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Preface



KATE EDGAR


OLIVER SACKS ADORED LETTERS. In London, where he grew up in the 1930s and 1940s, letters and postcards were the way people kept in touch. Relatively few households yet had access to a telephone, but there were two mail deliveries a day, so one could, if need be, reply by return post the same day.


By the time he was six years old, Oliver was away at boarding school, and I cannot help imagining that a letter from home must have been especially prized. Even as an adult, he loved collecting the post each day to see what it would bring him.


He always felt that one must reply to a letter—instantly, if possible. (This seemed to be a combination of good manners and his irrepressible urge to communicate.) He was even known to compose a few lines to send to the electric company along with his monthly check. He saved envelopes, especially those from important people or from exotic locations, and interesting postage stamps (we, his office staff, would later do the same, putting them aside for a particular patient or two who collected them).


Throughout his life, Oliver kept most of his incoming correspondence, and took pains to preserve his own replies—with carbon sets, rough or retyped drafts, or, later, photocopies. This, of course, was not always possible in the early 1960s, when this book begins. Many of the letters in the first chapters are reproduced from the lightweight, folding airmail missives he sent home to London after arriving in North America. It would have been difficult to copy these at the time, apart from photographing them, but fortunately, his parents saved the letters, and they were later returned to Oliver.


His sheer output of letters was prodigious. The correspondence files in his archive include something like two hundred thousand pages—some seventy bankers boxes full.


OLIVER’S LITERARY STYLE, WHILE VIVID AND LYRICAL, was rarely concise, and it was complex in both structure and content. In person, he often spoke in paragraphs with long asides, but finally circling back to the topic at hand; when he was working on an essay or a book, it was much the same. He had difficulty, however, editing his own work. Thus, when one editor or another asked him to clarify something or boil it down, he would simply crank a new piece of paper into his typewriter and start over. Voilà, a new draft. Eventually, the editor would have a pile of drafts, to say nothing of a sheaf of follow-up letters with new footnotes and addenda. It was difficult to choose the best among these, since most versions contained wonderful passages, but each headed in a different direction.


When I began working with him as a young editor, circa 1983, it seemed clear to me that the only solution was to cut and paste among the many drafts (in those pre-computer days, we did this the old-fashioned way, with scissors and tape), stitching together his various trains of thought. And so—informed by his wonderful stories and his philosophical ruminations, or often simply repeating things he had just said to me—I tried to do so. In time we worked out a dialogic process of editing.


This was new for me. I was used to getting a more or less complete manuscript from an author, reading it through a couple of times, and then making and revising my comments before returning them for the author’s consideration. Oliver, on the other hand, wanted me actually sitting by his side as he tore each finished page out of the typewriter: “Here! What do you think?” I began referring to this as “combat editing.”


I would arrive home after a day with Oliver, exhausted from the nonstop effort of trying to keep up with his restless intellect for eight hours. But it was also exhilarating work, and when he phoned me an hour or two later with new thoughts, I was ready to dive back in. What started for me as a freelance job, occupying a day or two a week, soon became a full-time vocation—and then some.


IN THOSE DAYS, Oliver told me a great deal about his youth and early days as a doctor and a writer. He had published two books already, both based on the patients he was seeing as a neurologist. Migraine (1970) and Awakenings (1973) already showed his patient-centered approach to his work, his curiosity, and his deep erudition. But though Awakenings had been a literary success, he had received little or no recognition from his medical peers—quite the opposite. Partly perhaps because of this, he was struggling to finish A Leg to Stand On, a book he had worked on for almost a decade. He could hardly have imagined at that point that he would one day become a hero to aspiring young doctors around the world or ignite an entire genre of what he called “clinical tales.”


The letters in this volume are full of contradictions; they are ferocious, tender, observant. They betray a fair degree of self-absorption—the kind many of us might evince in adolescence—but more usually show a concern and generosity, especially for people at the margins of society: young people, old people, incarcerated people, and, of course, patients living with unusual syndromes or maladies. These letters are revelatory, even for me, despite my decades with Oliver. They speak of books conceived but never written, of books written but then lost or destroyed, of passionate love affairs, and of his wrestling as a young man with the career choices ahead of him. At one point, in 1961,* the man who would one day become the personification of a compassionate physician writes: “I am discovering, in a far more intense degree than ever before [ . . . ] an extreme aversion to patients, sickness, hospitals and particularly doctors. [. . .] The truth is, you know, I should never have become a doctor.”


By 1970,* he is hitting his stride, and he writes: “I think that I am a good (and, very rarely, at magic moments, a great) teacher: not because I communicate facts, but because I somehow convey a sort of passion for the patient and the subject, and a feeling of the texture of patients, the way their symptoms dovetail into their total being, and how this, in turn, dovetails into their total environment: in short, a sort of wonder and delight at the way everything fits (and it does all fit, so beautifully, like a wonderful jigsaw puzzle).”


One can see that, from the beginning, he had high aspirations for himself as a writer, perhaps even before he found his true calling as a physician. One can hear his thoughts evolving over a span of decades, returning to the same topics again and again, searching for a new understanding that would fully mature only with the development of modern neuroscience in the 1980s. Sometimes he uses letters to try out new ideas or modes of expression; at times his letters seem more akin to journal entries or attempts at semi-fictionalized narrative. They occasionally become exercises in the analysis of his own psyche, especially as he begins his journey into psychoanalysis in the mid-1960s.


One can feel the evolution of his prose as it becomes more assured, more focused, partly in response to his vast correspondence with thousands of people, from Nobel laureates to schoolchildren. By the middle of the 1980s, after the publication of The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat, his correspondence broadened to include legions of fans, and many of those people offered him their own stories. Oliver loved writing back and forth with them, and their letters became an extension of his medical practice. Much as Darwin corresponded with ornithologists and pigeon fanciers around the world to expand his understanding of natural selection, so Oliver wrote to one and all to gain insights into human experience and individuality.


Oliver insisted—to himself and to others—that his own observations, however seemingly exotic, guide his practice. On this point, he was adamant. (He often compared himself to a natural historian, like Humboldt, Bates, or Darwin, those nineteenth-century explorers he loved to read as a boy, and he considered observation and description to be his métier.) Long before most in his profession, he was describing the effects of music and art as therapy in the patients he spent so many hours with. He was beginning to develop a new view of conditions very few had even heard of, like Tourette’s syndrome and migraine aura and prosopagnosia. He revisited long-misunderstood conditions like autism and color “blindness,” introducing them to his readers with his usual sense of wonder and profound empathy. Indeed, he broke with his medical colleagues by casting such conditions not as pathologies but as, simply, different modes of being.


ONE THING THAT IS ABUNDANTLY clear from his letters (and Oliver himself remarks on this) is that he had a seriously prolonged adolescence. One can imagine many possible reasons. As a child, he had been exiled from his family and friends during the war, sent to a remote boarding school, where he was beaten and starved but afraid to complain. As a gay teenager and adult, he was forced to hide his sexual orientation in a homophobic culture. And as a brilliant but unconventional man, he seemed to attract envy and rivalry from nearly all his bosses, as well as outright rejection or silence from his peers. His moods oscillated between rushes of creativity and periods of withdrawal.


Oliver was not unaware of this. He had spent an awful lot of his life, he told me, in immobilizing depression, which seemed to alternate with manic creativity. Was he bipolar and somehow began to grow out of it as he approached the age of forty? He sometimes wondered if this was so, or whether perhaps he was schizophrenic, like his brother Michael—though his psychiatrist of nearly fifty years thought he was neither. Then there were the amphetamines, opiates, and hallucinogens that he used to excess throughout the 1960s. His letters from these early days are sometimes grandiose, melodramatic, perhaps written while he was high on speed.


He began to emerge from his own self-doubts in the early 1970s, especially with the sudden death of his mother and the publication of Awakenings on his fortieth birthday. In his correspondence, we see him forced to confront and embrace his own adulthood; his mood swings, while still evident, become more moderate. His letters become more concise, more assured. (His gradual quitting of amphetamines must have helped, as did years of analysis, greater success in the literary world, and more recognition from his medical colleagues.)


Oliver sometimes complained, as time went on and he became a popular figure, about the sheer volume of correspondence he received (and thus felt compelled to answer). It is true that writing letters sometimes seemed a distraction from whatever “bigger” writing projects he was working on, but it was also crucial, his connection to the world. Often a serendipitous letter, totally unexpected, would launch him on a whole new essay or even a book. At other times, he might remember and dig up a letter from years earlier, as a topic he had been subconsciously cultivating burst into consciousness. Letters remained, as always, a lifeline, and a constant source of inspiration. Even into old age, Oliver loved to sit down with a handful of incoming mail, a pile of notepaper, and his fountain pen, poised to reply.










Editor’s Note



OS COULD TYPE amazingly fast, using his two index fingers in a machine-gun staccato. His typos were many, and he had a rather Germanic sense of capitalizing certain nouns (usually conceptual ones like Action or Will) when he wanted to emphasize them. And he used many elements of punctuation interchangeably: dashes, commas, ellipses, colons, and quotation marks (to say nothing of underlinings, double underlinings, fountain pen flourishes, and ALL CAPS) are all sprinkled liberally and inconsistently throughout his work.


For this book, his various emphatic forms are all rendered as italics. Obvious typos or missing words are, for the most part, silently corrected. I have freely repunctuated his letters for legibility but kept some of his random punctuation and a few misspellings to convey a slight flavor of his style and usage. OS often confused the spelling of people’s names, even those of close friends. In most cases, I have corrected these; those I have left are explained in context. His spelling also evolved, with time, from U.K. usage to U.S. custom.


Quite a few of the letters I pared down for this volume began as epistles running to a dozen or more typed pages. (One, at least, clocked in at forty pages.) All editorial excisions, large and small, are indicated by ellipses within square brackets (unbracketed ellipses are in the originals).


I have often left out certain stock phrases or thoughts that OS included in his letters. He frequently, for instance, began a letter by apologizing for his delayed reply. (In some cases this “delay” was a matter of days or weeks; occasionally, several years. But he would pick up these conversations with an immediacy that defied whatever amount of time had passed.) Similarly, he often closed a letter with apologies for his handwriting or the length of his reply; I have left a few of these as examples.


He was very fond of quoting, sometimes in extenso, all manner of people: among his favorites were Freud, Darwin, Goethe, Dickens, Lewis Carroll, and William James. I have retained some of these quotations but omitted many more. Most of them are likely recalled from memory and are often inexact. Occasionally I have corrected minor variances silently; at other times I have footnoted the actual quotation he was thinking of.


Each correspondent is identified briefly at first mention and/or the first letter addressed to them, or occasionally in a headnote. While some of the correspondents represented here are the people he was closest to, the converse is not necessarily true. Many of his dearest friends he saw frequently in person—there was rarely a need to write more than a brief note.


In many instances, especially in the era before OS had any secretarial help, it is quite difficult to know whether a letter was ultimately sent to its intended recipient. His archive contains multiple drafts of some early letters, as he used the process of letter writing to think aloud to his imaginary audience or searched for the most devastating or witty words to rant about a perceived injustice, venting his feelings safely onto a piece of paper. In cases where I am relatively certain that a letter was not ultimately sent, I have noted this. In other cases, I leave it to the reader’s best guess.


Information about the various essays by OS referred to in this book may be found in the Selected Bibliography.
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A New World


1960–1962


IN JULY 1960, A FEW DAYS before his twenty-seventh birthday, Oliver Sacks left England, intending to settle for a while in Canada or the United States—partly to escape the English military draft and partly to reinvent himself in a new place, without the suffocating closeness of a huge extended family. He had spent four years studying at Oxford, followed by medical school and then two years of working as an intern in London and Birmingham. During this time he developed his interest in weight lifting and motorcycles, and pursued clandestine sexual encounters, for in postwar England, homosexuality was a criminal offense, punishable by imprisonment or (in the infamous case of Alan Turing) chemical castration. He had spent a summer on a kibbutz, hiked and traveled widely in Europe, and bought the first of many motorbikes. His mind was filled with images of the wide-open West he had seen in the photos of Ansel Adams, in cowboy films, and in the paintings of Albert Bierstadt.


Looking back at this period in his 2015 memoir On the Move, he wrote, “I had a peculiar, unprecedented feeling of freedom: I was no longer in London, no longer in Europe; this was the New World, and—within limits—I could do what I wished.”


He wrote regular letters back home, to his parents and his favorite aunt, Auntie Len, chronicling his travels with a mixture of hyperbole, gritty romanticism, parody, and an avid eye for detail.



To Elsie Sacks, Samuel Sacks, and Helena Landau



OS’S PARENTS AND HIS AUNT*


AUGUST 2, 1960


QUALICUM BEACH, VANCOUVER ISLAND


Dear Ma and Pa, and, of course, Auntie Len,


Finding myself with a lull, and with a typewriter, I am sitting down to write you a long and overdue letter [. . .].


I last wrote you, I believe, from Toronto, though I have sent a couple of postcards since. [. . .]


From Toronto I flew to Calgary, going over the prairies at night. We touched down at Winnipeg and at Regina, where I snuffed the prairie air—there was no time for anything else. In Toronto, the air is humid, and smells of frenzy, sweat and gasoline. In the prairies it is dry and warm and aromatic, and smells of cinnamon and roasted buckwheat, as if the door of some gigantic oven had been opened. However, these are not the impressions on which to base important decisions! The sun rose slowly after we had left Regina, for we were chasing at 400 mph to the West; had we been going twice as fast, the miracle of Joshua would have been re-enacted, and the sun would have stood still in the heavens. At dawn I first perceived the limitless ocean beneath us, ripening wheat for more than a thousand miles in every direction, a sight unique to the Mid West. We veered to avoid a prairie storm, which was completely isolated and circumscribed in a cloudless sky, like some aerial jellyfish, grey and livid, hurling its long streamers on a little settlement below. At 6 a.m. we landed at Calgary [. . . which] had just finished its annual “stampede,” and the streets were full of loafing cowboys in jeans and buckskins, sitting the long days out with their hats crushed over their faces. But Calgary also has 300,000 citizens. It is a boom town. Oil has brought a huge influx of prospectors, investors, engineers to it. The old West life has been overwhelmed by refineries, and factories, and by offices and skyscrapers. If you want to invest some $ in a sure thing, make it Albertan Oil, which is on its way to altering the world’s markets in oil. There are also tremendous fields of uranium ore, gold and silver, and the base metals, and you can see little packets of gold dust passed from hand to hand in the taverns, and men made of solid gold behind their tanned faces and filthy overalls. I must make a comment on drink here. You know the taverns of the cowboy films, the low swing doors, the tough guys within, smoking and quarreling, dicing, gambling and shooting. It’s not true, not at least in public. Canada has the most stringent licensing laws in the world, and the most prohibitive social ones. You cannot stand in a bar, cannot move to another table, cannot talk to a stranger. You cannot sing, play cards, or darts. There is nothing of the mildness and geniality of an English pub. Drinking is not gregarious here. It is hard and solitary, and Canada enjoys the highest incidence of drunkenness and alcoholism in the world. I forget whether I mentioned some of the other aspects of social prohibition in a new country: In Quebec, for example, a woman cannot vote, cannot divorce her husband, cannot have a banking account of her own, and can be arrested for wearing short sleeves or skirts in public (and frequently are). The “old country” (this is everyone’s term for it, both nostalgic and derisive) is very mellow in comparison.


Not only alcoholics, but cranks, psychotics, misfits, religious maniacs in uncomputed numbers. But this is another story.


I took the CPR* to Banff, roaming excitedly in the train’s “scenic dome.” We passed from the boundless flat prairies through the low spruce-covered foothills of the Rockies, climbing gently all the time. And gradually the air became cooler, and scale of the country more vertical. The hillocks grew to hills, and the hills to mountains, higher and jaggeder with each mile we progressed. We puffed punily in the floor of a valley, and snowcapped mountains soared tremendous about us. The air was so clear, that one could see peaks a hundred miles away, and the mountains besides us seemed to be rearing over our very heads. Banff lies at 5500 feet, in a hollow, with peaks of 10 to 12,000 feet surrounding it in every direction. It is a tourist Mecca, bursting with fat Americans with their fat cars and their fat pocketbooks. I stayed there a day and a night, not sleeping, but writing and writing for more than fourteen hours at a stretch, while the tawdry costly night life opened, and blossomed and fell silent around 2 a.m., and the silence of the mountain fell upon the little town, so that I felt now it is mine, a still Banff beneath the mountain and the stars which nobody can take from me. At 4 I heard a genuine cuckoo, upon an augmented fourth, and then the clatter of waterfowl in the river, and at 5 the old Indian streetcleaner, with his close-cropped white head, wheeling his barrow along the street, collecting the refuse of civilization, the beer bottles and the cigar butts, and the funny hats, like the debris of a party. By 6, the early editions were being hawked, and barelegged hikers were gathering over their maps, and the old ladies had risen to see the dawn on the mountains. By 7, the great cars were passing along the road, East to West, West to East, on journeys immoderate, impossible, to a traveller in Europe. And by 8, the hamburger and ice-cream parlours were open, the groceterias and meateterias had their shutters down, and the fat Americans in their Hawaiian shirts stood on every street corner, taking pictures. It was a fascinating cross-section of a night, which seemed to retrace the evolution of Banff from a tiny settlement to a bustling tourist centre.


