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  Tony Giordano writes with admirable clarity, has an important tale to tell, and makes persuasive arguments about the genesis of depression. I recognized parts of myself in Tony’s story and I think this will be equally true for other readers. In the end, this will be a fundamental value of the book. It will provide a road map for others who are befuddled by their feelings of depression. The book does something distinctive —almost a new genre of writing — by shuttling between a personal story and analysis of the childhood-trauma roots of depression.

  David A. Karp, Ph.D., Professor of Sociology at Boston College, author, and depression survivor.

  It’s Not All In Your Head is written by a depression sufferer who has personally experienced the propaganda of the pharmaceutical and insurance managed care industries as well as the impotence of simplistic cognitive behavioral therapies. I applaud Tony Giordano’s insistence on the too often neglected significance of psychological trauma and his brave efforts to discover truths and heal.

  Bruce E. LevinePhD, Clinical Psychologist and author of Surviving America’s Depression Epidemic.


  Dedicated to my children, Rob, Lauren and Steve,

  who may now be able to understand why their father

  has been a bit odd and moody at times.

  Tony Giordano


  Preface

  Humankind has not woven the web of life. We are but one

  thread within it.

  Whatever we do to the web we do to ourselves.

  All things are bound together—all things connect.

  Chief Seattle

  If you have ever suffered with depression, don’t let anyone tell you that the condition is all in your head. And don’t let them say it’s your fault. And above all, don’t let them say it’s weakness of character. Let them try living a single day with the unbearable burden of this horrendous disorder.

  The medical evidence is very slow to reach the general public, and even many caregivers, but the facts clearly show that depression is not in your head and it’s not your fault. You have to be as strong or stronger than anyone else alive just to survive with this condition. Depression is as real and as destructive as any so-called physicaldisorder, with underlying physical and neurological components. It is not simply mental.Its long roots go all the way back to childhood for many if not most sufferers. You could nothave prevented it; but you can do something about it now. First, you need to understand what the hell happened to you.

  If a family member or a friend of yours has ever suffered with depression, please cut through the stigma, the misinformation and the ignorance and make a genuine effort to understand what has happened. The forces that brought about the condition can be totally overpowering, particularly when they strike in childhood as they often do.

  Figuring out what happened to me was a long, slow, and painful process. This is my story, the story of my search for the origin of a puzzling, stubborn and sometimes debilitating disorder. It’s Not All In Your Headis a personal essay on the experience of depression, an all too common legacy of children of alcoholics and others with seriously dysfunctional histories. The book chronicles my journeys in and out of depression, what I have learned about the causes of disorders such as mine, and my experiences with the many treatments and techniques I tried on the bumpy road to recovery. In relating my experiences, the book attempts to identify universal truths about mood disorders that could be informative and supportive for other sufferers, their loved ones, or anyone interested in the ordeals a victim must endure in the fight to overcome these potentially life-threatening conditions.

  A number of excellent books exist that describe the personal experiences of people who have struggled with depression, perhaps the most misunderstood disorder of our time, in spite of its exploding incidence. Most of these books are by or about the famous or near-famous—actors, authors, renowned doctors, activists, etc.—extraordinary people who, despite their difficulties, showed unusual energy, courage, and ability to endure and recover. Their stories are often heroic and inspiring.

  My assumption is that many readers of this book will be people who have suffered with mood disorders such as depression and/or who are children of alcoholics or other substance abusers. The many people with loved ones who’ve fought these perplexing illnesses may also be interested in my story. I thought it might be of interest and comfort to describe the experience of someone perhaps more similar to the millions who battle these disorders; one of the many who might be without extraordinary talents or abilities or energy; who may not be highly successful professionally, but who just the same works hard to make a living or care for a family. This can be a formidable challenge for anyone suffering from an illness such as depression, which sucks the very life out of you.

  My hope is that more people can identify with the experiences of a person closer to the ‘average man on the street’, who is not extraordinary or heroic. Many readers might therefore come away with a hope that healing does not require an extraordinary or heroic personality. Depression certainly does not often allow one the notion that you are heroic. On the contrary, depression typically brings feelings of weakness and futility. Nevertheless, everyone has the ability to recover. My hope is that readers who have suffered depression will see that by no means did they themselves do anything wrong that led to their problem. They are not weak or inferior, as some people mistakenly believe, or as they may often feel.

  At one time I actually thought that Ihad unusual ability and potential to be highly successful. I was a top student all through school, graduated cum laude from a top college, and went on to graduate school at an Ivy League university. And I had a respectable if unremarkable 20 year career in consumer market research, rising to a management position that paid enough for my family to live fairly comfortably in a pleasant, upper-middle class community. This was before mental health issues interfered. Among other things, depression cost me two good jobs, put me on unemployment, ravaged my health, and almost destroyed my marriage.

