
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
Overcoming: Lessons in Triumphing Over Adversity and the Power of Our Common Humanity

			“In Overcoming, Dr. Gus White has fashioned a timely and terrific treatment of the human condition and instructive roadmap for negotiating one of the most perilous periods in American history…. A prescription of hope for an ailing nation beset by racial and ethnic disharmony and a pandemic that has struck us at our most vulnerable core. An inspiring journey certain to lift spirits and help us all to overcome.”

			—Arne Duncan, former Secretary of Education under President Barack Obama 

			“Overcoming is a book about optimism and courage…. The writing is plain and direct. It is also evocative. This book will move you and reinforce your will to overcome and even benefit from life’s most severe challenges.” 

			—Louis Sullivan, former Health and Human Services Secretary

			“Overcoming is a beautiful and deeply moving book that reminds us of our common humanity and of the reservoir of resilience that resides in all of us. I love the fact that the reader learns about so many strategies to survive and even grow from the many stresses, traumas, and tragedies that we will face at some point in our life, and that we learn these strategies through the eyes and actions of everyday heroes. To me, Overcoming is a true gift that inspires the reader to rise up to their best self and join the human family so that we together can confront, overcome, and grow from the challenges that life presents us.” 

			—Dr. Steven Southwick, bestselling author of Resilience: The Science of Mastering Life’s Greatest Challenges

			“In this latest book, Dr. White reminds us of our shared values through portraits of twenty exemplary individuals who have overcome extreme physical, mental, economic, and social hardships, and against all odds have succeeded, without abandoning hope and their faith in human solidarity. This book is an ode to humanity, and could not be more timely. It reminds us that what unites us as human beings is more enduring than what divides us.” 

			—Vartan Gregorian, president of the Carnegie Corporation

			“Resilience is a popular term today and it has become ever more important as world crises deepen with no end in sight…. Reading about these heroic struggles, our backs straighten, our confidence in the future is reborn, and our self-pity melts away…. We can all feel buoyed by these profiles in determination.” 

			—Ruth Simmons, president of Prairie View A&M University

			“Dr. Augustus White presents us with inspiring and invaluable stories of resilience at a time when resilience has never mattered more. Triumphing over adversity, he forcefully reminds us, is a team sport. His book offers powerful illustrations of an essential truth: ‘No one makes it alone.’” 

			—Drew Gilpin Faust, former president of Harvard University

			“This new book from Dr. Gus White is most timely. Natural and man-made traumas assault us as individuals and communities…. This exceptional book tells the stories of how individuals face the challenges of debilitating illness and other life crises, and how these challenges reveal the primary elements of our essential human resilience and ability to overcome the hard challenges we all inevitably face in our lives.” 

			—Dr. Gregory Fricchione, Associate Chief of Psychiatry at Massachusetts General Hospital 

			“Dr. Augustus White has taken the stories of twenty individuals and woven them into a compelling book focusing on resilience and the common strain that comes from humankind when we think beyond ourselves and contribute to the goodness that can be found in our daily lives. For me, these stories gave me both a sense of hope and a belief in the future of humankind.” 

			—Gordon Gee, former president of Ohio State University
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			I don’t think of all the misery but of the beauty that still remains.

			—Anne Frank

		


		
			FOREWORD

			Adversity

			By Mike “Coach K” Krzyzewski

			What I believe separates good teams and individuals from great ones is the manner in which they handle adversity. Do you let it beat you, or do you use it to make yourself better? 

			Adversity can teach you more about yourself than any success, and overcoming an obstacle can sometimes feel even better than achieving an easy victory. Additionally, you can discover things about your endurance, your ability to turn a negative into a positive, and your personal strength of heart. 

			One of the greatest comments I ever heard about adversity came from the current Duke University president, Richard Brodhead. He said to me, “You outlive your darkest day.” In other words, failure can never be your destination. In adverse circumstances, you must remind yourself that this day is not your last. You will get through it, but can you use it to get better? Improvement comes as the result of adversity; it comes from learning about limits and how to break those limits. Whenever I face adversity, I look at the problem and then beyond the problem. I look for the solution and then I look for the positive impact it will have on me, my team, or my family. 

			In the summer of 2003, after doing a speaking engagement in Colorado Springs, I heard on television the frightening news that my former Duke point guard Jason Williams had been in a horrific motorcycle accident. I immediately made calls to find out about Jason and learned that he was in serious condition and had been taken to a trauma center in Chicago. The initial prognosis was that he had a chance of losing his leg and never being able to walk again. I immediately changed my original schedule and flew to Chicago to be with him. 

			On the flight, I thought about Jason’s current condition and all that he had already accomplished in his young life: he was a Duke graduate, a National Champion, a two-time National Player of the Year, and he had his jersey retired and hanging from the rafters in Cameron Indoor Stadium. 

			One thing that had always blown me away about Jason is that he was never afraid to make mistakes. In the 2001 National Championship game, Jason had hit only one three-pointer in ten attempts, but going into the last few minutes of the game, I called a play for him to shoot another three. He was not afraid to take that next shot. And he hit the three that proved to be the biggest shot in the last few minutes of the game. As a result, we all became National Champions. Jason was fearless because he grew up with great parents, knowing that he had their unconditional love and support and that a mistake was never the end-all. I tried to offer him the same type of support during his college career. His fearlessness made him one of the best players I have ever coached. 

			I will always remember walking into Jason’s hospital room, seeing him in that condition, and hugging his crying mother and father. As I bent over and kissed him on his forehead, Jason said to me, “Coach, thanks for being here.” 

			I then proceeded to talk to Jason in positive terms about the fact that he would not only walk again but also would be in the NBA again. I gave him a holy saint’s medal of mine that I had carried with me for years. Every time he looked at the medal, I wanted him to look beyond the adversity he was currently facing and to remember that those who love him will be behind him throughout his recovery and the rest of his life. I wanted to give him a destination beyond the devastation. I said to him, “Jason, this medal is very special to me, but I want to lend it to you. You have to promise to give it back to me the day that you play in your next NBA game. And you can be sure that I will be there.” 

