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I was as stunned as any-
one when I heard about 
the death of Robin 
Williams. 

My first thought? Too 
young — far too young. Only 
63. Especially now that 60 is 
the new 40. 

And then came the even 
more distressing news: 
suicide, after a long struggle 
with severe depression.

What? Robin Williams, 
suicidally depressed? With 

all that comedic genius, all 
that wild laughter, all that 
seemingly innate joyful 
exuberance?  

It seems 
incomprehensible. 

Besides, we might add, 
what does someone like 
Robin Williams have to be 
depressed about? A person 
with all his riches and fame, 
the enduring respect of 
his peers, and the adora-
tion of millions worldwide, 
has no earthly reason to be 
depressed.

Unless you understand 
the dark and fearful reach of 
depression.

Let’s get one thing out of 
the way first. Depression isn’t 
just “having a bad day.” It’s 
not something that a person 
can just snap out of, like a 
child with a tantrum.

Depression is an illness, 
every bit as much as heart 
disease or cancer is an 
illness.

Allow me to say it again: 
depression is an illness.

For those of you who may 
be poo-pooing the idea, 
thinking that depression is 
nothing more than being 
sad, here’s a fact to chew on: 
according to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Preven-
tion, depression is the cause 
of over two-thirds of the 
37,000 reported suicides in 
the U.S. each year.

Which means that every 
year, more than 24,000 peo-
ple experiencing depression 
end up taking their own 
lives. 

The fact is, depression 
is a severe condition with 
life-altering and potentially 
life-threatening consequenc-
es. We need only look at 
Robin Williams as proof of 
that.

So what exactly is depres-
sion? Far from being just a 
temporary case of the blues, 
science has proven over and 
over again that depression 
is an illness that affects 
the chemistry of both the 
brain and nervous system, 
revealing itself as a persistent 
feeling of overpowering 
emptiness, hopelessness, and 
bone-crushing apathy that 
has no obvious cause.

Physical symptoms can 
range far and wide, from 
overeating to not eating 

enough, sleeping too much 
or too little, digestive upset, 
inability to concentrate, and 
loss of interest in formerly 
pleasurable activities.

Dismissing depression 
with a flip “just get over it” 
is like telling a victim of the 
Boston Marathon bombing 
who’s just lost both legs to 
quit being such a cry baby. I 
doubt that any decent, feel-
ing person would say such a 
thing, but some of us don’t 
think twice about brushing 
aside depression or belit-
tling those who admit to the 
condition.

As a society, we insist on 
blaming and shaming those 
with mental illness, when 
we’d never dream of doing 
the same to someone with a 
physical illness.  

Maybe part of it is the 
word itself: depression. 

Over the decades, it’s 
become commonplace to 
use the word as a synonym 
for feeling everyday unhap-
piness or disappointment. 
We’re “depressed” over the 
Giants losing a game. We’re 
“depressed” because we 
gained five pounds or broke 
a fingernail or had a bad 
haircut.

Little wonder, then, that 
those with the genuine 
illness feel isolated and 
marginalized.

Another part of the prob-
lem is that mental illness is, 
by its very nature, invisible. 
You can easily tell if I’ve bro-
ken my arm or have the flu 
or a disorder like Parkinson’s 
or epilepsy. Cancer and mul-
tiple sclerosis and emphy-
sema usually have physical 
manifestations, so there’s no 
doubt they’re “real.”

On the other hand, the 
signs and symptoms of men-
tal illness — except in acute 
forms such as schizophrenia 
and psychosis — are difficult 
to identify and easy to deny.

“It’s all in your head,” they 
say, as if somehow the mind 
is, like the Headless Horse-
man, disconnected from the 
body. 

Yet depression is all too 
real. I know, because I’ve 
spent most of my life in or 
near its sinister shadow. 
Shame, now abolished, once 
led me to wear a mask of 
cheer for the world so no 
one would know. Pain, now 
eased, once led me close to 
that terrible precipice that 
Robin Williams plummet-
ed over.  We will probably 
never fully understand the 
reasons behind his despera-
tion. What we can do is use 
his tragic death to begin a 
national discussion about 
the issues of depression and 
mental illness, which have 
been buried too long in a 
shroud of denial.

Perhaps that will be Robin 
Williams’ greatest legacy.

Joan Merriam lives in 
Nevada City.

