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“Brilliant, moving, and wise. Honest and vulnerable enough to redeem your broken heart and then visionary enough to learn deeply from his intensely curious mind.”

JACK KORNFIELD, AUTHOR OF A PATH WITH HEART

“This book is a peek behind the curtain of one of the greatest leaders of our time in the fields of spirituality and psychology. An Autobiography of Trauma is a powerfully transparent, knowledge-drenched, and generous invitation into the personal world of a man who birthed one of the most impactful models of trauma healing of all time. I felt giddy beholding his story of emergence, persistence, resilience, and leadership. This book moved me to apply Peter’s awareness and perception to my own ongoing and deepening personal practice of returning to wholeness. Peter’s work fosters healing, cohesion, and a ‘coming home’ to who we were each born to be.”

ALANIS MORISSETTE, ARTIST, ACTIVIST,
 AND WHOLENESS ADVOCATE

“A valedictory ode to humanity penned by one of the seminal trauma pioneers and master healers of the past half century, this book is the account of a remarkable soul journey from searing pain to joy, from self-hatred to self-love. Its every page is infused with poetic eloquence, dramatic story-telling, unsparing honesty, and touching vulnerability. Prepare to be enchanted and to be instructed and, above all, prepare to be moved.”

GABOR MATÉ, M.D., NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
 THE MYTH OF NORMAL: TRAUMA, ILLNESS AND
 HEALING IN A TOXIC CULTURE

“A brave, self-revealing memoir of a man and his journey into wholeness. Levine intimately recounts the traumas and experiences that helped shape his legacy.”

MARK WOLYNN, AUTHOR OF IT DIDN’T START WITH YOU

“This intimate and authentic memoir by Peter Levine, the developer of Somatic Experiencing, may serve as inspiration for all of us in our healing journeys.”

ESTHER PEREL, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING
 AUTHOR OF THE STATE OF AFFAIRS

“I was so deeply touched by Peter Levine’s story of  facing severe violence and trauma as a child and how he transformed these wounds, restoring psyche, body, and soul. I am moved by his grace and authenticity in how he used his own deep wounding to help countless people around the world to heal from their wounds. After the first page, I could not put the book down as I accompanied him, as Chiron the wounded healer, on his healing journey. What I also found fascinating was his ‘conversations’ with Albert Einstein as an inner ‘spirit guide,’ a virtual mentor on his quest for knowledge, wisdom, wholeness, and connection.”

DR. EDITH EVA EGER, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR
 OF THE CHOICE: EMBRACE THE POSSIBLE AND
 THE GIFT: 14 LESSONS TO SAVE YOUR LIFE

“Peter Levine’s vulnerable sharing of his own attachment and bodily assaults to well-being in this painful yet illuminating set of reflections reveals the inner workings of his psyche—soul, spirit, and mind—and a glimpse of the impact of both the inner and outer mentors that have guided him during various life stages. The raw human realities offered to us here may be triggering for some, yet they may also serve as an example of intellectual inspiration and courage. In these pages we see a journey to challenge dogma, to be open to the limitations of empirical linear science, and to see the liberations of a systems view of emergence and the importance of the body in healing. It is this openness to being a conduit of life’s truths that can empower us all to embrace the fullness of life even in its most difficult moments.”

DANIEL J. SIEGEL, M.D., NEW YORK TIMES
 BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF AWARE

“This book is a powerful vehicle for a heroic narrative. True to the title, An Autobiography of Trauma, Levine provides the reader with an unfiltered glimpse into his personal traumas and his journey of healing. As the preeminent trauma therapist, it may not be surprising that his life was greatly influenced by adversity. Clearly his passion to reduce the burden of pain and suffering in others, and especially the consequences of childhood adversity, finds root in his own history. However, as Peter tells his story, we are privileged to see how he heroically repurposed the insights he gained through his own experiences to go well beyond a journey of self-healing to develop treatment models that are literally changing the world through their powerful positive impact on humanity. In this book we get to meet the bold, intuitive visionary who courageously convinced the mental health community of the important role that the body plays in experiencing the impact of trauma, both in expression and in serving as a welcoming, but often reluctant, partner in a journey of healing.”