			The doctors would talk about the solution to Jason’s medical problems, but I wanted to be sure that, mentally and emotionally, he was looking beyond the problem and that his destination was not adversity, but success. 

			I have always known that Jason has the heart of a champion, and with him it is best to let him follow his instincts. Winners expect to win. And Jason expects that he will come out a champion yet again. His limits have been tested in a very serious way. But he is approaching this scary situation and his arduous recovery with the same fearlessness with which he played every game of basketball. He has used his recovery time to develop himself as a student of the game, attending as many games as possible, asking questions of other players and coaches, and even doing television commentary during some games. Because I know Jason has a winner’s heart, it doesn’t surprise me to watch as he has gone from not knowing whether or not he will walk again to having the opportunity to begin playing basketball. 

			The adversity did not beat him. Rather, he has used it as an opportunity to grow as a person and to learn a great deal about what a strong man he is, mentally, emotionally, and physically. Jason looked at his adversity and beyond, and his champion heart has him running and jumping again, less than three years later. What a winner!

			—From Beyond Basketball: Coach K’s Keywords for Success by Mike Krzyzewski with Jaimie K. Spatola, Hachette Book Group, 2006. Reprinted with permission.

		


		
			INTRODUCTION

			The Courage That Matters—My Take

			“No one can predict whether we’ll ever return to something like the life we used to know.”

			That’s from Uri Friedman writing for the Atlantic magazine in May of 2020, postulating on what the future of a coronavirus-dominated world will look like. Scary prospects indeed, if not downright terrifying. 

			We started Overcoming way back in the fall of 2019, what seems like another age now. At that point, neither we nor anyone else had the slightest inkling that the world would be facing a life-changing pandemic that has upended every aspect of our lives. Nothing we do now is the same. So much we took for granted has been stripped away or altered, at times beyond recognition. Normalcy has become a relative, ever-evolving term as we find ourselves in the midst of a paradigm shift that seems certain to redefine life as we know it.

			So how are we to cope?

			Although COVID-19 didn’t exist when we began this book, the answer lies in the message contained in these pages. You are about to meet a group of extraordinary individuals distinguished not by their fame or fortune but by their ability to face down often incredible levels of adversity. They are black, white, and Latino; male and female, young and old.

			They are you.

			They are me.

			They are our fellow humans.

			They represent all of us and, in doing so, encapsulate our capacity for resilience in the face of often insurmountable obstacles. They have suffered devastating injuries, endured tragedy, overcome setbacks determined to destroy them, and experienced all manner of commonly perceived disabilities. They have beaten stereotypes, flouted societal limitations, witnessed unimaginable horrors, and survived devastating heartache. They have persevered through loss, abuse, pain, and mourning to become heroes in their own right.

			They are a Lost Boy of Sudan finding a new life and second chance in America. They are a woman fighting for the rights of those sexually abused by priests, as she was. They are a once-paralyzed high school wrestler who returned to compete at an Olympic level. They are a blind psychotherapist, an award-winning actor with Down syndrome, a lung cancer survivor, a CrossFit athlete who didn’t let the loss of an arm waylay her dreams. They are parents who found the strength to endure the loss of a child, a haunted survivor of the Boston Marathon bombing, a Navy SEAL suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, one doctor who lost his dream only to forge a new one, and another doctor determined to help thousands of people live to realize their dreams in a distant, forgotten corner of the world.

			They are you.

			They are me.

			None of them suffered from COVID-19, but their stories offer lessons and inspiration on how to negotiate the new roads before us, providing us with maps to help us find our way even if the route has changed. “It always seems impossible until it’s done,” Nelson Mandela once famously said. No counsel could be better suited for what we are facing now and will continue to face. 

			“We all want things to go back to normal quickly,” wrote the MIT Technology Review of the crisis visited upon us in early 2020. “But what most of us have probably not yet realized—yet will soon—is that things won’t go back to normal after a few weeks, or even a few months. Some things never will.”

			We need to find the resilience needed to cope with that. And, as with all things, it is easier to succeed by following the footsteps of those who’ve already managed to achieve what we seek. In that respect, the lessons contained in these stories can show us the way even as they keep our current plights in the perspectives where they belong—against a backdrop of success drawn from failure, hope out of tragedy, pleasure from pain.

			And we will learn the strength and happiness that comes from extending a hand down to help another, even as you are stretching a hand up for help yourself. The hardship we are facing is unprecedented, and we must find similarly unprecedented levels of compassion if we are to not just survive, but thrive.

			“Pandemics will always be characterized by their randomness, pitilessness, and power to sicken and kill,” Jeffrey Kluger wrote for Time in February of 2020. “The human response, when it’s at its best, is defined by collective courage and compassion, a ‘not-on-our-watch’ refusal to let a disease have its way with our fellow humans. And to limit the impact of—and ultimately to defeat—the current coronavirus pandemic, that’s exactly what we’ll need.”

			That’s the power of our common humanity, and, more than anything else, we need that now. The belief that we are stronger together has never been truer. COVID-19 does not discriminate among race, age, culture, ethnicity, creed, religion, or any other factor that may tend to divide us. And so we must tighten the ties that bind us, because those ties are both the cure and the vaccine—if not for the virus itself, at least for its side effects, which are certain to linger the longest in disrupting the lives we are now forced to redefine. 

			We are all so much more similar than different. As an orthopedic surgeon, I can tell you that when you make the incision, when you look inside, everybody is the same. Open up the skin and underneath it’s all one. The reality of the body tells you this. It’s a reality doctors see constantly. Our humanness is greater than our cultural differences, our differences in status or rank, our racial differences. In the final analysis, we’re just human, and now we need the power of our common humanity to help us spot a future through the clouds, to bring light to the darkness that threatens to consume us.

