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Preface 

‘Know thyself ’ was a philosophical maxim inscribed in the Temple 
of Apollo, in the ancient Greek precinct of Delphi. ‘To know thyself 
is the beginning of wisdom,’ reiterated foundational philosopher 
Socrates.

But what if knowing oneself is painful and dangerous?
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Two men in trench coats approach us in the street. After some dis-
cussion, my parents tell me, as a four-year old boy, that they will go 
with these gentlemen to buy ice cream at the kiosk round the bend 
of Pannonia Street. I know the kiosk. ‘Just wait here,’ they say, ‘and 
we will bring you the ice cream.’ 

An everyday scene. A few clouds in the sky, people unhurriedly 
going about their business in an ordinary Budapest street. 

I know not to ask my parents to accompany them.
My parents don’t look back. 
They don’t come back until six weeks later, after they miracu-

lously escape a train bound for Auschwitz.
I don’t remember the scene of abandonment. More correctly, I 

did not remember this scene at all, for a long time. It was as if a 
magician had waved a wand and put me to sleep. A few shards, like 
dreams, here and there. When I woke up, the three of us were living 
in the house where we saw out the last three years of the war.

Not quite true. I hadn’t been asleep. My mind had frozen. The 
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scene was static. Waves as big as the ocean were assailing my mind 
but a huge wall fended them off. The waves were tears. The wall 
stopped my heart from tearing apart.

In those years, between four and seven, the so-called ‘magic 
years’, my mother told me stories, such as of a magician who lined his 
path with children whom he had converted into flowers. Of course, a 
miracle restored them to the children that they had been. But then, 
she repeatedly recited to me an apparently well-known poem of a 
boy who freezes beside his mother’s grave and thus joins her forever 
in death. I always cried and clung to my mother when she recited 
that poem to me. 

Magic see-sawed with reality: hunger, bombing, the ever-present 
fear of discovery that we were Jewish. A very well-founded fear, as I 
discovered later: a majority of Jews and nine-tenths of Jewish chil-
dren were being murdered in what came to be called the Holocaust.

And yet, paradoxically, my situation was relatively privileged. 
After my parents reappeared, we lived in what was for those days an 
upmarket apartment. Sure, I had to hide, pretend, act normal and 
contain my different fears, but apart from all that, during much of 
the time that could have even been boring, I had a secret luxury – I 
had time to think.

Soon after the war, when I was nine, I attempted to put my think-
ing to use. I began to write a book on war and how to prevent it. I did 
not want children in the future to suffer the way I had. I now have 
compassion for that boy who managed two and a half pages. His 
desire was insufficient. It had to be supplemented with knowledge. 

We all have our Odysseys. The lucky ones explore the world in 
line with the maturation of their bodies and minds. I have had to re-
turn in various ways to the unacknowledged vortex, the all-powerful 
absence that dominated my early life.

Not unlike Odysseus, I attempted external journeys. But, after 
all, the magical beings and monsters that had plagued the young boy 
were now internal and invisible.
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I have been lucky. First, I was granted the time promised in the 
Bible – seventy years, and if in strength, eighty years, and by further 
grace, it is now eighty years since my child mind clouded. I was given 
time to try fill the void. 

I was lucky that understanding of the mind had progressed to 
the degree that I was able to sit on the shoulders of others who had 
examined voids like mine. I was lucky that some of these pioneers 
had helped me personally on my journey. 

I was lucky that in my lifetime I could come together with others 
who had undergone similar experiences to mine, so we could share 
and learn from each other in our own special groups.

I was privileged as a helping professional to partake of other 
survivors’ until-then hidden travails, and try to make sense of them. 
I am grateful to those I helped, because they also helped me.

I learned slowly that to try to understand war, one needed to 
understand what has been called the human condition. I want to 
tell of my journey, of what I have gleaned of this human condition. 
And I want to tell how such understanding has helped heal not only 
survivors of war but survivors of all types of trauma as well.

I was always fascinated by a great disparity. Physical science had 
plumbed the mysteries of our universe, ranging from subatomic 
particles to the largest galaxies. But knowledge of the essence of 
our minds has hovered almost unchanged over millennia. We are 
still grappling with concepts of good and bad, guilt and innocence, 
fantasy and reality, pleasure and suffering, order and chaos, just as a 
few examples.

