
   
[image: ]




WHAT I WISH I’D KNOWN WHEN I WAS YOUNG

The Art and Science of Growing Up

 

Rachel Sylvester and Alice Thomson

 

 

 

 

[image: Image Missing]




Copyright

William Collins

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers 

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

WilliamCollinsBooks.com

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

First published in Great Britain in 2022 by William Collins

This William Collins paperback edition published in 2023

Copyright © Rachel Sylvester and Alice Thomson 2022

Rachel Sylvester and Alice Thomson assert the moral right to be identified as the authors of this work

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook onscreen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008497507

Ebook Edition © 2023 ISBN: 9780008497484

Version: 2023-04-27




Praise

‘Brilliant’

The Times Magazine

‘A superb study … brilliant stories, hilarious observations and jaw-dropping revelations about so many figures in public life we thought we knew – but never understood’

Emily Maitlis

‘Education, as we all can agree, is the pathway to knowledge and understanding, to discovery and fulfilment. It is how we ensure the child has the best possible opportunity to experience all this. This remarkable book, of life lessons, shines new light on our efforts to achieve the best we can for our children. Read, mark, learn. Such thinking is making an important contribution to the leap forward our children need and deserve’

Michael Morpurgo

‘A punchy portrait of how character is forged in adversity. As an idiosyncratic, wide-ranging study, it works. Sylvester and Thomson have succeeded in avoiding “pity porn”; their book is provocative and even uplifting’

The Times



  
Dedication

To Ellie, Luke, Will and Jake 
And 
Ludo, Lily, Sam and Zac



Contents

     Cover

     Title Page

     Copyright

     Praise

     Dedication
 
     Introduction

  1 Resilience

  2 Positivity

  3 Ambition

  4 Empathy

  5 Perspective

  6 Self-reliance

  7 Adaptability

  8 Ruthlessness

  9  Fearlessness

10 Reality Check

11 Courage

12 Discipline

13 Determination

14 Defiance

15 Originality

16 Repair

17 Creativity

18 Zeal

19 The Covid Generation

     Conclusion

     Acknowledgements

     Bibliography

     About the Author

     About the Publisher



INTRODUCTION

‘There is no education like adversity’ – Benjamin Disraeli

The Irish author and poetry evangelist Josephine Hart knew only too well how tragedy in childhood can be transformative. By the time she was seventeen, she had lost three of her younger siblings and suffered grief beyond imagination. Her brother Charles died after his first birthday, her sister Sheila, who was brain-damaged and paralysed by meningitis from the age of two, died at eight and her brother Owen died in an explosion while he was experimenting with chemicals. Josephine rarely talked about her desolate childhood in Mullingar, County Westmeath and the summer when she felt everything had come to an end. She hid at home for four years. ‘I had to look at life really hard and say, “OK, I will continue to live,”’ she explained. ‘I made a bargain with life. I’d behave honourably but would not make a serious contribution or do anything creative.’

Until one day she decided that she had to catch life by the throat. ‘It was an extraordinary feeling to know that such things can be overcome,’ she told us before she died, fifty years after her adored siblings. ‘What happened mathematically, to be very cold about it, in the family was very strange. But looking back on the history of mankind and going back to all the great literature and the Greeks, grief and loss are part of the human condition,’ she once explained. She wrote her bestselling novel Damage years later because, she said, ‘Damaged people are dangerous – they know they can survive.’

Broken beginnings should end in failure, but it’s often the unlucky children who suffer devastating setbacks – displacement, disease, financial ruin, abandonment or bereavement – who seem to end up being the most successful. This is true in fiction, from Oliver Twist to Harry Potter, and it’s also apparent in life. Adversity often has devastating consequences for families, but in some circumstances it can be an advantage, driving survivors on to greatness.

We have been interviewing people for more than twenty years, including prime ministers and poets, CEOs and chefs, actors and archbishops, Olympic sports stars and Nobel Prize-winning scientists. What has struck us repeatedly is how many of them have overcome bewildering trauma or tragedy in their early lives. An astonishing number of these highly successful individuals from a wide range of fields have lost a parent or been orphaned in childhood. Others have been afflicted by a serious illness, involved in a horrendous accident, or grew up in families riven by addiction, mental illness or poverty. Some have fled a civil war, been sexually abused or received little formal education, while others have overcome myriad disabilities to succeed.

When we first noticed the pattern, we thought it was a coincidence. Then, as the cases accumulated, we began to realise that a traumatic start can sometimes provide a catalyst for the talented, giving them an extra dose of self-reliance and ambition. Far from holding these high-flyers back, the struggle to deal with disadvantage or distress has driven them on to reach extraordinary heights. Instead of succumbing to their imperfect past, they have gained an edge from their painful start to life. They have a resilience, a restlessness and a need to prove themselves that those with more contented childhoods may not share. They seem to believe they can make it on their own and they learn to trust their instincts.