			“The only courage that matters,” wrote author and journalist Mignon McLaughlin, “is the kind that gets you from one moment to the next.”

			We’re going to emphasize two themes in this book: one is our common humanity, the other is our resilience. The first will help us to understand and interact more humanely with one another. The second will help us to work better with ourselves. Overcoming will guide you from one hour to the next, one day to the next, one month to the next. The twenty-one people you are about to meet will show you how.

			Because they are us. And we are them.

		


		
			PROLOGUE

			Greetings from Dr. Gus White

			My fellow humans…

			The pioneering black physical anthropologist, physician, and civil rights leader Montague Cobb used to begin all his speeches with that salutation. In his day, medical and scientific audiences rarely heard addresses from black scientists. Cobb’s “my fellow humans” was a greeting, but it was also an announcement. He was acknowledging the listeners in front of him as his fellow humans; by the same token, he was reminding them that he was their fellow human.

			I’ve adopted Cobb’s “my fellow humans” salutation for my own speeches, as an homage to both his greatness and the vital nature of the message the phrase imparts. Because we are better, and stronger, together than we are apart. The nature of people coming together for a common good seems ever so far-fetched in these tribal times, where we allow what separates us to define us far more than what bonds us together.

			I, for one, refuse to accept that. If I’ve learned nothing else in my many years as a surgeon, it’s that everyone’s the same when you open them up, and one man bleeds the same as another. These last four years—the last one in particular—have been a trying experience for Americans on both sides of the political spectrum. Indeed, we have too often lost track of the very trait that makes the good great and the great even better:

			Our common humanity.

			In the black South, when I was a child growing up in Memphis, Tennessee, the first thing an adult person would ask was, “What are you going to be when you grow up?” Or in my case, since my father had been a physician, “Your father was a fine man, a great doctor. You going to be a doctor like him?” 

			My physician father died when I was eight, but some of his influence must have rubbed off, because in our playground games of cowboys and Indians, I seemed to naturally want to take care of those who might have been hurt or wounded in the action.

			My last book, Seeing Patients, covers my experience as a physician. It tells a personal story, but it also explores some of the root causes that steer all of us, physicians and nonphysicians, into discriminatory behaviors operating beneath the surface of conscious thought and moving us without our realizing it. When I was growing up in Memphis, it was widely believed that there were significant discrepancies in aptitude and intelligence between blacks and whites. Most black doctors saw only black patients. White doctors tended to treat black patients with the condescension and patronization common in that society. In those playground games, by the way, I treated whites and blacks alike, cowboys as well as Indians.

			After my dad died, my mother and I were forced to move from our two-bedroom house into the home of my Aunt Addie and her husband, Uncle Doc, a pharmacist. We doubled up on couches and cots, and my college-educated mother got a job as a secretary at a high school, where she eventually became a teacher after remarrying, to a man I welcomed into our home as my stepfather. All the schools in the South were segregated back then, and the high school I attended was considered the best in terms of sports. My stepfather coached boxing and also served as an assistant coach on the football team. He was very generous with his time to me. He taught me how to box and how to catch a football. I learned so much from him, including how important it is when an adult takes an interest in you. 

			My uncle, Doc Jones, also took a real interest in me. Fatherless boys long for role models, and he was a tough guy, never afraid to stand up for himself. He carried a gun and got into scrapes often over the years, including a shoot-out. He’d stayed home and worked so his younger siblings could go to school, becoming a pharmacist later in life. We’d go to cowboy movies at the local cinema on Saturday afternoons, and he’d even take me with him when he delivered prescriptions to his many customers. I’d ride with him in the front seat, feeling like I was king of the world.

			“We’re real partners, aren’t we?” I’d ask him from the passenger seat, mining the language from all those cowboy movies.

			And it sure seemed that way at the time. I don’t think I knew what the word “mentor” meant back then, but those men were my first two, at least when it came to male role models. Because my initial mentor was none other than my mother.

			She believed, above all else, how important it was to treat everyone with respect—those above, below, and 360 degrees around you. Her attitude was, “You can do it!” It didn’t matter what “it” was—I could succeed and prosper no matter what. This encompassed a vital emotional component of mentoring. Indeed, my own mentees are fond of telling me that I expressed a confidence in them, a positivity that made them feel good about themselves because my mother made me feel good about myself. I often talk about the importance of smiling generously at others and being equally generous with sincere compliments. There is no greater gift one fellow human can give another than to make clear how much you believe in them.

			My mother also placed tremendous emphasis and value on education, as had my father, and that set me on a road that would take me north to the Mount Hermon School for Boys (now Northfield Mount Hermon), a prestigious boarding school that accepted blacks and started me on my way to breaking down numerous color barriers deemed unthinkable at the time. I earned tuition money by waiting tables and sweeping floors—not because I was black, but because all students were required to do their assigned chores around the school grounds. It was one of the ways the school balanced the scales between races and socioeconomic levels, all students within the school’s hallowed gates considered equals. I sang in the choir, excelled academically, and was the only member of my class to earn varsity letters in three different sports: wrestling, lacrosse, and football.

			At Mount Hermon, the man who picked up where my stepfather and Uncle Doc left off was the wrestling coach, Vincent Campbell. He was a quieter mentor, not the most communicative or engaging. He wasn’t great at verbalizing his feelings, but I prospered under his tutelage and served as captain of the wrestling team my senior year, the first African-American student elected to that role. Coach Campbell looked at me and didn’t see a black kid; he just saw a kid. And years later that kid would be inducted into the Northfield Mount Hermon Hall of Fame.

			Then came Brown University.

			“When Augustus A. White III arrived at Brown in 1953,” Brown Alumni Magazine wrote in a fall 2011 issue, “he joined a student body as whitewashed and WASPy as a beach house in Kennebunkport, Maine. The Hillel House wouldn’t open for another decade. The first woman, the first African American, and the first Jew on the Corporation’s Board of Fellows would have to wait until 1969. White was one of only five African Americans in his class.”

