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I dedicate this book to my children
Kenneth and Barbara.


When we have done all the work we were sent to Earth to do, we are allowed to shed our body, which imprisons our soul like a cocoon encloses the future butterfly.

And when the time is right, we can let go of it and we will be free of pain, free of fears and worries—free as a very beautiful butterfly, returning home to God . . .

—from a letter to a child with cancer
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The WHEEL of LIFE
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“THE MOUSE”

(early years)

The mouse enjoys getting in and out of everything, is lively and mischievous, is always ahead of the others.

“THE BEAR”

(early middle years)

The bear is very comfortable and loves to hibernate. It looks back at the early years and chuckles at the mouse as it runs around.

“THE BUFFALO”

(late middle years)

The buffalo loves to roam the prairies. It reviews life in a comfortable setting and is looking forward to lifting the heavy load and becoming an eagle.

“THE EAGLE”

(later years)

The eagle loves to soar high above the world, not to look down on people, but in order to encourage them to look up.



PART I
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“THE MOUSE”




CHAPTER ONE

There Are No Accidents
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Maybe this will help. For years I have been stalked by a bad reputation. Actually I have been pursued by people who regard me as the Death and Dying Lady. They believe that having spent more than three decades in research on death and life after death qualifies me as an expert on the subject. I think they miss the point.

The only incontrovertible fact of my work is the importance of life.

I always say that death can be one of the greatest experiences ever. If you live each day of your life right, then you have nothing to fear.

Maybe this, what is certain to be my final book, will clear that up. It may also raise a few new questions and perhaps even provide the answers.

From where I sit today in the flower-filled living room of my home in Scottsdale, Arizona, the past seventy years of my life look extraordinary. As a little girl raised in Switzerland, I could never, not in my wildest dreams—and they were pretty wild—have predicted one day winding up the world-famous author of On Death and Dying, a book whose exploration of life’s final passage threw me into the center of a medical and theological controversy. Nor could I have imagined that afterward I would spend the rest of my life explaining that death does not exist.

According to my parents, I was supposed to have been a nice, church-going Swiss housewife. Instead I ended up an opinionated psychiatrist, author and lecturer in the American Southwest, who communicates with spirits from a world that I believe is far more loving and glorious than our own. I think modern medicine has become like a prophet offering a life free of pain. It is nonsense. The only thing I know that truly heals people is unconditional love.

Some of my views are unconventional. For instance, throughout the past few years I suffered a half dozen strokes, including a minor one right after Christmas 1996. My doctors warned, and then begged me to give up smoking, coffee and chocolates. But I still indulge in these tiny pleasures. Why not? It is my life.

That is how I have always lived. If I am opinionated and independent, if I am stuck in my ways, if I am a little off-center, so what? That is me.

By themselves, the pieces do not seem to fit together.

But my experiences have taught me that there are no accidents in life.

The things that happened to me had to happen.

I was destined to work with dying patients. I had no choice when I encountered my first AIDS patient. I felt called to travel some 250,000 miles each year to hold workshops that helped people cope with the most painful aspects of life, death and the transition between the two. Later in my life, I was compelled to buy a 300-acre farm in rural Virginia, where I created my own healing center and made plans to adopt AIDS-infected babies, and, though it is still painful to admit, I see that I was destined to be driven out of that idyllic place.

After announcing my intention of adopting AIDS-infected babies in 1985, I became the most despised person in the whole Shenandoah Valley, and even though I soon abandoned my plans, there was a group of men who did everything in their power short of killing me to get me to leave. They fired bullets through my windows and shot at my animals. They sent the kind of messages that made life in that gorgeous spot unpleasant and dangerous. But that was my home and I stubbornly refused to pack up.

I had moved to the farm in Head Waters, Virginia, ten years earlier. The farm embodied all my dreams and I poured all the money I earned from publishing and lectures into making it a reality. I built my house, a neighboring cabin and a farmhouse. I constructed a healing center where I held workshops, allowing me to cut down on my hectic travel schedule. I was planning to adopt AIDS-infected babies, who would enjoy however many days remained of their lives in the splendor of the outdoors.

The simple life on the farm was everything to me. Nothing was more relaxing after a long plane flight than to reach the winding driveway that led up to my house. The quiet of the night was more soothing than a sleeping pill. In the morning, I awoke to a symphony of talking cows, horses, chickens, pigs, donkeys, llamas . . . the whole noisy menagerie, welcoming me home. The fields rolled out as far as I could see, glistening with fresh dew. Ancient trees offered their silent wisdom.

There was real work to be done. My hands got dirty. They touched the earth, the water, the sun. They worked with the material of life.

My life.

My soul was there.

Then, on October 6, 1994, my house was set on fire.