  But this book is more than a memoir of my journeys in and out of depression. It’s a personal essay on my protracted search for the roots of a mysterious illness, and the lessons I learned along the way that aided my recovery. As my story unfolds, I relate my experiences to the observations and theories of leading experts in the fields of psychology, psychotherapy and medical science, whose books and articles have helped me enormously to understand the forces that drove my illness. As I learned about the devastating power of severe or repeated trauma occurring early in life, I began to put together the pieces of the puzzle of my illness. In my journeys through depression, I encountered many surprises, ordeals and setbacks. Only after several years of treatment was a complete, accurate diagnosis of my condition made, and this resulted more from my own knowledge than from any caregiver. It turned out there was more to my condition than depression, and my struggles exemplify the shamefully inadequate state of mental healthcare today. In many respects, mine is a universal story of victims of depression.

  I believe the current explosion in the rate of depression is intimately linked to our culture and society, which is to say, our way of life. I also tie critical themes in the book not only to principles of psychotherapy, but to tidbits of wisdom found in philosophy, poetry, music, and literature, drawing in particular on humanistic philosophy. The surge of depression is linked to many of the broader challenges and conditions of our time. Depression is but one aspect, albeit an extreme one, of man’s timeless fight to survive in a world he created but which is evolving to be incompatible with his basic nature and values. Ironically, as we ‘progress’ as a civilization, we find ourselves increasingly ‘out of tune’. To fully understand depression, I think we have to place it in the broadest context—the struggle to be a whole, healthy being in an overwhelming technological, commercialized culture with an ever-accelerating and dehumanizing pace of life.

  In my first episode of depression, I didn’t want to talk about it, or read about it or even think about what might be wrong with me. It hurt too much. I was paralyzed by guilt and denial. But during my second episode, I developed a keen interest in learning more about the causes of depression and the conditions that often accompany it. I was inspired to write this book largely by two excellent books I read as I was struggling to understand what had hit me—I Don’t Want to Talk About It: Overcoming the Secret Legacy of Male Depression,by Terrence Real, and The Noonday Demon: An Atlas of Depression,by Andrew Solomon. While I have come to disagree with some of Solomon’s views, I applaud his resilience and his efforts to use his extraordinary writing skills to share deeply personal experiences that will inform and support so many. Terrence Real combines the expertise of a psychotherapist with the insight of a depression survivor to produce a most articulate and compelling book.

  Two other books that helped me enormously to understand my illness were Healing the Child Within: Discovery and Recovery for Adult Children of Dysfunctional Families,and The Truth about Depression: Choices for Healing,both by Charles Whitfield, who is at the forefront of a revolution in thinking about depression and other mental disorders. While my wife Joanne warned that I was dwelling on too dismal a subject, I actually found it helpful and even therapeutic to read about depression and about children of alcoholics. I developed a compelling need to understand what had happened to me. This knowledge is vital for taking the necessary steps to identify the source and face our pain, resolve it, complete our grieving, and move on. According to best-selling author and renowned psychotherapist Alice Miller, the ‘decisive factor’ in therapy is ‘recognition of the truth’ about what happened to you. In this spirit, It’s Not All In Your Headseeks to advance the ability to recognize the truth for the millions whose story is not unlike mine. I believe that ‘deconstructing’ the illness is key to defeating it. It was for me.

  This book is intended to engage, inform, encourage and even inspire sufferers of mood and anxiety disorders or others who have been victimized by alcoholism or drug abuse in the family. I don’t believe in patronizing victims or giving false hope. I’ve learned from painful personal experience that victims were virtually powerless to prevent their illness since the roots often reach back to early childhood. At the same time, they need to seize the many opportunities available to heal, and they invariably need a lift from others in this effort.

  The other factor that led to my writing this book was simply that I had ample time on my hands. During this period of time I was unemployed and then employed part-time following my termination due to the symptoms of depression. You might think this is kicking a man when he’s down, or even outright discrimination. Many of you may have experienced these kinds of injustices yourself. That’s the way it seems to work, but you can do something about it.


  1 The Legacy

  Our behavior is a function of our experience. We act according

  to the way we see things.

  If our experience is destroyed, our behavior will be destructive.

  If our experience is destroyed, we have lost our own selves.