On my second day, I went to Sunshine Lodge, attracted by its name. It stood at 7200 ft., a luxurious cedar cabin, hung with trophies of the chase, and boasting a log fire of dimensions never seen in England. I woke next morning, and whipped open my curtains to see the sunshine. There was a blinding snowstorm, and I could see nothing. But it had cleared by 8, and after a prodigious breakfast (melon, fruit juice, enriched cereal K, trout, pancakes with maple syrup, ham with three eggs, toast and marmalade, Cuban coffee and two cigars, six thousand calories and close to my visceral heaven!), the sun was high in the cloudless sky, and the temperature over 90º.* [. . .]


A nature paragraph specially for Auntie Len: The Lodge is set in a huge alpine meadow, which was at its peak in early July. Dominant flowers are mountain avens (which were in seed when I arrived, like huge dandelion heads, alight and floating as they catch the morning sun). Indian paintbrush, in every shade from faint cream to intense dayglo vermilion. Chalice cups, Trollius, valerians, saxifrages, contorted lousewort and stinking fleabane (two of the loveliest, despite their names!). Arctic raspberries and strawberries, which rarely fruit; the three-leaved strawberries catch and hold at their centre a flashing drop of dew. Heart-shaped arnicas, calypso orchids, columbines and cinquefoils. Glacial lilies and Alpine speedwell. The rocks are clustered with succulent stonecrops. The main shrubs are willow and juniper, bilberry and buffaloberry. Various firs and spruces up to the timber line, and above this only larches, with their first white stems and downy foliage.


The birds are unnaturally tame, or rather just naturally tame (since this is a National Park, and no aggressive acts are allowed). I walked right up to a ptarmigan, which had just about shed its white winter plumage, accompanied by five chicks. [. . .]


High up, through glasses, I saw a white mountain goat, perched on an unbelievably small pinnacle or rock, its four legs crushed together. I have seen black and brown bears galore, though no grizzlies. Elk and moose browsing in the lower pastures, especially if these are intersected with streams. [. . .] I have seen trees fatally ravaged by porcupines, and I have eaten “porky” meat at a barbecue, tho’ I have seen no live ones yet.


All vegetation and animal life dies away as one climbs towards the summits, except moss campion, and various mosses and lichens. [. . .] It is possible to run down a mountain, and this is one of the most exciting experiences in the world. And I did run down that mountain, flew it seemed, leaping from boulder to boulder, yelling and weeping and laughing all at once, miraculously exempt from fear or injury or fatigue. One of those experiences which make golf, and lumbar punctures, and all the paraphernalia of one’s normal, non-transcendent life, seem very dull in comparison.


I must here introduce the American family who looked after me. There were two Magoo-like men, as similar as twins, who called each other brother, though they were not brothers, I learned later, only friends. One was the Professor of Law at Philadelphia, and the other the president of the bar association of New Jersey, but I am happy I discovered what delightful companions they were before I found out what eminent lawyers they were. They took me under their wing, and we went around a good deal together. On a horse for the first time since Braefield,* I accompanied them on the pack trails to Lake Egypt and to Mt. Assiniboine.


Riding horses is a great experience; I’m sorry I missed out on it for so long. [. . .] However, I gradually got the hang of things. We ascended into a vast mountain plateau, so high that many of the cumulus clouds were beneath us. “Man has made no changes here,” cried the Professor, “he has only enlarged the goat trails.” It was a strange feeling, perhaps the first time I had ever had it, to know that our party were probably the only human beings in some hundreds of square miles. High on the plateau, above the trees and the insects, we seemed to be treading on the very top of the world. And then gradually we came down, our horses treading delicately in the undergrowth, to the glacial string of lakes with their strange names. Lake Egypt, Lake Sphinx, etc., and above them the Towering Pharaoh mountains, their old faces marked with gigantic hieroglyphic markings. Ignoring the cautious warnings of the others I dived into the clear waters of Egypt (you, Pop, you couldn’t have resisted either), and out of their cold, and clearness and calm, was distilled the intensest pleasure. To float on your back in an alpine lake, looking around you at peaks the majority of which are as yet unnamed and may well remain so, for why name peaks where nobody could live?


Another one of the exhilarating things about Canada is that one lives in an epoch of naming. Everything in England was named and done with half a thousand years ago, but here names are vivid and contemporary, Kicking Horse Canyon and Sorefoot Lake, and tell you of adventures which have happened within the span of a man’s memory.


The professor was a wonderful companion. On a strictly practical level, he taught me to recognize glacial cirques and different sorts of moraine, to decipher the trail of moose and bear, and the telltale ravages of porcupines; to survey the terrain closely for marshy and treacherous terrain, to predict the clouds (beware the sinister lens shaped clouds which portend violent storms), and to fix landmarks in my mind so that I could not get lost. But his range was enormous, in fact complete. We spoke of law and sociology, and economics, and politics and advertising, and business. I have never known a man so profoundly in touch with every aspect of his environment, physical and human, and yet enriched by a mocking insight of his own mind and motives which balanced and rendered intensely personal everything he said. His elder “brother,” whom they called Marshall (at first I thought he was a sort of emeritus Marshall, and the idea stuck), was a burly old man of nearly seventy-five, in full possession of his magnificent intellectual powers and wit, who smoked cigars before breakfast, and sang in the shower in a tremendous bass voice, and out-ate all of us, and pinched the waitress’s bottom, and yarned endlessly of his travels and adventures, mixing fastidious accuracy with grotesque distortions, till we were all pulped with helpless laughter. Old Marshall had virtually opened the Rockies to the Tourist trade thirty years before, and still knew every path and landmark far better than our guides.


I went on to Lake Louise by myself for a while, going along the trails to Lake Agnes and “little beehive” (a fire lookout, commanding a view a hundred miles long in either direction along the mountain valley), and then up to the Plain of the Six Glaciers, which boasted a fairytale teahouse, so high and light and airy it might have come directly from Shangri-La.* Coming down from the Plain, I overtook a bearded man limping heavily, and supported by his tiny wife. And coming up at exactly the same time, the three of us were joined by a sleek Golders Green figure* ascending from the Lake.


“I’m a doctor,” I said, “can I help?”


“I’m also a doctor,” the other fellow said, “and I can also help.”


Thus, by a fantastic coincidence, the only injured man in a thousand square miles met in the same moment the only two doctors in a thousand square miles. He’d been caught in an avalanche, and was lucky to escape with his wife. He suffered only a bruised back and fractured scaphoid (we agreed) on his left wrist. Other doc’s name was Elman (yes, yiddishe boy!), a graduate of university in Nova Scotia. We met over drinks later in the evening and chatted about this and that. He wants to do obstetrics and go to Hawaii; good luck to him. He was employed, by the way, in a curious double capacity. Two young doctors alternate between Banff Springs Hotel and Chateau Lake Louise, the two most elaborate hotels in the Rockies, and patronized almost exclusively by elderly rich hypochondriacs. The young doctors are chosen not merely for their professional skill, but for their soothing appearance, and their good looks, so that they may act as part-time gigolos to the lonely old ladies, and this subsidiary capacity is often more lucrative than the purely medical one.


Later last week I was invited by the Parks (the Philadelphia lawyers) to join them at the lodge on Lake Bow. It was called Num-Ti-Jah, the Indian term for a black sable, this being their name for the venerable Jimmie Simpson who owns the place. JS deserves a book to himself, and will get it one day I am sure. He is eighty-five, although he runs and swims like a boy of twenty. Coming from a patrician family in Lincolnshire, he was sent here in his teens, as were so many second sons of families, until the succession was secured by the eldest brother siring a son. He quickly made his way to the West (this was in the early [eighteen-]nineties), and became famous as a trapper, climber, explorer and geologist. He blazed the trail from Banff to Jasper, which only now is being consolidated to a highway. He shot (by accident) the largest sheep in the World, which now resides in the NY Natural History Museum. And he must be one of the greatest raconteurs in the world. His voice is not unlike Jonathan’s imitation of Moore or Russell,* and his wit too has something of the same quality; and it is a strange experience to hear his fantastic tales, apocalyptic* a few, but mostly true, about grizzly hunts, and gunfights, appalling climbs etc. in this lucid English voice. He is quite unpredictable, sometimes keeping to himself for days on end, and at other times becoming uncontrollably voluble. I was woken at 6 a.m. on my first day there by the sound of his tales, and went down on tiptoe to join the Parks who were listening to him. At first I tried to remember his stories for future reference, but there were so many, and so varied, that it was impossible, and I just surrendered to the magic of his personality. He is the very last of the Wild West men, and was a personal friend of all the famous ones, including the most famous of all, Bill Peyto, after whom a mountain and a lake are named.


(In parenthesis, I must tell you of Peyto’s cabin, which old Marshall showed us on the return journey from Egypt. Not a score of people know where it is, or even know that it exists, for it is listed officially as having been burnt down by order. Peyto was a nomad and misanthrope; a wit; a great hunter and observer of wild life; and the father of uncountable bastards. His cabin is built in the most inaccessible part of the forest, and in his lifetime none but he knew how to find it. In 1936, he had been feeling ill for some time. He scrawled on his door “Back in an hour” and rode down to Banff. He never returned. The scrawled message is still faintly visible, and inside his darkened and rotting hut, we saw his cooking utensils and ancient preserves, his mineral specimens (he operated a small talc mine), fragments of a journal, the Illustrated London News, piled high, from 1890 to 1926, an empty ink bottle from which the contents had evaporated, and all the eerie Marie Celeste like atmosphere of his vacated home. It was a very moving experience.)


I went with the Parks to the Columbia icefields, one of the few ice-fields accessible without being an accomplished climber. This was the real thing, gunmetal grey and limitless in size, not like the fairy grotto stuff of the Swiss glaciers. We rolled up three miles of it in a snowmobile (I sent you a postcard of these), and were told that we now had 1100 feet of ice beneath us. I saw a pothole into which a stream was pouring, and this was 800 feet deep. You saw the deepening blueness passing to black, you heard the rush, but never the impact of water. My first thought, foolishly, was of the marmalade pot lined tunnel through which Alice fell.*


Finally taking my leave of the kind Parks, and promising to meet them in Philadelphia, I tried a little hitchhiking. I got as far as Radium Hot Springs, a sort of New-World Bad Auenstein for those with gout and disseminated lupus, and a little later found myself conscripted for firefighting. British Columbia has had no rain for more than thirty days, and there are forest fires raging everywhere (you have probably read about them). A sort of Martial Law exists, and the forest commission can conscript anyone they feel is suitable. I was quite glad of the experience, and spent a day in the forests with other bewildered conscripts, dragging hoses to and fro, and trying to be useful. However, it was only for one fire they wanted me, and when at last we shared a beer over its smoking dwindling ruin, I felt a real glow of confraternal pride that it had been vanquished. British Columbia at this time of the year seems bewitched. The sky is low and purple, even at midday, from the smoke of innumerable fires, and the air has a terrible stultifying heat and stillness. People seem to move and crawl with the tedium of a slow-motion film, and a sense of imminence is never absent. In all the churches prayers are said for rain, and god knows what strange rites are practised in private to make it come. Every night lightning will strike somewhere, and more acres of valuable timber conflagrate like tinder. Or sometimes there is just an instantaneous apparently sourceless combustion rising like some multifocal cancer in a doomed area. [. . .]


Yesterday I arrived in Vancouver, which is like Toronto, which is like every other city in North America (with the exception of Montreal, Quebec, Victoria, San Francisco, New Orleans, Boston and New York, which alone have a character of their own). Horrified by its rushing traffic, I made my way over to Vancouver Island. I must tell you of a little Leacock-like* episode in Vancouver. I went into a glistening barber saloon and “hair clinic,” where eighteen determined young men shaved and clipped their anonymous clients in eighteen jewelled and gadgeted chairs. He snapped, “What style, sir?”—and I snapped back “Manhattan, please,” and when he said he hadn’t heard of it, and what was it please, I said, humbly, “short back and sides.” And then, after the cutting, without consulting me, he singed my hair, and frictioned it, and shampooed it, and vibro-massaged my scalp and neck, while I was trying to say no, no—and then perfunctorily brushed me down (I was wearing shorts and T shirt, indescribably filthy) and presented me with a bill for $4.50 which I paid numbly, with all the fight gone out of me.


Vancouver Island is different in tempo and nature from all the rest of N. America. The straits act as a valve, allowing free access to the mainland, but discouraging visits to the Island. The traffic is slower, and there is less of the tremendous pressure of supermarkets, and high-power advertising, and of the sharp and restless Motel life which Lolita has rendered so familiar to us. I came to Qualicum beach, attracted by the resemblance of its name to Colchicum, the autumn crocus, and Thudichum, the great chemist and polymath. (Clang associations, I hope not suggestive of early schizophrenia!)* And I am staying at the Sunset Inn, which also attracted me by its name.


It is sunset now, and the setting sun is lighting up the hollyhocks, and the croquet hoops in the back garden, the tired happy men playing golf across the way. Inside they have a Broadwood piano, with a pile of Beethoven and Mozart sonatas atop it. A few clouds, illuminated, lie still above the atolls here and there. The Pacific Ocean is warm (about 75º) and enervating after the glacial lakes. I went fishing today with an ophthalmologist here, fellow called North, once at Marys and the National,* now in practice in Victoria. He calls Vancouver Island a “little bit of heaven which got left somehow,” and I think he’s right in a way. It has forests and mountains and streams and lakes and the ocean. It has the highest standard of living perhaps anywhere in the world, and it is closeted away from the frenzy and fury which are almost synonymous with the American Way of Life. It attracts the elderly of the whole continent, but serene as it is, I don’t think it is for me. By the way, I caught six salmon; one just lets the line trail, and they bite, bite, sweet silvery beauties, which I shall have for breakfast tomorrow.


I’ll descend to California in two or three days, probably by Greyhound bus, as I gather they are particularly hard on hitchhikers, and sometimes shoot them on sight. [. . .]


I hope and expect to find some letters from you when I look into Cook’s* in San Francisco, though I imagine there may be a considerable lag. [. . .]


I hope, Auntie Len, that you also will write to me, and tell me of your intentions and movements now you are home and entering upon your Indian Summer.* [. . .]


Please give my regards all round to family and friends, and especially Michael.*


If you get a chance, I wonder if you could show this letter to Jonathan,* and perhaps through him, to any other of my friends. I am so much on the move that I do not know when I shall next have the chance to type out a mammoth letter like this.


Look after yourselves.


Love,


OLIVER




IN EARLY AUGUST, OS ARRIVED in San Francisco and took a room at the YMCA in the Embarcadero district, where he would stay for the next two months. It had a well-equipped gym and was known as a place for gay men to meet. He later recounted to friends that he enjoyed quite a lot of sexual encounters there; he also spent time in gay bars, where he often went by his middle name, Wolf. Naturally he did not describe those encounters to his parents (nor did he speak of his increasing experimentation with various illicit drugs). Still, there were plenty of other adventures for him to report on.






To Elsie and Samuel Sacks



AUGUST 24, 1960


C/O THOMAS COOK, 175 POST ST., SAN FRANCISCO


Dear Ma and Pa,


[. . .] I have now been in and around San Francisco for two and a half weeks, have seen a fair amount of the city and country, visited hospitals and universities, made various enquiries and contacts. [. . .] And after living here, I am now almost persuaded that the States in general, and California in particular, is likely to be my ultimate home, irrespective of my immediate course of action. Canada and the States are alike in providing space, affluence and professional opportunity of an order which would be almost inconceivable to me in England. You know as well as I how tight and tedious the professional ladder is in England, in neurology above all subjects: the long, wasted years as a peripatetic registrar etc. The only comparatively easy road to consultant status* in England lies in psychiatry, and though I could easily use this (in England, or Canada, or the States) with the assurance of professional success, yet there is something in my temperament and training which inclines me to a more tangible subject, one in which I might less suspect myself of phoniness or indifferent standards, and one again which allowed of some experimental work of a laboratory kind. Perhaps I am deluding myself here. Perhaps I do have some therapeutic urge and ability, altho I cannot now perceive these as strong qualities in myself. In any case, the decision does not have to be made forthwith.


In comparison with Canada, the States is a country of densely packed intellectual centres. [. . .] In so under populated a country as Canada, neurology hardly exists as a subject, whereas here, in California, there are enormous clinical-cum-experimental neurology set ups in all the major universities and a number of non-affiliated hospitals. In the States, a prodigious amount of money is directed to research, partly as a consequence of tax evasion. Fat industrial profits are propelled towards all deserving (and non-deserving) projects, in order to keep them out of the Fort Knox coffers.


And then again, California combines in itself the natural advantages and beauties of a whole continent. Climbing, skiing, desert, ocean, forest, vineyards—all lie within a day’s journey. San Francisco itself has unique natural advantages, as you probably know. The temperature gradient between the ocean and the burning interior propels a mist in and out of the city twice a day, so maintaining SF at an almost constant, and almost perfect, temperature, the year round. The city has all the cultural and intellectual assets of a huge centre like London, and yet itself has a population of less than a million, which is not expanding. It has a rich and fantastic history, which would grace a much older city. It has in itself, and is within easy range of, fantastic natural beauty of every sort.