			“We, Brown’s African American students, didn’t feel affronted by this plain discrimination,” I told the magazine for that same article. “Quite the opposite. We felt happy to be at a place so liberal that it accepted Negroes at all.”

			I worked grueling hours in order to play football—defensive end and wide receiver—in a career highlighted by a game against Dartmouth my senior season that saw the Big Green driving for a winning touchdown in the waning minutes of the fourth quarter. They’d gotten down to our six or seven yard line and seemed certain to be going in for the winning score. I’d been badly beaten on an earlier running play, and they came out in the same formation. As the ball was snapped, the offensive lineman tried to hook me to get me out of the way again. But this time I was ready. I threw him aside, made the tackle, and the clock ran out. There was also the game against Cornell where I caught a twice-deflected pass for a touchdown, and another touchdown I caught on Homecoming that gave us the lead in a game where we drubbed Harvard 21–12, for which I was recognized in the following day’s Providence Journal and was also awarded the game ball.

			That senior season held one of the most indelible memories: the day when Brown’s, and the country’s, first great African-American player, Fritz Pollard, was inducted into the College Football Hall of Fame at Brown Stadium. My teammate Archie Williams and I were standing on the sidelines when the man who led Brown to an appearance in the first ever Rose Bowl game in 1916 came strolling past us. 

			The greatest highlight of my own football career came in my final home game against Colgate on November 28, 1956, when my mother came north to watch me play for the first time ever at any level in the last game I would ever be in. We won the game 33–7, and I don’t remember much about my own performance other than bursting with pride that the woman who’d raised me was finally there to share in such an important part of my life. I even composed a prayer for the game in her honor:

			Oh God,
When the final gun is shot and my final game is over
May I please know that on every play I had done my very best.
This way may I leave football and life.
Amen

			At the end of the season, I was named winner of the Class of 1910 Trophy, awarded to the senior with the highest academic average on the team. I don’t know what life would’ve been like if I hadn’t played football, if I’d focused on another sport instead. A lot of that has to do with the culture in which I grew up, how important football was to the culture of the South in a middle-class black community. Football was lauded. People respected and looked up to people who played the game. And that was so important to my identity as a young boy when I thought I was tough playing sandlot, even though I was a pip-squeak at the time. When I think of all the things I took from football, the first one that comes to mind is resilience. Football helped teach me how to pull myself back up after getting knocked down, the way I had been when my father died.

			My mentor at Brown was a wonderful man named Tony Davis, a professor in the Psychology Department. He noticed me because I was a football player and wrestler, and he took an interest in me. 

			Walking out of class one day, he said, “Mr. White, may I speak with you? You’re a good student and you might want to consider writing a thesis. Please make an appointment to come see me.” 

			Well, I did, and down the road we ended up publishing a paper together. That was so important to me because no one had ever told me I was a good student before. Just having someone of Professor Davis’s stature tell me that provided reinforcement and encouragement at a critical point in my life, and it made me a better student who expected and demanded more of myself. Life has that way of bringing people to you who have a huge impact when you need them the most, true mentors who help you not only realize your own potential, but exceed it.

			“The influence White has had on Brown’s racial and ethnic diversity reflects the steady, deliberate effort of an unlikely pioneer,” that article in Brown Alumni Magazine continues. “A groundbreaking orthopedic surgeon, he was the first African American medical student at Stanford, the first black orthopedic surgeon at Yale, the first black professor of medicine at Yale, and the first black department chief at a Harvard teaching hospital. One of the world’s most preeminent experts on the biomechanics of the spine, White has coauthored textbooks that remain seminal references for surgeons and clinicians. When his book for a popular audience, Your Aching Back: A Doctor’s Guide to Relief, appeared in 1990, the New England Journal of Medicine decreed that it ‘should be read by every person afflicted with low back pain, and perhaps everybody.’”

			Years later, Tony Davis became my patient. He died recently, and his obituary mentioned me as one of his mentees, which meant a lot to me, even after all these years. I also read in his obituary that he was a fighter pilot in the Korean War. I wish I’d known that when he was alive and was disappointed that I hadn’t, because he’d been so important to me. I guess he knew me better than I’d known him, and I felt like I’d missed something as a result. Mentees should make it a point to know their mentors, not just the reverse.

			When I went to medical school at Stanford back in the late 1950s, there were strict quotas for black students. This was before the civil rights movement, a time when most medical schools in the country simply did not believe that a person of color might have the intelligence and diligence to become a doctor. Often, you had to work twice as hard to get half as far. After graduating from Stanford, I honed my orthopedic skills at both the University of Michigan Medical Center and the Pacific Presbyterian Medical Center in San Francisco as a general surgery resident before landing a residency with Dr. Wayne Southwick, chief of orthopedics at Yale University and one of the world’s leading spinal orthopedists at the time. It was a wonderful opportunity I couldn’t turn down, and I ended up finding my calling, thanks in large part to the man who became my next, and greatest, mentor.

			After our interview, he gave me a ride back to the train station in New Haven.

			“Dr. Southwick, will being a Negro affect my chances of being a resident here?” I asked him before climbing out of the car.

			“We want to get the best people we can get,” was his response.

			I’m sure making me one of those “best people” for the residency program at Yale burned a lot of bridges for Wayne Southwick. But he didn’t care. He sent me to Sweden on a National Institutes of Health scholarship to study biomechanics. He nominated me for membership in several prestigious orthopedic societies. In short, he was the man most responsible for elevating me in a way that became a springboard for the rest of my career.

			“Why’d you give me a job? Why’d you take such a risk?” I asked him one day.

			“Because it seemed like the right thing to do,” he said, after a reflective pause.

