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INTRODUCTION







The term not-God is the theme around which this history of Alcoholics Anonymous is recounted and its interpretation offered. The exact phrase appears nowhere in either the published literature of Alcoholics Anonymous or the primary sources used in this research, yet the two senses contained in this expression not only pervade the written documents but also lie at the heart of the A.A. fellowship and program.


“Not-God” means first “You are not God,” the message of the A.A. program. As is clear from the epigraph on page vii — a pungent reminder drawn from the very heart of “How It Works,” the key fifth chapter of the book Alcoholics Anonymous — the fundamental and first message of Alcoholics Anonymous to its members is that they are not infinite, not absolute, not God. Every alcoholic’s problem had first been, according to this insight, claiming God-like powers, especially that of control. But the alcoholic at least, the message insists, is not in control, even of himself; and the first step towards recovery from alcoholism must be admission and acceptance of this fact that is so blatantly obvious to others but so tenaciously denied by the obsessive-compulsive drinker. Historically, it has been the concept of divinity, the notion of the deity, that includes the idea of absolute control. The program of Alcoholics Anonymous, then, teaches first and foremost that the alcoholic is not God. This insight rules each of the Twelve Suggested Steps, although it is appropriately most clear in the First: “We admitted we were powerless over alcohol — that our lives had become unmanageable” (emphasis added).


But Alcoholics Anonymous is fellowship as well as program, and thus there is a second side to its message of not-God-ness. Because the alcoholic is not God, not absolute, not infinite, he or she is essentially limited. Yet from this very limitation — from the alcoholic’s acceptance of personal limitation — arises the beginning of healing and wholeness. It is this facet of the message of “not-God” that Alcoholics Anonymous as fellowship lives out. To be an alcoholic within Alcoholics Anonymous is not only to accept oneself as not God; it implies also affirmation of one’s connectedness with other alcoholics. It is this connection that historically has provided for hundreds of thousands of people a way out of active alcoholism and the path into a life of health, happiness, and wholeness. The invitation to make such a connection with others and the awareness of the necessity of doing so arise from the alcoholic’s very acceptance of limitation. Thus, this second message that affirms limitation is well conveyed by the hyphenated phrase, “not-God.


The form “not-God” further reminds that affirmation is rooted in negation, that the alcoholic’s acceptance of self as human is founded in his rejection of any claim to be more than human. And the hyphen — a connecting mark — reminds of the need for connectedness with other alcoholics that A. A. as, fellowship lives out and enables. The fulfilling of the implications of being not-God, the living out of the connectedness with others that comes about from the alcoholic’s very limitation, is the story of Alcoholics Anonymous. It is this story, this history, that this book narrates.


“Not God,” then, and “not-God”: the alcoholic as essentially limited, but able to find a healing wholeness in the acceptance of this limitation. It is the author’s hope that this distinction is less cute than memorable, for it is his conviction that this twofold message is one that not only the alcoholic but also modern mankind needs to hear and perhaps, then, even to heed.





Two further prefatory points, appropriate because of this book’s origin as a doctoral dissertation. Part Two of the present study is an expansion of the final single chapter of the dissertation. That chapter was directed to scholars and assumed a comprehensive knowledge of interpretive themes in the history of ideas in America. In this expansion for a more general audience, I have at times chosen from among differing interpretations of some of these themes without detailing the historiography reasoning underlying such choice. Scholarly readers interested in that historiographic process may consult the dissertation, which is available in the archives of Harvard University. The general reader will not suffer by not doing so.


Because of the diverse audiences this book hopes to reach and the widespread knowledge among members of Alcoholics Anonymous of many episodes in A.A. history, the dissertation’s scholarly apparatus has in general been retained. The citation numerals within the text refer to the endnotes, which begin on page 308. A few notes that appeared in the dissertation as endnotes are so illuminating that they have been printed herein as footnotes. The general reader will not lose much by referring to those that remain as endnotes only occasionally, on points of special interest to that individual reader. I suggest, however, that readers making any extensive use of the endnotes not only check the “Index to Abbreviations” appearing on page 307, but also read first the brief bibliographical essay that begins on page 409.




I


Beginnings


NOVEMBER 1934-JUNE 1935


The Limitations of the Drinking Alcoholic


On a dank, cold afternoon in late November 1934, two men sat kitty-corner at the kitchen table of a brownstone house at 182 Clinton Street, Brooklyn, New York. The home, only partially heated, clearly had seen better days. In the hurriedly tidied kitchen hung the faintly sweet aroma of stale alcohol. On the white-oilcloth-covered table stood two glasses, a pitcher of pineapple juice, and a bottle of gin recently retrieved from its hiding place in the overhead tank of the toilet in the adjacent bathroom. The visitor, neatly groomed and bright-eyed, smiled in gentle but pained mirth as he surveyed the scene; his tall, thin, craggy-faced host laughed a bit too loudly, anxious less over his careless attire and the patches of whiskers on his quickly shaved face than at the announcement his friend, an old drinking-buddy, had just made.1




“No, thanks, I don’t want any. I’m not drinking.”


“No drink? Why not? Are you on the water wagon?”


“No, I don’t mean that. I’m just not drinking today.”


‘“Not drinking today!’ Ebby, what’s gotten into you?”


“Well, I don’t need it anymore: I’ve got religion.”





The host’s eyes and heart dropped. Religion. His mind wandered as his guest continued to speak. His first thought: “Good! That means more for me!” Now he did not need to worry about replenishing his supply should his wife return home before the visitor left. Although somewhat pleased with that realization, within his mind jarred a less happy awareness. As much as he had looked forward to swapping tales with an old pal, that happy prospect had now suddenly palled — “got religion” indeed! He knew that his friend had been a too-heavy drinker. “Had his alcoholic insanity become religious insanity?”2


Uninspiring and tawdry as that scene was, a profound significance and a deep irony lay buried within it. The significance: what was witnessed was the birth of the idea of Alcoholics Anonymous. The irony: the carefully groomed, dry, religion-spouting visitor, Edwin T. — nicknamed “Ebby” — would die three alcohol-sodden decades later, a virtual ward of charity; his cynical, moody, too loudly talking and laughing host — William Griffith Wilson — would after this one last binge never drink another drop of alcohol. As “Bill W.,” he would give America and the world a program and a fellowship to which in time over one million people would offer allegiance as being for them literally life-saving.3


The birth of an idea: such moments of origin are always difficult to pinpoint, and Alcoholics Anonymous itself cherishes the memory of a different “founding moment.” Yet here, in this kitchen, on that dark November afternoon, a seed was planted in Bill Wilson’s own understanding that his alcohol-numbed brain could neither then drown nor later wash away — the seed that he eventually nurtured and cultivated into the core of the program and fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous: “In the kinship of common suffering, one alcoholic had been talking to another.”4


That such conversation could be helpful was an important idea. Ideas, of course, do not spring from nothingness. The origins and paths of the concepts that had led to this idea help to explain its development into the program and fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous.


Sometime in 1931, another man, a young, talented, and wealthy financial wizard, had found himself on the verge of despair over his inability to control his drinking. Having attempted virtually every other “cure,” he turned to one of the greatest medical and psychiatric talents of the time, traveling to Zurich, Switzerland, to place himself under the care of Dr. Carl Gustav Jung. For close to a year, Rowland H. worked with Jung, finally leaving treatment with boundless admiration for the physician and almost as much confidence in his new self.5


To his consternation, Rowland soon relapsed into intoxication. Certain that Jung was his last resort, he returned to Zurich and the psychiatrist’s care. There followed, in Bill Wilson’s words written to Dr. Jung in 1961, “the conversation between you [and Rowland] that was to become the first link in the chain of events that led to the founding of Alcoholics Anonymous.” That conversation, in Wilson’s and Jung’s later memory, had made two points. “First of all, you frankly told him of his hopelessness, so far as any further medical or psychiatric treatment might be concerned.” Second, in response to Rowland’s frantic query whether there might be any other hope, Jung had spoken of “a spiritual or religious experience — in short, a genuine conversion,” cautioning, however, “that while such experiences had sometimes brought recovery to alcoholics, they were … comparatively rare.”6


Concerning the first point, Wilson wrote to Jung: “This candid and humble statement of yours was beyond doubt the first foundation stone upon which our society has since been built.” In response to the second statement, which offered a slender thread of hope, Rowland had joined the Oxford Group, “an evangelical movement then at the height of its success in Europe.” In recalling to Jung this channeling of his idea, Wilson — who was linked to Rowland H. through their mutual friend Ebby T. — stressed the Oxford Group’s “large emphasis upon the principles of self-survey, confession, restitution, and the giving of oneself in service to others.”7 +


Within the Oxford Group, Rowland had found “the conversion experience that released him for the time being from his compulsion to drink.” Returning to New York City, he joined and became active in the Oxford Group at its United States headquarters — the Calvary Episcopal Church of Rev. Dr. Samuel Shoemaker. Alcoholics had not been a primary interest of Oxford Group adherents in America or in Europe, but Rowland chose to devote to such sufferers his efforts at living out and promoting his own conversion experience. Thus, in August 1934, hearing that his old friend Ebby T. was threatened with commitment to an institution because of his drinking, Rowland H. intervened, and with his friend Cebra G., pledged for Ebby’s parole, leading him to the Oxford Group and so to his first period of sobriety.8


For Ebby, indeed, did “get the message.” Accepting that his only hope lay in a conversion experience, that such was the function of religion, and that the Oxford Group was the most famed and the most respectable evangelical expression of religion in America at that time, he joined and found in it “friendship and fellowship of a kind he had never known.” Then, in a flush of confident enthusiasm, the hallmark of any experience of conversion, Ebby in turn sought out the most hopeless and most self-destructive drinker he knew — his old friend, Bill Wilson.9


The judgment and feeling were mutual. Wilson had long since marked Ebby an utterly hopeless case, even promising himself to stop drinking should he ever get as bad as that. As tough as things had been for Bill Wilson up to the day of that November 1934 visit, he had never been threatened with commitment to an institution … “well, hardly ever.”10


William Griffith Wilson had been born, “fittingly enough” — his biographer noted — “in a small room behind the bar,” on 26 November 1895, the first of the two children of Gilman and Emily Griffith Wilson. Yankees of Scots-Irish stock, Bill’s parents had both grown up in East Dorset, Vermont, where he himself was born. In spite of their shared background, the Wilson’s marriage was not happy, and one night in 1905 — after a long and largely silent evening buggy-ride with his puzzled but apprehensive son — Gilman Wilson deserted his family.11


Of this childhood trauma, one of his earliest recollections, Bill Wilson later nursed a memory and interpretation perhaps not unusual in such situations. “If only his parents had loved him more they wouldn’t have separated. And this meant if he had been more lovable, it never would have happened. It always came around to that. It was, it had to be, his fault. He was the guilty one.”12


Little evidence remains of how the lad interpreted his next separation — nor even, indeed, that it was necessarily traumatic at the time. His young mother, with characteristic Yankee realism, obtained a Vermont-quiet divorce and resolved to begin again. An exceptionally intelligent woman, she moved to Boston and launched herself on a brand-new career as an osteopathic physician, leaving Bill and his sister Dorothy in the care of their maternal grandparents.13


Fayette and Ella Griffith proved kindly as surrogate parents. Yet deep within young Bill Wilson ached a feeling of rejection — the more painful because, in his mind, it was deserved. Three incidents from these quiet years, a success, a discovery, and yet another failure, reveal the torment.