Often there is an originality to the way they think and an urgency to how they live their lives. Some acquire a willingness to take risks that sets them apart. Others have a ruthless or controlling streak that can make them natural leaders. Most of our interviewees who have suffered in their early years share a powerful sense of purpose and a determination to triumph against the odds. While happy, stable childhoods typically lead to happy, stable jobs and careers and family lives, disruption can be the trigger for the astonishing creativity and innovation that catapults some exceptional people to the very top and prevents them from compromising their ambition because they have more to prove.

We started looking for examples and discovered that of the fifty-seven British prime ministers going back to 1721, twenty-five lost one or both of their parents as a child. A further three lost a sibling, eight were affected by serious mental or physical illness and two endured a dramatic change in family circumstance in their early years. According to our analysis, two-thirds of these political leaders suffered a serious trauma in childhood. The historian Lucille Iremonger, having studied prime ministers, developed the ‘Phaeton theory’, which suggests that the loss of a parent can be a source of intense ambition. The name derives from the Greek myth of Phaeton, a child of the sun god, Helios, who demands to drive his father’s chariot then falls to earth and scorches the Sahara Desert. Iremonger believed that many of those who achieve the greatest success have characters forged in fire.

The list of premiers who have endured parental loss is remarkable. Asquith’s father died when he was seven, Lloyd George’s died when he was one and Neville Chamberlain lost his mother at the age of five. The pattern is repeated in more recent times. James Callaghan’s father died when he was nine, Tony Blair’s dad had a stroke when he was ten. Theresa May also lost both her parents early, within a few months of each other, when she was in her twenties.

The phenomenon is replicated on the other side of the Atlantic and around the world. Twelve of the first forty-four American presidents, including George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and Herbert Hoover, lost their fathers while they were young. Bill Clinton’s died before he was born, Barack Obama’s left when he was two, and Nelson Mandela’s died when he was twelve. Napoleon Bonaparte lost his father when he was sixteen, was whipped by his mother and later said her brutality had led to his success.

Bereavement is not the only source of trauma that has generated political aspirations. The former Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s mother Charlotte Wahl, who died in 2021, was convinced that his childhood ‘desire to be world king’ was prompted by a wish to make himself ‘unhurtable, invincible and somehow safe’ from the pain of her disappearance for eight months when he was ten after she was admitted to the Maudsley Psychiatric Hospital. The Labour leader Keir Starmer’s mother battled with Still’s disease, a rare and incurable condition that meant she could not speak for many years and ended up having a leg amputated. He spent hours as a child sitting by her bedside in hospital high-dependency units. The Liberal Democrat leader Ed Davey lost his father when he was four, and then when he was twelve his mother became terminally ill and he was her carer for three years until she died.

It was extraordinary to realise when we were writing the first edition of this book that three party leaders in the House of Commons at the time of writing experienced significant trauma as children. The same is true of many senior politicians we have interviewed. Arlene Foster, the former First Minister of Northern Ireland, saw her father bleeding on the kitchen floor after he was shot by the IRA, then narrowly survived a bomb blast on her school bus. Ruth Davidson, the former leader of the Scottish Conservatives, was nearly killed in a car crash aged five, escaped another near-death experience in her mid-twenties while doing a physical courage test in the Territorial Army, and has also battled with clinical depression and self-harm.

Having started interviewing people as political journalists, we initially thought that this was a political phenomenon; but as we widened our subjects we realised that it applied to leading figures in many spheres of public life. According to one study by the Aldridge Foundation, seven in ten entrepreneurs cite traumatic childhood experiences as a formative event. Stuart Rose, the former head of Marks & Spencer, told us that his mother’s suicide had driven him on in his career. James Dyson was nine when his father died of cancer. Steve Jobs was given away by his mother as a baby and Jeff Bezos never knew his biological father.

Richard Branson described to us how he overcame severe dyslexia to become a billionaire; Terry Leahy, the former Tesco boss, explained that he shared a room with his three brothers and lived in his school uniform until he was sixteen because there was no money for other clothes. His father had been injured at the age of twenty-one in the Second World War and Terry learned to eke out the pennies while grocery-shopping with his mother. All have or had a willingness to take risks, an innovative slant on the world and a determination to show that they could shape their own destiny rather than be destroyed by events.

Take almost any walk of public life and the pattern is repeated. Creativity appears to thrive in harsh conditions. John Lennon, abandoned by his father when he was five, then lost his mother, who has often been called his muse, when he was seventeen. Marcel Proust suffered severe allergies and suffocating asthma as a child, meaning he had long bouts of time alone on his sickbed, a period of introspection that allowed him to produce Remembrance of Things Past. Coco Chanel was put into an orphanage when she was twelve after her mother died and there the nuns taught her how to sew. Rudyard Kipling was treated with great cruelty by his foster-parents.

