
Creative to the End é and Beyond 
 

by Kendall B. Smith, PhD  
 

A well -known childrenõs book author discovers that he is dying and, finding it difficult to talk 
about his experiences, chooses to use his storybook character to help express his innermost 
feeling s about this cris is in his life.  
 
The following article present s a perspective on li f e and death as seen through the eyes of 
Little Toot, a popular character in the world of childrenõs literature.  Little Toot is the 
frolicking, adven turesome tugboat whose travels on the waterways of the world have captured 
the imaginations of children and their parents for four generations.  More than an inanimate 
figure, he is the voice of his author and illustrator, commenting on life as it is and a s he wishes 
it would be.  
 
Hardie Gramatky was in the midst of creating a nother Little Toot sequel to entitled Little 
Toot and the Loch Ness Monster  when he was diagnosed with inoperable abdominal cancer.  
Throughout his illness, he continued to work on the drawi ngs, and shortly before his death the 
story line took final shape in his mind.  By then, writing was physically difficult for him, so he 
dictated what was, in retrospect, a gut reaction to his terminal illness .  This story, rich in 
symbolism, bears eloquent wi tness to the end of one personõs life. 
 
The product of this creativity lives on.  The story was published and appeared in animation on 
Shelley Duvallõs TV program and DVD of her òBedtime Storiesó.  This article affirms my theory 
that meaningful communicati on is not limited to verbalization and stands as vivid testimony 
that creativity is not diminished by the dying process.   
 
 
 

During the first few months of 1978, my father - in- law, Hardie Gramatky, began to have 

stomach difficulties.  Having enjoyed excelle nt health for a full 71 years, he found the 

recurring pain in his midsection a very new and very unpleasant experience.  The results of a 

number of standard tests were inconclusive so he entered the hospital in July for exploratory 

surgery.  Upon operating , the doctors discovered a non -contained, malignant tumor in the ileum, 

a rare place for such a growth.  As much of the cancer as possible was removed, and  he began a 

series  of chemotherapy  treatments . 

 

Hardie had asked to know the full extent of his medi cal problems.  His doctors and his family, 

honoring his request, were straightforward without being blunt.  However, Hardie's psyche had 

difficulty dealing with the full truth.  Denial was not a stage that he entered and left, but was 

rather a very human c oping mechanism that was periodically evident as he struggled to 

integrate the reality of his illness.   His conversations were at  times sprinkled with fragments 

hinting that through the skill of his doctors, the marvels of modern medical science, and the 

grace of God he would soon be restored to full health, while he knew, at another level , that 



such might not be the case.   All who were close to him did their utmost to keep his spirits 

lifted and hope alive, but began to prepare for the worst.  

 

At the time his illness began, Hardie had been working on a children's book, one in his Little 

Toot series.  The stories of this irrepressible, colorful  character had begun in 1939 when 

Hardie, inspired by the parade of tugboats making their way up and down New York's  East 

River, brought Little Toot into being.  Moving in a relatively short period of time from the 

drawing board into the hearts of children everywhere, Little Toot earned for his author and 

illustrator not only the love and admiration of countless youthfu l readers but the accolades of 

noted authorities from the world of children's literature.  The plot and drawings for this 

latest adventure entitled Little Toot and the Loch Ness Monster  had been extensively 

prepared following a research trip to Scotland in  1977.  Accompanied on that journey by his 

wife and grandson, Hardie's creative mind was overflowing with potential ideas bursting to be 

developed.  But the cancer, the operation and a postoperative depression slowed down his work 

considerably.  However, h is efforts on the book resumed once more as he began to acquire 

strength, put on weigh t and regain his zest for life.  

 

In the beginning of 1979, symptoms appeared that indicated the chemotherapy regimen was 

not taking full effect.  It became increasingly m ore difficult for him to retain food in his 

stomach, and in February 1979, bypass surgery was performed to circumvent some new 

blockages.  This operative technique allowed him to return home to resume his activities as 

fully as possible.  His pain was effe ctively control led by medication, but contending  with 

diarrhea became a daily battle.   His main emotional burden was the knowledge that the cancer 

was running rampant throughout his stomach.  

