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Chargers drop Colts to 13-1
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lexei Sultanov, once a master
of divining Beethoven and

Schubert at the piano, placed
his still functioning right

hand on his Yamaha
grand and struggled to

find the notes to “Happy Birthday.”
Blind in one eye, incapable of moving the left

side of his body and unable to say a word, he
fought to press the keys with his five working fin-
gers, producing a soft and incomprehensible clus-
ter of wrong notes.

It had been two years since the prizewinning
concert pianist was immobilized by five strokes
in a single night, and in that time he had refused
to listen to music. The very sound of it, his wife,
Dace, believed, tormented him.

Having learned to communicate with her by
holding up one finger for “yes” and two for “no,”
he immediately gestured “no” whenever she sug-
gested turning on the stereo.

But on this evening—Oct. 12, 2003—after a quiet
supper in their Ft. Worth home to celebrate Dace
Sultanov’s 35th birthday, the couple’s dinner

guest decided to force the issue.
Donna Witten, the pianist’s newest physical

therapist, confronted him, insisting that he at-
tempt to play “Happy Birthday” for his wife.

“OK, Alexei, let’s go to the piano,” Witten said.
“Oh, my goodness, it’s late,” Dace responded.

She didn’t say what she really was thinking: “I
know how he feels about the piano.”

Undaunted, Witten wheeled Sultanov to the
ebony grand piano and demanded that he try to
peck a little tune. 

“You could barely see the fingers move,” re-
called Witten, “and very little tone came out.”

Witten then kneeled, placing herself directly in
front of Sultanov’s wheelchair.

She stared him in the face and said: “I want you

to play the piano again. You are a fighter, and you
can do this. If you want to come back, you can do
this.

“And when you take the stage again, I will ei-
ther be your page turner, or I will be sitting in the
center of the front row. And I will be there to ap-
plaud.”

Dace Sultanov froze when Witten said those
words, believing that her husband either would
weep or retreat even more deeply into the shell of
his silent, paralyzed body.

Yet Witten pressed further, making another re-
quest of Sultanov. It would have been a joke to him
a few years before, but now it represented an

Dace Sultanov helped reawaken in her husband, Alexei, a tenuous ability to make music again after the virtuoso suffered five strokes.
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FIND MORE ONLINE
Hear Alexei Sultanov’s music and find 
out more about his journey at 
chicagotribune.com/piano, plus…

SEE: Sultanov’s performances.

HEAR: Sultanov’s recordings.

CONTRIBUTE: To a message board.

SMALL STEPS
RELEARNING THE PIANO

A
Alexei Sultanov tentatively fingers a keyboard.

SECOND PART OF A THREE-PART STORY

S T R I C K E N  G E N I U S
The life and rebirth of a musical mastermind

To donate, clip

the coupon on
PAGE 3 of

SPORTS.

H O L I D AY  G I V I N G

Make a difference

I N S I D E

N AT I O N

GOP ties Arctic oil drilling to key defense bill
Democrats cry foul as $453 billion House bill to fund Iraq

war, allow wildlife-refuge drilling nears vote. PAG E  1 0

By Jeff Zeleny
Washington Bureau

WASHINGTON — President
Bush declared Sunday evening
that the United States is win-
ning the war in Iraq, but he
warned doubting Americans
that the path to victory remains
riddled with violence and un-
certainty. He vowed not to fully
withdraw troops or retreat until
democracy is established in the
country.

In a prime-time address from
the White House, the president
conceded that his administra-
tion had underestimated the dif-
ficulty of achieving victory and
he vowed to listen to “honest
criticism” of his Iraq policy. 

With a fresh air of contrition,
he spoke directly to his detrac-
tors, whose ranks have grown
since the war began nearly
three years ago.

“I have heard your disagree-
ment and I know how deeply it is
felt,” Bush said, using the Oval
Office as a backdrop for the first
time since he announced the
Iraq invasion March 19, 2003. 

“Yet now there are only two
options before our country—
victory or defeat. And the need
for victory is larger than any
president or political party be-
cause the security of our people
is in the balance.”

Raising his hands for empha-
sis, he added: “I do not expect
you to support everything I do,
but tonight I have a request: Do 

Bush
reaches
out to
war foes
But he decries
‘defeatism,’ says 
victory is crucial
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By Michael Tackett
Tribune senior correspondent

WASHINGTON—In the last
five years Americans have seen
President Bush in many poses—
tough, defiant, emotional. On
Sunday night, in a rare Oval 
Office address, they saw anoth-
er—humility.

A president loath to concede
mistakes did so. A president of-
ten dismissive of his critics em-
braced their right to differ. A
president whose patience is eas-
ily stretched seemed to ask for
empathy from others for deci-
sions gone wrong. 

While there was no substan-
tive shift about the war in Iraq
during his prime-time speech,
there were stylistic ones. He
was seated at his desk and let his
hands do a lot of talking. His
tone was softer. He seemed to be
targeting those who disagree
with him rather than making
sure the converted stayed that
way.

To be sure, there also was the
now-rote certitude about the
justness of the war and the re-
solve needed for total victory. 

“There is a difference be-
tween honest critics who recog-
nize what is wrong, and defeat-
ists who refuse to see anything
that is right,” he said.

It was also clear that the pre-

A N A LY S I S

President
softer, more 
conciliatory
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By Bonnie Miller Rubin
Tribune staff reporter

One thing is clear: Christmas
is Dec. 25. But with the holiday
falling on a Sunday this year, the
timing of everything else has
been thrown into a merry mud-
dle.

Some offices are shutting
down on Christmas Eve Eve—in
other words, Dec. 23. Others are

designating Dec. 26 as the holi-
day. And then there are those
employees who will find a little
something extra in their stock-
ing this year and get both days
off.

The calendar quirk also has
affected schools, which usually
agree on when winter recess
starts. But this year, a check
with 12 districts had about half
dismissing their students last

Friday and the other half—in-
cluding Chicago Public
Schools—requiring children to
hang in until the bitter end.

Nowhere is the split personal-
ity more evident than in Naper-
ville, where the north side of
town has one schedule and the
south side another. Some moms
are already fretting about the
difficulty of setting up play
dates, but Kathleen Geekie said
she is pleased that her four chil-
dren won’t be out until Friday.

So, when is my day off again?
Scheduling school and business breaks is tough
this year with Christmas falling on Sunday
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Sharon has stroke
Israeli leader, 77, falls ill

after a meeting, rebounds

in hospital.
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Weather: Sunny, windy and cold; high 23, low 10