In the 1960s the psychologist Marvin Eisenstadt began a project interviewing ‘creatives’ – artists, writers and entrepreneurs – looking for common characteristics. He was so amazed by how many had lost a parent that he began to scour the Encyclopaedias Britannica and Americana to see whether there was a wider trend. Out of 573 eminent people, a quarter had lost at least one parent before the age of ten. By the age of fifteen, 34.5 per cent had seen at least one parent die, and by the age of twenty the figure was 45 per cent. In comparison, by the age of sixteen around one in twenty had experienced the death of one or both parents in the latter part of the twentieth century. Another psychologist, Victor Goertzel, and his wife Mildred studied four hundred well-known figures from the twentieth century for their book Cradles of Eminence. Three-quarters of these exceptional individuals had suffered poverty, broken homes, abusive parents, alcoholism, illness or other disadvantages. ‘The “normal man”’, the Goertzels concluded, ‘is not a likely candidate for the Hall of Fame.’

The list of those who have suffered and survived is astonishing and impressive. Oprah Winfrey was raped at the age of nine and became pregnant at fourteen, with a child who died in infancy, acquiring an empathy that allowed her to persuade other people to open up about their emotions on television. Hilary Mantel decided to become a novelist in response to a debilitating illness that started in her teens and made her see life as ‘an almighty struggle’ that she had to win. Andrew Motion, the former Poet Laureate, explained to us that he started writing after his mother was left paralysed and in a coma by a riding accident when he was seventeen. He is still motivated by a sense of loss. ‘It is as if there is this set of scales and in one pan were death and loss and things going wrong, madness and cruelty, war and barbarism, and I have to do what I can to build something and put it in the other pan,’ he said. When Emma Bridgewater’s mother became brain-damaged after a riding accident it created ‘some kind of fury that was quite a useful driver’, the pottery designer explained.

Tracey Emin has made art from her childhood traumas, which included being raped at the age of thirteen. Her most famous conceptual piece My Bed, which features an unmade bed and a floor littered with empty vodka bottles, cigarette butts and condoms – a snapshot of her life after a traumatic relationship breakdown – was shortlisted for the Turner Prize and sold at auction in 2014 for more than £2 million. The ceramicist Grayson Perry retreated into an elaborate fantasy world to escape from his violent stepfather. Many of our interviewees would return to childhood traumas to explain their determination and drive.

It is no coincidence that early trauma is central to myths and fairy tales, from the orphaned Romulus and Remus, suckled by a she-wolf, to Hansel and Gretel, captured by a witch, and Peter Pan, the orphan who never grew up. The theme is there in classics such as The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, Walt Disney’s Bambi or Babar, the elephant whose mother was shot in front of him. In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo Baggins is orphaned before he starts his quest.

The protagonists of many children’s books can only discover themselves, or the world around them, if they are liberated from the normal structures of family life. Philip Pullman, whose father died when he was eight, put an abandoned child, Lyra, at the heart of his Dark Materials trilogy, with the search for her parents, and the struggle between them, central to the plot. ‘We always enjoy being scared, within the bounds of safety,’ he told us when we went to interview him about his interpretation of Grimms’ Fairy Tales. Classic children’s stories ‘are all based on very simple but profound human relationships’, he said. ‘They are about love, death, loss, fear, longing and mischief.’

In 2020, we decided to explore the impact of early trauma in a Times Radio show and podcast called Past Imperfect. We sought out exceptional people who had overcome adversity to reach the top of their field and asked them about the effect it had had on their character and career. What was fascinating, and in some ways surprising, was how open, honest and thoughtful our guests were willing to be. These were all highly successful people, feted in their field, and we were taking them back to their darkest hours, but they were not afraid to discuss their most painful memories with an emotional intelligence that struck a chord with listeners.

At the end of every interview, we asked our guests what they wished they had known when they were young at the time of their trauma or tragedy. Often they would reply that they wished they had realised that everything would work out, that they would not only survive but thrive and that the pain they had experienced as a child would make them stronger.

Of course, the people we have interviewed are by definition unusual. The most brilliant athletes, writers, entrepreneurs, politicians, scientists, artists and actors are not ordinary – they would not have got where they have if they were – and so it is perhaps not surprising that many have suffered and survived extraordinary, turbulent and often heartbreaking childhoods. But what is so striking is how many of them have managed to turn a negative experience into a positive force in their lives.