 

There is little doubt t hat under the prevailing circumstances , home was the place that he most 

wanted to be.  His studio, his paintings, his books --  all significant elements in his life --  were 

there.  But most important of all was the com forting care and love of his wife, Dorothea.  They 

had been extremely close thro ughout the course of their marriage, and her support became 

even more important as his health deteriorated.  She painstakingly prepared his food in the 

hopes that pleasing colors and tantalizing flavors would stimulate an appetite that was being 

depleted b y the chemotherapy.  She read to him when his eyes grew weary, and in a relatively 

short period of time they consumed material that ranged from selected portions of the Bible 

to all five  volumes of the biography of Henry James.  When Hardie was feeling up to it, they 

took short walks together , and they spent much time talking about common interests in the 

world of art and politics.  But a nagging doubt began to grow that issues were being avoided 

which instead should be shared.  More specifically, the one t opic that was never discussed was 

the fact that Hardie was dying.  Hardie's wife was becoming increasingly concerned.  She 

tur ned to me for advice as I was a professional working in a hospice program who supposedly 

knew something about the subject of dying, but who, at the moment, f elt very inadequate and 

utterly helpless.  The only advice that I could muster was that each of us in the family who saw 

him frequently should make a  special effort to listen carefully, for the time would  probably 

come when he would drop clues that he was ready to discuss the sev erity of his illness.  



Hardie's family was very small, but geographically not too distant and emotionally extremely 

close.  Our frequent visits were an essential part of his life.  In one of the last entries in his 

daily journal, he wrote: "Instead of `Roots' I have branches --  they do me so well. They are 

Dops [his nickname for his wife] , Linda [his daughter], Ken, and Andrew and Tina [ his two 

grandchildren ages 11 and 9 respectively .]  They reach out for me and bring the  beautiful 

sunlight of living."  

 

One sunny Sunday afternoon, Linda and her father spent time recapturing moments from the 

past.  Knowing that there was .much more on her mind and sensing that the same was true for 

him, she tentatively but resolutely shifted the direct ion of the conversation.  Cautiously she 

commented how invaluable his guidance had been during her lifetime, and that for potential 

problems in the future she would need it more than ever.   His replying that he was now able to 

talk about things that one mo nth previously would have been impossible gave her the courage to 

continue.  During the course of their meaningful dialogue, he ruefully remarked how painfully 

difficult it had been for him to talk with his gravely ill mother, to whom he had been extremely  

close, about the severity  of her illness.  The groundwork for communication at the deepest 

level had been laid.  

 

A week or so later, everyone got together.  The two children rushed to show their grandfather 

the latest drawings that they had done for him.  He loved nothing more than to view their 

fledging artistic efforts and offer liberal praise on the quality of their work.  The conversation 

became more animated as each child strove to be the first to tell him of the most recent school 

events and of the l atest happenings with friends.  

 

After the children tired of their talking and ran off to do other things, I had an opportunity to 

sit down beside Hardie.  In a fumbling fashion, I told him how much he meant to me, how much 

his life and lifestyle had been a n influence upon me, and how much I valued his support at a 

time when I had made a major decision to leave behind the corporate world to seek new 

avenues for my life.  A strong burst of emotion surged between us.   

 

Later in that same afternoon, he said th at he had been thinking  of the story line for his new 

book.  While he had it pretty much put together in his mind, he would need assistance in 

getting  it down as writing had become physically difficult.   He dictated the words which my 

wife took in shorthan d and then hurried to transcribe on the typewriter.  The result was not 

the polished product which Hardie normally created after many rewrites, but nevertheless it 

said much of his reaction to his terminal illness.  After my wife finished the typing, I rea d the 

story back to him.  The tears ran down his cheeks as he heard his words.  I had difficulty 

looking at him.   