STEPHEN W. PORGES, PH.D., ORIGINATOR OF THE POLYVAGAL THEORY
 AND AUTHOR OF THE POCKET GUIDE TO THE POLYVAGAL THEORY

“Peter Levine’s autobiography explores the depths of his untold trauma story. The vulnerability he shares will help readers understand why he took the path toward being an accomplished healer. I believe his new book will inspire others to share their stories and find a place of wholeness.”

DIANE POOLE HELLER, PH.D., AUTHOR OF
 THE POWER OF ATTACHMENT

“A kaleidoscopic personal quest for sexual healing. An Autobiography of Trauma is beautifully written with smooth transitions between a myriad of shifting facets. At times this book is heartbreakingly painful and personal. It’s also highly scientific, informative, and intellectual, highlighting the influence of Eros in letting go and ecstatic expansion while maintaining conscious awareness. Brilliant, breathtaking, and masterful.

DIANA RICHARDSON, AUTHOR OF TANTRIC SEX
 FOR LOVERS, A 3-VOLUME BOXED SET

“We always want to know who the man or woman is behind the model, but too often their memoirs are promo pieces. In contrast, in this remarkable book, Peter Levine courageously reveals his own severe childhood trauma history, his consequent struggles to find intimacy, and how much connecting to the divine influenced his work and life. Somatic Experiencing is a powerful approach to healing trauma, and I’m so glad Peter is sharing the fascinating backstory to its development and to his healing journey. I was particularly touched by the chapters on sexuality and expect they will help people be more honest and open with themselves and others about this delicate and tender topic.”

RICHARD C. SCHWARTZ, PH.D., FOUNDER OF
 INTERNAL FAMILY SYSTEMS

“An inspiring journey of trauma and triumph. A uniting of science and shamanism in transforming trauma and restoring wholeness.”

JOACHIM BAUER, M.D., PROFESSOR OF MEDICINE
 AND NEUROSCIENCE, UNIVERSITY OF FREIBURG AND
 INTERNATIONAL PSYCHOANALYTIC UNIVERSITY, BERLIN
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This book is lovingly dedicated to
 two significant pillars of my journey.

First, to Laura Regalbuto, whose unwavering editorial
 guidance has been a beacon throughout this endeavor. Her
 astute challenges to areas of inconsistency
 or ambiguity in my thoughts have been
 truly indispensable.

Second, to my dear friend Butch Schuman,
 who has tirelessly supported agencies that promote
 the healing of traumatized children.
 He left the world a better place.
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About Somatic Experiencing (SE)


PREFACE

Why Write This Book?

Although I have spent considerable time in the public eye, those closest to me can affirm that I am naturally shy and, sometimes, awkward. I am also a very private person, and thus I often feel hesitant to step into the spotlight or draw attention to myself. So in choosing to write this book and expose a great many intimate details of my life, I am left feeling unprotected and vulnerable. Even more distressing, as I shall shortly describe, is the fact that my being noticed could once have been life threatening, both for myself and my birth family. Hence from childhood onward, I have been afraid to stand out or be conspicuous.

The writing of these pages was originally meant to serve as a private excavation of hidden and disowned parts of my past and myself, and then to help me piece them together so I could fully own and embrace them. As I struggled mightily with the decision of whether to share my story with you, I had a dream: I am standing at the edge of an open field. In my hands, I hold a stack of typewritten pages. As I gaze out onto the meadow, I feel a strong breeze coming from behind me. I lift my arms and toss the pages to the wind, to land where they may. And so, my dear reader, I offer these personal and vulnerable pages from my heart to yours. I invite you to accompany me on this troubled and challenging yet ultimately empowering healing journey.