There is a growing body of scientific evidence about the psychological and neurological impact of trauma. The clinical psychologist Meg Jay argues that those who experience disaster in their early years develop a powerful ‘origin story’ about themselves – their identity has been altered by the struggle to overcome. Like the spider’s bite for Spider-Man, or the day when Superman was cast out of his home on Krypton, there is a trauma that clearly separates them from what went before and from those around them. This becomes the trigger that turns ‘normals’ into ‘supernormals’. As she writes: ‘In one way or another, continuity and connection are splintered: there is a before and an after. Or a then and a now. Or a me and everyone else.’

Nassir Ghaemi, Professor of Psychiatry and Pharmacology at Tufts Medical Center in Boston, believes that ‘normal’ people tend to be conformist, more willing to compromise and to take safe decisions, whereas it takes a willingness to push the boundaries, a restless energy, an original mind and a risk-taking streak to become a leader in your field. ‘There are 8 billion people in the world, but there aren’t 8 billion successful people,’ he explained to us. ‘Most of the people that we think of as successful are a small percentage of the population – maybe 10 per cent – so, by definition, there’s something different about them from the majority. Success, or leadership, or prominence, is unusual and if you define normality as the usual, then abnormality would be the unusual.’ Billy Beane, the man who transformed baseball with data-driven analysis – made famous in the film Moneyball – shares the analysis. ‘All really successful people have to be slightly mad because people like that are not capable of living in the comfort zone,’ he once said. ‘It is a state of mind that makes sure you never rest on your laurels, always focus on the next thing.’

There is a loneliness and a stubbornness that gives survivors an edge and sometimes a selfishness. As the writer George Bernard Shaw, himself the son of an alcoholic, put it: ‘The reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man.’ Martin Lloyd-Elliott, a psychotherapist who has worked with high achievers, said many are driven by a ‘disproportionate burning desire to compensate’ for an ego that has been ‘wounded’ by childhood trauma. ‘The trauma becomes a driver,’ he explained to us. ‘In the same way as our biology is brilliant at repairing itself – if you cut yourself, you’ve got highly developed systems to stop the bleeding – if we have psychological damage, we’re designed to try and repair that.’ But he points out that it would be wrong to romanticise adversity. ‘Most people who’ve suffered severe trauma in childhood never really recover, without significant therapy. Trauma has a terrible legacy, either on their emotional relationships or on their inner psychological life. If you look at high-achieving personalities, they often have dysfunctional personal relationships. The trauma still manifests itself somewhere in that person’s story.’

It is important to recognise that many of those who suffer childhood disaster are crushed by their misfortune. Estimates suggest that twenty-four thousand children and young adults experience the death of a parent each year in the UK. Thousands more will suffer other ‘adverse childhood experiences’ – such as growing up with domestic violence, poverty, addiction, mental illness, bullying or sexual abuse. There are many for whom the trauma is so utterly devastating that they never recover; often any sense of happiness remains elusive. Research by Public Health Wales found that those who have suffered four or more adverse childhood experiences are twenty times more likely to have been in prison, sixteen times more likely to have used crack cocaine or heroin and four times more likely to have a drink problem. Many successful people would be the first to acknowledge this, citing siblings who have never recovered from their shared beginnings. Yet these children are far too often written off, which makes it even more important for us to learn how to help them come to terms with their backgrounds. The fact that some people have found a way of dealing with adversity may provide us with the tools to assist young people who are struggling to overcome complicated childhoods.

Working out how to heal and recover is more relevant now than ever. The world has just been through the collective trauma of the pandemic. Many families have suffered bereavement, illness or economic struggles and there has been a simultaneous rise in domestic violence and mental illness during the coronavirus crisis. The lockdowns have triggered a psychological as well as an economic ‘reset’ moment both for individuals and for nations, forcing people to look again at their priorities. That may be one reason why there is a growing debate about the long-term impact of tragedy and adversity. The Duke of Sussex, whose mother the Princess of Wales died when he was twelve, told Oprah Winfrey: ‘From the moment that you’re born into today’s world, life is trauma.’ The Black Lives Matter movement, #MeToo and the Everyone’s Invited campaign have highlighted the ongoing consequences of injustice, in some cases going back many years. Interviewed after the storming of the Capitol in January 2021, the US Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez revealed that she is a survivor of sexual assault and said that the memories of that ordeal had been resurrected by the terror of hiding in her Washington office from a violent mob. ‘People are going to say, “Oh, she’s just trying to make it about her.” But all of your traumas can intersect and interact.’

This is a book about how it can be possible to overcome trauma and not only survive but thrive. It is not ‘misery lit’ or ‘pity porn’, as memoirs about tragic childhoods are sometimes described. For many of the people we have interviewed over the years, a difficult childhood is just the beginning and they share an incredible sense of positivity and an optimism about life. Often they believe they have made it because of, rather than despite, misfortune. It is unnerving that a key ingredient of success appears for some to be a childhood disaster, but it is also deeply reassuring for both parents and children that an imperfect past can be a springboard to a better future.

