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The author, circa 1957




- Preface -




I may be one of the most unlikely people to ever graduate from Northwestern University Medical School. I inherited attention deficit hyperactivity disorder from my mother's family and dyslexia from my father. When I was born, the syndrome of ADD/ADHD had not yet been recognized, and dyslexia was thought to consist only of an amusing oddity of speech. The more esoteric learning disabilities, of which I have a plethora, were completely unknown or only beginning to be explored by scientists. My parents noted early on that: I couldn't sit still, often did not seem to pay attention to what was said to me, and alternated between dreamy wandering and intense focus on something that inexplicably interested me. Probably because they were both teachers, Mom and Dad anticipated my entry into formal education with a good deal of dread. Their fears were well founded. In first grade, I was far below the achievement levels expected on standardized testing. A school administrator suggested the possibility of brain damage. This assessment resulted in consignment to the slow track instructional path and my introduction to thirteen years of educational torture. 

After dropping out of college in 1967, the U.S. Army was eager to assist with my career choice and travel plans. What followed over the next ten years was an improbable series of adventures which culminated in acceptance to Northwestern University Medical School. This book is the story of my curious and circuitous path from brain damaged kid to medical student. 




- Introduction - 




I began this project with the intent of memorializing some frequently told stories and youthful adventures for my children. As the writing progressed, I took on several additional goals. I was encouraged by beta readers to describe in more detail what it feels like to navigate a world in which most other inhabitants play by a different set of rules and possess a different mental toolkit than I inherited. This required pulling back the curtain on aspects of my life I had not intended to share. I hope these stories will be beneficial to people who have differences in how they think and learn, such as I have, but don’t yet believe the obstacles they face can be overcome.

Another intended purpose is to pay tribute to my brethren who served as combat medics. All of us who graduated from 91A10 medical corpsman training during the 1966-68 period served as subjects in an experiment to determine how much medical information and surgical skill could be taught to a nineteen-year-old soldier with no significant background in science, during a training program of only ten weeks. For our efforts, we earned a place in history that I don’t think many of my Ft. Sam Houston classmates have ever realized. In combat, they performed procedures and made triage decisions previously reserved for physicians and surgeons. They solidified the value of aeromedical transport, and the benefit of having a medically trained crew to provide additional treatment during flight. The example provided by these men became the template for the creation of civilian trauma and emergency medical systems now used throughout the U.S.

For readers interested in a career in medicine and contemplating a path similar to my own, I believe I owe it to you to clearly convey this reality — the journey was sometimes dangerous, often unpleasant, and the outcome always uncertain.

I hope some of these stories help to describe the confusing array of information, opinions, events, voluntary choices, and involuntary demands that my generation experienced as we tried to grow into adulthood. Not surprisingly, some of the contradictions from that period of our national history have remained with us... and with American society.

The names of some individuals have either been changed or omitted for privacy. Others have been correctly identified in order to recognize their contributions to my life and career. My military experience included working at two highly secure locations. Regarding descriptions of that period, one must keep in mind the events occurred fifty years ago. Landscaping of the White House grounds, and the configuration of hallways and offices in The Pentagon have changed significantly since then, especially after the attack on 9/11. Although all of these stories are factual, I have altered or omitted a few locations and details as additional security precautions. 

Likewise, the Autonomous University of Guadalajara has undoubtedly evolved significantly since I completed my first year of medical school in 1974. I have not returned there since, but my understanding is that conditions at the University, and in the city, now bear little resemblance to my experience in that distant past. 

All of the stories in this book are taken from events occurring at least forty years ago. I have attempted to convey both the words and the emotions displayed in the context of the period described. Quotes are as close to verbatim as memory allows, but no one's memory is completely accurate. Incidents and circumstances are perceived and remembered differently by participants and observers. Although I have attempted to corroborate my recollection of public events through historical sources, most of these stories are personal experiences, and my perception of them. They belong solely to me. 

I have omitted or substituted a few words from the narrative that would now be considered patently offensive, however I think efforts to sanitize history are misguided and dangerous. Readers who value political correctness over descriptive accuracy will, no doubt, find some subject matter objectionable. These stories are about how things were then, not how someone might wish they had been now.

I am dyslexic, and more than fifty years have passed since Margaret Warmbrodt tried to beat the rules of punctuation into my brain. I find the current plethora of recommendations contradictory and often nonsensical. I rely on commas, ellipses, and capitalized proper nouns to aid in the rhythm and associations of written information. The current trend of minimizing these cues makes comprehension of what I read, and the process of conveying my thoughts to the printed page, more difficult. The military stories are also from half a century ago. Abbreviations and rules of punctuation have changed, and several of the enlisted ranks, including my own, no longer exist. I have therefore chosen to stick with the military conventions of punctuation, capitalization, and rank I learned in 1967. On my arrival at The Pentagon, I was quickly instructed to capitalize the in all written references to the building. Until the DOD builds another one, it will always remain The Pentagon to me. My apologies to the arbiters of "proper writing." For better or worse, I write like I think.

And finally, I have relied on Mark Twain's advice to writers, “Tell the truth, or trump — but get the trick!"




[image: ]

(Left) William Augustus Darnell, circa 1900, (right) Bertha Jane Miller, circa 1905




























CHAPTER I. Beginnings




- Heritage - 

Apparently, I inherited some unconventionally arranged DNA, which may have been further impacted by my rather traumatic birth. It would not be inaccurate to say that I sort of skidded into life sideways, with a garbled set of instructions missing a few important paragraphs. 

Aside from the genes I possess, the biggest impact on my life has been the social heritage gifted to me by my extended family. This book is a series of stories about the adventures I experienced while trying to turn the cards I was dealt at birth into a winning hand. My genetic hand may not have been all aces, but I also inherited a family who, by advice and example, showed me how to play those cards as best I could. 