My desire is for this memoir to act as a catalyst for you, illustrating through my feelings and narrative, how one can achieve peace and wholeness even after devastating trauma. I hope that my story might encourage you to tell yours. It is my strong conviction that we all have valuable stories to tell and that telling them can help us grow and heal.

Finally, I ask myself: If a story told is also a life lived, then once I tell it, can I let it go? In deciding to toss these pages to the wind, I do so both for myself and for you as my witnesses and engaged readers. So let me begin with some of my beginnings.


   
	Because this book is about raw trauma, it may bring up difficult sensations, emotions, and images in the reader. If so, I hope that you will take this as an opportunity for professional guidance. For Somatic Experiencing practitioners, please visit: www.traumahealing.org.
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Born into a World of Violence


What is truer than truth?

Answer: the story

JEWISH SAYING
 (FROM AN ISABEL ALLENDE 
TED TALK)




An Unfolding Story

We all have our stories to tell, and this is mine. It is my truth. Like Russian nesting dolls, it is one story contained within several others. As my good friend Ian said, “the shortest distance between two points is not necessarily a straight line.” This memoir of nested stories is about my soul’s journey. It is the often lonely path taken by an unsuspecting, unlikely, and deeply flawed missionary.

One of the core tenets of the trauma healing method I’ve developed over the past fifty years is that we don’t ask people to confront their traumas directly. Rather, we gently encourage them to come to the periphery of these difficult sensations, emotions, and images and help them access certain pivotal positive bodily experiences first. What follows is such an example of visiting some specific positive memories in preparation for coming to terms with a terrifying episode of sexual assault. So let’s begin with a description of two of my anchoring, joyful childhood experiences. They were both tremendously exciting, yet also embodied safety and the warmth of generous love.

A Birthday Surprise

Though I had a childhood replete with violence and life-threat, there were a few times that I felt cherished and protected. I recall these two experiences that left me with a full, open feeling in my heart and an exuberant bounce in my legs. I believe that these sensory and emotional imprints helped me to survive what surely could have destroyed me.

On the morning of my fourth birthday, I awoke to a grand treat. In the middle of the night my parents had quietly crept into my bedroom while I was sound asleep. Then, underneath my bed, and into the far reaches of the room, they stealthily laid the circular tracks for a Lionel model electric train set.

Can you imagine my delight when I awoke to the train clanging as it chugged around the tracks? Instantly, I jumped out of my bed and ran over to the transformer, where I could control the speed of the train. I beeped its horn with glee. I believe that this surprise gave me a sense of wonder and of being loved and cared for. Reflecting on this memory, I am reminded of an even earlier time when I felt tremendous and exuberant joy at being embraced and made to feel extra special.

When I was around the age of two, my father was the head counselor at a New England summer camp. Evoked by a black and white photo, I have a “body memory” of him standing in the swimming pool. I recall running and jumping into the pool. He made sure that I didn’t drown as the water covered my sinking body. I can still sense his hands gently closing in around my hips, lifting me above the water, and depositing me on the grass at the edge of the pool. I would then ready myself by backing up and running, again and again, full speed across the lawn and jumping into the pool and my father’s welcoming arms. After many of these flying jumps, the water quickly became my friend. My father would then gently hold my outstretched arms and let me lay on my belly and kick as I made my first swimming movements. After this introduction, I fell in love with swimming. Later, as an adult, I’d always find myself seeking places, on a lake or at the sea, any place where I could once again be held by the water.

Holding these “body memories” of being cared for helped make it possible for me to encounter many times of great distress, without being completely overwhelmed and annihilated. In later years, these memories supported my healing journey in resolving the following trauma.

In a Moment of Violent Terror

When I was a child and adolescent, my family suffered prolonged life-threatening intimidation from the New York mafia. My father was called as a witness to testify against Johnny “Dio” Dioguardi, a ruthless mafioso of the Lucchese crime family.* In an attempt to protect my mother, me, and my younger brothers from almost certain death, my father refused to testify against Johnny Dio, even as this was demanded by the young and ambitious Robert F. Kennedy, then chief counsel to the New York Senate committee on racketeering. See plate 1 for a photo of Johnny Dio that is clearly worth a thousand words.