The following chapters will recount the extraordinary stories of some of the exceptional survivors we have met over the years. We have drawn on our interviews for The Times and Times Radio as well as conducting original interviews and talking to experts about the impact of trauma. As far as possible, we will put the account in the words of our interviewees because the way in which they describe their experience is far more powerful than any second-hand account we could provide. We want to use their personal narratives to explore how the strength of character forged in adversity helped them to achieve their ambitions in different ways. Every story is unique, but we have grouped them together to draw out common themes and examine the parallels. Each chapter will focus on a different quality that has been sharpened by their varied experiences.

The individuals whose childhoods are covered here may now be rich or powerful, famous or infamous, but the lessons of their extraordinary lives could apply to anyone. Trauma comes in many forms, large and small, and any setback can build resilience, empathy and self-reliance.

The Japanese art of Kintsugi involves repairing broken pottery with liquid gold – it is a philosophy that treats breakage and repair as part of the history of an object, rather than something to disguise. The flaws become an integral and beautiful part of the vase, and in a similar way our interviewees have turned their traumas into a source of inspiration in later life. They are, in Ernest Hemingway’s words, ‘strong at the broken places’. Most of our interviewees do not now see the adversity they suffered as a disadvantage; rather it is an integral part of their identity and their success. Perhaps they are the lucky ones, but many of them have also learned to make their own luck. Their refusal to allow themselves to be categorised as victims is a common theme. Sir Alex Ferguson, widely regarded as the best British football manager of all time, grew up in a tenement block in Glasgow, one of nine families living in a three-storey house with a zinc bath in the kitchen. Football became his way out of poverty. There was, however, no self-pity as he described to us the strong sense of community and work ethic he learned as a child. In fact, he seemed almost nostalgic about the struggles he had left behind him. ‘You can’t forget your upbringing because that’s what’s made me,’ he told us. Then he paused. ‘I remember reading in a newspaper article, “Alex Ferguson’s done well despite coming from Govan.” It’s because I came from Govan that I did well.’




1

RESILIENCE

‘That which does not kill us makes us stronger’ – Friedrich Nietzsche

The actor Brian Cox advises drama students: ‘Always carry a picture of yourself as a child because that’s who you are.’ The photograph in his own pocket shows a young boy, sitting in a high chair, with a ‘gorgeous smile’. It is a memory of a childhood in post-war Dundee which was, he told us, ‘blissful up to a certain point and then it went belly-up’. His father, a shopkeeper, died suddenly when he was eight and his mother had a series of nervous breakdowns. It was deeply traumatic and disorientating, yet he frequently draws on his early experiences when he is acting and believes that having suffered as a child adds emotional depth to his performances. As he put it with a wry smile: ‘It’s given me an understanding of certain things.’

[image: image]

We met Cox at his flat in Primrose Hill, a bolt-hole from his West End theatre days where he stays when he is in London, although he lives mainly in New York. We sat at a table, squeezed between an exercise bike and piles of old theatre programmes, playbills, magazines, posters and boxes of diabetes pills. ‘You should see the other rooms,’ he said in his distinctive Scottish growl. He is, by his own admission, a bit of a hoarder – his wardrobe in Manhattan is bigger than his wife’s closet. ‘Hoarding is all about control,’ he explained. ‘I’m a bit of a control freak. It’s to do with surviving. You’ve had to learn to let go in circumstances where you wouldn’t want to let go.’

Cox is famous for playing rich and powerful men – Titus Andronicus, King Lear, Winston Churchill, Hermann Göring and most recently Logan Roy, the cruel, mesmerising media mogul in the television drama Succession. But his own background was neither wealthy nor influential. His father Charles’s death, which came just three weeks after he had been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, was an enormous shock. Cox remembers coming home from school and seeing an elderly neighbour standing on the steps of his house, crying. ‘She said to me, “Oh Brian, poor wee Brian,”’ he recalled. ‘Then I went up the stairs and the front door was open. As always in times of incredible stress, the table was packed with food. My mother was sitting hunched on an armchair by the fireplace. She looked at me and burst into tears, then I realised my dad had gone. It had been very sudden.’

More than three hundred people came to Charles’s funeral, but Brian wasn’t allowed to go – he remembers being told to watch television all afternoon instead because he was so young. It was supposed to be a treat, but he felt robbed of the chance to mourn. ‘It marked me,’ he said. His father left behind enormous debts and the family went into ‘survival’ mode, struggling to make ends meet on a widow’s pension. ‘We did have a couple of times when we had no money and we didn’t have any food so I would go to the local fish and chip shop and ask for batter bits from the back of the pan,’ Cox told us. ‘That would be our tea on a Thursday.’