A friend once asked why I had made a particular choice in a matter of hospital politics and greed. I responded that in order to understand the answer to his question, he would need to have known my grandfather. 

His reply was, "I don't have to know your grandfather. I know you." 

For people who do not know me as well as Barry French did, what follows is an introduction to the actors who shaped my early life.

・ ・ ・ ・ 

My father was orphaned shortly after birth. Although his influence on me was considerable, his forebears and any biological siblings are a blank slate. His story will come next. My mother's family was her only dowry, and the polar opposite of Dad's. Heritage and tradition were rich and revered in the family, especially by her father. 

William Augustus Darnell (Will) moved to Southern Illinois around the year 1900 from his birthplace near Lexington, KY. The Darnells are one of the First Families of Kentucky, having settled that wilderness with Daniel Boone in the 1770's. Grandpa was quite proud of his family history and maintained the manners and decorum of Old Kentucky throughout his lifetime.

Mom's mother, Bertha Jane Miller, was one of the youngest of thirteen children. After completing eighth grade at the top of her class, she returned to the same one room school the following term as teacher. She was fourteen years old, and the year was 1897. The next eleven years were filled with teaching, caring for ill family members, and one grand adventure out West, before she succumbed to the charms of the handsome man from Kentucky with the soft brown eyes and impeccable manners. The woman who would become my grandmother was then a bright and beautiful old maid of twenty-five and must have been considered quite a catch by the local bachelors. Her suitor had completed only three years of formal education, and financial success had so far eluded him, but he was intelligent, hard-working, imaginative, and ambitious, with a seriousness of purpose that attracted this bright, precociously independent-minded young woman with similar abilities and aspirations. 

Will and Bertha married in 1908 and set up housekeeping in Fayette County, IL. Life was not easy for them. The promised opportunities in Illinois had not materialized for Grandpa. His new bride was a farmer, by instinct and ability, and encouraged her husband to give it a try. Will acceded to her wishes, but reluctantly. 

In the second year of their marriage, my mother, Nellie, was born. Over the next eight years, four boys and one girl were added to the family: Rolland Leon (Rol), Jesse Ralph (Red), Helen Gertrude (Peg), (Lewis) Pope, and Richard (Paul). Grandpa worked long hours trying to coax a living from the marginal farmland available to him. Grandma tended the garden, managed the farm animals, and foraged in the woods for additional sources of food. She knew every plant in the Southern Illinois woodlands, including which were poisonous and which good to eat. As the eldest child, my mother spent most of her spare time caring for younger siblings. However, attending school, an activity regarded as a luxury by many rural families, was always a priority for the Darnell children. Country schooling was supplemented by reading at home and instruction provided by their mother. 

Grandma was a prolific letter writer and a superb storyteller. She also understood the concept of a teachable moment three generations before the idea became fashionable. The activities of the many members of the Miller and Darnell families with whom she corresponded were shared at the dinner table, along with discussions of current news and events, and the retelling of favorite (usually humorous) stories. When the discussion related to events at a distance, the older children were required to find the corresponding location on a large globe prominently displayed in a central room. Grandma's favorite subject was always geography.

Perhaps the most unusual characteristic of those conversations was the attitude of the parents regarding participation by the children. The opinion held by most people at the time was children should be seen but not heard when in the presence of adults. Grandma disagreed. Each of her children was encouraged to join in the discussion and describe his or her own experiences of the day. Their questions were answered forthrightly, and their opinions treated respectfully. Grandma believed, "when a child is old enough to ask a question, he or she is old enough to hear the answer." Careful observation and accuracy in reporting, appropriate to the age of the child, were expected, and the exercise of logic in reaching conclusions was prized most highly. Shortcomings in these markers were greeted with immediate laughter, but good-natured rather than mean-spirited, and provided a powerful stimulus to improve on those goals. I can only speculate, but I suspect the enlightened attitude toward children originated with Grandma. I'm told that Grandpa was a stern and traditional parent, however he accepted Grandma's opinions on childrearing and complied with her expectations. His contributions to the children's education, besides foregoing help in the fields during the times school was in session, were to demand unflinching honesty, to abide by respectful manners in debating ideas, and the importance of keeping one's word. Grandma had one other rule that perfectly matched my temperament as a child but got me into trouble regularly at school. If an adult corrected one of the children with a do this or don't do that type of declarative, and the child asked why or why not, it was impermissible in Grandma's domain to use because I said so as an answer. In my generation, if Grandma heard one of our parents, aunts, or uncles try to pull rank with that type of response, she would quietly say, "If you can't explain your reasoning to a child, your reason must not be very good." And, in our family, no one challenged Grandma. 

In the early 1900's, country schools were generally mediocre, and travel was limited by the necessity of almost constant work. However, children were introduced to a wide world of ideas and experiences at the Darnell dinner table, and in the woods and fields beyond. I don't think anyone could have remained uneducated in the regular presence of my grandparents. 
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left to right: Rol, Peg, Red, Nellie circa 1915




One should not assume the Darnell household was solely an oasis of serene thought, genteel conversation, and good works. Debate was lively and often loud. Only the difficult or tragic episodes were dealt with quietly. Grandma's philosophy was that life is hard, and fun should be indulged whenever possible. My mother's brothers were rambunctious and quite adept at finding mischief. Although Grandma and Grandpa both had dark chestnut hair, a Celtic streak ran through the Darnell lineage, and three of the eventual eight surviving kids bore the classic red mane of the Celts. Ralph was the first, and quickly acquired the nickname Red. By rights, his younger brother, Lewis (b. 1916), should have owned that descriptive. He had the reddest hair I have ever seen in my life! It bordered on neon. Baby sister Lola (b. 1924) was also a fiery redhead. All of my aunts and uncles had unique and very distinctive personalities, but the three with red hair always seemed larger than life and lived up to the rebellious reputation associated with their plumage.

