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  Dedications

  To my grandchildren—Brian Diamond-Falk, Emily Diamond-Falk, Max Barack, Michael Diamond Barack, Jacob Barack, and Katelynn Barack—and to my great-grandchildren—Zevon and Oliver Diamond-Falk.

  —Seymour Diamond

  To my wife, Amy Diamond, who volunteered me for this project when she told her parents, “Charlie can write Dad’s book!” and who’s had confidence in me for everything I’ve ever attempted. And to headache sufferers around the world who have benefited from Seymour’s efforts to ease their pain. As they’ll learn from reading this book, it didn’t come easily.

  —Charlie Morey


  Foreword

  
    May there never develop in me the notion that my education is complete, but give me the strength and leisure and zeal, continually to enlarge my knowledge.

    —Maimonides

  

  The life of Seymour Diamond, M.D., and his myriad accomplishments parallels the development of headache as a specialty and scientific pursuit. He arrived on the scene at the right time and with the right skills, and propelled the field of headache into the modern scientific era. His abilities are and were multidimensional: he revolutionized the care of the headache patient; he enlarged the armamentarium used in treating the headache patient; he created the settings in which care could be maximized; he revolutionized the approach to educating community physicians, specialists, and allied health personnel; he was a pioneer in patient and family education; and he energized the field of clinical research in headache. Dr. Diamond recognized the social, medical, financial, and emotional burden of headache long before his peers. In addition to all of the above skills, he brought his passion, his enormous energy, and his single-minded focus to the field of headache. These attributes allowed him to improve the lives of patients suffering with headache and decrease their disability—locally, nationally, and internationally.

  To help the patient with disabling headache was his major focus. His innovations in this area are numerous. He was among the first to develop an outpatient clinic utilizing a multidisciplinary approach to treatment. Dr. Diamond recognized that some patients needed a more intensive treatment regimen, and he developed the premier hospital-based inpatient program recognizing that the most severely affected patients needed to be removed from their home setting and approached with a combination of emotional understanding, medications, treating withdrawal symptoms from narcotics, counseling, recreational therapy, physical therapy, and patient/family education. Indeed, this innovative approach to acute headache treatment brought relief to thousands. In order to accomplish this mission, he waged a constant battle with the “managed health care” companies. He proved that his innovative program was effective and cost-effective. His model is now recognized around the world as a necessary component in providing total care to the most resistant headache patients.

  Dr. Diamond entered the area of pharmaceutical research with gusto. He saw this as a way to improve patient care. He partnered with companies to bring newer medications in a timely fashion to his patients. The earliest papers utilizing indomethacin, propranolol, and the tricyclic antidepressants to treat headache were authored by Dr. Diamond. His scientific investigations, his intellectual curiosity into the pathophysiology of headache, and his exploration of its clinical variation were pioneering. In addition, the clinical descriptions of unusual headache types were brought to the attention of fellow physicians by Dr. Diamond. Review of his curriculum vitae demonstrates hundreds of contributions to the literature advancing knowledge in the areas of patient care and pharmacology.

  Dr. Diamond has always felt that his expertise needed wider dissemination in order to help a wider population of headache sufferers. His semiannual review courses for practicing physicians have impacted thousands of clinicians who brought newer medical advances home to their patients. His generosity with his time and experience is widely known. He helped found the National Headache Foundation, which enhances the dissemination of headache information to thousands of patients. He continues to work on behalf of the public, patients, and physicians to improve outcomes.

  He was among the first of the adult headache specialists to recognize that “children were not little adults” and that their headaches were a specialized field of medicine. Dr. Diamond always included separate pediatric topics in his postgraduate courses. On a personal note, he inspired and encouraged me and my pediatric colleagues to develop this area of expertise. These efforts brought focus to the field of children’s headache.

  His sensitivity to the emotional aspects of headache is legendary. His focus on depression and its treatment as a component of headache therapy was very important. Dr. Diamond was a pioneer in what is now called C.A.M. (Complementary and Alternative Medicine). His work emphasized the value of biofeedback as a therapeutic modality that could modulate pain.

  His contributions to the field of headache have been recognized and acclaimed nationally and internationally. Dr. Diamond was the first recipient of the Lovshin Lectureship at the Cleveland Clinic Foundation, and served as president of the American Association for the Study of Headache, which is now called the American Headache Society. The AHS also presented the Lifetime Achievement Award to him in 1999.

  His recognition that the education of patients, allied healthcare providers, and physicians could improve the lot of tens of thousands of patients was one of his major contributions. He actively worked on behalf of the patient, the public, and physicians so that headache could receive wider recognition. Dr. Diamond generously gave of his time and treasure to aid these efforts, and was a spokesperson for headache in the national media.

  His organizational skills are unequaled. He personally organized postgraduate courses to spread the word about headache and improve care. These efforts were recognized locally, nationally, and internationally. His kindness and concern, always putting the welfare of his patients first, earned him the title of Mr. Headache.

  This book allows readers to both understand Dr. Diamond’s contributions to the field of headache and integrates his accomplishments in the history of headache as a medical specialty. His hundreds of articles, multitude of books, thousands of presentations—both lay and scientific—and numerous honors and awards cement his position in the Headache Hall of Fame.

  A. David Rothner, M.D.

  Chairman Emeritus of the Section of Child Neurology

  Director of the Pediatric/Adolescent Headache Program

  Cleveland Clinic

  Cleveland, Ohio


  1. You Saved My Life!

  In a series of cards and letters that Dr. Seymour Diamond received after announcing his retirement from the Diamond Headache Clinic, there’s a phrase that appears frequently and is most often followed by an exclamation point: “You saved my life!”

  You might expect that statement in a letter to an emergency-room physician who’d literally helped his patients cheat death when they’d suffered physical trauma from automobile accidents or other violent disasters, but Seymour is a headache doctor. And these expressions of gratitude come from people who suffered from diseases that had no treatment—and little respect as an actual disease—until Dr. Diamond, with his pioneering headache-medicine mentors and peers, accepted their patients’ head pain complaints as legitimate and treatable medical conditions.