Grandpa Fayette tried hard to be a father to the boy, but he was a taciturn and introverted man, a too quiet person, like Bill’s father, Gilly. Yet unlike Bill’s father, Fayette was perceptive; recollecting, Bill felt that his grandfather was able to read his thoughts. One evening, Fayette intuitively marked the immense sense of determination beginning to form in the boy in response to the craving rooted in his felt-rejection. Almost casually, the grandfather thought aloud: ‘“I’ve been reading a good deal about Australia lately and no one seems to know why Australians are the only people in the world who are able to make a boomerang.’


“There was a pause, then Bill looked up into his eyes. ‘The only people?’”14


And so young Bill set to work, reading library books, speaking with woodcutters, covering every available scrap of paper with diagrams, and finally sawing, carving, whittling, and throwing. Some six months later, the boy, in silence, led his grandfather to the church graveyard. Using a boomerang fashioned — the grandfather realized with chagrin — from a three-foot plank filched from the headboard of his bed, the boy threw, stood waiting, and succeeded. “I did it,” Bill first whispered, then shouted. “Our Willie,” his grandfather observed, “The very first American to do it. The number-one man.”15


The “success”: to be recognized and called a “number-one man.” Whenever his proud grandfather reported the tale in Bill’s hearing, “all the lights in the room seemed to come up higher. He was filled with a kind of power, and when they went on about his accomplishment, he could feel it growing, spreading through his body, as if some potent drug had been released.” In later years Bill Wilson often harked back to that phrase, that quest. On the one hand, it was the story of his alcoholism; on the other, it was the source of Alcoholics Anonymous. A fitting irony: William Griffith Wilson’s first “success” was the fashioning of a boomerang.16


The “discovery” was more complex. His biography reveals that young Bill Wilson had few if any peer friends, although Rutland — the town to which the Griffiths moved shortly after Emily’s departure for Boston — was far from being the smallest town in Vermont. Bill’s closest friend, from about 1908, was Mark Whalon, a university student ten years his senior. The two — boy and young man — passed much time together when Mark was home on vacation, the boy Bill reveling in his enthusiastic friend’s quotations from Shakespeare and Burns, Ingersoll and Marx, Charles Darwin and William Graham Sumner.17


But ideas were not all that Bill Wilson imbibed during the times he spent with his friend. One dry but chilly afternoon, returning on Mark’s delivery wagon from neighboring Danby, they stopped by a tavern. Bill quaffed hot cider, apparently non-alcoholic, but he also drank in something more — the atmosphere of a rural New England tavern late on a summer afternoon. That “atmosphere” was not primarily the physical aura of “the warm, friendly smell of wet sawdust, spilled beer and whiskey” — although he could lovingly recall this. But rather, it was an emotional and vivid memory of that afternoon, “his feeling of being at home, his feeling for the men.” In later years, “sometimes he could think of nothing else. He wanted it again.”18


On the surface of it, Wilson discovered the joy of friendly sociability, of feeling a belonging with others; more profoundly, he discovered the experience of “obsession-compulsion” — of “thinking of nothing else” and of “wanting it again” — ideas that later furnished him the key for his understanding of himself and his alcoholism. Bill had already revealed a kind of obsession in his work on the boomerang. On that earlier occasion, however, the compulsion to achieve had faded with recognition as “number-one man.” Now, here, these deep feelings blended and persisted. Was it merely accidental, this discovery’s association with alcohol? Bill Wilson spent the rest of his life finding, then teaching, his answer to that question.


His experience of “failure,” which marked the end of Bill’s childhood, was even more significant: it involved the joys and terrors of first love in the young adolescent life of one who had reason to feel unloved. In the fall of 1909, Bill Wilson began his secondary education as a weekday residential student at Burr and Burton Academy, a coeducational school. There he discovered — and was discovered by — Bertha Banford, “the prettiest, brightest and surely the most charming girl in the school. He fell in love, deeply, completely in love, and Bertha loved him.” Bill and Bertha spoke deeply and shared much. They felt that their whole beings were attuned and understood their love as inevitable. Invited by Bertha’s love, Bill for the first time in his life reached out to another — and, through her, he felt, even to all others.19


Then, one November morning while Bertha and her family were visiting in New York City, the usual daily chapel routine at Burr and Burton was broken. After the hymn, the headmaster stood to make an announcement. Reading from a yellow scrap of paper, he informed the students that “someone very dear to all of us, Bertha Banford, had died the night before following surgery at Fifth Avenue Hospital.” For days, Bill Wilson was numb, struggling yet somehow also fearing to understand. The evening after Bertha’s funeral service, standing in the cemetery next to the crypt that held her body in seeming mockery of his inability ever to hold it again, the suddenly aged Wilson achieved a revelation of “failure”: “He knew now.… His need, his loving, didn’t matter a good goddam. His wanting, his hunger and desire, meant nothing to the terrible ongoing forces of creation and he would never forget this truth which he saw and accepted that night.”20


Wilson’s formative years closed on this note of helplessness. For all his positive and affirming experiences in the following years — his World War I army career, his meeting of and eventual marriage to Lois Burnham, his Wall Street adventures through the 1920s — the feeling of helplessness never left the deep core of his being. Never, that is, with one exception: and in pursuit of that “exception” William Griffith Wilson — Vermont-born, socially-connected, retired Army officer, and Wall Street “flash” — attained the final qualification for becoming “Bill W., co-founder of Alcoholics Anonymous.”


In the summer of 1917, some six months before his marriage to Lois Burnham and a full year before his brief war experience in France, the newly commissioned Second Lieutenant Wilson found himself stationed at Ford Rodman, Massachusetts. Wartime patriotism in those early months of American entrance into the Great War moved some of the well-to-do in the area to open their homes — mansions to one of Wilson’s background — to “our brave boys in uniform.” At one weekend entertainment, Bill discovered for the first time the feeling of loneliness in a crowded room. Awkward, ill-at-ease, he felt simultaneously ignored and conspicuous. As much for something to do with the gangling hands that hung from his six-foot three-inch frame as for any other reason, Bill took his first remembered drink of alcohol — a “Bronx cocktail” handed him by a “hearty but at the same time haughty … socialite” whose distracted attention as she pretended to chat with him immensely added to his “terrible feeling of inadequacy.”21


The effect and therefore the meaning of that first drink of alcohol proved profound. More than a half-century later, Wilson recalled its details for his biographer, Robert Thomsen. The importance of this recollection, the depth of its significance for what Wilson later contributed to others’ understanding of alcoholism, and the lack of other evidence require its quotation:




Perhaps it took a little time, but it seemed to happen instantly. He could feel his body relaxing, a stiffness going out of his shoulders as he sensed the warm glow seeping through him into all the distant, forgotten corners of his being.


… Soon he had the feeling that he wasn’t the one being introduced but that people were being introduced to him; he wasn’t joining groups, groups were forming around him. It was unbelievable. And at the sudden realization of how quickly the world could change, he had to laugh and he couldn’t stop laughing.


… It was a miracle. There was no other word. A miracle that was affecting him mentally, physically, and, as he would soon learn, spiritually too.


Still smiling, he looked at the people around him. These were not superior beings. They were friends. They liked him and he liked them.


… [As he later left,] at his back he could hear the whine of a saxophone, little waves of voices rising, falling, but now they in no way ran against the overwhelming joy he was feeling. His world was all around him, young and fresh and loving, and as he made his way down the drive he moved easily, gracefully, as though — he knew exactly how he felt — all his life he had been living in chains. Now he was free.22





From that moment, Wilson devoted a lifetime to recapturing that elusive — and ultimately illusive — sensation of freedom. The route, after his marriage to Lois Burnham and brief Army experience, led through “Wall Street, that famous shortcut to wealth and power — or poverty.” During those years, Bill later recalled, “I was drinking to dream great dreams of greater power.” He was still dreaming — and drinking — when the stock market crashed in 1929. Wilson “looked with disgust upon the bankrupt people who were then jumping from high buildings,” but he himself “began sinking.… Finally I slid down into a state where I was not drinking to dream dreams of power; I was drinking to numb the pain, to forget.”23


He soon had much to forget: two rare business opportunities squandered through drink; a night in jail; being too drunk to attend the funeral of Lois’s mother, in whose home they lived. From 1930 through 1934 the details of Wilson’s life gave almost too much texture to an over-used phrase: his life had become “an alcoholic hell.”24


Through it all, Bill was watched over by two medical families. His sister Dorothy had married Dr. Leonard Strong, whom Bill liked and respected, once even accepting the physician’s referral to a talented colleague who had prescribed “willpower.” Lois’s father, who left the Clinton Street homestead to her and Bill in 1933 when he remarried, was Dr. Clark Burnham. He attempted to tread the narrow line between concern for his son-in-law and non-interference in his daughter’s marriage, leaning — perhaps wisely — more toward the second than toward the first.25


Through one of these family medical resources Wilson was introduced to the Charles B. Towns Hospital, a drying-out facility on Central Park West to which he was admitted four times in 1933-1934. It was apparently on the second of these visits that Bill first came under the care of Dr. William Duncan Silkworth. At their first meeting, Silkworth, later to be immortalized in A.A. lore as “the little doctor who loved drunks,” provided Wilson with an understanding of his alcoholism, an understanding that offered some choice between founded hope and utter despair, but that left no chance for any vapid middle.26


According to Dr. Silkworth, Bill’s alcoholism was an illness: one look at himself and that should be obvious, the physician pointed out. Wilson had become physically allergic to alcohol, the doctor went on, yet his mind remained obsessed with it, condemned to drink against any will of his own. Although Silkworth did not use the term, he also described to his patient the phenomenon of compulsion: given the physical allergy, once an alcoholic such as Bill ingested any alcohol — even one thin drink — he became totally unable to control further drinking. The first drink got the alcoholic drunk, whatever might be the case for “social drinkers” — those not afflicted with the physical allergy. A rather desperate picture: allergy, obsession, compulsion. But the doctor also held out a slim hope. They (Silkworth was including himself and always stressed his sharing in his patients’ efforts, and theirs in his) had to accept the fact of physical allergy and the inevitability of alcoholic compulsion, but they could work together toward Bill’s overcoming or at least living soberly with the obsession.27


Hardly a happy prognosis, yet it buoyed the painfully drunk Wilson, and this reaction itself was testimony to his alcoholic desperation. His new understanding and doubtless also the doctor’s kindly interest temporarily sustained Bill, but to no apparent long-term avail. He began drinking again, and now, in order to purchase his alcohol, even stole the pitifully few bills he could find in Lois’s purse. She had been maintaining her family home and supporting her drunken husband on a clerk’s salary. When Bill was inevitably hospitalized again, Dr. Silkworth had seen enough. Wilson had proved unwilling or unable to use the only diagnosis and help that the doctor had to offer. His case was clearly hopeless, and Silkworth told Wilson just that. Downstairs, moments later, the doctor informed Lois of her choices: to have Bill locked up, to watch him go insane, or to let him die. From their experiences of the past five years, both Bill and Lois knew that the neuro-psychiatrist was right.28


And so, of course, alcoholic that he was, Wilson found hope in this very proclamation of hopelessness: knowing this, he surely would never drink again. Never lasted only the few weeks until Armistice Day. Having expounded — in a barroom — to his companion for the day his Silkworth-derived understanding of his alcoholism, Bill accepted the bartender’s offer of a drink “on the house.” After all, he had been in France sixteen years before. “My God!” his friend exclaimed. “Is it possible that you can take a drink after what you just told me? You must be crazy!” Wilson’s response was brief, simple, and accurate: “I am.”29


Thus began Bill Wilson’s last binge, the one interrupted by the late November visit from his friend Ebby. During lucid intervals, Bill brooded morosely. The diagnosis was in, hopeless insanity, and surely he was validating it each time he reached for another drink to ease the pain or to nurse the self-pity from that awareness. Yes, he was hopeless. Only now, through the alcoholic haze, had come Ebby T., whom he — Bill Wilson — had labeled hopeless. After all, he himself had only been threatened with institutionalization; Ebby, Bill knew, had actually been committed. Yet here was Ebby, and Ebby was sober, and Ebby had just declined a drink with a smile.30


