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Rescuing Patty Hearst

(MEMORIES FROM A DECADE GONE MAD)

✻
“Rescuing Patty Hearst [is an] unforgettable memoir. . . . Holman’s gutsy prose bespeaks her survivor’s backbone and hindsight.”


--Publishers Weekly (starred review) 

“Readers will find themselves releasing their breath only at the end of the short, remarkably taut chapters. No wonder the portion published last year in DoubleTake won a Pushcart Prize.”


--Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
Virginia Holman’s mother suffers from schizophrenia. Her mind is not beautiful.

It was 1975, one year after the Patty Hearst kidnapping fiasco and the Watergate scandal, when Holman’s mother experienced her first psychotic episode. She spirited Holman and her young sister to a family cottage in a remote location on the Virginia Peninsula. Why? In her delusional state, she believed she had been recruited as a special operative in an impending secret war. As per her “orders,” she transformed the little cottage into a MASH unit to prepare for the incoming wounded. She stockpiled clothing, shoes and painted the windows black. Family members suggested she “see somebody,” a polite southern way of saying she needed a psychiatrist. She refused. 

At first, it was easy to explain away her mother’s symptoms by the changing times--her mother was viewed as “finding herself” in the spirit of the decade. When challenged about her delusion of the secret war, she invoked the name of Martha Mitchell. At one point, her aunt, influenced by Hollywood’s smash hit movie, The Exorcist, seriously suggested an exorcism might be in order.

Holman’s mother was actively psychotic for over five years before she was talked into one brief hospitalization. She was diagnosed as suffering from “undifferentiated schizophrenia,” given medication, and sent home. But, like many severely mentally ill people, as soon as she felt better, she stopped talking her medication. Her mental state plummeted; she talked to herself day and night, bizarre conversations with the many voices she heard. She thought people were stalking her, and that the walls of the house were full of poison gas. There was nothing anyone could do to help her or her family. 

“Hair-raisingly poignant,” Rescuing Patty Hearst is a “disturbing but luminous memoir”  (Publishers Weekly) of a daughter marked by her mother’s illness, of one family’s struggle to love and care for a desperately ill woman in a mental health care system more concerned with protecting a patient’s “rights” rather than halting the course of her pernicious and dangerous disease.  

“Devastating, gorgeous, triumphant, and beautifully, beautifully written. This book is a somersault out of a dark and terrifying childhood.” --Augusten Burroughs, Running with Scissors 

About the Author:

VIRGINIA HOLMAN grew up in rural and central Virginia.  She earned her MFA from the University of North Carolina at Greensboro and worked for a while in the editorial department of Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill.  She has also worked as a teacher of creative writing at public schools, community women’s centers, and hospices.  From 1999 to 2001, she was the writer in residence at Duke University Medical Center, where her work with long-term patients was featured in the national media.  In addition, she has contributed essays and short stories to DoubleTake, Redbook, Self, and the Washington Post.  In 2001, a portion of Rescuing Patty Hearst appeared in DoubleTake under the title “Homesickness” and won a Pushcart Prize.  She lives in Durham, North Carolina, with her husband and her son.                  
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Meet Virginia Holman, 

Author of RESCUING PATTY HEARST

When I was a teenager in the early eighties, right after my mother was diagnosed with schizophrenia, I scanned the library for books. What was schizophrenia? I didn’t know anyone who had it—or that admitted to it. What I found at my local library were books that talked about the various theories as to why schizophrenia developed. Mostly there were outdated books that either looked at schizophrenia like it was the patient’s mother’s fault or that it was utterly hopeless and untreatable or that it was some sort of mangled gift—like hearing the voices of angels and that propelled people toward creativity.  I didn’t find any of these books helpful. They didn’t talk about what it was really like to live with someone with this atrocious disease or how to cure it. What good were these books to me?

In every library and bookstore I entered over the next twenty years, I looked for books on schizophrenia and about children or siblings with family members who were afflicted with schizophrenia. I came across  precious few. On Oprah in the late eighties, I recall watching a story of a young woman whose sister had schizophrenia. Her life with her sister had been hell; her sister’s life had been hell. Like so many severely mentally ill people, this woman’s sister became homeless and eventually disappeared. Then, one day, the woman saw her sister on the way to somewhere else, recognized her, and walked by, just like everyone else. The sane sister was deeply ashamed and aggrieved by her callous action, but I understood it completely. In a world that provided almost no help to family members trying to help their ill loved ones-- there are too many mothers and daughters, fathers and sons, brothers and sisters like the woman I saw. After the show, I asked myself, what would I do if I were in that woman’s shoes? I understood what it was to try to get an ill family member proper medical help only to wind up feeling abandoned and ashamed and beyond hope. And I knew what it felt like to get away from my mother and her schizophrenia and to taste freedom. Her story scared me and clawed at me like Sophie’s choice in the novel.  