It burned down to the ground and was a total loss. All my papers were destroyed. Everything I owned turned to ash.

I was hurrying through the airport in Baltimore, trying to catch a plane home, when I got the news that it was ablaze. The friend who told me begged me not to go home, not yet. But my whole life I had been told not to become a doctor, not to talk with dying patients, not to start an AIDS hospice in prison, and each time I had stubbornly done what felt right rather than what was expected. This time was no different.

Everyone goes through hardship in life. The more you go through, the more you learn and grow.

The plane flight zoomed by. Soon I was in the backseat of a friend’s car, speeding along the dark country roads. It was nearly midnight. From a distance of a few miles away, I spotted the first signs of smoke and flames. They stood out against a perfectly black sky. I could tell it was a big fire. Close up, the house, or what remained of it, was barely visible through the flames. I compared the scene to standing in the midst of hell. The firemen said they had never seen anything like it. The intense heat kept them at bay all night and through the morning.

Sometime late that first night I sought shelter in the nearby farmhouse, which had facilities for guests. I made myself a cup of coffee, lit a cigarette and considered the tremendous personal loss inside the raging furnace that was once my home. It was devastating, staggering, beyond comprehension. The list included diaries my father had kept of my childhood, my personal papers and journals, some 20,000 case histories pertaining to my research into life after death, my collection of Native American art, photos and clothing . . . everything.

For twenty-four hours I was in shock. I did not know how to react, whether to cry, scream, shake my fists at God or just gawk at the iron-fisted intrusion of fate.

Adversity only makes you stronger.

People always ask me what death is like. I tell them it is glorious. It is the easiest thing they will ever do.

Life is hard. Life is a struggle.

Life is like going to school. You are given many lessons. The more you learn, the harder the lessons get.

This was one of those times, one of those lessons. Since there was no use denying the loss, I accepted it. What else could I do? Anyway, it was just a bunch of stuff, and no matter how important or sentimental the meaning, nothing compared with the value of life. I was unharmed. My two grown children, Kenneth and Barbara, were alive. Some jerks might have succeeded in burning down my house and everything inside, but they were not able to destroy me.

When you learn your lessons, the pain goes away.

This life of mine, which began halfway around the world, has been many things—but never easy. That is a fact, not a complaint. I have learned there is no joy without hardship. There is no pleasure without pain. Would we know the comfort of peace without the distress of war? If not for AIDS, would we notice our humanity is in jeopardy? If not for death, would we appreciate life? If not for hate, would we know the ultimate goal is love?

As I am fond of saying: “Should you shield the canyons from the windstorms, you would never see the beauty of their carvings.”

I admit that October night three years ago was one of those times when the beauty was hard to find. But during the course of my life, I had stood at similiar crossroads, searching the horizon for something nearly impossible to see. At those moments you can either hold on to negativity and look for blame, or you can choose to heal and keep on loving. Since I believe our only purpose for existing is to grow, I had no problem making a choice.

So a few days after the fire, I drove in to town, bought a change of clothes and got set for whatever was going to happen next.

In a way, that is the story of my life.


CHAPTER TWO

The Cocoon

[image: Images]

Throughout life, we get clues that remind us of the direction we are supposed to be headed in. If you do not pay attention, then you make lousy choices and end up with a miserable life. If you stay focused, then you learn your lessons and have a full and good life, including a good death.

The greatest gift God has granted us is free will. It places responsibility for making the highest possible choices on our shoulders.

The first big decision I made solely by myself took place when I was in the sixth grade. Near the end of the semester, the teacher gave the class an assignment. We had to write an essay describing what we wanted to be when we grew up. In Switzerland, this particular task was a big event. It helped determine your future education. Either you received training in a profession or you went on to years of rigorous academic study.

I grabbed pencil and paper with unusual enthusiasm. But as much as I believed that I was charting my destiny, reality was different. Not all was left up to the child.

I only had to think back to the previous night. At dinner, my father had pushed his dishes aside and studied the faces of his family before making an important pronouncement. Ernst Kübler was a strong, tough man, with opinions to match. He was very strict and demanding with my older brother Ernst Junior and pushed him down a rigorous academic path. Now he was ready to reveal the future of his triplet daughters.

I was swept up by the drama as he told Erika, the frailest of the three girls, that she would follow an academic course. Then he told Eva, the least motivated, that she would receive a general education at a finishing school for girls. Finally his eyes turned to me and I prayed that he would grant my dream of becoming a physician.

Surely, he knew.

But the next moment I shall never forget.

“Elisabeth, you will work in my office,” he said. “I need an efficient and intelligent secretary. That will be the place for you.”