Confronted by that fact, Bill Wilson found hope. He was more aware, however, of confusion. The word religion troubled him deeply. “What a crusher that was — Ebby and religion! Maybe his alcoholic insanity had become religious insanity. It was an awful letdown. I had been educated at a wonderful engineering college where somehow I had gathered the impression that man was God.”31


Of Bill’s earlier exposure to religion, little is known — probably because there is little to know. Grandfather Fayette, the chief influence on the boy’s life, was an Ingersoll-inclined transcendentalist. In response to his ideas, the young Bill Wilson had “left the church” at about age twelve — on “a matter of principle.” Ironically, the “principle” involved concerned a required temperance pledge. Chapel was the custom at Burr and Burton; but Bill’s recollections of his profound, under-the-stars conversations with Bertha Banford revealed that the young Wilson had no “religion” beyond an adolescent romanticism easily congruent with both his grandfather’s Vermont vagueness and his friend Mark Whalon’s adoring admiration of the power of the human mind. Here then, while Wilson sat drunk in his kitchen listening to Ebby T., at the moment of the conception of A.A.’s fundamental idea of “one alcoholic talking to another,” was born the self-conscious wariness of “religion” that was so deeply to infuse the program and fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous.32 +


Given his long history of alienation from formal religion. Bill knew that he would not tolerate being preached at. Yet his pain and confusion at this moment opened Wilson to something. Ebby was a friend. Indeed, Bill dimly felt as he began to listen, Ebby was proving his friendship by not urging this new-found “religion” upon him. Something else — something more significant to one mired in self-pity — was happening. As Wilson later recalled how that process that was to become Alcoholics Anonymous had begun: “In the kinship of common suffering, one alcoholic had been talking to another.” 33


Ebby did go on to explain quietly some things about the Oxford Group: its non-denominational nature: the importance of taking stock of oneself, confessing one’s defects, and the willingness to make restitution; that one could choose one’s own concept of “God” — after using the term once, Bill noted, Ebby spoke instead of “another power” or a “higher power.” Bill began to listen —a little. And just then, Ebby rose to leave, and Bill went back to his brooding. Bill Wilson knew deep in his heart that he couldn’t accept this “getting religion”: yet Ebby — hopeless Ebby — was in fact sober, and this fact gnawed in Wilson’s alcohol-soaked gut.34


A few days later, Ebby returned with a friend. Shep C. did not attract Bill. Shep seemed too “Ivy League,” a “pantywaist socialite who’d probably gone wild one night on too many sherries at a Junior League cotillion.” What could he possibly know about drinking? Ebby and Shep talked — incessantly, it seemed to Wilson. They spoke of serenity, of their new life and newly found sense of purpose; they talked of prayer, meditation, and especially the love of giving oneself in service. They finally left, and Bill’s gagging changed from mental to physical; he’d been pouring himself stiffer and stiffer drinks while absorbing their onslaught.35




The door opened and he stood there, fresh-skinned and glowing. There was something about his eye. He was inexplicably different. What had happened?


I pushed a drink across the table. He refused it. Disappointed but curious, I wondered what had got into the fellow. He wasn’t himself.


“Come, what’s all this about?” I queried.


He looked straight at me. Simply, but smilingly, he said, “I’ve got religion.”


I was aghast. So that was it — last summer an alcoholic crackpot; now, I suspected, a little cracked about religion. He had that starry-eyed look. Yes, the old boy was on fire all right. But bless his heart, let him rant! Besides, my gin would last longer than his preaching.





Decades later Wilson recalled the struggle within himself during that night and on the following day. His precise recollection expressed well the ambivalence to and wariness of religion that were later to abide so deeply at the core of Alcoholics Anonymous:




Ebby and Shep C. were now asking him to give up the one attribute of which he was the most proud, the one quality that set a man above the animals — his inquiring, rational mind. And they wanted him to give this up for an illusion.


Finally — and he knew he was pretty drunk by the time he reached this point — he had to look at the fact and admit it: what they were asking him to do represented weakness to him. How could a man so demean himself as to surrender the one thing in which he should have faith, his innate, inquiring mind?


He was willing to concede religious comfort might be all right for some — for the old, the hopeless, for those who had passed beyond loving, beyond any hope of really living, but, by Christ, he was different.


It might be the last arrogant gasp of alcoholic pride but, miserable and terrified as he was, he would not humble himself here. On this point he would go out swinging.36





Thus Bill decided the issue — or so he thought. Since he resolved it in favor of “his inquiring, rational mind,” it struck him as only fair, the next morning, to undertake some inquiring, rational investigation — after all, that had been his Wall Street profession. If he wanted to learn the real souce of Ebby’s sobriety, Bill Wilson must himself look into the Oxford Group at its headquarters, the old Calvary Church. To facilitate his investigation, of course, fortification was required, so Bill bar-hopped his way down Twenty-Third Street, for a time even forgetting his purpose and intended destination. Finally, dragging with him a Finnish fisherman whose vocation had reminded him of his own quest, Wilson arrived at the Calvary Church Bowery mission.37


There Bill found what he expected: “life’s discards and the rejects of society.” Upon seeing the drunken pilgrim, the door-greeter was about to eject him, until Ebby intervened, insisting that Bill could join the group in the meeting room if he first ate a large plate of beans and washed them down with a great deal of coffee. Even the greeter’s rejection did not make Wilson conscious that some of those on whom he looked down might have seemed, to an objective observer, better off than he. Sitting in the last row in his alcoholic stupor, Bill mellowed as the coffee and food did their work. “Hell, these weren’t bad fellows.” Why, they drank the way he did! And so when the leader, Tex, called for penitents to come forward and witness, Bill Wilson, showman, stepped forward. There was an audience in the hall. Wilson, who for five years had been mired in the isolation of alcoholic loneliness, surely could not let such an opportunity pass.38


The next day he felt like a fool, yet one fact struck him. On the way home from the mission, he had never even thought of stopping in a bar. For three days, days of internal struggle and bleak futility, Bill Wilson lay abed at home, unable to eat, drinking only enough to stave off the pain of withdrawal. He wanted to survive. But why? He knew himself doomed to the intolerable options of dependence on some spurious faith or an alcoholic death or incarceration in some institution. Bill felt paralysis of thought and will. Suddenly, on an impulse, with no clear plan beyond “more thinking,” Wilson decided that he could think all this out more sharply if he were dried out. Acting on this “rational decision,” he set off yet again to Towns Hospital and Dr. Silkworth, drinking four bottles of beer — the extent of Lois’s credit at the neighborhood grocery — along the way.39


Dr. Silkworth was unenthusiastic about what little he could make of Wilson’s ravings about a plan, but he gave Bill a bed. On the second day, Ebby stopped by. Only when asked by Bill for his “neat, pat formula,” did he repeat it. “Realize you are licked, admit it, and get willing to turn your life over to the care of God.” Wilson nodded, about all he could do, and Ebby left. Barely able to move, certainly unable to sleep, painfully suspended between full withdrawal symptoms and the sedation that was easing them, Bill Wilson tried to think.40


In the first formal telling of his story, Wilson slid quickly past what happened next. He had learned that recounting it injured rather than aided his credibility, and it certainly had not helped anyone else to “get the program.” Yet, to him, it had happened, and he knew it, and eventually he had to set it down. Two decades later he did so, in the most detailed telling of his story, at the “Alcoholics Anonymous Comes of Age” Convention of 1955:




My depression deepened unbearably and finally it seemed to me as though I were at the bottom of the pit. I still gagged badly on the notion of a Power greater than myself, but finally, just for the moment, the last vestige of my proud obstinacy was crushed. All at once I found myself crying out, “If there is a God, let Him show Himself! I am ready to do anything, anything!”


Suddenly the room lit up with a great white light. I was caught up into an ecstasy which there are no words to describe. It seemed to me, in the mind’s eye, that I was on a mountain and that a wind not of air but of spirit was blowing. And then it burst upon me that I was a free man. Slowly the ecstasy subsided. I lay on the bed, but now for a time I was in another world, a new world of consciousness. All about me and through me there was a wonderful feeling of Presence, and I thought to myself, “So this is the God of the preachers!” A great peace stole over me and I thought, “No matter how wrong things seem to be, they are all right. Things are all right with God and His world.”41





“A great peace.… Things are all right.…” But almost immediately the fears began again. Had not Silkworth warned him of alcoholic brain damage? Was this the evidence of it — a hallucination founded in his obsession with Ebby’s sobriety? Hadn’t he, after all, been doing strange things lately, like that foolish scene at the mission? Almost frantically, Wilson called a nurse and begged her to summon Dr. Silkworth. Let him decide, Bill thought. One way or the other — sobriety or an institution — this was it. Only, he had to know which.42


The doctor came, and Bill related everything that had happened, each detail he could remember. Then Wilson waited for his answer. Silkworth asked some questions first, “probing questions,” and Bill strained to answer accurately. Finally the doctor sat back in the bedside chair, his brow furrowed. The suspenseful silence became too much for Bill Wilson. “Tell me,” he pleaded, “was it real? Am I still … sane?” Silkworth hesitated a moment longer, the lower part of his face pursed. Finally he spoke: “Yes, my boy. You are sane. Perfectly sane, in my opinion.” The physician continued briefly, speaking of “psychic upheaval” and “a conversion experience,” but he quickly qualified the words by insisting that he was but “a simple man of science.” Yet, Silkworth concluded, “Whatever it is you’ve got now, hang on to it. Hang on to it, boy. It is so much better than what you had only a couple of hours ago.”43


The next day more light dawned. Bill could never remember exactly, but was inclined to think that Ebby, visiting again, brought him a copy of William James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience. What Wilson got — or thought he got — from the book was to prove significant to the history of Alcoholics Anonymous:




… Spiritual experiences, James thought, could have objective reality; almost like gifts from the blue, they could transform people. Some were sudden brilliant illuminations; others came on very gradually. Some flowed out of religious channels; others did not. But nearly all had the great common denominators of pain, suffering, calamity. Complete hopelessness and deflation at depth were almost always required to make the recipient ready. The significance of all this burst upon me. Deflation at depth — yes, that was it. Exactly that had happened to me.44





This was the substance of what Wilson had come to understand; also important was the meaning he found inherent in it, for this moment was — taken together with his “spiritual experience” — the third of the four founding moments of Alcoholics Anonymous. One-half of the core idea — the necessity of spiritual conversion — had passed from Dr. Carl Jung to Rowland. Clothed in Oxford Group practice, it had given rise to its yet separate other half — the simultaneous transmission of deflation and hope by “one alcoholic talking to another” — in the first meeting between Bill and Ebby. Now, under the benign guidance of Dr. Silkworth and the profound thought of William James, the two “halves” joined in Wilson’s mind to form an as yet only implicitly realized whole.




… Deflation at depth, yes, that was it. Exactly that had happened to me. Dr. Carl Jung had told an Oxford group friend of Ebby’s how hopeless his alcoholism was and Dr. Silkworth had passed the same sentence upon me. Then Ebby, also an alcoholic, had handed me the identical dose. On Dr. Silkworth’s say-so alone maybe I would never have completely accepted the verdict, but when Ebby came along and one alcoholic began to talk to another, that had clinched it.