In this book I describe how my quest to understand war led me 
to find a rich, silent, three-dimensional underworld to which we are 
all, unbeknownst, subject. 

I have attempted to map and give words to this underworld. I 
utilised recent discoveries of a hidden half of the brain. I was en-
couraged that my map helped to orientate many of my traumatised 
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patients, and helped them to escape from their nightmares. 
A welcome surprise for me, too, was discovery of an opposite 

fulfilling aspect of life represented in the brain. This enabled me to 
understand varieties of happiness as well as varieties of traumas.

The world is at a crossroad. For the first time, with proper dis-
tribution, we can feed the world’s population. We needn’t fight for 
resources. Instead, we can enjoy our burgeoning inventions. And yet 
we teeter on unprecedented destruction fuelled by past perceptions 
lodged in the until-recently-unknown parts of our minds. 

If my story can provide words and sense towards knowledge in 
the see-saw between knowing and not knowing ourselves, my own 
peregrinations within our trauma-laden world will have been well 
worth it. 
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Chapter 14

Out of the Ashes

On Thursday, 15 February 1983 I was walking to my rooms across 
inner-city parkland, grateful for the verdant green which contrasted, 
as everyone was aware from the news, with burning bushland across 
the state of Victoria.

An uncomfortable feeling intruded into my gratitude as I thought 
of the distant people in the fires. I recalled the distress of ‘survivors’ 
in the recent Jumbo Jet Disaster Exercise. I recalled patients’ distress 
in the Six-Day War. I was aware of army psychiatrists administering 
acute care to psychologically wounded soldiers. In Australia, Beverly 
Raphael had provided psychological comfort to victims of a major 
train crash. I had provided acute care in the emergency department. 
Did psychiatry have a place in alleviating the distress of victims of 
the current fires? Did our hospital have a duty to try to do that?

The same afternoon, I presented these questions at our depart-
mental hospital meeting. It was agreed that an expeditionary group 
would see if there was a place for us to alleviate mental distress in 
the bushfires. 

On Saturday, 17 February, four of us – Associate Professor Steve 
Smythe, chief psychiatric nurse Pamela Norman, chief psychologist 
Hanna Bering, and myself – drove to the fire-affected mountain. 

The first signal of the disaster was not unpleasant. The smell of 
burnt wood could have come from a camp fire, or from someone 
enjoying a barbecue. But as our car turned a curve, our illusions 
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were dispelled. Smoke invaded our noses, throats and lungs, making 
us cough and splutter. We quickly wound up our windows. 

The smoke emanated from spot fires that had spread on either 
side of the road into the distance. They were only spot fires because 
the underbrush had already been burnt. We saw naked earth ex-
cept where it was covered by a thin blanket of ash swirling in the 
breeze. The pulse of the forest had ceased. No birdsong. No leaves, 
no rustling. Only bereft trees, charred and some still smoking, their 
branches reaching up beyond the haze to sunny skies. 

We passed destroyed dwellings whose fireplaces and chimneys 
were their only remnants. They seemed to proclaim retribution on 
civilisation that had prided itself on having tamed fire. 

Steve, looking pale, murmured, ‘It is amazing that only twelve 
people died here.’

We wound our way slowly up the contours of the mountain 
towards the township of Mt Macedon. The colourful gardens and 
rolling green pastures I had seen on previous weekend excursions 
were gone. We passed a line of six houses. Three were burnt and 
three were unscathed, as if the fire had arbitrarily determined who 
would burn and who would not. Nature also had a macabre sense of 
humour. Beyond flattened houses stood undamaged rotary lines, the 
dry laundry beckoning to be collected.

‘Go home,’ warned a queasiness in my guts. What was I doing 
here? Nobody asked me to come. There was no precedent of psycho-
logical interventions in bushfires.

As if in answer to my impulse, a policeman waved us down in 
front of a road block. ‘Turn back. You’re not allowed in there. It is too 
dangerous for the public.’

To my own amazement, I countered, ‘We are a medical team 
from Prince Henry’s Hospital.’