My heart sank. While I was growing up as a triplet, one of three identical girls, my whole life had been a struggle for my own identity. Now, once again, I was being denied the thoughts and feelings that made me unique. I imagined myself working in his office. I would have a clerical job. Sit at a desk all day. Write down numbers. The days would be as rigid as the lines on graph paper.

It was not me. From early on, I had an intense curiosity about life. I looked at the world with awe and reverence. I dreamed of becoming a country doctor, or better, practicing medicine among the poor in India the way my hero Albert Schweitzer did in Africa. I did not know where these ideas came from, but I did know that I was not cut out to work in my father’s office.

“No, thank you!” I snapped.

In those days, such outbursts from children were not appreciated, especially in my household. My father turned red with anger. His temporal veins swelled with blood. Then he erupted. “If you don’t want to work in my office, then you can spend the rest of your life as a maid,” he yelled, and then stormed into his study.

“That’s all right with me,” I responded snappishly, and I meant it. I would rather work as a maid and hold fast to my independence than let someone, even my father, sentence me to life as a bookkeeper or secretary. For me, that would have been like going to prison.

All of that caused my heart to pound and my pen to fly the next morning in school when it came time to write our essays. Mine did not include a single mention of office work. Instead I wrote passionately about following Schweitzer into the jungle and researching life’s many and varied forms. “I want to find out the purpose of life.” Defying my father, I also stated that my dream included becoming a doctor. I did not care if he read my paper and got mad all over again. No one could take away my dreams. “One day I bet I can do it on my own feet,” I said. “We should always reach for the highest star.”

*   *   *

The questions of my childhood: Why was I born a triplet with no clear identity of my own? Why was my father so tough? Why was my mother so loving?

They had to be. That was part of the plan.

I believe every person has a guardian spirit or angel. They assist us in the transition between life and death and they also help us pick our parents before we are born.

My parents were a typical upper-middle-class, conservative couple in Zurich, Switzerland. Their personalities proved the old axiom that opposites attract. My father, the assistant director of the city’s biggest office supply company, was a well-built, serious, responsible and thrifty man. He had dark brown eyes that saw only two possibilities in life—his way and the wrong way.

But he also had a terrific enthusiasm for life. He led loud sing-alongs around the family piano and he lived to explore the wondrous beauty of the Swiss landscape. A member of the prestigious Zurich Ski Club, my father was happiest when hiking, climbing or skiing in the mountains. It was a love he passed on to his children.

My mother had a fit, suntanned and healthy look even though she did not participate in outdoor activities with the same zeal as my father. Petite and attractive, she was a practical homemaker, and proud of her skills. She was a fine cook. She sewed many of her own clothes, knit warm sweaters, kept a neat home and tended a garden that drew many admirers. She was a fine asset to my father’s business. After my brother was born, she dedicated herself to being a good mother.

But she wanted a pretty little daughter to complete the picture. She got pregnant for a second time without any difficulty. As she went into labor on July 8, 1926, she prayed for a curly-haired muffin she could dress in fancy doll-like clothes. Dr. B., an elderly obstetrician, helped her through the pains and contractions. My father, notified at work of my mother’s condition, arrived at the hospital at the culmination of nine months of anticipation. The doctor reached down and caught a baby, the smallest newborn anyone in the delivery room had ever seen born alive.

That was my arrival. I weighed two pounds. The doctor was shocked by my size, or rather my lack of it. I looked like a little mouse. No one expected me to survive. However, as soon as my father heard my first cry, he dashed to the phone in the hallway outside and informed his mother, Frieda, that she had another grandson.

Once he ran back to the delivery room, he was corrected. “Frau Kübler,” the nurse said, “actually gave birth to a daughter.” My father was told that often such tiny babies cannot be correctly identified at birth. So he hurried back to the phone and told his mother that she had her first granddaughter.

“We plan to call her Elisabeth,” he said proudly.

By the time my father reentered the delivery room to comfort my mother, he was in for another surprise. A second baby girl had also been born. Like me, she was a fragile two-pounder. After my father finished informing his mother of the additional good news, he found my mother still in considerable pain. She swore that she was not finished, that she was going to have another child. My father thought it was nonsense caused by fatigue, and the old experienced doctor reluctantly agreed.

But suddenly my mother began having more contractions. She started to push and moments later gave birth to a third daughter. This one was large, six and a half pounds, which was triple the weight of either of the other two. And this one had a full head of curls! My exhausted mother was thrilled. She finally had the little girl she had dreamed of for the past nine months.

Dr. B., an elderly woman, thought of herself as a clairvoyant. We were the first set of triplets she had ever delivered. She studied our faces in close detail and gave my mother predictions about each of us. She said that Eva, the last one born, would always remain “closest to her mother’s heart,” while Erika, the second child, would always “choose a path in the middle.” Then Dr. B., gesturing at me, remarked how I had shown the others the way and then added, “You will never have to worry about this one.”