My thoughts began to race as I envisioned a chain reaction among alcoholics, one carrying this message and these principles to the next. More than I could ever want anything else, I now knew that I wanted to work with other alcoholics.45





The whole of what became Alcoholics Anonymous appeared in these words — almost. The elements for the totality of Alcoholics Anonymous seemed to be present, but perhaps this is apparent only in retrospect. Until Wilson arrived at the explicit realization that whether or not he wanted to, he needed to work with other alcoholics to maintain his own sobriety, Alcoholics Anonymous was yet only coming into being.


Two intermingled themes brought Bill Wilson to the verge of the ultimate, recognized founding moment: the hopelessness of the condition of the alcoholic, and the necessity of an experience of conversion. Their sources were Silkworth and James.


Dr. William Duncan Silkworth, a Princeton graduate, had received his medical degree from New York University. In 1900 he began his internship at Bellevue Hospital, and the staff soon recognized that the young physician possessed a special talent very little prized. To even his own amazement, Silkworth found that he had a magic touch with drunks. In 1924, after completing specialty training in neuropsychiatry, he became medical director of the Charles B. Towns Hospital in New York, a private facility specializing in alcoholism and drug addiction. Here his skill found full range and scope; yet, until Bill Wilson came along, the doctor estimated that the rate of real recoveries among the alcoholics with whom he worked had been “approximately only two percent.”46


His experience — in his lifetime he treated well over fifty thousand alcoholics — convinced Dr. Silkworth of two things. One, “alcoholism is not just a vice or a habit. This is a compulsion, this is pathological craving, this is disease.” Two, in the science of medicine of the time, alcoholism was a hopeless disease — “an obsession of the mind that condemns one to drink and an allergy of the body that condemns one to die.”47


A third idea probably followed upon Silkworth’s experience with Wilson. In his published writings after 1937, “the little doctor who loved drunks” tended to stress less his theory of strict physical allergy (though he continued to hold and to teach it) and his suggestions for research in colloid biology. Rather, he turned his attention and emphasis to “recovery [as] possible only on a moral basis.” Eventually, in “The Doctor’s Opinion” essay that he submitted for use in the book Alcoholics Anonymous, Silkworth declared without qualification that “Unless [the alcoholic] can experience an entire psychic change there is very little hope of his recovery.”48


Although Bill Wilson himself always remained wary of referring to alcoholism as a “disease” because he wished to avoid the medical controversy over the existence or non-existence of a specific “disease-entity,” his usual terms “illness” or “malady” as well as his frequent comparison of alcoholism to “heart disease” bear witness to his acceptance of Silkworth’s medical ideas. In later years, the widespread diffusion of “the disease concept of alcoholism” was largely due to Alcoholics Anonymous.49 +


The influence of William James upon Bill Wilson — and so upon Alcoholics Anonymous— was more complex. Reading James’s Varieties profoundly affected Wilson. In fact, the American philosopher-psychologist was the only author cited in Alcoholics Anonymous, in a reference having more to do with “varieties” than with “religious experience”: “The distinguished American psychologist, William James, in his book ‘Varieties of Religious Experience,’ indicates a multitude of ways in which men have discovered God. We have no desire to convince anyone that there is only one way by which faith can be acquired.”50


Yet Wilson also seemed to attribute the phrase “deflation at depth” to William James. The problem: neither this expression nor the bare word deflation appears anywhere in Varieties. On the other hand, Wilson apparently did not note and certainly did not cite what was in James: the openness to explicit religion. Two examples, one minor, the second major. First, in one of the briefer footnotes in Varieties, James approvingly cited evidence that the only cure for “dipsomania” was “religiomania.” Given the circumstances in which Bill Wilson, painfully sobering up founder of Alcoholics Anonymous, read this simultaneously profound and diffuse writing of James’s Gifford Lectures, it is difficult to imagine that his eye did not pause for relaxation if not for refreshment at the scattered mentions of drinking and alcohol. Yet he never adverted to this clearly unwelcome idea — an idea that, bare weeks before, he had himself at first used to explain away Ebby on that first fateful visit. Second, if there is one key word as well as concept in Varieties, it is not “deflation” but “conversion.” Yet this term, so suggestive in America of a certain style of religion, never passed Bill Wilson’s lips or writing hand — at least not for publication — until many years later.51


Therefore, on the question of William James as — in Wilson’s own words — “a founder of Alcoholics Anonymous,” a hypothesis: consciously and even craftily in his own wariness of religion, Bill Wilson linked James’s portrayal of “conversion” with what he had learned — directly from Dr. Silkworth and indirectly, via Rowland and Ebby, from Dr. Jung — of the necessity and role of hopelessness. Wilson’s efforts over many years to give intellectual respectability to Alcoholics Anonymous sprang from his own deep need as well as from his perception of the needs of others. This underlined linkage with a major figure in American intellectual history was therefore eminently useful to him. He made pragmatic use of the pragmatist James — with all the helpful connotations of this to those looking for “results,” for the “cash-value” of the idea of Alcoholics Anonymous.52


Less consciously, for he was not a deep thinker, but more explicitly in an almost careless way, Wilson, in the use he made of James, hit upon another deep thread of the American psyche — and one that also protected him and his program from seeming too religious. The pluralist James became eminently useful to the main theme of Alcoholics Anonymous. A large part of Wilson’s wariness of religion lay in his horror of absolutes. Thinking “absolutely” about anything was, for Wilson, “alcoholic thinking.” His — and A.A.’s — most frequent description of an alcoholic was “an all or nothing person.” Thus, as part of its very origins and most fundamental understanding, Alcoholics Anonymous has committed itself to rejection of any claim to a role as “one and only.” The pluralism of tolerating difference has remained as important and useful to Alcoholics Anonymous as its pragmatism. Especially in the early years of the fellowship, those who objected to the “religion of A.A.” found their attention directed to the key phrase, “We have no monopoly on God.” Later, when — using a derived sense — therapists of other persuasions objected to “the religion of A.A.,” their attention was called to another virtual truism: “Upon therapy for the alcoholic himself, we surely have no monopoly.”53


The utility to Alcoholics Anonymous of James’s Varieties and its impact upon the fellowship/program, were thus profound. Each word of James’s title served an important function, as confused as all this was in the mind of the hazily sobering Bill Wilson when he first made the philosopher’s acquaintance. A deep resonance seems to have been sounded in Wilson’s mind. Significantly, perceptive non-American students both of William James and of Alcoholics Anonymous have noted the peculiar “American-ness” of each.54 +


At the time, of course, Wilson did not think of Silkworth and James as sources. Still awed by the sobriety of hopeless Ebbv T., Bill considered Ebby’s source the important one; so he associated himself with the Oxford Group and began a life-long friendship with the Rev. Dr. Samuel Shoemaker, rector of Calvary Episcopal Church and chief American publicist for the Group. Within the Oxford Group, Wilson’s long alcohol-dulled drive to be a number-one man quickly reasserted itself, and he announced to his new associates that he was going to sober up all the drunks in the world.55


The Groupers were not impressed. Some of them had tried to work with alcoholics and their general experience had been the usual one of failure. Nevertheless they tolerated and even welcomed Wilson’s efforts among them. In time, they felt, he would learn just how hopeless drunks were. At that point, they hoped, his drive and enthusiasm could be channeled into more constructive lines. They waited, seeking meanwhile to implant more deeply in Bill their principles and practices.56


Bill, of course, did not wait. Since he felt more at home with a small group of struggling alcoholics at a neighborhood cafeteria than he did at Oxford Group meetings, Wilson extended that contact. Some he brought back to Clinton Street to live with him and the long-suffering Lois; exactly why, he did not know. Yet a sense was developing: alcoholics struggling against their obsession with “booze” seemed to do better if they spent time talking with others engaged in the same struggle. They did not, of course, talk about booze — that, after all, was the obsession they were fighting. Their talk was of spiritual things: the Oxford Group principles of the necessity of conversion and restitution, or their efforts to attain the Group’s “Four Absolutes” — absolute honesty, absolute purity, absolute unselfishness, and absolute love.57


They “seemed to do better.” But better proved not good enough. All but Bill himself soon went out and got drunk. Lois Wilson, clerking now at Loeser’s department store to support her husband’s new enthusiasm, her home at times overrun by drunks, offered a gentle and fateful suggestion. She might understandably have urged Bill to heed his Oxford Group friends, to move closer to the Group and to its respectable efforts among the respectable people who were its special vocation. The daughter of Dr. Clark Burnham might surely have felt more comfortable among the habitues of Calvary Church than among the denizens of Stewart’s cafeteria. But she did not feel that way for whatever reasons of background and temperament, nor did she prompt Bill in such a direction. As she saw her husband’s mounting frustration over the failure of his efforts, Lois’s suggestion was rather that on one of his visits to Towns Hospital, Bill express his concerns to Dr. Silkworth.58


One April day in 1935, Wilson did so. Silkworth, of course, might have offered the advice that Lois had not: “Look, Bill, Ebby and the Oxford Group have gotten you this far; why not get out of the driver’s seat and do it their way? Who do you think you are, you barely-sobered-lush?” But he did not. Drawing upon his deep knowledge of alcoholism, the physician pointed Bill in precisely the opposite direction: “Look, Bill, you’re having nothing but failure because you are preaching at these alcoholics.” Silkworth pointed out the frightening aspect — especially to alcoholics — of the Oxford Group absolutes, the apparent weirdness and disconcerting nature of the “hot flash” conversion experience that Bill insisted on describing to each potential recruit. He reminded Wilson of what Bill himself had pointed out to him in William James and had told him of Dr. Jung’s message to Rowland.




“Bill [he told me], you’ve got the cart before the horse. You’ve got to deflate these people first. So give them the medical business, and give it to them hard. Pour it right into them about the obsession that condemns them to drink and the physical sensitivity or allergy of the body that condemns them to go mad or die if they keep on drinking. Coming from another alcoholic, one alcoholic talking to another, maybe that will crack those tough egos deep down. Only then can you begin to try out your other medicine, the ethical principles you have picked up from the Oxford Groups.”59





Wilson needed time to think. Further, he faced yet another frustration. Family friends, of whom there remained precious few, had begun making snide comments about his “missionary endeavors.” Lois’s plight, they not too delicately suggested, had become worse since he had sobered. Previously she had had to support one drunk; now she was supporting a zealot and never even knew how many drunks she would be coming home to each day. Lois herself did not complain. Bill’s sobriety was the most important thing in her life, the one thing she had always worked for. Bill knew this, but the remarks stung: a real man was not supported by his woman. Was it for such a life, after all, that he had gotten sober?60


So Bill Wilson began again to frequent Wall Street. In early May, a slim opportunity arose. A proxy fight in Akron, Ohio, required a small group of aggressive hagglers on the scene, and Bill jumped at this chance to demonstrate his skill. The proxy struggle proved brief and was resoundingly lost. Discouraged, the others left Akron, but Wilson’s persistence — and the realization that he had no job to which to return — moved him to stay on in search of some last loophole.61


Any city can be a lonely place for a traveling man, and grimy Akron was no exception. On Saturday, 11 May, the day before Mother’s Day, Wilson moped in the lobby of the Mayflower Hotel in downtown Akron. He began to pace. At one end of his lobby track the bar gleamed dimly as it filled with late Saturday afternoon revelers. At the other, Bill noted with little interest, stood the hotel church directory. As Bill paced, the friendly buzz from the bar grew louder and began to impinge on his self-pitying consciousness. He thought about the proxy fight — his hoped-for return to Wall Street had fallen flat. He thought about Mother’s Day — his mother had effectively deserted him thirty years before, and how would Lois understand his not returning to share the day with her?62


“God,” he thought, “I am going to get drunk;” and in that thought began the final founding moment of Alcoholics Anonymous. For at that instant, Wilson panicked. Never before had he panicked at the thought of a drink. One idea rose out of all his recent intensive experience: “I need another alcoholic,” and Bill Wilson turned on his heel, purposefully striding away from the bar and towards the church directory.