According to my mother, home life was always a balance between Grandpa's expectations of decorum, and Grandma's insight and tolerance of the ways of children. Typical of an eldest child, Mom felt responsible for maintaining that equipoise. When I was a child, my cousins and I loved hearing our uncles retell the adventures of their youth, which we always thought were either amazing or hilarious. During those tales, Mom would often just sit there and shake her head in resignation. 




By 1920, after several years of miserable weather and crop failures, Grandpa decided farming was not for him. With six children, and a seventh on the way, he took a job with the Egyptian Tie and Timber Company, supervising a crew cutting timber for railroad ties near the small town of Greenville, IL. Towards the end of that summer, a house was rented close to the work site, and the family moved to Bond County. Soon after their arrival, another daughter, Louella Faye was born. 

The winter of 1920-21 was unusually harsh and deep snows came early. Grandpa and the new baby caught the Spanish flu, which had ravaged the world for the preceding two years. The nearest physician came to the house several days after being summoned by neighbors. He had ridden twelve miles on horseback because the snow was too deep for cars. By the time of his arrival, the baby had died, and Grandpa was delirious with fever. The doctor said people were dying all over the county, and he hadn't been home for three days. Neighbors simply tracked him down by word of mouth and informed him of the worst cases, so he could choose his next stop. The doctor concluded Grandpa had developed pneumonia. There was little to offer for treatment. His advice was to turn Grandpa in bed as often as possible and open the bedroom window to let in fresh air and help cool him. His final comment before leaving; if the fever broke, Grandpa might live, but if it persisted, he would most certainly die. 

Logging had ceased for the winter. The woodsmen and their families were hunkered down on the rented tract of timber in temporary cabins built from pieces of wood and bark called slabs. These slabs were the first cuts applied to each side of the felled tree trunks to square their dimensions before cutting them into rail ties. The day after Louella Faye died, two of the woodsmen came to the house. They had built an oak coffin overnight for the baby. The snow was too deep for a hearse, so the men hitched a team of Belgian draft horses to a high-wheeled wagon used to haul logs out of the forest. The Belgians, accompanied by Grandma and a local minister, pulled the wagon and its small cargo through the drifts to a nearby cemetery for burial. 

A few days later, Grandpa's fever broke. Over the next three months, he slowly recovered. By spring, he was back in the woods with the men.

・ ・ ・ ・

In 1922, Egyptian Tie and Timber moved their logging operation father west, following the railroad. Grandpa chose to stay in Bond County. He bought a used saw table and planing mill and began buying or leasing land with stands of hardwood timber throughout Southern Illinois and the Ozarks. His crew felled and limbed the trees, then used draft horses and sleds to drag the fallen logs to the nearest point negotiable by wagon. The logs were loaded onto the wagon and pulled by the horses to the nearest road. There, an ancient flatbed truck completed the journey to the mill. After arrival at the mill, most of the construction grade logs were rolled off the truck around the periphery of the property to await an order for specific sizes and quantities of sawed lumber. The mill was adjacent to Little Shoal Creek. Rains could be heavy in Southern Illinois, and the creek overflowed its banks several times each year. A stack of sawed lumber might disappear down the creek overnight during one of these rains. Intact logs usually didn't move very far, even when floated, and provided a barrier to prevent the escape of the stacks of newly-sawn lumber.

There was a steady market for specialty woods. Ash went to factories making baseball bats in Louisville and Chicago. White oak was cut into barrel staves, but since the bourbon distilleries in nearby Kentucky had closed or gone underground during Prohibition, the staves were shipped to France for wine barrels. Red oak was preferred for tongue and groove flooring in upscale homes, and walnut reserved for furniture manufacturers.

That year, William (Charles) was the newest addition to the family. He was followed in 1924 by Lola Mae, the last of nine children. The family lived frugally. Profits from the mill were reinvested in more land for logging. Even during the best of times, money was tight. Grandpa was a man of unbending principles, with a reputation for honesty and fair dealings with others. These traits made him a highly respected businessman and popular employer but didn't necessarily contribute to a profit margin. Mom and her siblings spent their childhood in a series of mostly rented houses around Greenville. Meanwhile, Grandpa, sometimes in partnership with his older brother John, slowly built up the inventory of undeveloped land and timber. 

In 1928, Mom graduated from high school. She had reached the conclusion that hard work alone would not assure financial prosperity. Her father was living proof of that. In these modern times, a young person needed more of an education, and she was determined to get one. Sufficient money was found for tuition, and Mom enrolled at Greenville College, a small liberal arts school nearby. Her first year was everything she had hoped it to be, but by the summer of 1929, signs of the impending financial disaster were beginning to appear. Demand for hardwood was shrinking. Rol dropped out of high school to work at the sawmill, lowering Grandpa's labor costs, but there still wasn't enough money for Mom to continue her schooling. In an act of kindness, the college president arranged a job for her as a governess for a wealthy family at an estate in Missouri. During her one year of employment at Falicon, Mom saved most everything she earned, and with the help of a scholarship, resumed her education in 1930 at Johnson Bible College near Knoxville, TN.
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Falicon - Clarksville, MO. circa 1928




That same year, Red convinced Grandpa to sign the waiver necessary to allow him to enlist in the Navy at age seventeen, although his birthdate had to be adjusted because he was actually still sixteen. On his first day in the Navy, an interviewer asked Red what he thought he might like to do in the Service. 

Red shot back, "What pays the best?" 

The Chief replied, "Well, the Submarine Service pays an extra $5 per month hazardous duty pay."