To help secure my father’s silence, I was brutally raped at the tender age of about twelve years old by a gang belonging to the Bronx mob, likely the Fordham Daggers.† This violent incident happened under dense overgrown bushes in a neighborhood park, a place that had previously been a playground and treasured refuge for me. This rape was a secret that I kept hidden from everyone, especially from myself. It was buried in the recesses of my mind, but my body “remembered” it. Every day, as I walked to school, my body tensed and my breath constricted, as though my entire being was hyper vigilantly readying itself for another assault. But even more destructive than this was the ongoing fear, as I agonized about the disintegration of the very fabric of my family and, with it, the collapse of any enduring sense of safety.

I was never able to talk to my parents about this assault, as doing so would have confirmed the violence I endured. And so it became deeply lodged in my psyche as a pervasive sense of shame and “badness.” To displace these awful feelings, I assiduously avoided stepping on any cracks in the sidewalk, as I carefully walked the mile between school and home. I did this as if somehow I could ward off the threat with that classic ritual. In addition, I would constantly pray in the hope that God would protect me from another assault. I would place my hand over the top of my head, as covering the head was required by Orthodox Jews. I did this even though neither of my parents were practicing Jews in any regard. In fact, when my father saw me doing this, he would imitate and ridicule me. This humiliation was something I dreaded. As I reflect on this demoralization, I suspect it was his attempt to discourage me, and I believe that (at least in his mind) he was trying to “protect me” from doing this in public where I could be scorned. Unfortunately, it did not work. It only made matters worse. I felt both ridiculed and humiliated by him, while being left entirely alone with my crippling fear and anxiety.

It took forty years until I was able to access and release the “body-memory” of that brutal rape. I could then gradually restore a sense of enduring self-compassion and “goodness.” What follows is how I unearthed and healed that memory.

A Wounded Healer

Fast forward many decades later. As I was evolving Somatic Experiencing (SE), my method for healing trauma, I mysteriously began experiencing persistent disturbing sensations and fleeting images. It felt like my throat and stomach were tightly constricted and clogged with a white viscous “gunk.” As these alarming symptoms continued to plague me, I realized that it was high time I took a dose of my own medicine. As the saying goes, we always teach what we most need to learn. Chiron, the archetypal wounded healer, was calling for me.*

In reckoning with my distress, I humbly asked one of the teachers I had trained to help me untangle the possible origins of these troubling symptoms. The following remembrances began to emerge as I undertook an internal exploration. By focusing initially on my bodily sensations and then the disturbing images, some deeply buried inner movements began to emerge.

A Journey into Darkness


Trauma is not so much what happened to us, but, rather, what we hold inside, in the absence of an empathic, mutually connected, witness.

P.A.L., IN AN UNSPOKEN VOICE





What follows includes some vivid details of a violent rape, which may be disturbing to you. The reason that I have included these details (though probably difficult to read) is to illustrate that even after such an ordeal, given the right tools, and with competent empathic support, it is possible to heal and put such traumas in the past, where they belong.

Sitting across from me, my colleague and guide took notice of a slight shuffling movement of my feet and gently brought my attention to this subtle, almost imperceptible, movement. Suddenly, an image of running freely on the oval track near my childhood apartment came to mind. My guide encouraged me to focus on the strength and power of my legs during that run. In Somatic Experiencing, we often evoke such inner strength to build sensations of empowerment, linked positive bodily experiences, before we gradually and gently excavate the trauma.

I felt my breath deepen and an expansive pleasure began to flow through my entire body. Gradually I looked around at this beloved landscape of my childhood refuge. I started to recall and describe my anticipation of its welcoming magic as I headed home from middle school each day. Usually, when I got home around 3:00 p.m., I would scarf down a handful of Pepperidge Farm chocolate mint cookies and take off on my routine excursion to the Reservoir Oval Park, which was located directly across from our six-floor Bronx apartment building at 3400 Wayne Avenue.

