
"R" is for Rob Rust

I knew when I began this series, running up and back down the alphabet, that there was no
running away from the letter “R" and Rob Rust, no getting around wrestling with how much I miss
him, how much I have missed the pleasure of his company the past several years as he and
Betsy quietly adapt to the cruel loss of memory and cognition that, in his prime, few could come
close to matching. I last saw Rob in 2017, when Howard Goodkin kindly invited me to
Charlottesville to attend the 1st Robert S. Rust Annual Endowed Lecture in Child Neurology, given
by Joe Volpe. Rob’s brother was there as well, an historian and “last of a dying breed” himself as
a well-traveled photographer for the Associated Press. capturing history as it happened for nearly
a half-century.

It never occurred to me, a year earlier, in the spring of 2016, when Rob and I began tossing ideas
back and forth for the 50th CNS Meeting while walking the grounds of the University of Virginia
and Monticello, that he would not be available in the intervening five years to help shape and
inform that upcoming milestone meeting. Rob was himself so central to CNS history, having
served on the Executive Committee (2008-10), and been honored with presentation of the Hower
Award in 2007 and the Training Director Award in 2015. He chaired the Archives Committee for
decades, wrote nearly all the awards profiles from 1994 – 2016, and was the officially designated
“CNS Historian”. Other than, perhaps, Steve Ashwal (whose monumental 2nd edition of the
Founders book, will be available both at the meeting and on-line afterward), no one could more
thoroughly and enthrallingly capture and convey the essential history of child neurology and the
Child Neurology Society than Rob. His not being with us in Boston leaves a huge, unfillable hole
for me and for so many others, and makes it hard for me, in this moment, to write about him
(doubly so after the passing last weekend of a dear friend to me and so many others in Boston
and beyond, Theresa Trapilo, who attended and helped out with all but one CNS meeting from
1994 to last year’s virtual meeting, about whom I will write more later).
 
So, emotionally drained as I am at the moment, I will avail myself of the opportunity I took with



Jack Pellock (“P is for Pellock”), to draw on an appreciation of Jack and Rob that I wrote for the
Spring 2016 edition of CNS Connections. For those looking for more substance (all of you?), I
highly recommend the richly insightful professional appreciation co-authored by Howard Goodkin
and Phillip Pearl in the aforementioned Founders book, Child Neurology: Its Origins, Founders
Growth and Evolution.

—————————

“In June 1968, the ABPN issued its first set of certificates in Neurology with Special Qualifications
in Child Neurology (Charles Barlow received Certificate #1, Arnold Gold #6, Isabelle Rapin #9).
Less than a year later, an ad agency in Richmond launched one of the most iconic tourism
marketing campaigns of all-time with the tagline, “Virginia is for Lovers.”
 
The connection might not seem obvious at first glance, but had you been with me at Jack
Pellock’s funeral in Richmond the third Saturday morning in May, or driven north to Charlottesville
that afternoon to stroll around Monticello with Rob Rust, two weeks after he retired, you might
have spotted it. As different as these two squires from the Commonwealth of Virginia were in
temperament and appearance, both nurtured and generously shared with colleagues a vast
wealth of knowledge in the unfolding mysteries of neurological development and disorders, Both
richly personified Ray Bradbury’s oft-quoted credo: “Do what you love and love what you do.”
And, both are, or were, not “merely” respected and revered, but genuinely and unabashedly loved
by their colleagues, as witness Larry Morton’s wonderful tribute to Jack posted on the CNS
website, and Phillip Pearl’s splendid profile of Rob Rust, published in the October 2015 CNS
Connections in tandem with his receiving the Blue Bird Circle Training Director Award (also
available on the website).

—————————

Jack touched on Rob Rust in the same conversation, rueing the fact that he had to leave the
meeting early (but for the best of all reasons: his daughter’s wedding) and would miss seeing Rob
receive the Outstanding Training Director Award on Friday morning. “Rob had all of us thinking for
years that being bald was somehow a marker of how bright you were,” Jack remarked while
playfully rubbing his chemo-smoothed pate, “Imagine my disappointment when I didn’t just catch
up with Rob, but blew by him, only to find out I still wasn’t half as smart!”
 
If it were “simply” a matter of smarts, the word “awe” might not serve our purposes so well as, say,
“envy” or “amazement.” Where the word “awe” fits so well with Rob – as both word and acronym –
is in its ability to suggest scope and scale, silence and reflection, a sense of humility and
humanity, of being centered, soulful, and grounded. Of being as willing to listen as to speak. I am
thinking here of some comments Rob made as a panelist addressing junior members at the 40th
CNS Annual Meeting in Savannah in 2011.

"The one most important question to ask is right at the end of your history,” Rob quietly asserts –
“And what else?” – repeating the question after each halting, tentative response (from the
parents); “And what else? And what else?” Finally, the parents may say, ‘Well, there’s nothing
else.’”
 
