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INTRODUCTION


Sweet are the uses of adversity,

Which, like the toad, ugly and venomous,

Wears yet a precious jewel in his head.

—SHAKESPEARE, AS YOU LIKE IT

That which does not kill us makes us stronger.

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE

He who learns must suffer. And even in our sleep, pain that cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, and in our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom to us by the awful grace of God.

—AESCHYLUS, AGAMEMNON



One way to think about this book is as a collection of stories that happen to be true. They are stories I have collected through life’s journey, stories I have told to myself and others that cluster around a theme: What has life dealt me and what have I learned from it? What wisdom have I gleaned from the fascinating people whom fortune has put in my path and the curious times in which I have lived?

Somehow it is part of my nature, whenever something curious or unexpected happens, to ask myself, “What can I learn from this?” As I reflected on the stories I have collected, I reached an unexpected conclusion: All of them dealt with some sort of adversity, plus what I had learned from it. It has been said that you cannot become a master sailor on calm seas; so too you cannot navigate life successfully without learning how to handle adversity. To be sure, adversity is by its very nature painful and unwelcome. The trick then is how to move beyond these initial feelings and find something of value in the experience. That is the essence of this book: Put simply, the lessons embedded in these stories are the sweet uses of adversity. What does not kill us, to paraphrase Nietzsche, makes us stronger—but only if we learn from our mistakes and misfortunes.

It makes sense from an evolutionary point of view that we have the innate tools for such learning. Those ancient ones who learned best from danger, obstacles, setbacks, and reversals of fortune were more likely to survive long enough to transmit their DNA to future generations. Even so, although our ability to learn from adversity may be a highly selected trait, it can no doubt be greatly improved by experience and guidance, as I hope this book will show.

Adversity, it seems to me, can be divided into three categories. First, there is the adversity that results from plain bad luck—such as being in the wrong place at the wrong time, or being born with some genetic disease. Second is the adversity that we bring upon ourselves by making some mistake or error of judgment. The pain of this type of adversity is compounded by feelings of guilt and shame at having been responsible for the misfortune. Finally, there is the adversity that we actually seek out, as when we take a calculated risk, set off on an adventure, or let slip the dogs of war. Although adversity is not generally the stated goal of such an enterprise, it is an accepted and integral part of the process. Each type of adversity carries its own challenges and has the potential to yield its own form of wisdom. All will be represented in one form or another in this book.

As a psychiatrist, whenever things go wrong in the lives of my patients, I am always inclined to ask them: “Has anything like this ever happened to you before? What did you do then? And how did it work out?” Then, after the issue is sufficiently resolved, I often ask, “What lesson can you take from this event? How can you do things differently to prevent it from happening in the future?” It is natural for me to ask these questions, not only as a result of my training, but because they are the same questions I always ask myself—and have done as long as I can remember—whenever things don’t work out as I had hoped. Over time these lessons accumulate, and, if we are lucky, in the words of Aeschylus, drop by drop comes wisdom, the bittersweet fruit of adversity. Crises are learning opportunities. If we can begin to draw connections between what we have learned from crises, we can work out a systematic way of dealing with them. Research shows that many people become happier as they get older. Perhaps that is a result of the wisdom we acquire over the years, which helps us avoid trouble when possible and deal better with it when it arises.

In my work with patients and in my writings, I often use stories to illustrate points, because I have always loved stories and gained a lot from them. Perhaps we are wired to learn from stories, since that is how experience has been recorded and communicated since the beginning of human time. Stories speak to both the heart and the mind: If they fail to move us, we are likely to learn less from them. So I have chosen stories as my main medium for communicating whatever wisdom you may find in these pages. Where appropriate, I buttress my stories with relevant research. I also conclude, in the spirit of Aesop, with a take-home message or two to summarize the point of each story. It is my hope that these takeaways will be a tool to help you remember and use the lessons that I and others took away from these events.

Although some of the stories in this book come from my own experiences, in many instances I am only the narrator, relating events that occurred in the lives of some of the intriguing people I have encountered: family members, friends, patients, and colleagues, as well as people I have had the good fortune to meet, or who have taken part in my research studies and writing projects. Through these experiences, I have had a privileged window into many different worlds.

A few disclaimers: Some of the adversity I will describe took place on a horrendous scale, such as what occurred in Nazi Germany or apartheid South Africa, in which I grew up, and many people suffered horribly as a result of both these fascist regimes. You will meet in this book people who have experienced adversity at that level: for example, the servants who helped to raise me and Holocaust survivors, including the great author and neurologist Viktor Frankl, whom I was fortunate enough to meet during the last years of his life. You will also meet people who have suffered homelessness, or the torment of severe mental illness and drug abuse. In all these cases, I do not wish to compare their profound suffering with anything I have experienced myself. My life has been for the most part a lucky one.