			I had gone to medical school originally to follow the path that Tony Davis helped lay out, with an eye on practicing psychiatry. But life, as it often does, had other plans. Somewhere along the line, a magazine article proclaimed me to be “the Jackie Robinson of orthopedics.” I resist labels of all kinds, but I take special pride in that particular one because it represented the barriers I’d broken down in the process and the doors I’d left open for others following in my wake, who hopefully wouldn’t have to overcome the same adversity that I did.

			Part of the reason I was sorry I hadn’t known Tony Davis had been a fighter pilot was my own experience as a combat surgeon in Vietnam for two years, beginning in August of 1966. Subject to a special doctors’ draft, I could have found alternative service but opted not to. I wanted to jump over there and do what I could. It is well known that there were many options to avoid service in Vietnam. I chose to serve for two very simple reasons. One, my function there would be to save lives and alleviate suffering, not to eliminate lives. Two, in a very real sense, people fought and died in World War II to protect my life and, at least to some extent, my freedom. This constituted an obligation in my mind. 

			Surgery was done in a bunker-like room with no windows, ventilated by a twelve-inch electric fan. It contained a sink, a counter on which instruments were placed, a supply cabinet, and army field-type operating tables. For light, a simple coil and socket with a reflector was used with a backup generator always on hand in case the power failed. Not on par with a typical US hospital operating suite, but more than adequate.

			Out in the jungle beyond Qui Nhon City the battlefield had its own rhythm, and when something big was happening the choppers would come in one after the other bearing the wounded. You’d hear the whine of the engines and the whop, whop, whop of the rotors, bringing a rush of corpsmen, nurses, and doctors running toward the helipad and the triage unit next to it. During those periods I could be working fifty or sixty hours straight along with the other surgeons, snatching a few minutes of sleep here and there whenever we could. The rest of the time we were up to our elbows in blood. 

			At first it was overwhelming. No amount of training could prepare you for this. Ten or fifteen gurneys lined up with troopers straight from the battlefield, many of them with heart-stopping injuries. But within a few days I had the routine down pat. Grab a patient, establish an airway, stop the bleeding, get an IV started, take X-rays, figure out what kind of specialist you needed. In those terrible periods I’d sometimes get to feeling as if my hands were operating on automatic pilot. I might be standing there semi-comatose, my eyes glazing over, but my hands knew the debriding routine by themselves. Cutting, washing, clamping off veins and arteries, cauterizing bleeders. 

			The journal I kept of my Vietnam experience includes an entry in August of 1966 about treating a twenty-year-old infantryman; he had taken a direct hit from a land mine, which had blown off his left foot and riddled his leg with shrapnel and injured the skin of his right wrist. I was quite depressed and upset to witness this young soldier’s plight. Although I didn’t personally blame Lyndon Johnson, my emotional response was to want to grab our president by the elbow and bring him in to show him this terrified young man, writhing in pain, with his leg and arm in bloody dressings. If we could have all the world leaders spend a week in a MASH unit with a military surgeon, there would be fewer wars.

			My Vietnam experience didn’t stop in the operating room either. I also volunteered at a nearby leprosarium, doing the best I could to help the unfortunate lot confined there. 

			What was going on at the St. Francis Leprosarium made for quite a contrast with the Eighty-Fifth EVAC Hospital, where I was assigned. I saw victims who had a hole in their face where their mouth and nose had once been. And here were these Franciscan nuns running the colony, preserving human dignity at all costs. What I experienced firsthand as a result was the striking contrast between what nature can do to man and what man can do to man.

			And yet amid the pain and ostracism, I witnessed so much hope and optimism. I recall gazing around the waiting room packed with leper patients, meeting the gazes of those physically unfortunate people, and feeling aware of the richness of their spirit and the depth of their wisdom, gratitude, and understanding. When I left each day, I wondered who had benefitted more at St. Francis, the helped or the helpers. I was awarded a Bronze Start for my service in Vietnam, but in my mind the residents of the St. Francis Leprosarium were far braver than I could ever hope to be. 

			Remember how I said to my Uncle Doc, ‘We’re real partners, aren’t we?’ while I rode with him on drives to deliver prescriptions to his customers? We were indeed, because that’s what mentoring really is: an unspoken, indelible partnership between mentor and mentee. At every stop along the way of my life, I’ve been fortunate enough to have people like Vincent Campbell, Tony Davis, and Doc Jones around me. Getting up after you’ve fallen is a lot easier when someone extends a hand.

			So much of what I’ve done in my life, I was the first person to do it. That’s a reflection of, and testament to, the people who came into my life at the right time when I needed them the most, whether I realized it or not. And once I was fortunate enough to gain a measure of success in my chosen field of medical practice, I sought to do for others what my mentors had done for me. I take great pride and comfort in the lives I touched in that manner and the great success they’ve gone on to achieve.

			Remember Dr. Wayne Southwick? Well, he asked if I’d mentor his son Steven in the 1970s.

			“I’d dropped out of Yale, after spending a couple years in Vietnam, and was just looking for a job,” Steve recalls. “In essence, I was floundering around. I felt like a failure. But our first meeting changed my life. I could feel your genuine desire to help and the faith you showed in me. You made me realize I hadn’t really veered off my path; this was just part of that path. And you gave me a job working with you on a project to see if putting compression on fractures would help them heal more quickly. Not long after that, we published a paper together on the psychological effects of back pain. You took me on rounds to see patients; you wanted me to get a feel for medicine. That was it. I was hooked. I went back to school and became a psychiatrist. And when I was a junior attending at Yale, working in the psychiatric emergency room with drug addiction, suicide, veterans down in their lives, I went by WWGD—What would Gus do?”

			Steve published a superb book in 2018 with Dennis Charney called Resilience: The Science of Mastering Life’s Greatest Challenges that mirrors many of the themes covered in these pages.