 

I mentally kick myself now for not being more observant over the period of years that I had 

known Hardie.  Perhaps I was just too close.  Wi th 20/20 hindsight, I now realize the extent 

to which he surmounted the difficulty  of expressing his inner thoughts and feelings by using a 

little tugboat as his spokes man.  The working notebooks that he used in the development of his 



stories contain a var iety of quotes from other writers and artists, both know n and unknown, 

who in .their quest .to uncover the m ysteries of the meaning of life  had struck a harmonious 

chord for h im.  In these same not ebooks are written many experi ences from his own early life  

which he put to use as he strove to further the process of identification.  In a commentary on 

the jacket of a record of Little Toot stories he noted, "The truth of Little Toot's character 

after all these years has been made plain.  Can it be that this sa me personality has popped up 

somewhere from my past?"  Further on, he remarked, "When it  comes to facing the realities of 

the world, Little Toot is all of us."  Whether or not he speaks for all of us is debatable, but 

there is no doubt that he spoke for Ha rdie Gramatky.  

 

In a multitude of watery settings throughout the world, Little Toot's adventurous days are 

filled with many of the emotional elements of life: joy, sadness, playfulness, seriousness, fear, 

courage, endurance, loyalty, and occasionally tempo rary failure.  The fun -loving little fellow 

continues to seek new experiences, but deep inside he is intensely aware that the world that he 

sees is much different from the one that he seeks.  He tries to make sense of the 

contradiction.   In the bustling, b usinesslike New York harbor, for instance, he comes across 

big, burly freighters and magnificently powerful ocean liners.  Recognizing full well his small 

size, his penchant for playfulness, and his hesitancy to irritate others, he labors to find a niche 

f or himself in surroundings of unfriendly forces that at times threaten menacingly.  He 

searches desperately to find a useful purpose for his playful antics.  

 

In a later sequel, he sets out for a time of pleasure on San Francisco Bay and ends up being 

enveloped by a fog that with little stretching of the imagination can be considered existential 

in nature.  Discovering himself to be completely isolated, "Little Toot floats about like nothing 

in a nothingness world."   He has no choice but to ponder his identi ty.  He struggles to  achieve 

an aura of cosmic specialness.  

 

No matter how severe the trials and tribulations to which he is subjected, Little Toot always 

comes out on top.  No task is too difficult to be successfully overcome, no struggle too lengthy 

to d efeat his eternal optimistic spirit.  What makes Little Toot's voyage to Scotland's Loch 

Ness radically different from  all his other ventures is the underlying knowledge that it will 

undoubtedly b e his last.  

 

This, then, is the story that Hardie dictated f rom his bed.   Is it a statement of denial?  Is it 

an assertion of acceptance?  Or can it be considered an acknowledgement of the paradoxical 

elements that pervade the lives of all of us?  Each reader must interpret for himself the 

meaning of Little Toot an d Loch Ness Monster . 

 
Little Toot dreamed he saw the Loch Ness monster.  "There are no such things as 
monsters," growled the J . G. McGillicuddy.  "You'd better put it back in your dreams," 
laughed Grandfather Toot.  But Little Toot was far from convinced , and as always he was 
determined to find out the truth.  
 
 



One bright morning, he set out across vast seas until he came to a land of mountains and 
lakes, and all the while his mind was filled with monsters.  There were little ones, big ones, 
fa t  ones, skinny ones.  But when he got to Loch Ness, there were  no monsters there.   The 
loch was misty and mysterious with rocky coasts, and over it towered a gigantic castle.  
There were some strange old boats there.  They were geared with radar and sounding 
devices.  They too were hunting for the Loch Ness monster.  They were suspicious of  
Little  Toot because he had no equipment.   They bleeped and blurped all around him like an 
old mother hen over her chicks.   He even tried to hide in the underground pas sage of the 
old castle, but they threw him out into the cold.  Poor Little Toot , alone and afraid in the 
strange land, with no one to turn to.  As darkness fell over the lake, he again went back to 
imagining monsters but this time he overdid it.  Strange monsters appeare d in the mist.  
At first they were playful, but then they became too playful.  They grabbed him and 
tossed him about like a toy until it was unbearable.  "Stop !!" cried a voice, and before 
Little  Toot appeared a real live monster.  It was large and snakeli ke with a head filled with 
light -green warts, spines on its back and a tail full of scales.  "I am Nessie," said the 
monster.  "I  live here in the loch."  Nessie's eyes glowed in the moonlight.  And then she 
set out over the water as graceful as a swan.  To Little Toot she  was enchanting. 
 