His mother Mary, a spinner who had worked in the jute mills, simply could not cope. ‘My mum had not been well for a long time, really since I was born; she was always not quite present and at one point she actually ran away,’ Cox said. Her mental health deteriorated dramatically after her husband died. The actor remembers one particularly unnerving moment when he walked in on his mother alone in the kitchen. ‘I came home and I could smell gas. She was on her knees and the oven was open; she said, “I’m just giving it a wee clean.” I only realised in hindsight that it was a suicide attempt. Then she really got very ill. It was pretty bleak.’

Eventually, she was taken away to a psychiatric hospital. ‘It was the conflation of events. Nobody was to blame, nobody is to blame in these situations, it’s just – how much can you take? How much can you put up with?’ Cox said. ‘And it was hard, it was really tough. She was quite large, then she became very little.’ He remembers visiting her after she had been given electric shock treatment, ‘which was pretty awful. It destroyed most of her memory, it was there to destroy memory – that which was painful. It’s a drastic treatment, and it certainly affected my ma. She was never right, she became very eccentric and very funny. There was an innocence about her, but she was also tough.’

Brought up after that by his three older sisters, Cox would spend hours in the local cinema, watching films back to back, partly to keep warm but also to escape from the harsh reality of his life. That was the source of his ambition to be an actor. He joined the Dundee Repertory Theatre at the age of fourteen, then got a place at drama school in London. He knew he had to get away from his family and home town to succeed. Cox has won multiple awards, and now regularly attends Hollywood gala dinners and is photographed on the red carpet, but he says it is the struggles of his early life that define him, giving him an inner strength as well as a sense of urgency. ‘I realised I wasn’t going to waste any time,’ he told us. ‘I was wise enough and blessed enough to see how people start blaming their lives and say, “I shoulda coulda woulda”, and I don’t go for any “shoulda coulda woulda”, I just think “Do it.”’

He paused when we asked him what he would say to his eight-year-old self. ‘I would want to say, “it’s going to be OK, you’re going to be OK, it’s tough now but it will pass and these will be great memories for you”,’ he replied. ‘“They can’t take away that your dad was your dad and your mum was your mum and your sisters were your sisters and your brother was your brother. That’s a given, but move on. Don’t dwell, keep going, keep moving, keep trucking.”’

Resilience is a defining characteristic shared by many of our interviewees who have overcome trauma. They come from myriad worlds and have had widely varied careers, requiring contrasting skills, but they almost all appear to have the same psychological robustness that comes from knowing they can survive. The idea that, as Nietzsche put it, ‘that which does not kill us makes us stronger’ is at the heart of many of the stories that human beings have told themselves throughout history. There is a reason why the prince must hack through a forest of thorns to reach Sleeping Beauty, or why Odysseus must face so many challenges on his perilous voyage home after the Trojan War. The heroes have to surmount obstacles to prove they are worthy. So often, whether in mythology or reality, it is the ‘grit in the oyster’ that makes the pearl. ‘Grit’ and ‘resilience’ have become twenty-first-century buzzwords, skills ‘taught’ in schools and on management courses; but survivors do not have to cultivate these qualities in special classes as they have acquired them the hard way through their personal struggles.

The Canadian psychiatrist J.T. MacCurdy studied the public reaction to the Blitz and found that, to his surprise, people in London who survived the bombs became braver over time rather than more scared. ‘We are prone to be afraid of being afraid, and the conquering of fear produces exhilaration,’ he wrote in his book The Structure of Morale. ‘The contrast between the previous apprehension and the present relief and feeling of security promotes a self-confidence that is the very father and mother of courage.’ The clinical psychologist Frances Goodhart, who counsels families on bereavement, says a similar process takes place in those who face adversity in their early years. ‘Children and young people who experience loss or trauma have to deal with grief. They will have had to learn to accept the reality of the loss, acknowledge the pain, adjust to new environments and invest in the reality of their new life. But these tasks help people to develop strengths that carry them through personal loss. Certain individuals can harness these new skills not only to cope but to thrive and achieve great things.’

The businessman Stuart Rose sees it almost in medical terms. ‘Early trauma is like a vaccine, it gives you the antibodies to fight future pain,’ he told us. Rose is one of Britain’s most successful and best-known businessmen, a multi-millionaire with a reputation for having the Midas touch. The former Chief Executive of Marks & Spencer and Chairman of the online supermarket Ocado, is now Chairman of the clothing brand FatFace and the supermarket chain Asda. He has the Savile Row suits, well-stocked wine cellar and silver-fox charm of a man who is comfortable with his fortune – although he has in recent years replaced his Bentley with a more environmentally friendly electric car. But the immaculate Kensington town house where we went to meet him could not be more different from his first childhood home.