  R.D. Laing, The Politics of Experience

  From the time I first read it as an undergraduate more than 30 years ago, I have remembered this passage from the controversial book by psychiatrist and author R.D. Laing. It made an immediate impact, but I wasn’t sure why. I’ve had occasion to think about it a number of times over the years. It’s such a succinct yet powerful statement of psychological damage and ‘maladaptive behavior’, as it’s now known. Little did I know at the time how well it would apply to me, although it appears I had a suspicion it might. The words resonated in some inexplicable way.

  As I sat down to start writing this book and looked back at how I arrived at this point in my life, the issue that most commanded my attention was not depression, but how I’ve often felt like an actor in a play. Thinking about this now, it seems so strange. I’ve often felt like I was playing a part, only I didn’t exactly know the script or my precise role—what part I was supposed to play. I was never sure about that. Everything has seemed so unreal. Life didn’t seem real, I didn’t feel real.I asked myself, was it actually happening? Is this real life? Or was it some kind of school exercise or rehearsal or simulation? I thought of games I had played as a child and asked, does this count? Can I have another chance and do it differently? Why do I feel separated from everything much of the time? Why am I disconnected?

  These were conversations routinely going on in my head as I went about my business. I would actually debate different points of view about this to myself. I’ve done this kind of thing for so long that it was normal to me; I had no idea these were ‘abnormal’ thoughts that might be symptomatic of a potentially crippling disorder, or a complex of related disorders to be more precise. I surmise that I must have talked to myself many, many more times than I’ve talked to other people.

  Even though there was a multitude of signs and clues throughout my early life, I never imagined that I would someday be personally afflicted by depression. This illness seemed totally foreign to me, irrelevant, something that maybe weak, delicate people have to worry about. Not someone like me. And certainly not a man!Of course, I knew virtually nothing about depression, nor about the warning signs. I did have an uncomfortable feeling that I was too often infected with unhealthy levels of apprehension and nervous distractions of various kinds. But I had no idea this was anything approaching abnormal, whatever that means. There’s no way I could know as a youngster or adolescent what other people were feeling and what constitutes ‘normal’.

  When I was first told in middle age that I suffered from clinical depression, my analytical and investigative tendencies almost immediately had me searching for the roots of this strange, unexpected disorder. I say ‘almost’ immediately because my very first thought was the usual denial that it could happen to me. I thought about a lot of possible causes, but I had no idea what could have produced this cursed condition. It seemed to come out of nowhere. One thing did stand out, however, after some reflection, something that as an adult I could now see was clearly abnormal, dysfunctional and unhealthy. It was my father’s drinking, which was often followed by uncontrollable rages that as a young boy I couldn’t begin to understand or deal with. Is it possible that a father’s habitual alcoholic rages could be related to a son’s mood disorder in later life? Decades later?

  I wondered, what could the connection be? How could the one lead to the other?

  It’s widely known that alcoholic parents often have children who develop drinking problems or other addictions, which I could understand. But I wasn’t aware of any connection with depression, nor could I begin to understand what connection there could be. When I thought about my unhealthy symptoms, I began to realize they’ve been with me most of my life-nervousness, uncertainty, continual mental distraction, a sense that everything was unreal, and of course, that dark cloud that I knew had to be just around the corner. Other than the latter symptom, how could these kinds of symptoms connect to depression? I thought that if I had been affected by my father’s drinking, I would have become an alcoholic myself, and maybe would have even led a life of crime and drug addiction and all those other things you associate with alcoholism. But I was far from anything like that. No, I was a solid, sensible, strait-laced person who excelled as a student, enjoyed a respectable career, and had a wonderful home and family.

  I think that one reason I wouldn’t initially accept the possibility that my father’s drinking could have caused some of my problems was because that would have let me off the hook. I mean, like many people in this situation, I blamed myselffor my disorder. I couldn’t so easily rid myself of the blame. Consideration of any causes outside of myself seemed like a rationalization, a cop-out. A dogged guilt turned out to be perhaps the most daunting challenge in my attempts to recover.

  The number of people affected by alcoholism is mind-boggling. Some 30 million Americans grew up in families with an alcoholic. By no means are all children of alcoholics affected to the same degree—each situation is different—in the behavior of the alcoholic, the age and vulnerability of the child, how the family handles the problem—or ifthey handle it—and a host of other factors. Depending on how the various factors play out, for some people the effects can be ravaging. Literally millions of children of alcoholics suffer from depression, anxiety disorders, addictions, alcoholism, and other disorders.