			“Most of us at some point will be struck by one or more major traumas: violent crime, domestic violence, rape, child abuse, a serious automobile accident, the sudden death of a loved one, a debilitating disease, a natural disaster or war,” Southwick and Charney wrote. “If you are lucky, then, you have never encountered any of these misfortunes; but most likely you will someday. It is estimated that up to ninety percent of us will experience some of them during our lives.”

			Ninety percent!

			That makes adversity a more prevalent malady than even the common cold, and a far more difficult one to treat to boot. There’s no single prescription that can cure the ills or even relieve the symptoms. But there is one well-proven treatment for adversity: our common humanity that bonds us together and instinctively leads us to want to help one another. The kind of common humanity that led the white chief of orthopedics at Yale to offer a black man a job and the kind of common humanity that led the same black man to mentor the other man’s son years later. And by the way, Steven Southwick, currently inaugural Greenberg Professor of Psychiatry, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, and Resilience at the Yale University School of Medicine, has become quite the mentor himself.

			“I love mentoring,” Steven says. “It’s like having a son or daughter in some ways. There’s a joy to it, pride in wanting your mentees to succeed. I so much want them to feel fulfilled and enjoy the same appreciation for life that you gave me. Mentoring is as important and rewarding as anything I’ve ever done in my career. There was a study done in Hawaii of kids growing up in deprived situations where they weren’t unconditionally loved. That study revealed that the kids seemed to do really well in spite of all these obstacles so long as they had one person who believed in and loved them, just one person. Sometimes we don’t realize the impact we can have on the life of another human being.”

			Adversity is a matter of perspective, an appreciation of what you’ve already achieved that motivates you to help more people rise to your station. That’s the very definition of the common humanity that we have lost track of and need to get back. I thought I’d put my own struggles with adversity behind me, able to focus on using my ninth decade of life to cement my legacy.

			Then, a few years ago, I felt dizzy and a little confused after a visit to the dentist to have my teeth cleaned. I sat down in the cafeteria and realized I couldn’t remember where I’d parked my car. I knew something wasn’t right, was very wrong in fact. I found my car and managed to drive home. The next day I was in the kitchen talking on the phone when I dropped it, but I didn’t realize I’d dropped it, and almost fell myself.

			My wife called the rescue squad, and at the hospital I was diagnosed with having suffered a minor stroke that nonetheless left me with considerable weakness in my right leg. Two and a half years later, there’s been no progression, but not very much recovery either. I took the very advice I’ve been giving my own patients for years: to try to function as close as you can to the ordinary. My strategy is to do everything I possibly can and avoid the things I can’t. It takes me two or three times as long to do anything, but I come as close as I can to doing everything I want to do.

			My ninth decade of life has left me humbled with a deeper respect and appreciation for those who have overcome far more than I have currently, and at least as much as I did as a boy emerging from the black South. I rely on a walker for support these days, but that walker might just as well be the broad shoulders of those who boosted me up when I needed it the most. Physical therapists helped me learn to walk again, just as men like my stepfather and Doc Jones, Vincent Campbell, and Tony Davis helped me learn how to run, both literally and figuratively. No one succeeds in a vacuum. No one makes it alone. And a truly great joy of life is celebrating our common humanity that has the potential to make each and every one of us better. 

			We are all so much more similar than different. Our humanness is greater than our cultural differences, our differences in status or rank, our racial differences. In the final analysis, we’re all just human. 

			And that’s what the ensuing chapters are going to demonstrate in stark fashion. You are about to meet a diverse group of people. No two stories are the same, but in a cumulative sense they offer hope through any number of ways and perspectives our humanity translates into resilience. All our subjects faced adversity and found a way to overcome it, benefitting from the bonds of our common humanity that unite us all.

			Indeed, my fellow humans, as Woody Guthrie famously sang in his classic song “John Henry,” a man ain’t nothing but a man.
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			Donald McNeil

			“I was thinking, I hope I can wrestle again.”

			That was Donald McNeil’s first thought after suffering an injury at a 2007 high school Memorial Day weekend wrestling tournament in Virginia that nearly rendered him a quadriplegic. 

			“I was lying on the mat, couldn’t move or feel anything. A trainer checked me out and said it was probably a stinger.”

			Then a doctor who happened to be in the stands rushed down.

			“Can you feel that?” the doctor asked him.

			“No,” Donald replied. “Are you touching me?”

			At that point, the then fifteen-year-old knew something was really wrong. Paramedics arrived quickly and slid him onto a spinal board to keep everything stable before easing him into the back of their ambulance.

			“They were in a rush to get me to the hospital. I could feel the urgency. I’d been hurt before a couple times but never anything like this. I don’t know if I was scared, but I was nervous.”

			Mostly over whether he’d ever be able to return to the mat, even though at that point the odds were against him even walking again.

			“A doctor waited until much later to tell me that of the ten thousand spinal cord injuries suffered every year, only around eighty people achieve a full recovery.”

			But Donald displayed a relentless determination to be one of those people, right from the start, never for one moment doubting that he’d not only walk but also wrestle again. It had been too much a part of his life for too long to let it go.

			“I started when I was eight. I’m not a gifted athlete, so I didn’t pick it up right way. I had to work. It was the first thing I was really committed to.”

			His dad, Andy, had been a championship wrestler himself in his college years at Brown University.

			“He was never the crazy sports parent, but wrestling created a real connection between us. He instilled in me the importance of making the commitment to train, to practice. I learned to love the sport as much as he did. It was something we shared.”

			Call it love at first hold. Donald stresses that it’s hard to understand his instant infatuation with wrestling if you haven’t experienced the sport yourself, which is truly like no other.

			“Gold medals aren’t really made of gold,” Olympic champion Dan Gable once said. “They’re made of sweat, determination, and a hard-to-find alloy called guts. Once you’ve wrestled,” he adds, “everything else in life is easy.”