For an Oxford Group adherent and friend of Sam Shoemaker, the choice of a name from the directory proved simple: the listed Episcopalian minister was the Rev. Dr. Walter Tunks. Frantic, Bill called and poured out his tale, asking to be put in touch with any Oxford Groupers in Akron. Tunks furnished a list often names, and Wilson commenced calling. He had reached the last name on the list, that of Norman Sheppard, before he found someone who seemed to understand his concern and desperation. No, Sheppard told Bill, he himself was not an alcoholic, nor did he really know any alcoholics, but a friend of his, Mrs. Henrietta Seiberling, could perhaps prove more helpful. Desperately fearful, for from the phone booth Wilson could glimpse the bar and he had just caught himself thinking that perhaps a drink — just one — might make this last call easier, Bill tried her number. To the softly Southern voice which answered the phone, he gushed forth the beginning of his story: “I’m from the Oxford Group and I’m a rum hound from New York.”63


Henrietta Seiberling, a Vassar College graduate and the daughter-in-law of the founder and one-time president of the Goodyear Rubber Company, was not an alcoholic. A deeply committed Oxford Group adherent, she had devoted the past two years of her young life to one project: sobering up Dr. Robert Holbrook Smith, a prominent Akron surgeon whose wife was her close friend. She had introduced the Smiths to the Oxford Group in Akron, a circle that had developed largely through the efforts of Harvey Firestone. Recently, in her private prayers, Mrs. Seiberling had received “guidance” concerning the alcoholic surgeon: “Bob must not touch one drop of alcohol.” She had shared this with the doctor, but it had not done much good. “Henrietta,” he had replied, “I don’t understand this thing [alcoholism]. Nobody understands it.” So it was that when Henrietta Seiberling heard Bill Wilson’s frenzied voice and strange announcement over the phone, this cultured woman of faith was not put off. Her first thought ran, “This is manna from heaven,” and she invited Bill to come by her home on the Seiberling estate.64 +


Wilson went, told his story to Henrietta, and heard from her something about “Doctor Bob,” as he was called in the Oxford Group. Dr. Bob, Bill was told, had tried all the medical cures and all the religious approaches, including the Oxford Group, yet somehow he couldn’t stay sober. “Would you like to talk with him?” Henrietta asked. That, of course, was why Bill had come, and so the Smiths — Dr. Bob and his wife Anne — were invited to visit Henrietta Seiberling and her strange Oxford Group visitor from New York the next afternoon. “The next afternoon” because, although Henrietta called Anne with an immediate invitation upon hearing Bill’s story, Dr. Smith was at that moment passed out under his dining-room table, as “potted” as the Mother’s Day plant that he had just placed gingerly upon it.65


Promptly at five o’clock Sunday afternoon, the Smiths appeared at Henrietta Seiberling’s door. Bill Wilson had passed most of the day meditating on the advice Dr. Silkworth had given him: “You’ve got to deflate these people first. So give them the medical business, and give it to them hard.” Fine, Bill thought, but here he was, about to speak to a medical doctor. What could he, Bill Wilson, possibly tell him, Doctor Bob Smith?


One look at the twitching, trembling surgeon as they were introduced solved Bill’s problem about what to say first. “You must be awfully thirsty, Bob. Say, let’s talk a little while first — it won’t take long.” Moving off to a side room, Wilson began telling Smith the tale of his experiences with alcohol: the hopes, the promises, and the failure of both; the drinking camaraderie in hotel rooms and the painful dryings-out; the loving devotion of his wife and how she had had to take a clerk’s job to support his boozing. When he came to Dr. Silkworth’s diagnosis of obsession, compulsion, and physical allergy, Bill “really laid it on.” Then he told of Ebby’s visit and his simple message: “Show me your faith and by my works I will show you mine.”66


A tall, rigidly erect, stern-visaged man, Dr. Bob Smith studied Bill Wilson through his rimless glasses as he sat listening, fascinated. When the surgeon had agreed to visit Henrietta, he had extracted from his wife a promise that they would not stay longer than fifteen minutes. But now he wanted to hear more from this man. Yes, here was somebody who really knew how it was! This stranger from New York had “been there.” He had felt the obsession of craving, the terrors of withdrawal, the self-hatred over failure — all the things that he himself, Dr. Robert Smith, had experienced and was experiencing even as he listened.


Something happened within Bob. He was an only child, and not until age thirty-six, after he had moved far down the road of alcoholic drinking, had he married. Dr. Bob Smith had become convinced of and had lived his life on the principle that no one else could really understand. He had had childhood friends, college buddies, respectful colleagues, a devoted wife, a circle of Oxford Group associates. None had ever heard Dr. Bob talk about himself. To them, it was his innate Vermont taciturnity — some of them at times joked about it among themselves. To him, it was the lonely pain of the deep conviction that no one else would or could ever understand — and it wasn’t very funny, even — especially — when soaked in the treacherous balm of alcohol.67


But here was someone who did understand, or perhaps at least could. This stranger from New York didn’t ask questions and didn’t preach; he offered no “you must’s” or even “let us’s.” He had simply told the dreary but fascinating facts about himself, about his own drinking. And now, as Wilson moved to stand up to end the conversation, he was actually thanking Dr. Smith for listening. “I called Henrietta because I needed another alcoholic. I needed you, Bob, probably a lot more than you’ll ever need me. So, thanks a lot for hearing me out. I know now that I’m not going to take a drink, and I’m grateful to you.” While he had been listening to Bill’s story, Bob had occasionally nodded his head, muttering, “Yes, that’s like me, that’s just like me.” Now he could bear the strain no longer. He’d listened to Bill’s story, and now, by God, this “rum hound from New York” was going to listen to his. For the first time in his life, Dr. Bob Smith began to open his heart.68


Robert Holbrook Smith had been born on 8 August 1879, in St. Johnsbury, Vermont. The only son of parents prominent in civic and church activities, Bob had been raised strictly, but he had also shown signs of revolt and rebellion from an early age. Perhaps for this reason, he had been especially popular with his peers. His first drink of alcohol, Smith recalled, had been at age nine, when he had found a jug hidden under some bushes. Even then, he had liked what it had done for him, “he liked the way it made him feel.”69


After high school at St. Johnsbury Academy, Bob began his college career at Dartmouth. Liberated for the first time from his parents’ supervision, young Smith put into practice a childhood vow. As a boy he had deeply resented enforced attendance at church, Sunday School, and Christian Endeavor. He had resolved that when finally free from parental domination, he would never again darken the doors of a church. It was a promise he had kept for forty years. Life at Dartmouth furnished other joys: he acquired campus fame as the school’s champion beer-drinker. After graduation, Smith passed three years exploring the world of business. Yet he wanted to be a doctor, so eventually, Bob enrolled in the pre-medical program at the University of Michigan, where he was promptly elected to star membership in the school’s drinking fraternity.


At Ann Arbor, something in him began to change. Certainly not his desire to drink: “that was stronger than ever.” But Smith, who had boasted so often of never having a hangover, began to suffer morning-after shakes. Life became one binge after another. Bob quit school to dry out, then decided to return only to learn that the faculty entertained other ideas. He transferred to Rush Medical College in Chicago, but the binges continued. Yet, somehow, he managed to stay dry for two probationary quarters and so obtained his M.D. degree and even an especially attractive internship at the City Hospital in Akron, Ohio. For perhaps two years, the young Dr. Smith was so busy that he stayed dry. Then he developed “stomach trouble,” and the drinking and the round of binges began again. At least a dozen times, he admitted himself to various sanitoria (Wilson noted the carefully proper plural), to no avail. Finally, his father sent another doctor to Akron, and a thoroughly frightened Dr. Bob Smith spent two months back in St. Johnsbury, silently crying himself to sleep in the bed in which he had been born.


Passage of the Eighteenth Amendment had brought hope. He couldn’t drink if he couldn’t get it. He soon learned the facts about the Great American Experiment, and some even less pleasant facts about himself. The government allowed doctors access to liquor for medical reasons. Dr. Bob, who had always held his profession a sacred trust, began to rummage through the telephone directory, picking out names at random and filling out the prescriptions that would get him a pint of whiskey. Smith developed two phobias, fear of not sleeping and fear of running out of liquor. His life became a squirrel cage: staying sober to earn enough money to get drunk, getting drunk to go to sleep, using sedatives to quiet the jitters, staying sober, earning money, getting drunk.…


For seventeen years this nightmarish existence had gone on, his wife Anne and their two children living in a shambles of broken promises. Unwilling to see their friends, they existed on bare necessities. Even in those bleak Depression years, fewer and fewer patients were willing to trust their bodies to a surgeon whose hands trembled. Bob was a proctologist, and he had seen the humor in but had not deeply appreciated a comment overheard one day at the hospital as the elevator door opened: “When you go to Doctor Smith, you really bet your ass!”70


Sometime in late 1932, Delphine Webber, a friend of the Smiths, called Henrietta Seiberling, one of the few members of Akron’s elite rubber families who had stayed with the Oxford Group beyond Harvey Firestone’s initial enthusiasm, to urge that “something has to be done about Dr. Smith — his drinking, you know.” Henrietta had not known, but after praying for guidance, she called her friend Anne Smith and urged her — without mentioning the drinking problem — to bring Bob around to the Oxford Group meetings. When the time was right, Henrietta felt assured within herself, further “guidance” would direct her to further activity.71


Dr. Bob, guilty over the friendless life his drinking had forced upon his wife, accepted the invitation eagerly. When he learned that this new group had something of a spiritual nature, however, his initial enthusiasm flagged. Yet the surgeon found attractive the poise, health, and happiness of these new acquaintances. He sensed that they possessed something in which he did not share, and he resolved to examine it — as an objective student of religious philosophies. For the next two and one-half years Bob attended their meetings, joined in their practices — and continued to get drunk regularly. In fact, the Group did fascinate him. Religious philosophy had long been his hobby, and he had read much in the Scriptures, spiritual and devotional books, and the lives of the saints. Unfortunately, his own best ideas seemed to come only when he was well lubricated with alcohol, and invariably he forgot them by the next day.