I have put my head in at the U. of California Medical Centre, which is a triad of gigantic white buildings overlooking the Golden Gate Park, with an incomparable vista of San Francisco from the upper storeys (Neur. is very high up!), and its distant bridges, ocean, and hills. They have two neurologists there. [. . . Also] three neurological residents, all of them weightlifters! (I always felt the two disciplines went together.) The Med. School faculty buildings were only rebuilt this year, and are a sort of Walter Mitty* fantasy of what such buildings should be like. The interns are by no means overworked, having indeed only an eight-hour day, with most of their weekends off (this would cause a revolt if mentioned in the columns of the Lancet!).*


I have also looked in at the Mt. Zion hospital. [. . .] The staff are largely Jewish, tho’ the hospital is immensely popular among all sections of the population. Two thirds of the hospital’s total work is research (it has ca. 500 beds), which is as high a fraction as in any university medical school. I had a long talk with Feinstein,* the assistant head in the neurosurgery (and neurology) dept. who is a brilliant if somewhat obsessional type, and watched him do some stereotactic operations (MZ is the foremost centre for these in California). He has a massive experimental setup behind him, with quantities of electronic engineers, etc., and seems to be turning out a lot of fine work. Stereotactic operations, by the way, allow one to put a lesion in a human or animal brain anywhere with a high degree of precision, and so is as valuable an experimental tool as a therapeutic one. In a way this is the best possible set up, for one is always involved with patients and therapeutic perspectives, which of course provide an endless series of experimental challenges. And as Feinstein puts it—a neurosurgical patient is a preparation which can talk.* He raised the possibility of my doing what was on paper my internship at MZ, but in fact something nearer neurology and neurophysiology, and receiving a rather more respectable income than an intern.* This might be very worthwhile indeed if it worked out.


Finally, I have been to Stanford Medical School, which has just moved from SF to a stunning building on the gigantic campus at Palo Alto (a pleasant township of 40,000 people, in marvellous countryside, about forty fast miles from SF). At present they have no neurological beds as such, except some purloined from the general medical side (a consequence of the recent move), but next year they will be associated with the local Veterans Administration (V.A.) hospital, which will bring them a total of 140 neurological beds, thus making Stanford the biggest neurological centre in the West. Stanford by the way has a very fine academic standing, better than UC, though has also the reputation of being very “smoochy” and snobbish, at least at the level of student selection. [. . .]


There is a gigantic amount of red tape to exasperate and obstruct the immigrant doctor. One must submit innumerable documents, take a preliminary exam (only held quarterly, with another two-month delay for results), before one can accept an internship. On the other hand, one can be employed in a nonclinical capacity while awaiting the chance to take the exam and get results. [. . .] I will go in person to Sacramento tomorrow to the Medical Board and try to get things in motion. If, and when, I have the machinery going, and a job lined up, then I shall start on my travels in the States if there is any further time in hand.


A final possibility is that of entering the [armed] forces here as a volunteer: minimum period two years. This cuts a lot of the red tape about citizenship etc. provides an excellent income (ca $6000 with all the perks), may be a way of doing one’s internship, and simultaneously of receiving some specialist training. If all this could be done at a military hospital in Western California [. . .] then indeed there would be much in its favour. However, unlike the Canadian Forces, which are small and gentlemanly and to be trusted, the American forces are a gigantic and unwieldly organization, and no sort of bargaining may be possible with them.


Well, these are the prospects. Please tell me what you think of them. [. . .]


It’s suppertime now, and the innumerable possibilities of SF culinary mastery lie before me. Deep sea bass down on Fisherman’s wharf, Japanese food, Italian, Chinese, haute cuisine, or a 3 lb. steak washed down with a gallon of light beer. For a belly-oriented type like me, SF is second to very few places in the world. As I leave the Y,* I shall throw a glance in at the barber next door, who never seems to have any customers, but sits in his barber’s chair and plays the violin all day long. I shall be careful not to trip over the insensible “winos” littering the pavement, and must turn a stern face to the appeals of the alcoholic beggars who swarm the waterfront. In ten yards I can overhear as many languages. Fisherman’s Wharf it will be, in sight of the Golden Gate Bridge arched against the sunset, and the prison of Alcatraz on its island fortress, and gutters crackling with prawn and crab shells, and everywhere the sharp smell of clam juice, which (they say) is the very essence of the Pacific itself.


Please write to me on reception of this, and give my regards to all the family. [. . .]


DON’T WORRY!


Love,


Oliver



To Elsie and Samuel Sacks



SEPTEMBER 29, 1960


MOUNT ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO*


Dear Ma and Pa,


I trust you are keeping well, and in good fettle for the Fast* ahead. [. . .]


I went to Yosemite National Park over the weekend, which is about 200 miles from here. After a blazing summer, the waterfalls are dry and the vegetation pretty parched. It’s a botanist’s paradise in spring and summer (I enclose, especially for Ma’s and Auntie Len’s envious delectation, a booklet on the High Sierra flowers), a climbers’ paradise in the summer, a skier’s in the winter, a geologists’ and pleasure lovers’ all the year round. Last Sunday was a day of a clarity unknown in England, and one could see the whole length of the valley, 100 miles either way. To see distant objects so clearly is so out of my experience, that the whole scene assumed an unreality, combined strangely with its extreme precision. I went into the Mariposa Grove of Big Trees, and saw the “Grizzly Giant,” 110 feet in circumference, and 4000 years old, so old you feel it must be aware in a sense, if only of light, and growth, and hurt. [. . .] No wind penetrates the big trees, and a total silence hangs inside the grove. It’s easy to see why people worshipped objects so ancient, and huge, and beautiful. The sequoia cones are quite tiny by the way, though there are some pines in California with cones a yard long. The high Sierra receives its first snow towards the end of this month.


I moved into hospital yesterday and am slowly finding my feet. They are giving me board and lodging and laundry, though I cannot receive any payment yet. But Levin* will be giving me $60 a month, out of his own pocket, which should help. He’s really been very sweet about things: he said, look if you need more, just ask me. Though I’ll be pleased when I can receive a salary on a regular and normal basis.


Most of the house staff are Jewish, though their Jewishness does not extend beyond a love of chopped herring, and Jewish jokes, and passionate political arguments. It is the last of these, rising and falling in the wards, and the dining room, and the lounge, which is so different from the bland political apathy of my fellow residents in England. Everyone is very approachable, and the hospital more or less runs on first name terms. It seems to be a fairly paternalistic institution, since one can sign for free theatre and concert tickets etc. and has the run of U. Cal. and other institutions. There is a civic centre fifty yards away, with an immense floodlit swimming pool, which I shall probably be patronising frequently. The food is of high quality, attractively prepared, and unlimited in amount. This last is a potential danger, and I must rule myself with a rod of iron, otherwise I shall weigh 300 lb in three months or so. By the way, I enclose a picture of myself taken at Monterey, emerging like some hairy and overweight Venus from a pacific lagoon. Did I tell you about Monterey and Cannery Row in a previous letter or not? I spent about five days there, observing and eating marine biology.


Next week when I’m more into the swing of things, I’ll start going to the countless other sessions run into the hospital, EKG conferences and proctological seminars and various other frightening things. They certainly have a very splendid programme of postgraduate teaching, and as I mentioned, one can by reciprocity attend all the University meetings also. [. . .]


Yesterday, a long fascinating session on a woman with an epileptogenic tumour.* Various parts of her brain were stimulated, (she was, of course, fully conscious): first the motor and sensory areas were mapped out, and later various parts of the temporal lobe where stimulation gave rise to elaborate hallucinations, resembling those which usually preceded her fits. It was a fantastic experience, seeing her sit there, fat and happy in the neurosurgical chair, relate in a matter of fact voice her grotesque hallucinations, while Feinstein was scratching her exposed brain with his beaded electrode.


I must break off soon, because I want to go onto the wards and get to know some of the patients and their ailments. [. . .]


The first rain of fall came today, and the climate is now that of London in September. Though a few miles inland, in Sacramento for example, it is still in the high eighties. I shall also go into a supermarket when some funds come, and send you the most gigantic and interesting food parcel you have ever seen. Believe you me, John Barnes* is nothing compared even to a small-town supermart here, and the larger ones are staggering cornucopias of everything which can be eaten, swallowed, chewed, smoked, sniffed or drunk in the whole world.


I will write again soon, and in the meantime look forward to hearing from you again, and to receiving also the various forms I made mention of, without which I cannot start immigration proceedings.


[. . .]


Regards all round.


Love


Oliver.


To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


OCTOBER 3, 1960


MOUNT ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO


Dear Ma and Pa,


I hope you have lost weight and acquired virtue over the Fast; there should be a clear run now until Chanukah, unless I am forgetting something.


I looked in briefly at one of the orthodox shools yesterday, and found it fairly empty (this was midafternoon), although all of them were packed out on Friday night, which is accounted much the solemnest portion of the Fast. There are, I should explain, three denominations here: orthodox, conservative and liberal (reform). In the conservative, there is a cantor of sorts, admixture of men and women, retention of some Hebrew and yammelkas: it forms therefore a useful intermediary group for those who are too illiterate to enjoy the orthodox, but too coloured by custom and timidity to go right over to the liberal, i.e. the majority of people here.


One of my bosses, Bert Feinstein, invited me over to his family to break fast with them.* They are all originally from Winnipeg, and his parents now run a hotel here, while his brother is a consultant radiologist. Of course they are not actually from Winnipeg; they left Rumania for the prairies in about 1920. His people have a splendid Spanish style house, with a glorious patio fronting the harbour by the Golden Gate Bridge. We broke the fast on Bourbon (a change from tea), which made all of us rather tipsy on empty stomachs, and the conversation was of the usual kind—namely, how offkey the Chazzan* was, how irrational the rabbi was, how hot the shool* was etc. They prepared a very splendid meal, with knishes, and cholent, and paprika stuffed with meatballs, and chicken stewed in wine, along with some more americanised items, like chicken fried in cornflakes (unpleasant) and corn pones (to humour a cousin from the deep south). [. . .] The whole tribe is going to Las Vegas next week, where the prodigal Bert is reading a paper on his work. I find it difficult to imagine neurophysiology in that exotic setting of gambling, divorce and generally glittering vice: L.V. is a fantastic place, so I’m told, being an entirely artificial oasis, and rising like some hashish vision of Samarkand, fountains and gilded towers in the heart of the desert. And a very favourite place for scientific conventions.


I was invited last night to a party on Treasure Island, an entirely artificial island in the middle of the bay, created for the 1939 exposition, and this morning went on a fishing trawler for a couple of hours. I forbade them to throw the “refuse” away, and spent some happy time sorting over the sea stars and whatnot entangled in the nets.


A couple of my fellow interns took me with them to a Football match this afternoon, the Frisco Forty-Niners against the Los Angeles Beefeaters or something. It was a marvellous setting for a match, the enormous stadium surrounded by the trees of the Golden Gate Park, a brilliant blue sky, with thin clouds chasing across it from the ocean (which fronts the Park). There were about 60,000 people watching, mostly in the red caps of the SF supporters. I suppose you have seen pictures of American football. The players are enormously padded about the shoulders, which gives them a very top-heavy appearance, and at the start of the game face each other, pair to pair, in a low crouch, like the stance of fighters in Siamese wrestling. Despite their unwieldy appearance, they move as fast as a speeded-up film, and contract broken limbs with quite extraordinary frequency. Three players had to be carried off during the hour or so I watched. Between touchdowns, a brass band played, to the strutting of a group of drum majorettes. I was unable to repress a hoot of laughter at this, and earned some furious glances from the very serious people all around me. It is certainly rather scaring to hear the deep bay of a gigantic crowd, all bursting with the same emotion. It reminded me of an unpleasant science fiction story, in which people had discovered how to cause material changes by the exercise of their willpower, very substantial changes if they all willed together: criminals would be conducted into the centre of a vast arena, and there destroyed by the cumulative hatred of the people, all exerting their willpower to make them burn alive.


I left after an hour or so and retired to a secluded part of the GG park, with a cigar and a quart of icy Schlitz beer (“the beer that made Milwaukee famous”), and a translation of Il Principe, and decided that I preferred solitude to being one of a crowd. [. . .]


Yesterday I went on my first rounds with Levin and Feinstein. Far more informal than those at the Middlesex.* They have a very large range of involuntary movements under treatment (Parkinsonisms, dystonias, torticollis, tremors) etc. And a fair number of interesting emergencies come in. Being purely an observer at the moment, and unable to accept clinical responsibility, is quite a pleasant mixture. I saw one woman with a splendid parietal lobe syndrome, who draws extraordinary reversed clockfaces, always on the right side of the paper.*


I got a letter from Auntie Len two days ago which I shall reply to shortly. She seems to be having very bad luck with her back and legs.


I have also just got a long and extremely interesting letter from Jonathan, who enclosed a review of his show, in Edinburgh.* He is curtailing his Cambridge job in neuropathology to six months, and then spending a year in Showbusiness, so he can subsequently return to Medicine affluent, with it as a delightful hobby, not a mean bread-winning soulkiller.


Thank you, Pop, for your letter which came today, along with a list of policies. Surrounded entirely by Jews in this place you can hardly feel I am quite out of it. It would be hypocritical and pointless for me to profess any Jewish beliefs, theologically: but I am by temperament and training emptied of all religious type of beliefs. But I am conscious of our culture and uniqueness and will never lose contact with it.


yrs,


oliver




OS FIRST MET JONATHAN MILLER when they were both students at St. Paul’s School in London. The two of them, along with their friend Eric Korn, shared similar backgrounds: Jewish, sons of physicians, scientifically minded, brilliant. Miller later went to the University of Cambridge, where he read natural sciences and medicine and became a member of the Cambridge Apostles, an intellectual society at the college. He then qualified as a doctor and worked as an intern for two years before going on the road with Beyond the Fringe.






To Jonathan Miller



SCHOOLMATE AND CLOSE FRIEND


OCTOBER 11, 1960


MOUNT ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO


My dear Jonathan,


I was delighted and excited to receive your letter, and also your cutting.* So much had been happening to me that I imagined everybody else’s life was static in comparison, but I perceive that you too have been faced with important decisions, which may prove of far-reaching effect. I am glad in a sense you did not write before, because we would then both have been entangled in the essentially introspective intricacies of each other’s “problems,” and perhaps subsequently have found this a source of resentment whenever we regretted our decisions (and there are times when the best decisions seem disastrous).


First can I congratulate you on the Cambridge job, although this must have been almost a foregone conclusion. Even if there were no other considerations on the horizon, I think you would have been wrong and possibly wretchedly immersed in pathology for three years, and quite liable to find yourself deadended among the pots for good. As it is, it will be a delightful interlude, and you will also be a senior apostle who has made doubly good, and a bulwark of solid virtue and endeavour, conceivably. I like the way the papers are already speaking of neuropathologist Miller. It sounds a great deal more impressive, and funnier, than medical student Miller, schoolboy Miller, psychiatrist’s son Miller. Miller. I wholeheartedly agree with you that Medicine is better as a delightful hobby. [. . .] All this, of course, is upon the assumption that you will return to Medicine, and of this I am not sure. Are you? [. . .]


I honestly forget how much I have written to you in previous letters, and so risk repeating myself somewhat. First about my present position. I started here about a week ago, as a research assistant and “guest” at the hospital. This nomenclature is important, because I have not got my immigration status yet, and so am not permitted to accept employment. My duties, so far as I have any, are to acquaint myself with what goes on in the neurosurgery and physiology dept. and get involved in things as much as I can or desire: and otherwise, to examine what patients, attend what rounds and seminars I wish at the hospital. I cannot start internship even in California until after I have taken the State Board exam, and this damnably enough is not being held until next Spring.


The unit is essentially a stereotactic one concerned with dyskinesias, both from the experimental and the therapeutic side, with all the valuable interplay of the two aspects. Levin, the senior man, [ . . . ] is cool and tortuous in all his ways, excepting his sudden generous impulses, and his driving (he drives a V-12 Ferrari, which is possibly the fastest production car in the world). Feinstein, the younger man, [ . . . ] is brash and opinionated and never wears socks (unlike Levin, who not only wears socks, but has suits costing $300), but is volcanic with ideas, some of them penetrating, some of them amazingly obtuse, which he throws out with a fine lack of discrimination. Then there are some voluptuous secretaries whose legs you would slobber over, who live on peanut butter and saccharine tablets, and long to marry a doctor. And finally there is emeritus von Bonin, a wonderful old man [ . . . ] with an enormous red face full of intelligent wrinkles and German humour, who is the final genial court of appeal regarding any uncertainty about the nervous system, animal or human. As for the interns here, they all look like Groucho Marx, wander round the hospital wearing T shirts and smoking cigars insolently into their patients’ faces, full of Jewish jokes and political vehemence, yet astoundingly open, and capable of unbelievable industry, except when the world series baseball is on, when everyone crowds before the TV sets and the patients have their coronaries and hematemesis unattended.


The World Series and the Kennedy-Nixon debates occupy everyone who has concerns outside his social group. After two months of haploid life* I have emerged with pleasure and I think finality from its claustrophobic intensity, and find it an extreme pleasure to be working and living with people who talk and think and act apart from their own sexuality.