Soon after, I began looking around for stories like hers and mine. I flipped through card catalogs until my fingers were numb. Nothing. I found personal accounts of schizophrenia and books of how to live with someone who had schizophrenia but they didn’t speak to the horror that was my life with my mother’s untreated and then under-treated illness. I longed to know that my life wasn’t so rare—after all, a full one percent of the world population has schizophrenia. That’s 60 million people.  And no books that spoke to my experience? In everything I wrote as a student, I think I was probably trying to tell the story of what growing up with my mother was like.

It wasn’t until after the birth of my son that I really began to be able to write fully about how my mother’s illness shaped my life and my family’s life. I suppose I had to become a mother and learn to mother my child in order to both detach from the intensity of my childhood and, paradoxically, become closer to my mother. I was finally able to look back while staying grounded in my present life. 

Last year I spoke at a psychiatric conference with Joanne Greenberg, whose renowned novel I Never Promised You A Rose Garden, was a thinly veiled fiction about her descent and recovery from schizophrenia. She spoke so powerfully. After I spoke, we chatted for a few minutes and I told her how very happy I was that she had recovered and how rare it was to recover. I also told her how sad I was knowing that my mother would never be well.  She paused, looked down, and then said. “I think it always harder for the family members than it is for the ill person.” I felt tears in my eyes. No one had ever expressed this to me and it meant the world to me to have my family’s suffering treated with such kindness and dignity.

I wrote this book for myself, for the woman who walked past her disheveled sister, and for those who have a loved one with schizophrenia and felt abandoned by the psychiatric and legal systems currently in effect.

I hope it makes a family member’s life someone else’s life a little bit easier. 
Virginia Holman on Tour

Raleigh/Durham


(On going)




Wednesday, March 5th 






Speaking & Signing at the Regulator @ 7:00 p.m.






Friday, March 7th 






Speaking & Signing at Quail Ridge @ 7:30 p.m.






Saturday, March 8th 






Speaking & Signing at McIntyre’s @ 11:00 a.m.






Wednesday, April 9th 






Speaking & Signing at Barnes & Noble (Durham) @ 7:30 p.m.






Saturday, April 12th





Speaking & Signing at Duke University @ 2:00 p.m.

Greensboro



Tuesday, March 11th 






Speaking & Signing at Barnes & Noble @ 7:00 p.m.
Charlotte



Thursday, March 12th 






Speaking & Signing at Park Road Books @ 7:00 p.m.
Washington DC


Tuesday, March 18th 






Speaking & Signing at Borders (14th St.) @ 7:00 p.m.
Atlanta



Tuesday, March 25th 






Speaking & Signing at Chapter 11 (Ansley Mall) @ 7:00 p.m.
Boston



Wednesday, March 26th 






Speaking & Signing at Newtonville Books @ 7:30 p.m.
Chicago



Friday, March 28th 





Speaking & Signing at Transition Bookplace @ 7:00 p.m.
San Francisco


Tuesday, April 1st  


Speaking & Signing at Clean Well Lighted @ 7:00 p.m.
Portland



Wednesday, April 2nd 






Speaking & Signing at Powell’s @ 7:30 

Seattle



Thursday, April 3rd 






Speaking & Signing at University Bookstore @ 7:00 p.m.

Richmond



Monday, April 7th





Speaking & Signing at Fountain Bookshop @ 6:00 p.m.






Tuesday, April 8th 






Speaking & Signing at Barnes & Nobles (Glen Allen) @ 7:00 p.m.
Ashville 



Thursday, April 10th 






Speaking & Signing at Malaprops @ 7:00 p.m. 

Wilmington



Thursday, April 17th 






Speaking & Signing at Bristol Books @ 7:00 p.m.

A Conversation with Virginia Holman

A piece of RESCUING PATTY HEARST was originally published in DoubleTake and won a Pushcart Prize. Can you describe how you came to expand the essay into a full-length work?