The policeman noted the Red Cross over the number plate of 
my car, and the Prince Henry’s Hospital parking sticker on the front 
window. He frowned and reluctantly waved us on. As the car turned 
a corner, Hanna and Pamela started to giggle: ‘We tricked him; we 
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got past the barrier.’ Even the Associate Professor bantered, ‘The 
Police can’t stop us.’ 

I recalled banter in the anatomy room, in operating theatres 
and the disaster exercise. Laughter eases fear and enhances morale. 
The fact that I was able to think that felt reassuring. I looked at the 
others in the car. It felt good to lead this team. I joined the banter. 
My queasiness eased.

We had arranged to visit Dr Tuck, a psychiatrist who lived in Mt 
Macedon. We thought that he would be able to appraise us of the 
situation. 

Houses on either side of his had burnt down. 
‘You are lucky to still have your house,’ we commented.
‘Yes, that’s how it is. Some burnt, others didn’t. All the churches 

burnt, all the pubs remained.’ We were to hear that irony many times, 
though what it represented was never clarified.

‘How are you?’ we asked.
‘Oh, very well, thank you. I have been going to work in town as 

usual. This has been my half day off. I’ll have to go, actually.’ Dr Tuck 
drove off without looking back.

Beth, Dr Tuck’s wife approached us. ‘There is no point you 
talking to him. He is in a different world. He acts as if nothing has 
happened. He wouldn’t know if anyone was upset. He doesn’t even 
see that I’m upset. 

‘Oh yes, the town needs you badly. You can’t imagine the hor-
ror they all went through. I’ve just come from a family who still sit 
stunned in their garden, unable to understand that they can’t enter 
their destroyed house and cook their lunch. I just took them some 
food.’

‘How are you?’
‘I cope by being active. I try to help where I can.’
We had also arranged to meet the local health workers. Four of 

them were waiting for us in the clinic. The first two expressed puz-
zlement over our appearance. ‘The population is amazingly resilient. 
Neighbours are helping each other.’ The third professional, a trainee 
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psychiatrist added, ‘I haven’t seen any psychiatric consequences.’ 
The group broke up. Jim, a male nurse, hung back. Emotionally 

intense, he described how his house had burnt down. He re-enacted 
his anguish as he described rescuing his family. 

After about ten minutes he slowed down and smiled sheepishly. 
‘Thanks. This is the first time I have spoken about this to anybody, 
even my wife. I can’t tell them,’ he indicated the space vacated by the 
others. ‘The trainee psych is from Melbourne, the others are from 
Stratton, ten miles from here. They don’t understand. They’re from 
a different world.’ Jim wheezed and coughed. ‘I don’t know; I’ve had 
this choking lately.’

I commented, ‘I noticed that you started to choke as you were 
telling us how you choked in the fires.’

Jim experimented – he choked when he thought of the fires, and 
stopped choking when he shifted his thoughts. ‘I hadn’t realised 
that,’ he commented, amazed.

We drove to a local pub. A group formed around us. 
I searched my mind. I asked the group, like I had asked Mr 

O’Donahue around a decade earlier, ‘What was the worst of it for 
you?’ 

‘You want to know what it was like?’
‘Yes.’
It was as if I had released a valve. They all talked over each other: 

‘At first I thought I was dreaming … Yeah, like a film … Yeah me too; 
at first I thought it was fireworks … The heat and the smoke were 
stifling, I thought I’d choke … I saw my shirt moving back and forth. 
I looked under it, and it was my heart heaving against my chest … 
The roar of the fire was like six air jets in the next room … The 
fireballs were as high as the sky … It was worse than the bombing of 
Singapore when the oil tanks caught fire … The fire rolled towards 
us like an avalanche … I thought we’d had it … I heard my wife 
scream …’

I heard one of the women in the group tell Hanna Bering, ‘The 
worst for me was that I couldn’t hold my sphincters.’ Another woman 
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overheard. ‘My periods went haywire … Yeah, mine too. I know a 
couple of women who had miscarriages.’ 

A farmer at an adjoining table heard and remarked, ‘The cows 
aborted their calves.’ 

Suddenly there was silence. I asked, ‘What is your greatest worry 
now?’

‘Greatest worry? I just feel so bad that my house is standing.’
‘That your house is standing?!’
Heads nodded. I could not believe it. I turned to Steve, who was 

frowning. He asked, ‘Why do you feel bad because your house is 
standing?’