“But many times,” Rob observes, “whether this is a first visit or the patient has been with you for
many years, they may look at each other and say, ‘We were thinking of getting a divorce,’ or
‘Should we put our child in an institution?’ It takes that long sometimes for that to come up. So if



you can ask that ‘What Else’ question, you’ll be doing everybody a favor.”

Classic Rob. An almost zen-like sensitivity and core-consistency of character that marries the
well-honed professional skills involved in listening to a patient with a lifelong personal disposition
toward listening patiently...to everyone, thereby “Doing everybody a favor.” And the lesson learned
over time applies not solely to the clinical exam, but translates more broadly to the manner in
which one approaches and adapts to parallel situations in one’s own life and the lives of those one
shares time and space with on a regular, even daily basis: medical students and residents beset
with anxiety; colleagues besieged and burned out by a rapidly, almost chaotically changing set of
professional and cultural guidelines, rules and expectations. And, above all, family members.
 
So, “AWE,” then: “And What Else?” The question asked gathering patient histories is also the sine
qua non of the professional calling Rob initially started out pursuing in his youth. When I visited
Rob last fall in Charlottesville and got the two-hour “Grand Tour” of the most beautiful college
campus in America, (including a lingering pause by the bench where he proposed to Betsy), we
stood together in the small parking lot separating his current office from the building housing the
History Department twenty yards away. “I guess I haven’t made much progress in 40 years, have
I?” he mused, wonderingly.

What struck me at that moment was how, one way or another, we seemed destined to meet in
this very parking lot. As an undergraduate at the University of Minnesota, I leaned strongly toward
going to graduate school in History at the University of Virginia; Rob may well have ended up
being my graduate advisor. Instead, seduced by film, fiction and femmes fatales, then ensnared
by a part-time job in Ken Swaiman’s Division of Pediatric Neurology, I somehow found myself,
thirty some years later, with the CNS. However improbable and indirect the route, Rob and I met



and became friends. Through the years we have ended up sharing many conversations about
American History – in Charlottesville, at Appomattox Courthouse, at Monticello, as well as at a
couple dozen CNS meetings – that we might otherwise have had daily at UVA or yearly at AHA
annual meetings. Either way, the general theme of those wide ranging conversations might still
most usefully be encoded using a third acronym: “PLA,” shorthand for “the Possibilities of Life in
America.”
 
What began for Rob as an academic career in History spent asking the question, “And What
Else?” relative to “the Possibilities of Life in America,” became instead a calling spent asking the
same question of patients, parents and fellow pediatric neurologists: what are “the Possibilities of
Life in America” for children with neurological diseases or disorders and how might they be
improved upon? That question, or challenge, is not or need not be limited to America, of course;
no more so, certainly, than the declarations of rights and freedoms issuing from the Sage of
Monticello were or still are.
 
Three weeks before seeing Rob in Charlottesville, at a meeting of the International Child
Neurology Association board of directors in Amsterdam, I talked about “PLA” while presenting the
CNS proposal to host a joint CNS-ICNA meeting in San Diego in 2020. Noting Rob’s commitment
to international child neurology – his multiple trips worldwide to deliver lectures, conduct clinics,
and lead grand rounds, and his service on the ICNA Board of Directors – I suggested that once
again, Rob was leading, training, and inspiring his colleagues in child neurology, young and old,
by expanding the scope of “PLA” (the “Possibilities of Life in America”) to “PLW (the “Possibilities
of Life in the World”) for children, their families, and the community of child neurologists engaged
in research, advocacy, and direct medical care on their behalf. I mentioned as well how easily,
and appropriately Rob’s signature “AWE” question might also lend itself to another variation on
“PLW”: the Possibility of Learning from (or with) the World,” a possibility CNS members were
increasingly ready and willing to embrace.

Louis Sullivan, the great American architect (“Father of Skyscrapers”) once noted, “In a
democracy there can be but one fundamental test of citizenship, namely: Are you using such gifts
as you possess for or against the people?” In following their call to be child neurologists, Rob and
Jack met and mastered that test with a sense of JOY (“Just Offer Yourself”) and AWE, extending
the Possibilities of Life in America to the World. Doing what they loved and loving what they do,
they earned the respect, admiration – and love – of their colleagues and their communities.”
 
Until tomorrow (the Letter “P” – i.e., skipping “Q”)
Roger

Roger Larson, CAE
Executive Director



On-line Registration is Open!
Registration is now open for the long
awaited 50th Golden Anniversary Meeting
of the Child Neurology Society in Boston.
Registrants attending this milestone
meeting live and in-person in Boston will
want to register early (some sessions are
limited and reservation-only). You will also
want to book hotel rooms ASAP. A link and
access code to the Sheraton Boston Hotel
will be included in your registration
confirmation email.

Click to
Register

2021 CNS 50th Annual Meeting
For more information, click button below.

Click for More Info

https://www.badgeguys.com/reg/2021/cns/register.aspx
https://www.childneurologysociety.org/colleagues/network/cns-annual-meeting/