  “Thanks for saving my life! Until you took my case, I was on a downward spiral. You made all the difference in getting me turned around,” states one letter from a man in Decatur, Illinois.

  “Congratulations on all that you have accomplished to help young and old eliminate painful headaches and truly live life again. Thank you for giving me my life back!” says another from a woman in Chicago. She goes on to add, “I have known you for over thirty years, and I have seen your determination, passion, compassion, humility, pride, understanding, patience, and love of your work and patients. That was your success, and it continues!”

  A woman from Kalamazoo, Michigan, says, “I’ll never be able to express my gratitude for your being the famous doctor who really believed there were these awful headaches. Thousands must share in the miracles you gave us. I found hope from day one when I first saw you. You patted me on the knee and said, ‘I’ll help you . . .’ After seeing nineteen doctors over a seven-year period, I knew you’d help me. Several days later, I awoke headache-free—Wow! How blessed I’ve been to know you as a doctor and a true friend.”

  A fellow M.D. from California begins her letter with that same familiar phrase, “Thank you sincerely for saving my life! Your care was exceptional, beyond mere competence. (A UCLA neurologist and a Stanford psychiatrist have been competent, but unsuccessful.) Upon regaining consciousness and clarity, I was curious to parse the elements explaining why you at the Diamond Headache Clinic succeeded so well where others had not. May I offer a few ideas?

  “Your initial assessment was performed by a highest-skilled physician, not a generalist, with speed, thoroughness, precise neurological exam, in-depth history, and rapid-processing through ‘rule-out’ imaging.

  “Diamond Headache Clinic’s core is a select team of headache-dedicated experts with very extensive (half a century) clinical experience. The team is unique, well-organized, and ‘on the same page.’ Leadership is evident.

  “The nursing team members are all fluent in treatment protocols, dosing, side effects, and outcome benchmarks. The R.N. team was confident, proud of their association with the Diamond Headache Clinic, and expressed loyalty and affection for the DHC medical faculty.

  “A prominent emphasis on nonpharmacological treatment with great respect for (a) brilliant psychological evaluation, (b) salient physical therapy assessment, and (c) classical biofeedback and relaxation rehearsal made very user-friendly.

  “As a migraineur for thirty-six years,” she continues, “I happily report no need for a single triptan or opioid in the fifteen weeks since discharge from DHC. Diamond Headache Clinic has a master plan that is standard of care. If only DHC could clone itself!”

  The traits witnessed by this thankful headache sufferer came as no accident or coincidence. In fact, Seymour has put much effort into giving his patients a premium level of care, right down to the finest details, including his greeting when he meets them for the first time. Here’s an excerpt from a chapter on the history of headache clinics that Seymour wrote for Dr. Frederick G. Freitag’s book Establishing a Headache Center—From Concept to Practice:

  “I learned to greet all patients with a smile and by shaking their hands. The reason that I discuss this scenario in a chapter on the history of headache clinics is because one of the Diamond Headache Clinic’s keys to success was a friendly approach to patients who had been alienated by other physicians. Headache patients are often confronted by a lack of friendliness, indifference, and misconceptions by health care professionals on the nature of headache. The patient with chronic pain, including headache, is seeking empathy as well as treatment. As a matter of rule, I always try to know something personal about the patient (job, children, hobbies), and try to establish a personal relationship. This openness may produce more insight into the patient’s headaches, and facilitate the management of his or her condition. Another feature of a successful practice is to avoid long waiting times at your office, which is unacceptable and creates a barrier between you and your patient. Finally, when dealing with patients, check your ego at the door.”

  Seymour’s methods have never been secret. In fact, he’s published seventy-three books and nearly five hundred papers, alone and with coauthors, and he’s delivered hundreds of speaking presentations, including thirty symposia and thirty-four special lectures.

  He’s appeared as a headache expert on all the major television networks (ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, Fox) on such programs as Today Show, Larry King Live, 48 Hours, Early Edition, ABC News with Ted Koppel, Dr. Art Ulene, and CBS Morning News.

  He’s visited most U.S. states and a number of foreign countries, sharing his treatment knowledge along the way on meetings and discussions. In the early days of his Diamond Headache Clinic, he often invited other doctors to visit his practice to learn his methods. In the heyday of headache as a new medical specialty, the Diamond Headache Clinic reigned supreme.

  “I was an energetic guy!” he laughs about it today, but it was his intelligence, education, curiosity, and that energy level, fueled by the problems presented by his patients, that drove him to research and discover new ways to help them manage their headache problems.

  Seymour was instrumental in creating the first nonprofit foundation, the National Migraine Foundation, for lay people as well as physicians to benefit from current knowledge of headache treatments. He later reformed the organization into its current iteration, the National Headache Foundation, with its continued purpose to offer assistance to headache sufferers in need.

  He fought battle after battle to get insurance coverage for his patients, particularly those requiring inpatient care at his affiliated hospital units, when managed care programs threatened to deny them proper treatment. Ultimately, he formed a committee that created a new standards of care document (instructions for doctors to follow in treatment) specifically for headache patients.

  Seymour advised the Food and Drug Administration as a headache expert, and he fought with them over things like the drug Elavil (amitriptyline), the most prescribed drug for pain relief, that has FDA approval only as an antidepressant. When doctors prescribe a drug for anything other than its FDA approved usage, it’s called “off-label” use. It’s legal, and as Elavil proves, it can also be the most effective treatment.

  He lists academic posts on his curriculum vitae, both past and current, including a number of professorships, instructor roles, lecturer appearances, and associate professorship positions. Sharing the knowledge has been a passion throughout his tenure as a headache specialist, and in addition to the many patients who write profusely thankful letters to their savior, a significant number of physicians owe Dr. Seymour Diamond a debt of gratitude for helping them understand the complexities of headache treatment.