"Sign me up!" was my uncle's immediate response.

 ・ ・ ・ ・ 

Over the first few years of the Great Depression, Grandpa and Uncle John were unable to keep current on property taxes and all of the land they had accumulated was lost to tax sales. One by one, Mom's other brothers dropped out of school to look for jobs. By then, there was rarely enough work at the sawmill to engage the existing skeleton crew. Work was scarce, and times were hard. In 1933, Mom completed her degree in religious history and philosophy, but there weren't any more jobs for educated women than there were for able-bodied men. She moved back home to help Grandma while constantly seeking employment. In some months, not a single board foot of lumber was sold at the mill. The only sources of cash were selling butter from their milk cow, plus the military allotment Red sent home from his Navy pay.

After searching for a year, Mom found a job as a caseworker for a newly established federal program providing aid to destitute families. She hated the job, but the income helped keep the family afloat financially as the Depression dragged on.

In spite of these dire straits, Grandpa kept some men on the payroll at the sawmill because he felt their economic circumstances were even worse than his. To compound problems, the wife of one of his workmen died suddenly, and their two children were faced with going to an orphanage. When Grandpa announced the news one evening, Grandma's response was, "You bring those boys home with you tomorrow. They aren't going to any orphanage!" He did, and the boys stayed with our family until old enough to move out on their own. The lesson passed down was that doing the right thing wasn't always easy, but it was always expected.




For younger readers, who may have very little knowledge of the Great Depression, the effects of this catastrophe on the individuals who lived through it are difficult to understand. In a very short period of time, one quarter of the jobs in the United States ceased to exist. Hard working, highly motivated people could not find work anywhere. Many banks locked their doors and the assets they held simply disappeared, wiping out the life savings of their depositors. People like my grandfather lost homes and property, some of which was owned without indebtedness, simply because they couldn't afford the property taxes due each year. For average citizens, there seemed to be no safe haven. The terror and sense of helplessness these circumstances induced stayed with many people for the remainder of their lives. As a child twenty years later, my mother and Aunt Lola drove me like a rented mule. Anxiety remaining from the Great Depression was the reason why. The fear of once again losing everything never entirely left them. 




In late 1941, Red was stationed at Pearl Harbor. He had been in the Submarine Service for eleven years. The Japanese attack on Dec. 7th caused immediate alarm for our family, and a seismic shift in the routine of daily life. Eventually, word was received that Red had been at sea during the attack and was still alive. The Navy, which had begun ramping up submarine construction before the war began, now desperately needed experienced officers to command these new boats. Red received a battlefield commission as an officer and started accompanying new subs and crews on their first wartime patrols in the Pacific.

[image: ]

Pearl Harbor Naval Base sometime prior to Dec. 7, 1941




Paul, impatient to try a new adventure, had joined the Royal Canadian Air Corps in 1940. He was allowed to transfer to the U.S. forces after we entered the war and served as an aircraft mechanic in the South Pacific. Rol, also an aircraft mechanic, was stationed in India. The youngest son, Charles, joined the Navy and volunteered for the Submarine Service, as his older brother had done. However, upon Charles' arrival at Pearl Harbor on the newly commissioned USS Razorback, Red wasn't allowed to escort his brother's sub on its first patrol. Relatives were not permitted to serve on the same submarine because of the risk of losing two members of a family at the same time.

Lola began dating a neighbor boy, LaMoine Brown, who was soon regarded as a de facto member of our family. After graduating from high school, Moine joined the Army, trained as an infantryman, and was assigned to Gen. George Patton's Army. Lola and Peg went to work for local companies producing war supplies. By then, my mother had moved to St. Louis for a job with the National Benevolent Association, a coordinating organization for the Disciples of Christ protestant churches.

The Darnell sawmill was designated a critical wartime industry. Contracts were signed to provide walnut blanks, called flitches, to various arms manufacturers for milling into rifle stocks. Suddenly, unemployment lines disappeared, and able-bodied men were in short supply for civilian employment. Accordingly, the family was offered a deferment for one son to help run the mill. Lewis was chosen, because he was the only one already married and with children of his own. In addition to Grandpa and Uncle Lewis, three local men beyond the limits of draft age, and another who was disabled by polio, now constituted the work force at the Wm. Darnell Lumber Company. From early 1943 until April 1944, this crew felled, milled, and shipped enough walnut timber to manufacture more than 200,000 gunstocks. Grandpa was sixty-nine years old. 

Just do it! wasn't a sports slogan in our family. It was a way of life.
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Uncle Lewis with a load of walnut 




In 1945, Mom discovered that throughout the war, Grandpa had been selling walnut to the Army and its contractors at cost. He considered it his duty to help the war effort to the best of his ability, and felt it was unpatriotic for him, as a civilian, to make a profit from the enterprise. Consequently, he had been paying himself wages, just as he paid his employees, but without any percentage profit added to the invoices for the military. As a result, Grandpa was nearly as broke when the war ended as he had been when it began. He was now seventy years old, and he and Grandma were still living in a rented house.

Mom had an idea. She wrote to her brother, Rol, in India. If they pooled their savings, there would be enough to make the down payment on a house for their parents. After the war, if Grandpa couldn't keep up with the monthly payments, surely the eight children together would be able to contribute whatever was needed. Rol agreed, and on March 3, 1945, Mom signed the mortgage on a small farm just beyond the edge of Greenville. She then added Grandma's and Grandpa's names to the title. For the first time since the Depression began, Will and Bertha Darnell had a home of their own.

 ・ ・ ・ ・ 

Over the course of the next year, all of my uncles came home. Miraculously, Mom's four brothers, plus Moine and another uncle to be, Marion Sussenbach, had all survived without physical injuries. Moine's brother, Benell, killed in the Battle of the Bulge, was the only person regarded as part of our extended family who had been lost in combat. 

