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I didn't know I was on the autistism spectrum until my wife's cousin, a therapist with a Ph.D. in 
psychology, suggested I read a book she had in her library on Temple Grandin. Grandin was a high 
functioning autistic woman who invented a new method for calming cattle as they are corralled for 
shipment to meat processing plants. She did this by examining the cow's environment from their 
perspective, something that requires tremendous empathy not to mention powers of observation. The 
upshot is that everything I thought I knew about autism was wrong. And since then, psychologists have 
come to realize that Asperger's Syndrome (no longer called that when it was discovered that Asperger 
was a rabid Nazi), is a manifestation of a connected set of disorders lying on a spectrum of severity. 

The idea that ASD manifests itself universally as a personality disorder in which the individual lacks 
the ability to understand the feelings of others is only partially correct. In fact, it has recently been 
discovered that such individuals have the capacity for great empathy, but generally lack the ability to 
express these emotions or to communicate such feelings. On a positive note, the ability to 
communicate can be taught, and it is now recognized that early diagnosis and intervention are key in 
helping autistic children connect to the world. One highlight of recent research on the subject is that 
children with autism have a hypersensitive nervous system. Touch, sound, light are amplified to 
painful levels causing them to react accordingly. 

Back in the '50s and '60s none of this was known. My middle brother Jamie did not want to be hugged 
by mom and turned away from her when she tried. He was problematic in his behavior and eventually 
my parents took him to a psychologist who decided that his problem was anger and frustration over his 
inability to express himself and his inability to make friends, and frustration with his little brother (me) 
who outshone him in some ways and taunted him mercilessly. On the other hand, he had a tremendous 
memory which he used mostly for baseball statistics; unfortunately this did not translate into school 
success since knowledge and application of knowledge are two different things. But I had my own 
problems which manifested starting at age 4 when I entered nursery school. I was fine the first day, but 
that was because my mother stayed with me the entire time. But the second day I looked up from the 
jigsaw puzzle I was working on and she was gone. I had a total meltdown and wrapped my arms 
around the teacher's legs and wouldn't let go for a long time. During the next few weeks I refused to 
socialize with any of the other children and spent hour after hour, day after day, doing jigsaw puzzles 
and otherwise sitting quietly by myself. Finally my mother asked me if I wanted to stay at home, and I 
only went back to school the next year for Kindergarten. 

Things started to improve for me and I began playing normally with some of the other little boys. Then 
there was Virginia. I was fascinated by her at first because she sat on a rocking chair all day and didn't 
talk at all. I felt sorry for her, and maybe saw myself in her as well, so I would spend some time every 
day pushing her on the rocker, which I could tell she liked because she didn't object. Until one day I 
suddenly realized I was bored with her, so I gave her a great big push and ran off to play with the boys. 
It never occurred to me that there was something wrong with her, and in retrospect she might have 
experienced some kind of trauma. 

So, time went by and my own behavior at home became a bit strange. I was extremely hyperactive at 
times and I found it difficult to talk to adults. At times I could be annoyingly outgoing, but at others 
increasingly wrapped up in my own world. People constantly asked me why I was so quiet, but I had 
no answer. This became more and more severe, even debilitating. I finally started to crack my shyness 



in graduate school in my 20s when I found I had no choice. It abated gradually from that point until I 
became a teacher which changed the equation entirely. But even to this day I am awkward with small 
talk, and people who are aware of these things understand that I will never be at ease socially. It turns 
out that some people like that about me, including my wife who can't stand glib, charming men. 

Well, it turns out that my shyness was related to a condition called “social anxiety”. I had it to the 
extreme. I knew something was wrong when one day in high school geometry class I decided to test 
myself by measuring my pulse when I raised my hand to answer a question. Waiting until the teacher 
was looking at a different part of the room, I lifted my arm and found that my heart rate skyrocketed. 
When I lowered my arm, my heart rate immediately slowed to normal. I repeated this several times 
with the same result. At that point I had some evidence that something weird was going on which 
explained why my heart would beat out of my chest and my mind would go blank whenever I called 
attention to myself. It didn't occur to me at the time that these were signs of a panic disorder because I 
didn't actually feel afraid. 

I also had difficulty with my concentration. Like social anxiety, this is common in people with ASD. It 
was difficult for me to listen to my teachers for any length of time. I liken this to adults in the Peanuts 
animated cartoons who sound like trumpets, “Wah-wah”. Part of the deal was that I was very 
intelligent and I couldn't stand the way teachers spent so much time introducing and explaining their 
topic instead of getting right to the point. For example, when the teacher was teaching addition, instead 
of listening to her I spent the period counting from one to 500, then starting over. When we had the 
quiz on the subject I had no idea how to add, so I raised my hand to summon the student teacher. She 
quickly showed me the finger method and I was able to do the first problem. She also showed me how 
to do the second problem when I asked. Then I realized I had a good thing going. But the teacher put 
the kibosh on that when she noticed what I was doing. However, by that time I had mastered the 
technique and easily passed the quiz. So I learned during the quiz, and this became a pattern for a 
while. But my grades were mediocre in all subjects, and finally in 7th grade my father asked me if 
wanted to go to college. I nodded. He said, “Well, you're going to have to do better than that”. And 
that's all the push I needed. Gradually I learned how to concentrate and study, and my grades improved 
from Bs and Cs to mostly As in high school. I discovered that I had unusual powers to memorize 
information when Mr. Levine in junior high health class gave us a list of 100 names of scientists and 
doctors with what they were known for, along with associated dates and a few paragraphs of other 
information. He then announced, without any teaching going on I might add, that we were going to be 
tested on all of it tomorrow. I went home not believing him for a moment. The next morning I woke to 
the fact that he was serious and over breakfast and the bus ride to school I committed the whole thing to
memory, in panic mode. I had a perfect score, but by the following day I had forgotten everything. 
From that point on, though, I became a master at test cramming. That was one of my superpowers. 

I had another special ability – writing. From 5th grade on I wrote wilderness fiction and science fiction 
stories. For my age I was incredibly precocious. In fact, my dad thought I had copied one of my 
stories and although he said many years later that he had openly accused me of plagiarism, I probably 
wasn't paying attention. Anyway, he said he felt badly about that for years. Along that line, I did have 
a social studies teacher in 8th grade who thought I had copied a 10 page paper on the Philadelphia 
Constitutional Convention of 1787, but she couldn't prove it so she gave me a compromise grade of B-.
She didn't believe that a kid my age could write like that. Because I was in my selective mutism stage, 
I wasn't able to tell her that I had read a 250 page book on the subject (“Miracle in Philadelphia”) from 
cover to cover, word for word, to prepare myself to write the paper. When I realized I didn't remember 
enough to write (it didn't occur to me to take notes), I read the entire book a second time. Then I wrote 
the paper. When I read the paper many years later (I saved things like that), I couldn't understand how 



the teacher could possibly have confused my writing with the polished work of a professional historical
writer; it was clearly unprofessional, although possibly at the level of a second year college student. 




