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				For my husband,

				Tom Traill

				“I understood that this is what I’d been waiting for.”

			

		

	
		
		
			and

			Daniel Auerbach, MD,

			who built fires in the dark

		

	
		
			
			
				
					Psycho-therapeutics would seem to be

					the oldest branch of medicine.

					—W.H.R. Rivers, MD, FRS

				

				
					Fires in the dark you build; tall quivering flames

					In the huge midnight forest of the unknown.

					Your soul is full of cities with dead names,

					And blind-faced, earth-bound gods of bronze and stone.

					—Siegfried Sassoon, for W.H.R. Rivers

					Accompaniment. It’s an elastic term: it means just what you’d imagine and more….There’s an element of mystery, of openness, in accompaniment: I’ll go with you and support you on your journey wherever it leads. I’ll keep you company and share your fate for a while. And by “a while,” I don’t mean a little while.

					—Paul Farmer, Md, PhD

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Prologue

				The Oldest Branch of Medicine

				
					Rivers was intolerant and sympathetic….He was once compared to Moses laying down the law. The comparison was an apt one, and one side of the truth. The other side was his sympathy. There is really no word for this. Sympathy is not good enough. It was a sort of power of getting into another man’s life and treating it as if it were his own. And yet all the time he made you feel that your life was your own to guide, and above everything else that you could if you cared make something important of it.

					—Sir Frederic Bartlett, 1923

				

				From earliest times to our own, in cave, village, or consulting room, certain individuals—healers—have stood out for being able to ease the suffering of the mourning, melancholic, or mad. Long before we could treat diseases of the brain and afflictions of the mind, priests and doctors laid on hands, listened, consoled, dispensed potions, and engaged the gods through ritual and magic. Science has progressed. Medications and psychotherapy extend hope that did not exist in earlier times, and for many, modern medicine offers cure. But to treat, even to cure, is not always to heal. This book is about the healing of psychological pain through medicine and psychotherapy, what makes a great healer, and the role of imagination and memory in the regeneration of the mind. It is about how extraordinary psychotherapy is when done well and how dispiriting it is when done badly. It is about the human and clinical reality that healing the mind is, at its heart, a journey into memory and imagination, a quest. It is a journey of accompaniment and hard work.

				“The Mind at War,” the first part of Fires in the Dark, is set in the field and shell shock hospitals of the First World War and introduces themes that are developed throughout the book. First among them, healing the mind goes back to the beginnings of medicine and religion; the need for it is as old as the needs of human nature. In recent times, healing the mind has drawn importantly upon what was learned by doctors and nurses during the First World War. They confronted unimaginable psychological pain and brought to its easing as much medical knowledge and compassion as they could. A few wrote accounts of horror and healing that are among the most powerful to come out of any war. So too did the poets who fought in the war. Doctor, nurse, and poet knew: Memory must be grappled with, death is a compelling tutor, and adversity teaches.

				This book tells the story of the doctors and nurses who looked after the psychologically wounded, and the stories of those they tried to heal. It discusses two preeminent healers in depth, Sir William Osler and Dr. W.H.R. Rivers. Osler, first physician-in-chief of the Johns Hopkins Hospital and later Regius Professor of Medicine at Oxford, is considered one of the most influential physicians in history. As a doctor and teacher he was profoundly interested in healing and what makes a great healer. Osler’s primary interest was in clinical practice and the scientific study of medicine, but he advised young doctors to read broadly in the humanities and taught them the judicious use of faith and suggestion in medical practice. Osler was very much engaged in the First World War, both as consultant physician to the British army hospitals and as the father of a young soldier killed on the Western Front. He came to know the limits of healing.

				This first part of the book focuses particularly on the medical psychologist, physician, and anthropologist W.H.R. Rivers and on his psychotherapeutic work with Siegfried Sassoon, prominent among the war poets. To his practice, Rivers brought not only medical training but also his experience as an anthropologist who had studied cultures different from his own. He had learned from their healing rituals and ways of death, from their gods and languages and arts, and from their ways of survival.

				Psychotherapy, Rivers wrote, was an attempt to check disease by measures that act through the mind, an approach based on the link that has existed throughout history “between medicine on the one hand and magic and religion on the other.” The earliest ways of healing were psychotherapeutic, Rivers believed, and “if the remedies of existing peoples of rude culture provide any indication of primitive modes of thought and action, psycho-therapeutics would seem to be the oldest branch of medicine.”

				Siegfried Sassoon detected these ancient roots of healing in his psychotherapy with Rivers: “Your soul is full of cities with dead names,” he wrote, and “earth-bound gods of bronze and stone.” Rivers’s understanding of him, he said, was “out beyond the boundaries of my brain.” Theirs was, in Sassoon’s description, an archetypal healing relationship, a profound journey. What took place in Rivers’s consulting room at the Craiglockhart War Hospital for shell-shocked officers provided Sassoon with a way to approach suffering; it gave him capacity to carry forward. Rivers learned from Sassoon and his other patients, and the insight obtained from therapeutic encounters made its way not only into clinical practice but into medical and psychiatric journals as well.

				It was the uses of memory—what best to remember and reconstrue, what best to forget—that engaged the imagination of many of the war poets and doctors. The poets wrote about the horror of what they had seen and done at the Western Front. They wrote to pull meaning from the acts and costs of war and to preserve the memory of those who otherwise would be forgotten. Several of the poets felt a duty to hold accountable those who were responsible for the horror, and to make the horror plain to those who had not fought. They wrote to make others see, to make it hard for them to cast off and move on. Soldier should remember soldier, Sassoon wrote:

				
					Do you remember that hour of din before the attack—

					And the anger, the blind compassion that seized and

					shook you then

					As you peered at the doomed and haggard faces of your

					men?

					Do you remember the stretcher-cases lurching back

					With dying eyes and lolling heads—those ashen-grey

					Masks of the lads who once were keen and kind and gay?