Money can buy so much here, and is the subject of such respect, that one falls insensibly into growing more conscious and envious of it. I am sure that (for the right sort of person, you and me) its freedoms far outweigh its responsibilities and limitations. The money rolls in, abruptly, almost as soon as one finishes residency, though whether it will do so as easily as it does now in five years’ time I can’t predict. The US deliberately underproduces doctors, which gives them an immense power, as well as great opportunities to be corrupted. There are only too many doctors round here who will shark a patient for $1000 worth of nonsensical investigations. But even the honest ones do very well. I spent last weekend with a young neurologist who has been in practice three years or so, who already has a superb redwood “cabin” on Mt. Tamalpais half an hour out of the city, with fifteen rooms and a swimming pool, and a prospect of the whole bay through one immense window, and endless mountains through the other, and went yachting* with him later. [. . .]


I have probably seen and thought and felt more than in the preceding ten years, and damnably none of it is on paper, or will be now, for that matter. I have had the material for a hundred essays, a hundred New Yorker articles, as well as a batch of novels. Perhaps it has all been so closely woven with my own emotional convolutions that I shan’t be able to disentangle it, I don’t know. If only I had had the sense to buy a camera! I hope you have bought one, by the way. I even paid a visit to Cannery Row, which effectively discharged any lingering nonsense about it.* It no longer exists as such, because the sardines just stopped coming to the West Coast some years ago, and show no sign of returning. However there is a ridiculous Steinbeck theatre among the rusted desolate canneries, and the place has become a big tourist centre and is overrun with “intimate” bars and flashy seafood restaurants on the waterfront. However there exists an incomparable coastline for hundreds of miles south of this, with the richest tidal pools you could want. I found an absolutely monstrous chiton* washed up on the shore at one place. I enclose, I don’t know why, a photo of myself at an idyllic cove near Monterey, eating, with a friend. [. . .]


I have yet to meet Thom Gunn.* He left SF for London the day I arrived, but is due back soon. But I am, by and large, disappointed by the werewolf crowd* here. Yesterday, I encountered on the bay’s edge a familiar stooping figure, dressed in a very fine English suit with striped trousers and short, stiff collar, who was attracting a good deal of amused and surreptitious attention. I was, myself, in a pair of jeans (it was very hot) and nothing much else. Anyhow, it was Leslie Le Quesne from the Middlesex, over here for a surgical conference. When I plucked at him, he turned round with an arrogant air, and then amazement and pleasure overcame him and he yelled, “My God, Sacks!” followed by “how extraordinary” and “it’s a small world” many times. We had a few beers at a very posh waterfront bar, making a very incongruous pair, and it was all very unreal, Leslie’s intense uncompromising Englishness of face and dress and mind against such an exotic backdrop.


I am petering out in inanities. I look forward to hearing again from you when you start at Cambridge. Give my love to (? Dr.) Rachel.*


To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


OCTOBER 15, 1960


[MOUNT ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO]


Dear Ma and Pa,


Thank you for your long and welcome letter: more than a week had elapsed since I had heard from you, or for that matter from anyone, and I was getting mildly alarmed.


[ . . . ] I have as yet received no parcels from England, nor the small packet from NY. I imagine the Customs have a habit of holding things up unnecessarily. You have evidently been put to a lot of trouble packing up my numerous and slightly awkward belongings, and I am deeply indebted to you for doing so. Indeed, I don’t know where I’d be without your help. However, I am surviving OK at the moment, for this benevolent hospital provides its dependents with white trousers (hence pants), shirts and coats: adding to these white socks and plimsolls we look much more like cricketers than doctors. [ . . . ]


Last weekend I spent idly by myself, lying in the sun and reading in the immense Golden Gate Park all Saturday (I finished Henry James’ short stories, and devoured the autobiography of Charles Darwin). On Sunday morning, I went in for an outdoor weightlifting contest at China Beach and got placed third among the heavyweights. China Beach fronts a desolate surf beaten corner of the bay, and is in full view of Seal Rocks, so that one can watch the seals leaping around and basking while recovering breath between lifts. It is certainly a very romantic place for a weightlifting meet. [. . .]


I have indulged in one small extravagance this week, a prism of thallium bromide-iodide from an optical co. for $5, of very high density and perfect translucency. You remember how I used to have a strange mystique about such things, and would spend enchanted hours poring over the lists of densities and refractive indices and crystal lattices in the International Tables, during my eccentric adolescence.


I am going tonight as my bosses’ guest to the quarterly hospital dinner, which will introduce me to those on the staff here whom I have not already met. It’ll probably be a posh affair and give ample scope for my satirical pen if I get to writing about it. Tomorrow I shall probably be going to a quarterly meeting of the American Neurological Assn. [ . . . ]


There is a lot else to say, but I shall defer this to another letter. I hope you are both well at home. I am glad to hear Michael is doing some work at the hospital, and is on town parole: this seems to me a distinct improvement.* I hope that sooner or later I shall hear from my other two brothers, to both of whom I wrote at Rosh Hashannah. I have written to Auntie Len last week, and am expecting her to reply soon.*


Love,


Oliver


To Elsie Sacks, Samuel Sacks, and Helena Landau


NOVEMBER 28, 1960


MOUNT ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO


Dear Ma and Pa and Auntie Len,


I have been remiss in writing, due to trying to do too many things in the same lifetime. [. . .] Things are quieter with Grant* away, though busier also, since I am starting to assist Bert Feinstein at the stereotaxic operations. I have now taken over the neurological work ups and follow ups on all patients and am designing various new rating techniques, both clinically and cinematographically, for evaluation of the operative results. The old anecdotal days of medicine are passing—“I once had a patient”—and one strives more and more to get results which can be “processed” statistically. In many hands this results in a nonsensical pseudo-quantification of evidence, and against this one must be on one’s guard.


I know quite a number of the house staff and attending staff now, and have even been known to play cribbage in the evenings. However I am still a dunce over card games, and intend to remain one. I have enough time-wasting activities to my credit already. Last Thursday was Thanksgiving (for the safe landing of the Pilgrim Fathers and the founding of White America), which is a sort of secular Xmas, with turkeys and ham and decorations etc. I went to no less than four massive dinners, one at Allinek’s (whose wife you delivered, Ma; they had some cousins there who were your patients in the East End, Pa),* and at the parents Feinstein (where there was no ham in evidence, but stuffed cabbage balls and smoked salmon). Xmas has been largely taken over by Jews here, and I have heard Xmas trees referred to as Chanukah bushes in all seriousness. Which reminds me: you will be receiving a package of assorted American wonders around the start of the New Year.


The bike has done 800 miles since I bought it two weeks ago, and so is nearly run in.* There is a speed limit all over the US of 65 mph, which is very frustrating: however one cannot really go faster if one tries, on account of the vast volume of traffic on the freeways—often almost bumper to bumper for hundreds of miles. Off the main roads however, there are enchanting country lanes, and winding mountain roads, and one can almost fancy oneself back in England, save for crimson succulent vegetation, which sometimes seems almost Martian. The weather has so far remained pretty good, save for a violent storm last week when, with the collusion of the house “mother” (who looks after us all in the Residency) I took my baby up to my bedroom, where it stood for a couple of days, leaking oil and fuming in the middle of the room. However this was received quite well at MZ, since it tied in with the notion of English students and house doctors they derive from our export films such as Carry On Nurse or Doctor in the House. I have taken to carrying a spare clutch cable, links for the chain, spare bulbs etc. for all long journeys, so that I never find myself helpless 200 miles from the nearest city. I will probably be going down to L.A. via the desert road in two or three weeks, and staying there for two or three working days, negotiating the future. I will come back by the superb coastal road. Both of these are comparatively slow compared with the freeway, but this would be boring and nightmarish, in turns.


The sun had a curious chromatic halo round it today, which probably foretells another storm. There was virtually no winter last year, or at least no rain, so this one is going to be hard, people prophesy.


I have a pile of discharge summaries to compose, which I shall do in solitude now, among the deserted electronic apparatus, its purity sullied by the cigar and bottle of beer I have brought in to solace my work with.


Then a quick work out, and to bed. And up at six thirty, if the weather holds, for a morning ride.


Do you remember a Somerset Maugham story about a man who had a spell cast on him by some jilted Island girl, and developed a fatal hiccough? One of our patients, a coffee baron, has had a hiccup for six days following operation, intractable to all the usual and some very unusual measures, and I fear may go the same way unless we block his phrenic* or something. I suggested bringing in a good hypnotist: I wonder if this will work? Have you any experience of this as a major problem?


All my best, and write soon.


Love,


OLIVER


PS Could you send my large black pullover (the one which we had dyed), my blue and grey squared suit (“speckled”) and my new dark suit with waistcoat.


Thank you


To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


FEBRUARY 2, 1961


[SAN FRANCISCO]


Dear Ma and Pa,


I am glad you are both in good form. [. . .] I was saddened, but not surprised, by your news of Michael’s relapse. The most impossible cross to bear is the awareness that someone near and dear to you has undergone a complete change of personality, of a destructive type: in a sense, almost any other sickness would be preferable. But I do not think it realistic to hope, at this stage, that Michael will ever be able to live more than a protected social life, with perhaps periods of having to be institutionalized. New and better drugs for controlling symptoms will undoubtedly appear on the market, but it is near certain that he has already undergone a good deal of irreparable change. Perhaps I am wrong to put this so crudely, but I think you will both be less torn if you cease to entertain extravagant hopes of his “getting well.”


Thank you, too, for news of other members of the family. I am, myself, a family man at one remove. That is, I like the awareness that I am part of a huge ramifying family, and to hear news of it: but I am happy to live out of the sphere of family feelings and pressures. [. . .]


Let me tell you something about a conference at the University here last weekend, entitled “The Control of Mind,” to which Levin and Feinstein had invited us all* ($25 times twelve: presumably tax deductible!), full of eminent people—neurologists, psychiatrists, historians, Jesuits, journalists, writers, philosophers etc., and destined to start an epoch, or at least start people thinking.


Wilder Penfield of Montreal (Nobel Laureate, etc.) started the ball rolling. Unfortunately, he has become mildly senile, so was rather disappointing. He was followed by Holger Hyden, a marvellous Swedish biochemist, who produced some very exciting results on the chemical bases of memory and learning, as well as intimating that he has some astonishing drug which can affect this directly. (This was taken up by an Irresponsible Press in a big way!) Hebb,* also from Montreal, summarized his work on sensory deprivation and, by showing that we are almost entirely a product of our environments, demolished the Rousseau Natural Man very effectively. Aldous Huxley gave a tremendous after dinner speech on Education. I had never seen him before and was amazed by his height and cadaverous emaciation. [. . .] Leaning forward, in intense concentration, he somewhat resembled Vesalius’ skeleton in meditation. However, his marvellous mind is as good as ever, served by a wit, a warmth, a memory and an eloquence that brought everyone to their feet more than once. On Sunday morning, the pharmacologists described some of the new psychotropic drugs and their social implications.* [. . .] On Monday, the journalists and politicians spoke, the computer men promised us moral intelligence in their machines, and the conference ended with a series of informal smaller groups. A very exciting weekend, I am very grateful to L and F for taking us all. Humdrum life seems rather tame now. [. . .]


Write again soon, and remind Auntie Len that I am hoping to hear from her also.


Love,


Oliver


PS I have not smoked now for six weeks. I can’t say I miss it much.




IN THE SPRING OF 1961, having taken the exams that would allow him to begin an official internship at Mount Zion on July 1, OS traded in his Norton Atlas motorbike for a second-hand BMW R69 and set out to travel across the United States.





To Elsie Sacks, Samuel Sacks, and Helena Landau


APRIL 22, 1961


LAUSANNE SCHOOL FOR GIRLS, MEMPHIS, TN


Dear Ma, Pa, Auntie Len and All,


Finding myself, for the first time in two weeks, with a typewriter and some leisure, I thought I would let you know something of my trip. [. . .]


I am typing from the unlikeliest of places, the Lausanne School for Girls! A friend of mine from Oxford days, who bears the splendid name of Walter Raleigh Coppedge, is headmaster here, a very astonishing evolution. He is, I find, a very good one too, which needs a good deal of courage in a place like Tennessee, where it is still illegal to teach the “false doctrine of evolution,” and where one is savagely slated by the press for any progressive idea. At present I am sitting outside, barefoot, in a pleasant Cowper-Dryden like woodland, with a lake to one side and the graceful school buildings to the other. As I write this sentence, Walter is conducting two grey-haired parents of a prospective student around the grounds, no doubt deflecting their gaze from the strange barefoot man who sits typing under a tree. The ground is covered with catkins and acorns, and if I can ignore the monstrously large ants and butterflies, I can easily imagine myself back in England for the nonce.


My journey, in outline, has been as follows: first down to LA for the weekend. Then through California to Death Valley, which is tolerable this time of year (the ground temp. rises towards 200 in the summer).* It reminded me very much of the Negev in certain ways, though is a great deal more spectacular: one can, for example, look up from Badwater (the lowest part of the world after the Dead Sea) to the highest mountains in America, less than a hundred miles away, and clearly visible in the still air. The air was anything but still when I was there—a huge hot shrivelling wind blew up from the valley, something like a monstrous hairdryer. From Death Valley I crossed into evil Nevada (no speed limit, no limit on anything: a bubble economy subsisting entirely on sale of liquor and gambling). My one evening in Las Vegas, mercifully perhaps, was truncated by a dust storm of grotesque violence, which twice blew me off the bike, filled my ears, eyes, nose, mouth, clothes with dust, and made me marvel that such a place of glittering twenty-first century skyscrapers as L.V. (mad and arbitrary in the middle of the desert) cannot protect itself against the elements when they really decide to “have a go.” I passed rapidly across bleak horrible Nevada (no wonder they set off the first A bomb in its deserts) to Arizona, where I spent about four days. For colours, and for geology, Arizona can have no equal on the earth. [. . .] The Petrified Forest and the Painted Desert are amongst the most incredible natural phenomena I have seen—in fact, they reminded me of the cover pictures of some wild science-fiction magazine. From Arizona I passed into New Mexico, mostly a “mesa” (a high plateau desert) around 7000 ft. I mustn’t forget to mention the Grand Canyon, which inspired all the usual feelings. What engaged me more than the scenery of New Mexico were the Navajo Indians, who have a sixteen million acre reservation occupying a good part of N.M., Arizona, Utah and Colorado—they are the only tribe of Indians who are on the increase. [. . .]


From New Mexico to Texas, which is ridiculous—for you can drive through a hundred miles of solid wheatland (no fields, hedges or any of our petty European partitions), and hardly see another human being. Fearfully, in New Mexico, I spent thirty valuable dollars (it broke my heart, but I am sure it was wisest) in buying a new back tyre and tube (I am carrying the old one as a spare—the poor bike is loaded with close to a hundred pounds of impediments!): I would hate to get a ripped tyre in the middle of one of these deserts. From Texas through Arkansas—sleepy Sunday state, where the men and animals resemble each other, and watched my passing with sleepy incurious eyes (and where, indeed, the sleepiest and Sundayest place of all was a village called London—population: 353, produce: Ozark Mountain peaches)—to Tennessee. [. . .] Probably, I shall now go further South, to New Orleans* [. . .] and then wind my way along the coast, across Florida, and up the Eastern seaboard to Washington and New York, arriving there the first week in May. From there to Montreal and Toronto, and then back through the Northern States.


I have not yet heard about the State Boards etc. but will probably find information awaiting me at New York. I hope to be starting at Mount Zion in June or July (perhaps July, in preference, for this would give me a clear month to arrange, edit and type my new journal). Please let me know how things are with you back in London. If you write soon (i.e., if the answer will be back within a week), write directly to the YMCA, W. 63rd. St. N.Y. 23 and mark: TO AWAIT COLLECTION.


Keep well, and love to you all,


OLIVER



To Elsie and Samuel Sacks



[RECEIVED IN LONDON ON JUNE 24, 1961]*


[SAN FRANCISCO]


Dear Ma and Pa,


Thank you very much for your letter, which came today.


First—before I forget—the best returns for your wedding anniversary on the 22nd: may you have many more before you.


Second, before I forget again, here are some photos of me (one with the new bike)* taken in New York; Auntie Len might like one of the close-ups. Tell me if you like them; as you see (genes, hormones, race, age, rage, depravity) my hair is getting very scanty, but my smile is as charming as ever. [ . . . ]


The internship becomes, if anything, less tolerable daily. Not because of the “work,” but because one is treated like a shit or a menial or both, by the majority of the attending men. Having fifty masters (a consequence of being in a private hospital) is difficult at the best of times: many of them are second, third and fourth rate (this is not extenuated by there being a few very good men on), and one sees the grossest examples of medical incompetence and immorality daily. How MZ has achieved so high and desirable a status I can’t imagine: or, at least, I can—the others must be even worse. Surgical internship is particularly awful, for it consists of being “used” all day: sudden phone calls: “Doctor, you’ve been assigned to such and such a case: be up here in ten minutes.” The case to which you have been “assigned” is one you have probably never seen before, and will have no chance of seeing again, i.e. you are deprived of responsibility: as like as not, you will be a fifth assistant on a mastectomy, so you lack even the consolation of imagining yourself useful. Appalling mutual hostility obtains between the attending and house staff—which was epitomized in the savage lampoons of the annual “show” last week.