All the local papers carried the exciting news of the Kübler triplets in the next day’s edition. Until she saw the headlines, my grandmother thought my father had been playing a stupid joke. The celebrating went on for days. Only my brother failed to share the excitement. His days as a charmed little prince ended abruptly. He found himself buried under an avalanche of diapers. Soon he would be pushing a heavy carriage up hills and watching his three sisters sit on identical potties. I am quite certain that the lack of attention he received explains his distance from the family later on.
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The triplets in 1928. From left to right: Elisabeth, Eva, Erika (From the collection of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, phot. J. Gaberell)



For me, being a triplet was a nightmare. I would not wish it on my worst enemy. I had no identity apart from my sisters. We looked alike. We received the same presents. Teachers gave us the same grades. On walks in the park, passersby asked which one was which. Sometimes my mother admitted even she did not know.

It was a heavy psychological weight to carry around. Not only was I born a two-pound nothing and given a slim chance at survival; my whole childhood was spent attempting to figure out who I was. I always felt that I had to work ten times harder than everyone else and do ten times more to prove myself worthy . . . of something . . . worthy of living. It was a daily torture.

Only as an adult did I realize it had been a blessing instead. Those circumstances are what I had chosen for myself before entering the world. They may not have been pleasant. They may not have been what I wanted. But they were what gave me the grit, determination and stamina for all the work that lay ahead.


CHAPTER THREE

A Dying Angel
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After four years of raising triplets in a cramped Zurich apartment, where we had no space or privacy, my parents rented a charming, three-story country home in Meilen, a traditional Swiss village on the lake a half-hour train ride from Zurich. It was painted green, which inspired us to call it “the Green House.”

Our new home sat on a grassy hill overlooking the village. It had lots of Old World character and a tiny grass yard where we were able to run and play. There was a garden which supplied us with fresh vegetables from our own harvest. Energetic, I took to the outdoors, very much my father’s child. I sometimes spent all day roaming the woods and meadows and chasing birds and animals.

I have two very early memories from this time, both very important in shaping the person I would become.

The first was my discovery of a picture book on life in an African village, which sparked my lifelong curiosity about the world’s different cultures. I was immediately fascinated by the photos of the dark-skinned children. I tried understanding them better by inventing a make-believe world that I could explore, including a secret language that I shared only with my sisters. I pestered my parents for a black-faced doll, which was impossible to find in Switzerland. I even gave up playing with my doll collection till I had some with black faces.

When I heard about a new African exhibition opening at the zoo in Zurich, I sneaked off to see it for myself. I caught the train, as I had done previously with my parents, and easily found the zoo. I watched the African drummers create the most beautiful, exotic-sounding rhythms. Meanwhile, the entire town of Meilen was out searching for the naughty Kübler runaway. Little did I know the concern I had created when I wandered in that night, but I was properly punished.

Around the same time, I also remember attending a horse race with my father. Since I was so tiny, he pushed me to the front of the grownups in order to see better. I sat on the moist spring grass all afternoon. Despite a slight chill, I sat still in order to enjoy the closeness of these beautiful horses. I developed a cold soon afterward and the next thing I remember was a night sleepwalking in a delirious state throughout the basement of our house.

Totally disoriented when found by my mother, she took me into the guest bedroom where she could keep an eye on me. It was the first time I had ever slept away from my sisters. I had a high fever, which was rapidly turning into pleurisy and pneumonia. I knew my mother was upset with my father for being away on a ski trip and leaving her with her tiresome trio and little son.

At 4 A.M., with my fever spiking, my mother called one neighbor to watch my brother and sisters and then she asked another neighbor, Mr. H., who owned a car, to drive us to the hospital. She wrapped me in several blankets and held me in her arms while Mr. H. drove very fast to the children’s hospital in Zurich.

This was my introduction to hospital medicine, and unfortunately it is memorable for being unpleasant. The examining room was cold. No one said a word to me. Not “Hello.” Not “How are you?” Nothing. A doctor yanked the cozy blankets off my shivering body and quickly undressed me. He asked my mother to leave the room. Then I was weighed, poked, prodded, asked to cough and treated like a thing rather than a little girl as they sought the cause of my problems.

The next thing I remember is waking up in a strange room. It was actually more like a glass cage. Or a fishbowl. There were no windows. It was perfectly silent. An overhead light stayed on practically around the clock. For the next few weeks, I saw people in white lab coats come and go without uttering a single word or offering a friendly smile.

There was another bed in the fishbowl. It was occupied by a little girl who was two years older than I. She was very frail and her skin was so pale and sickly it appeared to be translucent. She reminded me of an angel without wings, a little porcelain angel. No one ever visited her.