					Have you forgotten yet?…

					Look up, and swear by the green of the spring that you’ll never forget.

				

				To remember the dead and the maimed, to know the faces of the insane, to bear witness to the men they had commanded or served with, was to start to heal. To write about the war was to shape its terror and futility into something that could be grasped and its memory, to a point, controlled. The debt to the dead was to remember, and to carry the message forward. Nations as well as individuals grieved. After a nation’s collective horror of war, it was the duty and godsend of king and priest to tend the national grief through ritual, prayer, and music. Psychological healing was a broad necessity.

				If the first part of this book is about trauma and building back from experiences of war, the second, “Healers of the Mind,” centers on psychotherapy, medication, and other treatments for psychological suffering. The emphasis is on healers—priests, physicians, psychotherapists—and on psychological treatment, rather than medication. This is not because medication is less important, for it is not, but because in recent years psychotherapy has been relegated to the sidelines; this has been to the detriment of doctor and patient alike. There is no clinical or scientific reason to argue a false choice between medication and psychotherapy. Psychotherapeutics, as Rivers said, is the oldest branch of medicine; as such, it is deeply embedded in the needs of our race.

				“Healers of the Mind” discusses the deep religious and magical roots of psychotherapy—funerary yarrow in Neanderthal caves, rituals of healing in the Greek temples and on Homeric battlefields, faith and suggestion, confession, redemption, and pilgrimage—and the role that psychotherapy plays in building walls to protect the mind, and in giving order to a chaotic personal universe; to exploring the roots of suffering, and in pursuing meaning and purpose in life: all of these while edging the mind toward risk and quest.

				Consolation and confession—among the oldest instruments of healing—are territory shared by priest and doctor. To comfort in times of despair, to struggle with injustice, to bring peace to the troubled: These are charges of the healer. Consolation, evolved from amulet and temple ritual into eulogy, sermon, prayer book, and then the consulting room, is a critical task of priest, physician, and, more recently, psychotherapist. “I will not leave you comfortless,” it says in the Gospel of John. “I will come to you.” Consolation breeds hope, and hope, given fulsomely and honestly, seeds the ground for healing. In hope lies belief that we can make our way out of desolation and endure suffering long enough to make it to the far side of despair.

				Great healers learn how to repair and make whole the sick mind. This book looks at what makes a healer great, and which qualities are shared by healer and priest. The doctor who ministers to the wounds of body and mind may be well-trained in clinical methods but requires as well character that lends to healing. “Often the best part of your work,” William Osler told young doctors, “will have nothing to do with potions and powders, but with the exercise of an influence of the strong upon the weak.” The influence must be just and well-considered. Resolution and hard work, like diagnostic and therapeutic acumen, are constitutive to a good doctor. They enable doctors to bring “comfort and help to the weak-hearted,” to console not only others but themselves “in the sad hours,” and to act as convoy through dangerous waters. Psychotherapy and medication underpin the modern treatment of mental suffering; thanks to science, they continue to evolve. Such treatments make healing possible; they lay the groundwork. But to heal requires more: active engagement of the imagination, learning, and seeking. Healing is a journey; it gleans from experience. Imagination, with experience, expands the territory.

				Work heals. William Osler referred to work as the “true balm of hurt minds,” and it is both part of the journey and, at times, the end point. Work is an active part of healing; it sustains, reaffirms, and replenishes. It gives purpose, as William James and Viktor Frankl knew well. Recovering lost dreams and passions by reengagement in work absorbs the mind, finds meaning. Writing, the poet Robert Lowell said, “takes the ache away”; it wraps frayed nerves with a “bandage of grace and ambergris.” Many of the asylum doctors knew the benefit of work for their patients, and the Scottish psychiatrist A. J. Brock knew it particularly well. His psychotherapeutic treatment of the poet Wilfred Owen during the First World War, discussed toward the end of the book, was grounded in prescribed creative and physical work.

				The final part of the book, “The Healing Arts,” addresses the role of imagination in psychological healing and discusses the importance of art, adventure, adversity, and courage. Those who suffer—who are depressed, frightened, grieving—can learn from the heroic and the mythic; they can learn from those who have been through ordeal and suffering and who have not just survived, but prevailed. We learn from these archetypes—the explorer, the king, the poet—who make it to the distant side of ordeal: who give back what they have learned, who inspire, and who leave behind them words and deeds that can heal others. We learn that bold action can be an antidote to suffering. This is not recognized as much as it could be. We live in a time when encouraging a becalmed, quiet mental state—a focus on present and gentled sensation—is valued, taught, and trademarked. This serves many people well, but by no means everyone and certainly not at all times. Casting about in more disquieting pools may heal the mind differently and lay a groundwork for contending with future setbacks. An active approach to adversity, a swim toward dangerous waters, can help the mind regenerate. It can brace the will, get past a time of suffering, and help make sense of it. Minds are different and healing them is likewise so.

				The active engagement of sufferer with healer is necessary to make sense of the experience of suffering—grief, depression, trauma, madness—by learning how to navigate hard psychological straits, to face painful memories, to gauge and harness intense or erratic moods, and to find vitality when it has been depleted. The task of a good doctor or psychotherapist is to guide the journey from suffering to health; to be, as Sassoon said of Rivers, a guide in the “devastated regions / When the brain has lost its bearings in the dark.” It is a journey of accompaniment.

				The book ends on the good that can come from adversity. Making it through suffering, whether patient, doctor, hero, or artist, can strengthen oneself and hearten others. It is by no means necessary for psychological healing that it come from a doctor, priest, or psychotherapist. Love can heal. Books and nature and music heal, in different ways. Music in particular is balm and blessing. It quickens and unites, arouses to common purpose. It pours blood into the heart, touches, and heals. Musicians, when themselves opened by heartbreak, can reach others through their art and lives. This is powerfully observed in the life and art of singer-activist Paul Robeson. Robeson’s unassailable sense of moral purpose gave strength to tens of thousands of those less strong. He did not bend in his convictions. His singing and leadership, his social activism helped heal and give voice to the humanity he was certain binds us all. He suffered, he sang, and he spoke for those who had little cause to believe. He extended hope to those who had none. “Paul is medicine to me,” said Robeson’s brother, himself a minister. “The music of his soul has cured me of many maladies.” Not all who heal others are doctors or priests.