  The connection between family alcoholism and depression in their children is now indisputable. Recent studies are finding a substantially higher risk of depression in adult children of alcoholics (e.g. Anda et al, 2002). According to an increasing number of experts, the specific way in which children of alcoholics are adversely affected is by being exposed to severe or repeated emotional trauma.Being children of alcoholics, they are much more likely to be victims or witnesses of domestic violence or abuse. And the trauma need not be physical; fear alone, arising from unknown, threatening circumstances, can be extremely powerful and damaging. The resulting trauma impairs emotional development and is carried forth by the victim, actually encoded in the brain through conditioning, often leading to disorders such as depression years later. The effects of emotional trauma are especially severe for children, who are vulnerable and defenseless. They are still developing physiologically and have yet to form the personality and character that will enable them to cope with the world. Quite literally, a part of that child may be destroyed by major trauma.

  The link has become clear: having an alcoholic parent often leads to emotional trauma in the child, which can create a vulnerability to disorders such as depression. The emotional trauma can be moderate or severe, and the depression can come sooner or it can come later. But its seeds are there, waiting for an opportune time to appear. And it is commonly accompanied by any number of other, often related disorders, ranging from substance abuse to eating disorders to severe mental illness. It sounds strange to say, but as horrible as depression is, you’d be fortunate if that was your only problem. It rarely strikes alone. More on this later.

  Before we get too far along, it’s important to note that depression and other types of mood disorders can often be traced back to many sources of severe, chronic emotional trauma, not just those produced by alcoholic families. Alcoholism just happens to be our most common source of major family dysfunction, abuse or even violence, which often leads to severe childhood trauma and subsequent disorder. Drug abuse in the family also commonly leads to the traumatizing of children. But the drug abuse or alcoholism per se is not the primary problem; its byproduct, trauma,is, particularly when it is a helpless, vulnerable child who is the unknown victim of that trauma. The child may carry around the damage of that trauma for the rest of his life; its effects are ‘hard-wired’ into the body.

  It was barely more than 20 years ago that Dr. Janet Woititz wrote her path-blazing, best-selling book Adult Children of Alcoholics,which cast widespread attention on this previously neglected issue. When I first read the book’s list of the telling characteristics of adult children of alcoholics, I was stunned at how much many of the characteristics applied to me. According to Dr. Woititz, adult children of alcoholics tend to, among other things, ‘judge themselves without mercy’, take things very seriously and ‘have difficulty having fun’, have difficulty with close relationships, continually seek approval, and over-react to things they can’t control.

  Ironically, I felt a kind of relief when I first read this. Because I saw myself in many of these characteristics, the information immediately began to relieve my profound sense of guilt —guilt that I was somehow completely to blame for these shortcomings. But how could I be to blame if these traits so commonly arise in children of alcoholics? There was an immediate therapeutic effect. Although it can take a very long time to alleviate all the guilt, this was at least a start for me. Many of these characteristics of children of alcoholics are also associated with depression or can contribute to the development of depression. Coincident with my relief at seeing that I wasn’t entirely to blame for having these flaws, was a disappointment in myself that despite my education and belief that I was fairly knowledgeable and perceptive, I knew next to nothing about an issue that would prove to be so decisive for me—the life-changing consequences of being a child of an alcoholic.

  As a young man looking back at my childhood and my father’s history with alcohol, I thought it was nearly inevitable that I’d become an alcoholic too—like my father, and his father, and most of my uncles. It seemed to be my destiny; this was how men in the family coped with life’s challenges and injustices. Drinking numbed the senses and relieved the pain. And it was one of the few pleasures for these hard-working men. They drank frequently and heavily, but never saw themselves as alcoholics. That was always the other guy, who couldn’t stop, who couldn’t control himself, who was hurting others around him. They were oblivious and they’d be very upset to be called alcoholics, which makes a part of me feel it’s offensive to their memory to use this label. But it fits.

  This is not to condemn the men in my family, not at all. These were all hard-working, dedicated, loving family men. They cherished their children, and I think their wives too, although it’s hard to be sure about that. It was the marital relationship where the clashing values and viewpoints emerged. For each, this was the battleground, the relationship with his wife, who, as a woman in the 1950s and 60s, had much different wants and needs and personal history. This was typically where the primary clash occurred. The husband-wife relationship was a ‘toxic’ sort of legacy handed down from father to son to grandson, as with drinking. After all, consider the role models the children had. With my parents, as with several of my uncles and aunts, the marital relationship was often strained and distant.

  Ambivalence—love-hate, or love-fear to be more precise—is a hallmark of the emotions and relationships that men such as my father generated, and it manifests itself in me too. At once I immensely respected and loved my father, my grandfather, and my uncles. They were giants to me as a boy—colorful, fiercely independent, spirited characters. But I was also left confused and terrified by some of the things they could do to their own families. No doubt they were unaware of the damaging effects of their actions. And I certainly understand that they were victims themselves, growing up in alcoholic families.