However, something can perhaps be “done” about all this. I hope so, for otherwise this will be the most miserable and useless period of life. I can write nothing at the moment, which adds to my fury, and have been eating pathologically—gained 24 lbs. in fifteen days. Incidentally, Pop, delighted to hear that you are becoming slim—don’t let this chance slip like all the others. [. . .]


yours,


Oliver


To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


JULY 6, 1961


MT. ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO


Dear Ma and Pa,


Thank you very much for your letters: your mammoth ones are rare, Pa, but well worth waiting for. This will be a slender reply, and a rather tardy one because I am in a mood of great vexation and uncertainty. [. . .] I am not a good correspondent, because I speak and write at people rather than to them. [. . .]


A new infuriating enactment of the State Boards now makes foreign doctors do yet an extra year of internship here; i.e., it really doesn’t want them in California. I am not sure that there is any way of evading this if I am to procure a Californian licence. Indeed, I am wondering: do I in fact want such a licence. I see this loathsome internship prolonged indefinitely, and to no purpose. I am discovering, in a far more intense degree than ever before (these were mere intimations) an extreme aversion to patients, sickness, hospitals and particularly doctors. I cannot imagine that private practice would be any pleasanter: first, I do not enjoy clinical responsibility and would probably betray it sporadically; second, I want leisure, and a lot of it; third, I am not very competitive. I am thinking of returning, here and now, without further waste of time and temper, to academic work, i.e. physiology. [. . .] However, with Oxford in mind,* I am also none too sanguine about this: I am probably too temperamental, too indolent, too clumsy and even too dishonest to make a good research worker. The only things I really enjoy are talking, lecturing (when I have the chance), reading and writing. It occurs to me (with the precedent of Charles Singer* and many others in mind) to give thought to the subject of the history of medicine and science, and I shall be contacting the department at Cal in this subject. This way I might harness my long long education in science and biology and medicine with my other interests, and my ability to write, and make myself a reasonably pleasant and profitable life. The truth is, you know, I should never have become a doctor. However, I regret nothing: I have a great deal I can still capitalize on. By a curious telepathic coincidence, I was mentioning some of these thoughts to Grant Levin only yesterday, when I received a letter from Jonathan,* beautifully written and full of realization of similar issues. Let me quote a sentence here and there: “I am, like Wells,* enchanted by the prospect and paralysed by the reality of scientific research. The only place where any of us move nimbly or with grace is with ideas and words. Our love of science is utterly literary.” Looking towards the future, he says, “I now feel I am ready, equipped with an extraordinary biological education, to turn a powerful instrument into a region where I never dared imagine myself at home.” He thinks, utopianly, of some unit where psychology, sociology and neurology all meet. And I am thinking, in analogous terms, of scientific history and journalism. I don’t know what will finally become of either of us, but I feel that this turmoil is a healthy sign, even if it disturbs you a lot. It would really be a great shame and rather a waste to turn into a mediocre doctor with no love for medicine. However, do not get too alarmed: I shall do nothing rash, and nothing without careful advice and help from others. In the meantime, this internship will give me bread, bed and money (100 dollars a month, affluence!) while I brood and plan.


It will be my birthday on Sunday, exactly one year since I flew from my homeland. It has, on the whole, been the best and most exciting year of my life, and one of a healthy bewilderment and discovery. But I feel old! But perhaps not too old to change.


My best love to you both—and to Auntie Len, who owes me a letter.


OLIVER


To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


OCTOBER 16, 1961


MT. ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO


Dear Ma and Pa,


[. . .] The chief thing I have done this week has been to go to the Brain Research Institute in LA over the weekend. This enormous building was officially inaugurated—the largest neurological centre in the West, and on its way to being the best in the States—amid symposia, lectures, banquets. Grant Levin had procured me one of the coveted guest tickets.


I rode down on Friday night, along highway 33, through a lunar landscape of coccidiomyces spores piled in vast desolate dustheaps. When I got to Coalinga, in the middle of nowhere, at three in the morning, I found all the gas stations closed. There was no light anywhere. I honked my horn up and down the main street and banged on doors; no answer. The town was bewitched, or in a coma. I managed to shake a pint of gas out of petrol pump hoses, but could not force the lock on any of the pumps themselves. Then, had any of the inhabitants been awake, they might have seen a strange spectacle: an enormously bulky and muffled motorcyclist, one of Mother [sic] Zion’s favorite interns, dismantle his stethoscope and try to siphon some petrol out of the cars standing in the town square. However, I was unsuccessful, and just got mouthfuls of petrol for my pains. I tried to flag down cars, one or two passed in an hour, without success. So I went on slowly, hoping to make Blackwell’s Corner, a sort of oasis. But I ran out seven miles from it, it could have been worse, and had to push the bike for this distance. [. . .] At last I got to L.A. and found that I had dropped one of my shoes en route. So I had to buy another pair. The conference itself was magnificent. Speakers had been invited from all over the world. [. . .]


In the evening we had a splendid banquet at the Bel Air Country Club. Everything in LA is excessive in size and monstrousness, and Bel Air was about the limit in outrageous country clubs. I got a lot of pleasure from riding through its gilded gates on my bike still covered with dust from the desert. The meeting had a great sense of the past: the ghosts of Ramon y Cajal and Charcot and Hughlings Jackson* strolling through the corridors.


Unfortunately it was so hellishly hot in LA over the weekend, the more so as I had on my best suit, complete with waistcoat and stiff collar, preposterous in a temperature of 110. For a week or so in October a burning wind comes up from the desert, properly called the Sirocco or the Santa Ana, but more expressively just THE BIG HEAT. It is a wind which drives men crazy. Crimes of rage and violence sweep over Southern California when the Sirocco blows. The traffic in LA was absolutely murderous. And it got no cooler at night: 100 all through Saturday night. On Sunday I decided that, Nobel laureates or not, I could take no more of the conference room, which was not airconditioned, and spent a lazy day down at the beach. Last night I rode back along the coast road, 101, and made LA back to SF in seven hours, which was fair going, considering how often I stopped to eat en route. The bike is well-called the Rolls Royce of motorcycles: at eighty it still has a weird silence and is completely cool and stable, so that one has supreme confidence in cruising at this speed. Whereas I always felt the Norton would either explode or just jangle itself to pieces through incessant nerve-wracking vibration. I saw a tremendous number of shooting stars, and also a small meteor, which I first took to be a rocket sent up by a ship in distress. A cosmic gala night. I suppose we must be passing through a shower of the things. I arrived back here profoundly exhausted, after three nights without sleep (for one cannot sleep when the sirocco blows) and eleven hundred miles of travelling. I hope there are not too many night calls tonight. Perhaps I could design a little cervical dilatometer which registers automatically, and so save myself the dreary business of having to check at all hours. For this is all I am in Obstetrics service: a greased finger, nothing more.* They allow the interns to do nothing, nothing whatever, except circumcision and this is ridiculous because circumcision requires a good deal of judgement and experience. I refuse to do them: I’m scared stiff of cutting the whole caboodle off.


I’m at the end of the paper now, and someone is 7 cm. (what you used to call a crown) dilated [. . .] so I must run. Please write and let me know what is happening back in London.


love,


OLIVER


P.S. I wonder if you could send me on two string vests, the ones with little arms. They don’t seem to have heard of them in America.*




OS’S FRUSTRATION WITH REPEATING an internship he had already completed in England was leavened by the prospect of moving on to a residency the following year. He had applied for a position at UCLA.





To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


NOVEMBER 13, 1961


MT. ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO


Dear Ma and Pa,


[. . .] First: you will be pleased to hear that my months of miserable anxiety and maneuvering are over—the UCLA appointment has been confirmed, and I will be starting there on July 1. [. . .]


I spent an interesting weekend boar hunting in the Santa Lucia mountains.* A great sport—only we saw no boars, only an ancient spoor leading to a dried-up waterhole. However, I shot a jackrabbit. I discovered a marked relish, and an even more surprising natural ability, in the use of knife, bow-and-arrow and rifle. Knowing how timid I generally am, and astigmatic, I should be the last person in the world to enjoy such things. It must be an ancient bloodlust coming out in me. We stayed (there were five of us) with an old German couple in their ranch at the top of a mountain. It was a Paradisal place, perpetually windless and bathed in brilliant sun, with storm and fog rageing all around. Like the garden of Eden it was filled with exotic fruit trees, and, idiot that I was, I gorged myself on unripe guavas, which are supremely delicious. [ . . . ]


I also got in some Scuba diving: they have great corals and underwater fishes near Monterey. I don’t know now whether to save my pennies for a gun, or a diving suit, or a flight to New York, all of which I want equally badly, and unreasonably!


On the way back, we stopped off at Santa Cruz to see an uncle of Ted’s (Ted, the weightlifting neurologist at Cal., organized the whole thing): this was a doctor, totally paralyzed by polio and living in a tank respirator, and engaged in writing a novel about the early Norse invasions of America. He was a marvellous talker, a sort of paralysed Homer. He suddenly crystallized a feeling I’ve had, incoherently, for some time: that America has everything except—a mythology. This gives things an almost moonlike desolation, an absence of human and magical intent. Yet there is so much which is the very stuff of legend, just waiting. Waiting, perhaps, for someone to compose an enormous spurious mythology of the continent. I am haunted by the idea. This seems an odd note to end on.


Love,


Oliver



To Elsie and Samuel Sacks



FEBRUARY 4, 1962


MT. ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO


Dear Ma and Pa,


I’m afraid it is about a fortnight since I last wrote: I have very little to write, and have been in no mood for writing in any case. One of my periodic depressions: I see myself clearly as manic-depressive now; jewel-like spasms of sharp delight and sensitivity in everything, good humour, wild hopes and ceaseless writing, alternating with long horrible periods of sloth and misery. I dearly hope that the stimulating environment of UCLA next year will diminish the depressions, and lengthen the productive and scintillating manic phases. As Orwell says (in a very depressing little book, A Clergyman’s Daughter), the devil’s subtlest weapon is the sense of futility. Almost all of us at Mount Zion, in varying degrees, are afflicted with this; it comes of having nothing of any importance to do, and no responsibility.


Travelling is my chief balm and stimulant, as music was to Saul, and I look forward with enormous pleasure to taking off for Mexico, in four days’ time (I will send you postcards en route). I wish I had longer: one week’s vacation in the fifty-two is pretty minimal. The weather has been remarkable here: it was bitterly cold two weekends ago, and actually snowed a bit; the streets were full of children who had obviously never seen snow before, and were making their first tentative snowballs, by a sort of instinct. Now the whole state is gripped by a dense fog, and there have been hideous road-accidents everywhere; I have hardly ventured out myself. The weather should be lovely at this time in Mexico—never hotter than 70 by day, or colder than 40 by night. The roads are treacherous, and I will do all my travelling by day. [. . .]


Love to all at home,


Oliver



To Elsie and Samuel Sacks



FEBRUARY 23, 1962


MT. ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO


Dear Ma and Pa:


I hope you are both well, out of the cold weather and the smallpox scare. [. . .]


To go through various points you raise [. . .]. Sorry you found “too many four-letter words” in my trucking interlude!* But I could not, as you imagine, give verisimilitude to my picture without using their dialogue: and of course the four-letter words mean nothing—they are merely verbal condiments. [. . .]


I must tell you something more of Mexico: I penetrated about five hundred miles below the Arizona border and then turned back, and came back along dirt roads, through tiny squalid villages where the inhabitants would stand and stare and gabble as I went past on my extraordinary mechanical contrivance—the like of which they had probably never seen before! What with my red shirt, and my beard (have I told you—all the interns are growing beards for our centennial this year!), many of them would shout: see, Castro!! as I went past. Their poverty is inconceivable by European standards: you see men and pigs scavenging on the same garbage heaps. The whole population is pitifully thin and emaciated: I felt ashamed of my own bloated repletion while I was there. And in the streets of Culiacan I saw a corpse lying in the gutter, probably dead of starvation, with nobody paying any attention to it. When it starts smelling too high, they will collect it and throw it on the rubbish dump. This should give you some idea of the squalor which exists in Mexico. Much of this could be alleviated by major schemes of physical help (housing, roads, irrigation, mechanization etc) and, above all, education. However, all the government’s money is spent on a handful of show-places, like Mexico City, Guadalajara, Mazatlan etc. There exist a small number of enormously wealthy Mexicans, whose wealth is flaunted in the middle of all this gruelling poverty. You would think that here are the ingredients of revolution: but no! So far as I could comprehend, in my poor halting Spanish, there is a universal sense of passiveness, of laissez-faire: it is warm, the sun shines, the children play, there is always manana. There is an aspect of this attitude which is very pleasant: you see the men lying in the fields doing nothing, sleeping with their sombreros over their faces; it is all so picturesque, so romantic, so relaxing. California seems full of gibbering maniacs in comparison! They are an amazingly kindly and hospitable people: I was many times invited into their little shacks as I passed through the villages. Naturally I could not refuse the little food they gave me—though I suspect I may have become a carrier of Entamoeba in consequence. The children loved the bike: they would clamber onto it, sometimes two or three at a time, and I would take them along to the next village, eight or ten miles away, and then they would run back home!


Luckily my tires stood up to all this punishment, although this set have lasted barely five thousand miles in all. I had a lot of trouble getting back into the States: I had forgotten to re-register as a resident alien, and had to swear on the bible that this was a bona-fide mistake: they rifled through all my luggage, and even all my pockets (while I stood naked), impounded some tetracycline, codeine comp. and benzedrine I had in my emergency kit, and then fined me for not declaring them. Oh yes, a good time was had by all! I emerged however with my Mexican purchases, a gallon of fiery tequila (for my friends: I can’t stand the stuff), a Mexican blanket, and a guitar (which cost thirty bob new!).


And now I’m back in harness again.


Love,


OLIVER



To Elsie and Samuel Sacks



MARCH 25, 1962


MT. ZION HOSPITAL, SAN FRANCISCO


Dear Ma and Pa,


[. . .] I took a train down to LA last Friday (to save my legs for the contest); a beautiful journey, through much wilder country than the road goes. I had forgotten what a very pleasant way of travelling train is; so few people use them here. [. . .]


The [weightlifting] contest went well, though not quite as I wished. I and my chief contender took first place jointly, and we both squatted with 575 lb. which was substantially above the old record (515 lb.). So I shouldn’t complain, because I am now one of the (joint) Californian champs. However I just missed 600, by the skin of my teeth, which breaks my heart, for I have been obsessed with this figure for years, and consider that it more or less separates the men from the boys. I feel that if there hadn’t been so much messing around at the contest (in which one “cools off,” physically and mentally) I might have got it. I am determined to reach, or surpass, this figure in the near future, so I must (regrettably) keep my weight up for a little while yet. If I could do 650, I would be the 10th man in the world to reach this figure, but I think this would be too much to hope for in the few weeks of eating and training I have left, before the Pacific Coast contests on May 5th.


I hope to send on to you (and indeed delayed this letter in the hope that I would have received them) some photos etc. of the contest, and also of Los Angeles, which I took myself. In black and white this time—colour is much too expensive for general use, at least on an intern’s income.


After our excessively rainy winter (three times the usual amount), I think Spring is getting the upper hand here.


However, to counteract this, I am now back on surgery for my remaining eight weeks, and this (as I have said many times before) is as hellish as one can imagine. I am happy to say that I have given the department a great deal of trouble first by my size, for they have had to get scrub-suits made to measure for me, and second by my beard, which in its exuberance cannot be covered by a regular mask. Since they suspect it of harbouring staphylococci, I am wearing for the moment a sort of reversed snood, until they can figure out a new sort of mask. Anyhow, this cuts down on my attendances in the operating theatre, which is all to the good. [. . .]


Best regards to Michael, David and Lillie, Auntie Len, and the kids.*


Love


OLIVER
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Los Angeles


1962–1965


To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


JULY 6, 1962


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER, LOS ANGELES


Dear Ma and Pa,


[. . .] I am thoroughly delighted with the University and the neurology dept. so far. The campus itself is immense, ultra-modern, ultra-efficient, but by no means as unfriendly as these qualities might suggest. I am working in the NPI (neuropsychiatric institute), which was built only a few months ago. I am one of four residents, all of whom are intelligent and charming, and a pleasure to know and work with. The Professor himself, Augustus Rose, is a gigantic man (almost seven feet high, and weighing, I suspect, a good deal more than I do). A magnificent teacher who obviously enjoys teaching immensely, accessible, and generally very stimulating. It is really marvellous being in an environment like this, after that unspeakably horrible year at Mt. Zion.


I will not pretend that things are slack. I find I have to be on the wards soon after seven, collect all bloods etc. myself before rounds with the senior resident at eight. Then clinic till noon. Usually time for a quick swim in the dazzlingly blue NPI pool, and a sandwich lunch in the great tree-shaded patio enclosed by the four main hospital blocks. Rounds with the Professor every afternoon till about three. Then admissions. As things stand, one is on duty every 5th evening and night. It is hard work, but very stimulating, with none of the scamping which is done at a private hospital.


The rest of the campus is fairly deserted, this being the summer vacation. I have been very immobile myself, not having the bike; Los Angeles is inconceivably immense and diffuse, and its public transport is practically non-existent. It is in general a good deal more spacious than SF: the streets wider. There is a moderate amount of smog, but since the hospital is air-conditioned, one is not too conscious of the outside atmosphere. I think this should be a very profitable and enjoyable year.


