St. Kevin in that he held out his hands until the eggs that were his 
verses hatched, grew wings, and flew away, all over the world. He dared to leave the bog. He made words a 
weapon of wonder and tolerance. He walked on air against his better judgment.
 
Kevin Cullen is a Globe columnist. He can be reached at cullen@globe.com.
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