I had probably been working on telling this story in everything I had written since I began writing. I was engaged off and on for a number of years writing a novel based on these experiences—but this story refused to work as fiction for me, despite the fact that many first novels are near pure autobiography. I am cursed with a perhaps unfortunate amount of earnestness. When I first spoke with the woman who would later become my agent she asked if I had ever considered writing this material as nonfiction and I said "Absolutely not! I couldn’t do that. Especially to my family." I felt it would be some sort of betrayal to tell some of our secrets. But soon after that conversation I began writing short essays about my experiences and—with great fear—showing them to my family. I suppose deep down I thought that I'd be cast out, but instead they were immensely kind and supportive of the endeavor. And that's why the book exists. I could never have published this book—there’s so much pain and exposure involved in telling a story like this—without the generosity of spirit of my father, sister, and husband. 
The DoubleTake essay came about rather suddenly. About four years ago the house two doors down from ours was suddenly burned to charcoal timbers in a terrifying fire set by angry drug dealers. The tenants, who had made the mistake of trying to steal from the dealers, were taken elsewhere and murdered. It was extremely upsetting, but watching the house turn into a "crime scene" and then just a sad burned frame of a house. The tenants' family would periodically drive by and just stare at the house from their car. Their grief, their need to understand, ignited my grief for my family home in the fictionally named Kechotan. I wrote an essay yoking together my childhood grief with the charred house two doors down, an essay named "Homesickness." The acquiring editor at DoubleTake, a young man named David Rowell, later prodded me to write a book. Then I finally began the painful and exhilarating task of writing this book. 


RESCUING PATTY HEARST invokes in its title a cultural icon—and the decade of her heyday, the 1970s. How did you go about choosing the words and images to so genuinely reconstruct the ethos of the period? 

Pure memory and a lot of "oldies radio." (How did all the songs I love wind up on oldies stations?)

The seventies were a mess, a loud, glittery wonderful mess. We had Woodward and Bernstein. A corrupt president was removed from office (imagine that happening now!) John Travolta worked at a paint shop in Saturday Night Fever and lived his dream of disco king at night. Valerie Bertenelli and McKenzie Phillips lived with their single mom in a wholly unglamorous apt in “One Day at a Time”. Things weren't perfect and as a culture we seemed to be trying to take a look at that. Now we have “Frazier” and Home Alone movies and “Friends”, where people live in homes and dress in ways that are wildly beyond their means and create and nurture perverse expectations of life. 

In the seventies, to my eight year old mind, the SLA, this weird group, kidnapped an heiress and tried, in their very wrongheaded way, to create change for more people. Seeing Patty Hearst as a gun toting bank robber was empowering. Growing up, understanding her story as an adult, I see how much her story, the seventies, and my family's story was very much a story of identity, captivity, and what it means to truly choose a way of life.

You have such vivid memories. Did you write with the aid of a childhood diary, or purely through self-reflection? 

I’ve kept diaries over the years, and used them. But memory and interviewing family members helped me the most as I reconstructed my experience. I had several conversations with my father where we disagreed with each other or found we were confused about what happened. And interviews where my sister recounted experiences that I didn’t recall or when I wasn’t present. I decided to bring those moments into the book itself. Why not? Memoir and memory is a faulty and fractured thing—it seemed truthful to present it as such on the page.

The decision to split alternate your narration between past and present is a daring one. How did you finesse the tone between your child and adult perspectives? 

I don't know how daring it is—to me it seemed the most honest way to write a memoir. The past is always in fragments, as is the present, and the future is up for grabs. I wrote RESCUING PATTY HEARST in alternating voices mainly because those are the voices I had in me: the captive child trying to escape and understand, and also, unfortunately, later, as an adult still captive to my past, trying to somehow understand what had happened to my family and why. People ask me if writing the book was cathartic. The answer is no. Catharsis means you cast something out and walk away from it. Life isn't that way, at least mine isn't. Writing this book helped me integrate my past and my present, to accept it and to speak of it unashamed.


Particularly inspiring are the passages that detail the safe haven offered by books and reading. Would you prescribe literature for anyone going through a troubled time? 

Well, I am not a doctor, so I can't write scrips. But I recommend books for anyone at anytime. I am a compulsive reader. As a girl I adored the “Can This Marriage Be Saved” series and “Drama in Real Life” series in Ladies Home Journal and Readers' Digest, respectively. But books were it--they become like friends. Some of my favorites are William Trevor’s stories, Pat Barker’s Regeneration trilogy, Eric Larsen’s An American Memory and I  Am Zoe Handke, Steven Millhauser, Mary Kay Blakely, Hugh Nissenson, Art Spiegelman, Erma Bombeck, Ayun Halliday, Ben Okri, Rick Bragg, Anna Quindlen, David Sedaris, Roddy Doyle, William Stafford, Lousia May Alcott, Pauline Kael, Anthony Lane, Los Bros Hernandez, Vivian Gornick…


Your book describes the roller coaster of events and emotions that is life with a mentally ill person. "I want to say that our lives in Kechotan were awful and horrible all the time," you write. "But the truth is that there were days it wasn't so bad, and even times it was flat-out fun." How are you hoping readers who have been through similar experiences will respond to the book? 