  Seymour will never retire completely. Today, after severing his ties with the clinic he founded, he still heads the National Headache Foundation as Executive Chairman. He’s very much a hands-on individual, and at eighty-nine years of age, he still has work to do, adding to his already voluminous contribution to the welfare of headache sufferers. Born to Jewish Ukrainian/Slovakian parents who left their home countries due to religious persecution, Seymour is a member of the first American-born generation of the Diamond family. He is living proof that the American dream is attainable through hard work and determination applied intelligently. And we’re lucky to have him. Except for a fortunate decision made by his parents in 1924, he might not have been born at all. . . .


  2. A Child Is Born

  It was Rose Diamond’s birthday. She was twenty-six years old, and she was about to enter the hospital for the birth of her second child. A brisk spring breeze off Lake Michigan tugged at her hair, and a chill rippled down her back as she looked up at the imposing face of Chicago’s Michael Reese Hospital. She turned to her husband Nathan and smiled up at him, then gasped as a labor pain wracked her small figure. The baby was due.

  The baby. She and Nathan had a long and difficult talk when they’d discovered her pregnancy. They had three children already, and they shared their small third-story walk-up apartment with two other adults, her mother Clara Roth and sister Esther. In 1925, only four years before the start of America’s Great Depression, it was hard to earn enough money to support themselves, much less another young mouth that would need to be fed, clothed, and educated.

  Nathan waited, concern etching his face, until her pain subsided, then smiled back at her, and they approached the last few steps leading to the hospital lobby.

  They’d discussed “alternatives” to the birth, hesitating to use the word abortion. But they were Jewish emigrants—he from Kiev, Ukraine, and she from Kremnica, Slovakia—having come to the United States as children, and Old World family values were cherished, even here in America.

  They would have the child. They would find a way to get by. They had already done more difficult things.

  Nathan had left his family in Kiev at the age of twelve to escape the ire of his father’s second wife, living with his grandmother until he turned eighteen. He then traveled to the United States with his cousin’s family. They weren’t alone. Between 1880 and 1914, two million Jews fled the Russian Empire to escape persecution, and the exodus continued following WWI.

  Repeated mob attacks, called pogroms, against Jewish citizens; the conversion of an anti-Semitic novel into a publically published document called “Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion”; and further persecution against Jews motivated Nathan’s cousin’s family and thousands of others to risk the transatlantic trip to America.

  They crossed the Atlantic Ocean by boat, passed through Ellis Island, and eventually made their way to Chicago, where they had relatives. Nathan found work during the day and attended English classes at night. He had a salesman’s natural gift of gab, and he made a point of removing any hint of an accent, giving his new language a perfect Midwestern twang.

  Rose climbed the stone steps, embraced in her husband’s strong arms to assure a safe ascent. They rested a moment, then opened the hospital doors and stepped inside.

  In Chicago, Nathan had met a woman, fallen in love, married, and they’d had two children, Alfred and Ann. But the marriage ultimately failed, and Nathan received custody of the children. Then, when he and Rose were married, they added daughter Idell, now eighteen months old.

  Nathan was a likable man. He did well in sales, and eventually he’d open a clothing store in Chicago with a partner. The store would do well until the stock market crash of 1929, when they would file for bankruptcy and lose their business. After that, he’d sell insurance for Metropolitan Life, a vocation he’d approach with less enthusiasm than clothing sales but nonetheless provided a good living for his family.

  The diminutive couple was directed to follow a nurse who helped Nathan with the paperwork, then showed him to the waiting room as another nurse led Rose away to be prepped for the delivery. She smiled happily. It was her birthday, and she was looking forward to the shared celebrations with her new child.

  Rose Roth had traveled to America with her mother Clara Roth and three sisters under somewhat less dire circumstances than Nathan’s. Life in Slovakia was hard. Religious intolerance combined with a poor standard of living drove many from their birth country. Following anti-Jewish riots in the early 1880s, and in reaction to the Reception Law (which put Jews on the same level of acceptance as Christians), the Slovak Clerical People’s Party was formed to oppose liberalism and specifically limit Jewish influence. For the young mother traveling with four daughters, America seemed to offer the most promise for a bright future.

  Nathan paced the waiting room, following in the footsteps of countless expectant fathers before him, worrying and wondering what was happening in the delivery room. Rose, now well sedated in the fashion of the times, wasn’t worried about anything. She had been through the experience once before with little Idell, and although she was naturally concerned that the baby be born healthy, the birthing experience itself wasn’t high on her list of concerns. As the time approached, nurses gently eased her legs into the stirrups and encouraged her to push.

  Rose, like Nathan, had arrived in the United States as a youngster, passing through Ellis Island and ultimately moving on to Chicago. The 1918 influenza epidemic, which killed more people than the sixteen million who had died in WWI, captured teenaged Rose in its grip. Some patients died within hours. Others held on for several days before their lungs filled with fluid, suffocating them. Rose received appropriate treatment and survived, but a resulting viral infection had rendered her nearly deaf, and she wore hearing aids in both ears. Rose was sensitive about the hearing aids and hid them as best she could. The handicap also made her reluctant to join in her husband’s business-related social gatherings due to her inability to hear the conversation clearly and reply in a comfortable manner.

  But on this night, she was otherwise healthy, happy, married to a man she’d admired even when he’d been married to his first wife, and ready to give birth to their second child together.

  As Rose lay exhausted, the sound of a light slap echoed through the otherwise quiet delivery room followed a split second later by a hearty yowl.

  On April 15, 1925, Rose gave birth to a healthy infant whose tiny wristband read “Boy Diamond.”

  Two of her sisters, following Jewish tradition, had named their firstborn male children “Samuel” in memory of their deceased father. Rose felt that another Samuel would be confusing. So, she and Nathan honored their little boy with the name Schmiel Moshe, her father’s Hebrew name. But the name that would become well-known in the world of headache medicine would be Seymour Diamond.


