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DEDICATION
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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to those who have experienced a traumatic injury.
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YOUR COURAGE TO HEAL and re-learn how to live is a testament to the strength of the human spirit.
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IT IS ALSO DEDICATED to caregivers who support folks while in recovery and beyond. Your patience, love, and encouragement are generous gifts that increase in value with time and distance.

ILLUSTRATIONS

Skull & Tamping Iron at Warren Museum

P.T. Barnum Posters

Map: Gage Family Movements

Sloth

Map: South America

Lukutuwe

Republic of Chile Orthography Note: 

‘Chili’ spelling within the text of Phineas Gage comes from the 1850 Mitchell Map of South America. 

“...theories say Chile may derive its name from a Native American word meaning either ‘ends of the earth’ or ‘sea gulls’... from the 

Mapuche word chilli, which may mean ‘where the land ends....’ 

—Wikipedia
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Introduction
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ON THE DAY OF PHINEAS’S accident, a thirteen-pound tamping iron entered beneath his right cheek. 

It punched a hole through the frontal lobe of his brain and exited at the top of his head.

––––––––
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SINCE 1867, HIS SKULL and tamping iron have been on display at the Warren Anatomical Museum in Boston, Massachusetts.
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PHOEBE
The Accident 1848
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PHIN WAS HURT—BAD—IN an explosion on the railroad site.

As soon as word reached us in Lebanon, Uncle Edward rode with Mother through the night to get to Phin.

Cavendish, Vermont, where Phin rents a room, is thirty-six miles from our home in New Hampshire. 

When Mother arrived, Phin was bleeding, coughing, and sneezing; he was spitting up blood. Despite his condition, Phin recognized Mother; even greeting her with an apologetic smile.

Mother had a hard time of it; putting on a brave face for Phineas.

Dr. Harlow told Mother he put his fingers all the way through my brother’s head when he fished for bone fragments. The Doctor admitted surprise when Phineas remained awake, saying he didn’t feel a thing.

Mother saw the boys on Phin’s gang when they came to check on him. Phin had recruited most of them from home.

A few days after Mother’s arrival, Phineas slipped into a delirium. She spent eleven days watching over him. Dr. Harlow said she couldn’t bring him home. He was too fragile to move.

By some miracle or our fervent prayers, Phineas came out of the fever. He didn’t know how much time had passed.

Joe, one of the gang boys, brought Mother home. There were dark circles under her eyes. Joe told us, “Dr. Harlow said Mrs. Gage has to rest. She hasn’t been eating or sleeping, and she can’t stop crying. The Doctor wants to know if another family member can come to help?”

Before he left, Joe told us, “Phineas lost the sight in his left eye. The Doctor won’t predict his chances of making it.” Shaking his head he continued, “Phin keeps sayin he’ll be back to work in a few days.”













Father decided I would take Mother’s place.

Where others are squeamish with the necessary tasks of nursing, I can do it without fail. On our farm and among our neighbors, I’d seen my share of injuries, illnesses, and death.

I set my brother Dexter’s arm when he broke it falling out of the hay loft. His screams were so loud I was sure the folks in the next county thought I was committing murder.

I stayed with Priscilla Kernan when she had dysentery with a foul smelling, bloody flux. I washed her and her bedclothes so many times I thought about making her sleep in the wash tub.

A year after Priscilla’s dysentery, I was with her when she went into labor. Her little girl was born blue and deformed. Priscilla had wanted to hold her baby, but I covered it up, hiding its grotesque face, setting it on the sideboard in a hurry. By then, Priscilla’s womanly parts followed the baby into the outside world.

We buried poor Priscilla with her stillborn baby cradled over her heart.

––––––––
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BEFORE FATHER TOOK me to Cavendish, my parents had words for me.

Father said, “In some ways Daughter, you are more like one of my sons.”

This is because I don’t cry.

“He has to keep wanting to live,” Mother beseeched. “Hope and our Heavenly Father will heal my son. Don’t let Phineas think he might die, Phoebe.”

––––––––
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I THOUGHT I WAS READY to see Phin. But I wasn’t. My brother looked bruised, beat-up, and grossly misshapen. Bandages covering his head were soiled, in need of change. 

Seeing him so savagely wounded turned my muscles into pudding. 

The room was hot. I gagged when the sick-sweet smell got into my nose. It hit the back of my tongue, causing immediate cramping in my belly. I clapped a hand tightly over my mouth, resisting the sudden, forward surge of my neck and head.