She drifted in and out of consciousness, so we never actually spoke. But we were very comfortable with each other, relaxed and familiar. We stared into each other’s eyes for immeasurable periods of time. It was our way of communicating. We had long, deep and meaningful conversations without ever making a single sound. It was a kind of simple transference of thoughts. All we had to do was open our young eyes to start the flow. Oh, my, there was so much to say.

Then one day, shortly before my own illness took a drastic turn, I opened my eyes from a dreamy sleep and saw my roommate looking at me, waiting. We then had a beautiful, very moving and purposeful discussion. My little porcelain friend told me that she would be leaving later that night. I grew concerned. “It’s okay,” she said. “There are angels waiting for me.”

That evening she stirred more than normal. As I tried to get her attention, she kept looking past me, or through me. “It’s important that you keep fighting,” she explained. “You’re going to make it. You’re going to return home with your family.” I was so happy, but then my mood changed abruptly. “What about you?” I asked.

She said that her real family was “on the other side” and assured me that there was no need to worry. We traded smiles before drifting back to sleep. I had no fear of the journey my new friend was embarking on. Nor did she. It seemed as natural as the sun going down every night and the moon taking its place.

The next morning I noticed that my friend’s bed was empty. None of the doctors or nurses said a word about her departure, but I smiled inside, knowing that she had confided in me before leaving. Maybe I knew more than they did. Certainly I have never ever forgotten my little friend who appeared to die alone but was, I am sure, attended to by people on a different plane. I knew she had gone off to a better place.

*   *   *

As for me, I was not so certain. I hated my doctor. I blamed her for not allowing my parents to get any closer than the other side of the window. They stared at me from outside while I desperately needed a hug. I wanted to hear their voices. I wanted to feel the warm skin of my parents and to hear my siblings laugh. Instead my parents pressed their faces against the glass. They held up pictures my sisters sent; they smiled and waved; and that was the extent of their visits while I was in the hospital.

My only pleasure was peeling the dead skin off my blistered lips. It felt good, and it irritated the heck out of my doctor. She hit my hand constantly and threatened that if I did not stop she would tie my arms down and immobilize me. Defiant and bored, I continued. I could not stop myself. It was the only fun I had. But one day after my parents left, that cruel doctor came into my room, saw my lips bleeding and tied my arms down so that I could not touch my face anymore.

Instead I used my teeth. My lips bled constantly. The doctor hated me for being a stubborn, unruly, disobedient child. But I was none of that. I was sick and lonely and craving the warmth of human contact. I used to rub my feet and legs together to feel the comforting touch of human skin. This was no way to treat a sick child, and no doubt there were children much sicker than I who had it even worse.

Then one morning several doctors huddled around my bed, whispering something about my needing a blood transfusion. Early the next day my father walked into my desperately empty and desolate room, looking quite large and heroic. He announced that I was going to receive some of his own “good Gypsy blood.” Suddenly the room brightened. We lay down on neighboring stretchers and tubes were stuck in our arms. The suction-circulating-pumping device was cranked by hand and looked like a coffee grinder. Father and I both stared at the crimson tubes. Each time the crank was turned, it pulled the blood from my father’s tube and forced it into mine.

“This will get you over the brink,” he said encouragingly. “Soon you will be able to go home.”

Naturally I believed every word.

I was depressed when the procedure ended, because then my father got up and left me alone again. But after several days, my fever went down and my cough subsided. Then one morning my father showed up again. He ordered me to raise my spindly body out of bed and walk down the hallway into a little dressing room. “There is a little something waiting there for you,” he said.

Though I was uncertain on my feet, my soaring spirit carried me down the hall, where I imagined my mother and sisters were prepared to surprise me. Instead I entered an empty room. The only thing in it was a small leather suitcase. My father stuck his head in and told me to open the case and quickly get dressed. I was weak and worried about falling, never mind that I barely had the strength to open the suitcase. But I did not want to disobey my father and perhaps miss a chance to go home with him.

So I used all my strength to open the suitcase. Then I found the best surprise of my life. Inside, my clothes were neatly folded, obviously my mother’s work, and poised on top of everything was a black doll. It was the kind of black doll I had dreamed about for months. I picked it up and started to cry. I had never had a doll of my own before. Nothing. Not a toy or even an article of clothing that I did not share with my sisters. But this black doll was obviously mine, all mine, clearly distinguishable from Eva’s and Erika’s white dolls. I was so happy I felt like dancing—if only my weak legs would have allowed it.