Rather than walking the two blocks to the park entrance, I would cross the road and scramble over the wrought iron fence, then head directly through the thicket of dense bushes to the running track below. There I would enjoy a surging power in my legs as I sprinted around the track. This triumphant release seemed to be an antidote for my unstable legs, which were weakened by the ongoing stress of my family’s legal struggles and our fear of mafia violence. I could feel my legs alighting upon the cinder track, my slender, wobbly legs stretching out and gathering strength. Building on these powerful embodied “resource states,” I would find a much needed strength and stability in the rhythm of that run. I exulted in this expansive memory. But then a more shadowy awareness began to seep into my recall. It was, initially, a nondescript uneasiness signaled by my uneven breathing and facial pallor. Thankfully, those earlier empowered resources gave me more confidence so that I could delve further into my encroaching distress.

Referencing one particular autumn day, I had a vague sense that something was amiss when I entered the park. I remembered catching sight of a few tough-looking teenage gang members, smoking cigarettes, and hanging out around those dense bushes. I particularly recalled their vintage motorcycle caps with leather peaks. In staying with these images, I noticed an ominous sense of lurking danger and felt a wrenching twist in my guts. Slowly, these procedural “body memories” started to emerge in much greater detail. First, I saw and felt myself taking a running leap over the fence and dropping down onto the other side, then navigating the steep slippery slope into the thick overgrowth of bushes.

Suddenly, despite my speed, I was overcome by a vivid and immediate sense of grave danger. Something was horribly wrong. What emerged in my awareness was a pervasive and overwhelming sense of threat. I experienced this as a gripping tension, a bracing, and stiffening in my neck and shoulders. I also felt this fear as a constriction of my breath along with a twisting and gripping in my guts. Abruptly and unexpectedly I jerked forward. I had yet another “body memory,” one of being jumped from behind and thrown violently to the ground. I could feel my face smashed into the dirt with my forehead striking a large rock. I struggled mightily to get free. But it was all for naught, as my arms were pinned down and a heavy weight pressed painfully into my back. I was trapped like a helpless prey animal. Someone behind me started to tear at my clothing, pulling it and ripping off my pants. Immediately, I went blank. It seems that I passed out. Everything went very still, very quiet.

With extraordinary gentleness, my guide placed her hand on my shoulder and brought me back from the deep shock of that dissociation. I sensed the receding of that brutal violation and began to recover my sensory presence in the here-and-now. By the conclusion of the session, I discovered that my body could finally do what it couldn’t do at the time of the rape. Indeed, one of the core principles of Somatic Experiencing lies in discovering new and more powerful experiences in our bodies, ones that contradict the feelings of overwhelming helplessness that are the hallmark of trauma. With the guidance of my therapist’s expertise and presence, I began to sense my life force returning as I encountered a burning rage in my gut, then a surging power to fight back, and finally the fierce willpower to triumph over my attackers. I reconnected to the strength and vitality in my previously defeated arms and collapsed legs. Gradually, I began to sense the singular exhilaration I had known in leaping over the fence and running freely on the track. And then another “defensive response” reasserted itself with an involuntary revulsion emerging as a gag reflex. This was followed by a retching expulsion of what seemed to be a viscous fluid with a texture and smell similar to ejaculate.

This sequencing and the reworking of these very physical body memories resolved many of those symptoms that had prompted me to request the session. With self-compassion, I wept for the abused and discarded child, holding him in my arms with inner validation: “Yes, Peter, this really did happen. But it is over now.”

In doing a few follow-up sessions, I was able to wrestle with the shame-demon and overcome my guilt and pervasive sense of badness. With tender feelings of genuine self-compassion and acceptance, I was able to place this memory in the distant past where it truly belonged. The “spell” was broken. I was free. I was alive. I felt whole.