Father and I listened to the Doctor ask, “Can you name these people?” he pointed to Father and me.

“Father! And Phebes!” Phineas said. “I wish my room were more presentable,” he swept his arm out, motioning to the stained linens, “but I have been busy.” He pushed his hands against the mattress.

“Don’t get up!” Father said in a strained voice as he rushed forward, grasping Phineas on the shoulder. Phin didn’t seem to notice Father’s pained expression. He patted Father’s hand all the while looking at me. “Come on over Phebes, I got the crap knocked out of me, but I won’t bite.”

“Phineas Prichard Gage! Injured or not, that is no way to speak in front of your sister!”

“The devil got into me, Old Man,” Phineas said, “when that son-of-a-bitch tamkin iron went through my head.”

Father grew red in the face. I couldn’t help giggling. Phin never talked like that but the sparkle in his eye told me he was still my brother. Phineas held out a hand. I walked over, taking it.

His grip was warm and firm. He tried to wink the way he used to, but it was such a weak attempt it made me laugh again; then I bit the inside of my lip to keep from breaking down. 

When Father was ready to leave, I walked him back to the livery. Having never seen him weep before, I pretended not to notice.

“Daughter, you must do as your mother asked,” Father instructed as he prepared to leave.

I nodded, I’d do what I could.

When I returned to Phin’s room, he was dozing. Doctor Harlow sent me to wash soiled linens. Dried blood had stiffened on the bandages. I’d seen that before. But smelling the rancid, jelly-like globs clinging to them hit me like a hard punch in the gut.

Mr. Adams, the tavern owner, let me use the stove in the kitchen to boil water. When it was hot, I filled a tub out back.

In the crisp evening air, with my forearms submerged in what resembled a bucket of blood, I fully realized the extent of my brother’s injury.

Every bit of that gore came out of my big brother’s head. Surely, he couldn’t survive! And if he did... If he did... My tears dropped into the wash tub as I scrubbed.

––––––––
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BEFORE DOCTOR HARLOW left for the night, he told me to keep ice water close by in case a fever came up again. Once he was gone, I fed Phineas some soup. He said it was tasteless.

When I tried it, I thought it was flavorful. I didn’t tell him that but kept encouraging him to eat.

As he was falling asleep, we quietly recalled memories from home. When I brought up our brother Dexter, Phineas didn’t remember he’d been the one who noticed Dexter’s talent with woodworking. Phin was the one who convinced Father to send Dex to work in Uncle Herbert’s furniture shop. 

“You’ve always had a gift for matching the right person for the right job,” I whispered. 

“That’s why you’re here, Phebes,” Phin yawned, “you’re tough, you can stomach the rot. You should have seen Mother.”

Smiling, I patted his hand, he was right, mother was delicate. Nursing him the last few weeks must have been difficult for her.

I nodded off in my chair. Somewhere around 11:30 p.m., I woke. Phineas was jerking in his sleep. I spoke to him. He groaned. I asked if he was alright. I had to yell at him before he opened his eye. He slurred, “Leave ee, ‘lone.”

When I felt his forehead, it was burning! My hands trembled as I bathed his face with cool water. The night seemed like it would never end.

When the Doctor arrived in the morning, he poked at Phin’s face, frowning, “The swelling has increased. You should have sent for me. Didn’t you notice his eye protuberance? Or the flush on his neck?”

Addled from lack of sleep, I bristled at his tone. “Candlelight wouldn’t show the color of his skin.”

Phineas fell into a coma. His blind eye looked like a toad’s; his forehead grew more puffy. His breath smelled worse than a dung pile.

––––––––
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WHEN PHIN’S RAILROAD gang stopped by to visit, they were sad to see the downturn in his condition. It went without saying we thought our time there had turned into a death watch.

Shamus, Phin’s closest friend, asked me to step outside when it looked like the Grim Reaper started scratching at the door. He took measurements so the cabinet maker could start building a box.

––––––––
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PULLING OUT PHIN’S Sunday best, I brought his jacket to my nose. My brother’s scent— sweat mixed with pine pitch and tobacco smoke— reminded me of how safe and protected I always feel when Phin is around. He’s my faithful champion. I mourned, not only for myself and the family but for Caroline too.

She was the girl Phineas had loved since her family moved to the farm next door. Phin and Caroline were like two parts of a whole. I remember when she told me about the first time they kissed, and how she cried when he took the job over in Cavendish.
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