So this book is not intended to belong to the genre designed to draw attention to specific horrors endured by the author. Nor is it intended to be encyclopedic with regard to all possible adversities that a person might ever encounter. Instead, my goals in this book are twofold: first, to share some of the setbacks, reversals, and imperfections I and others have experienced, along with the unexpected insights they have provided; and second, to suggest ways in which you might benefit from these insights too.

Some chapters are devoted to methods for overcoming adversity, such as meditation, developing healthy habits, and—no surprise here—talking about traumatic experiences or writing about them—in other words, turning experiences into stories.

In summary, I hope you will find the stories in this book interesting in their own right, and that they will stimulate you to think about the adversity you have experienced, what you have learned from it, and how you can use that wisdom going forward. The take-home message of this book is that even when life is at its most painful and difficult, it has meaning and value. Even when things are really awful, some good can come of them. Our times of struggle yield gifts and riches that are worth harvesting, because they continue to nourish us throughout life’s journey.
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Chapter 1

The Thumbs Must Go


If a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well.

—PROVERB

If a thing is worth doing, it is worth doing badly.

—G. K. CHESTERTON



My first-grade classroom was a prefabricated hut, made out of what seemed to me like reinforced cardboard, set on a concrete slab. What I recall most about it is the smell of leather from the backpacks in which we hauled our rudimentary items to and from school. Besides holding up the roof, cardboard played a role in the lessons too.

I remember one particular art project vividly, because it was a turning point for me. In this assignment, we were each given a large sheet of white cardboard on which various parts of a clown’s body were outlined. Our task was to color in the clown’s body parts with crayons, then cut them out and join the head, arms, and legs to the body using brass-plated fasteners. Then you could move the limbs up and down to make the clown do jumping jacks.

I started the project, but soon realized it was not going well. In retrospect, my fine motor control left a lot to be desired. Of course, nobody tested kids for fine motor control in those days, but I didn’t need any test. I got the picture by simply glancing at the boy beside me. There I was laboring down the inner aspect of one arm toward the hand, while he was all the way around the hand of his clown, and barreling past the elbow. I looked back down at my clown’s hand, still trapped in its cardboard moorings, and realized that if I tried to get it exactly right, my clown might not get done at all.

That was unacceptable! But how could I get it done? The fingers looked manageable, because they were all bunched together, but the thumb stuck out—as thumbs do—long, spindly, and difficult. And in that moment, I realized what I had to do: The thumb must go! And with that insight, I snipped it off.

From then on, all went smoothly. When I got to the bottom of the second arm, the course of action was clear. Again: The thumb must go! And in one snip, the second thumb was gone. By the end of the hour, the body parts were all cut out and I had managed to articulate the joints. My clown could do jumping jacks along with everyone else’s, and he looked okay to me. So when we were all encouraged to come up to the table and show the teacher our work, I did so.

The teacher’s attention was divided among many students, so she didn’t have much time for individual comments—and the clowns all looked pretty much the same. But her eye did pause on mine for a moment and she said, “That clown’s got no thumbs,” before drifting on to her next observation.

The most important part of the lesson, as far as I was concerned, was that amputating the clown’s thumbs had no significant consequences. I got the job done in time. I had a working clown. And apart from the teacher’s one offhand remark, I can’t recall anyone saying anything about the matter of the thumbs.

Many times since then, when I encounter some minor obstacle that’s holding up an important task, I say to myself, “The thumbs must go!” And there and then, I know what to do.

On a recent visit to Israel, I was chatting with a cousin who is a lawyer for Israel’s thriving technology industry. In fact, he told me that Israel ranks third in the world after Silicon Valley and the greater Boston area as a technology hub. How was it, I asked him, that such a small country could achieve such technological success? There had to be many factors at play, he said, then added, “Somehow they always seem to figure out shortcuts. As they say, ‘The great is the enemy of the good.’ Why wait for a product to be perfect before putting it on the market? Put out a beta version and let the marketplace work out the bugs.” I smiled to myself. That’s what my clown was, I realized—a beta version.
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I HAVE SOMETIMES thought about how the lesson of the clown has influenced me throughout my life. His thumbs must have been part of my thinking when I embarked upon the most important experiment of my research career. The study in question involved exposing nine people with seasonal affective disorder (SAD) to two different types of lighting—bright white light and dim yellow light. The experiment was the first controlled study of light therapy for SAD, and the first to show bright light to be an effective treatment for the condition. The paper became a citation classic and opened up a whole new field of research.

In the beginning, however, because of our limited budget, we had to adopt certain shortcuts. For example, we had to improvise the dim light condition. We could think of no better way to dim the light than to attach brown paper inside the plastic screen of the light box. The overall effect was inartful—to say the least. Yet so powerful was the effect of bright light for SAD that it overcame all the shortcomings of the study. That research was replicated many times over and has been helping people all over the world for more than thirty years, so I’m certainly glad that I took a chance with a beta version.