Red stayed at home for a few weeks, then returned to the Navy to continue his career. Paul joined a construction crew, building skyscrapers around the country. He took a job working high steel. It suited his skills and his temperament. He was agile and without any apparent sense of fear. Of equal importance to him, high above ground on those bare girders in a brisk wind, very few supervisors stopped by to tell him how to do his job. Rol and Charles joined their dad and brother, working in the timber and at the sawmill. Over the next few years, the unmarried siblings all gained spouses, and most started families, but the social center of gravity was still my grandparents, and the farmhouse at the east end of Main Street.
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Christmas 1946. 

Back row, left to right: Ralph (Red), Lewis, Rol, Paul, Charles. Front row: Lola, Grandma, Grandpa, Nellie, Gertrude (Peg)




 - St. Louis Blues - 




My parents met sometime in the latter half of 1945. They married in June 1946 and moved into an apartment in Edwardsville, IL. where Dad had a job teaching. Mom and Dad shared many interests besides their alma mater and religious faith, but their family backgrounds couldn't have been more different. Aside from religion, family was unquestionably the most important part of Mom's life. She regarded Dad as an addition to her existing family. For Dad, marriage presented an opportunity to create something he had never before experienced... a family of his own. But, suddenly becoming attached to the Darnell clan took some getting used to.

[image: ]

Dad's new family, 1946

Back row: left to right: Grandpa, Dad, Paul, Lewis

Front row: Jim, Billy, Jesse




Dad's early history is uncertain. His first memories were of living in a boardinghouse for boys run by two middle-aged, unmarried women. They told him that, as an infant, he had been left in their care by his parents, who needed to travel out of state for a family emergency. Allegedly, the parents never returned. (For a variety of reasons, this story is probably inaccurate.) 

What is certain is that one morning at breakfast, a few months after his seventh birthday, the sisters announced, that because he was getting older, Dad was too much trouble and expense, and would be going away that day. (More likely, they had found a paying customer to take his bed.) Soon after, a county welfare agency worker appeared at the door. Unfortunately, there was no room available in the public orphanage, so Dad was taken to the St. Louis County Jail. For the next eight months, he lived in a holding cell in the basement of the jail with a group of other homeless orphans and boys who had been arrested but never claimed by family.

[image: ]

Old St. Louis County Jail 1955 (just prior to being razed)




He ultimately escaped this incarceration through adoption by a childless couple struggling with a failed marriage. This new life, in the small town of Litchfield, IL, didn't prove easy, either. Predictably, the addition of a seven-year-old orphan did not improve the problems already present in the couple's relationship. Dad was described as a sickly child, and a skin test for tuberculosis was positive. The TB test result was presumed to explain his small stature and frequent bouts of illness. School had been hit or miss while at the jail, and he was plagued by stuttering and speech impediments common to dyslexia. These problems were interpreted as evidence of limited intelligence. Possibly, this combination of disadvantages influenced the attitude of his adoptive parents towards him. They didn't turn him out, as the boardinghouse women had, but the remainder of his childhood was characterized by ill-health, repressive rules of behavior, and emotional deprivation. 

Dad was shy and reserved. He accepted his social circumstances, and the school's opinion that he wasn't very bright. His classmates teased him about his difficulties speaking, and his origins as an orphan. However, in spite of these challenges, he now had a place to live, and a chance to attend school regularly. He worked diligently to achieve an education because he believed it offered his best hope of escaping the environment so far experienced. Occasionally, other events also worked in his favor. A sympathetic Aunt and Uncle from his adopted family, Jess and Charlie Case, provided an emotional attachment that was lacking at home. Although his adopted mother allowed him only one friend, the boy chosen turned out to be a good one, and eventually, he was able to add another. Hiram Gooch, Garth Hendricks, and Dad maintained a close friendship for the remainder of their lives. 




When it comes to people, quality beats quantity every time.




Dad graduated from high school, and with the help of a local church, was able to attend Johnson Bible College, the same school where Mom had received her diploma the previous spring. (At that point, they had not met.)

After graduation from Johnson, Dad entered Protestant seminary training and became an ordained minister, subsequently serving as pastor to a series of small, rural churches in Southern Illinois. As the Depression eased, a job teaching in the Edwardsville, IL public schools became available. This provided an important additional source of income. 

When the U.S. entered WWII, Dad tried to enlist in the Army as a chaplain but was deferred because of his presumed medical history. When he protested the decision, the doctor who examined him said, "We need teachers and preachers at home, too. You just continue what you have been doing." 




The facts of Dad's early life were revealed to me slowly over the course of my adult life. I did not learn the particulars of his childhood until I was twenty-nine years old. When I asked Mom why she hadn't told me the story long before, she explained that when Dad first described his childhood to her, during their engagement, he had asked that she never mention his background to anyone. His explanation was, "I just want to be normal." Dad's true medical history wasn't known, even to him, for several more decades. On review of his medical records while in his mid-fifties, there was no evidence he had ever had active tuberculosis. The positive skin test was probably gained during his time in the County Jail. He did, however, develop scarlet fever at some point in his childhood, complicated by inflammation of his heart and a chronically deformed mitral valve. Additionally, at the age of fourteen, he apparently suffered an episode of acute appendicitis. His adopted mother, who didn't believe in doctors, refused to seek medical attention. The result was a chronic appendiceal abscess, which wasn't discovered and removed until he was fifty-six years old. As it turned out, the man who was regarded as rather weak and sickly for the first fifty years of his life, was one of the toughest guys I have ever met, and the "Just do it!" approach to life clearly came from both sides of my family.
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Charles E. Turner, circa 1923




 - Trouble - 




Some folks have observed that I began causing trouble before I was born. I am in no position to disagree. I arrived, pretty much on schedule, one year after my parent's marriage, although not much else about my debut went as expected. During her pregnancy, Mom developed steadily worsening high blood pressure. While in labor, she went into a coma, a pregnancy-related complication called eclampsia. At its most severe, eclampsia can cause permanent brain and organ damage, or death, for both the mother and infant. I was initially judged to have survived this tumultuous entry unscathed, but on the morning after my delivery, the doctor said to Dad, "You had better start figuring out what to do with this baby, because I don't think your wife is going to survive." 