Now, as he finished his story with these wry attempts at humor, watching to see if Bill “understood,” something began to dawn on Dr. Bob Smith. Slowly, at first, then with sudden clarity, he understood. Bill Wilson had been able to control his drinking problem by the very means — the Oxford Group — that Bob himself had been trying to use … but there was a difference. “The spiritual approach was as useless as any other if you soaked it up like a sponge and kept it to yourself.” The purpose of life wasn’t to “get,” it was to “give”: for all his dabbling in religion and philosophy, Dr. Smith had never before realized that simple and now obvious fact.72


By now it was nearing midnight, and Dr. Bob’s thirst to give had overwhelmed his craving for alcohol. He invited Bill to return home with himself and his wife. So began three weeks of intensive Oxford Group living. Bill Wilson found himself in awe of Dr. Bob’s “spiritual knowledge” and cherished the guidance of Anne Smith as each morning her pleasant voice read and interpreted the Christian Scriptures and Oxford Group devotional books. All Bob and Anne knew was that since Bill had moved in, the doctor had neither had a drink nor wanted one.73


Early in June, Dr. Smith raised a question. It was time for the annual medical convention, to be held that year in Atlantic City. Bob had been in the custom of attending and had hoped to do so this year, but Anne feared the separation from her and Bill, and so — in a way — did he. What did Bill think? On the one hand, Bill Wilson rarely answered questions directly, especially when it involved managing other people’s lives. On the other hand, his opinion hardly ever lay deeply veiled under whatever added fact or further question he proposed for consideration. “Well, we have to learn to live in a world filled with alcohol. When do you think you might be ready to start practicing?”74


So Dr. Bob journeyed to Atlantic City, and nothing was heard of him for several days. Then one morning his office nurse called. She had picked up the doctor at the railroad station at four that morning: he was drunk. Anne and Bill fetched Bob home and put him to bed, learning in the process that he was scheduled to perform a vital operation three days later. Around the clock his wife and new friend sat up with Dr. Bob, tapering him off in order to minimize the effects of withdrawal. On the morning of the scheduled surgery, Bob awoke — shaking. “Bill,” he said, “I’m going to go through with it.” Wilson thought he was referring to the operation, but Smith waved him off. “No,” he explained, “I mean this thing we’ve been talking about.”75


Anne and Bill drove Bob to the hospital, Wilson handing the surgeon a bottle of beer as he alighted — to help steady his nerves and hand so that he could hold the scalpel. Leaving the doctor to do what he felt he had to do, they returned to the Smith home on Ardmore Avenue, and they waited. Many scenarios played in their minds, few of them happy. Noon passed, and the afternoon wore on: still no word from Dr. Bob. Had he been able to perform the surgery at all? If he had attempted it, what had happened? Had it perhaps been a success, and in a burst of celebratory relief, had Bob gone out and really tied one on? That last seemed their best hope. Finally, late in the afternoon, the telephone jangled. Was it Bob? Or the hospital? Or even the police? Perhaps only those who have lived with and loved an alcoholic can know the depths of intermingled hope and fear that conditioned the habitual response with which Anne Smith moved to answer the unnerving ring.76


It was Bob. The operation had gone well and had been completed quickly. Feeling the awful strain lifted, recalling what he had learned from his conversations with Bill, the doctor had left the hospital determined to begin living what he had absorbed from his acquaintance with the Oxford Group over the past two and one-half years. Visiting first his creditors and then others whom he had harmed by his behavior, Dr. Bob Smith had made his rounds: confessing to each what he knew of the honest reality of his condition, his illness; then promising and beginning to plan a practical program of restitution in each case.77


The date was the tenth of June. The outlined “Landmarks in A.A. History” recorded its full significance laconically: “1935, June 10: Dr. Bob has his last drink. Alcoholics Anonymous founded.”78





The four “founding moments” in the history of the idea and the fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous were: Dr. Carl Gustav Jung’s 1931 conversation with Rowland H.; Ebby T.’s late November 1934 visit with Bill Wilson; Wilson’s “spiritual experience” and discovery of William James in Towns Hospital in mid-December 1934; and the interaction between Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith through May and June 1935 which climaxed in the final and enshrined “founding moment” just recorded. Before examining what happened to this idea in this fellowship, how both evolved and were developed, how both matured and were spread, it is appropriate to examine more closely, carefully, and analytically the idea itself.


The fellowship — the organization — of Alcoholics Anonymous has consistently proclaimed the roots of its program to be twofold. A.A. saw itself as drawn from and bridging “medicine” and “religion,” a claim of some historical soundness and larger strategic utility. Yet “medicine” and “religion” were extremely comprehensive terms, made specific in the light of history.79


The sources of A.A.’s core idea were complexly mingled in the four founding moments examined. Dr. Jung, for example, had spoken explicitly of “religious or spiritual experience” and “conversion,” yet the term “deflation at depth” was drawn more from him than from William James. The James contribution was to reinforce and to clarify the necessity of spiritual experience/conversion, and especially to teach that its routes — and its roots — could be various.80


Similarly, a large reason for the Jungian stress on the necessity of conversion lay in the Zurich psychiatrist’s understanding of the medical hopelessness of the condition of alcoholism. Yet Wilson proximately received this concept from Dr. Silkworth, conjoined with “the disease concept of alcoholism.” That Wilson in his wariness of medical professionals avoided the term disease; that the idea of alcoholism as a disease had a long history; that the Silkworth specifics of “physical allergy” and “mental obsession” were generally rejected by later biochemical and psychiatric researchers: these points were irrelevant.81


These were “outside issues.” The core idea of Alcoholics Anonymous was primarily the concept of the hopelessness of the condition of alcoholism. That most people in mid-twentieth century America found this hopelessness most understandable couched in terms of “disease,” “illness,” or “malady” derived from the historical context and revealed more about the culture than about Alcoholics Anonymous.82


The second aspect of the core A.A. idea was that deflation arose from this perception of hopelessness. In the developing argot of Alcoholics Anonymous, a language that moved always from the possibly mysterious to the sheerly vivid, the term deflation was replaced by hitting bottom.


Conversion, the third facet of the core A.A. idea, was a term avoided. Yet the profound reality of the concept was inescapable: “bottom” clearly implied that there was something else “higher.” Most obviously, the conversion experience in Alcoholics Anonymous was from drinking to dryness. It was a turning from the condition of active alcoholism to a total life-style termed “sobriety.” Most profoundly, it was a conversion from destructively total self-centeredness to the fourth aspect of the core idea: constructive, creative, and fully human interaction with others.


Alcoholics Anonymous thus offered a concept of the alcoholic rather than an understanding of alcoholism. The very title of its textbook, especially in its first misspelled form, Alcoholic’s Anonymous, bore witness that direct concern was with the alcoholic rather than with alcoholism.83


And what was this core concept of the alcoholic? “Selfishness — self-centeredness! That, we think, is the root of our troubles.… The alcoholic is an extreme example of self-will run riot.…” The need to escape the private prison of the narrow self is one of the themes that undergirds and finds expression in all the great religions of mankind. That human life has meaning, ultimate meaning, only as lived for others — or for an-Other — seems one way of understanding the deep unity as well as the profound variety of the human experience termed “religious.” Fundamental to all human existence seems the quest for self-transcendence.84


This idea was surely contained in the thought of Carl Jung and of William James, mediated to William Griffith Wilson and so to Alcoholics Anonymous by Ebby T., who was living it out in his visit to Bill. Verbally, Ebby brought the message of felt-deflation and the need for conversion; but just by being there, his very presence carrying this message proclaimed the further message that one must do — and do-for-others — in order to be sober. At the moment when Wilson realized that the meaning underlying his new unease, the source of what was driving him to examine the Oxford Group even cynically, was that “one alcoholic had been talking to another,” the A.A. core idea began latent existence.85


To this idea, the elements of which were abundantly present to both of them, Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith added a style, the proximate source of which was the April 1935 conversation between Wilson and Dr. Silkworth. Silkworth had told Wilson to stop talking about “absolutes” and his “spiritual experience” and instead “to deflate these people first, … give them the medical business, and give it to them hard.” Through circumstances, Bill Wilson next approached with his message a medical man, and rather than preach medicine to a doctor, he further polished the Silkworth-suggested style. Wilson told hopelessness rather than preached conversion, and he told by using his own story, his own experience, the literal facts of his own life, rather than by offering abstract theory or even scientific facts.


Sitting in that side parlor of the Seiberling gatehouse on the evening of 12 May 1935, Bill presented to Dr. Bob four aspects of one core idea. Utterly hopeless, totally deflated, requiring conversion, and needing others, the drinking alcoholic was quite obviously not perfect, not absolute, not God.


Hardly a profound or original idea, but it was how Bill Wilson announced it that gave this message sufficient impetus to reach the alcohol-soaked head and heart of Dr. Bob Smith — albeit after a month’s delay. Wilson said, in effect, by his very presence: “You, a drinking alcoholic, are not God, as I, a drinking alcoholic was not God. And I am not God even now, as a sober alcoholic. I still need others, but now I need them because I have something to give. Precisely because I accept my alcoholism, my weakness, my limitation, I have found that I have something to give — something to give from that very limitation. Thus I am also not-God: I am someone; I am one who finds that the invitation to wholeness, the opportunity for it, arises from the very weakness of my limitation. And for the alcoholic, Bob, that is the meaning of sobriety — and of life.”







+   The Oxford Group will be examined in detail in Chapter Two. It was a non-denominational, theologically conservative, evangelically styled attempt to recapture the impetus and spirit of what its members understood to be primitive Christianity. Begun as “The First Century Christian Fellowship” in 1908, its popularity under the name “Oxford Group” peaked in the late twenties and early thirties; after 1938 it was known as “Moral Re-Armament.” Despite occasional confusing mis-use of the terms, the Oxford Group is to be distinguished from the “Oxford Movement”: the latter was a late nineteenth-century, strongly liturgical movement within Anglo-Catholicism (the Anglican or Episcopalian Church) towards Roman Catholicism. The most prominent name associated with the Oxford Movement is that of John Henry Newman (1801-1890). A greater difference is difficult to imagine than that between Newman’s thought on “the development of doctrine” and the dedication of Frank Buchman, who founded the Oxford Group, to recapturing “First Century Christianity.”


    +   In Bill’s earliest telling of his own story (A A, p. 9), the alcoholic author offered an even more vivid description of his feelings about religion on the occasion ot that first visit from Ebby T.


+   Wilson’s most explicit treatment of his wariness over using the term “disease” occurred in NCCA, p. 20: “We have never called alcoholism a disease because, technically speaking, it is not a disease entity. For example, there is no such thing as heart disease. Instead there are many separate heart ailments, or combinations of them. It is something like that with alcoholism. Therefore we did not wish to get in wrong with the medical profession by pronouncing alcoholism a disease entity. Therefore we always called it an illness, or a malady — a far safer term for us to use.”


+   “fellowship/program”: members of A.A. consistently and vehemently resist references to “organization” or “doctrine;” speaking of the membership or any external structure, they prefer the term, “fellowship;” referring to the ideas held, taught, or suggested by A.A. literature, they prefer the term, “program.” This usage — and this distinction — is preserved throughout this study.


+   “Guidance” was to the Oxford Group a technical term. It referred to God’s direction of one’s life, and was usually explicitly sought in moments of silence after prayer. It was not necessarily understood as a “voice,” although this was the usual understanding. The one who received “guidance” was usually certain that it was from God, but abuses of this understanding led the Oxford Group from the early 1930s to encourage “checking guidance”: “sharing” with Group members the “guidance” received so that they could advise (under the influence of their own “guidance”) whether or not the “guidance” seemed truly from God. In the mid- to late thirties, the Group moved toward establishing as the criterion for true “guidance” conformity with its “Four Absolutes” — absolute unselfishness, absolute honesty, absolute purity, and absolute love.




