>Jeff, your book is on a very powerful, emotive subject, some many find difficult to talk about. Was writing it hard for you, and what reactions do you typically get from people when they hear about your book topic?  

 

Yep, it was hard to write! That is why it has taken me 5 years to write it, despite the urgency I felt, for much of this time, in getting it out there.

Why was it _so_ hard to write? The reason is this: When I tried to write it, for a long long time (and still sometimes now), it brought back terrible memories. No, putting it that way is much too weak: it brought back the experience itself. It’s like what I mention about ‘flashbacks’, in the book: the scariest thing about ‘flashbacks’ is that they aren’t experience as ‘flashbacks’ at all. They are experienced as happening RIGHT NOW. Trying to write the book for a long time tended to place me IN the very experiences I was trying to write about. Now, this is very good for encouraging accuracy in ‘recall’, on the part of the writer… but it is very bad for being actually able to write!! One’s writing is disabled, once one gets sufficiently stuck in a flight of awful ideas… The ideas move faster than one’s pen possibly can, and one is too worried about them to keep trying to write them down, in any case!

So; I have had to write this Memoir in fits and starts; and have only been able to FINISH it now, at a distance of years from the events it most vividly depicts. For the first 28 months or so, it was quite impossible for me to finish (And in any case, I could hardly write a Memoir of something that was still playing out!)

As for the reactions I get from other people, when I talk to them about what was happening to me, or about what is happening to me at moments when echoes of it still haunt me: I have been very very encouraged by these reactions. Over and over, I tended to feel that other people wouldn’t understand, or (much worse) that they would belittle me, or attack me in my vulnerability. In fact, I have almost always received a very supportive reaction, when I have chosen to confide (which has been more and more often, as time has gone by). Again, some of those supportive reactions (e.g. Ross’s) are themselves discussed in my book.

I think that many people have found it very hard to understand what I was going through, although I have discovered myself able to ‘spot’ remarkably well the (surprisingly large) number of people who have had at least some similar experiences: and they have generally been the best at understanding. But even those who have had great difficulty understanding, I have found overwhelmingly supportive. Which is wonderful.

>This is a bit like laying your heart out in the open, offering it up for people to trample on, does writing a book like this leave you vulnerable?

Yes! But I have gained such strength through coming through the experience, and through managing not even to use bio-medical interventions or medical asylum in doing so; and I am so full now of compassion for myself and for fellow-sufferers, and I have such love in my life (from my partner Dawn, and from a number of other people), that publishing the book no longer feels threatening to me. Perhaps I waited five years til I was really completely happy with it being public.

>You have set your book without royalty, so clearly you are not "in it for the money", so why did you write this, and what are your hopes from it.
I think it is a really good thing that Lulu offers the ‘No royalties’ option, unlike most other booksellers. I have a perfectly good academic job, and plenty of money – I think that one of the banes of our culture is too many people having too MUCH money. I just want this Memoir to reach as many people as possible. I wrote this Memoir initially to some degree for myself, to understand and to ‘purge’; and, much more than that, I wrote it for other people. I hope it will be of a great deal of interest to fellow psychologists (I believe that I am in a very unusual position – having a great deal of philosophical and psychological knowledge, that I have been able to use to understand ‘from the inside’ what is going on in some forms of psychopathology… I think that my Memoir may offer insights in that regard that will add to human knowledge); and I hope it will be of a good deal of use to fellow sufferers. That is why parts of the book are written in bold; those parts are the parts that I think are liable to be of most use to someone in the throes of serious distress who might encounter my book. This was a suggestion made to me by my cousin, Lucky; she suggested that I should try to design my book specifically so that it might serve to help someone else caught up in some of the same kinds of awful binds as I encountered. I hope she thinks I have managed to do so.

>Do you have writing plans for the future, or are you all "wrote out" for now?
I have written all that I want to publish in my own name – for the moment. But I do plan to work behind the scenes, helping a couple of fellow psychologists and philosophers who I know who are writing about these matters, and about some works of literature and film that I think are highly relevant to my story (or vice versa). Watch this space…

>What is your earliest memory of writing or reading? Did you enjoy it as a child?
Absolutely! I used to write lots of stories… My earliest memory of reading, weirdly, is encountering the reading books they used in the first weeks in First School, and being amazed that they had to work on the assumption that some kids didn’t already know how to read… Which I did, thanks to my parents. As for writing: I vividly recall writing a little poem, early in my time at School, about my first memories of all, as a younger child!

I still read children’s literature: I am a big fan of great mythic trilogies, such as Garth Nix’s ‘Old Kingdom’ series, Phillip Pullman’s ‘Dark Materials’, and Tolkien’s ‘The Lord of the Rings’. I think all three have great riches in them for the would-be recovering semi-psychotic, and for us all. At times, these books yield up the kinds of Insights that I found psychopathology could yield, if I was ready to receive the Insights, and that I discuss in my book.

>Would you like to be a man in a child's body, for a week, and if so, what age would you be?
An intriguing question; I am not sure that I really understand it, though! Would I have adult thoughts, desires, frustrations?... But I will say that I would like to know more about what it is to be a VERY young child. I think it is extremely difficult for us to understand the ‘life-world’ of a 1 year old, for instance; it would be fascinating to understand that better. That would result in a Memoir even more peculiar than mine, I suspect!

>Any last words?

I would just add that I hope that some readers might find it interesting to compare my experiences with those of people from different cultural traditions. For instance, the concept of the ‘initiatory illness’, in many shamanic traditions, is starting to interest me. My dismally terrible experiences have ended up enriching significantly, I believe, my understanding of true human happiness and of severe human unhappiness; they have led me to love more deeply; they have thrown me into political action (e.g. passionate letter-writing to the papers) in a more powerful way than I thought possible. Has the insight that I have gained into my condition and the Insight that I have gained into the human condition initiated me into something greater than would otherwise have been possible? Has my illness granted me a placement close to where Reality rends, and to the full possibilities of being?
  I would not wish what happened to me on anyone, not even my worst enemies; and yet I am now grateful to it. I am not romanticizing; it was grindingly remorselessly ‘endlessly’ horrific, and I think it could so easily have taken me (as many would-be shamans are taken). Most psychopathology, most ‘madness’ is nothing other than a dreadful life-draining thing, and mine was no exception. But I think it might just be true to say that some cultures would make it easier than our’s to recognize how it could have a silver lining, too. If any readers have any thoughts on that, then I would welcome them to get in touch.

jeff_cumberland@yahoo.co.uk