Mom remained in a coma for several days and was in the hospital for a number of weeks. In the interim, I went home to Grandma Darnell and the house at the end of Main Street. Mom eventually recovered, and within a few more weeks felt strong enough to assume my care. By that time, I had bonded to Grandma. I didn't recognize this misplaced phenomenon of infancy until I began paying close attention to the early development of my own children, many years later. With the exception of my mother, I don't think other family members were aware of this turn of events, either. However, for the remainder of her life, Grandma Darnell was the most important person in mine.




In recent years, a correlation has been noticed between several of the identified learning disabilities and a history of conditions during pregnancy or delivery, such as eclampsia, that may potentially cause periods of low oxygen levels in the baby.




One of my earliest memories is from December 3, 1950. At 4:00 p.m. the previous afternoon, a tornado struck Grandma and Grandpa's farm. The wind demolished a small shed, no more than twenty feet from the house, and pulled the barn off its foundation. A neighbor watched the funnel cloud lift the roof of the barn about one hundred feet into the air. It then drifted over an adjacent field before suddenly dropping to the ground, where it shattered as if having exploded. 

The house twisted on its foundation, interior door frames warped, and a portion of the upstairs ceiling buckled, but the old home remained otherwise intact. Grandma was in the middle room, reading, when the storm struck. She had developed increasing deafness since middle age and didn't hear the storm coming. Years later, she told me that she glanced through the kitchen door as the tornado passed the house, and realized she was now looking at the pasture, a view previously blocked by the shed.

The entire family gathered the following day to begin cleaning up the mess. My memory is of walking around the field where the barn roof had landed, picking up whatever pieces of splintered wood I could carry, and throwing them onto a large bonfire built for that purpose. My cousin Billy, four years my elder, was assigned to supervise my efforts. I remember the tug of his hand holding onto the back of my overalls, so I wouldn't fall into the fire, as I contributed small pieces of wood to the conflagration. Although two people were killed and twenty-five injured in the storm's path through Greenville, our family was very fortunate. The property destruction we experienced could all be repaired or replaced. 

One loss from the storm became an oft-told family story. A milk cow had gone into the barn shortly before the tornado hit. When the building was uprooted, the cow's spine was dislocated near the middle of her back, but she was left standing on the site of her former home. Aside from her rather odd new silhouette, the shock to her psyche must have been considerable... she never gave milk again.
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Site of the former barn is in the foreground,

The house is in the background




About six weeks after the tornado, Mom and I were at Grandma and Grandpa's for the weekend. Billy had stayed overnight with us, much to my delight. Early Saturday morning, he and I were in the kitchen anxiously awaiting breakfast. Grandpa came in from doing the outdoor chores and sat down in a chair by the back door. He called to my mother, saying, "Nellie, will you help me take my boots off?" 

Mom went to him, knelt, and began unlacing his boots. Grandpa leaned over, as if to say something, but his torso continued its forward arc until he landed on Mom's back. She called out to her mother, who was at the stove. Grandma hurried over and lifted Grandpa sufficiently for Mom to crawl out from under him. He wasn't moving or talking. The two women grasped his upper arms and dragged him into the middle room to a sofa. As they started to move him, Grandma looked up at Billy and me, still standing motionless in the doorway, and said, "Now, you children stay out of the way." 

I had never heard my grandmother use that tone of voice before. We didn't understand what was happening, but clearly, it wasn't good. 

A local doctor was called. Soon, we noticed a hearse coming up the lane. This was decades before dedicated ambulance service was available. Local mortuaries sometimes provided their hearse for emergencies when a stretcher was needed. My older, and wiser, cousin had nearly died six months before of a ruptured appendix. Upon glimpsing the ambulance, he said, "I know what that is. That's an ambulance! They take you to the hospital. I'm getting out of here!"

He bolted for Grandma and Grandpa's bedroom with me in hot pursuit. We hid in the closet and peered around the door, continuing to observe the proceedings. The two men attending the hearse lifted Grandpa onto a stretcher, then maneuvered it back through the kitchen and out the door. The last time we saw our Grandpa, we were looking through his bedroom window as the mortuary attendants slid the gurney through the rear door of the hearse. He had suffered a brain hemorrhage and never regained consciousness; dying six weeks later of pneumonia. Years later, while comparing our memories of that day, Mom remarked, "When he asked me to take off his boots, I knew something was wrong. My dad had never asked me to do anything for him in his life that he could do for himself."

・ ・ ・ ・ 

After Grandpa's death, the first question to be resolved was where Grandma would live. Although only sixty-seven, she was quite deaf and beginning to lose her sight from macular degeneration. She had narrowly avoided death in the tornado because of these limitations. On the other hand, she had now been in this home for nearly six years, the longest period of time in one place during her entire married life. Grandma was a farmer at heart. The house was surrounded by flowerbeds, the garden covered almost one acre, and there would soon be a new barn with chickens and one terrorized cow. She loved this place and refused to go anywhere else. 