II


First Growth


JUNE 1935-NOVEMBER 1937


The Limitations of the Sober Alcoholic


To be not-God was to need others: to need them precisely in their weakness, from one’s own weakness; to need them as they were — alcoholic — precisely because one was himself alcoholic. So important was this sense that two decades later Bill Wilson recorded that on the “next day” (11 June), Dr. Bob suggested that they both start working with other alcoholics. In fact, however, it was not until 28 June that Bill and Dr. Bob actually confronted Bill D., the first “man on the bed.” Two days earlier, Bob had called a nurse-friend at Akron City Hospital and told her that he had “met a fellow from New York who had found a new cure for alcoholism.” The nurse’s first reaction was somewhat snide: “Is that so, Dr. Bob? You don’t mean to tell me you’ve tried it on yourself!” Smith winced at this further, developing awareness of just how “secret” his drinking had been, but he answered with brief honesty, “Yes, I sure have.” Relenting somewhat, the nurse told Dr. Bob that yes, she had on the floor “a real corker” who could not however be seen that day.1


Bill D., destined to become the third member of Alcoholics Anonymous, possessed the necessary credentials. A prominent attorney and former city councilman as well as former church deacon, he had just begun his eighth detoxification in six months by physically assaulting two nurses, leaving them with black eyes. Dr. Bob guessed that he and Bill Wilson would not have too difficult a time drawing this potential new recruit’s attention to “hopelessness” and “bottom” … if he wanted to stop drinking.2


Bill D. did want to stop: he was ready for the message. He was also exquisitely ripe for the way in which the saving tidings would be delivered. On that Friday morning, he had been moved into a private room — unknown to him, at the initiative and expense of Dr. Bob. When, shortly, his wife appeared at the door, Bill D. became convinced that one of two things was about to happen: either he was going to die or she was going to leave him. Most crushing was the awareness that his wife’s obvious happiness was unhelpful in deciding between these alternatives.3


“You are going to quit,” she told him, relating how she had been “talking to a couple of fellows about drinking.” Bill D. resented her talking to strangers about his drinking, and he told her so strongly. His wife waved aside his blustering protest about “loyalty” to him. She informed him that they, too, “were a couple of drunks.” Bill relaxed. “That wasn’t so bad, to tell it to another drunk,” he afterwards reported. Mrs. D. had apparently had quite a conversation with Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith, for she went on to tell her glassy-eyed husband that part of the plan these two drunks had for staying sober themselves was to tell their plan to another drunk: that was how they were going to stay sober. Years later, Bill D. reflected on the jumbled thoughts in his mind as his wife left and he began to lapse back into withdrawal stupor: “All the other people that had talked to me wanted to help me, and my pride prevented me from listening to them, and caused only resentment on my part, but I felt as if I would be a real stinker if I did not listen to a couple of fellows for a short time, if that would cure them.”4


When Bill D. opened his eyes again, Wilson and Smith were standing at his bedside. The three began to chat, and the patient found himself unable to lie back and passively await their message. “Before very long we began to relate some incidents of our drinking, and, naturally, pretty soon, I realized both of them knew what they were talking about because you can see things and smell things when you’re drunk, that you can’t other times, and, if I had thought they didn’t know what they were talking about, I wouldn’t have been willing to talk to them at all.”5


A true alcoholic, Bill D. — who had at first offered what was to become the usual protest: “But I’m different” — soon went to the opposite extreme, and at length Wilson had to interrupt. “Well, now, you’ve been talking a good long time, let me talk a minute or two.” He and Bob probed again their new acquaintance’s sense of hopelessness. Did he think he could get up and leave the hospital and not drink again, on his own? With seven recent failures of just such a resolution in less than six months under his ample belt, Bill D. harbored no illusions on that score. Wilson and Smith then stressed that they had to give their “program” to someone else if they were to stay sober, so was Bill D. really certain that he wanted it? Because if he did not, he was doing worse than wasting their time, he was endangering their sobriety. So they had to know, because if he did not want it, they were not going to stay and nag at him. For their own sakes, they would have to “be going and looking for someone else.”6


Lying there, entranced by the clear-eyed enthusiasm of these two men even as they spoke of their hopelessness, Bill D. decided and declared that he “wanted the program.” But when Wilson and Dr. Bob began to speak of “a spiritual approach” and a “Higher Power,” he shook his head. “No, it’s too late for me. I still believe in God all right, but I know mighty well that He doesn’t believe in me any more.” Bill Wilson and Dr. Smith appeared to their listener to hesitate. “Well,” one of them asked, “maybe you’d like to think about it. Can we come back and see you tomorrow?”7


The co-founders of Alcoholics Anonymous did return the next day, and for several more visits. Finally, one morning they entered the room to find their first “pigeon” speaking excitedly with his wife.+ He looked up and pointed to them, saying, “These are the fellows I was telling you about. They are the ones that know. They understand what this thing is all about.” Bill D. went on to relate to all three how, during the previous night, “hope had dawned on him.” He had had his “spiritual experience” and had grasped at the thread of faith, hope, and a muted charity: “If Bob and Bill can do it, I can do it. Maybe we can all do together what we could not do separately.” 8


Bill Wilson exulted. The saving message had been shared successfully a second time — Dr. Bob Smith was no fluke. Nor, apparently, need a suffering alcoholic necessarily be already familiar with Oxford Group principles. This fact especially lodged in Bill’s mind. Grateful as he was to the Oxford Group and to their teaching, Bill’s first experience at the Calvary Church mission still rankled. He could not yet put his finger on exactly what the difference was between the alcoholic and the nonalcoholic Oxford Group members of his acquaintance, but a deep instinct told him that there was something.9


Yet, uncomfortable as it might be at moments, especially to Bill, the Oxford Group was the only conceptual home Wilson and Smith had. More, although Bill did not realize it at the time, it was a womb which had still one further positive contribution to make to the yet undeveloped program that would become Alcoholics Anonymous. For the remainder of the summer of 1935, Bill Wilson stayed on in Akron, attending weekly Oxford Group meetings and living with Dr. Bob and Anne Smith in their Ardmore Avenue home. Wilson’s financial support during this time came from his persistent if intermittent pursuit of the proxy fight that had brought him to Akron. Feeling that with proper legal assistance he could demonstrate that their defeat had been by fraud, Bill had obtained from his partners a small amount of money with which to pursue that thread of hope.10


Wilson and Smith directed their main efforts, however, at alcoholics. The quiet example of Anne Smith and almost daily visits from Henrietta Seiberling provided their spiritual nourishment and much religious education through the summer. Every morning, Anne, who for years had begun each day with the practice of a “quiet time” seeking “guidance,” shared this practice with her husband and their visitor. Her “guided” Bible readings favored two themes: Paul to the Corinthians on love and the apostle James on the crucial importance of “works” if faith were to have meaning. Henrietta’s visits led to further exploration of the same themes. Years later, Wilson looked fondly back on the summer of 1935 as the period in which Anne and Henrietta had provided him and Dr. Bob with their “infusion of spirituality.”11


Progress in their work with alcoholics was not smooth. The Smiths took into their home a few who expressed an interest in “getting well.” Once, when her husband and Bill had gone out to seek yet another potential client, Anne found herself chased around her kitchen by a crazed ex-drunk brandishing her own butcher knife in his demand for alcohol. On another occasion, with Bill and Bob at home, a prospect in search of booze shinnied down a gutter pipe and fled down the street with A.A.’s co-founders, after a delayed start, in hot pursuit — Bill on foot and Dr. Bob in his aged but beloved car. Anne Smith could understand and even accept such occurrences, but they proved somewhat less than welcome in the quiet, middle-class, residential neighborhood of Ardmore Avenue. The Smiths, able to retain their home only because of the depression-induced and Roosevelt-imposed mortgage moratorium, hardly relished such scenes. Gratefully then, they readily accepted the generous invitation of T. Henry and Clarace Williams to bring whatever alcoholics they could muster to the regular Wednesday evening Oxford Group meeting at the Williams home — a meeting which had had its origin largely in Henrietta Seiberling’s much earlier effort to “do something” for Dr. Bob.12


At first, there were precious few alcoholics to bring. For all of Bill’s and Bob’s daily reinforcement with the Saint Jamesian idea of the importance of their “works,” the second aspect of that term (“It works!” — a phrase later to be glorified as the chief and indeed the only claim of their program) had difficulty in blossoming beyond their own and Bill D.’s example. “It works!” was, of course, witnessed to by their own sobriety; but some of the goings-on at Ardmore Avenue as well as the blank stares and rejections which they most usually met when trying to convince new prospects, gave ample evidence that, for most others, it did not work easily.13


In 1944, Wilson blamed this early failure on the fact that “again came this tendency to preach, again this feeling that it had to be done in some particular way.” A few years before, pondering the apparent greater success of Dr. Bob in Akron in comparison with his own New York efforts, Bill had proclaimed that the time had come to “stop pussyfooting about the spiritual.” A happy and fruitful middle between the “tendency to preach” and “pussyfooting about the spiritual” was only laboriously worked out. In the summer of 1935, such a compromise was not even conceived, much less glimpsed. Then, imbued with the Oxford Group sense of imitating primitive Christianity, Wilson and Smith found hope in the gospel story that recounted how even after three years of preaching to the multitudes, Jesus of Nazareth had garnered but twelve close followers and that, later, even these had all but deserted him in his moment of crisis.14


A respite from this possible concern came in mid-July. Lois Wilson journeyed West to visit her husband and to meet his new friends. The gentle wife to whom Bill had preferred another alcoholic on Mother’s Day was unable to be jealous of or to resent Bob and Anne Smith. Welcomed into their home, impressed with Dr. Bob’s Vermont-manly affection for her husband, warmed to the core of her being by Anne’s outgoing faith and love, delighted at her spouse’s childlike joy in his sobriety, Lois gave her blessing to his efforts and enthusiasm. Her brief visit proved long enough to renew in her heart the first-married love and deep faith in her husband’s abilities, the seeds of which had somehow survived the seventeen years of his destructive drinking. Certain more firmly than ever that her Bill was a great man, she returned to Brooklyn’s Clinton Street determined to cooperate in every way possible. Sharing him with Bob and Anne was surely preferable to losing him to bottles of gin, and she sensed in him — even as a result of this sharing — a love for her which she had almost forgotten. Back at her job at Loeser’s, Lois soon took up her new duties in her chosen field of interior decorating. So joyously at peace was she after years of mental turmoil worrying over Bill that her own creativity burst free. Lois wrote and found ready publication for an article on veneers as she serenely awaited her husband’s return.15


She did not have long to wait. Early in September, Bill Wilson’s proxy battle met another apparent defeat. His sponsors soured on the project’s continuing costs, and Bill departed for New York. He left behind Dr. Bob and two other sober alcoholics. “Not very much to show for four months of intensive work,” Bill meditated as his train rolled eastward; and he smiled wryly at the realization that this evaluation applied to both the frustration of his attempted re-entry to Wall Street and his and Bob’s many failures with drinkers. But on the positive side, Wilson was now convinced of two things that he had held more as hopes than certainties when that train had carried him in the opposite direction four months earlier. He could stay sober —joyously sober — by working with other alcoholics; and whatever it was that he had, he could give — his sobriety could be shared.16


Bill and Dr. Bob had talked about these realizations as well as their frustration over their less than five percent success rate during their final moments together on the Akron station platform, as Wilson reached to explore with the surgeon for one last time before departure how he might proceed back in New York. Now, Bob’s words echoed in his enthusiasm-turmoiled mind, restoring calm: “Bill, keep it simple.”17


Back at 182 Clinton Street, Wilson shared his thoughts with Lois. The idea of attempting yet another return to Wall Street faded. Whether moved more by Bill’s contagious enthusiasm or by her own joy and hope at seeing him so gloriously sober, Lois agreed that above all her husband must explore his developing ideas by continuing the work he had begun. Basking in his wife’s continued devotion and still cherishing the warmth of the home Anne Smith had provided for Bob for so many years and into which she had welcomed him so readily, Bill conceived a new plan — one made possible by Lois’s decision to give up her job at Loeser’s. It was notorious that alcoholics felt unloved: an understandable fact, for few were so blatantly unlovable as the drinking alcoholic. If an alcoholic like them, not having the advantage of such loyal love as Lois and Anne had given him and Dr. Bob, were to “get the program,” perhaps such an environment and atmosphere of home-like caring would be needed.18


And so the large old house at 182 Clinton Street opened again, but now with a new accent, to any alcoholics Bill Wilson could find for whom he might sense a glimmer of hope. Some degree of charity surely influenced this decision, but mainly it was inspired by the “inquiring, rational mind” of which Bill had been so proud when drinking. His self-consciousness of it did not desert him when he had sobered. “We thought we could feed our charges at low cost and pick up a lot of knowledge about alcoholism. As it turned out, we did not sober up a single one, but we did pick up a lot of knowledge.” For six months, Bill and Lois carefully and lovingly “dry-nursed” a variety of alcoholics brought to Clinton Street from the Calvary Church mission. The results were nil. Once, Lois arrived home from her new efforts at independent interior decorating to find her husband trying to protect their own home’s interior from being “decorated” by five rampaging drunks. On another occasion, she and Bill returned together from a brief vacation to find that the problem-drinking guest to whom they had entrusted their home had turned on the kitchen stove gas jets and committed suicide.19


