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Praise for

BIZARRE

“Bizarre is a collection of stories of how the brain can create zombies, cult members, extra limbs, instant musicians, and overnight accents, to name a few of the mind-scratching cases. After reading this book, you will walk away with a greater appreciation for this bizarre organ. If you are a fan of Oliver Sacks’ books, you’re certain to be a fan of Dingman’s Bizarre.”

—Allison M. Wilck, PhD, Researcher and Assistant Professor of Psychology, Eastern Mennonite University

“Through case studies of both exceptional people as well as those with disorders, Bizarre takes us on a fascinating journey in which we learn more about what is going on in our skull.”

—William J. Ray, PhD, Emeritus Professor of Psychology, The Pennsylvania State University, author, Introduction to Psychological Science, Research Methods for Psychological Science, and Abnormal Psychology

“A unique combination of storytelling and scientific explanation that appeals to the brain novice, the trained neuroscientist, and everyone in between. Dingman explores some of the most fascinating and mysterious expressions of human behavior in a style that is case study, dramatic novel, and introductory textbook all rolled into one.”

—Alison Kreisler, PhD, Neuroscience Instructor, California State University, San Marcos

“Dingman brings the history of neuroscience back to life and weaves in contemporary ideas seamlessly. Readers will come along for the ride of a really interesting read and accidentally learn some neuroscience along the way.”

—Erin Kirschmann, PhD, Associate Professor of Psychology & Counseling, Immaculata University

“Bizarre is one of those rare reads that presents true neuroscientific information in a genuinely accessible manner. Dingman’s entertaining writing style crossed with his depth of knowledge on the subject is sure to make this book a valuable asset to both the novice and the practiced scientist alike.”

—Kate Anderson, PhD, Associate Professor of Psychology, Presbyterian College
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INTRODUCTION

At about 11:40 a.m. on a hot, cloudless August day, 25-year-old Charles Whitman took the elevator to the top floor of the Main Building at the University of Texas (UT) at Austin. It was 1966, and at that time the Main Building, known simply as “the Tower” to students and locals, was the second tallest building in Austin—rising 307 feet into the Texas sky from the center of the UT campus.

Whitman was an Eagle Scout, ex-Marine, and a UT student—a six-foot-tall, muscular, blond-haired man who was generally well liked. He used his university ID to get past a security guard, who let him wheel an army-style footlocker on a dolly into the tower. Unbeknownst to the guard, the footlocker contained an arsenal of weapons.

Whitman reached the 27th floor, then took three steep half-flights of stairs up to the observation deck, which wraps around the 28th floor of the tower. When he got to the reception area of the observation deck, he was greeted by the receptionist, 51-year-old Edna Townsley. He immediately attacked her, fatally injuring her with a blow to the back of the head—probably delivered with the butt of his rifle. Minutes later, a group of visitors arrived to take in the views of the city available from the tower. Whitman fired at them with a sawed-off shotgun, killing two and critically injuring two others.

[image: University of Texas yearbook photo of Charles Whitman.]
Charles Whitman as he appeared in the 1963 edition of the University of Texas student yearbook.

Then Whitman stepped out onto the observation deck, opened the footlocker, and spread his arsenal out on the floor. He had a collection of pistols and rifles and about 700 rounds of ammunition. Whitman selected a rifle that was designed for long-range accuracy. At 11:48 a.m., he began shooting at people walking on the UT campus hundreds of feet below.

His first shot ripped through the stomach of a pregnant woman, Claire Wilson, immediately killing her unborn son. As Claire fell to the ground, her boyfriend rushed to her to see what was wrong; he was shot in the back and died instantly. Whitman’s next three victims were a physics professor, a Peace Corps trainee, and an undergraduate student.

That was all in the first 10 minutes of Whitman’s terroristic onslaught. He continued his random attacks on the passersby below for over an hour and a half before police stormed the tower and shot him dead. When it was over, Whitman had killed 14 people (including Claire Wilson’s unborn child) and injured more than 30 others. Another student, whose kidney had been severely damaged from one of Whitman’s rounds, died in 2001; his death was ruled a homicide.