I had a very different experience many years later, when I opened a private business to test out new drugs for psychiatric disorders, such as depression and anxiety. Exquisite attention was paid to every aspect of each study’s design and implementation. No thumbs were cut. On the contrary, every fingernail was carefully clipped and buffed. And what resulted from all this meticulous attention to detail? Not much. A few studies (of the dozens we conducted) yielded results that were of some value in clinical practice, but overall, the drugs we tested were similar to others already in use. Therefore the results, even when significant and positive, usually made little difference.

As the proverb states, “If a thing is worth doing, it’s worth doing well” (though as you can see by the quote at the top of this chapter, G.K. Chesterton thought otherwise). The version of that wisdom that resonates most usefully for me—taking into account the lesson of the clown and my life’s experience—goes as follows:


If a thing is worth doing, it’s worth doing not so well.

And if a thing is not worth doing, it’s not worth doing well.





Most things don’t have to be perfect. So cut corners if you must, as long as you don’t sacrifice the essence or core of the work.






Chapter 2

An Accident


If, for example, you come at four o’clock in the afternoon, then at three o’clock I shall begin to be happy.

—ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY, THE LITTLE PRINCE

Think where man’s glory most begins and ends

And say my glory was I had such friends.

—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS



When I was very young—certainly less than five—there was a polio epidemic in Johannesburg. It is difficult for people born since the development of the polio vaccine to imagine the overwhelming fear—even panic—that people felt toward this crippling disease. Magazines and papers published scary articles almost daily, often with photographs of children doomed to live in an “iron lung.” The frightened mothers of Johannesburg were told by their doctors to keep their children away from other kids while the epidemic raged—unless the children had already been playing together. I had one friend at that time—my cousin Derek—with whom, luckily, I used to have regular playdates. Our mothers determined that he and I would wait out the epidemic together.

Derek had a grand house. A long drive flanked by poplars led up to a large, paved parking area. The house itself had two levels, which was unusual in Johannesburg, where almost all the houses were ranch style. There was a swimming pool too—again not common, far less pools like this one, which had a fountain burbling in the middle. The house even had a terraced garden, the only one of its kind I can remember seeing in all my childhood. When I later learned that the Hanging Gardens of Babylon had been a wonder of the ancient world, it was Derek’s garden that came to mind. When I read Hans Christian Andersen’s story “The Swineherd,” which is set in the palace gardens, I could visualize the swineherd at the bottom of the garden enticing the princess to let him kiss her in exchange for his music box—and I could understand how she might have believed she could get away with it, surrounded and shielded by her handmaidens. She didn’t realize that when you are in a terraced garden, whatever you do on a lower terrace can plainly be seen by anyone on an upper terrace.

Derek had a sandbox—much like the one I had—except that his mother had given him baking tins from her kitchen so that he could make sand cakes. He showed me how: You put dark sand at the bottom of the tin and lighter sand at the top. Then, when you turned the tin over, voilà! A ginger cake. I was impressed.

Not all our games were so sedate, however. Derek had older brothers who had gotten hold of some old circular metal casings containing ball bearings. Someone had discovered that if you laid the casings flat on asphalt and swung an ax at them, sparks would whiz in all directions. It was like creating your own sparklers, with the added thrill of swinging the ax, feeling the satisfying thud of metal on metal, and seeing the sparks explode, apparently out of nowhere. So what if some of the sparks hit my naked legs, causing little gouts of blood to trickle toward my ankles! They stung only a little, and it was well worth it. None of us gave any thought to the possibility that the sparks could just as easily fly into our eyes or some other unforgiving part of the body. After all, the sparks seemed to behave themselves. They stayed close to the ground, so why spoil the fun with worry?

In due course, as we might have guessed, some adult took away the ax and sent us to clean up our legs, and someone put Mercurochrome on them to disinfect the tiny wounds. Strangely, I don’t remember getting into trouble. I can’t imagine why not. It was an innocent time, I guess. Perhaps our activity was viewed as a childish exploration.

Sometimes Derek came over to my house, a small rambler that didn’t offer as many opportunities for adventure. But we improvised. For instance, we discovered that by standing on the window ledge of my bedroom and holding on to the burglar bars, we could pee in a big arc all the way into a wide concrete storm gutter that ran along the side of the house. Peeing lacked the unique joys of swinging an ax, but we knew for sure that the grown-ups would disapprove, so it was fun.

Then we had a better idea. Why not ride down the storm gutter on our tricycles? We could start at the top and careen down to the circular concrete wall surrounding the storm drain. What a wild ride it was—very exhilarating! It was only as I approached the wall that I realized I had no way to slow down.

I smacked up against the wall at full speed, and hurtled headfirst into a boulder, on which I cut my lip and hurt my head. Derek summoned my nanny, Lena, and together (I imagine) they got me to my bedroom and onto my bed. Those hours are a blur to me.