What appealed to him most, of course, was that she loved to have fun and play games.   
"I'm shy," she said, "and afraid.  But you should have seen my ancestors.  They were 
fierce, awful monsters:  t hey even fought among eac h other."  Little Toot and Nessie sat 
together and talked until dawn.  
 
Suddenly they heard the sound of the bleeping and blurping of the old boats.  In no time 
at  all, they were right upon them with no time for Nessie to hide.  Nessie was frightened.  
"Try , Nessie.  There's only one thing to do.  Face them down!" tooted Little Toot.  
"Remember your awful ancestors."  
 
It was just enough.  Thus sparked, Nessie rose up out of the water like a giant Leviathan.  
She gnashed her great teeth.  She bellowed and scr eamed.  And the old boats turned and 
fled.  So frightened were they that they headed through the locks and canals, out to open 
sea, never to return.   
 
Nessie had the lake to herself again, and when Little Toot returned home to his own 
harbor, and they ask ed him about the monster, he kept Nessie's secret.  "What monster? ó 
he said.  But his tho ughts will always be on Nessie.  

 

Thirteen days later Hardie colla psed on the bathroom floor.  A local ambulance team was called 

for assistance.  They administered oxyg en and suggested that he be transported to the 

hospital immediately.  A hurried call to Hardie's oncologist prevented the needless move.  The 

physician said that at this stage in the illness, comfort was the primary consideration and home 

could better prov ide that than a hospital.  Visiting nurse coverage was increased and the 

doctor later stopped at the house to check on his patient.  

 

 



This was the same day that Hardie was to have received a top award from the American 

Watercolor Society for his painting o f Loch Ness .  Arrangements had been made for his 

daughter to accept the prize in his absence.  After the ceremony w as over, she went 

immediately to his bedside, bearing, along with the award, letters that his two grandchildren 

had spontaneously written upo n hearing the seriousness of his condition.  

 

Hardie listened to the well -wishes and plaudits of his artist c olleagues.  He was well pleased, 

but soon indicated that he was too tired to hear more.  The next morning, when he had 

regained some strength, his w ife read to him the letters of his grandch ildren.    He smiled when 

Tina (age 9) said, in part: òI hope you get better as soon as you can.  Even though Iõm pretty 

small, Iõd give everything that Iõve got to make you better.ó  11-year-old Andrew, in his lett er, 

reminisced about their trip to Scotland.  He wrote, òRemember how scared we were going up 

and down those Scottish hills?  I am, as all of us, even more scared now.  I sure hope we pull 

through this one together just as we did the hills, because I love you more than anyone else in 

this world.ó   

 

[The complete letters are copied on the following four pages.]  

 

Hardie smiled and weakly acknowledged how much those words meant to him, then drifted into 

a drowsy, lethargic state that was rapidly deepening.  M ore infrequent became the moments 

that he would emerge fully aware and comforted by the fact that his wife and daughter were 

close by.  In the early morning hours of the second day, he reached over, gently patted his 

wife who slept beside him, and minutes later quietly died.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Authorõs note: The text of Little Toot and the Loch Ness Monster as published by G. P. Putnam 
and produced as a video by MCA in òShelley Duvallõs Bedtime Storiesó (an animated reading of 
the book) is slightly different from t he story written in this article .  Hardie had drafted a 
number of versions prior to the latter stages of his illness, and his wife and daughter 
incorporated elements of his earlier writings when they finished his book posthumously.  The 
tale that he dictated  from his bedside arose from some of the very deepest feelings about the 
òcancer monsteró that had invaded his life and threatened his existence. 
           K.B.S. 
 