No laughing 
matter

IT TAKES A VILLAGE IDIOT BY R.L. CRABB

Tesla has state 
walking a tightrope

And so Califor-
nia government 
now walks a 
tightrope, put in 

that position by one of the 
latest in the large corps of 
successful high-tech start-
ups this state has spawned 
over the last few decades.

Make a misstep in one 
direction and the state 
stands to lose a huge bat-
tery plant and 6,500 jobs.

Stumble the other way 
and the state’s most im-
portant environmental law 
could be discredited, taint-
ed by favoritism.

This quandary features 
Tesla Motors, whose luxury 
electric cars are made in 
the former General Motors 
and Toyota automotive 
assembly plant in the East 
Bay city of Fremont.

Tesla parlayed a good 
idea, a derelict factory and 
a variety of state and fed-
eral government subsidies 
into huge success. 

Now it’s playing off 
the state that nurtured it 
against places like Texas, 
Arizona, Nevada and New 
Mexico.

The car company, whose 
advanced batteries allow 
its Model S to go farther 
on a single charge than any 
other commercially sold 
electric vehicle, plans a 
new “giga-factory” to make 
even better lithium-ion 
batteries.

Company owner Elon 
Musk will likely decide 
sometime this fall where 
to locate his 10 million-
square-foot facility.

California wants that 
plant, likely to be built in 
or near Stockton, within 
easy reach of the Fremont 
factory. 

But state environmen-
tal laws could help send it 
elsewhere, if only because 
the required environmen-
tal impact reports and oth-
er evaluations likely can’t 
be done in Musk’s time 
frame.

But Gov. Jerry Brown 
and state legislators are 
tired of high-profile com-
panies that start here, then 
move factories and head-
quarters out of state. 

Texas, with its lack of a 

state income tax and its 
offers of cheap land, rela-
tively low-wage labor and 
promises of eight years or 
more of tax exemptions, 
has made the most such 
inroads.

Most recently, it lured 
Toyota’s national offices 
from Torrance to the Dal-
las area.

So negotiations are 
underway to give Tesla 
major exemptions from 
the landmark California 
Environmental Quality 
Act (CEQA), which has 
often been used to stymie 
or delay large construction 
projects.

Among ideas pro-
posed are limits on 

environmental reviews 
prior to construction and 
letting Tesla mitigate any 
damage from the plant 
after it’s open. It was prob-
ably no coincidence that on 
the day word of these pos-
sible concessions reached 
Wall Street, Tesla stock 
jumped about 30 points.

These kinds of conces-
sions are not completely 
unique, but they have rare-
ly been put into operation. 
National Football League 
stadiums proposed for 
the City of Industry and 
downtown Los Angeles — 
the NFL won’t go for both 
— won similar concessions 
from the Legislature earlier 
in this decade.

But such sweetheart 
deals for large projects 
upon which elected offi-

cials place a high premium 
anger both environmen-
tal groups and some local 
politicians.

Back in 2011, when con-
cessions were made to the 
Anschutz Entertainment 
Group for the proposed 
Farmers Field  
in Los Angeles, Beverly 
Hills Councilman John 
Mirisch questioned in an 
online essay whether “we 
should be granting CEQA 
exceptions … for individual 
projects.”

“There is no doubt CEQA 
is sometimes abused,” he 
said, noting that business-
es sometimes exploit it to 
stifle expansion by compet-
itors. “Yet for all its flaws, 

CEQA serves a fundamen-
tal … purpose, which is 
to specify the impacts of 
a project … and to allow 
policy-makers to require 
mitigations.”

No one knows what mit-
igations either Tesla or an 
NFL stadium might have 
to make, or how expensive 
they could be.

 But once a project is 
built, it’s a lot easier for 
the owners to try to fight 
off added expenses and 
inconveniences.

And the Sierra Club 
called a large-scale ex-
emption for Tesla “simply 
unacceptable.”

But legislators have  
been known to favor 
politically potent indus-
tries before, just this year 
passing tax benefits for 
military airplane makers in 
an effort to keep high-pay-
ing jobs here, with vastly 
expanded tax breaks for 
movie and TV producers 
coming soon.

It’s also true that Brown 
called in his 2010 cam-
paign for “reform” of 
CEQA, but hasn’t gotten 
anything much through the 
Legislature.

All of which sets up the 
tightrope walk: Brown and 
the Democrats who dom-
inate the Legislature can’t 
afford to lose the support 
of environmentalists. 