Lena tried to reach my mother at the university where she lectured, my father at his law firm, and one or two other emergency contacts, all to no avail. Derek sat on a chair alongside the bed as, throughout the afternoon, I dozed and wakened. Or perhaps I should say, with the advantage of medical training and fifty years of hindsight, that my consciousness waxed and waned, which is a potentially sinister sign after head injuries. The only thing I remember clearly is that each time I awoke, there was Derek sitting nearby—silent, worried, and present.
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MANY YEARS LATER I attended a summer conference in Vermont—one of those events where researchers take over a dorm while the college is in recess. To get away from the cloistered environment of the conference, a colleague I will call Joe suggested we take a drive in his Porsche. I jumped at the chance to escape, to see lush foliage and smell the fresh country air. I had not expected, however, that Joe would zoom through the lanes as though on a racetrack, gunning the motor and skidding at the bends. He met my protestations with reassurances, confident but unpersuasive. He had two more Porsches tucked away back in Maryland, he told me, by way of beefing up his credentials. He loved to race them all on the track and had never had an accident.

Then he said something that struck me as quite original.

“When I was young,” he said, “I wondered what would be really fun when I grew up. One thing that turned out better than I would have guessed is racing cars.”

What was it, I wondered, that had exceeded my childhood expectations? And then it came to me—friendship. I could not have imagined as a child how much joy would come from my friendships, nor how often I would turn to my friends for help or comfort, and how rarely, if ever, they would fail me. I have since learned that just having a friend sitting beside you can be such a comfort that it actually lowers your blood pressure. But I might have predicted that had I just cast my mind back to Derek, sitting quietly by my side as I lay confused and concussed all that long, hot afternoon. I might have predicted what I have often realized since—that a good friend is someone rather special—someone, as Shakespeare said, to “grapple…to thy soul with hoops of steel.” I learned that lesson for the first time on the day of the accident, and have relearned it many times since.



Your friends are your treasures; take care of them. If all you can do for a friend is simply be there, then do so. Just being there is an act of friendship.






Chapter 3

Crime and Punishment


The human story does not always unfold like a mathematical calculation on the principle that two and two make four. Sometimes in life they make five or minus three; and sometimes the blackboard topples down in the middle of the sum and leaves the class in disorder and the pedagogue with a black eye.

—WINSTON CHURCHILL



John Lennon famously sang that life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans. In a similar way, for me, learning has been what happened when I was supposed to be learning something else.

In third grade, for example, in Mrs. Z’s arithmetic class, I was sitting in the front row. Mrs. Z had written a series of problems on the blackboard involving addition and subtraction of three-digit numbers. Now she was explaining at great length precisely how we should tackle the problem set, which I already understood. My paper and pencil were in front of me, and the temptation was too great: I polished off the task before she had finished explaining, and offered her my completed worksheet.

Perhaps, child that I was, I expected her to beam in praise. Instead, her face scrunched into a scowl as she bellowed at me, “When did you do this?”

“While you were talking,” I said. (The young are so lacking in guile!)

“While I was talking! How dare you!” she yelled, and brought the ruler that she unfortunately happened to have in her hand smartly down upon my hand, several times.

[image: ]

THIS EXPERIENCE WAS totally new for me. My parents and previous teachers were all self-confident people, so such a response was unprecedented in my short life. What was I to do?

My brain divided into three entities, each with its own opinion.

One said something like, This is ridiculous. Aren’t we supposed to finish the project, which is exactly what I have done? So what is she mad about?

The second understood that I had hurt the teacher’s feelings. I could sense the pain and fragility beneath the fury.

The third stepped in and took charge: Shut up, it said. Just shut up. Or say you’re sorry. The woman’s dangerous.

[image: ]

TODAY, WE UNDERSTAND that different brain regions are specialized to perform different functions, and it’s common to view the brain as several separate computers linked in a network. In retrospect, the entity that took charge of my behavior when Mrs. Z whacked me was probably some sort of collaboration between my amygdala (the brain’s alarm center) and my prefrontal cortex (the brain’s CEO). We know that the amygdala is designed to get you out of harm’s way quickly, whereas the prefrontal cortex is slower and more thoughtful—each part working at a speed that suits its function. In this instance, my prefrontal cortex carried the day, which was certainly for the best.