				There are cycles of life that tie us: the fallow seasons and the fecund; the disturbing times and the quiet ones. The mind that has suffered and has come back to health is a singular example of regeneration in nature. Healing allows this restoration; it creates capacity to move with more grace and gravity through change in circumstance. And when time demands, as it will, a “lowering of the sail and a gathering in of the sheet,” healed wounds confer strength.

				This book is a personal one in many ways, influenced inevitably by my experiences as a psychotherapist, professor, and patient. The hospital where I work, Johns Hopkins, has been from its beginning an exemplar of excellent clinical medicine. William Osler, whose life begins this book, was the embodiment of a great healer. My thinking about healing has been deeply shaped by my colleagues at Johns Hopkins who continue in the Oslerian tradition.

				Fires in the Dark is indebted as well to my own treatment by a doctor and psychotherapist who exemplifies the art and science of healing. What matters to you? he asked. How can I make a difference? I learned from him how to plot a course through mania and depression and ways to negotiate the paths leading into the past, and find the uncertain ones that branched into the future. Although ultimately one must find one’s own way. I rarely felt alone. To accompany is the gift and necessity of a healer. Over the course of a hard illness I learned to draw more deeply upon husband, family, and friends; to find in nature what only nature can give; and to experience from music and books the meaning only they can accord to grief and suffering.

				As many have done, I have learned to piece together a world of sustaining things: Washington, always. The Chesapeake Bay and Big Sur, St. Andrews and London. The late works of Beethoven and Schubert. The Book of Common Prayer. William Bradford and Robert Lowell. Paul Robeson. Maria Callas. Sinatra. The Oz books and the Hornblower saga. Willa Cather. Pasternak and Hardy. The epics of Homer; the writings of the Antarctic explorers Scott and Cherry-Garrard; the pioneers of the American West. Early, lastingly, and close to the heart: the Arthurian tragedy—Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur and, returned to often, The Once and Future King. Books read for love and often to heal. Always books, places, music: islands in the mind, islands of one’s own making.

				This book is not about specific tenets and techniques of psychotherapy. There are good books that do this—books that describe in detail the philosophical underpinnings, methods, and outcomes of different types of treatment—but that is not my interest here. Psychotherapeutic techniques, like medications, come and go. Human nature and its needs are more constant. My book is, more than anything, a reflection on healing the mind. It is an archipelago of thoughts, experiences, and images. It is a book that looks back on the ancient, learns from the modern, and tries to discern the common threads and practices of extraordinary healing. It seeks for what Siegfried Sassoon wrote about his psychiatrist, W.H.R. Rivers: Rivers came in and closed the door behind him. Quiet and alert, purposeful and unhesitating, he seemed to empty the room of everything that had needed exorcising.
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		CHAPTER 1

		The Shadow of a Great Rock
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				William Osler, 1891

				At work on The Principles and Practice of Medicine

				The Johns Hopkins Hospital

				Live in the ward. Do not waste the hours of daylight in listening to that which you may read by night. But when you have seen, read.

			
		
	
		
		
			
				It is a hard matter and really not often necessary (since nature usually does it quietly and in good time) to tell a patient that he is past all hope. As Sir Thomas Browne says: “It is the hardest stone you can throw at a man to tell him that he is at the end of his tether”; and yet, put in the right way to an intelligent man it is not always cruel.

				—Sir William Osler, 1909,

				“The Treatment of Disease”

			

			“Theirs was, I think, the happiest household I ever knew in those days before the Madness,” remembered Sir John Slessor. The Oxford home of Sir William and Grace Osler seemed “always to be full of sunshine,” ringing with laughter and crammed with young doctors streaming in and out to borrow books and talk medicine into the night. Osler, Regius Professor of Medicine, was the preeminent physician on either side of the Atlantic, and seen by many as the father of modern medicine. (The esteem remains. A recent study of American doctors, completed one hundred years after Osler’s death in 1919, found that American doctors continue to regard him as the most influential physician in history.) Osler was, to those he treated and taught, the embodiment of the healer.

			For young men of a particular class—those who filled Osler’s library and drawing room—Oxford was, in the years leading up to the First World War, a world of promise and privilege and summer days that lent themselves to nostalgia. It was a world that cracked in August 1914. John Slessor, frequent guest in the Osler home during those years, fought in the air in both world wars and later became Marshal of the Royal Air Force. His memories of the Great War were personal. He believed that those who survived its butchery tended to be “unduly sentimental about the friends of our distant youth, those golden young men who died in the holocausts of the 3rd Ypres and the Somme.” Yet he understood that looking back made the future tenable, knew the “hell where youth and laughter go,” the pain from the death of a world and of so many friends who defined that world. For him, the friend “above all to whose loss I have never been able to reconcile myself” was Edward Revere Osler, the only child of William and Grace Osler, in whose sunlit, laughter-filled house he had spent so much of his youth. Revere, named for his great-great-grandfather, the Boston silversmith and Revolutionary War hero Paul Revere, was adored by both his parents, unabashedly so by his father. From the first day, Osler was smitten with his son.

