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In this 2003 photo, Ginger Justice, a long-time assistant, opens a book and places on the tray above Martha
Mason's head so she can read. Justice helps Mason with all kinds of tasks, from eating to surfing the web. Mason
must live in an iron lung, due to complications from polio when she was younger, in her home in Lattimore, near
Shelby.
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artha Lillard, 78, the last American to use an iron lung, died June 26.
Here's a 2003 profile of Martha Mason, a Wake Forest graduate and North
Carolina native, who at the time of her death in 2009 had lived in an iron lung for

61 years.

LATTIMORE — Martha Mason may be confined to an iron lung, but she refuses to be
defined by it.

"I'm what goes on inside my head," she said.

Mason was 11 in September 1948, when acute bulbar poliomyelitis - polio - paralyzed
her from the neck down. It struck two days after polio killed her older brother,
Gaston. She battled searing pain and a fever that spiked at 107 degrees.
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She struggled for breath, she wrote in her memoir, "like a fish plucked from a lake
and left gasping on a pier." Not long after doctors discovered her disease, a physical
therapist slid Mason's inert body into an iron lung, leaving only her head exposed.
The pressure of the lung caused her diaphragm to contract and expand. It breathed

for her.

It still does.

ore

( l\g%ﬁgrl}t'%%%qggntm% that she may have lived in an iron lung longer than anyone else.
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She defied the doctors' prediction when she was 12 that she wouldn't live more than a

year.

She became far more than the "talking vegetable" that one doctor had warned her

parents that she would always be.

Within the confines of the 800-pound yellow tube that keeps her alive, Mason

graduated from high school and college.

She finished first in her high-school class and at Gardner-Webb College and at Wake

Forest College. Both colleges are now universities.

Mason directed the care of her ailing mother, who had once been her main caregiver,

after a series of strokes clouded her mother's mind and wrecked her body.

Mason paid bills, hired caregivers and saw to it that her mother was treated as

tenderly as she had once treated her.

Today, Mason leads a rich, busy life filled with people and activity. She runs a
household and plans social gatherings for her friends. She keeps close tabs on the

goings-on in her small town and on her friends in far-flung places.

Marchers in the town's annual Independence Day parade have been rerouted past her
house. When friends go on vacation, she travels with them, thanks to the videos and

regional foods that they share with her.

Her voice-activated computer helps connect her to the world. It allows her to express
her private thoughts to friends in e-mails. Before, when she wrote letters, she had to

share those thoughts with the scribes who took down her words.

The computer also helped her achieve her childhood dream of becoming a writer. Her

memoir, "Breath: Life in the Rhythm of an Iron Lung," (Down Home Press) was

( pyhlithed in Mggr%lg)She wrote it to honor the people - doctors, teachers, caregivers,
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friends - who have touched her life.

"Originally, it was something to do," Mason said the other day over the loud hum and
rhythmic whoosh of the lung. She turned her head, supported by a pillow covered in a
flower-sprigged case, to talk to visitors. The gray ringlets of her hair, swept back from
her broad face, spilled over the pillow's edge. A rubber collar that fits tightly around
her neck bellowed out, then collapsed back in with every breath.

Ginger Justice has helped look after Mason for 25 years. She hovered nearby.

"That's Ginger," Mason said. "After my father's death, we needed extra help. She grew

up with us, and we grew up with her."

Justice, who couldn't read or write when she first came to work for the Masons,
learned her duties slowly but well, Mason wrote. She became the key player in

Mason's care, and she plays a prominent role in her book.

"It was going to be about my mother. It grew. In my heart, it is a tribute to good

people who allowed me to have a very good life," Mason said.

Foremost among those good people was her mother, Euphra Mason, who watched

over her frail daughter for 45 years.

During 16 of those years, she also cared for Mason's father, who suffered from heart

disease. Both of Mason's parents are dead now.

When her mother became ill, Mason wrote, she had to finally grow up and take
charge. She had never even read a recipe before she took on the responsibility of

planning meals.