They don’t want to make 
CEQA a laughingstock. 
They also want to keep the 
ultra-green Tesla, whose 
cars produce no smog, op-
erating in California.

So they’ll compromise, 
and they still may not keep 
all Tesla’s jobs and money 
here.

Email Thomas Elias at 
tdelias@aol.com.

Nevada County fair 
supports 4-H 

I’m so thankful for the 
wonderful opportunity that 
Nevada County youth have 
to raise, exhibit and auc-
tion animals at the fair and 
to show their still exhibits. 

It was recently brought 
to my attention that many 
communities no longer 
have fairs because they 
were not able to be fiscally 
viable. 

I appreciate that we have 
an excellent fair CEO and 
board of directors. 

I am also aware that 
we have a tremendously 
supportive community that 
believes in and  generously 
supports the youth. 

As a parent, teacher and 
4-H leader, I see the differ-
ence they make in chil-
dren’s lives.

Julie Bousfield 
Nevada City 

What’s with the lenient 
plea bargains? 

The Tuesday, Aug. 12, 
edition featured Liz  
Kellar’s thorough recount-
ing of Samuel Adams’ 
alleged extensive criminal 
history over the last two 
years.

His list of felonies, mis-
demeanors and failures to 
appear are shocking. 

However, even more 
shocking are the many 
lenient plea bargains, re-
duced charges, and those 
“dismissed in the interest 
of justice.”

Whose justice? Not mine 
or that of most law-abiding 
citizens. 

Dismissing valid and 
likely sustainable charges 
does not make my family 
more safe and secure. That 
isn’t justice for anyone.

Ms. Kellar didn’t disclose 
Adams’s source of income. 

How does he support 
himself and his alleged 
drug habit? If by criminal 
efforts, then our D.A. and 
courts are aiding and abet-
ting his criminal career.

A quick look at his rap 
sheet and court records 
would tell a real prosecu-
tor that Adams is a career 
criminal undeserving of 
further leniency.

Dismissing a misde-
meanor or two might be 
appropriate for a first-time 
offender who could benefit 
positively from that discre-
tionary exclusion. 

It is not appropriate for a 
frequent flyer jailbird who 
offends and then re-offends 
while on bail. 

Adams has made a 
mockery of the Nevada 
County justice system 
because of the compassion 
given him. 

He has responded to all 

of us with the well-known 
single-digit salute, and is 
probably continuing his 
criminal activities while 
waiting for his next court 
date. 

These absurd plea bar-
gains which Cliff Newell 
and  Superior Court judges 
dream up are enabling  
Adams — not dissuading 
him from offending repeat-
edly. That results in more 
innocent citizens becoming 
his victims.

Negligent leniency 
has not worked. Let’s try 
“tough love,” with an actual 
trial on all charges, and 
consecutive prison terms 
for every conviction.

In the interest of justice 
for the rest of our commu-
nity and residents, how 
about giving us a break this 
time?

Frank B. David
Nevada City

So negotiations are underway to give 
Tesla major exemptions from the 
landmark California Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA) …
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DEPRESSION, SUICIDE AND MENTAL 
HEALTH RESOURCES

• Nevada County Behavioral 
Health Crisis Line: 
530-265-5811
• National Alliance on 
Mental Illness — Nevada 
County: 530-272-4566
• SPIRIT Peer Empowerment 
Center (peer counseling): 
530-274-1431
• REACH Counseling: 
530-477-7016
• Anew Day Counseling 
Center (faith-based counsel-
ing): 530-470-9111
• National Suicide 
Prevention Lifeline: 
800-273-8255
• National Hopeline 
Network: 800-784-2433
• California Youth Crisis Line: 
800-843-5200
• Thursday’s Child National 
Youth Advocacy Hotline: 
800-872-5437
• Veterans Crisis Line: 
800-273-8255

• Vets4Warriors (vet-
eran’s peer crisis line): 
855-838-8255
• If you are in immediate 
crisis, call 9-1-1 or go to the 
nearest emergency room.
To find a  local mental 
health professional:
— Ask your doctor for a 
recommendation. 
— Contact your insurance 
carrier for referrals.
— Contact the American 
Psychological Association 
at locator.apa.org or call 
1-800-964-2000.
— Contact the National 
Association of Social Workers’ 
referral service at http://
www.helpstartshere.org/
find-a-social-worker. 
For low-cost options, 
visit http://www.men-
talhealthamerica.net/
finding-help.