			Revere and Slessor fished for trout and perch in the Oxford rivers, played cricket, exchanged books, and sketched ships and cathedral arches. They left to their separate schools and caught up at holidays. When war was declared they returned together to “a strange Oxford” already reconfiguring for action, a town soon to be overtaken by troops and hospitals. The life they had known in the town—young men in flannels, long-skirted girls, garden parties and skating on frozen ponds—faded fast and then was gone. Revere left his undergraduate studies at Oxford to serve first with a Canadian hospital unit and then, impatient to be more actively engaged, took up his commission as a second lieutenant in the Royal Field Artillery. Revere (see color plate) wrote to his father from the desolation of the Western Front in 1916. “Not an inch of earth that has not been upturned is left,” he told him. “In places the shell holes are twelve feet deep, and filled with putrid mud and occasionally with a corpse at the bottom. All kinds of abandoned equipment lies everywhere, and on every sky-line rifles stick in the mud with bayonets tied across them to indicate a grave.” To his mother he described the grimness of the trenches, the charred trees and the “old helmets, dead horses, and crosses.” The Front inspired not so much horror as “something more than horror, more akin to a state of complete depression.” He had never realized, he said, how much he missed the quiet world of Oxford, how much he loved his parents, how much he missed fishing and home.

			Revere returned to Oxford on leave in May 1917. He had not slept in a bed for seven months, his father said. “His nerves are A.1. but it has been a hard experience and it is not easy to get him to talk much.” Only a few months earlier Osler had written to Revere that seldom had father and son been so happy together: “No regrets cloud the clear past of 21 years—and this is a good deal to say. You have been everything that a father could wish….I hope when the tyranny is overpast we may have more happy days together.”

			It was the unrealized hope of many fathers. The Battle of Passchendaele began within months of Revere’s return to the Front. It was a slaughter. Within a day of the battle’s start the field hospitals were overwhelmed. George Crile, an American surgeon, described the conditions of his hospital behind the front line: “Every bed, every aisle, every tent, every inch of floor space was occupied by stretchers—then the rows of stretchers spread out over the lawn, around the huts, flowing out toward the railway.” The operating rooms ran day and night. “Each operating team did a hundred operations a day, but only one out of ten cases that should have been done….Over ten thousand wounded passed through in the first forty-eight hours. I had two hundred deaths in one night in my own service.” The doctors and nurses were not to take notice when shells exploded, Crile was told by his commanding officer. It was a meaningless directive: “The surgeon is barraged with fractures; shelled with broken heads; bombed with bellies; gassed with wounds.”

			Revere Osler’s battery was shelled by the Germans during the late afternoon of August 29. Badly injured, with shrapnel in his chest, thigh, and abdomen, he was carried to a gun pit to have his wounds dressed; from there he was taken by stretcher and ambulance to the 47th Casualty Clearing Station, a medical facility just beyond enemy gunfire. By chance, four of the most skilled American surgeons were serving in field hospitals nearby; all knew Revere’s father well from their years at Johns Hopkins when Osler was the first physician-in-chief: Harvey Cushing, pioneer neurosurgeon and chief neurosurgical consultant to the American Expeditionary Forces; George Crile, the first surgeon to have succeeded in performing a direct blood transfusion; George Brewer, chief consultant in surgery to the First Army; and William Darrach, a distinguished surgeon and academic.

			Cushing, a close friend of the Osler family and later Osler’s biographer, received a message at ten o’clock that night after a long day of operating: “Sir Wm. Osler’s son seriously wounded at 47 C.C.S. Can Major Cushing come immediately?” It could not have been much worse, Cushing wrote in his journal. He cabled Osler straightaway: “Revere seriously wounded: not hopelessly: conscious: comfortable.”

			“Obviously all was lost,” Crile wrote later. “The long marquee tent was quiet and dim; the end was fast approaching.” Revere was conscious for a short time and “a faint smile illuminated his face when told that his father’s American friends were there.” The surgeons operated on him through the night but Revere died the next morning. The doctors, although in hourly contact with death, felt a particular pain at the death of Osler’s son. Cushing cut a button from Revere’s uniform to give to Osler, and Crile, who had been in Baltimore at the time of Revere’s birth, recalled with sorrow, “I thought about the two times that Sir William’s son had claimed my attention. Tonight and twenty years ago, the first and the last.”
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					Day book of Sir William Osler

					Entry upon the death of Revere Osler

					August 1917

				
			
			“We saw him buried in the early morning,” Cushing wrote in his journal. “A soggy Flanders field beside a little oak grove to the rear of the Dosinghem group—an overcast, windy, autumnal day—the long rows of simple wooden crosses…The boy wrapped in an army blanket and covered by a weather-worn Union Jack, carried on their shoulders by four slipping stretcher-bearers. A strange scene—the great-great-grandson of Paul Revere under a British flag, and awaiting him a group of some six or eight American Army medical officers—saddened with the thoughts of his father…Some green branches were thrown in for him to lie on. The Padre recited the usual service—the bugler gave the ‘Last Post’—and we went about our duties. Plot 4, Row F.”

			That evening, across the Channel, William Osler sat in his library and wrote about the death of his only child: “4:15 pm. I was sitting in my library working on the new edition of my text-book when a telegram was brought in from Harvey Cushing, at no. 41 Casualty clearing station. ‘Revere dangerously wounded, comfortable & conscious, condition not hopeless.’ I knew this was the end. We had expected it. The Fates do not allow the good fortune that has followed me to go with me to the grave. Call no man happy till he dies. The W. O. [War Office] telephoned in the evening that he was dead. The one consolation was that Harvey Cushing was with him & that he & Crile and Brewer also old friends died [sic] everything possible. A sweeter laddie never lived.”

			
				The physician’s work lies on the confines of the shadow-land, and it might be expected that, if to any, to him would come glimpses that might make us less forlorn when in the bitterness of loss.

				—Sir William Osler, Science and Immortality

			

			Death had been Osler’s tutor for the shadow-land. As a young pathologist he had performed nearly a thousand autopsies; he was keenly aware of the debt owed by the living to the dead. The dead-house taught lastingly and well, he said. On the title page of the book that recorded his autopsies, Osler quoted the esteemed pathologist Sir Samuel Wilks: “Pathology is the basis of all true investigation in Practical Medicine.” To study death, to handle the dead, was to study life. It was to understand not only disease and the processes of dying, but to gain some understanding of the human condition. To conduct an autopsy—the ancient examination, “to see for oneself”—forced a doctor to face the precariousness of life, not only for the body on the table so recently alive, but for the doctor. Death taught its own inevitability; it made clear the limits of healing. Not all suffering could be made better by doctor or priest. It was the charge of the healer to understand the limits of medicine and to act upon possibility, not illusion. “In seeking absolute truth we aim at the unattainable,” Osler told young doctors, but “must be content with finding broken portions.”