Of course, I had no concept of these matters back then. Both the personal computer and any detailed understanding of the emotional brain were decades away. Even so, I did have a clear sense of different entities within my mind, each giving different input—a committee of brains. This “committee experience” must be quite common. It even shows up in comic books, when the conscience and the baser desires are represented by an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other, giving contrary advice. However you describe it, what I had stumbled on was an important aspect of wisdom: It helps to allow the different members of our internal committee to voice their opinions—silently—before we choose the right chairperson to speak or act.
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SIX YEARS LATER, my emotional brain must have forgotten Mrs. Z and the ruler. By now I was in high school, sitting toward the back of the class and up against the wall. The lowest panes of the tall windows were frosted to prevent students from looking outside instead of attending to the lesson. Our history teacher, Mr. L, was lecturing about something or other, but I found it impossible to pay attention. Instead, I started my Latin homework so that I would have more time to play after school. No one would know, I thought. Since the frosted glass prevented me from seeing out, I figured nobody could see in either. But I had left something out of my calculations. I had not anticipated—though I had heard such stories from older students—that our headmaster would have nothing better to do than to sneak along outside the windows, darting his head up over the frosted panes at random intervals to apprehend such scofflaws as myself.

It would have been a strange, even funny sight to an outside observer to see a middle-aged man creeping stealthily alongside the window ledge. But nobody laughed when he popped up and shouted, “Rosenthal, what have you got there?” I held up Caesar’s Gallic and Punic Wars, cringing as though it were a copy of Playboy. “Come to my office at once!” he barked, waited for me to exit the classroom, and led the way.

Once in his office, he turned to confront me. He was a stooped man, his face lined and etched by years of anger. “You are going to get cuts,” he said, not specifying how many. (The severity of the punishment was measured by the number of “cuts,” so named because of the way a cane cuts into flesh.) Caning was worse if you didn’t know how many, because you weren’t able to count on how soon it would be over. There in the corner was his cane—the sort of long switch you might pluck from a tree while on a hike. It was irregular, like a shepherd’s staff, the bark peeled off to make it more supple.

“Bend over the desk and lift up your jacket,” he said.

Then, across my rear end, Whap! Pause. I had never realized before how thin my trousers were. Whap! I had never been caned before. Whap!

The cuts were surprisingly sore, but worse than the pain was the humiliation. Although corporal punishment was commonplace in South African schools at the time, a leftover perhaps of British imperial rule, I remembered my parents calling it barbaric. Somehow, that memory comforted me, even though they were nowhere near. I took comfort also in my contempt for the headmaster himself. But he wasn’t finished.

“I’m surprised at you!” he said. “You, of all people! You ought to be ashamed of yourself.” It was apparently not enough to physically assault me. He had to compound it by shaming me as well.

Once again the committee in my mind began its chatter:

Why should you be surprised? What do you know about me? Should I be surprised at you? No, you are well known to be a barbarian.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“You may go now,” he said.

I left seething, both at him and myself. What a coward I had been! I should have told him what I thought of him. Sure, that would have gotten me expelled, but so what? Who wanted to be in a school where such brutality was tolerated, sanctioned—even celebrated?

“I’ll give you six of the best,” he used to say jokingly, referring to the maximum number of cuts permitted, as though talking about some valuable commodity.
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YET I LIKED THE SCHOOL, many of the teachers, and my friends.

Everyone was very kind when I returned to class. Nobody laughed. Several said what a jackass the headmaster was, which helped a lot. Even the history teacher seemed genuinely sorry for me, not the least offended that it was his lesson I had been ignoring. Somehow I settled down and got through the day. When I arrived home and examined the damage in the mirror—torn skin, welts, and bruises—I became agitated all over again. But my parents’ fury at “that sadistic megalomaniac,” my father’s threats to call him up and give him “a piece of my mind,” and some Nivea cream helped resolve the bruises to both my psyche and my rear end.

As I thought back on the event, I felt bad that I had been caught so blatantly ignoring the history teacher, whom I liked a lot. He had taught us many interesting things, and never talked down to us. Once when he had occasion to mete out punishment to me (I forget why), he ordered me to memorize Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18. I had never encountered a sonnet before, but as I started to do my penance, I responded immediately to its magic:


Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate



When I reported back to Mr. L the next day to show him that I had done his bidding, he had no interest whatsoever in checking up on me. As far as he was concerned, the matter was over.

It wasn’t for me, though. All these years later, I still remember that sonnet, and its words continue to move me and quicken my pulse:


As long as men can breathe, and eyes can see

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee!



Now, that’s what I call an intelligent punishment!



It is sometimes wise to remain silent, even in the face of injustice.






Chapter 4

The Persistence and Fragility of Memory


I remember, I remember

The house where I was born,

The little window where the sun

Came peeping in at morn

—THOMAS HOOD



Most of us remember the house of our childhood. Some of us choose to go back and visit the place, if it still exists, perhaps curious to see whether it still looks the way we remember, or for the memories we hope it will evoke. As an adult, I visited the home of my childhood several times, along with my mother.

In the olden days, the house seemed big enough for my parents, two sisters, and myself, as well as a few servants. It now looked rather small, however, and successive owners had made changes—added the inevitable bathroom en suite (at the expense of my old bedroom), installed closets, changed landscaping. But the bones of the house were easy to recognize, and to me, of course, still special. I remembered how as a boy of five, when the real estate agent came to show the house to prospective buyers, I had pushed my bed against the door to sabotage the sale. (My tactic failed.) I must have liked the place a lot.