From all this, Bill learned one very important thing which he later developed into one-half of his philosophy of life — or at least of alcoholism: “Lois and I continued to find that if we permitted alcoholics to become too dependent on us they were apt to stay drunk.” Slowly, except for very special cases, the activities at Clinton Street were cut back to an open-house evening each Tuesday. Yet the idea that change of environment was needed persisted in a different form. From picking up alcoholics at the Calvary Church mission and bringing them to his home, Wilson shifted to seeking out likely prospects at Towns Hospital and taking them to the Oxford Group meetings at Sam Shoemaker’s church. This new style and procedure involved an act of faith that meant much both to Bill and to the alcoholics whom he approached. Dr. Silkworth was risking his medical reputation and career in allowing Bill to roam the corridors of Towns. That a non-alcoholic, and a psychiatrist at that, could show such confidence in this new approach stiffened many spines when the going got rough, as well as immensely motivated many patients devoted to “the little doctor who loved drunks.” He, the patients knew, was a medical man rather than a religious fanatic. And so at least some tolerated their initial discomfort among the Oxford Groupers and ignored their intuitive wariness of this strange enthusiast, Bill Wilson. Further, two of Wilson’s Towns prospects soon achieved sobriety.20


Meanwhile, Bill’s own role within the Oxford Group was becoming more ambiguous. Committed Groupers could not help but admire his enthusiasm. Let one of them even mention having received “guidance” about some apparently hopeless drunk, and Bill with his two newly sobered friends, Hank P. and Fitz M., would tear off in Hank’s car, driving without complaint over to New Jersey or up into Westchester County. That was fine, the Groupers felt, but they soon discovered a problem. The difficulty arose because something happened, and because something else did not happen.21


The problem was that the objects of concern with whom Bill, Hank, and Fitz were successful began to attend the Oxford Group meetings, but clearly the Tuesday gatherings of the alcoholics at the Wilson home were far more important to them than anything occurring under the direct sponsorship of either the Group or Calvary Church. What did not happen seemed even more threatening. Not only the newcomers but also Bill himself limited their participation in the Group to attending meetings and seeking out other alcoholics. The Oxford Group self-consciously aimed to convert the world, and had chosen to achieve this by seeking out and converting the socially prominent who would then allow their prominence to help them “carry the message” to other potential leaders. The only thing in which Bill Wilson and his little coterie showed any interest, however, was seeking out hopeless alcoholics, prominent or not. Further, some of the “saved” alcoholics who still clung to remnants of careers in the world of business revealed extreme shyness about shouting their names and the fact of their salvation from the housetops.22


Slowly, as 1936 turned into 1937, the Calvary Church Oxford Group adjusted. Telling their experience — “sharing,” as they called it, for “confession” and for “witness” — had from its beginning been an important part of Oxford Group practice. This telling of their experience the newly sober alcoholics had enthusiastically embraced. Clearly, they loved to tell their stories. But too often, according to Group standards, “They were giving views, not news of what God had done.” Well, then, perhaps lengthened “quiet times” — the period spent in silent meditation listening for God’s guiding voice — would help them appreciate the difference between “views” and “news.” Further, the majority decided that the received “guidance” should not only be shared, but that the Group as group should “check” it. Wilson and his alcoholics seemed to pick and choose among the guidances offered. But if the Group could agree on what directives were clearly from God — by the criteria of the “four absolutes” of honesty, purity, unselfishness, and love — then perhaps they all could again function unitedly in seeking world conversion.23


The alcoholics responded by chafing under the changes. Increasingly, “Wilson’s drunks” felt — and said — that the Tuesday evening meetings at Clinton Street did a lot more to keep them sober than the more strictly structured Calvary Church Oxford Group gatherings. With ever greater vociferousness, also, the more committed Groupers rejected the alcoholics’ objection. The continuing small percentage of alcoholics to attain sobriety, they pointed out, proved the correctness of their own view. “Alcoholics just weren’t worth all that trouble,” and each week a few additional Groupers received guidance that Bill Wilson should abandon his efforts with drunks and turn instead more directly to the aims of the Group as a whole.24


Wilson himself became increasingly uncomfortable. He truly loved Sam Shoemaker, the kindly cleric who had introduced him to the Christian life and had helped him understand the meaning of adversity and apparent failure, prayer, and the unbounded goodness of a loving God. To separate himself from Sam would cut his spiritual taproot just when he was beginning to see that alcoholism was a “three-fold disease”: physical, mental, and spiritual. Yet, more and more, his drunks were rebelling against the pressures imposed by the Oxford Group. “Absolutes, hell! I just want to stay sober today!” became an ever more frequent aside ever more raucously proclaimed as the newly sober began speaking about their newly found “salvation.”25


The crisis came to a head in late spring 1937, while Sam Shoemaker was on vacation. One evening Bill discovered that alcoholics from the mission had been forbidden to come to Clinton Street, and soon it became loudly bandied about at the larger Oxford Group meetings that the Wilsons were not “really maximum.” The phrase was strange to Bill and Lois, who found it upsetting. Finally, the “divergent work” of a “secret, ashamed sub-group” became the subject of a Sunday morning sermon at Calvary by the church’s young associate pastor.26


All this, Bill decided, was just about enough. Wilson rearranged the ideas that had so far held him close to the Oxford Group. Yes, alcoholics still needed to believe in something greater than themselves. And it was still true that spiritual experiences of a blinding flash such as his own were rare. He accepted as true, too, that the spiritual side of alcoholism still had to be learned from others, and a spiritual way of life worked out with others. Yet more and more Bill discovered that new adherents could get sober by believing in each other and in the strength of this group. Men who had proven over and over again, by extremely painful experience, that they could not get sober on their own had somehow become more powerful when two or three of them worked together on their common problem. This, then, whatever it was that occurred among them, was what they could accept as a power greater than themselves. They did not need the Oxford Group.27


So the yet unnamed group of alcoholics struggling for sobriety separated from the Oxford Group. Later, in 1955 at the fellowship’s twentieth anniversary and “Coining of Age” convention, Wilson set out to record carefully the exact nature of his and A.A.’s debt to the Oxford Group.


One circumstance of his address highlighted two concerns that impelled Bill to be as honest and as accurate as possible. He made his oral presentation with the Rev. Dr. Samuel Shoemaker and his close Jesuit friend, Fr. Edward Dowling, seated on the platform behind him. These two men of differing religious background personified Wilson’s concerns. On the one hand, Wilson wished to acknowledge the Oxford Group contribution, thus not slighting Shoemaker’s role in his own recovery. On the other hand, especially in this setting honoring him as co-founder of Alcoholics Anonymous, Bill felt the need to emphasize A.A.’s early and complete separation from the Oxford Group, thus not compromising the Roman Catholic principles of Dowling.28


The better to capture both the significance of this circumstance and the larger context of the problem, Bill Wilson’s presentation on that occasion of his understanding of the relationship between Alcoholics Anonymous and the Oxford Group is offered at length and in his own words:




The Oxford Groupers had clearly shown us what to do. And just as importantly, we had also learned from them what not to do as far as alcoholics were concerned. We had found that certain of their ideas and attitudes simply could not be sold to alcoholics. For example, drinkers would not take pressure in any form, excepting from John Barleycorn himself. They always had to be led, not pushed. They would not stand for the rather aggressive evangelism of the Oxford Group. And they would not accept the principle of “team guidance” for their own personal lives. It was too authoritarian for them. In other respects, too, we found we had to make haste slowly. When first contacted, most alcoholics just wanted to find sobriety, nothing else. They clung to their other defects, letting go only little by little. They simply did not want to get “too good too soon.” The Oxford Groups’ absolute concepts … were frequently too much for the drunks. These ideas had to be fed with teaspoons rather than by buckets.


Besides, the Oxford Groups’ “absolutes” were expressions peculiar to them. This was a terminology which might continue to identify us in the public mind with the Oxford Groupers, even though we had completely withdrawn from their fellowship.


There was yet another difficulty. Because of the stigma then attached to the condition, most alcoholics wanted to be anonymous. We were afraid also of developing erratic public characters who through broken anonymity, might get drunk in public and so destroy confidence in us. The Oxford Group, on the contrary, depended very much upon the use of prominent names — something that was doubtless all right for them but mighty hazardous for us. Our debt to them, nevertheless, was and is immense, and so the final breakaway was very painful.29





Clearly, the final clause was primarily for the ears of Sam Shoemaker. Shoemaker himself had broken with the Oxford Group in early 1941, but he remained deeply aware of the close and continuing dependence of the program of Alcoholics Anonymous upon the ideas and practices that he had impressed upon Bill Wilson. The realization that many newer A.A.s were ignorant of the similarity which their cherished program bore to primitive Christianity pained the committed cleric. He hoped that these, hearing of the connecting link when the name “Oxford Group” no longer fluttered the flags of controversy, would look into the matter and come to see.30


Earlier in Wilson’s discourse, the phrase “the public mind” had brought a blissful smile to the lips of the genial Jesuit, “Puggy” Dowling. Looking out over the assembled conventioneers and recalling his experience at countless A.A. meetings across the country, Father Dowling guessed that approximately one-third of the members of Alcoholics Anonymous in 1955 were Roman Catholic. It had not always been so, he recalled with a muffled chuckle.


When the book Alcoholics Anonymous was ready for publication in 1939, the New York group had not contained a single Catholic. Dowling knew the story of that concern and its resolution when a new arrival, “fresh out of Greystone asylum,” was quickly pressed into service. Morgan R. was not only Catholic but claimed friendship with an official in the New York Archdiocesan chancery. Hopefully, the fledgling group had invested subway fare that Morgan might carry the precious manuscript uptown to his friend for pre-publication scrutiny. His task had not been to seek official approval. A printed imprimatur would have spelled doom by labeling the book “religious.” Rather, Morgan’s errand had been to make sure that there was nothing in the work to which the Catholic Church might object. Bill Wilson had heard that the Catholic Church was about to condemn the Oxford Group, and conscious of how much “Oxford Group” was in his program, Wilson had feared to fall under the same condemnation. “Strange,” Dowling mused. Bill apparently had never even been acquainted with a Catholic until he himself had come wandering by the old Twenty-Fourth Street clubhouse on a rainy night in 1940. The drolly inquisitive Jesuit whimsically wondered: in a free association test, would the most common first response to “Irish” be “Catholic” or “alcoholic"? It would be close, he decided. And now this Vermont Yankee was standing up there and equating “Catholic Church” and “public mind"!31


Wilson’s careful analysis met the needs of 1955, but a greater historical distance allows deeper understanding of the origins of Alcoholics Anonymous in the Oxford Group. The Oxford Group, later known as Moral Re-Armament, originated in the activities of Frank Buchman, who had come to his own “spiritual experience” in 1908, while traveling in Scotland. A sometime college chaplain, Buchman sought to capture for his movement the aura surrounding universities that produced world leaders and therefore occupied a pivotal place in modern society. To achieve his mission of recalling the world to primitive Christianity, Buchman concentrated on the students and graduates of such institutions. The association with Oxford, he deemed, could facilitate acceptance and gain his message a respectful hearing.32


As Wilson stated often, strongly, and colorfully, the contributions of the Oxford Group to Alcoholics Anonymous were twofold: positive and negative. Among the positive contributions, direct and indirect, were those having to do primarily with “tone” or “style,” and those finding expression in specific practices.33
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