			In the early 1900s, during his time as chief of medicine at Johns Hopkins, Osler expanded his interests beyond disease to what doctors might learn from the dying about suffering and healing. Doctors and nurses at the Johns Hopkins Hospital recorded their observations of nearly five hundred dying
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					“A Study of the Act of Dying”

					Case note for a study by William Osler

					The Johns Hopkins Hospital

				
			
			patients, noting the extent of the patients’ spiritual and mental fear or apprehension, their state of consciousness before death, and whether death had been sudden or prolonged.

			“I have careful records of about five hundred death-beds, studied particularly with reference to the modes of death and the sensations of the dying,” Osler said. “Ninety suffered bodily pain or distress of one sort or another, eleven showed mental apprehension, two positive terror, one expressed spiritual exaltation, one bitter remorse. The great majority gave no signs one way or the other; like their birth, their death was a sleep and a forgetting. The Preacher was right; in this matter, man hath no pre-eminence over the beast—‘as the one dieth so dieth the other.’ ” It was a more sanguine summing up than perhaps was warranted.

			John McCrae, whose clinical note for Osler’s research study is shown on the previous page, was a house officer under William Osler and later a family friend. A pathologist and poet, McCrae served as an army doctor during the First World War. In 1915 he wrote “In Flanders Fields”—where “poppies blow / Between the crosses, row on row”—the most widely quoted poem of the war, in a field dressing station a mile from where, two years later, his friend Revere Osler was first treated for the wounds that killed him. McCrae’s poem, published in England within months of his writing it, was struck through with valor, sacrifice, and duty to king and country; it had a lasting effect on the British public. Poppies remain the symbol of national cause and remembrance, worn by sovereign, soldier, and citizen to keep faith with the dead.

			(William Osler, close to McCrae as he was, did not share McCrae’s unwavering belief in the war. He was distraught by the killing and maiming of the thousands of young men he saw in the English war hospitals; more personally, he felt that Revere’s transfer from a medical to a combat unit had been influenced by McCrae’s pro-war enthusiasm. His son’s “long association with Jack McCrae,” Osler wrote, “made him a bit bloodthirsty.”)

			Poppies—sheets of them, miles and millions of them, spread across the battlefields of the Western Front. Bred up from death, given life from nutrients seeped from corpse into soil, their roots, another war poet, Isaac Rosenberg, wrote, “are in man’s veins.” It had been so for many wars. The summer after the Battle of Landen in 1693, the Duke of Perth remarked upon the metamorphosis of fields of death into fields of scarlet as he walked the battlefield still strewn with the heads and bones of soldiers. The poppies had sprung up everywhere, he said, “as if last year’s blood had taken root and appeared this year in flowers.” Two hundred years later Lord Macaulay wrote similarly that the soil “fertilised by twenty thousand corpses, broke forth into millions of poppies.” It could be imagined, he said, that Isaiah had figured rightly: “The earth was disclosing her blood, and refusing to cover the slain.”

			When John McCrae died in France in 1918, Harvey Cushing attended his funeral. It was a large gathering and a brilliant afternoon. McCrae’s horse was led by two grooms, his boots reversed in the tradition of the fallen commander. Cushing observed that soldiers were “scouring the fields this afternoon to try and find some chance winter poppies to put on his grave—to remind him of Flanders, where he would have preferred to lie.” For John McCrae, life and death, like poppies arising from the blood-soaked fields, had been bound together from the beginning. His autopsy book, kept by him as a young pathologist, was testament to this. It is a fastidious record of more than four hundred postmortems he had conducted and, as he put it rather arcanely, the “diverse straunge and fearsome condicions that have ledde to ye same final ende.” One studied the dead to outwit disease in the living, he said. One recognized the transience of life, the lessons learned from the deaths of others. “God have them of his grace,” he wrote.

			Throughout his life, McCrae’s poetry and medical practice were rooted in what he had learned from the dead: how better to heal suffering, how best to comfort the dying, how better to live, how better to contend with ambiguity. This thinking he had in common with Osler. “Medicine is a science of uncertainty and an art of probability,” Osler said. A physician must maintain and be able to tolerate uncertainty about things of great matter and keep close a pressing sense of mortality. Healing required intimate knowledge of the limits of healing.
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					William Osler at the bedside

					The Johns Hopkins Hospital

					He was a keen observer, a brilliant clinician. He was a great teacher. But his main strength lay in the example he set to his fellows and his students. He was a quickening spirit.

				
			
			What made Osler a great physician? Many things. He was steeped in the practice, science, and history of Medicine. Medicine was a summons, like that of priesthood: “You are in this profession as a calling, not as a business,” he told medical students in 1907. Medicine “exacts from you at every turn self-sacrifice, devotion, love and tenderness to your fellow-men. Once you get down to a purely business level, your influence is gone….You must work in the missionary spirit, with a breadth of charity that raises you far above the petty jealousies of life.” He taught that hope should be dispensed as freely as potions, or more so. He held the doctors he trained to a high standard in science, clinical knowledge, and humanity. He saw the best in his house staff and expected them to act as he perceived them.

			Osler was a legendary diagnostician, clinical teacher, and healer. “His very presence brought healing,” said Clarence Farrar, who trained under Osler at Johns Hopkins and later became a psychiatrist and editor of The American Journal of Psychiatry. Osler at the bedside, he said, was an exercise in “immediate unplanned psychotherapy.” The word “psychotherapy” would not have come easily from Osler’s lips but, whatever the term, he was a healer. He spoke with a gentle voice, conveyed confidence, and gave comfort. He knew clinical medicine as well as anyone, and he knew to respect what he did not know. Patients and students instinctively trusted him. Osler’s kind of healing, wrote Farrar, was “an emanation of a sensitive and fine personality that understood how to handle people. He had a remarkable gift of empathy. There was healing in his voice. The vocal tone, the facial expression, the chosen word, all united to enhance the effect of the treatment measures he might use or the advice he might give.”