For her, there was only one reservation. As a child, her immediate family numbered thirteen. She left home at the age of fifteen to live with and care for the four children of an ailing older sister. Marriage to Will came soon after, followed by nine children of her own. She was not looking forward to living alone. A solution was soon crafted. Lola and Moine, now married, were assuming responsibility for a Ford Tractor dealership and would be quite busy. They offered to buy the groceries if Grandma would make dinner each evening. As things worked out, they frequently stayed until bedtime before leaving for their home, a few miles away. 




One may wonder at the idea of a woman with serious impairments of both vision and hearing serving as the cook and caretaker of this property. These are examples of how independent and resourceful my grandmother was then and remained until beyond the age of ninety. The "Just do it" attitude was also shared by the women in my family.




There were now six grandsons. When Moine and Lola needed to be elsewhere, Billy and his older brother, Jim, would walk over from their house, do their homework under Grandma's tutelage, and stay overnight. Mom and I spent at least one weekend per month with Grandma, and after reaching school age, I became increasingly adept at finding reasons for additional days and weekends there. Two granddaughters and another grandson were added over the next few years. We helped her keep loneliness at bay and were blessed in return by her increased presence in our lives. Grandma was able to keep her farm, and the stage for the remainder of my childhood was now set.
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Grandma & us, Thanksgiving 1955




 - Brain Damage - 




What I am about to describe is a combination of events and feelings I can remember from the ages of four and five, enhanced by what I have learned in the past twenty years of studying the atypical syndromes whose labels are now affixed to children like me. I could not clearly articulate the feelings associated with those experiences then. I am somewhat better at it now. 




I retain a searing memory of the smell of fresh varnish on wooden floors, and the feeling that I was entering incarceration as I stepped through the door for my first day of kindergarten.

・ ・ ・ ・ 

By the age of five, I was discovering that my brain behaved in very different ways at different times. Sometimes, I could focus on single thoughts or stimuli sequentially and methodically, like most other people do. During these periods, I was able to resist random distractions but still shift my attention to a new, higher priority stimulus, such as my mother calling me. At other times, I could not seem to focus on anything! My consciousness was dominated by random memories, or the visual stimuli around me, all of which drifted by in a blur. My attention might even be drawn briefly to a color, texture, or pattern in my environment, but thoughts were mostly limited to sensations, not words. This mental state was relaxing and pleasant unless interrupted. If left undisturbed, I would exit my reverie slowly, like floating to the surface from deep underwater. When in this dreamy state, sounds were distant and muted, just as they are underwater. I could easily miss that same call from Mom. I would be vaguely aware of her voice, but somehow, it didn't penetrate far enough into my consciousness to trigger the recognition that this was a stimulus requiring a response. I would continue wandering about in my garden of sensation until she appeared directly in front of me with the usual question, "Jim! Did you hear me?"

This presented a considerable dilemma. We lived in a four room, six hundred square foot house. You could hear someone whisper in the next room. So, if I answered no, I was either deaf or lying... or so it would appear. If I answered, yes… well you can imagine. 




Alternatively, I might occupy a very different mental environment in which I felt so excited that I could not sit still. Everything I encountered was interesting... at least for a moment... and usually not much longer. During these periods, I couldn't focus on anything, even favored activities, for more than a few minutes. My mind compelled me to search the surroundings for new objects of interest. After a short period, this quest for repetitive mental stimulation would evolve into an overwhelming urge for movement. I simply could not remain still. Sitting did not provide sufficient mechanical stimulus and sitting still would have required general anesthesia. I needed to run, or at least jump up and down. However, the practicalities of running or jumping in that small house meant almost as sure a path to trouble as ignoring a maternal summons. From experience with several of her younger brothers, Mom knew the only source of relief, for both of us, was outside... rain, shine or snow. Physical activity was usually an effective means of consuming the excess energy generated by my hyperactive urges and wasn't nearly as annoying to others as if I was confined to the same enclosed space they were inhabiting. Sometimes, Mom didn't even say anything. She would just silently open the door and stare at me patiently.




Rounding out my palette of cognitive variety was a phenomenon now associated with ADD called hyper-focus. This occurred, also unpredictably, when my attention was powerfully drawn to a thing or a thought. It was like suddenly changing my view from wide angle to high magnification. When hyper-focused, my mind felt nimble, rather than just fast. It scrambled over the terrain of information related to the source of interest, examining everything, then placing the pieces into a four-dimensional map of interaction and evolution. As I absorbed this information, the various pieces would assemble themselves in my mind, and I could see how potential interactions were likely to unfold. However, while in this state, I was oblivious to anything external to the subject of my attention. Interruptions of my thought process while hyper-focused would fragment my carefully constructed mental image, like kicking over a house of toy blocks. Re-establishing the details of the set, and the degree of concentration needed to make the movie restart, usually proved impossible. The intrusion causing this disruption invariably made me irritable. The combination of my oblivion to the adults around me and their commands, plus my irritability when interrupted, predictably led to conflicts. These same adults invariably presumed they outranked me; an assumption I did not necessarily share. Consequently, I was often regarded as "a willful child;" a descriptive not meant to be a compliment. 




The syndrome of ADD/ADHD would not become widely recognized until the book Driven to Distraction by Ratey and Hallowell was published forty years later.
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By comparison, my parents were remarkably flexible in coping with the challenges of my idiosyncrasies. When I was in the midst of a hyper-focused examination of some curiosity in the back yard or circling that yard at a high rate of speed to burn off energy, unless we needed to depart for an appointment or the house was on fire, they usually found small delays in the daily schedule, while I completed these tasks, well worth the wait. The alternative of dealing with a cranky kid who possessed a voracious appetite for activity represented far greater downside potential than giving me a little more time to finish whatever I was doing or thinking about. Besides, when I was consumed by one of these hyper-focused periods, at least I was quiet. 