‘Fred and Flo next door worked on their house for years, and 
finished it only six months ago. They were so happy when they 
moved in. It burnt down, and our old house didn’t. It just doesn’t 
make sense. It isn’t right.’ 

Another man said, ‘I wish my house had burnt. I would feel 
easier.’ More heads nodded. The first man said, ‘I offered them our 
house to stay in; that was the least I could do.’ Heads kept nodding. 
‘Me too,’ said two or three others. 

A woman in her thirties burst into the pub. ‘Oh there you are – 
the shrink team! I must talk to you.’

The publican pointed to the dining room. ‘You can talk in there.’
The woman, Sister Pamela Norman and I entered the empty 

room with her. 
‘I am Jenny’, the woman said. ‘I think I’m having a heart attack. I 

have chest pain here, and I am short of breath.’

‘Why did you come to us rather than the hospital?’

‘Because the pain started with the fires. I did everything right. 

I cleaned the gutters, hosed the outside, filled the bath and 

buckets. I fought the fire inch by inch. But everything burnt. 

Everything. My garden was my life – it is gone. The next day this 

lazy sod next door who did nothing to prepare and whose house 

was not touched, comes and commiserates. That’s when I got my 

chest pain.’
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‘You did everything, he did nothing, and his house stands and 

yours doesn’t?’

‘Exactly.’

‘You think your pain is rage, not a heart attack?’

‘Yes. Do you want to see my house? I mean the little that’s 

left of it?’

It was time for us to return home. We stopped at Jenny’s 

house on the way. 

It was rubble and ash, except for the chimney and fireplace. 

A weatherboard house next door absorbed the late afternoon 

glory. Jenny kicked desultorily into some ash. ‘This is it. This is 

my life … Here was the kitchen, here my bedroom, here the bed, 

here the bed of roses …’ She sobbed. Hanna put her arm around 

her. 

‘I feel better,’ Jenny pointed to her chest. ‘Will I see you 

again?’

‘Yes. But you must promise that you will have your heart 

checked out.’

Jenny nodded. ‘I promise.’

Paralleling the initial response of the locals in the pub, we our-
selves talked over each other on our way back. ‘Tuck behaved as if 
nothing had happened! … What about Jim’s choking? … Jenny’s 
chest pain eased as she unburdened herself … Fancy feeling guilty 
for your house still standing … The injustice: you do everything 
right, you get burnt. You do everything wrong, you’re untouched! …’

We reported to a special meeting of the Psychiatric Department. 
The department heads decided that they would help establish what 
was called an outreach service. The department would supply a ros-
ter of volunteers. We would keep professional records. I would hold 
daily debriefs of our team in the Shire Offices. 

Apart from maintaining official records of our group’s activities, 
I spoke daily into a tape recorder. My mind brimmed with observa-
tions and ideas:

We saw naked survivor guilt among those whose houses 
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survived. Survivor guilt had always puzzled me. After 
all, survivors should be glad to have survived. But here 
survivors said that the least they could do was to take in 
their homeless neighbours. Had they not done so, their 
survivor guilt would have been intolerable. So, could 
survivor guilt serve survival of the community, motivating 
the better-off to help the worse-off?

And when people added, ‘I’m alright, others are much 
worse off,’ was this nature’s way of forming a hierarchy of 
help? Which ensured survival of as many in the population 
as possible?

It was said that the bush needed fires to open seeds and 
help generation of new trees. The fires certainly opened my 
mind to new thoughts.

After returning the next day, I dictated: 

Many current physical symptoms, such as palpitations, 
choking, chest pains, faintness and exhaustion are clearly 
related to survival efforts at the time of the fires. Such 
efforts included hosing the flames or running from the 
fire, fight-or-flight responses.

But why continue to have symptoms after the fires, like 
Jim did? And was it not strange that he did not connect his 
choking to his fire experience? Yet when his attention was 
drawn to the coincidence, he ‘twigged’ and his choking 
ceased. And Jenny – her chest pains eased as she expressed 
her rage.

I jumped from one observation to another. 

Abortions – did they help survival by carrying less weight 
and saving resources?

I was excited. I couldn’t sleep. I was an explorer in a world of 
mayhem. I dictated: 

You can cover physical burns and blisters and hope that 
they will be absorbed. But in fact they can become infected 
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and form abscesses. Buried abscesses can poison the rest 
of the body. 