			In a time when laboratory science was new to medicine, Osler was steeped in it—he was expert in pathology, infectious disease, and microbiology—and he insisted that his students and house staff be well-versed in these things as well. He taught them clinical medicine at the bedside rather than in the lecture hall alone. He did not brook medical or scientific ignorance, nor did he tolerate arrogance. He expected civility and was himself the model of it. He respected the uncertainty and variability of disease and human nature. “If you want a profession in which everything is certain,” Osler once said, “you had better give up medicine.” Variability was the law of life. “No two individuals react alike and behave alike under the abnormal conditions which we know as disease.”

			Osler was notably interested in the relationship between disease and the person who lives with or dies of the disease. A disease, he said time and again, is not just a constellation of symptoms with a natural course. It is something that occurs to an individual—someone who has strengths and weaknesses in the circumstances of his life, as well as drawbacks and advantages in his character. It is these that determine how the disease is perceived, fought, and handled. William Sydney Thayer, resident physician under Osler and later his successor as physician-in-chief, said that Osler “taught us that the treatment of the patient was the most important element in the treatment of disease, that the patient not the disease was the entity.” Echoing the Roman playwright Terence, he added that Osler was a man and “nothing human was foreign to him.”

			Each year at the Johns Hopkins Hospital, and at most teaching hospitals across the country, the Hippocratic Oath is administered to graduating medical students. The oath binds them to professional and ethical standards set down more than two thousand years ago by Hippocrates and his followers. Three years after their graduation from medical school, senior residents who have completed their training as house staff on the Osler Medical Service at Johns Hopkins take another oath. Written by Thomas Traill, a professor of medicine at Johns Hopkins and longtime faculty leader on the Osler Medical Service, it is specific to the values taught by both Hippocrates and William Osler. It is a statement of calling: “I affirm my vocation to be a doctor, to practice and teach the highest standard of medicine, and to uphold the tradition of Osler’s medical service. I will act only in the interest of my patients, to enhance my own judgment with the counsel of others; to assist my colleagues in every way; and to extend my professional hand to the unfortunate. I will continue to learn, to study, and to teach. I will count my success as physician and teacher by the lives that I have touched.” To be a good physician, Osler taught, and still teaches, is to heal the sick, to extend hope and give comfort, and to care for those with less advantage. It is to continue to learn, teach, and read. It is to practice medicine with seriousness of purpose, consummate science, and a quickening spirit.

			In a lay sermon to students at the University of Edinburgh, Osler reflected on the place of suffering in life, and how doctors must contend with the “pestilence of darkness” and the “sickness of the noon-day.” He started his talk with words from Isaiah:

			
				And a man shall be as an hiding

				place from the wind, and a covert

				from the tempest; as rivers of water

				in a dry place, as the shadow of a

				great rock in a weary land.

			

			A healer should be a refuge, Osler taught, the shadow of a great rock. These things Osler believed, and these things he was.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Osler sought to understand what the healer could and could not do for the sick and dying; how mortality and suffering registered differently, patient to patient, and doctor to doctor; and how science and faith separately and together fit into the doctor’s work. It was to understand the role a doctor’s temperament played in healing. How ought dispassion to weigh in with emotion? What did it mean to heal? Who were the great healers? To which of them did one turn for instruction? How did one live with uncertainty? Which books did one live by? Always, Osler asked, which books were the best guides through life; which books were the best to inspire and inform the doctor? (“It is astonishing with how little reading a doctor can practice medicine,” Osler remarked, “but it is not astonishing how badly he may do it.”) From which books did one draw courage? By which did one learn to die? (Osler was well-known for manifesting, as well as believing in, equanimity, although several who knew him well saw an “essential melancholy” that gave to his work “a sensitivity and a healing power that others did not have.” A colleague observed, “For some 15 years I saw Osler daily. He always seemed to be essentially a melancholy man…. Melancholy seems to me to be his essence, almost his driving force.”)

			Osler read deeply and encouraged young doctors to do so. Death and melancholy, fellow travelers as they often are, were the focus of two writers he read and reread, whose books he most intimately knew. Sir Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici, Osler’s “close companion since his school days,” was, he said on many occasions, his most precious book. It was surpassingly original. “We are,” wrote Virginia Woolf about Thomas Browne, “in the presence of sublime imagination.” “All was mystery and darkness,” she added, “as the first explorer walked the catacomb swinging his lanthorn.” Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy was another book Osler read time and again. Both Browne, a physician and naturalist, and Burton, a scholar and vicar, were fixed on man’s fragile ties to existence. “I that have examined the parts of man,” wrote Browne, “know upon what tender filaments that Fabrick hangs.” To be a doctor was “to preserve the living, make the dead to live, to keep men out of their Urnes,” he said. The “discourse of humane fragments in them, is not impertinent unto our profession; whose study is life and death, who daily behold examples of mortality, and of all men least need official memento’s, or coffins by our bed side to minde us of our graves.”

			Browne and Burton had sweeping intellects, minds that dipped and flew: “As a long-winged hawk, when he is first whistled off the fist, mounts aloft,” wrote Burton, “and for his pleasure fetcheth many a circuit in the Air, still soaring higher and higher till he be come to his full pitch.” From their far rovings Browne and Burton gathered bits of nature, history, and psychology, and remade to themselves the doctrines of religion and science; they then wove them, with self-account, into books that, four hundred years later, continue to claim fresh space in the minds of those who read them: stunning, each sui generis. Browne’s style is “a tissue of many languages,” wrote Samuel Johnson of Religio Medici, “a mixture of heterogeneous words, brought together from distant regions.” The treatise was seminal and compassionate, one that could help both healer and sufferer. “By compassion we make others’ misery our own,” Browne had written. “And so, by relieving them, we relieve ourselves also.”