  3. Times Were Different Then

  “I’m lucky to be here,” he says eighty-seven years later in his high-rise apartment overlooking Chicago’s famed Lake Shore Drive and beyond it, Lake Michigan. The year is 2012.

  Morning light filters in through translucent ceiling-to-floor blinds hung over huge picture windows. It reflects red-gold highlights onto the nearest wall when it strikes the collection of antique microscopes, safely ensconced in a tall glass display case. Most are made of polished brass, guided through their magnifying motion by knurled knobs and intricate gears. There’s even one crafted from wood for young early nineteenth-century wannabe scientists called a Nuremberg Toy Tripod Microscope. Others date back to the 1600s.

  A colorful glass bowl from the Baskets series by sculptor Dale Chihuly refracts another filtered sunbeam into a fan-shaped peacock-tail pattern across the contemporary glass-topped coffee table. A smaller multicolored glass bowl created by Lino Tagliapietra catches some of the Chihuly-enhanced beams, bouncing them onward into the room.

  The back walls of the living room are lined with gray polished wood bookcases and electronic entertainment cabinets, designed by his architect/designer daughter Judi Diamond-Falk, as is the entire half-floor apartment.

  Art defines the other walls. A Walt Kuhn oil painting of a nude enhances one spot, and a Ben Shahn pen-and-ink caricature of a man fills a nook. Max Weber’s tiny painting “The Conversation” sits astride a miniature easel on a low bookcase among coffee-table books about other artists. Musicians sound silent strains in a painting by French-Jewish painter Mané Katz. And there’s more. Much more. It’s a private contemporary art gallery.

  Missing are two earlier acquisitions: “Old Fisherman” by George Bellows, a 24” x 19” oil on canvas painting from the early 1900s, and “Washer Women,” a smaller oil painting created by New Hope School impressionist Robert Spencer. Both were donated to Chicago’s Terra Foundation for American Art as a “Gift of Seymour and Elaine Diamond.”

  Doormen in Seymour Diamond’s high-rise building greet visitors in the porte cochere, three hundred feet below at street level as a security team watches for any cause for alarm in the newcomers’ behavior, before electronically opening the heavy wooden gate that leads to the elevators. The doormen also run a pretty good football pool, in which Seymour participates with advice from his youngest daughter, journalist Amy Diamond. Somehow he wins more than she does, a fact that defies explanation.

  Middle daughter, Merle, followed her dad’s example and became a physician. She works in the family practice as Managing Director of the Diamond Headache Clinic, which Seymour founded in 1974.

  This luxurious residence is a far cry from the pedestrian three-story walk-up where Seymour lived during his early childhood years.

  The conversation pauses, waiting for the raucous clanging of the late nineteenth-century French long case clock—which signals the time with a minor cacophony of whirring gears, clacking levers, and off-key chimes—to cease. One of Seymour’s daily chores is to reset the cylinder-shaped weights that power the device. He does so now, pulling downward on the chains that raise the weights.

  “Times were hard, and I know my parents talked about alternatives. But I want you to know that when I was older, they explained the situation to me and expressed their regret for having ever considered it.

  “It affected the way I look at abortion. I’m not pro-abortion. It might have been my only chance in this world.”

  He smiles slightly and shrugs. “Times were different then.” It’s a theme that will recur frequently throughout his long and eventful life.

  Immigrants looking for homes in a new country are inclined to gather with others of their own nationality, race, or religion. Doing so allows continuation of treasured traditions, a familiar language, national pride, and a willingness to work together to find their way in a strange new country. That’s just common sense, but it also creates local geographic separatism when areas are defined by their residents: an Irish neighborhood or a Spanish barrio, for example.

  As the localized ethnicities vie for space, conflicts between them arise, as any urban family can verify. When a family moves into a neighborhood that doesn’t match its own social characteristics, it’s harder still, and the Diamond family lived in an area south of Chicago’s Logan Square that was primarily occupied by former residents of Germany, Norway, and Sweden. For a Jewish kid named Seymour from an Eastern European family, conflict was inevitable.

  “I had to learn to fight.” he recalls. “It was a particular gang of kids. I was pretty well beaten up. My mom and dad were pretty upset by it. My mom asked my dad to go to the school and find out who they were and ask the school to take care of it.” He pauses in reflection. “I survived it.”

  It’s easy to see how a tendency toward tenaciousness would develop under such living conditions, a strength that would carry Seymour through a challenging childhood and into the worlds of medicine and business in coming years. It’s a trait he treasures today and credits with much of his success.

  He also learned a more positive version of tenacity from his dad’s work ethic. Nathan sold insurance in a time that was far different from today. He was assigned an area to serve, which included both initial sales and then collection of premiums. The work required long hours, and he typically didn’t arrive home until 7:00 or 8:00 p.m. He supplemented that income by plying his sales techniques in a Maxwell Street clothing store on the weekends. Seymour remembers his dad’s dedication and feels he learned a good lesson in how to succeed simply by trying hard and never giving up.

  The online Encyclopedia of Chicago describes Maxwell Street: “For about one hundred years, Maxwell Street was one of Chicago’s most unconventional business—and residential—districts. About a mile long and located in the shadow of downtown skyscrapers, it was a place where businesses grew selling anything from shoestrings to expensive clothes.”

  The encyclopedia goes on to describe its inhabitants as immigrants from Germany, Ireland, Poland, Bohemia, and “most prominently, Jews, especially those escaping czarist Russia, Poland, and Romania.

  “Goods on card tables and blankets competed with goods in sidewalk kiosks and stores. Sunday was its busiest day since the Jews worked on the Christian Sabbath, when stores were closed in other parts of the city.

  “Merchants battled city officials to keep Maxwell Street alive despite its reputation for crime and residential overcrowding. Its eastern section was destroyed in the mid-1950s for the Dan Ryan Expressway. In the 1980s and 1990s, virtually all of the rest was razed for athletic fields for the University of Illinois at Chicago. What remained of the market was moved several blocks to a place with none of the flavor of the old street.”

