
Best-selling American author Mary
Higgins Clark, known to her fans as the
“Queen of Suspense”, has died aged 92,

her publisher confirmed Friday. Clark was still
producing a book a year at the age of 90,
with her page-turners earning her a legion of
fans across the world and even making her
one of the top-selling fiction authors in
France. “She passed away peacefully this
evening at the age of 92 surrounded by family
and friends,” publisher Simon & Schuster said
in a tweet late Friday.

With sales of more than 100 million
thrillers in the United States alone, she
achieved success in her 40s after a series of
personal tragedies. Clark’s books have been
translated into 35 languages and more than 20
have been adapted for television and cinema.
Throughout her career she received a number
of awards, including France’s Grand Prix de
Litterature Policiere in 1980, as well as being
made Grand Master of the Edgar Allen Poe
Awards by the Mystery Writers of America in
2000.

Scary situations 
“She was unique. Nobody ever bonded

more completely with her readers than Mary
did; she understood them as if they were
members of her own family,” her long-time
editor Michael Korda said in a statement. “She

was always absolutely sure of what they
wanted to read-and, perhaps more important,
what they  didn’t want to read-and yet she
managed to surprise them with every book.
She was the Queen of Suspense.”  In an inter-
view with National Public Radio in 2017,
Clark said the greatest compliment was “when
someone will say to me, ‘I read your darn
book till four in the morning’.” “She creates

characters that readers can identify with then
puts them in scary situations. Fans love it,”
NPR said.

Born in the Bronx, New York, on December
24, 1927 to an Irish immigrant family, Clark
wrote from an early age. Her father died from
a heart attack when she was 11 and, with her
mother struggling with three children, Clark
was obliged to work from 15. She started as a
hotel telephone operator and was then a typ-
ist, while still dreaming of becoming a writer.
She would window-shop on New York’s 5th
Avenue for the clothes she would buy when
success arrived, Clark often reminisced in
interviews in later years.

In 1949 she became a Pan Am air hostess,
quitting after a year to marry her neighbor,
Warren Clark, and raise a family. She estab-
lished a routine of writing in her kitchen from
5am to 7am before getting her five children
ready for school. But when her husband died
suddenly of a heart attack when she was just
35, this life was shattered. To support her
family, Clark touted her short stories-receiv-
ing 40 rejection letters-and sold radio scripts.

Criminally successful 
But when Clark turned to suspense novels

she finally achieved the success she had
dreamt of. Her first in 1975 — titled “Where
are the Children?” about a woman going

through a recurring nightmare of losing her
two children-was reprinted 75 times. She
became a millionaire after her second thriller,
“A Stranger is Watching”, was released in
1978. 

From then on most of her thrillers were
bestsellers, including “Before I say Goodbye”

(2000) and “On the Street Where You Live”
(2001) which topped the New York Times
bestseller lists. — AFP
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Fe a t u r e s

In this file photo authors Mary Higgins Clark (left)
and Carol Higgins Clark attend the 16th Annual Los
Angeles Times Festival of Books - Day 2 at USC on
May 1, 2011 in Los Angeles, California.

In this file photo author Mary Higgins Clark
arrrives at Third Annual Quill Awards, honoring this
year’s finest books and authors on 22 October
2007, in New York.

In this file photo US author Mary Higgins Clark
poses during the 17th MIPCOM (Marche interna-
tional des films et des programmes pour la televi-
sion, la video, le cable et le satellite) in Cannes,
France. — AFP photos

Photographer Claudia Andujar looks at pictures on a book during an interview with AFP.
— AFP photos

Swiss-born Brazilian photographer Claudia Andujar gestures as
she offers an interview to AFP in Sao Paulo, Brazil. 

Hailed by luminaries such as Stephen
King and Oprah Winfrey, “American
Dirt” was touted as the next “great

American novel,” bought for a seven-figure
advance, backed by aggressive marketing
and launched last week to great fanfare in
both English and Spanish.  Instead of glory,
however, author Jeanine Cummins finds
herself at the heart of a cultural maelstrom,
accused by some of exploiting the tragedy
of Mexican migrants in a US election year
and of validating stereotypes such as those
used by President Donald Trump to fuel his
anti-immigration rhetoric. 

The book tells the story of a Mexican
woman who owns a bookshop and flees on
the notoriously dangerous cargo train
known as “The Beast” that migrants ride to
the north. She also survives the slaughter
of almost her entire family by drug traffick-
ers at a traditional birthday celebration.
The book’s publication has generated
intense debate about cultural appropria-
tion, the marginalization of Hispanic
authors by US publishers, the dangers of
spreading misrepresentations and the
responsible limits of fiction. 