I think the dread of living with someone who is chronically psychotic is hideous.  But as an 8 year old, I wasn't fully aware of everything that was happening. A secret war was kind of fun. Like some girl version of “Jonny Quest”.  And when my mother seemed to go into remissions and we were functioning as a family were fun--as were the times I spent with my cousins. Life is never just suffering and pain. But an awful lot of the time my life felt like it was either pure dread or joy. One extreme naturally provokes the other, I suppose.

I hope readers who are unfortunate enough to go through an experience like mine will find some comfort in knowing they are not alone. Many of the newer medications have been helpful to folks afflicted with severe psychotic illnesses and their families. There are plenty of people who have had psychotic episodes and chronic mental illness who work and love and function just fine. You’d never know they had a problem unless they told you. However, there are also plenty of folks not getting the help they need because the old and vague laws my family faced that required "danger to oneself or others" prior to any intervention are still required. So if you are faced with a loved one threatening to hurt someone else, it is often not enough to get them help. 

The plain truth is that you cannot reason with someone who is actively psychotic--their brains are functioning in such a way that impairs their ability to make decisions. So many patients who might get better with the proper medication and help are left to suffer and die. And their family members, doctors, and lawyers are forced to watch helplessly as this sort of tragedy plays out over and over again. The laws in many states are simply inhumane. 

The book includes letters your mother wrote to you, detailing reality as she experienced it. Sometimes shocking, sometimes moving, these letters invite the reader into deeply personal terrain. How did you sacrifice your own privacy for the sake of emotional honesty?

I think if you decide to write a memoir about hard times, you ought to be sacrificing your privacy. You have no business even attempting the form if you’re not willing to put yourself out there naked--beautiful and ugly and sick and struggling. I liken a green memoir-writer (and this may be a poor comparison) to a young gung-ho soldier going to war. You just don’t know what you’re getting into when you start. You think you do, but soon enough you find out you don't know jack about where you've been or where you're gonna wind up. I was lucky enough during the writing of this to have a great agent and wonderful editor and a whole lot of dear friends and family to keep my head on straight through some terrifically rough spots. 

For many years you denied your own experience.  You write: "I was just busy trying to get through those years--these were questions I had never had time to ask." How did you come to face the questions of your past?

I felt I had no choice but to face them—they wouldn’t leave me alone. I felt awful all the time as a young woman. As Ellen Gilchrist has written, "You are only as sick as your secrets." Writing my truth was my treatment.

Some Facts about Schizophrenia

Schizophrenia is a cruel disease. The lives of those affected are often chronicles of constricted experiences, muted emotions, missed opportunities, unfulfilled expectations. It leads to a twilight existence, a twentieth-century underground man... It is in fact the single biggest blemish on the face of contemporary American medicine and social services; when the social history of our era is written, the plight of persons with schizophrenia will be recorded as having been a national scandal."
—E. Fuller Torrey, M.D., Surviving Schizophrenia
· An estimated 2.2 million Americans today and 60 million worldwide suffer from schizophrenia. The National Advisory Mental Health Council estimates that 40 percent of these individuals are not receiving treatment on any given day. 

· Recent studies have shown that about half of those individuals with schizophrenia have acutely impaired self-awareness of their illness; there is no self-recognition of the illness because their brain disease has affected the frontal-lobe circuits necessary for complete self-awareness. These individuals do not realize that the hallucinations, delusions, paranoia and withdrawal they are experiencing are in fact symptoms of their illness. Those people with untreated serious brain disorders who lack insight might really believe that the CIA implanted electrodes in their brains or that their neighbors are shooting rays into their homes in an effort to control them. 

· People with untreated psychiatric illnesses comprise one-third, or 200,000 people, of the estimated 600,000 homeless population. The quality of life for these individuals is abysmal. Many are victimized regularly. A recent study has found that 28 percent of homeless people with previous psychiatric hospitalizations obtained some food from garbage cans and eight percent used garbage cans as a primary food source. 