How terribly quickly that month in England passed!* This is the way, what one enjoys passes in a flash, what one hates lasts forever. Next time I must plan things better, so that I am not committed to an incessant social round, and end up with no time to myself. I hope it is not too early for you to consider, and plan for, coming to California next summer. [ . . . ]


Love,


Oliver.


To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


JULY 19, 1962


[LOS ANGELES]


Dear Ma and Pa,


[. . .] I strolled down to the beach last Sunday. Or at least, I thought it would be a stroll. It turned out to be seven miles away, two hours walk. And after a pleasant swim (the water is about 75), and a reconnaissance of possible future places to live, I turned round to take the bus back—and found that I had forgotten to bring any money out with me. So I had another seven miles walk back! It was a blazingly hot day, and I was dressed far too heavily, and sweated like a pig. [. . .] In future, especially with my build and heat-intolerance, I must be very careful to walk slowly and dress lightly. My weight, you will be pleased to hear, has dropped fifteen pounds since I came here, and is now 248 (stripped). Another 20–25 lb. to go, and then I think I shall level out, i.e. around sixteen stone.


I have a very interesting, and I fear tragic, patient: a young man with coccidiomyces meningitis. Cocc. is endemic in the San Joaquin valley, and to a lesser extent in the San Fernando valley, where he comes from. The systemic form is very rare, not more than one in a thousand or so of those who get the disease [and] the meningitis even rarer. The poor bugger wasn’t diagnosed six months ago, as he should have been, and I think now that he’s probably had it. He has very severe hydrocephalus, for which we will do a ventricular-jugular shunt, and frequent terrible seizures, which are due to his brainstem jamming in his foramen magnum. It is amazing that he continues to survive, without ill consequence, such a horrible business, repeated many times daily. Today I saw the spores (microspherules) grown out of his ventricular fluid, which has confirmed the diagnosis absolutely. We are starting him on Amphotericin B—a thoroughly toxic and nasty antibiotic, and the only substance known which has any useful effect against the fungus. In future, I shall avoid Highway 33, and the whole of the San Joaquin Valley I think. I shudder when I remember the nonchalance with which I slept one hot and dusty summer night near Blackwell’s Corner, with the dreadful spores blowing all around me. Of course, the majority of the inhabitants in these areas do have the disease, asymptomatically: it is only a tiny fraction of unfortunates who get it in its lethal systemic or meningitic form. [. . .]


Look forward to hearing from you again soon,


Love,


Oliver.




OS SPENT HIS FIRST YEAR in Los Angeles living near Muscle Beach, sharing an apartment with Mel Erpelding, a young man he had met in San Francisco. They worked out together and traveled frequently on weekends, exploring California. OS had fallen in love with Mel, but their relationship, as intimate friends, remained platonic.






To Elsie and Samuel Sacks



SEPTEMBER 13, 1962


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER, LOS ANGELES


Dear Ma and Pa,


[ . . . ] I spent a very happy and healthy week camping out in the forests of Oregon and North California, becoming a considerable fisherman, and an adept at lighting a fire with a few damp twigs. I still covered quite a great distance—3500 miles in my round trip, in nine days—and saw a great deal of country I had never seen before. I came back through the Mother Lode, and had the excitement of recovering some minute flecks of gold on stones in some of their auriferous rivers. There are a few people there who still pan for gold: the yield is scanty, but they can just about eke out a precarious subsistence. In Amador City, one of the “ghost towns” on the way back, an old prospector showed me a 13 oz. nugget he once dredged up: it was a funny feeling handling it, and he kept his hand on his gun all the time I held the precious thing, so I wasn’t too tempted to run off with it! Pop—you would go crazy about swimming in some of the lakes and rivers here: late summer is a perfect time, because the temperatures are around 65, and the water has an extraordinary transparency. In Summit Lake, in Lassen Volcanic park, you would see hundreds of brown and speckled trout swimming round a boat, if you took one out. I caught three, and made an excellent supper of them. Sooner or later, I may invest in a line of my own.


[. . .] I have now moved into the new apartment (address: 3021, Washington Boulevard, Santa Monica, California: telephone not yet connected), which I am sharing with a friend, Mel Erpelding, whom I knew for a couple of years in San Francisco: he’s doing sociology. This way we only pay $45 each, and I think live much better than one person could do alone. We are just a quarter of a mile from the beach and ocean and have resolved to get up half an hour earlier each morning and get a swim: it’s a good way to start the day. Better in the doing than the anticipation! I’ve borrowed a few pots and pans etc. from Joan,* which I will return to her as we accumulate some of our own. There’s quite a capital expense in getting these things, and sheets and blankets etc, which we shall keep as small as possible. [. . .] The apartment is about fifteen minutes from UCLA by bike, which is really quite reasonable.


I wonder if you could now send on to me that parcel of books, and also send—if they have not been included in it already—my two vols of the shorter O.E.D.* As for the remainder of the books, we will have to think of these another time, when I am more permanently settled. [. . .]


That’s my lot for now. Look forward to receiving your next letter.


Regards to everyone,


From your slender sixteen stone son,


Ol.


To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


OCTOBER 2, 1962


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER, LOS ANGELES


Dear Ma and Pa,


[. . .] I went to the local shool on Rosh Hashanah: I could hardly plead that it was too far away, for by a strange chance I live only three doors away from the shool! Being used to the Orthodox ritual, I found the reading of English, etc. rather distasteful. Not of course that I could understand the Hebrew anyhow, but still, I like the sound of it, and it’s familiar, and one is a creature of habit. By chance, the Rabbi there is called Samuel Sacks! We also have a patient called Nellie Sacks. I never ran into so many goddam Sackses before! Went to a Rosh Hashannah dinner with one of the gang on Sunday, and that too made a pleasant change. My first chopped liver in three months: better than peanut butter which seems to be my staple these days (I am now a svelte 222 lb, and feeling almost emaciated).


The apartment is getting more organized. I am adjusting to the horrid realities of scrubbing floors, beating carpets, degreasing cooking pans etc. and even beginning to take a little pride in the place. I shall send you a photo of it some time. It’s right down by the ocean, so I go swimming almost every night. The water is brightly luminous now, in these late summer days, the waves breaking into blue and orange as they topple over: wonderful sight. We have filled the apartment with jars of luminous seawater, and they glow eerily at night.* In fact the place is rapidly coming to resemble a small marine biology museum, and strangers can’t bear the smell of decaying seaweed and formalin: but I like it.


A snippet for you, Pop. I went into an Army Surplus store a few days ago to buy something or other. Got talking to the fellow there who had an obviously London accent. He told me he came from the East End, near Commercial Road. Oh yes, I was born there myself, I said (a pardonable lie). Anyhow, after a while I said, Let me guess who your family doctor was? Well? Dr. Samuel Sacks. He stared at me as if I was a thought reader. Anyhow, we reminisced for a long time about you: he said there wasn’t another in the East End to touch you. His father was called Solly Oder, and he had a barber-shop at 8, Grove St. Does this ring a bell with you? It’s a small world.


What else? I’ve been fussing round, not much real travelling. A lot to do at the hospital. Swimming. Training. Buying household things—how many there are! [. . .]


This is a rather patchy letter: it’ll be more solid next time. In the meantime, keep well (you didn’t say how you were getting on now, Ma), make tentative plans for coming to California next summer, and give my regards to everybody,


Love,


Oliver



To Elsie and Samuel Sacks



OCTOBER 24, 1962


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER, LOS ANGELES


Dear Ma and Pa,


I was going to write last night, but thought I’d wait and see what happened off Cuba first.* So I drank a pint of rum toddy instead, and decided the first nuclear missile would find me cheerful. When I got to hospital this morning, I saw that all the clocks had stopped at six o’clock, a portent if ever there was one. However, the ships have retreated, so I suppose the immediate risk is over now. An agonising choice, with a fearful gamble at one end, and—I think—a great moral victory as the outcome. It even got through to the great American public, and briefly vied with the World Series Baseball in the attention it drew: the streets full of anxious (and expectant, and—who knows?—eager) citizens, hanging outside the plate-glass windows of television shops, hypnotized, and uncannily silent. [. . .]


I had a phone call from Jessie Fox* last Thursday. I had half been thinking of riding up to San Francisco for the weekend, and her call decided me. So we went up (Mel, who shares the flat with me, has now got a BMW of his own), and I met her on Sunday afternoon, and we talked our heads off about everything. She has a tremendous fondness and admiration for you both: “such luvly people!” she keeps on saying. [. . .]


Mel and I [had] made a late start on Saturday, and arrived in SF very hungry and perished with cold. But we called on Anne, a nurse I knew pretty well from Mt. Zion, and she made us an enormous kedgeree of rice and fish (this was around one in the morning), and we slept like logs on her floor. Sunday was one of those perfect October days which only SF can concoct. Breathtakingly clear and sunny, though cold, yet windless, and with great woolly banks of fog wreathing the Bridges and the Bay, and the sailing-boats dodging in and out of it, playing blind man’s buff. In the afternoon, we all went over to the von Bonins* in their little house high above the redwoods of Mill Valley. They seem to live in a Shangri-La of perpetual sunlight up there, high above the fogs and discontents of the rest of us. An idyllic scene: she playing Bach on the piano, as we came in, and he bent over a microscope. They are both nearer eighty than seventy, I imagine, but irrepressibly active, and curious, and young in spirit. Mrs. Von B tells me she had a letter from you. It was very nice of you to write.


We left SF around midnight on Sunday, and drove back through the night, each wearing four pullovers under our leathers. Though it wasn’t so cold in fact. I love driving back through the night in California, when the stars are so clear, and the Milky Way lies like a great arc above one. We were back by seven: moderate time for over 400 miles, just a steady average around 65.


I have received the first parcel of books from E. Joseph.* The flat is beginning to look civilized now. I think too that I may buy a piano, a rather huge and ugly whitewood upright, which nobody will buy for this reason, but which has a lovely tone and perfect action: for $150. It would cost that to hire a piano for a year in any case. So I can get back to my beloved Bach: and perhaps a little Brahms too. Otherwise I am pretty busy. I have finished the abstract which has been sent in now: touch wood, there might be a chance of going to NY to read the paper at the Academy.* I have been elected a member of the LA Society of Neurology. And I have to present a patient to the venerable Houston Merritt* on Friday, which scares the hell out of me. So the days and the weeks pass, and one lives one’s life without knowing it.


Regards to all,


Oliver




WITH SOME TIME OFF FROM his job at UCLA for the Christmas holidays, OS made a brief visit to Jonathan and Rachel Miller in New York. In the meantime, his parents had written to tell him that his cousin Abba Eban,* known to the family by his given name, Aubrey, was in Los Angeles.





To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


JANUARY 7, 1963


[LOS ANGELES]


Dear Ma and Pa,


I am very late in writing. A variety of things: going to NY [to visit Jonathan Miller], starting my new job here, not having a typewriter etc. etc.


First let me thank you for your long combined letter which came a couple of days ago; let me thank Michael for the H.G. Wells short stories—I shall write to him very soon.


I’ll deal first with your letter and the points you raise, and then with the other news in general. It was of course marvellous speaking to you all over the phone—although, paradoxically, the line was not nearly as loud and clear as when I phoned you from San Francisco. Jonathan is developing an outrageous parody of transatlantic phone calls (everyone shouting: hallo! how are you? yes, I’m fine. I say, FINE! And how are you? eh? YOU. Oh. I’m fine. What? I said I’m FINE TOO. etc.) [ . . . ]


No, I did not know Aubrey was here. By the way, a little episode which will amuse you. As I was driving to the airport in New York, the cabby said, out of the blue: I don’t know whether you’ve ever heard of him, but you have a voice just like Abba Eban! I don’t know whether he caught the common Oxford-Cambridge brogue, or whether his ear had detected some subtle genetic identity between us.


My piano is coming this week. I looked up an old friend in New York (a piano teacher) and he has given me his series of patent exercises to help get back the feel of the keyboard, after my long lay-off.


SCUBA means self-contained underwater diving apparatus (i.e. compressed air). Here is a newspaper clipping from last Saturday’s paper, showing me and three of my colleagues being instructed at the pool, in the Y. Fame at last! I will be going down with the group to Baja Mexico this weekend, below Ensenada, to scuba dive. I hope to get, first chance to use a spear gun there. The visibility is fantastic—you can see more than a hundred feet down.


As for my trips: I stayed in Chicago a couple of days: enough to be best man for Pete Weinberg and his wife (he was at mt zion) and renew acquaintance with them. They’re a sweet pair. It was icily cold and blizzardy there (they call Chicago the Windy City). Then I went on to NY.


Rachel met me at the airport, because Jonathan had a bug and a fever and was in bed. I spent a marvellous week with them. They have a tremendously full and happy life. I wish I could be near them for more of the time.


Most days I just walked about the city. After London, New York is incomparable. Wild electric beauty, crowds rushing in and out of taxis, theatres, delicatessens (I put back 12 lb.!), skyscrapers, ghettos, everything packed into the tiny extent of Manhattan island. Eight swarming millions. It makes Los Angeles seem like a vacuum, a huge inane senseless mess of people, with none of the culture and vitality of New York. But then, New York is packed into the crowded eastern seaboard: no hills, oceans, deserts, anything like California. I could not give up California to live in New York. The only solution would be to have New York in California. I visited lots of museums with them, went to parties, and meals, and talked and talked (Jonathan has a mind like an atom bomb), and even baby sat.* I hardly had time to sleep. [. . .]


I’ve got to run now. I’ll write again very soon. [. . .]


Oliver




OS’S BROTHER MARCUS, A DOCTOR (three of the four Sacks boys had become physicians, like their parents), had immigrated to Australia after the war. He was ten years older than OS, and thus had been away at school during much of Oliver’s youth, so they had barely spent time together as adults. In early 1963, on his way from Sydney to visit their parents in London, Marcus stopped in Los Angeles for a few days to see his youngest brother.





To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


MARCH 25, 1963


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER


Dear Ma and Pa,


This is a considerably overdue letter, but by now Marcus will be with you, and relaying all the news firsthand. I’m glad the stuff arrived. I was delighted to get Michael’s letter, and will be replying to him in due course. He certainly seems to have devoured the books!


Last week was one of happy pandemonium, trying to be a resident at the VA,* to continue my paper,* and to be with Marcus as much as possible: three lives in one. Extraordinary how akin Mark* and I are in many ways: the more so as we have had so little contact with one another during our lives. My attempts to show him Los Angeles were partly foiled by incessantly being lost: we must have travelled hundreds of miles, in the aggregate, in the wrong direction.* One of the residents lent me his little Volkswagen to drive around for the week, which worked out splendidly, since Marcus (inexplicably) would have nothing to do with the bike.


I realize that I am (genetically) almost exclusively paternal. Marcus has a good dash of your blood also, Ma. He is, for example, a great deal tidier and more systematic than I: he immediately took me and my flat in hand, and made a pretty good attempt at metamorphosing the pair of us. Perhaps he is right in a way: my grossness etc. is not a charming attribute at this age. And I can’t expect to have the privileges of a large toy-bear in perpetuity. I took Mark to hospital, and he met Herrmann, and Markham,* and a few of the residents. He was very popular with them all: and our iron-hearted blasphemous Irish staff-nurse Miss Fogarty, conceived, I suspect, a passion for him. “Tis a pity he’s so young!” she has been muttering today!


We went up to Mt. Wilson, or would have gone up had I not lost the way. We went to Marineland, after going forty miles off course, and Mark discovered a deep empathic feeling for the rollicking cetaceans there. We ate very well at a variety of restaurants, and both increased a few lbs. [. . .]


The week went in a fever: over almost as soon as it started. Perhaps our next meetings will be over the Barrier Reef.


I must hurry back to my flaming paper now. I am beginning to hate the word myoclonus! I gave a rehearsal or preliminary version of the talk at our Clinical meeting here last Saturday, and it went down well, and controversially. Some of my most crucial lab. results will come in only a week or so before the actual meeting, so I must have two versions ready: one with argument X, and one with its contrary. Like the obituaries one prepares in advance!


That’s me lot for now—


Love—


Oliver


To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


APRIL 25, 1963


HOTEL LEAMINGTON, MINNEAPOLIS, MN


Dear Ma and Pa,


I know you have the utmost difficulty deciphering my writing, so I will write briefly now, and at length when I am back in LA.


Read the [myoclonus] paper today, or, rather, put it in my pocket and just talked.* Went very well (though perhaps my “British” accent disarmed them) and was followed by a lot of vigorous discussion. The Press was even there—both medical and lay—so may have a little write up. I enclose a page from the programme, with the preliminary abstract written several months ago.


This is really a marvellous meeting—the whole of American Neurology is here (bronzed from Miami, teeth chattering from Alaska); I have met dozens of interesting people. Things are laid on with a shovel: here I am ensconced on the ninth floor of Minneapolis’ plushiest hotel, complete with bath plus bidet (so useful), television, escritoire, ankle deep carpet, and able, with an idle movement of my hand, to command an opulent breakfast in bed, or have my suit pressed. A lovely change! For a little while.


We all went this evening (300 of us, in five monstrous buses) to “Ye olde oak inne” (built 1957) on the shores of Lake Minnetonka (where Hiawatha wept for his beloved), were fed on roast ox and venison roasted whole on giant barbecues, and then herded in to see a charming old comedy, rather on the lines of Arsenic and Old Lace—thoroughly amateurish, and uproarious. Splendid evening!