			As for Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, Osler held that it was the greatest medical treatise written by a layman. It was “serious in purpose, and weighty beyond belief.” No book in any language, Osler said in a talk to the Elizabethan Club at Yale in 1913, “presents such a stage of moving pictures—kings and queens in their greatness and in their glory, in their madness and in their despair…the fools who were accounted wise, and the wise who were really fools; the madmen of all history…the world itself, against which he brings a railing accusation.” Sufferer and physician must be actively engaged in the treatment of melancholy, Burton’s Anatomy taught. Faith and medicine must be brought to bear, minds prized open. Osler found in Burton the affirmation that work could heal when other things did not, and that writing about one’s own suffering might help others also in pain.

			“I was fatally driven upon this rock of melancholy,” Burton wrote. “To ease my mind in writing, I writ of melancholy, by being busy to avoid melancholy.” His testament, observed Osler, made “an antidote out of that which was the prime cause of his disease.” He had kept Saturn as his lord: “Undertaken partly to do himself good, partly out of a fellow feeling for others, he spent his time and knowledge in laboriously collecting out of the vast chaos and confusion of books a cento for the consolation of the afflicted in spirit. That which others heard and read of he had felt and practiced himself.” Burton had aimed to ease his mind by writing, he confessed in The Anatomy of Melancholy, for he had an agony of mind, a festering in his head, which he was “desirous to be unladen of.”

			The books that Osler had advised others to read, and that had counseled him as a doctor, were to console him differently in the years after his son died. “If unhappy—have hope,” he quoted Burton. “If happy—be cautious.”
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			The night that Revere died, Osler wrote to a friend, “We have been preparing for the blow. I felt sure the fates would hit me through him. I have escaped all these years without a great sorrow.” A few days later Grace Osler expressed their grief: “Our boy has gone—gone—buried in that dank ground in Belgium.” It was heartbreaking, she said, to hear her husband “sobbing hour after hour and never to see the boy again…he bluffs it during the day…but oh—the darkness—and the thought of our dear boy…and we are not there.”

			Osler kept some saving perspective by being aware of the losses that other parents experienced during the war. He wrote to his colleague William Halsted, surgeon-in-chief at Johns Hopkins Hospital and Harvey Cushing’s former chief of service. “Cushing was with him at the end which is a comfort,” Osler told him. “It is a hard blow but we hope to take it bravely. Others have been hit harder. I have three friends here who have lost two boys, their all & one who has lost three.” We are, he added, “utterly desolated.”

			Osler went back to work as consultant physician to war hospitals in England. “We are taking the only medicine for sorrow,” he said: “Time & hard work.” It was a prescription he had given to many: Time and hard work. “We all knew his heart was broken,” Nancy Astor commented. After Osler had completed making rounds at the army hospital on her Cliveden estate, “he went through the wards in his same gay old way, but when he got to the house—for luncheon alone with me—he sobbed like a child.”

			Osler had made it his rule in life to maintain equanimity in the midst of setback and gift alike. But one who saw beyond the measured manner to the wound beneath was a janitor who shared small talk with Osler most days as he arrived at the Oxford physiology laboratory. Osler’s face was grave, he said. His manner was dark, his banter gone. “It is Mr. Revere, sir,” he said to one of the professors. “And Sir William won’t get better.”

			Osler lived for a year after the war ended, two years after Revere’s death. He kept busy. He saw patients, consulted, gave lectures, and wrote clinical papers about nervous and medical diseases of war. He and Lady Grace entertained hundreds of young doctors and recuperating soldiers in their Oxford home. He donated a collection from his library, including first editions of Donne and Milton, Keats and Whitman, to Johns Hopkins University as a memorial to Revere, but he looked to the living as well. When the city of Oxford proposed raising money for a war memorial, Osler suggested to the mayor that they instead “put every halfpenny you get into decent houses for the poor.” He lived his counsel to others, that “work is the true balm of hurt minds.” It was counsel that fell short. A colleague from Johns Hopkins who visited Osler in Oxford noted that “there was a subdued look” in Osler’s eyes that “haunted me.” He remained cordial and charming but he had lost “the real, sustained snap.”

			Always, Osler turned to books. He reread not only those writers he had so often read before—Browne and Burton, Plutarch, Emerson, Montaigne, Marcus Aurelius—but came around to a writer whose works had previously left him largely unmoved. Walt Whitman had been Osler’s patient when Osler was a young professor and Whitman in his late sixties, by then a famous poet. At that time Whitman’s poetry was not to Osler’s taste. It was too radical, too raw. It was more personal than Osler found comfortable. During the war, and after Revere was killed, Osler read Whitman in a different light. Whitman had been a nurse in Washington during the Civil War; he had cared for the wounded and been with them when they died. Whitman knew gangrene, the sound of the saw, and screams in the night.

			Whitman and Osler were alike in more ways than would seem evident. They knew how to tend wounds and lay on hands, how to offer hope. They knew that words give meaning to suffering; that words are a means to heal the living and to remember the dead. From Whitman’s “The Dresser”:

			
				Bearing the bandages, water and sponge,

				Straight and swift to my wounded I go,

				Where they lie on the ground, after the battle brought in;

				Where their priceless blood reddens the grass, the ground;

				

				

				Or to the rows of the hospital tent, or under the roof’d

				hospital;

				To the long rows of cots, up and down, each side, I return;

				To each and all, one after another, I draw near—not one do

				I miss;

				An attendant follows, holding a tray—he carries a refuse

				pail,

				Soon to be fill’d with clotted rags and blood, emptied, and

				fill’d again.

				

				

				……………­……………­………….