· People with untreated serious brain disorders comprise approximately 16 percent of the total jail and prison inmate population, or nearly 300,000 individuals. These individuals are often incarcerated with misdemeanor charges, but sometimes with felony charges, caused by their psychotic thinking. People with untreated psychiatric illnesses spend twice as much time in jail than non-ill individuals and are more likely to commit suicide. 

· Violent episodes by individuals with untreated mental illness have risen dramatically, now accounting for an estimated 1,000 homicides annually in the United States. 

· According to a 1994 Department of Justice Statistics Special Report, "Murder in Families," 4.3 percent of homicides committed in 1988 were by people with a history of untreated mental illness. The report also found:
- of spouses killed by spouse - 12.3 percent of defendants had a history of untreated mental illness;
- of children killed by parent - 15.8 percent of defendants had a history of untreated mental illness;
- of parents killed by children - 25.1 percent of defendants had a history of untreated mental illness; and
- of siblings killed by sibling - 17.3 percent of defendants had history of untreated mental illness. 

· Yet people with severe mental illness who are in treatment are no more likely to be violent than members of the general population. 

· Violence is but one tragic result of untreated brain disorders. Other consequences are homelessness, victimization, imprisonment, suicide, acts of aggression upon family members, and increased economic costs to society. 

· Recent studies have confirmed that the association between violence and untreated brain disorders continues to be widespread:
- A 1998 MacArthur Foundation study found that individuals with serious brain disorders committed twice as many acts of violence in the period immediately prior to their hospitalization, when they were not taking medication, compared with the post-hospitalization period when most of them were receiving assisted treatment. (The study showed a 50 percent reduction in rate of violence among those treated for their illness. Roughly 15.8 percent of individuals with a severe brain disease committed an act of violence prior to hospitalized treatment, compared with only 7.9 percent of these same individuals post-treatment.) 
- In 1992, sociologist Henry Steadman studied individuals discharged from psychiatric hospitals. He found that 27 percent of released patients reported at least one violent act within four months of discharge. 
- Another 1992 study, by Bruce Link of Columbia University School of Public Health, reported that ill individuals living in the community were three times as likely to use weapons or to "hurt someone badly" as the general population. 
- A 1990 study of families with a seriously ill loved one reported that 11 percent of the ill individuals had physically assaulted another person in the previous year. 

· There are three primary predictors of violence, including: 
- History of past violence, whether or not a person has a serious brain disorder; 
- Drug and alcohol abuse, whether or not a person has a serious braindisorder; and 
- Failure to take medication. 

· Other indicators of potential violence include: 
- Neurological impairment; 
- Type of delusions (i.e., paranoid delusions - feeling that others are out to harm the individual and a feeling that their mind is dominated by forces beyond their control or that thoughts are being put in their head); and 
- Type of hallucinations (i.e., command hallucinations).  

· Although failure to take medication is one of the top three predictors of violence, civil rights lawyers have continuously expanded the rights of those with a lack of insight into their illness to refuse to take medication. Past history of violence is another major predictor of violent behavior, yet in many states these same civil rights attorneys have restricted testimony regarding past episodes of violence in determining the present need for hospitalization and assisted treatment. 

Advanced Praise for

Rescuing Patty Hearst

By Virginia Holman
“Devastating, gorgeous, triumphant and beautifully, beautifully written. This 

book is a somersault out of a dark and terrifying childhood.”

--Augusten Burroughs, author of Running with Scissors
“Bravo to Virginia Holman for writing honestly and bravely of how illness can cripple an entire family. A testament to the power of love and the enduring human spirit, this brilliant memoir should be required reading for everybody.”

--Lee Smith, author of The Last Girls

“Rescuing Patty Hearst will suck you up and spit you out, whisk you away and bring you back, take your breath and then some. Rarely does something like this come along--an extraordinary story written extraordinarily well.”


--Clyde Edgerton, author of Raney and Where Trouble Sleeps 

“This brilliant, frightening memoir deserves a literary shelf all its own. That Virginia Holman survived growing up in the care of a schizophrenic mother with her feet firmly planted and her heart in the right place is miraculous. She skillfully depicts mental illness at its cruelest, without judgment or anger, and ultimately with a lot of acceptance, love, and an endearing sense of humor.”


--Jill McCorkle, author of Crash Diet and Final Vinyl Days
“Rescuing Patty Heart is filled with potent images of family life, ghost children, refugees, secret armies. That it's a true story, and that Virginia Holman can write it now with such clarity and generosity, is astonishing.”

--Haven Kimmel, author of A Girl Named Zippy and The Solace of Leaving Early
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