Similarly, mental burns and blisters can develop into 
abscesses that can poison the rest of the mind. Treatment 
then is to burst the mental blisters, help people debride 
their encounters with death, cleanse their mental wounds 
and help their minds to heal. 

Newspapers told stories of heroism, altruism and endurance: 
‘… a spirit of togetherness and generosity like in the London 

blitz! … Everyone is helping everyone else … It takes a disaster like 
this to show what we can be capable of all the time …’

I was also impressed by many examples of devotion and courage. 
Parents saved children, firemen rescued strangers, some ordinary 
people risked their lives for others. It was certainly not dog eat dog, 
or survival of the fittest. In fact, the fitter helped the weaker, even at 
risk to themselves.

Why such altruism of the stronger for the weaker? Young soldiers 
risked their lives for their communities. And I recalled the intense 
guilt of those with homes compared to the homeless.

In the end it occurred to me that such altruism could result in 
maximum survival in the community. Dying while rescuing others 
could have greater evolutionary survival benefit than the fittest just 
ensuring their own survival.

Yet there could be an untrumpeted side of the altruism coin. A 
woman complained, ‘Yes, my husband firefighter saved lives. But 
look at him now. He runs around like a chicken without its head and 
drinks himself to sleep at night.’

‘They weren’t always heroes either,’ responded another woman. ‘I 
was in a shed with three firemen, and they refused to take their turn 
hosing down the roof. They were like stunned mullets. One said, “I 
nearly died twice saving others. If I see fire again, I’ll go nuts.” They 
just curled up on the floor.’ 

I had occasion to interview these very firemen. They reported 
utter exhaustion, to the degree that they could not have moved their 
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little fingers had they wanted to. I recalled the so-called psychic 
shock or conservation-withdrawal syndrome from the Jumbo Jet 
Disaster Exercise. I recalled the occasional spontaneous appearance 
of guilt there too.

Over the days, altruism and survivor guilt gave way to anger.
‘They are still with us!’ 
‘Ensconced as if it was their home!’ 
And, ‘I tried to explain to this clerk that my mother was burnt to 

death and could not fill out the form; he just insisted that the owner 
had to fill it out!’ 

Some complained, ‘The bureaucracy is worse than the fires!’
At a debrief meeting, Hanna commented on what we had all 

noted: ‘Anger has replaced guilt, and greed and envy have replaced 
generosity to a large extent. I saw a destitute woman snatch five fry-
ing pans from a charity. She said she would trade four of them later 
for what she needed. It seems to me that current emotions serve to 
even out available resources.’ 

I dictated: 

What we deem as moral dictates serve to influence 
directions of survival activity. Guilt and shame direct 
activity towards others’ benefit. Anger, envy and greed 
direct activity towards one’s own benefit.

7

A local man had a serious motor car accident. Pamela had a minor 
one. I warned our team and the population that, being stressed, 
we had to be extra careful driving. We also needed to monitor our 
alcohol and drugs intake. We certainly drank more coffee.

Some of us were battling colds. Julie warned me that I was wear-
ing myself out. I warned that everyone needed to take some breaks.

Some of the staff rostered for Mt Macedon wanted to return to 
their hospital and private practice responsibilities. In turn, some 
hospital staff resented having to work harder, replacing our team in 
Mt Macedon.
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But a volcano of resentment blew up from an unexpected source. 
In addition to our own staff, we had involved the staff of the local 

psychiatric hospital, similar to the one I had trained at in London. 
All went well. The staff of that hospital were interested in the new 
perspectives the fires presented. 

However, Dr Llewellyn, head of that hospital, stormed into one 
of our debrief meetings, thumped the table and went red in the face. 
‘This is my area. I did not invite your hospital to stick your noses in 
here. You are here under my direction and sufferance, and when I 
say so, you will go!’

In private meetings with me, his mood fluctuated. One time, with 
tears in his eyes, he sought my comfort as he complained about how 
his superiors disliked him and wanted to be rid of him. His mood 
suddenly changed, and with his face close to mine, he threatened, 
‘You know, I could break you. I mean, I can see your weak spots and 
I could mentally break you.’