				

				

				I dress the perforated shoulder, the foot with the bullet

				wound,

				Cleanse the one with a gnawing and putrid gangrene, so

				sickening, so offensive,

				While the attendant stands behind aside me, holding the

				tray and pail.

				

				

				……………­……………­…………

				

				

				Returning, resuming, I thread my way through the

				hospitals;

				The hurt and wounded I pacify with soothing hand,

				I sit by the restless all the dark night.

			

			“Such was the War,” Whitman said. “It was not a quadrille in a ball-room.”

			Osler was working on a lecture about Whitman in the weeks before he died and increasingly he recommended Whitman’s Memoranda During the War to his friends. The war hospital—the “unending, universal mourning-wail of woman, parents, orphans”—was the untold horror.

			In January 1919, Harvey Cushing dined with Osler at Christ Church, the Oxford college of both Osler and Revere. The dinner by candlelight was solemn and celebratory, the first to be held in three years. “The war is surely over,” Cushing wrote in his journal. “It was very fine, Wolsey’s great hall by firelight,” the close surround of ages past. Afterward Cushing and Osler walked back to the Osler home and Cushing was put to bed with “a hot water bottle at his back, a bed lamp at his side, and Walt Whitman’s Memoranda of another war put in his hands to read.” Whitman’s writing stayed with Cushing, himself exhausted from the years of operating on terrible head wounds under dangerous conditions, and drained from witnessing the deaths of so many young men. When Cushing wrote his own account of the First World War, From a Surgeon’s Journal, he took his epigraph from Whitman. “The marrow of the tragedy is concentrated in the Hospitals,” Cushing quoted: “Much of a Race depends on what it thinks of death and how it stands personal anguish and sickness.” Cushing’s surgical war journal was witness, like Whitman, to the anguish of war.
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			William Osler died in December 1919. His body was laid out on a table in his house for the postmortem examination; following medical tradition, Osler had asked his attending physician to perform the autopsy. It was for others, as it had been for himself: to look, to examine, to see for oneself.

			Osler’s funeral was held at Christ Church Cathedral in Oxford on a gray afternoon shot through with the “thin light of winter.” His coffin, covered by a purple pall, rested on an oak stand under Christopher Wren’s bell tower. “The Cathedral was packed to the doors,” wrote Lady Grace. “I felt a sensation of immense pride….[He was] loved and respected by the world.”

			The night of his funeral, Osler’s coffin rested in the Lady Chapel. It lay in the oldest part of the medieval cathedral, just steps from the memorial to Robert Burton. A sheaf of lilies from Lady Grace lay on the velvet pall; so too did Osler’s favorite copy of Religio Medici, the one he had kept by his bedside and had inscribed, in fairer days, to Revere. He was, wrote Lady Grace, lying “under the arched roof Revere always sketched, & Burton’s monument at his head—It is too wonderful.”
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				Sir William Osler and his son Revere

				Oxford, 1916
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				Study of War Wounds: Gas Gangrene

				Army Notebook of Alexander Fleming

				June 1917–January 1918
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				Dance Card, 1917

				Transatlantic Voyage to France

				Johns Hopkins Base Hospital No. 18
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				Siegfried Sassoon’s Trench Map, 1916

				By night each man was back in his doomed sector of horror-stricken Front Line, where the panic and the stampede of some ghastly experience was re-enacted among the livid faces of the dead. No doctor could save him then.
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				Stalagmite Circles

				c. 175,000 BC

				Bruniquel Cave, France
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				Constellation of Ophiuchus

				This is the constellation which is in Scorpion, having in both hands a serpent. It is said, indeed, to be Asclepius whom Zeus, as a favor to Apollo, raised up among the stars.
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				Scarlet Pimpernel

				Vienna Dioscurides, c. AD 515
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				Borage

				The Nepenthe of Homer

				Vienna Dioscurides, c. AD 515
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				The Garden

				Fresco in the Tomb of Nebamun

				c. 1350 BC

				Thebes, Egypt
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				Baptismal font in Trinity Anglican Church, Ontario, where William Osler’s father was a priest.
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				Carl Jung’s house in Kusnacht

				Carved in the lintel above the door:

				Vocatus atque non vocatus deus aderit

				‘Invoked or not invoked, the god will be present’
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				Freud’s Study in Hampstead

				There was always a feeling of sacred peace and quiet here. The rooms themselves must have been a surprise to any patient, for they in no way reminded one of a doctor’s office but rather of an archaeologist’s study…. Everything here contributed to one’s feeling of leaving the haste of modern life behind, of being sheltered from one’s daily cares.

				Sergei Pankejeff

				“The Wolf Man”
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				Notre-Dame in Flames

				Paris, 2019

				Notre-Dame de Paris is our history, our literature, our imagination…. We will rebuild because that is what our history deserves.

				Emmanuel Macron, President of France
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				Crown of Thorns

				Cathedral of Notre-Dame
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				Island Map of Earthsea

				Ursula K. Le Guin

				These stories speak of the Islands, of the Outer Reach of the great rich islands of the Archipelago, the Inner Lanes, the roadsteads white with ships.
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				Map of Oz

				It is a long way to the Emerald City, and it will take you many days. The Country here is rich and pleasant, but you must pass through rough and dangerous places before you reach the end of your journey.
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				Map of Treasure Island

				Robert Louis Stevenson

				It contained harbours that pleased me like sonnets.
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				Mary Poppins

				P. L. Travers

				I’ll stay till the wind changes.
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				Le Morte d’Arthur

				Winchester Manuscript

				Sir Thomas Malory, 1485
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				King Arthur’s Round Table

				Winchester Castle

				And through the puissance of his Table Round,

				Drew all their petty princedoms under him,

				Their king and head, and made a realm, and reigned.

				Alfred, Lord Tennyson,

				Idylls of the King
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				Paul Robeson in Moscow, 1949

				Speaking on the 150th Anniversary of the Birth of Alexander Pushkin
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				Memorial Stone for Poets of the First World War

				Westminster Abbey
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