Most of us have a sense that time passes more and more quickly as we get older. The house of my childhood was the place where for me time passed most slowly; maybe that’s why I loved it so. I recall a birthday—perhaps my third—when the party had been set for three o’clock in the afternoon. The morning passed achingly slowly, till finally afternoon arrived.

“What time is it?” I asked my mother.

“Two o’clock,” she said.

“And how long is it between two and three?”

“One hour.”

“Is that a long or a short time?”

“Not long,” she said—but she was wrong. I knelt on the sofa for what seemed like forever, staring out at the empty garden until, on the stroke of three, the gate swung open and children and their mothers poured up the garden path, bearing gifts wrapped in bright paper.

Over the years of visiting my old house, I observed the changes that were typical for Johannesburg as a whole: higher fences; large, angry dogs trained to bark at strangers. The last time I visited, a middle-aged black woman said the madam was out and she couldn’t let me see the house. Then she saw my mother coming up behind me and realized, by the “old lady with the gray hair,” as she put it, that I was legitimate.

And the most surprising observation? To me, it was a tall bankshire rosebush growing thirty feet or so into the air, and still displaying the fragile yellow blooms I had admired as a child. My mother had planted it half a century earlier, then nursed it carefully. Who could have predicted that the rose would outlive so many friends and relatives, so many political upheavals? I was left with a curious admiration for its tenacity.

So mindful are therapists of the evocative powers of the childhood home that they have developed exercises using imagery that is specifically designed to carry people back to that earlier time and place. Our hope is to reawaken memories that might be useful in therapy. I once employed such an exercise with Jessica, a lawyer in her mid-fifties, whom I had treated for years for depression and issues stemming from childhood. As she used the cues I provided to travel back in time, she found herself in her old living room, playing with her toys. The most telling aspect of the exercise was unexpected—that she could neither see nor hear anyone else in the house. Where was her mother? Or even a babysitter? She couldn’t say. As you might imagine, there was much for us to discuss about the neglect Jessica experienced as she was growing up—important feelings that would have been difficult to elicit without that guided tour of her childhood home on the magic carpet of memory.

It was in our family’s second home that I witnessed the most impressive demonstration of the peculiar properties of memory that I have ever seen, an event that consolidated my desire to study the mind. It all began the day my uncle Leonard disappeared. His car was packed and his wife and four children were ready to drive to their farm in the country, but Leonard was nowhere to be found. He had cashed his paycheck that morning and had not been heard from since.

A coordinated search began: Posters with Leonard’s picture were sent to police stations all over South Africa, and newspaper advertisements offered a reward for anyone who could provide information leading to his recovery. A week later, Leonard presented himself, carrying one of those newspapers, at a police station some thousand miles from Johannesburg. The man in the picture looked like him, he said, but he wasn’t sure that it was him. He gave as his current address the number and street name of the childhood home he had left some thirty years before. This was the only thread of memory he had.

Leonard was retrieved by his wife and younger brother, to whom he introduced himself politely as though they were strangers. They flew him back to Johannesburg, where he was admitted to a psychiatric hospital and found to have no discernible neurological damage—even though he could retrieve no memories. His doctors treated him with high doses of insulin in the belief that putting him into a coma would restore him to his former self. Whether or not it helped, no one can say.

Gradually, over the weeks that followed, his memory returned, starting with his earlier years and progressing in a linear fashion toward the present. At first he believed he was a child, then a teenager, then a young adult. When his children were finally allowed to visit, he could not bear to see them, as they were so much older than he believed them to be. When he saw his sister, my mother, he wept to find her so aged. And so it went, until his memory had all returned and he was discharged.

The diagnosis was “hysterical amnesia”: My uncle Leonard had gone into what is known as a fugue state, a condition in which large parts of a person’s past slip out of consciousness. Although fugue states are rare today, they were once quite common, especially during wartime. In fact, such a fugue was central to the successful 1941 novel and subsequent movie Random Harvest, about a soldier who lost his memory after returning from the war. Yet by the time I did my psychiatric residency in the mid-seventies, fugues were so rare that one of our lecturers predicted that we were unlikely to see a single fugue in our entire career. In my case, he was right—none, that is, except for Uncle Leonard. I have never heard any persuasive reason why fugues, once common, are now so rare.

During wars, fugues were often triggered by the mingled traumas of shelling and bombing, physical and psychological exhaustion, loss of confidence, and war’s pervasive chaos and disintegration. Leonard had distinguished himself in World War II, some twenty years before. Then, after the war, he had helped many of his comrades who suffered from shell shock (essentially what would now be called post-traumatic stress disorder) or combat fatigue, including people in fugue states. But he himself returned home apparently unharmed and in good psychological health.