  As a youth, Seymour played baseball, the all-American sport that would become a passion, particularly in following the Chicago White Sox.

  “I found some friends in the neighborhood, but not many. I played some baseball. We went to an empty lot, and we’d choose sides and we’d play. I was a fair player. I wasn’t great.”

  Greatness would come later, although not in baseball, except when the White Sox won the World Series in 2005 as Seymour turned eighty years old. Their last world championship victory had come in 1917, before he was born, eighty-eight years earlier, and he was proud and relieved that his beloved White Sox had come through with the win at least once during his lifetime! Now he expects, hopefully, for them to do it again. Every season.

  Seymour remembers one of his childhood friends with sorrow. Harold (last name withheld) was one of the youngsters who befriended Seymour and gained his affection and respect in return.

  “I had one friend that I associated with closely during those years. We continued to be friends even though we didn’t go to the same high school.”

  As an adult, Harold would marry and the couple would give birth to an autistic child whom they’d ultimately place in an institution, an act that apparently was more than Harold could bear.

  “He checked into a hotel room and shot himself. It’s just a tragic moment. I often think of him. I met him when I was eight or nine. We were close friends. Very well read, intelligent . . . a nice person.”

  In grade school, Seymour initially experienced problems with reading, and the school advisors recommended a special reading class. Instead, he listened to his father’s advice and became a solid lifelong reader without the additional help.

  “If you concentrate, pull yourself together, and spend time with reading, you’ll be okay,” Nathan told him, and it proved to be excellent advice, requiring young Seymour to assume responsibility for the success of his own learning process.

  Throughout Seymour’s youth, father Nathan stood by, always ready to speak up or help out when his son needed a hand, and one of the first things he did following his son’s grade school challenges was to arrange for a happier high school experience.

  “My dad saw to it. Even though we didn’t live in the right district, he obtained a permit for me to attend Roosevelt High School. It was in the Albany Park area, and the population of the school was about fifty-fifty with Jewish/non-Jewish students. We lived in the district called Kelvin Park, where Jewish people were a minority,” Seymour recalls. “We didn’t have a car at that time. I took the bus there, and it was a longer ride than to the other school. But I managed, and he encouraged me to do that. I didn’t have to fight any more.”

  If high school were to turn things around for young Seymour, it certainly didn’t happen on his first day.

  “The first day of high school, my parents wanted me to be properly dressed. So they bought me a new pair of fancy knickers and a briefcase, and I went to school that way. And I guess I was a rarity like that.”

  Apparently knickers and a briefcase fell far from the fashion norm at Roosevelt High School in the late 1930s. As any high school student can verify, wearing the “wrong” clothes in the transitional teenage world can create a social disaster. And in Seymour’s case, the embarrassment was multiplied manifold when a student article in the school newspaper pointed out his fashion faux pas to all who may have missed it in person. Decades later, he still remembers the feeling with sadness: “It wasn’t a nice thing and it really bothered me.”

  It was also in high school that Seymour became involved with a group of students whose influence would negatively affect his life later on.

  “I associated with a group who were very bright. And at the time, I thought they were much brighter than I would ever be. And I felt very inferior,” he remembers. “We had lunch every day. They were all Jewish. They were the people who believed in Socialism and Communism at that time. Many of the Russian immigrants, even though they came over because of distress, believed in Socialistic and Communistic ideas. It was probably inherited from their parents.”

  He set out to become one of their gang, adopting their leftist beliefs and reading publications like Friends of the USSR and New Republic.

  “High school was very clannish. The only club I had was this group of what I thought were superintellectuals. I’ve changed my mind since that time. Most of them didn’t turn out very well. None of them, except perhaps one, ever achieved success in the world.”

  Seymour’s friends and politics changed dramatically as he matured, but that brush with “un-Americanism” in high school would return to haunt him as he applied for entrance into college.

  Other high school activities included music, and Seymour learned to play the clarinet. Although he’s never thought of himself as a musician and didn’t continue his pursuit of the instrument, he did develop a taste for classical music during his teenage years.

  It was also at Roosevelt High that Seymour received praise and encouragement from an English teacher, Ms. Moser.

  “I had a teacher in my junior and senior years who liked the way I wrote and really encouraged me to write. She entered me in a citywide writing contest, where I won.”

  Ms. Moser apparently recognized Seymour’s potential, and although he wouldn’t follow the path to journalism, her support and encouragement gave him a critical boost in confidence when he needed it.


  4. Confidence Found

  As Seymour approached high school graduation, he began to plan for college. The problem was, like many graduating students, he didn’t know what he wanted to do.

  “There were no guidance counselors in those days, and my parents didn’t know how to advise me,” he recalls.

  “I applied to University of Chicago and Northwestern University in my senior year of high school. My grades were pretty mediocre in my first two years; maybe I was immature at the time. But I started to get very high grades the last two years, and I started to gain a lot of self-confidence.”

  The newly-minted confidence took a hit when he wasn’t accepted at either school, and in his disappointment, he looked to his sister Idell for advice.

  “I was very disappointed when I received the denial letters. I was very depressed personally about it, and I was talking to my sister about it, and she mentioned a couple other schools I might like. She was attending Wright Junior College, but I didn’t want to go there. One of her other suggestions was the Jesuit Catholic Loyola University. I decided to give it a try. My dad went with me because I was really a discouraged kid, and I enrolled.”

  At the time, Seymour was seventeen years old, too young for the WWII draft for eighteen-year-olds, and as it turned out, not destined to become a soldier. In fact, it seemed that Uncle Sam and the school system were encouraging him to become a doctor.

  “Because of the war conditions, Loyola had a very limited number of courses that were not premedical. And I had no idea whether I wanted to go into medicine or not, but it was something for me to do, so I enrolled. I was there about a year, and received almost straight-A grades, so I gained a lot of confidence in myself.