The journey here is a story in itself. Came on the “California Zephyr,” which is the last and perhaps the most magnificent of a dying breed, the leisurely cross-country train. (Everyone flies now.) Sitting up in the “Vistadome” you can see 360° all round you, and are so insulated from the usual noise and vibration of a train, that you seem to be floating along in silence, about fifteen feet above the fields. You must travel the US like this one day. We climbed right up to 10,000 ft. in the Colorado Rockies, and needed four locomotives to lug us along. Air incredibly sharp and exhilarating—I’ve never been so high.


And the foods on the train! Nobody buys train food—far too expensive. There were Italians with enormous pizzas, and Americans with hamburgers and thermoses of coffee, and Chinese with weird concoctions, and me with pumpernickel and garlic würst, all guzzling in the same compartment. A great cultural education!


That’s me lot for now. I’ll probably find a letter from you in LA, and will write from there. Is Marc still with you, or where now? My love to Mike and Auntie Len,


yrs,


OLIVER




DURING THE SUMMER OF 1963, Mel moved out of the Venice Beach apartment he shared with OS. The two would remain in touch until the 1980s, frequently corresponding and occasionally visiting each other. But Mel’s departure was a blow for OS: as he described in On the Move, he had romantic and erotic feelings for Mel, and they had spent much of their free time together, talking about books and marine biology, and exploring the West Coast. OS resolved never to live with someone again, and he decided to move to a house in Topanga Canyon, whose winding scenic roads he would have known well from roaming around LA on his motorcycle.





To Jonathan and Rachel Miller


AUGUST 21, 1963


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER, LOS ANGELES


Dear Jonathan and Rachel,


[. . .] It was marvellous speaking to you again on the phone a couple of weeks back. It solves so many problems, just dialling. I didn’t have time to collect my thoughts—I thought it would take a few minutes to get through, but I was talking to you within 30 seconds of dialling.*


I am constantly reading you or about you, and am overjoyed at the incredible opportunities opening out in every direction. I hope you will soon find the leisure and incentive to write a book, innumerable books—for incessant flittering in magazines, though it’s a great way to start (didn’t Trilling* and Wilson* etc. all start this way) may finally be rather destructive, and also tend to make you static in a way. I hope that when the Show is over you will be able to resist some of the commitments and temptations which will come your way, and get down to something “big.” You are wonderfully intelligent, but you have come to a time for major formulations, above the level of sentence or review. (Rereading this paragraph, it sounds odiously condescending. I should be one to speak?)


As I mentioned, I shall shortly be moving into a small house in Topanga; it is the middle of wild mountainous country and a mile from the nearest neighbour. A few minutes drive from the City. The Ocean ten minutes away. Plenty of room. I hope I can persuade you to spend a few days or weeks up here: time to collect your thoughts, dash off a monograph on Hughlings Jackson, and see something of Monsterville, Horroropolis or Faecal City* (variously named). It would be criminal of you to go back to England without seeing something of the country: the South, the mid-West and the West Coast, at the very least. If you have time, travel by train. They are superb, uncrowded, leisurely, and almost extinct.


Myself: I’m in Neuropathology for a few months: slicing brains, peering at slides. Satisfied with fossil cells, ignoring our colleagues in the electron microscopy lab. I shrug my shoulders, like Gimpel:* who is to say how many removes we are from reality? I find myself increasingly fascinated with degenerative brain disease (lipidoses, Alz., Jacob-Creutzfeldt, Canavan’s, etc. etc.). I see so many, and almost none of them are diagnosed in life. People don’t seem to be aware of how common these things are, how characteristic their presentations, how easily diagnosed in life. I have the material for half a dozen isolated papers, but am now wondering, ambitiously, whether I might not bring in my interest in the myoclonic syndromes etc. and attempt a monograph on degenerative brain disease. There has not really been such a thing, with the range and scope I am considering, for over fifty years. I realize increasingly, as you have of yourself, that I am purely an armchair scientist. I hate “research.” On the other hand, I can rummage through a library, assimilate a huge variety of stuff, classify it, tabulate it, analyse it, talmudically, and spew it out in Jamesian prose.*


By the way my paper has been accepted by Neurology, and should be out in a couple of months or so. The original was 20,000 words too long and I had to revamp it completely. Herrmann cut out all my semicolons, commas and dashes, Aguilar (these are my co-authors) my wild images and metaphors. So it’s sort of dull now. I will send you a copy, my first-born, when it comes out.


I have become huge and oedematous once again. Psychologically, it is difficult for me to stay at a normal size. I love to shake the pavement as I walk, to part crowds like the prow of a ship. I shall make a final try this year for a world’s record in the Squat (want to do 750), and then stop messing around. I am becoming a mass of chronic injuries. Los Angeles is full of decayed weightlifters. Sheppard, world mid-heavy, a bloated alcoholic; Ashman, embittered, tubercular; Berger, imprisoned for rape; Ahrens, a grotesque psychopath.* My ex-idols. Moral corpses.


Sexually, I have retired. My motivation, never great, has diminished to vanishing. I am fat, balding, elderly.* There is no point staying around town. I am therefore ready to become a hermit in Topanga, and devote myself to Nature, my iguana and my milch-goat, and the typewriter. Incidentally, what do you think of James Baldwin? [ . . . ]


I have taken up photography in the past three months. It is becoming an insane preoccupation. I fancy myself the new photographic Hogarth of Santa Monica, perpetually recording its squalor, its ugliness, and relentless facetiousness. The construction of an album is wonderfully satisfying, both a logical and creative exercise, and almost a means of psychoanalysis, of retracing your own subterranean longings and associations. Grotesque amorous syllogisms. I enclose, for your delight, a photo of a gigantic advertisement in the desert, fifty miles from the nearest habitation. It can be an introduction to the “wilde enormities”* of the West. I am also enclosing a particularly horrifying handbill which was thrust under my door. Southern California is stiff with racists, fascists, righters, Birchers, etc.


Readings: Doctor Faustus: tedious but monumental. Marvellous descriptions of neurosyphilis and imaginary compositions. Catch 22: the best and wittiest and only mature war-book I’ve ever read. Malamud: the Jewish monologue affects me deeply, then I forget him. Baldwin: wow! in grain, in literary and intellectual texture, second only to Faulkner. At best, magnificent, but patchy. I haven’t read his latest.* Kazin and Hardwick, on your promotion, remain my general moral/cultural references.


Write me, and tell me your plans.


My best love to you both,


Oliver


To William Tunberg


ARTIST, WEIGHT LIFTER


[UNDATED]


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER, LOS ANGELES


Dear Bill,


[. . .]Went to the Wrestling Matches last Friday with Big Steve, Jim H. and Peanuts.* The four of us weighed about 1000 lb. Steve is becoming grotesque in size and strength, and approaching Ahrens on both counts, as well as in personality. There was a huge line outside the building. Steve loped up and down it, like a caged animal, and then he butted through, grabbed the huge iron Exit doors of the building, and tore them open. The three of us rushed after him through the opening, followed by two hundred of the crowd. They were impotent to stop us, although dozens of police were called in and milling in all directions. The wrestling was a lot of fun, entirely ham, of course: Blassey [sic]* the favourite, an old veteran, was (let himself be) beaten by an immensely tall Negro fighter, and after his fall beat his breast and sobbed and yelled, a pugilistic Lear, a great tragic actor. I didn’t realize at first that these fights are the lineal descendants of the old time melodramas, with their heroes and villains, homey morality, and clowning. There was a little old man next to me, very mild and watery in appearance, but absolutely bloodthirsty, who kept muttering: Go on, get him, pull his eyes out! Grab his balls! etc. in an undertone, an awful sadistic litany. After the fight, Steve was raging, vicariously: he suddenly let out a bloodcurdling Armenian war cry in the streets (surely an ancestral memory) and hurled his huge bulk into a STOP sign, which fell and toppled, like a felled redwood. [. . .]


But things are quiet once again.


I’ll see when you arrive.


alles gut,*


Oliver


To Marcus Sacks


BROTHER


SEPTEMBER 12, 1963


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER, LOS ANGELES


My dear Marcus,


[. . .] Your visit revealed several things to me. First that we are very similar in an astonishing number of ways, though ludicrously different in others. Second that we are, I suppose, both adults, or as much so as we (I) will ever become. Thirdly, that as possibly the only responsible or conscience-ridden members of our own family we have certain problems in common. It is evident from the intimacy and completeness of your letter that you have come to the same conclusions. For one reason and another I tended to feel like an “only child” when I was growing up: partly age differences between you and David vs. myself, partly the war—and the separations this involved, and partly Michael’s withdrawal and psychosis. I hardly ever had the sense of having any brothers, and so this is a very pleasant discovery to make so late. When you left England I was still an undergraduate, practically a schoolboy, in mentality, and you were a remote, and even slightly forbidding, figure (don’t take this amiss! but such were my feelings ten years ago). And now I am, like yourself, a crusty bachelor of sorts, ageing, and obscurely discontented.


This brings me to some of the problems you mention. You have known Gay for some time now, two years (?), long enough for you to have a fairly shrewd idea of your own and each other’s feelings. It sounds to me, from the tone of your letter, that if you do not marry her, you will regret it for the rest of your life. You are faced with two problems: first, considering differences of age, background etc. can you “make a go” of it? It sounds to me as if you are both fairly confident of this (I say fairly confident, because one leaves supreme confidence in anything behind with one’s teens). Characteristically she, as the younger, is the more confident, whereas you, with twenty years’ experience of being tossed around by life, and full of morbid Jewish timidities, are less certain. The second problem is Ma and Pa’s reaction. Pa is the more flexible, Ma is a chronic brooder. It is a problem: what will he tell Rabbi Landy? And what will Rabbi Landy think? And what will everyone in NW2 think?


The answer is—nothing. There will be kefuffling and whispering and indrawn breaths for a bit, and then everyone will “accept” it and the world will go on as before. Pa will recover from the “blow” fairly quickly, Ma will take a year to do so. I have no real doubt that the passion to see you “settled,” a wife, a home, and (best of all) the voices of little grandchildren, will bring them great and enduring happiness. And before you know where you are, Ma will be teaching your big blonde shikse how to make gefullte fish.


There is, of course, one obvious step which might minimize or eliminate all these vexations: that is, if Gay became a Jew. You naturally are reluctant to suggest such a step—it seems an appalling imposition. If Gay is a red-hot Roman Catholic, for example, it’s naturally out of the question. But if she is as lackadaisical as you, then it is a move she might not take exception to. But then there are her people? What would they say? What would the priest say? etc. There must not be a contest of wills over a thing like this: this would ruin your future together. But if Gay is complaisant about “conversion,” then this might be a very happy solution all round.


Emotional blockage. We all have it, one way or another: sometimes the more promiscuous, the more blockage, of any real feeling. I’ve no doubt our good parents have played an unwitting role in turning all their children into emotional simpletons, part passive, part predatory, and dreadfully timid (“shy,” “well-bred,” “self-contained,” “diffident”). I think you are doing an excellent thing going to a psychiatrist: if he’s any good he should help you a lot. The fact that your letters to Gay are becoming, pari passu, warmer and more intimate, is hardly a coincidence. It takes so much to give oneself to anyone wholeheartedly. I have a feeling that this is something Ma never did, conjugally, although her feelings for her children have been over-powerful, possessive, dependent, helpless. All of us, in consequence, have been “mother’s boys” to varying extents, rendered emotionally ischemic by apron-strings.


How right you are about 37.* The house has a terrible force of its own, like those decayed Southern mansions in Tennessee Williams’ plays. It’s full of ghosts, and the ghosts are dated—roughly—1938.


1938! Last golden year before the War: Marcus and David, rowdy and boisterous, in stained cricket shorts, wrestling on the back lawn. Michael, already perhaps a little reserved, reading a book in the library. Oliver, a tiny pudgy boy, running out of the front door and leaping into his mother’s arms. [Ma’s] brothers and sisters—Annie, Isaac, Abe, Dora, Birdie, JoeVic, always visiting, and writing, and talking, buzzing with vitality. Vitality! Michael running into their room in the summer holidays at Felpham (this is his story) and pulling Pa out of bed for an early morning swim. Pa huge, grumbling, happy: “What do you mean, pulling an old man of forty-three out of bed for!”* The huge number of patients, carelessly encompassed by a huge vitality: Ma’s absorption in the EGA.* Erev Shabbat: Father Duck and his four ducklings going to shool. “Shalom, Sammy! Ooiiy, vot beautiful children!” The old man with rhinophyma* who pinched our hairless cheeks. 1938! Dreams, ambitions. Brilliant boys, great careers, nice Jewish girls one day (but a long way off), the daughters-in-law becoming daughters, the grandchildren, all living very close, all in NW2, in a perpetual almost incestuous intimacy.* [ . . . ]




IN A 1992 HISTORY OF the UCLA Department of Neurology,* a former colleague, Charles Markham, described how OS tested the patience of their boss, Augustus Rose. Markham wrote that OS “was a weight lifter with great muscular mass which frequently led to the emergence of his shirt tail from the back of his pants when on duty. [. . .] At one point he grew a beard much to the displeasure of Rose, who made him remove it.”* And as OS continued to compete as a weight lifter, he also continued to consume prodigious amounts of food, often wolfing down numerous double cheeseburgers and milkshakes at the hospital cafeteria, where food was free to residents and interns. He was sometimes known to help himself to food from patients’ meal trays in the middle of rounds.






To Augustus S. Rose



CHAIR, UCLA DEPARTMENT OF NEUROLOGY


OCTOBER 21, 1963


[LOS ANGELES]


Dear Dr. Rose,


I acknowledge receipt of your letter regarding the consumption of hospital supplies. I will in future regard them as sacrosanct. I feel compelled to make you a reply.


First: I have no clear recollection of there being any hospital regulation forbidding the consumption of hospital stores. But perhaps my memory is at fault here. Second: there has existed a cordial tradition, in all hospitals that I know of, that a Resident on duty may take a cup of milk or coffee etc. if he is thirsty. I have always regarded this as a courtesy, or unspoken privilege, rather than as an “infraction of regulations.” And this too is the view of many of my fellow-residents here, who have habitually availed themselves, as I have, of hospital milk from time to time. None of us have had any thought of crime or censure being involved. Third: it seems grossly reprehensible to me that the kitchen should report me in this fashion, without first intimating to me the state of affairs. To find oneself spied and informed upon in this fashion, while in complete ignorance of the situation, smacks more of a police-state than a University. Fourth: as my Professor, it is your duty to reprimand me, or deal otherwise with me, for infractions of hospital regulations or derelictions of moral standard. But as a man who has sponsored and supported me in the past, I might have hoped that you would at least have discussed the matter personally with me, before having your secretary type so accusing a letter. Fifth: I take strong exception to the moral aspersions implicit in your letter—if you regard me as a thief, I will make full restitution for the milk “stolen” (it must total at least $3), and take my leave at the end of the academic year.


I will no longer delude myself regarding the auspiciousness of my career at UCLA, having spoiled my academic record by the heinous sins of untidiness, unpunctuality, and slaking my thirst at the Ward Refrigerator. But you must know, as well as I, that a man is not the sum of his minor misdemeanours, but of his best endeavours. You are well aware that I am not devoid of intelligence or of serious interest in the neurological sciences, and I shall still nourish the hope that you will not entirely abandon me if I seek your support in finding myself a position elsewhere next year.


Yours truly,


Oliver Sacks


To Mr. Hobson


LOS ANGELES DEPARTMENT OF MOTOR VEHICLES


DECEMBER 3, 1963


[LOS ANGELES]


Dear Mr. Hobson,


I have tried without success to contact you in the past couple of days, and so will now take the liberty of writing to you.


Despite scrupulous efforts to avoid the slightest infraction, I am afraid that I have compromised myself twice since my interview with you: once, by making a U-turn in a business district (a momentary inadvertence, on an empty road, for which I have been fined $10), and a speeding violation (75 mph) returning from San Francisco last weekend. In both cases the carelessness of an instant has blotted out the otherwise continuous caution I have exercised, and in both cases—unhappily—a patrol car materialized with the promptness of an avenging Fury! I am profoundly apprehensive of the effects of these two further violations, and am writing to you first to emphasize that both were due to momentary lapses for which I am exceedingly sorry, and secondly to enquire about my probable situation at this juncture.


There is little I can say in this letter which has not already been discussed by us. You are aware that I have accumulated a large number of violations in the past year, all of which are trifling in themselves (minor excesses of speed, for the most part, with no suggestion of reckless or dangerous driving), but which constitute a lethal indictment in their cumulative effect. You are aware that I have driven for fifteen years, more than 600,000 miles, under all possible conditions, without incident or accident, thus indicating my essential care and competence. You are aware, thirdly, that my life and career in California are critically dependent upon my having the use of my own transport: I have to commute between a number of hospitals here (UCLA, USC, Children’s, Pacific State, etc.), and the distances are vast. If my driving licence is suspended, I will have to give up my residency, tear up all my roots in California, and settle elsewhere. All of which would be tragic, brutal and unnecessary. Finally, I must hope that your intuition tells you that I am a serious and responsible member of the community, and have shown myself over the years an equally serious and responsible driver.