  Despite their faults, I respected and envied these men in many ways, and I truly miss them. I also envied many things about the world they lived in. The direction in which our society is moving is not something I’m happy about. People today are much less friendly and trusting and few people have a genuine community spirit. Work environments are impersonal and isolated, if not downright cut-throat. Change is so rapid and disruptive that a person can no longer lead a secure, stable life. And everyone races around and around striving for the latest and greatest products that will make their meaningless lives marginally more comfortable. There is an overpowering commercialism and a stifling technology that blinds us to the things that could and should be more fulfilling and meaningful, among them community, relationships, and self-actualizing activity. It’s become easy for people to lose sight of what’s truly important.

  My father used to remark, ‘They don’t make people like they used to.’ ‘The quality of people isn’t the same anymore.’ I couldn’t agree more.

  Clearly there were enormous challenges and obstacles to overcome when my parents were growing up and making their way in the world. Nevertheless, I’m led to believe they found their lives more fulfilling and enriching than most people do today. I would almost prefer an economic depression to today’s decadence and arrogance. People back then were connected to each other and to the community. As a child, I remember the people my family dealt with for things like a major purchase, a home repair or home deliveries. All of them were people they had known for years, or they were a friend of a friend or relative. They could count on these people to be fair and honest, and they had the kind of trusting, personal ties to people that you rarely see today. It wasn’t unusual for my father to invite a repairman to have a cup of coffee, or a beer, and they’d talk like old friends. I envy that.

  But, make no mistake, the hard times my parents’ generation had to endure took a heavy toll, what with a brutal world war, severe Depression, ongoing economic hardship, and widespread racial and ethnic prejudice. My mother is of Polish descent while my father was Italian and in those days you were supposed to marry ‘one of your own’. They were tough times. I think these conditions produced in that generation a kind of behavior that was terribly destructive to them and to their loved ones, a destructiveness they could hardly see or comprehend.

  My father was truly a larger than life character, a rugged individualist and a maverick in every respect. He said and did what he pleased and there never was any pretension. When he walked into a room, everyone immediately felt his presence. No doubt sons say these kinds of things a lot about their fathers, but all my cousins and friends admired and commented on ‘Uncle Sam’s’ strength of character and his refusal to concede or conform. Irrepressible and irreverent, he was his own man. Custom and convention were meaningless to him. Despite being comfortable financially as a result of his success in business, he dressed like a bum. Outward appearances mattered little to him.

  I’ll never forget the day my father and I went to the Willowbrook shopping mall to look at some tropical fish. This was one of the few activities we shared; we had more than a dozen fish tanks in the basement. This trip exemplified the unique, eccentric character that defined my father. Since I had just recently gotten a license, I elected to drive.

  ‘I’ve never been to the mall,’ my father said as we arrived.

  Since the Willowbrook mall had been there at least ten years and was the placeto shop in our area, I replied with surprise, ‘What, you’ve neverbeen here?’

  ‘No, why do I need to go there? I can get most of the things I need from people down neck, and for a lot less.’

  My father had no interest in shopping, certainly not for clothes, even though he always had more than enough cash in his pocket to treat himself. He seemed to enjoy making money, but not spending it, at least not on himself. He’d rather give it to his family. At first my mother bought all his clothes, and then my sisters took over this duty when my parents stopped talking to each other. My father didn’t care about styles or fashion. If he wanted to go to a social occasion in an old shirt when everyone wore a jacket and tie, he didn’t think twice about it. Nor was he concerned about covering his ample mid-section, which expanded dramatically when he quit smoking in his late 40s. He looked like Lou Costello, and couldn’t care less.

  One thing I admired about my father was that, unlike most everyone else, he never seemed too phased by other people’s tastes or opinions. If he wanted to wear an old undershirt in public, so be it. He was what he was, take it or leave it. This isn’t to say he was crude or undiscerning. He always knew exactly what was going on and was surprisingly adept at reading people. During the Depression, he had to drop out of school to work, but he became self-educated and a self-made success in business. I came to have enormous respect for my father and actually envy him, and part of me wants to say he was a great person, a giant among men. There was just that one fatal flaw. I don’t know what happened or why, but there was some sort of demon inside him, a mysterious, unrelenting rage, and it nearly destroyed his life and many of those around him.

  Sadly but not surprisingly, all the men in my family who drank heavily are now deceased, largely as a result of the destructive lifestyles they led—drinking, smoking, eating unwisely, and in some cases, working in a dangerous environment. They took many risks, not just for their own pleasure, but as a great sacrifice to make a living and support the family. They were heroes in many respects.