  “After I finished a year, a lot of my classmates were applying to medical school. And that’s after one year! They had an accelerated program because of the war. If you were in the accelerated program and you could show you had close to the amount of two years of premed, you were eligible to get into medical school. I thought about it. Why would I want to be an army private and kill people if I could be a doctor and help them?”

  Once Seymour made the decision, he again applied the tenacity and determination that had been forged early in his young life.

  He looked first at the University of Illinois, where the medical school campus was in Chicago. He was hoping for entry into the state system’s medical school so his father would get a resident’s break on tuition fees. But here his high school liberalism spoiled an otherwise stellar opportunity.

  In his interview, he responded openly to their questions, and in doing so, made the mistake of mentioning his socialistic high school escapades.

  “The person who interviewed me was a really conservative doctor and he turned me down just for that reason. They didn’t want anybody going to that medical school who was that liberal. And I always felt bad about it because subsequently I went to another medical school, which cost my dad a lot of money. It always bothered me later on.”

  He also applied to the Stritch School of Medicine at Loyola University.

  “Loyola Medical School, which was part of the university, at that time, had a strict non-Catholic quota. It certainly saddened and frustrated me that students with a much lower average were getting into Loyola while I and several other Jewish students did not.”

  His search for medical schools continued, and he finally took a look at the Chicago Medical School, even though it didn’t meet current medical school requirements.

  In the early 1900s, the American Medical Association formed the Council on Medical Education (CME) to establish the minimum prior education required to enter a medical school and a definition of a proper medical education to be two years of anatomy/physiology study followed by two years of training (internship) in a training hospital.

  In 1908, the CME approached the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. CME asked them to review the state of U.S. medical education to determine which schools met or didn’t meet the CME’s published standards. The foundation’s president, Henry Pritchett, selected professional educator Abraham Flexner to conduct the survey.

  The Flexner Report, also called Carnegie Foundation Bulletin Number Four, was researched and written by Flexner and published in 1910. When Flexner looked into medical schools, he found that many were small units run for profit by one or two local doctors whose own training in certain instances may not have been outstanding. And critically, the schools didn’t meet the CME’s recommended minimum standards.

  While Chicago Medical School, founded in 1912, may not have met all of Flexner’s standards, it did provide another overwhelmingly popular feature. The nonprofit school supported the principle that admission should be judged on merit alone. Women and minorities, who were excluded from fully-approved schools, could learn medicine there.

  And it produced competent doctors.

  “In order to get a license, you had to take the Illinois license exam—a very stiff exam—it wasn’t like just taking your driver’s test. It was a three-day, sit-down test,” Seymour explains. “And in the ten years before I attended, the school’s graduates were either equal or higher in these exams even though it was not an approved medical school at that time. It became an approved medical school the year after I graduated, by the way.”

  For young Seymour Diamond, it was a career-saving possibility, but he still had work to do. Not for the first time in his life, nor would it be the last, an opportunity presented itself, and he grasped it firmly.

  “Because of the war conditions, they had certain regulations that I had to complete before I could get admitted to my first year at the Chicago Medical School. I needed about twenty-four classroom hours, which is a lot of hours, and a lot of it was very tough, like comparative anatomy . . . not easy courses, like English, for example.”

  Currently studying at Loyola, Seymour increased his workload in an attempt to make up the needed classroom hours, but it wasn’t enough.

  “I could only pick up sixteen hours at Loyola. So I picked up more hours at DePaul after I finished school at Loyola. And these were rough courses that required a lot of memory. I shudder to think if I had to do the same thing today.

  “Then in the evening I went to Central YMCA College, which is now Roosevelt University in Chicago. There I picked up courses like philosophy and psychology for three hours in the evening. Then I would go home and prepare for the following day’s exams. I would stay up all night. I had an A-minus average when I finished and went on to medical school.”

  If attending three schools at once weren’t enough, Seymour also kept a job selling Florsheim shoes on the weekends.

  And it never got any easier. When he attended Chicago Medical School, he went from the three-schools/one-job workload to working three jobs while succeeding in a highly competitive medical school curriculum.

  “I did premed in a year and a half. I was thrown into a very intelligent, studious group. Much different than college! I really had to work hard at my grades because of the competition. I completed medical school in three years.”

  Seymour recalls an amusing situation when he and his dad met with Dr. John J. Sheinin, Dean of the Chicago Medical School, about enrollment. Although neither Nathan nor Seymour would ever be described as tall, Dr. Sheinin’s height didn’t exceed five feet, and it must have bothered him.

  “When we went into his office, I noticed that his desk was on a raised platform. And the place where Dad and I sat was a low, very soft couch, so that when we sat down, we sank into it and felt very small in comparison!” Seymour laughs at the memory.

  Seymour speaks highly of Dr. Sheinin, although he suffered an embarrassing moment during one of the dean’s lectures in which the subject was the nervous system.

  “We were sitting in class and Dean Sheinin was giving a lecture. He was known to pick people out of the audience and use them as ‘teaching methods.’ He’d been talking about how nerves are often named after the organ they service.

  “Soon enough, he points to me, asks my name, and says ‘Diamond, do you know the name of the nerve that innervates the larynx?’ And I really didn’t. I was nervous, and I didn’t know. And I hadn’t studied that. So he looks at me, and he says, ‘When did the War of 1812 take place?’ It was a great clue, but I was so nervous, I said ‘It’s the 1812 Nerve?’

  “You understand? [Laughing] It’s the laryngeal nerve, of course, named after the organ it serves just like the 1812 War is named after the time it happened. Everybody kidded me about it for months.”

  Despite the increased effort required for medical school, he still needed a job. Or three.

  “I worked at Florsheim Shoes on Saturdays. It paid a fairly good amount. Then after my first year in medical school, I became friendly with one of the seniors who [was] graduating, and he asked me if I wanted his job at the medical school. I would come in at noon and relieve the librarian. And when the library closed at 5:00 p.m., it was my job to wash down the floors. It was also open two nights from 5:00 to 7:00 p.m. I would sit and study, as well as help any students who might be utilizing the library. It was a good opportunity. I learned about books, I learned about journals, what’s relevant about reading to be a good doctor. I also got another job for three nights a week besides that, working as an extern. They usually hired medical students to do histories on patients at the hospitals, so I was working three jobs. I was an energetic person.”