*   *   *

At home, my father carried me upstairs and put me in bed. For the next few weeks, I ventured only as far as the comfortable chair on the balcony, where I rested with my prized black doll in my arms, letting the sun warm my skin as I gazed admiringly at the trees and flowers where my sisters played. I was so happy to be home I didn’t mind that I could not play with them.

Sadly, I missed the start of school, but one sunny day my favorite teacher, Frau Burkli, showed up at our house with the whole class. They assembled below my balcony and serenaded me with my favorite happy songs. Before leaving, my teacher handed me an adorable black bear that was filled with the most delicious chocolate truffles, which I devoured at a record pace.

Slowly but surely, I returned to normal, and as I realized much later in my life, long after I had joined the ranks of those white-jacketed hospital doctors, it was due largely to the best medicine in the world: the care, comfort and love I got at home . . . and a few chocolates too!


CHAPTER FOUR

My Black Bunny
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My father delighted in taking snapshots of family occasions, which he meticulously arranged in photobooks. He also kept detailed diaries of who uttered the first words, learned to crawl, walk, said something funny or insightful—precious mementos that always caused me to smile until most of them were destroyed. Thankfully, they are all still lodged in my mind.

Christmas was the best time of year. In Switzerland, every child works hard to come up with handmade gifts for all the family members and close relatives. In the days preceding Christmas, we sat together knitting covers for clothes hangers, embroidering fancy hankies and thinking of new stitches for tablecloths and doilies. I was so proud of my brother when he brought home a shoe-shine kit he had made in his woodworking shop at school.

My mother was the best cook in the world, but she took great pride in making special and new menus over the holidays. She was very picky about where she bought her meat and vegetables, and she did not shy away from walking miles to get one special thing from a store clear across the village.

Although in our eyes my father was thrifty, he would always bring a bouquet of fresh anemones, ranunculus, daisies and mimosas home for Christmas. I can still smell the scent of those flowers every December by just closing my eyes. He also brought home cartons of dates, some dried figs and other treats that made the Advent season mystical and special. My mother would fill all the vases with flowers and fir branches and decorate the house especially nice. There was always an air of anticipation and excitement.

On December 25, my father took all of us children on a long walk in search of the Christ child. A good storyteller, he made us believe that the glitter in the snow was a sign that the Christ baby was just a few moments ahead of us. We never questioned him while hiking through forests and over hills, always hoping we would be able to see him with our own eyes. The hike lasted for several hours, until darkness, when my father, with a defeated sigh, decided it was time to return home so Mother would not worry.

But no sooner did we arrive at the garden than my mother, bundled up in a thick coat, returned home herself, apparently from some late shopping. We would all walk into the house simultaneously and with great excitement discover that the Christ child had apparently been in our living room and lit all the candles on a huge and exquisitely decorated Christmas tree. There were packages under the tree. We ate a big feast as the candles flickered.

Afterward, we retired to the drawing room, which doubled as the music room and library, and my family would start singing the old and beloved Christmas songs. My sister Eva played the piano and my brother accompanied on the accordion. My father had a gorgeous tenor singing voice, and everybody joined in. Then my father read a Christmas story with the kids sitting spellbound at his feet. While my mother relit the candles on the tree and prepared dessert, we snuck around the tree, trying to figure out the contents of each package. Finally, after dessert, we opened the packages and then played games until bedtime.

On normal working days, my father used to leave early in the morning to catch the train to Zurich. He returned for lunch and then left again for the train station afterward. That left my mother very little time to make the beds and clean the house before preparing lunch, which was usually four-courses and the main meal of the day. We all had to be at the table, and we got “the eagle eye” from my strict disciplinarian father if we made too much noise or did not finish everything on our plates. He rarely had to raise his voice, so when he did everybody quickly behaved. If not, he invited us into his study and we knew what that meant.

I cannot remember my father ever losing his temper with Eva or Erika. Erika was unusually good and quiet all of the time. Eva was my mother’s favorite. So Ernst and I were the usual targets. My father had nicknames for all of us: Erika as Augedaechli, which meant the lid over the eyeball, a symbolic gesture of how close he felt to her, and perhaps because he always saw her half-dreaming, half-asleep with her eyes almost closed. Because I always hopped from branch to branch, he called me Meisli, or little sparrow, and changed that to Museli, or little mouse, because I never sat still. Eva was called Leu, which means Lion, probably because of the amount of gorgeous hair she had as well as her good appetite! Ernst was the only one called by his original name.

In the evening, long after we returned from school and my father from work, we all gathered in the music room and sang. My father, a much-in-demand entertainer at the prestigious Zurich Ski Club, made sure we learned hundreds of popular ballads and songs. Over time, it was obvious that Erika and I had no musical ability and added only off-key notes to an otherwise lively concert. As a result, my father delegated us to kitchen duty. Almost daily, while the others sang, Erika and I ended up washing the dinner dishes and singing by ourselves. But we did not mind. When we finished, rather than join the others, we sat on the counter, sang by ourselves and sent in requests for favorites like “Ave Maria,” “Das alte Lied” and “Always.” Those were the best times.