  At the same time, when I was able to get more than a shallow glimpse into the character of these men, a terrible dark side was revealed. I once saw my grandfather take a live cigarette and burn our dog Lassie’s nose so she would move away from him at a family party. She wasn’t an aggressive or obnoxious dog, but I guess he just didn’t want her around. And what I saw was barely the tip of the iceberg. My father relayed many a horror story about my grandfather’s tyrannical actions toward others, including members of his immediate family. He was ultra patriarchal, to the point of being abusive. He was a Mussolini.

  I’m struck by the enormous damage these men could do to their families, especially the young children. I may have sometimes suspected that I bore significant injury and trauma when I was younger, but it wasn’t really until my late 40sthat I fully realized the extent of the damage. This still astounds me. I thought I was a very astute, perceptive person with a great deal of self-knowledge. But I guess I missed this one, and for 40 years! I had pursued graduate study in sociology at Brown University in large part so I could better understand people—how social institutions, customs, and values shaped behavior, personality and beliefs. But this too was misguided I later realized. Sociology didn’t adequately answer my core questions. It was too divorced from real people—theoretical, abstract and aloof. My apparent attempt to impress people—especially my parents, and myself—through attendance at an Ivy League school, diverted and distorted my thinking. Again, it was only much later that I realized this. Evidently I had a dire need to boost a sense of low self-esteem, which is a characteristic common among children of alcoholics.

  Incidentally, the study of psychology would have been much more appropriate and instructive for my needs. By the time I learned thislesson I was in my 50s! So much for my smarts. I thought I was trying to understand people and society, but first and foremost, I was trying to understand myself—how and why I became the person I was.

  Just for the record—and this may be my father’s values of self-reliance and independence coming out here—I didn’t rely on my family to pay for my graduate school education. I did this entirely through scholarships, teaching and research assistant-ships, and a frugal lifestyle. I waited a year after graduating college before going to graduate school, during which time I was married. In my two years in graduate school, my wife Joanne worked full-time as an assistant in a doctor’s office, and I worked part-time as a research assistant and then as a teaching assistant. Having to skimp and sacrifice was actually an adventure and a challenge that made the accomplishment that much more meaningful.

  Back in the 1950s and 60s it was extremely difficult for anyone to recognize the trauma and pain inflicted upon children by alcoholics like my father. The wounds persisted for decades, but few appreciated these vulnerabilities. No one could have anticipated this in those days, at least not working class parents. The full, devastating effects of alcoholism on families were not widely known until much later. And the subtle psychological dynamics could not really be understood by lay people, not at this time anyway. Severely traumatized soldiers in bloody wars were not recognized by and large, so how could parents see serious trauma coming out of a loving family life? Certainly the men couldn’t be expected to see it—hardened by a Great Depression and a World War, they exhibited the requisite mental toughness and machismo that precluded such insight. The typical man just moved ahead, day after day, trudging to an often dismal job to put bread on the table, and trying to somehow cope.

  So, I’m not entirely blaming my father or the men in my family for what they did. They had no idea how they were harming their children. Sensitivity in men was not a widespread goal of upbringing until much later in the century. Still, as one who suffered at the hands of an alcoholic, it is understandable that I carry substantial resentment and bitterness, to say the least. I too felt the need to anesthetize, to numb the pain. Alcohol has always been an easy answer. I think there were just two things that prevented me from becoming an alcoholic also and ‘fulfilling my destiny’—my three children, Rob, Lauren and Steve, who required from me a continual sense of fatherly duty and an obligation to be fully responsible—to support the family financially, and to maintain a household that was healthy—psychologically and emotionally,as well as physically. For, unlike my parents, I could see the silent but deadly effects of family dysfunction created by alcohol abuse.

  The other thing that may have prevented me from becoming an alcoholic, oddly enough, was the fact that I often became physically ill if I drank too much. In the big picture, this seems trivial I know, but for me the resulting physical discomfort more than offset the positive effects, the wonderful high. Yes, I felt that high, like my predecessors. Oh, was it enticing, hypnotic, and addictive! I could certainly understand why the men in my family imbibed, just as men everywhere in all civilizations have sought out an escape from the tensions of life. If not for the nausea, the headaches, the flu-like aches following the extreme alcohol high, I have to believe that I could easily have developed this habit.

  And without my beloved children, needing both unconditional love and proper nurturing to grow up healthy and whole, unlike me, I could also have more easily succumbed to the temptations of alcohol. For one, the times when Joanne and I were alone, without the children, it was an easy and pleasant habit to have a few and feel better.

  In this sense, maybe it was just lucky that I too didn’t get hooked on alcohol. For whatever reason, I don’t feel that I can take too much credit for not becoming an alcoholic. It appears that I found other methods of anesthetizing, methods perhaps not as obvious or consuming as drinking. But they were probably just as harmful.