  It was the extern job that captured Seymour’s imagination, however, and cemented his decision about becoming a doctor.

  “I had a chance to work with the residents at Franklin Boulevard Hospital who were learning surgery. A big surgical group owned it. I could scrub in and watch surgeries and see a lot of pathology. It was a wonderful experience while going to school. It really invigorated me about medicine.”

  With a schedule like that, it’s a wonder that Seymour had time for anything resembling a social life.

  “I had dated some nurses from the hospital, but I never dated anybody who was of my heritage. I’d gone out with girls superficially, but never anything serious. My parents weren’t worried about me getting married before I finished school because none of the girls I brought home were Jewish.”

  But all that was about to change. It happened when a doctor at Franklin Boulevard made a simple suggestion.

  “One of the resident’s names was Phillip Lerner. He was a surgical resident. And he was a very nice man, much older than I, and he kept telling me he had two nice nieces that I should date. And Elaine was one of them. I called her up, and we had our first date.”

  Little did he know that he was about to meet the brilliant young woman who would become his life partner.


  5. Elaine

  “So my uncle went up to Seymour and said, ‘Please call one of these girls; their mothers are driving me crazy!’” The former Elaine Flamm, now Elaine Diamond for the past sixty-three years, smiles at the memory. She had recently broken an engagement with another suitor, and apparently her mother was anxious to make up for lost time.

  “That was college time,” she muses. “There were young interns and externs, and my mother’s older sister and my mother were both after my uncle to have one of the young doctors call us. They felt that marrying a doctor would be a very good thing.”

  Seymour did indeed call Elaine, and he asked her out on a date. Here each of them individually recalls an evening that sounds like a scene from a romantic comedy.

  She: “I remember our first date vividly because it poured! We went down to Rush Street to a nice Italian restaurant, and we talked.”

  He: “I took her to an Italian restaurant on Rush Street. And she didn’t eat a lot, which was good. I was afraid—I didn’t have a lot of money then!”

  She: “And then we walked home along the beach in the park; in those days you could do it. It was a nice night, but then it started to rain, and so we hung out near a park restroom shelter and talked. And talked. And talked!”

  He: “And then a thunderstorm, a tremendous thunderstorm occurred. We were in the park, and I was very cognizant of the fact that lightning could hit us very easily in those circumstances. The shelter was in the park just off the Outer Drive, and we ran to it. We were there for almost an hour, talking some more.”

  She: “Eventually we decided that, well, we were just going to have to get wet; it didn’t stop raining. And so he went out and found a cab. And that was the first date.”

  He: “As the rain eased, we were both drenched as well. I flagged down a cab on Lake Shore Drive while Elaine waited in the shelter—he stopped on the Drive, which they’re not supposed to do—and picked us up. I took her home and then paid the cab because I couldn’t afford for him to take me home. I walked from there about a half mile to catch a streetcar home.”

  Popular Diamond family myth has Elaine arriving home from the date and announcing to her mother that Seymour was the man she was going to marry. “Actually,” she says today, “I said I’d either marry Sey or someone just like him. We really hit it off!”

  Not long thereafter, Seymour gave her his class ring. It signified their engagement, although over the next few years she’d switch it “from left hand to right hand and then back again and then back again!”

  “He was young,” she recalls, “and his parents weren’t eager for him to make any firm commitments at that time.”

  Then she adds, “Finally my dad said, ‘One way or the other, figure it out.’ He was a very quiet man, but he was a very smart man in so many ways. He was the one who told me, when I was engaged to this other person, that it was all right to end that engagement. He cleared the way. I guess he cleared the way for Seymour to make a decision.”

  She laughs. “This was early times! Early, early times!” Issues that seem earth-shattering or life-changing when one is young often provide humorous recollections later in life.

  Elaine’s family had settled in the United States earlier than Seymour’s. It was her father’s generation that became the first born in the United States, her grandfather having emigrated from Poland, her grandmother from Russia.

  Persecution of Polish Jews dates back to the thirteenth century following two hundred years of acceptance. Early settlers were part of a migration from Western Europe to Poland, where they were welcomed under the rule of Boleslaus III in the eleventh century. His interest was in developing the economic structure of his country, a plan that succeeded, for Jewish merchants soon formed the core of the Polish economy.

  A combination of the Roman Catholic Church and nearby German states did their best to change matters despite the laws made by the Polish government to protect Jews into the 1300s. But through the centuries, disfavor and violence against Jews increased, influenced by religious competition and the invading Russians.

  In the years Elaine’s father’s family finally left Poland—the late nineteenth century—pogroms (mob violence against Jews) had continued. Like Russian emigrants, including her mother’s family, Elaine’s father’s family chose to leave Poland behind and make the transatlantic trip to America. And once here, they prospered!

  Her only memory of her paternal grandfather is “someone in black sitting at what I think was a dining room table holding a book, a Torah, I think.” It’s the memory of a very young child. She never knew her paternal grandmother, who apparently died at a young age. Elaine adds, “So, the kids basically raised themselves. It was a nice family; they supported each other.”

  Elaine’s father, Samuel Flamm, was the second oldest of seven children, her uncle Irving being the eldest. Irving became a lawyer, and her dad was a retailer, first selling linoleum and paint, later opening a grocery store.

  Elaine’s mother, originally called Bessie Melamed, was one of five children who passed through Ellis Island en route to Chicago. “Melamed” means “teacher” in Hebrew. An older sister married a man with the last name of Lerner, and although the full story is unknown, his presence influenced the entire family to change their names to Lerner, as well.

  Her closely-knit family experienced American-style culture shock when an aunt married a man from Mississippi. The aunt desperately wanted family down there, so to support his sister, Elaine’s dad sold his paint and linoleum store, and the family moved. After living an urban life among others with similar backgrounds in the North, life in the American South was “interesting.” They lasted six months before Elaine’s mother insisted they return to her beloved Chicago and family.