Of course, the first question on everyone’s mind after such a tragedy is: Why? What would lead an architectural engineering student who many considered a “nice guy” to commit this heinous crime?

When police began investigating, more horrific details came to light. Whitman had also used a large hunting knife to kill his mother and his wife in the early morning hours on the day of the shooting.

While searching Whitman’s home, police found a note Whitman had typed on a typewriter the night before the attack. In it, Whitman seemed to be trying to make sense of his homicidal urges. He wrote:


I don’t really understand myself these days. I am supposed to be an average reasonable and intelligent young man. However, lately (I can’t recall when it started) I have been a victim of many unusual and irrational thoughts. These thoughts constantly recur, and it requires a tremendous mental effort to concentrate on useful and progressive tasks … After my death I wish that an autopsy would be performed on me to see if there is any visible physical disorder. I have had some tremendous headaches in the past and have consumed two large bottles of Excedrin in the past three months.1



Whitman’s wish for an autopsy was granted the day after his death. Although Whitman’s case was already an intriguing one for sociologists and criminologists, the autopsy caused Whitman to be thrust to the forefront of debates on the brain and behavior. For, when doctors examined Whitman’s brain, they found a large tumor impacting a structure called the amygdala, which plays an important role in emotional regulation. (We’ll talk more about the amygdala in the chapters to come.)

This discovery prompted some to attribute Whitman’s homicidal behavior to the presence of the brain tumor. Indeed, it seems plausible that Whitman’s tumor could have influenced his amygdala in such a way as to cause unexpected personality changes, potentially leading to his vile actions.*

Others, however, are not so quick to blame Whitman’s tumor for his crimes. Despite the accounts of Whitman being likable, he had a temper that sometimes frightened his wife, and he admitted to physically attacking her on two occasions. At the time of the shooting, he was also dangerously abusing amphetamine. It wasn’t uncommon for him to stay awake for days taking large doses of the drug, behavior that increases the likelihood of violent outbursts—and can even cause someone to lose touch with reality.

Regardless, Whitman’s case is interesting from a neuroscientific perspective because neuroscientists know we cannot rule out the possibility that his killing spree was attributable to effects caused by his brain tumor. In fact, there are countless other cases throughout history where tumors, strokes, brain damage, and the like led to changes in personality that made the individual barely recognizable to those around them.

Probably the most famous of these is the case of Phineas Gage, a railroad foreman who in 1848 accidentally caused a small explosion that propelled a 3-foot-7-inch, 13-pound metal rod toward his head. The rod was tapered at one end, and it entered Gage’s face below his left cheekbone, traveled through his skull, carved a hole in his brain, and exited from the top of his cranium with great force, landing some 75 feet away. Amazingly, Gage survived the accident and—after a period of several weeks where his prognosis was grim—eventually recovered almost all of his physical abilities except for sight in his left eye.

What happened next is disputed, as there are very few confirmed details of Gage’s post-accident life (much of his later biography is based on hearsay). As the story goes, Gage’s friends and family claimed the old Gage was lost forever after the accident. Previously responsible and conscientious, the post-injury Gage was reported to be impulsive, unscrupulous, and profane. He was unable to regain his position at the railroad due to his personality changes, and he spent the next 12 years working odd jobs—including a stint at P.T. Barnum’s American Museum in New York, where he put himself on exhibit with the rod that caused his injury. He eventually died in 1860 during a seizure that was likely related to the brain trauma he suffered in his accident.
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Phineas Gage holding the metal rod that was propelled through his skull and brain after an explosion in 1848.

The tale of Phineas Gage has become about as close to neuroscience mythology as you can get, with the details of his personality changes being embellished over the years to suit the intentions of whoever is telling the story. Nevertheless, Gage is frequently held up as an example of how the integrity of our brain determines who we are at the most fundamental level, and how disruptions to brain function can drastically alter the core elements of our personality.