  My story is about much more than the alcoholism in my family. As destructive as alcohol can be—and no one should ever underestimate the enormous potential for destructiveness—the trauma and dysfunction that millions of children have suffered and continue to suffer represent a much broader issue. For just as I found other means of coping with the pain and the ordeals, numerous people no doubt have found means other than alcohol. In a world without alcohol, I have to believe that people would have found other ways of accomplishing the same objectives, though possibly not as many people, and it’s possible the damage wouldn’t be as bad as with alcohol. Alcohol has always been readily available and it’s been all too easy for people to self-medicate and drink away their problems.

  Maybe a world without alcohol would have been much more likely to legalize and widely consume that other effective and abundant anesthetic, marijuana. I’m inclined to believe that when people feel there is an absolutely essential need, such as finding a means of coping with an often painful daily life, people will find a means, even if it is costly, dangerous, scarce or whatever. Consequently, my story—in many ways the story of millions of children of alcoholics—is about the trauma and wounds that children often suffer at the hands of parents and caregivers who are preoccupied with their own problems. There are many ways of producing dysfunction and trauma in families. Alcohol just happens to be the most common means in our society.

  So, I never did develop a drinking problem, in spite of my fears and my family history. What I did develop was something I never imagined possible and something I couldn’t begin to understand until I was completely enveloped by it. Depression is something I had mistakenly thought was simply a prolonged down mood associated with dwelling on one’s problems, or just ‘feeling sorry for yourself, something, by the way, that my father detested. I thought it was ‘only mental’. I couldn’t have been more wrong. It’s likely that only those who get bowled over by it are ever able to comprehend its awesome power and the physicalnature of the devastating symptoms. Depression may be as destructive as alcoholism, but the damage is primarily self-destructive. If you know someone who has been depressed, you can see damage done to others, but you can barely begin to imagine the terrible damage within the sufferer himself.

  I’ve been very close to many of my cousins and have spent a lot of time with them and their families over the years. This has allowed me to see how my cousins as well as my sisters might have been affected by their fathers’ drinking. Stark contrasts have been apparent to me for some time—I eventually came to realize I was different even though we all had fathers who were heavy drinkers. For me, it hit very hard. My cousins and sisters all seemed much better-adjusted. Ironically, among my cousins, I was generally viewed as the most fortunateone, because my family had a nice large home in the suburbs, new luxury cars, and enough money to buy color TVs, expensive furniture, and other things considered “luxuries” at the time. We were by no means wealthy, just reasonably well-off, especially in comparison to most of my extended family, many of whom lived essentially working class lives in and around Newark, NJ. This kind of city was becoming less desirable in the explosive 1960s, and my family joined the thousands fleeing to the surrounding suburbs, mainly Belleville, Bloomfield and Nutley.

  Oh, and the other reason I was viewed as the fortunate one was that I got to attend a private college, making others in my family and my town view me as virtual royalty. Although tuition at private colleges was a fraction of what it is today, it was nonetheless viewed as prohibitive in my day, and I did feel fortunate to be able to go to a prestigious, selective school like Lafayette College, where I transferred after a year at Rutgers.

  Maybe due to the beliefs of others, I was made to actually feel luckywith my lot overall. This may have actually made it harder to deal with my growing sense of pain and turmoil inside, because I thought I shouldn’tbe feeling bad. After all, didn’t I have it pretty good? Was I soft, or weak, or spoiled? As I grew older and became able to see stability and self-assurance in my cousins and in others, qualities that I lacked, I became increasingly aware that I was different, almost handicapped. For long periods of time, I was too busy with family and work to think about these things. But they don’t just go away. I don’t like to do what has become so commonplace these days and play the ‘victim’, but clearly there is a poisoned legacy handed down by alcoholics to their children. This can be overwhelming for some depending on their personal history and the situation they find themselves in.

  The essential point I want to make in this book is, despite the terrible burden many of us have been given, we can stop this toxic legacy, or at least begin to diminish it.We have that ability. First we must learn from our fathers and mothers, be smarter than them, as they hoped that we’d be. And we must have the will to change. We need the help and support of our loved ones, who can be the benefactors of our success, rather than the victims of the rage and frustration from our festering wounds. And in most cases, we need professional help.