Come bedtime, we shared identical beds and linen and put our identical clothes on identical chairs for the next morning. From dolls to books, everything was the same for the three of us. It was maddening. I remember my poor brother being used as a watchdog during our potty sessions. His job was to make sure I did not spring up early and run away before my sisters were finished. I resented this procedure and felt like I had been put in a straightjacket. All of this fanned my desire for my own identity.

At school, I was much more of an individual than my sisters. An excellent student, especially in math and languages, but I was best known for defending weak, helpless or handicapped children from troublemakers. My fists pummeled the backs of the school’s bullies so often that my mother was accustomed to the butcher boy, the town gossip, passing by our house after class and saying, “Betli will be late today. She’s beating up one of the boys.” My parents never got mad, since they knew I only protected those who could not defend themselves.

Unlike my sisters, I was also very involved with pets. At the end of kindergarten a close family friend returned from Africa and gave me a little monkey I named Chicito. We quickly became special friends. I also collected all sorts of animals and ran a makeshift hospital in the basement for injured birds, frogs and snakes. Once I nurtured a hurt crow back to health so it was able to fly away again. I guessed that animals knew instinctively who to trust.
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Clockwise from top: Ernst, Elisabeth, Eva, Erika (From the collection of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross)



That was certainly true of the dozen or so bunnies we kept in a little coop out in the garden. I was primarily responsible for cleaning their house, making sure they were fed and playing with them. Even though my mother put rabbit stew on the menu every few months, I conveniently never thought of how the rabbits got in the stewpot. On the other hand I did notice the rabbits only approached the gate when I entered, never when anybody else from my family walked in. This favoritism inspired me to spoil them even more. At least they could distinguish me from my sisters.

After they started multiplying, my father decided to reduce their numbers and only keep a certain minimum of rabbits. I do not understand why he did this. They cost nothing to feed, since they ate dandelions and grass, and there was no shortage of either in our yard. But he must have figured that he was saving money somehow. One morning he asked my mother to make a rabbit roast. Then he got hold of me. “Take one of your rabbits to the butcher on your way to school,” he said. “Then bring it back over the lunch break so Mother can cook it in time for dinner.”

Though rendered speechless by the thought of what he requested, I obeyed. Later that night, I watched my family eat “my” bunny. I nearly choked when my father suggested I try a little bite. “Perhaps a leg,” he said. I stubbornly refused and managed to avoid an “invitation” to my father’s study.

This drama repeated itself for months, until the only rabbit left was Blackie, my favorite. He was a big, fat ball of fluff. I loved to cuddle him and unburden all my secrets. He was a great listener, a wonderful shrink. I was convinced he was the only living creature in the whole world who loved me unconditionally. Then came the day I dreaded. After breakfast, my father told me to take Blackie to the butcher. I walked outside shaking and distraught. As I scooped him up, I confessed what I’d been ordered to do. Blackie looked at me, his pink nose twitching.

“I can’t do it,” I said, and placed him on the ground. “Run away,” I begged. “Go.” But he did not budge.

Finally I ran out of time. School was about to start. So I grabbed Blackie and ran to the butcher shop, tears running down my cheeks. Poor Blackie sensed something dreadful was about to happen, I have to think. I mean, his heart was beating as fast as mine as I handed him to the butcher and hurried off to school without saying good-bye.

I spent the rest of the day thinking about Blackie. I wondered if he had been killed already, if he knew that I loved him and would miss him forever. I regretted not having said good-bye. All of these questions I asked myself, not to mention my attitude, planted the seeds for my future work. I hated the way I felt and blamed my father.

After school, I walked slowly into the village. The butcher was waiting in the shop’s doorway. As he handed me the bag containing Blackie, he said, “It’s a damn shame you had to bring this rabbit. In a day or two, she would have had bunnies.” (I hadn’t known that Blackie was a female.) I did not think I could feel any worse, but I did. I deposited the still-warm bag on the counter. Later I sat at the table and watched my family eat my bunny. I did not cry. I did not want my parents to know how much they had hurt me.

I reasoned that they obviously did not love me, and so I had to learn to be tough. Tougher than anyone.

As my father complimented my mother on the delicious meal, I told myself, “If you can make it through this, then you can make it through anything in life.”