Probably the only thing that helped Mom overcome the temptation to drown me, was her childhood experience of being the first born of nine, with five younger brothers. Her brothers drove her crazy, but she loved them dearly. Now, here was one more dreamy, impetuous, indescribable little boy in her life. 

・ ・ ・ ・ 

If I could have exercised any control over my varying states of cognition, they might have been a hell of a lot of fun! Unfortunately, the realm which my mind happened to occupy at any given moment was completely involuntary in those early years. Two things were clear: First, the existence or frequency of any of these states was not related to sleep, or lack thereof. I had a decidedly uncharacteristic sleeping pattern for a young child. Eight or nine hours per night was usually more than enough for me, even as a toddler. In fact, I literally couldn't sleep longer than nine hours under usual circumstances, and when I had absorbed this much rest, my battery was charged for the day! Mom had given up trying to make me take naps at the age of eighteen months, after I flung myself over the end of a bed and landed on my head in an attempt to escape an enforced nap time. 

My parent's second observation, made with a considerable degree of certainty, was that my peculiarities offered unending opportunities for trouble in the regimented system of 1952-era public education.

・ ・ ・ ・ 

As a child beginning the task of social integration, the implications of my mental kaleidoscope were bewildering and frightening. Whether or not I unconsciously sensed the concerns of my parents, I certainly anticipated the start of school with dread. Almost daily, well-intentioned, coaching from them usually began, "Now, when you are in kindergarten, you will have to...." This only amplified my fears. As the school year approached, I became increasingly alarmed that I would not be a good fit with formal education. Two hours of Sunday school and church each week strained the limits of my ability to sit still and be quiet. How was I ever to manage four hours of kindergarten, five days a week? In kindergarten, I wouldn't be able to go outside and run around when I felt the engine of my hyperactivity race car roar to life. What would I do if the teacher wanted us to perform some task requiring concentration, when my mind was in that dreamy state where I couldn't focus on anything in particular? Coloring within the lines could be hard! Worse yet, I would have to take naps. I soon reached the same conclusion my parents had. School was likely to be a problem. 

There were other challenges as well. According to my mother, the expectations of our social circles were a bit greater for me than most other kids my age. During the week, Dad was a schoolteacher, but he was also an ordained minister. On Sundays, we traveled to Atwater, IL, a small, rural community fifty miles distant, where he served as pastor of the only local church. Well before I was old enough for school, Mom had explained to me that teachers and preachers were looked upon with respect by other members of the community. Because of this notoriety, people sometimes paid particular attention to their families as well. The punchline was that any public misbehavior on my part would reflect badly on Dad, and we certainly didn’t want that, did we. The comment was not voiced as a question.




Opinions and standards have changed considerably in the intervening sixty-five years, but in those days, a high school diploma was a proud possession, and people with college degrees were all treated with a measure of respect, although possibly a little more so for teachers and ministers. Mom’s statement regarding public scrutiny certainly wasn’t a delusion of grandeur. There was an enhancement to this public scrutiny on the playground, where we were labeled as PK’s (preacher’s kids) and TK’s (teacher’s kids) and singled out for teasing and taunting.




My suspicions regarding school were soon confirmed. At a get-acquainted meeting the evening before classes began, the parents were directed to send a small rag carpet to school with their student for nap times. The following morning, the boys marched to school with carpet rolls tilted against their right shoulders like rifle-bearing miniature soldiers. I suppose this high stepping little platoon was an endearing sight to many parents. For me, I might as well have been dragging a cross to Golgotha. (I don't recall how the girls carried their carpets, but they certainly didn't play soldier, like the boys did. Times have changed.) On that first day, and those to follow, I could not fall asleep during nap time. The teacher complained to my mother that, rather than sleep, I rolled around so vigorously I kept the other children awake. 

Additional hurdles soon appeared. Whenever the teacher was giving us directions for our next assignment, my attention invariably wandered out the large windows; to a bird, or a tree, or a cloud beckoning me toward the freedom beyond. If I avoided looking out the windows, the voices of children racing through the hallway to recess proved equally distracting. Even when focused and paying attention, I still got into trouble. In learning about sharp objects, my family followed a pragmatic philosophy. Give the kid a knife or pair of scissors dull enough to only inflict cuts, not amputations. A few minor wounds would teach the fundamentals of safety with these implements far more efficiently than adult instruction ever could. I had been using scissors, unsupervised, for at least a year. During a brief interlude when I mistakenly thought that I was actually absorbing the teacher's instructions, she explained that the next activity would be to cut out the shapes we had traced on pieces of colored paper earlier in the day. My immediate reaction was, Ha! I can do that! As she hovered over a series of clumsy little urchins chosen for observation before reaching my desk, my next thought was, why should I wait? I began cutting out the traced images. Wrong again! Apparently, I had missed the part of the instructions about waiting for the teacher to arrive at each individual’s desk before using the scissors. At the subsequent parent-teacher conference, the assessment was, Jim doesn't seem to pay attention to instructions. 

・ ・ ・ ・ 

If it had been possible to flunk kindergarten, I'm sure I would have. However, in spite of nine months of failed attempts at educational regimentation and behavior modification, I was sent on to first grade. 




In those days, I didn't understand and couldn't describe the four distinct realms of conscious thought that my mind might be inhabiting at any given time. And, I certainly had no idea why my inner world seemed to be in a different orbit than the people and organizations that ruled my universe. However, I was beginning to notice norms of behavior and social performance the other children seemed to accomplish with little effort, did not come naturally to me. What appeared as a reasonable and appropriate choice to me, whether in response to a classroom question, or a sudden urge to climb a tree, was frequently judged the wrong answer by the authorities. My growing recognition of these schisms created a self-perception that I was different than most other children; not special, just different. 
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