[image: image]

Rose spent his earliest years living in a freezing-cold caravan in Warwickshire. One of his first memories is of his father digging a ditch outside the caravan to create an outside loo. ‘As he was digging he found a Dinky toy. I remember him repairing it with great care and I had it as a birthday present.’ Life improved for a few years when his father applied for a job working as a civil servant in Africa and there were blissful afternoons for Stuart and his sister on the beach after school, surrounded by palm trees, blue sky and sun. Then, when he was thirteen, the family returned to England; he was sent to a Quaker boarding school, where he was miserable, and his parents became increasingly unhappy.

The moment of inoculation with the trauma vaccine came when Rose was twenty-six and just starting out in his retail career as a trainee at M&S. He remembers how, as a junior member of staff, he took particular pride in making sure the jumpers were neatly folded on the shelves. His life seemed under control and he was on a trajectory to a comfortable management role. Then, as he put it, bluntly: ‘One day I woke up and my mother killed herself.’ His mother, Peggy, had struggled with depression for years. As a child he would be told that: ‘Mummy has a migraine,’ but he soon realised that ‘Mummy didn’t have a migraine, Mummy was depressed and didn’t want to get out of bed.’ It pains him to say that ‘today it would probably have been sorted out with a bit of therapy or a few simple pills. But she had a doctor who gave her more than a few simple pills, he gave her tons of pills, enough pills to kill a battalion.’

Rose had seen his mother on the Saturday before she took her own life. That Sunday she had gone to bed ‘with a migraine’. Rose went to work on Monday morning, ‘worried about her but no more than normal’. He remembers thinking on his commute that he should ring her, but when he got to the office he became distracted by the busy weekly stocktake. ‘I didn’t think about ringing her until nine o’clock. She killed herself at 8.30 a.m.,’ he said. ‘She had had a bath, gone into the kitchen, drunk a bottle of whisky, taken a pile of pills and she was dead on the kitchen floor.’

His father had come home and found her





















CONCLUSION

‘There’s only one thing that’s worse than having an unhappy childhood, and that’s having a too-happy childhood’ – Dylan Thomas

A Persian rug must always have a flaw in order to be – in the words of the old proverb – ‘perfectly imperfect and precisely imprecise’. The intentional irregularity is derived from the Islamic belief that Allah is the only perfect being, but it is also in the imperfections that the originality and beauty of the carpet are found.

Similar traditions have developed all over the world. In Navajo culture rug weavers leave small imperfections along the borders of their carpets, known as a ‘spirit line’. The artists believe that a part of their being is entwined into the cloth during the weaving process and the flaw allows the spirit to escape. In the Punjab region of India and Pakistan, colourful embroidered shawls have tiny irregularities stitched into them to protect the wearer from the evil eye. The deliberate imperfections also give the items a unique pattern and therefore a value that is missing from mass-produced symmetry.

It is the same with people. There is a reason why every culture has myths and stories based on imperfect pasts – from Moses, left by his mother in the bullrushes, to Jason, the leader of the Argonauts, sent away by his family and raised by a centaur, trauma is central to the tales human beings have always told each other. Hercules was abandoned in the woods then forced to complete twelve tasks, Karna, son of the Hindu sun god, was set adrift on a river in a basket, Osiris, the ancient Egyptian deity, was killed then chopped up by his brother before being brought back to life. It is through trial and tribulation in their younger years that heroes are created. The fairy tales of the Grimm brothers and Hans Christian Andersen return to the theme in many guises. It’s no surprise that worldwide there are over three hundred versions of Cinderella, all featuring a young girl being bullied by a tyrannical stepmother only to succeed while her spoilt, indulged stepsisters flounder. The major religions of the world are full of childhood adversity too. Suffering is often the precursor to redemption and rehabilitation in mythology as well as life.

Many of the stories in this book are harrowing and heartbreaking, but they are also inspiring. Our interviewees have not been destroyed by their traumatic starts in life, they have survived and thrived. In fact, they often draw strength from the knowledge that they have overcome a difficult childhood. Far from shunning their broken beginnings, they have instead integrated their flawed past into their present reality. Many of them have woven a painful origin story into a narrative of succeeding against the odds to achieve their goals.

There is such a clear pattern of triumph over adversity that several people have told us that they worry that their own happy, healthy children will be hampered by the lack of any real struggle. Sajid Javid, the former Home Secretary, Chancellor and Health Secretary, recalled helping his daughter to write her CV. She had brilliant grades, impressive accomplishments and interesting work experience but, as she thought about her life, she told him: ‘Dad, it’s not like you, there’s nothing bad that’s happened to me. You couldn’t marry Mummy and you weren’t allowed to study and you had to live in this small house. I’ve got nothing like that, it’s not fair.’ He paused for a moment, then said: ‘I thought that’s a bit of a strange way to put it, but I knew what she meant. Overcoming adversity can definitely strengthen you.’