He whispered, ‘They have knives out for you. Watch out or you’ll 
be stabbed in the back.’ He drew himself up to his full height. ‘Carry 
on in the meantime. Just remember who is boss.’

And then came a dressing-down by Dr Malt, Head of the State 
Mental Health Services. He summoned me to his city office. ‘How 
dare you intrude into an area that does not belong to your hospital!’ 
And now in full rage, ‘How dare you take on a mission without 
consulting my department!?’

My own hospital heads reassured me. ‘Llewellyn took up psy-
chiatry to find some answers following his family having been killed 
in a tragic car accident. Trauma is not his strength. And the City – 
you upstaged them. Had you gone through them, you could have 
waited months for some kind of bureaucratic decision.’

Llewellyn and Malt were hamstrung as newspapers glowed about 
our work. They even attempted to absorb some of the praise.

I dictated:

Professionals bring their own past stresses and traumas into 
disaster situations, which may influence their attitudes 
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and treatments of traumatised people. Reciprocally, 
disasters may open professionals’ old wounds, with which 
they may or may not deal adaptively.

I recalled why I had been encouraged to have psychoanalysis. I 
dictated:

One needs to have dealt with one’s own traumas in order to 
be properly available to deal with others’ traumas. 

I considered that Drs Llewellyn and Malt most likely had not 
dealt with their own traumas properly. ‘Physician, heal thyself,’ was a 
maxim already pronounced in the Bible.

I dictated: 

I am so glad to have words for concepts like survival, stress 
and trauma. They make communication about the disaster 
and responses to it possible.

Our own team, and myself, are stressed. At least we can 
talk about that among ourselves, especially in our debrief 
sessions.

7

One day as I did my usual round in the shire hall, I approached a 
distressed woman. She introduced herself as Janet. I asked her what 
bothered her.

When I saw that we had to leave the house, I put [my son] Jeffrey 

into the back seat of the car. I had to drive through flames, 

crashing branches, having to watch out for other cars in the 

smoke … You can imagine my state.

Then Jeffrey screamed that he wanted to go home, we forgot 

his teddy, and what was happening to his guinea pig? I couldn’t 

take it anymore and I screamed, ‘Jeffrey I will kill you if you 

don’t shut up.’ He shut up. His teddy and guinea pig had burnt. 

I feel so bad. He won’t talk to me since. He is sitting over there. 

He won’t come to me.’

We went over to Jeffrey. I told him that I was a doctor. Could 



169

Out of the Ashes

I talk to him? Could his mother listen in? He nodded.
‘How are you, Jeffrey? I believe you and Mummy had a rough 

time.’
Jeffrey glanced at his mother. She nodded. ‘I was alright in 

the car, because I had invisible magic pills which made me stop 
thinking about fire. When Mummy screamed at me saying she 
would kill me, I was scared. So I hid on the bottom of the car. I 
thought the fires would burn me. If not, Mummy would kill me 
anyway. I took more magic pills, which helped a little.’

Janet was incredulous. She picked up Jeffrey and put him on 
her lap. ‘Go on, Jeffrey,’ she said quietly. 

‘I hated you for wanting to kill us! But then my bad thoughts 
gave you blisters, and I got scared that you would die.’ Jeffrey 
buried his head in his mother’s chest. 

Janet hugged him and cried. ‘Jeffrey, it was the fire, honey, 
not you, that caused the blisters, and they weren’t too bad. But 
Jeffrey, I would never kill you. I was driving to save us both. I 
just wanted you to stop crying because I was bumping into cars 
and I was scared.’

‘I thought you were a witch when you said you would kill me.’ 
‘I love you so much.’ They hugged and cried in each other’s 

arms. 
Jeffrey came over to me later. ‘Mummy told me to tell you 

that I feel better. She told me to hold out my hand.’ He did. 
Mother nodded to me from a queue. 

‘I am glad, Jeffrey,’ I said, shaking his hand.
I wished Llewellyn and Malt could have witnessed the scene.

I dictated: 

We must not forget the children. Distressed adults often 
screen out their children’s distress. Then children have to 
deal with their traumas on their own, in addition to the 
traumas of their agitated parents. They may have only their 
magical worlds to help them.

At the back of my mind were my parents who had screened out 
my wartime distress. 