The firestorm took publisher Flatiron
Books by surprise, and on Wednesday they
canceled Cummins’ planned tour of US
book stores.   “Based on specific threats to
booksellers and the author, we believe
there exists real peril to their safety,” said
publisher Bob Miller in a statement.

‘Exploitative’ 
Horror supremo King described the

book as “marvelous” and author Don
Winslow compared it to the Steinbeck
classic “The Grapes of Wrath”. It is already
being adapted for Hollywood. But more
than 120 writers, including Mexico’s lead-
ing novelist Valeria Luiselli and chicana
author Myriam Gurba, whose withering
review sparked the debate, have signed a
letter calling on Oprah not to feature
“American Dirt” in her book club, which
has historically been a gateway to massive
sales. “This is not a letter calling for silenc-
ing, nor censoring,” said the writers, who
called the novel “exploitative.”

“But in a time of widespread misinfor-
mation, fear mongering, and white-
supremacist propaganda related to immi-
gration and to our border, in a time when
adults and children are dying in US immi-
gration cages, we believe that a novel
blundering so badly in its depiction of mar-
ginalized, oppressed people should not be
lifted up,” the letter went on to say.
Mexican actress Salma Hayek put out a
selfie of herself with the book, unaware of
the controversy erupting around it, then
quickly apologized for promoting it.
Photos that Cummins herself posted of a
lobster luncheon for the book launch, fea-
turing floral arrangements wreathed with
barbed wire-a nod to the book’s cover-did
little to help.  “Border chic,” said Gurba on
Twitter. “Cruel” and “insensitive,” said the
authors in their letter to Oprah.

‘Ignorance and negligence’ 
“This is a book that oversimplifies

Mexico, uses bad Spanish, and in which the
protagonist, a Mexican woman, does
things that don’t make any sense for a
Mexican,” said Ignacio Sanchez Prado, a
professor of Latin American studies at
Washington University in St. Louis,
Missouri. An expert on Mexico, he told
AFP he did not believe that only Mexicans
can write about the Mexican experience
but said that Cummins “did it badly.” He
also laid the most blame on the “editorial
process,” lashing out at Flatiron’s “igno-
rance and negligence.” The author of the
book, who describes herself as white but
also “Latinx” because she has a Puerto
Rican grandmother, has not alluded to the
controversy in her posts on social media
but told The New York Times “there is a
danger sometimes of going too far toward
silencing people.”

“No one intends to censor Ms
Cummins,” said Daniel Olivas, author of a
collection of poems about the US-Mexico
border, and one of the signatories of the
protest letter sent to Oprah. “But the pro-
motion of this book as the ‘Great American
Novel’ and ‘a dazzling accomplishment’ of
John Steinbeck proportions is simply
galling when so many brilliant Latinx writ-
ers are given a mere fraction of such atten-
tion and monetary compensation,” he said.

Flatiron did not respond to an AFP
request for comment on the controversy
and an interview with the author.  The
publishers said in a statement they were
“proud” of the book, but Miller acknowl-
edged that the controversy “has exposed
deep inadequacies in how we at Flatiron
Books address issues of representation.”
“We made serious mistakes in the way we
rolled out this book,” Miller admitted. “The
concerns that have been raised, including
the question of who gets to tell which sto-
ries, are valid ones in relation to literature
and we welcome the conversation,” his
statement said. — AFP

Swiss-born photographer Claudia Andujar
has spent five decades fighting to protect
the rights of Brazil’s Yanomami tribe. But

the feisty octogenarian says her battle is not
over. Andujar began documenting the Yanomami
in 1971 after visiting members of the group deep
inside the Amazon rainforest in the northwestern
state of Roraima, near the Venezuelan border.
She hopes a major retrospective of her work
opening in Paris on January 30 will call attention
to the renewed threats they face under
President Jair Bolsonaro, who is pushing to
legalize mining and farming in protected native
territory.

“The Yanomami are my relatives, they are
part of my family and I want to defend my fami-
ly,” Andujar, 88, tells AFP at her Sao Paulo
apartment. Spending weeks at a time with the
Yanomami, whose territory in Brazil covers
some 37,000 square miles-an area bigger than
Portugal-Andujar battled stifling heat and
malaria to capture fragments of their daily life,
such as hunting trips or shamanistic rituals.  “I
tried to follow their way of living ... I just tried to
make them understand that I’m looking for
friendship,” Andujar says of her first few weeks
with the tribe. 

“They had never been photographed so they
didn’t understand what I was doing and I didn’t
want to invade them.” By experimenting with
infrared film, flashes and even vaseline smeared
on the camera lens, Andujar created distorted
images that offer an interpretation of the
Yanomami’s complex spiritual world. “She tried
to convey and to represent things that were
invisible to Western eyes,” says Thyago
Nogueira from the Moreira Salles Institute in
Brazil and curator of the exhibition for the
Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain in the
French capital. 