I shall strengthen my resolve to stay within the strictest letter of the law, and “make assurance doubly sure.”* I shall force myself to concentrate and watch the speedometer etc. sixty seconds in the minute, rather than fifty-nine, and so do all I humanly can to avoid any further violations, and further embarrassment for you, me, or the Department of Motor Vehicles. I hope that I may receive charitable treatment, even though I have doubly trespassed on the patience of the Department.


It is, I fear, conceivable at this point that I have nevertheless passed beyond the tolerated limits, and that the suspension of my licence is now probable or certain. If this is so, I would like to be apprised of the situation as soon as possible, in order to start plans and preparations for leaving this state. I sincerely hope, however, that you will reassure me that the sands of time haven’t quite run out on me, although they have almost done so. I look forward to your early reply.


Yours truly,


Oliver Sacks, M.D.



To Elsie and Samuel Sacks



MAY 16, 1964


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER, LOS ANGELES


Dear Ma and Pa:


[. . .] I had perhaps concealed from you some of the vagaries of life at UCLA. There is, in general, less formality, but more rigidity, in American universities, compared to English ones. In consequence, some of my (comparatively harmless) idiosyncrasies—viz. untidiness, unpunctuality, huge size, waddling gait, mode of transport etc. etc.—had attracted amused but inimical attention, and even placed the tenure of my job in jeopardy. I was told that I had better reform, or wd find myself out of a job. With this sword of Damocles above my head, the more painful because I knew myself to be basically a good and responsible doctor, I naturally found myself in something of an anxiety state. An anxiety state which sometimes seems to be, let me add, a common and chronic symptom with many people in competitive academic circles.


On the other hand, there is one thing which they go for here even more than a bland conformity, and this is advertising. If a man shows himself an accomplished and prolific writer, if his papers are readily accepted for publication, then he is a most useful asset wherever he is, and some of his foibles may be passed over in consequence.


So far as I am concerned, Denver* marked something of a turning point. I had been in very bad odour prior to the Academy meeting. But I scored (if I may be immodest) a triumph at Denver: I was widely complimented on my paper and received a number of tentative job offers the same day, from scattered centers here and there. I rather suddenly ceased to be Sacks the embarrassment, and became Sacks the ornament. Rose, my professor, who had been thoroughly upset about me, became overwhelmingly genial, discussed various things pretty freely with me.


The upshot of all this is roughly as follows. I find in myself a mounting interest in neuropathology. Cells being easier to deal with than people. I think I probably want to become a neuropathologist, or at least take a minimum of two years training in this subject. Good neuropathologists are excessively rare, and can command handsome posts and salaries wherever they go. People enter neuropathology from different areas—some from general pathology, some from neurology, some even from psychiatry. [. . .] On the other hand, it would be utter folly for me not to finish my neurology residency, of which I have my last, and senior, year to go. Rose, in effect, has said to me: stay on at UCLA on your own terms. You will be, in name, Senior Resident in Neurology, and thus complete your formal residency requirements with us, but you may spend the year doing your beloved neuropathology. You are good at this, and your untidiness, unpunctuality etc. etc. really doesn’t matter too much over there. [. . .]


In addition, it has been arranged that I should do a couple of Neurology Clinics a week (thus keeping my hand at clinical aspects, without being burdened by patient care on the wards), and also a number of complete postmortems, thus giving me at least a modest background in General Pathology. [. . .]


You ask whether I wish to stay in America. A difficult question. I cannot conceal that there are an enormous number of things I detest here. And yet, there are enormous opportunities, not merely professionally, but for leading a full and fascinating life in many other ways. It would hardly be fair to judge my environment by the experience I have had thus far as a resident, i.e. as someone on a shoestring salary, with very little leisure, and a large number of acute and chronic anxieties, as well as the overall feeling of being unfulfilled. A more responsible job, higher financial rewards, and the still greater rewards of creative scientific work, will all come, I hope, in not too long; and with these, I may find that life is really very pleasant here. I will confess, however, that I have nostalgic thoughts of London. It is a magnificent city, whatever people say of it. The only comparable city here is New York, where I have a feeling I may come to roost.


I left England under peculiar circumstances, hurried, furtive, deceitful etc. A London which ceased to please an irritable superannuated student in his mid-twenties could become the ideal home for the prodigal son, when he returns as a professor. I phantasy! Seriously, I have had thoughts of returning. It would not, however, be sensible unless I returned to something good: in effect, to a consultant or Professorial position secured for me by any reputation I shall have made in the States. If I were to go back now, I would merely find myself in the interminable middle of the registrar rat-race: probably behind all my contemporaries, because of my absence, and any dubiety which might exist about American residency training. [. . .]


I will look forward to your next letter, and endeavour to be a better correspondent. My best love to Auntie Len—it’s her turn to write now!


To Augusta Bonnard


PSYCHIATRIST*


MAY 31, 1964


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER, LOS ANGELES


Dear Dr. Bonnard,


Thank you very much for your kind letter. I too enjoyed your company immensely; I came to discharge a duty, and found a friend. It’s been a very long time since this happened! [. . .]


I think you may have hit on an important and unrealized motive for my having left London, viz. the profound discomfort at having a psychotic brother around the house. In more general terms, I have retreated from a position which drove him right out of reality, and was driving me into a state of perpetual anxiety and conflict. The dilemmas posed (it sounds hideous to “blame” my good parents for this) stem largely from my parents’ rigid Jewish ideas on propriety. Thus it seemed eminently proper to them that I should become a doctor: for myself I wanted to be, in turn, a mathematician, an inorganic chemist, a zoologist, a neurophysiologist—anything but a doctor. I never had the courage or conviction to oppose them. Only now, at the age of thirty, after a decade of idiotic vacillation, am I finally turning away from the clinical life, into something more congenial. I am really quite terrified of clinical responsibility. My parents envisage (what Jews do not?) my marrying a “nice Jewish girl,” taking over part of my father’s nice Jewish practice, and settling in Brondesbury for ever and ever, with my uncles and aunts and cousins and children and grandchildren, in a sort of cosy incestuous intimacy. Unbearable idea: the negation of self. Yet if I stayed around, it might have happened, representing as it does the line of least resistance. Although I wax eloquent on America’s great virtues—her geographical splendour, her energy, her opportunities, her exciting newness—this is mostly pretence. America could have been almost anywhere else, so long as it was well out of range of England. Many of these very virtues have become utter dross: the physical magnificence is vanishing with each passing day (and perhaps will soon cease to exist outside the National Parks); her energy no more than a robotic busyness; the loose social organization emphasizes human apartness and solipsism; and the novelty evaporates in stale gimcracks. There remain only the professional opportunities: and perhaps I should know by now that a good man finds opportunities everywhere. Only I don’t know if I’m a good man.


To Elsie and Samuel Sacks


JULY 1, 1964


UCLA MEDICAL CENTER, LOS ANGELES


Dear Ma and Pa:


I am exceedingly sorry to have been so dilatory in writing for the last few months. The reason, no doubt, is that these have been months of considerable anxiety and uncertainty about the future, as well as being hectically busy. Today, July 1, is the first day of the new academic year, the first day of my Senior Residency, and the first day of what I hope will be a tranquil and productive career in Neuropathology. My clinical responsibilities will be minimal (one afternoon a week in the Neurology Clinic, to keep my hand in, and to satisfy the requirement of the Neurology Boards); I do not regret the years of clinical work behind me—I am sure they will always stand me in good stead. I am no fool at diagnosis, and I have earned the affection of many of my patients. But I have always felt, in a sense, anxious and diffident with patients, and can only give of my best in something like neuropathology, where I am my own master, can do things in my own time and way, and have no instruments but a microscope and a typewriter. This, at least, is my present feeling. If I am mistaken, nothing has been lost; for in any case I will be eligible for any Neurology consultants jobs at the end of the coming twelve months. Actually I will be doing a double residency, since I shall also be doing all the autopsies at Brentwood Hospital, a large State mental hospital affiliated to UCLA: this will be accredited to me as a year of General Pathology, so that when I am through with my training, I can expect to have formal qualifications both as a neurologist and as a neuropathologist. With these I should find the highest positions open to me. [. . .]


I have seen a good deal of Augusta Bonnard, whom I admire more and more. We have had many talks together about everything under the sun, and particularly about life in England compared with that in the States. She herself cannot tolerate professional life here, and as you know is returning to England this September. I too share many of her doubts and dissatisfactions about life here, and am also feeling a considerable urge to return to my own country. On the other hand, there is no point returning to England when I am only half qualified. [. . .]


Otherwise life is fairly quiet. I entertain a fair amount; am having a small dinner up in Topanga for Augusta Bonnard tomorrow. I go up to San Francisco every few weeks, where I always see the von Bonins, that marvellous couple whom I am so fond of. They will soon be going to Europe for a year or so and I hope you will be able to see something of them when they are in London. I shall be taking a few days off next week, for some skin diving down in the clear waters of Mexico (the sea of Cortez). [. . .]


Keep well, and write soon.


Much love,


Oliver




IN SEPTEMBER 1964, OS began seeing a psychiatrist, Seymour Bird—presumably at the urging of Augusta Bonnard (though psychoanalysis was in its heyday, and OS would have known a great many analysts and analysands). He had long been plagued by mood swings and especially by a fear that he, like his brother Michael, might be schizophrenic or perhaps manic-depressive. (He frequently used the term “psychotic” of himself and others in this period but usually applied it more loosely than we would today.) By December 1964, when he wrote the following letter to his brother Marcus, he was also facing the decision of whether or not to return to England once his residency ended in the summer of 1965.





To Marcus Sacks


DECEMBER 22, [1964]


1840 IOWA TRAIL, TOPANGA, CA


Dear Marcus:


[. . .] You and Gay sound enormously happy together, or so my intuition tells me. And God knows you’re overdue for this sort of happiness. Although nobody, or no factor, can be held “culpable” in any direct sense, I think all of us—but perhaps especially you and I—have remained infantile Jewish dumplings for far too long. David got drawn into a strong woman’s ambit quite early; you late, after years of housekeepers and superficial consolations; I’m still pending, as you might say; and poor Mike is wandering round somewhere in the psychotic recesses of outer space. Second: you sound, if I am not mistaken, as sick of Australia as I am of the States, and both very anxious yet very reluctant to “return.” One half accepts the conventional view that return is a sort of failure. One had imagined coming back in a blaze of glory, like a prodigal son; but fears that one is really coming back like a beaten dog, with its tail between its legs. I think the crux of the matter is a psychological one. Neither of us emigrated in any sort of heroic spirit; we weren’t going to seek our fortune in foreign places, and see the world, and all that. We might have thought so. And certainly, the professional scramble being what it is in England, could rationalize our departure this way, to ourselves and others. But I am coming to entertain a different, and rather awful, thought: namely, that we (or certainly I, and I sort of assume you) left in a negative way, left because we couldn’t stomach the home situation, left, in short, because there is something intolerable and destructive about having a psychotic around the house. And though one hesitates to use the word “tragedy” about one’s own home (it sounds so theatrical), I think there has been a real tragedy in our parental lives consequent upon keeping Michael at home. Sure, one can entertain, in a rather limited way; one can go out occasionally; one can leave for short, slightly fearful, holidays—but I think Ma and Pa have been forced to lead painfully constricted lives because they kept Michael at home; have been in a state of chronic, helpless embarrassment; and, not infrequently, in actual physical fear of him. I was eleven when Mike had his first psychotic break, and I remember I was profoundly terrified, both physically and mentally. Physically, because he was larger and older and irrational, and therefore—I had to presume—potentially violent; mentally, because I sensed his appalling isolation and vacuity, and because I feared for my own sanity, by analogy, or identity. Perhaps I am talking out of the top of my head. One is in deep waters here, and I know no way of determining the truth, even though the truth is, simply, a matter of feeling, but I am persuaded that this is one of the reasons we left, and consequently one of the reasons we would hesitate to return.


I had no intention of launching on this immense tirade. It sounds shockingly callous. What are your feelings on the subject?


Myself. I am spending an externally tranquil, internally rather violent, year, my last, in this Neurology residency. I am spending it in Neuropathology, with a little soupcon of clinical work. I veered away from clinical work, because the grinding anxiety and responsibility of looking after patients drove me nuts. But now, although I love neuropath, I find I rather miss patients, and stand in something of a dilemma: which shall I stay in?


Part of the trouble is that I have been a resident for far too long, denied real responsibility, so that I am now almost terrified of it. [. . .]



To Elsie and Samuel Sacks



MAY 26, 1965


[LOS ANGELES]


Dear Ma and Pa,


I am so full of good resolutions about writing, and so incompetent about realizing them. But here I am, actually started: so here goes!


First, JOB: letters have been sent, recommendations solicited, sent (“he arrives late, he rides a motorcycle, he dresses like a slob, but he has a good mind tucked away somewhere, and maybe you’ll have better luck with him than we have had. I like him, but he has given me a lot of grey hairs”), and everything ratified. I will be starting at the Einstein as a fellow in Neuropathology on September 1.* Or—if I can get a little extra time to go to a conference in Vienna in the first week of September—a bit later. My first year there will be divided, half and half, between classical neuropathology and neurochemistry. My stipend will be an initial $7000, which can be supplemented by one or two thousand more by doing one or two Neurology clinics a week. Not princely, but by no means miserly. Undoubtedly I could earn twice this by starting in a staff position in Neurology, or three times this by practicing privately, but so far as I am concerned I shall be doing what I want to do at Einstein, and working with the best and most creative team in the country in Neuropathology. And if and if and if (and how frightened I am of the reverse side of it all!), if things work out, I should find a degree of absorption and satisfaction in work which I have not known for many years. Terry, my professor, is a comparatively young man, fiery, ebullient, sardonic, Jewish, volatile, creative, neurotic, and probably the best electron microscopist in the world.* Unfortunately he himself will be in Paris on sabbatical for the academic year 1964–5, and this is one of the reasons why I am electing to spend this year [. . .] doing Neurochemistry, in his absence.


I was also offered a position by Abner Wolf and David Cowen at Columbia. Abner Wolf is really the founder of neuropathology in this country, and ex-president of the Neuropathological Association, while David Cowen is the editor of the Journal of Neuropath[ology]. I was, needless to say, immensely flattered and flustered by their offer (coming the day after Terry’s) and could hardly believe that after dragging out a fifth-rate, depressed, submarginal, barely tolerated existence at UCLA, I should find myself flying to New York impulsively, and immediately being offered the two most coveted trainee jobs in Neuropathology in the country. [. . .] Despite the great eminence of Wolf and Cowen, the classical tradition they supremely represent, and the great prestige which would accrue to working with them, I finally decided that the atmosphere at Einstein, the ebullience and creativity and informality of the school, and in particular the personality of Terry whom I immediately took to, would offer not only the best excitement and incitement to work, but also (what with my chronic history of unreliability and depressions and ups and downs etc.) the best chance of survival. Einstein has accommodated greater odd-balls than myself, and somehow helped to realize their potentialities despite the trouble they give: and I was very fearful that the cool, monastic, crystalline atmosphere of Columbia would be both intolerable to me, and intolerant of me. Bird* has been of immense assistance to me in settling some of my “problems,” but I am well aware that I constantly threaten my own existence by impulsiveness and rages and this and that, and I must take this factor into consideration in the choice of the most prudent position open to me. Einstein offers a superb opportunity, and I hope to God I am ready to make full use of it. My ignorance of neuroanatomy is still unspeakable, and I never will be a good anatomical pathologist. This, of course, is one of the reasons why I wish to venture somewhat into the very new field of Neurochemistry.


[. . . As] a result of paying Bird his $300+ a month since September, and pouring about $700 into major repairs on the motorcycle (I should of course have sold it when it was at the 50,000 mark, and hadn’t started to crack up: but, as is inevitable when one is on a pretty marginal budget, I have been constrained to patch and repair, which is never economical), and my general sloppiness and disorganization, I am now in a shaky state financially. Indeed, had not Augusta Bonnard insisted on leaving me some money before she left, I could not have continued the analysis, as a start. I have now taken some $800 from the nest-egg which she left me, and hope that I will not have to deplete it further. I think that by selling the piano and what remains of the motorcycle, I should just about have enough to pay my fare to England, though nothing left over. I am arranging to get a new BMW (the de-tuned, rather slower version, instead of the R69S, the fast but ultimately expensive and troublesome model which I bought in 1962). [. . .] I will, of course, have neither the climate nor the necessity of using it for daily travel in New York, where the subways represent by far the most convenient method of getting anywhere. I can therefore reserve the bike for occasional and weekend use, which should be a lot less hard on it. I confess that after eight years’ motorcycling, I have little wish to change to anything else: I have survived over 250,000 miles driving without incident, and feel that I am as safe on a motorcycle as anyone is, or as a motorcycle ever permits. [. . .]


The Einstein is in the Bronx, which is emphatically no place to live, being rather like the drearier areas of South London. I will probably get an apartment on the West Side (near Central Park) or in the Village: both of these are within 30 minutes train ride of the Einstein. Apartments are relatively expensive in Manhattan, probably 50% dearer than in Los Angeles, and I shall obviously have to get something far less commodious than my house in Topanga. I think I have had my fill of being a recluse, and am returning to urbanity in all senses of the word. [. . .]
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