  Elaine’s childhood experiences in Mississippi included Christian prayers recited every morning in school, restrooms, drinking fountains, even grocery stores marked “White Only” and public parks with “Negro Areas.” They were a successful family, thanks to Samuel’s retail sales skills, and there were good business opportunities there. “We lived very nicely because there was lots of help for very little money, but it was a whole different way of life.” She refers to Kathryn Stockett’s book, The Help, saying that its telling of incidents related to the racist Jim Crow Laws closely reflects the reality of her life there, quite a shock for a Northern-born Chicago woman.

  Back in Chicago, Elaine attended college at the University of Chicago, earning a degree in social work as Seymour continued his work in medical school. As graduation drew near, so did marriage.


  6. Medical School and Marriage

  Seymour’s life flowed inexorably onward, ever busy with his medical school studies, his three jobs, and his romance with Elaine. “I had a lot of stamina in those days,” he laughs.

  “I liked her, she liked me, and we went out many times after that.” The pair dated for six or eight weeks before Seymour introduced her to his parents. Being the first Jewish girl young Seymour had brought home caused his parents some concern, fearing perhaps that his studies would suffer while his marriage prospects would grow stronger. In those days, Jews didn’t marry outside their ethnicity as a matter of appropriate behavior; in earlier times, they’d have been severely ostracized. But Seymour’s parents needn’t have worried; Seymour was focused on completing all of his endeavors successfully.

  His intensity and sense of purpose are reflected decades later in the disappointment and disbelief he expresses in a story about a fellow medical school student.

  “We worked with a cadaver in anatomy courses. Four of us were assigned to each cadaver because to dissect all the nerves and everything is a lot of work, a lot of time and effort. It’s a good learning experience because you learn anatomy—the body—very thoroughly. And it’s always in your mind after you finish that.

  “The school selected the student partners by alphabet. My name is Diamond and my partner’s name was Diller. And at the other side of the table were two more guys. One named Feldman, who was a friend of mine, and one named Feinstein, a med school acquaintance.

  “My partner, Diller, was a nonentity! He never showed up for class; he never helped in the dissections. He was interested in music. We had practical exams where we pointed out different things on the human body, and then we took written tests. He would borrow notes from other students and actually received tremendous grades even though he didn’t participate.

  “Then later, when we were three months away from graduation, he quit medical school.” Seymour shakes his head in disbelief as he delivers the punch line: “It turned out he was just dodging the draft!”

  In their sophomore year, students would go through—as Seymour describes it, “a gigantic book . . . at least ten thousand pages”—the entirety of Cecil Medicine under the guidance of an instructor, page by page. Goldman’s Cecil Medicine, originally published in 1927, was “the granddaddy of general internal medicine texts . . . solidly written and effectively illustrated . . . and a comprehensive resource on diseases of adults,” a Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) review said of the twentieth edition.

  After reviewing the tome, students had been exposed, however briefly, to almost any disease that can possibly harm a human being. The trick was being able to recall them at the appropriate time, a skill shared and proven by Seymour and his best friend in medical school, Joe Goldberg.

  Seymour and Joe were working in a dermatological clinic during their third year of medical school. An elderly African American man was their patient, and he complained of a band around his little toe that was constricting it, almost to the point of making it gangrenous.

  “I looked at Joe, and he looked at me, and we both said, ‘ainhum!’ That’s the disease, and it’s the smallest paragraph in Cecil Medicine. The professor of dermatology congratulated us on our diagnosis and wrote up the case because it was that rare.” Seymour and Joe were two proud and happy medical students after that evidence of their learned skills.

  The word “ainhum” comes from the tribe first reported to suffer the disease in the Bahia state of Brazil, the Nagos. In their language it means “to saw,” referring to the painful loss of the fifth (little) toe by (in medical terms) bilateral spontaneous amputation. (It falls off.) The word origin is thought to be African since the Nagos came to South America through the slave trade and are related to a Nigerian tribe. In the United States, it’s rare and little known.

  In another incident, Seymour wasn’t so happy with his pal: “He was a smooth talker and had many girlfriends among the nurses at County Hospital. He fixed me up with some of them, which was nice. When Elaine and I became informally engaged, I introduced him to Elaine. And the S.O.B. called her afterwards—he was that charming—to see if she would go out with him!” (Of course, she didn’t.)

  One of the least popular experiences among most students was their stint outside Chicago at the Oak Forest Infirmary. Located in the tiny village of Oak Forest, the infirmary was accessible for students who didn’t own cars by riding the Rock Island Railroad, and once there, the young medical students had almost nothing to do except study.

  “I would go for the week,” Seymour says. “There were the rich kids who had their cars and did what they wanted to do, but there was nothing to do there. Those were the years before television. There was maybe a tavern or two, but that was about it!”

  The infirmary, now called Oak Forest Hospital, is located twenty miles south of the Chicago Loop. It gave Seymour valuable medical school experience in working with patients who needed chronic care, and as he puts it, “It was a neurological treasury.”

  The facility had been established in 1910 as a poor farm when overcrowded conditions at the County Poor Farm in Dunning became extreme. Nearly two thousand unfortunate individuals who were destitute due to poverty, alcoholism, or mental illness lived there then, working the farmland that surrounded it and receiving care. By the early 1930s, the population had doubled and included tuberculosis sufferers as well. When Seymour did his Oak Forest stint in medical school, he estimated the population at four to five thousand patients.

  “There were no home health care services then,” he explains. “Patients with severe Parkinson’s, central nervous system syphilis, muscular dystrophy, and others who needed chronic care had no place else to go. It was sad for them, but it provided a wonderful learning experience.”

  It was also an opportunity to learn from the best, because although full-time resident physicians maintained a standard daily routine, specialists were brought in to deal with the more difficult or unusual cases.
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