Featuring some 300 mostly black and white
photos taken largely in the 1970s and 1980s,

“The Yanomami Struggle” marks Andujar’s
biggest temporary exhibition.  A smaller version
was on display for much of 2019 in Sao Paulo
and then Rio de Janeiro, catching the eye of the
Fondation Cartier.   “She was not just a journal-
ist trying to narrate a story or an anthropologist
documenting a society,” Nogueira tells AFP.
“She completely immersed herself in the subject
and she felt free to experiment.” 

Growing threats 
The exhibition charts Andujar’s transition

from photographer to activist as the
Yanomami-whose population in Brazil is around
26,000 — faced increasing threats to their sur-
vival. Some 11,000 Yanomami live in Venezuela.
Brazil’s military rulers began constructing high-
ways across the Amazon in the 1970s to open
up the rainforest to development. The
Yanomami and other tribes were devastated by
diseases introduced by non-indigenous
Brazilians settling in the remote region.

They also confronted deadly invasions by
gold miners seeking to exploit reserves of the
precious metal on their land.  Andujar was
expelled from the region in 1977 after becom-
ing a thorn in the side of authorities. She then
joined Yanomami shaman and spokesman Davi
Kopenawa in a campaign for the legal demar-
cation of the tribe’s territory, which was
granted in 1992.

Using her camera as a political weapon,
Andujar “avoided a genocide,” says Nogueira.
But the hard-won rights remain under threat,
says Andujar.  “The government, if they decide
they want to go and extract gold or other min-
erals, they will go and try to do it,” she says.
These fears have intensified under Bolsonaro,
who took power in January 2019 promising to
open up more of the mineral-rich Amazon to
development. The far-right leader presided over
an 85 percent surge in deforestation last year,

official figures show.
He also has dismantled environmental pro-

tections that activists say have made tribes
increasingly vulnerable to invasions by illegal
miners and loggers. His government is expected
to send a bill to Congress soon that would
legalize mining on indigenous land.  In recent
months, three indigenous people have been
killed in two separate incidents in the northeast-
ern state of Maranhao. One of them died after
being ambushed by loggers. The others were
killed in a drive-by shooting. “Bolsonaro has no
experience at all with indigenous people,”
Andujar says derisively. “I always worry about
their future.” 

‘Right to live’ 
After fleeing Europe during World War II,

Andujar lived in New York before joining her
Swiss mother in Brazil in 1955. The loss of her
Hungarian Jewish father and his relatives in Nazi
death camps in Germany and Poland has fuelled
Andujar’s determination to protect the
Yanomami.  “It’s something that in the Second
World War I was not able to do,” Andujar
explains. Even now, as she struggles to walk and
spends much of her time at home, Andujar con-
tinues to devote herself to their survival.

She last visited the Yanomami two years ago
and does not know if she will return.  “I’m get-
ting older,” she says chuckling.   Andujar plans
to attend the opening of her exhibition in Paris
where she hopes to meet with political leaders,
including French President Emmanuel Macron,
and raise her concerns. “These people have the
right to live,” she says of the Yanomami. “They
have to decide what they want and not the gov-
ernment.” — AFP 

Ascientific expedition to the
Galapagos Islands has discovered a
tortoise with a “strong” genetic link

to a presumed-extinct subspecies made
famous by the popular Lonesome George,
national park officials said Friday. George,
the last known member of the Chelonoidis
nigra abingdonii Pinta tortoise species,
died in 2012 in captivity aged over 100
after refusing to provide any offspring. The
Galapagos National Parks (PNG) said the
expedition had discovered a young, female
specimen deemed “a high-importance find
because it has a strong genetic component
of the species ‘Chelonoidis abingdonii.’”

She “could be a direct descendant of a
pure individual, which could still be alive
somewhere,” the park said. Park rangers
and scientists from PNG and the

Galapagos Conservancy found an addi-
tional 29 tortoises — 11 males and 18
females-that share part of their genetic
makeup with the Chelonoidis niger
Floreana subspecies, also thought to be
extinct. Researchers chose Wolf Volcano
for their expedition because whalers and
pirates who would eat the animals were
thought to have dumped some of the tor-
toises there in the past to lighten their
ships’ loads. The Galapagos Islands, locat-
ed 620 miles (1,000 kilometers) off the
coast of Ecuador in the Pacific Ocean,
were made famous by Charles Darwin’s
studies of their breathtaking biodiversity.
The park says there are 10,000 to 12,000
tortoises on the volcano. — AFP