"I had always been taken care of like an orchid in a greenhouse, not left to grasp the
landscape of life like kudzu," she wrote. "Instead of creeping up with dignity like a

gentle old collie, maturity had pounced upon me - like a terrier pup without a

( sﬁﬁdgeﬁie'fadéem@"
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She also wrote about her carefree, happy childhood -"the time I was given as a gift
before one life ended and another began," she said - and of the girl she once was.
Mason was smart, athletic, mischievous and in love with words. She danced, ran,

skated, swam. She played tennis and basketball, rode bikes and horses.

She wrote about long July twilights and endless Christmas Eves, when time seemed
suspended. She wrote about the boy in fourth grade who asked to carry her books and
gave her a Hershey bar with almonds. She wrote about her mature, responsible older

brother, the brother whose death at 13 devastated her family.

Writing about her mother's decline and her brother's death proved painful -

sometimes so painful that she stopped writing for months at a time.

"I had to face death pretty early in my years - a sibling, somebody who is the person
in your life," she said. "Even after all these years, I still miss him. It sounds weird, but

it's true."
The book took three years to complete.

She didn't find writing about herself particularly painful. For everything she has
missed, Mason said she has been compensated with something else. When an apple
tree blooms, people admire the blossoms, she said. But the flowers must give way in

order for the fruit to mature.

"If you can't keep the flowers, enjoy the fruit," she said. "I picked the apples. I can't

worry too much about the flowers."

Her illness forced her to miss a year of school, but when she returned, she flourished.
Her teachers taught at school all day, then came to her house after school to teach
her.

"I thought that was heroic," she said. She and her mother - who had written papers

ated, filled out workbooks at her direction and turned thousands of

ended from a rack over Mason's head - graduated together.
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Mason went on to nearby Gardner-Webb College, where she and her parents lived on
campus. She participated in classes through an intercom system. She graduated at the
head of her class in 1958. She then went to Wake Forest, and her parents went with
her.

Mason made the trip from Lattimore to Winston-Salem in a Bost Bread truck.

At Wake, she became part of a liberal student group who sought to integrate the
student body and supported John Kennedy for president and Terry Sanford for

governor of North Carolina.

She reveled in college life and the intellectual and social stimulation she received

there.
And once again, she finished at the top the class.

"The reason that mattered to me was that it proved I wasn't just given the degree or
the grades," she said. "I might have gotten some freebies, but not that many. I've

always been competitive to be No. 1. To me, that was proof that I could do it."
Mason had seen magic in words since her childhood, and she wanted to be a writer.

After college, she wrote articles for a weekly newspaper with the help of her mother,
who took notes when Mason interviewed people and transcribed Mason's dictated

stories.

After Mason's father fell ill, her mother had no time for transcribing. Mason put her
writing career on hold until her new computer provided the means for her to resume

it.

"Words, which have floated in my head for almost half a century, have finally found a

place to drop anchor," she wrote.
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More than 200 people attended an April barbecue celebrating the release of her book.

They sat beneath a big tent set up outside her window.

In her leisure time, she devours books and newspapers, including The Washington

Post, The Times of London and The New York Times, which she reads online.

She watches sports on television and cheers her beloved Demon Deacons. Wake

Forest memorabilia decorate her room, which is filled with books and CDs.
Although her big room is lined with windows, she seldom looks outside.
"I don't do much window-gazing," she said. "I'm always too busy."

She entertains a steady stream of visitors, including friends who range in age from 3

to 9o-plus.

"I enjoy the whole spectrum of people," she said.

She counts among her acquaintances such well-known authors as Patricia Cornwell
and Anne Rivers Siddons. Both wrote complimentary blurbs for her book.

Siddons said that Mason needs to write lots of books. At nearly 66, Mason laughs at

that notion.

"She didn't tell me soon enough," she said.

dyoung@wsjournal.com
336-727-7307

@jeriyoungWSJ
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