In peacetime, fugues can occur as a response to overwhelming stress, often preceded by some sort of head injury. In Leonard’s case, there were certainly conflicts enough in his work and family life to make it plausible that, unconsciously, he had literally wanted to run away and forget his troubles. In addition, he had injured his head and suffered a brief concussion, with memory loss lasting for about a week, exactly one year before the fugue occurred. From this episode he had supposedly made a full recovery.

Whatever the causes, Leonard and other fugue victims show that it is possible to lose large chunks of memory, then remember them again. Where do the memories go? What makes them vanish and then return? Even after more than a century of study, we have no adequate answers.

Animal research shows that fear in response to neutral stimuli (such as a blue light) can be conditioned and deconditioned. For example, rats exposed to a neutral stimulus (blue light) at roughly the same time as a painful one (such as an electric shock) will subsequently respond with fear to the neutral stimulus alone; the process is known as classical conditioning. If the rats are then exposed repeatedly to the blue light only, without the painful shock, the fearful response will vanish—or so it seems. Later, however, if the animals are stressed over a period of time (for example, if their cage is repeatedly rattled), the specific fear responses return. Once again (even without repeating the initial shocks), blue light triggers fear. Clearly, the conditioning has not disappeared. It was merely lying dormant somewhere in the complex meshwork of neural connections that we call the brain. This phenomenon has led neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux to say that “fear is forever.” Isn’t it fascinating that memories can come and go in animals, depending on circumstances, just as can happen in people? I witnessed that mystery firsthand with my uncle Leonard.

One thing I should say about memories is that they are not static entities like photographs in an album, but dynamic structures that we tinker with as we pass through life. My colleague Daniel Schacter of Harvard elaborates on errors of memory in his excellent book The Seven Sins of Memory: How the Mind Forgets and Remembers. As he puts it: “In essence, all memory is false to some degree. Memory is inherently a reconstructive process, whereby we piece together the past to form a coherent narrative that becomes our autobiography.” These words are a humbling reminder as I set out to relate events just as I remember them, aware that my memories are probably not precisely accurate. I take comfort from knowing, however, that the value in what I remember comes more from what the events have given me than from getting every detail exactly right.

For many people nowadays, a greater concern than erroneous memories are those that are lost, often irretrievably. As the world population ages, Alzheimer’s disease and other disorders of memory are becoming increasingly prevalent. Indeed, they threaten to overwhelm our health care system.

When I was young, a favorite pastime was blowing soap bubbles in the bathtub—great big bubbles, up to a foot in diameter. In the wall of the bubble I could see reflected in brilliant detail the gleaming tiles, colored towels, faucets, and other shiny fixtures. As the bubbles lingered on my hand, however, the walls became thinner and the images would fade and disappear. I have often thought of those fading reflections as a metaphor for what happens to our memories as we age, how they can fade or disappear as the nerve cells and fibers that support them lose their vigor and integrity. That’s one reason I wanted to write this book now, while memories of times past glow so vividly in my mind.



Your memories make you who you are; if you lose them, you lose part of yourself. So use and enjoy them, for they are among life’s treasures.






Chapter 5

Know Your Brain


Know thyself.

—ANCIENT GREEK APHORISM

If I wasn’t dyslexic, I probably wouldn’t have won the Games.

—BRUCE JENNER



The ancient admonition to “know thyself” has been around for at least twenty-five hundred years, and it has been attributed to at least eleven Greek philosophers. Any statement with that much staying power must surely contain a great deal of wisdom. Of course, it’s easier said than done. Getting to know yourself is a challenge.

First, you keep changing. The self you were in your baby pictures is very different from all the selves in your later photo albums—the schoolchild, the student, the young adult, the middle-aged person, the senior citizen. Second, your capacity to know changes as you develop. Psychologists who have documented the stages of cognitive development agree that the older you get, the more you are able to know yourself (unless cognition declines). Also, in a way, the older you get, the more there is to know (because experience keeps changing who you are).

For the sake of simplicity, I have divided the idea of “know thyself” into two chapters: “Know Your Brain” (this chapter) and “Know Your Body” (the next). We all understand, of course, that brain and body interact constantly.

One problem with knowing your brain is that its contents are hidden—until you learn to decode them by the process of thinking. Novelist E. M. Forster wrote, “I don’t know what I think until I see what I say.” There’s a certain truth to that statement. Thinking gets you only so far; after that, you have to see what the brain says or does in order to understand it.

It is also important to recognize the huge variation in the way the brains of different people work. For example, some people have brains that work about equally well in all ways, whereas others have brains that may work rather well in some ways, but quite badly in others. I turned out to have the latter type of brain.