  Success in this endeavor could be the most difficult thing any of us tries to do in his or her lifetime. And from what I understand from the experts, it doesn’t mean that we simply have to ‘suck it up’, forget the past and move ahead as some seem to feel. Most people cannot begin to understand the incredibly complex, evil forces that are deeply entrenched within us, essentially running our lives. Whether you have encountered anxiety, depression, rage, addiction, or some other affliction as a result of the trauma from a parent’s alcoholism or from some other family dysfunction, you could not have stopped it as a child or adolescent. It’s not your fault!It could never be your fault.As a child, you could no more forestall the seeds of depression than you could avert diabetes or cancer.

  Similarly, depression is not a result of weakness. This is an ignorant, archaic and thoughtless notion that does not warrant comment. We know, and the experts certainly know, that virtually anyonewho had to endure severe trauma in childhood would have been seriously damaged, emotionally and otherwise; at least anyone who is human,who feels and loves. People who are free of such burdens as depression or anxiety are not stronger; they are simply more fortunate.

  The fact of the matter is, ‘sucking it up’ is exactly the wrongapproach. I tried that for a long time, and the end result was literally decades of denial and repression, while the pain and wounds slowly emerged from beneath the surface, to eventually explode and cripple me, nearly destroying my life as I knew it. Without a doubt, it will be necessary to suck it up many days and do your best to endure, but it is at best a short-term strategy that will not serve you well in the long run. I’ve learned the hard way what many experts are saying—we actually have to look at the pain and the wounds, relive the experience, fully feel it again, recognize what happened, then attempt to make resolution and complete the necessary grieving—if we are to have a chance of recovering. You need to understand and to forgive—everyone,including yourself; especially yourself.

  Many sufferers seem to think they can stonewall the illness, believing that determination and willpower can prevail over it. Little chance. Willpower is no match for the years of conditioning from these experiences that dictate how the mind / body governs your emotions, thoughts and actions. Unfortunately, you cannot simply will away the damage from childhood trauma that has shaped you, not just emotionally, but physiologically and neurologically as well. Many have tried, and failed miserably.

  Getting treatment is not wallowing in your misery; it’s not feeling sorry for yourself, as people like my father would have said. It’s doing what’s necessary, taking risks, even if it initially produces yet more shame, or embarrassment or misunderstanding. No one wants to be seen as weak or inferior or cowardly. Some people continue to have these grossly mistaken beliefs. Taking charge of your life, opening up to your true person and the pain lying therein, and working to heal may actually be the bravest thing you can do. This means facing the brutal reality—recognizing your painful wounds, acknowledging a dreaded illness that the uninformed consider a weakness or character flaw, and taking the difficult actions to begin the healing, actions you never thought you’d have to take. It means looking down into the dark, bottomless pit that is the nightmare of depression.

  Words cannot begin to convey the depth of the despair and dread that depression brings. And I feel fortunate in many ways insofar as my condition did not sink to the depth of suicidal tendencies or require hospitalization. I may have had glimpses, but cannot truly know what the absolute bottom must feel like. It’s difficult for anyone to comprehend how a person like chemist and writer Primo Levi could have endured years of torture by the Nazis during the Holocaust, yet break under depression later in life and commit suicide. The power of depression to destroy is awesome.

  ‘The opposite of depression is not happiness but vitality,’ observed author Andrew Solomon. It’s important to understand what depression is and what it isn’t. In its essence, it is not sadness,although sadness is certainly a frequent accompanying mood. Even as we feel the unbearable burden of depression, we know that it is not ‘real’,it doesn’t accurately reflect our reality. Depression is totally irrational and illogical. For most of us are not uniformly unhappy with our lives, not disappointed in ourselves or in our loved ones, not bereft of a love of life. Depression does not indicate a dark outlook or futile view of life. Rather, it is an irrepressible force that surreptitiously seizes control of us from inside, much as a physical disease. It saps our energy, our strength, our very lives. It seems to happen almost mechanically, unconsciously. Depression is an insidious process that may have begun years earlier, with a loss or wound to your inner being that was never healed. Like an injury that is not treated, it invariably deteriorates and festers, spreading pain and infection that eventually demand attention. And it can kill if that attention isn’t forthcoming.

  Someone who’s viewed depression from both the inside and outside, sociologist David Karp, interviewed 50 people to uncover connections among these depressed people in terms of the effects their illnesses had on their social lives. It is striking how the various personal descriptions of the feeling of depression reveal similar themes. An excerpt from one particularly articulate description:

  Depression is an insidious vacuum that crawls into your brain and pushes your mind out of the way. It is the complete absence of rational thought. It is freezing cold with a dangerous, horrifying, terrifying fog wafting throughout whatever is left of your mind…When you are in it there is no more empathy, no intellect, no imagination, no compassion, no humanity, no hope… Depression steals away whoever you were, prevents you from seeing who you might someday be, and replaces your life with a black hole.
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