The Microsoft founder and philanthropist Bill Gates once told us, while at a meeting of African leaders in Ethiopia, that he worried about making life too comfortable for his children Jennifer, Rory and Phoebe with their houses, yacht, horses and holidays. ‘It’s not doing your kids a favour to give them huge sums of wealth, it distorts everything they might do, and hinders them creating their own path,’ he said. The second-richest man in the world has pledged to give the majority of his money away before he dies. He explained: ‘Being competitive is innate in some kids but I want them to have an incentive to achieve.’

Richard Branson had a similar view when we went to see him in his Swiss chalet a few years ago. ‘I certainly don’t want my kids to have tens of millions of pounds sitting in a bank account,’ he said. ‘If they get involved in running the companies the ownership may end up with them, but they have to earn it. They have to realise that the wealth is not there for them, it’s to create new jobs and tackle social problems in the world.’ The qualities of resilience, determination, self-reliance and empathy are now acknowledged to be such a crucial foundation for life that the best educationalists focus on developing them.

When we first started writing this book, the fear was that children were being mollycoddled by ‘helicopter parents’ who wrapped them in cotton wool and refused to let them climb trees, and tried to organise their lives at university, or take them to job interviews. That was turned on its head by the pandemic and a narrative has developed about the ‘lost generation’ harmed by Covid-19. But there is nothing inevitable about any of this and it doesn’t help to make children feel even more powerless. Our interviewees show that it is possible to overcome the most terrible adversity. Although many people are devastated and some destroyed by trauma, others become stronger through suffering and learn new coping skills.

It is worth looking at the reasons why some succeed in dealing with adversity – even turning it to their advantage – and see what lessons can be learned. The people included in this book are from many backgrounds, careers and worlds. They have hugely different experiences and contrasting characters, but what unites them is that they have refused to become victims. They have in many cases made a conscious decision to be optimistic and focus on the future rather than allowing themselves to be destroyed by the past. Their positivity is their secret weapon, allowing them to cope with remarkable levels of stress. This is not naive or trite – quite the opposite. They find it empowering to realise they have agency over their lives. It can be liberating to embrace what Martin Seligman calls ‘learned optimism’ rather than succumbing to ‘learned helplessness’.

There are lessons for parents, children and for wider society from the extraordinary lives of the people we have interviewed. Parents can take comfort from the fact that children are astonishingly adaptable. Instead of trying to protect them at every turn, we need to let them discover the world, develop resilience and self-reliance. It’s possible to inculcate independence, creativity and adaptability, often by letting go, even if sometimes that means letting them fall over, fail, or risk their future. There are ways of fostering a sense of perspective or empathy even if a child has not overcome a tragedy, and to show them how to learn from bad luck and realise that life isn’t necessarily fair. To be successful they need to have the space to learn, even if that means that they may occasionally get hurt.

Children can realise that a disaster may not be the end of the world but in fact be the beginning of something better, a favourite theme of so many authors. They have missed out on months of schooling, had exams cancelled and been locked down with their parents rather than going to parties or festivals. It’s been tough, but as J.K. Rowling put it after her marriage collapsed when her daughter was only a few months old: ‘Rock-bottom became the solid foundation on which I rebuilt my life.’ She was ‘set free’ because her greatest fear had been realised and was able to write the Harry Potter books. It doesn’t help to sink into a state of despair.

There are also policy lessons to learn from these survivors’ stories. The state must do much better at providing ‘airbags’ for the young people who do not have the family support they need to help them through tough times. Many of our interviewees acknowledge that they were lucky. Often there was a trusted adult in their lives who became a role model in the absence of a caring parent. This shouldn’t be left to luck and that means building emotional scaffolding around vulnerable children. Teachers should be given the time to understand their pupils’ emotional needs, youth workers should no longer be seen as a luxury and social workers need to treat the young people in their care as individuals rather than numbers to be processed. There is a requirement for much better children’s mental health provisions, and some families need far more intensive assistance. That means being willing to invest in vulnerable children at an early stage to prevent problems spiralling out of control later. It is possible to turn lives around – and will save money in the long run – but it will take a huge concerted and sustained effort.

Perhaps the most important lesson is the need to embrace and accept the messiness of life. This is a society that craves perfection – the Instagram influencers posting their idealised lives, the airbrushed images filling the pages of the magazines, the competition to get the perfect set of exam grades, the yearning for the dream job, the most amazing holiday, even the endless search for the ultimate shade of white paint. But it is individuality that is of greatest worth – like the pasts of our interviewees, perfectly imperfect, precisely imprecise.
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