*   *   *

When I was ten my father moved us to a much larger house, one we referred to as “the Big House,” farther up in the hills above the village. We had six bedrooms, but my parents still kept us three girls in the same room. By then, the only space that mattered to me was outdoors. We had a spectacular yard, two acres of lawn, flowers and a garden, clearly the source of my lifelong interest in growing anything that blooms. We were also surrounded by the picture-book-pretty farms and vineyards, and far in the background there were craggy snowcapped mountains.

I roamed all over the countryside, searching for wounded birds, cats, snakes, frogs and various other animals. I carried them back to our basement, where I set up a fine laboratory. I proudly referred to it as “my hospital.” For my less fortunate patients, I created a cemetery under a willow tree and kept the shaded area decorated with flowers.

My parents did not shield me from life and death as it happened naturally, which allowed me to absorb the different circumstances as well as people’s reactions. In third grade, my class was introduced to a new girl named Suzy. Her father, a young doctor, had just moved his family to Meilen. It was not easy starting a new medical practice in a small village, and the father had a hard time getting patients. But everyone thought Suzy and her younger sister were adorable.

Then a few months later Suzy stopped going to school. Soon word spread that she was seriously ill. Everyone in town blamed her father for not making her better. Therefore he must not be a good doctor, they reasoned. But not even the best physicians in the world could have helped. Suzy, it turned out, had contracted meningitis.

The whole town, including the schoolchildren, followed her gradual decline: first paralysis set in, then deafness, and finally she lost her eyesight. The villagers, though saddened for her family, were like most small-town people: they feared the horrible illness might find its way into their homes if they got too close. Consequently, the new family was practically shunned and left alone in a time of great emotional need.

It disturbs me to think about that now, even though I was among a group of Suzy’s schoolmates who continued to have contact. I gave her sister notes, drawings and wildflowers to take home. “Tell Suzy that we are thinking of her,” I said. “Tell her that I miss her.”

I will never forget that when Suzy died her bedroom curtains were shut. I recall being sad that she was closed off from the sunshine, the birds, the trees and all the lovely sounds and sights of nature. It did not seem right to me. Nor did the outpouring of sadness and grief that followed, since I thought most Meilen residents felt relieved that the ordeal was finally over. With no reason to stay, Suzy’s family moved away.

I was much more positively impressed by the death of one of my parents’ friends. He was a farmer, probably in his fifties. Years earlier he had been the one who had rushed my mother and me to the hospital when I had pneumonia. His death came after he fell from an apple tree and broke his neck, but it did not kill him immediately.

At the hospital, doctors told him they were helpless, and so he insisted on being taken home to die. There was plenty of time for his family, relatives and friends to say good-bye. On the day we went, he was surrounded by his family and children. His room overflowed with wildflowers, and his bed was positioned so that he could look out the window on his fields and fruit trees, literally the fruits of his labor that would survive the drift of time. The dignity and love and peace I saw made a lasting impression.

The next day he died, and we returned that afternoon to view his body. I was a very reluctant participant, not eager at all for the experience of the lifeless body. Some twenty-four hours earlier this man, whose children attended school with me, had uttered my name, a painful but heartfelt “little Betli.” But the viewing turned out to be a fascinating moment. Gazing at his body, I realized that he was no longer there. Whatever force and energy gave him life, whatever it was that we mourned, had vanished.

In my mind, I compared his death with Suzy’s. Whatever happened to her unfolded in the dark, behind drawn curtains that prevented even the warm rays of sunshine from entering her final moments. The farmer had died what I now call a good death—at home, surrounded by love and given respect, dignity and affection. His family said all they had to say and grieved without any regrets or unfinished business.

From my few experiences, I realized that death was something that you could not always control. But given some choice, this felt right.


CHAPTER FIVE

Faith, Hope and Love
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I was lucky in school. My interest in math, and academics in general made me one of those odd children who loved attending school. But I had the opposite reaction to my mandatory weekly religious studies. It was too bad, because as a child I definitely had a spiritual inclination. But Pastor R., the town’s Protestant minister, taught the scripture on Sundays by emphasizing fear and guilt, and I did not identify with his God.

He was a cold, brutish, unsophisticated man. His five children, who knew how unchristian he truly was, showed up at school hungry and with black-and-blue marks covering their bodies. The poor things looked tired and worn out. We sneaked them sandwiches for belated breakfasts and shoved sweaters and pillows under their rear ends so they could tolerate sitting on wooden benches outside. Eventually their family secrets filtered into the schoolyard—each morning their most revered father smacked the heck out of them with whatever he found handy.

Instead of confronting him about his terribly abusive behavior, the adults admired his eloquent, highly dramatic sermons, but all of us kids who were subjected to his dictatorial manner of teaching and rigid discipline knew better. A sigh during his lecture, or a slight turn of the head, resulted in a sharp crack of a wooden ruler on your arm, head or ear, or worse.
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