Gage’s and Whitman’s cases are intriguing, but they’re also surrounded by controversy because many of the details (about both their behavior and their brains) remain uncertain. In this book, however, we’ll examine a number of lesser-known—but more precisely documented—cases of people who, because of some deleterious influence on their brain, had their typical experience with the world categorically transformed. But the resultant changes we’ll explore involve much more than just personality. Instead, we’ll focus on the strange—indeed, the downright most peculiar—consequences that can appear due to abnormalities in brain function. You’ll meet patients who endure unwelcome additions to their mental life, such as the sense that their body has transformed into that of another species, the belief that they are no longer living, or the occurrence of hallucinations so vivid they put the strongest psychedelic drugs to shame. Others have lost critically important faculties, like the ability to recognize the faces of people they’ve known all their lives, the capacity to distinguish between a mirror and the real world, or the capability to form any type of image in their head.

While most of the unusual phenomena I’ll discuss in this book are brought about by some adverse effect on the brain—such as trauma, a tumor, infection, stroke, or psychiatric condition—others are not the result of disorders at all. Instead, they are curious manifestations of an otherwise normal brain—the far end of the spectrum of human behavior. A few are even commonplace behaviors that all of us exhibit to some degree—often without awareness that we do, or at least without a good understanding of why. Indeed, you may be surprised to learn some of the weird things your brain does on a daily basis, seemingly without your cognizance or consent.

In fact, the only shared characteristic of all the behaviors I’ll discuss in this book is that they are exceedingly strange, and the brain is held responsible for them. They represent what I consider to be the oddest collection of curiosities to emerge from the brain, and, if nothing else, they can be used as compelling evidence that the human brain is a powerful—but incredibly bizarre—organ.

If you don’t hold this opinion already, then by the end of the book you likely will. In each chapter, I’ll introduce a collection of extraordinary brain-related phenomena with a common theme. As examples, I’ll use descriptions of real individuals—usually (but not always) patients with a particular medical condition—who exhibit some outlandish behavior. Often, I’ve fictionalized minor details of these cases. For example, I’ve frequently given anonymous patients names to make it easier to talk about them. (I’ve attempted to make these names appropriately suited to the region in which the case was documented, in the hope of accurately representing the patient’s culture.) In a few instances, I’ve added trivial details or even a little dialogue to paint a clearer picture of what the patient was experiencing. But never have I exaggerated the specifics in such a way as to make them inconsistent with the case’s true presentation. In other words, as implausible as some of these cases may seem, they are all representative of real behavior exhibited by real people.

It’s worth stressing those last couple of words: real people. I wanted to write this book because the behavior described within it is fascinating from a neuroscientific—or even just a human—perspective. But it’s easy to get wrapped up in the curious details and forget that some of the disorders I’ll discuss cause considerable suffering. So, while I’ve tried to avoid writing about cases in an overly grave manner simply to make the book more entertaining to read, I want to emphasize the respect I have for the individuals who experience these conditions. I take their struggles very seriously. Far from sideshow attractions, many of the patients described herein are incredible examples of resiliency.

For each behavior I introduce, I will offer some explanation of what might be going on in the brain to cause it. I should point out, however, that most of the phenomena I’ll discuss in this book are incredibly rare and/or poorly understood. Thus, the hypotheses I will propose to explain them are just that: hypotheses. They are not my own hypotheses; I have drawn them from the work of well-respected researchers. Still, for almost all of the aberrant behavior we’ll explore in the pages to come, much more needs to be learned before we can confidently say what is happening in the brain to produce it.

Nevertheless, my hope is that this book will provide you with an interesting backdrop to learn a bit more about your brain. After all, it was the most unusual cases in neuroscience that drew me to the field. They fascinated me and created an insatiable desire to learn how such strangeness could possibly come out of this enigmatic organ in our heads. Thus, if you walk away from this book with an increased interest in neuroscience, I’ll consider it a success. But perhaps you’ll also develop a better understanding of how your brain works—and maybe even a greater appreciation for the stability of the reality you experience.

After all, many of the cases in this book illustrate that the reality we’re so familiar with is also incredibly tenuous. We move through our lives maintaining a somewhat intentional unawareness of how one unexpected event can completely transform who we are and how we experience the world. Many of the neurological changes you’ll read about in this book are the type that no one ever expects will happen to them; yet they do happen to people every day. And just like the cases I’ll discuss, your mental life can be drastically and unpredictably altered in a matter of minutes, and you may never be the same.
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