More Remembrances


The truth changes color depending on the light, and

tomorrow can be clearer than yesterday.

Memory is a selection of images, some elusive . . . others

printed indelibly on the brain.

KASI LEMMONS, EVE’S BAYOU





In retrospect, and with the help of my brothers, I began to put the pieces of a narrative together. I found out from them that the mafia told my father: “You will find your family face down in the East River if you testify.” Unable to obtain witness protection for the family, my father struggled against all odds, year after year, to avoid imprisonment for refusing to testify. In a case that eventually ended up in the U.S. Supreme Court, my father went to prison for “contempt of court.” Chief Justice Earl Warren, in his dissenting opinion, wrote that this was one of the worst decisions the court had ever made. And so my father would serve a year-and-one-day sentence. This cruel and punitive extra day made it virtually impossible for him to ever return to teaching at a public school—an additional heartbreak for my father.

As you can imagine, this prolonged fear and uncertainty took a heavy toll on all of us. My sense of safety and faith in a sensible and predictable world was shattered. Yet, somehow, I was able to move forward, even though a disowned part of me was left in the violence of those bushes and the miscarriage of justice for my father. It was an innocence lost, crushed, and desecrated but then, finally, recovered.

For a time after the session, I continued to visit “episodic” remembrances. However, they came without the emotional charge that had emerged in the potent session previously described. Here are some additional details I garnered. First, I was able to recollect how there had been an air of menacing darkness when a mafia lawyer would arrive at our house to meet with my parents. Ostensibly these visits were “to help” my father avoid testifying before the district attorney and the grand jury by pleading the Fifth Amendment. However, his real motives were to keep my father from fingering Johnny Dio.

I remembered crawling out of my bedroom and hiding beneath a narrow telephone table as I strained to hear their conversation in the living room. My parents never really talked to us kids about what was happening, but my younger brothers and I could sense, from their anxious body language, that something was seriously wrong. These undermining stressors and hidden conversations eroded my self-confidence and vitality. They were ultimately as injurious to my well-being as some of the more discreet, even devastating, traumas that I experienced throughout my childhood.

After fighting for many years, my father, unwilling to testify in order to protect his family, eventually surrendered to the authorities and began serving a year-and-a-day-long prison sentence. I was seventeen and a freshman at the University of Michigan when I received the news in a blunt unsentimental letter from my mother. I remember breaking down. Wrenching sobs ripped through my chest and dropped me to the floor with overwhelming spasms of guilt and grief.

Meanwhile, during my father’s absence, his clothing business went bankrupt. With the weight of this profound stress, and the likelihood of encroaching poverty, my mother developed an ulcer and had some kind of “nervous breakdown.” However, with the imperative of the family’s very survival resting on her narrow shoulders, she pulled herself together and earned a teaching credential in order to support us while my father was in prison.

When I returned to New York City during spring recess, I visited my dad in prison. With the thick glass and metal bars between us, I was frozen with awkwardness. Not knowing what to say, I choked and swallowed the unsaid words, “I love you.” Silently, as my mother and I walked out of the visiting area, a prison guard followed us and touched my shoulder. I turned around and met his unexpectedly kind eyes. He spoke softly, “I want you to know, son, that your father is not a criminal.” He also told me that my dad had started a prison library and had taught other prisoners skills that they would need when they were released. In a twist of irony, my father had returned to his first love—teaching. My mother had followed in this tradition and later my brothers and I would continue this educational lineage, each in our own individual ways. I believe that this compelling desire to teach was passed to me and became my passion, perhaps, one might say, my obsession.

At one time, I met the principal of my mother’s school. He took me aside and told me that my mother was the only teacher that could teach the most disturbed children. As an example, he described an autistic child that went into a closet even as the other children were going home. My mother patiently remained, waiting for over an hour, until the boy finally came out of the closet and let my mother hold and
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