			But it wasn’t going to be easy for Donald McNeil. The good news was that even though he’d suffered a severe contusion, his spinal cord hadn’t been ruptured. The bad news was that the initial tests revealed breaks in the fifth and sixth vertebrae in his neck, along with multiple dislocated vertebrae and significant compression on his spinal cord.

			The day before, Donald had beaten the same opponent in a standard match, spoiling his undefeated record. But the match in which he was injured featured Greco-Roman rules, a style with which he was far less familiar and practiced. The move that injured him is appropriately called a “pile driver” in which one wrestler lifts another into the air upside down and slams him down so that his head literally breaks his fall.

			“He told me he heard me scream from the stands,” Donald’s mother, Betsy McNeil, recalls today. “There he is in intensive care, lying in bed with all these tubes coming out of him, and I’m thinking about installing ramps in our house. It was that bad. What kept me going was Donald’s attitude. It never even occurred to him that he wouldn’t wrestle again, never mind walk.”

			Toward that end, there were early signs of hope. Betsy’s aunt hailed from the area and happened to be a nursing supervisor at Inova Fairfax Hospital. She was sitting at his bedside the night of the surgery, squeezing his hand.

			“Who’s holding my hand?” Donald asked from the drug-induced stupor in which he found himself.

			He had felt something, and something, at that juncture, was a whole lot better than nothing. Progress, though, was slow to nonexistent over the next few days, to the point that Donald overheard a nurse refer to him as a “quadriplegic.” 

			“Tears were rolling down his cheeks,” Betsy says, her own eyes growing moist. “It was the only time he thought he might not get better.”

			But that was before Donald was transferred to one of the finest rehabilitation hospitals in the world, Spaulding, outside of Boston.

			“He was doing physical therapy with these older guys,” Betsy remembers. “He was in his wheelchair and they were cheering him on from theirs. ‘Kick ass, Donald!’ they’d yell out. And that’s what he tried to do every day.”

			Not right away, though.

			“I was completely paralyzed when I arrived at Spaulding,” Donald reflects. “But they told me I could make a full recovery if I worked at it. It was up to me. That was the first time I’d heard something positive since the accident. And the next day I moved a finger. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.”

			Indeed. Even as the feeling in his limbs began to return, Donald had to use a motorized wheelchair, envious of his fellow patients who could wheel around manually in theirs. It was a goal he’d never imagined setting for himself just a few weeks back. Victories were still everything to him; they were just of the smaller variety now.

			“I had to learn how to use my arms and legs again from scratch. I had to be taught how to walk. Everything I’d ever taken for granted had been taken away from me. I couldn’t do anything on my own. Couldn’t get out of bed, couldn’t go to the bathroom, couldn’t brush my teeth or take a shower, couldn’t get dressed. When you’re fifteen and have no privacy at all, that’s a big deal. I remember when I was able to pee on my own for the first time after I guess it was around a month. That was one of the greatest feelings I ever had.”

			So maybe it was time to let go of wrestling, realize that there was no future for him back on the mat, right?

			Wrong.

			“I never thought I wouldn’t get back. I was always set on returning to wrestling. That confidence came from doctors and rehab specialists who told me I was healed, and the rest, how much of what I’d lost I’d be able to get back, was up to me.”

			And Donald credits wrestling, the very sport that had nearly disabled him for life, for the fortitude that enabled him to recover.

			“With wrestling, every day you’re training. You’re always pushing your limits, pushing yourself to the brink. You have to bring it every day, and it’s hard to get really shaken by a lot in life,” he says, echoing Dan Gable’s comments. “It’s as much mental as physical. You have to be mentally tough to be physically strong. It’s you versus yourself more than the opponent.”

			That credo would receive its greatest test in the coming weeks and months as Donald made slow but steady progress. With spinal cord injuries, though, every bit of progress is dramatic, like moving from a motorized wheelchair to a manual one, and ultimately to crutches. 

			“Moving to the crutches was a big step. That’s when I was sure I could come all the way back, not just to wrestle but to wrestle at a high level again. I’d just won States in my weight class before the tournament where I got hurt. I was wrestling the best I ever had and knew I could do it again.”

			But his mother couldn’t chase the memory of Donald’s initial evaluation when he arrived at Spaulding from her mind.

			“They’d run both ends of a safety pin down his leg. He couldn’t feel the dull side at all, and when they put the sharp end against him and asked which it was, he’d say dull.”

			The McNeils have no pictures from the MedFlight up to Boston because none of them wanted a record of the experience; it was just too horrible. The rehabilitation process was grueling and often agonizing, the hardest training Donald says he’s ever been through. His therapists were relentless in helping him to achieve the goals he’d set for himself. They pushed him hard, and he pushed himself harder.

			“The nature of sport is to keep pushing faster, further, stronger,” writes disabled US Ski Team champion Sarah Billmeier in Artemis Joukowsky III’s superb book, Raising the Bar. “This sort of eternally striving courage is a welcome label for disabled athletes, however we are often also saddled with the other connotation of courage that assumes a disabled person is brave if she lifts her head off the pillow and dares to live a life. In my experience, the only way to eliminate the latter attitude is to live the way you want and to let your actions speak for themselves.”

			And that’s exactly what Donald did, even though his disability proved only temporary.

			“I was hoping he’d never wrestle again, but I knew how much he wanted to and I knew in my heart that he would,” Betsy says. “He loves wrestling with a passion. He’d done it all over the country and it was a community for him, a way of life, a philosophy of how to live. So much of who he was is because of wrestling. As soon as he started walking again, he started talking seriously about getting back on the mat. Was I happy? No, I was absolutely terrified. It was a conversation I didn’t want to have with him.”

			Early in that process, Donald was as awkward as a baby taking its first steps and fell almost as often. Betsy recalls him once walking toward her Frankenstein-monster style with arms outstretched.

			“What are you doing?” I asked him.

			“What do you think? I’ve got cadaver bones in my neck where they fixed it.”