As we saw when it came to cutting out a cardboard clown, my eye-hand coordination left much to be desired, which turned out to be a stable trait. In nursery school, for example, we were asked to fold a piece of paper into a fan. When I showed my effort to the teacher, she took one look and said, “I have seen better fans in my life.” As I looked at the other children’s fans, I had to agree. Surprisingly, though, instead of feeling offended, I enjoyed her choice of words, which struck me as novel and witty (though to an adult, it might seem like common sarcasm). In high school, my attempt at making a footstool evoked similar scorn from the teacher. So over time I had to face it: I am better with words than at handiwork.

The spatial problem extended to my sense of direction, which remains poor to this day. As a child, I memorized the names of all the streets from my home to my grandmother’s place, which everyone thought was very clever. But now I understand I was merely compensating: I learned the street names to make up for my lack of homing-pigeon skills. Another problem with my sense of direction is that even though I “know” it is lacking, I often forget that when I’m out in the field. So I stride off confidently in a certain direction, often with others in tow, only to discover that I have taken us blocks out of the way. Unfortunately, my son, Joshua, inherited this trait from me. I recall one autumn day when we set out for a stroll in Boston. At first, we were lost in conversation, then simply lost. We had no idea where to turn, but we did not despair, as we were used to getting lost. We just kept laughing at our poor sense of direction until we blundered back to our lodgings.

People who have had certain types of strokes can lose a sense of half their body. As a consequence, they may forget to shave one side of the face, or leave one arm out of its jacket sleeve—without knowing that they are walking around with conspicuous omissions. So not only do they not know what they don’t know, they don’t know that they don’t know—a condition called anosognosia. In a far less obvious way, I have a type of directional anosognosia: Sometimes I don’t even know that I might be going in the wrong direction.

Well, too bad—apparently it is hardwired, just the way my brain works. It was a relief to realize that. Now I simply compensate for it—I take a little longer to study the map, and I make a note of landmarks. And as you can imagine, GPS has been a godsend.

A similar realization came when I studied anatomy, where you have to learn not only all the body’s different structures but, horror of horrors, their relationships to one another. As I contemplated this problem, the analogy that came to mind was of taking a pot of cooked spaghetti, dumping it out on the table, and having to memorize where each strand fell in relation to all the others. In contrast to myself, a physiotherapy student at our dissection table seemed to know instinctively where all the nerves and muscle fibers went. She probably could have reconstructed the pathways of all the strands of spaghetti in my hypothetical experiment, and I marveled at her powers. To me, she was the Mozart of anatomy, for whom physiotherapy was clearly an ideal career. Comparing our skill levels was as clear an illustration of how differently brains can be wired as I have ever seen. When it came to anatomy, I concluded, she had found her talent; I hoped that once I got past anatomy, I would find mine.

This life lesson, I think, may be helpful to many people. In the course of my work as a psychiatrist, I have seen many children and adults who are deficient in certain aspects of cognition, but outstanding in other ways. Too often, a tremendous amount of work goes into remediating the deficiencies, while not enough attention is placed on developing their areas of strength—or even brilliance. I’m convinced that remediation is not always the best approach. While everyone needs to acquire basic competence in critical areas, nobody can be good at everything—which is worth accepting. Be sure to nurture not only your (or your child’s) areas of deficit, but also your areas of strength. For example, if your child loves music and writing, but hates math and computers, he or she should be exposed to all types of musical experiences and be encouraged to write about them. Of course, everyone needs to know how to reconcile a bank balance, but such a child is unlikely to become an accountant or scientist, so don’t try to turn him or her into one.

One part of the brain that is certainly worth knowing is your emotional brain. There are many ways to find out what you are feeling. One surprisingly effective way is to ask someone else. Research suggests that other people can often tell what we are feeling better than we can, probably because humans are so good at fooling ourselves. For example, a husband whose wife has just accused him of being angry might turn red in the face and shout at her, “Me, angry! I can’t believe you think I’m angry!” Even a passing stranger, unable to hear what the husband was saying, would probably know he was angry, just from his body language.

In recent years, we have become increasingly aware of the importance of “emotional intelligence,” a concept that, like pornography, is harder to define than it is to recognize when you see it. In general, emotional intelligence involves not only being aware of what you are feeling but also understanding other people’s feelings and empathizing with them. Regulating one’s own feelings and expressing them appropriately are also part of emotional intelligence. People with low levels of these skills are bound to encounter social hardships, as others find them strange or disconnected, while those with high levels of emotional intelligence often exceed expectations that were based on their other skills. Group therapy may help both children and adults who lack emotional skills to beef up their abilities in this important area. Such groups may provide a safe forum for giving to, and receiving from, one another useful feedback.

Although knowing one’s brain is important for just about anyone, it is especially important for psychiatrists, who are dealing with other people’s thoughts and feelings all the time. When I first entered my psychiatric residency at Columbia, I had a supervisor with whom I met each week. When he asked how I was
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