			Donald’s sense of humor never left him, even when he lay motionless in a Spaulding Rehabilitation Hospital bed with a roomful of his high school wrestling friends around him. And once he turned that fateful corner of being able to walk on his own and perform the daily tasks that were gradually returning, his wrestling coach at King Philip Regional High School in Wrentham, Massachusetts, Walter Laskey, entered the picture. When Donald walked out of Spaulding in a neck collar after a month, an incredible achievement in its own right, Laskey was waiting for him. 

			“He cared about me as a person,” Donald says, “not just a wrestler.”

			Laskey would pick Donald up three or four times a week to train with weights at a local gym. They’d talk wrestling, discuss strategy. Laskey neither encouraged nor discouraged the boy from returning to the mat; he didn’t have to, since Donald had already made his intentions clear. And it wasn’t enough to just wrestle. He wanted to be a champion again.

			“When your life has been turned upside down by a disability,” says Kirk Bauer, a disabled Vietnam veteran and former executive director of Disabled Sports USA, in Raising the Bar, “you need successes and you need accomplishments and you need them immediately. Participating in sports rebuilds—it’s both a rehab tool and a lifestyle tool available to everyone.”

			The disability that proved permanent for most was only temporary for Donald and Coach Laskey because it became the driving force in his expressed desire to return to the mat. Laskey was there for him at every turn, opening the gym at odd hours to allow Donald to get extra training and mat work in, dismissing the naysayers who questioned not only his starting position on the team but also the fact that the boy was trying to compete at four weight classes above his previous level at which he’d won State the year before, something virtually unheard of. But ten months almost from the day of his injury, he competed again in the state tournament after winning Sectionals in his new weight class. Not only that, but he reached the finals.

			His opponent was a big, muscular football player from Tewksbury, a long-time rival of King Philip Regional, before a jam-packed crowd. The King Philip side was hooting and hollering the whole match, saving their loudest for those moments when Donald’s opponent was clearly playing dirty.

			“He knew I’d been hurt and kept pulling on my headgear, pulling on my neck to try and hurt me.”

			Wrestling is not a fluid sport. It’s about grappling instead of grace, the opponents poking and prodding each other, one groping for grasp while the other twirls his supine frame like a top to avoid purchase as they search for an opening, a moment or flicker of weakness to be seized. And when that opening doesn’t avail itself, opponents are left thrashing about the mat relying on practiced instinct to gain the advantage each of them desperately seeks.

			And yet there is an austere beauty to the sport, its mano a mano nature turning that mat into a world onto itself. Just the opponents of equal weight and the referee to maintain a semblance of order. Not a second is squandered, the six minutes in which a match unfolds as arduous and intense as any in sports. No motion is spared, and most moves are short and quick. You sit in the stands knowing what happened, but not necessarily how.

			There was nothing austere or beautiful about Donald’s state championship match that day, though. Instead, it resembled a street fight with flurries of flailing hands turned back at every quarter. At one point, his opponent’s constant pulling broke Donald’s headgear. Another wrestler who was done for the day literally ran out of the stands and gave Donald his as a replacement. That was the moment he first heard the chanting.

			“DON-ALD! DON-ALD! DON-ALD!”

			The crowd was squarely in his corner as the tightly fought match became a true nail-biter. They knew all he’d been through, how much he’d had to overcome to get to this place today. Donald’s opponent scored first with a takedown, which Donald equaled with a stunning reversal. They traded points until well into the third round, the match knotted at 3–3. As the seconds ticked down, his opponent gained control atop Donald but couldn’t resist resorting to the same tactics that had defined the match, digging his thumbs into Donald’s neck. Amid a smattering of boos from the crowd close enough to spot the move, the referee had finally had enough. He awarded Donald a point for the infraction and moments later hoisted his hand into the air as the match’s winner, 4–3.

			And state champion!

			“I’d won and it didn’t matter how. I was crying because I was happy, not because I was hurt. Everyone, except for Coach Laskey and my dad, thought I was crazy for doing this. Everyone who wasn’t me thought I was insane to go back to wrestling. They didn’t think it was in the cards. I was still in Spaulding when I told my parents how much it meant to me, that they had to let me do it. I looked up at them in the stands, and they were both crying too.”

			A Hollywood ending for sure, but that didn’t mark the end for Donald, not even close. Following the year of this second state championship, he transferred to Wyoming Seminary Preparatory School, where he won a high school national championship. In college he attended Rider University, where he served as a two-year captain and was an NCAA tournament qualifier in addition to being named to the Colonial Athletic Association All-Conference team, as well as an Eastern Wrestling League selection in 2015, his senior year. All good—but not good enough.

			“I was disappointed I didn’t make All-American, never made All-American, and now my wrestling career seemed over. I thought I was done. I got involved with the Brown University program under Coach Todd Beckerman where my father had wrestled in college. I figured that it was a way to stay close to the sport, even though I wasn’t wrestling anymore.”

			But Coach Beckerman told Donald that he should still compete, pull up his singlet again, and try his hand at the Olympic level. That was enough for him to be bit by the wrestling bug once more, and Donald started training for the international circuit, as close to professional as the sport of wrestling gets.

			“That meant starting from the bottom again, taking my beatings to compete at the highest level of the sport. I had to work so hard just to compete at that level. I thought enjoying the experience alone would be enough.”

			It wasn’t, of course. After a difficult first year on the circuit, Donald placed at the US Open matches and qualified for the international Maccabiah Games, just a step down from the Olympics and the third largest sporting event in the world, just behind the Olympic Games themselves and the FIFA Soccer World Cup. Open only to Jewish athletes, he was eligible because his mother, Betsy, is of Jewish descent.

			“When McNeil learned Team USA was recruiting wrestlers for the Maccabiah Games,” writes his hometown newspaper the Sun Chronicle, “he submitted his application, won all three of his matches during the trials in April of 2017 at the University of Pennsylvania and then began training in earnest these past few months with the members of the Brown University wrestling family.”
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