
Let’s End Stigma of Depression 

Lincoln and I shared the misery, but there is hope, says Ed Wisneski 

     Abraham Lincoln and I share a secret.  You won’t 
discover it in Steven Spielberg’s movie.  
Winston Churchill called it the “Black Dog.”  Two 
notable Americans who died this year—former 
Democratic presidential nominee George McGovern 
and journalist Mike Wallace of 60 Minutes fame—
also knew the secret.  McGovern lost his daughter 
and vice presidential running mate to it.  Wallace 
once swallowed a bottle of pills to escape it.  
     “It is clinical depression.  Hell on earth.” 
     Lincoln described it this way to his law partner in 
1841; “I am now the most miserable man living.  If 
what I feel were equally distributed to the whole 
human family, there would not be one cheerful face 
on the earth.  Whether I shall ever be better I cannot 
tell; I awfully forebode I shall not.  To remain as I am 
is impossible; I must die or be better, It appears to 
me.” 
     Would Lincoln’s clinical depression today be 
considered an insurmountable liability to even 
running for political office, let alone serving as 
president?  Most likely, yes.  
     Robert Wilson, Lincoln’s colleague in the Illinois 
legislature in 1836, recalled that Lincoln “told me 
that he was so overcome with mental depression 
that he never dare carry a knife in his pocket.” 
     Lincoln’s gut-wrenching, spot-on description of is 
melancholy (as most people referred to it in his 
time) could only have been written by someone who 
has had his life sucked out by this debilitating 
disease.  I know, I am a three-time survivor.  It really 
does take one to know one.  
 
 

     According to the American Foundation for 
Suicide Prevention, more than 60% of all people 
who die from suicide are affected with major 
clinical depression – 75% if you include alcoholics 
who tried to drink away the pain.  That’s what 
McGovern’s daughter Terry did until they fond her 
passed out, frozen dead in a snow bank.  
     About 17 million Americans will suffer from 
clinical depression at some point in their lives, and 
, according to the World Health Organizations, 
about 5.8% of men and 9.5% of women worldwide 
will experience a depressive episode in any given 
year.  Yet, millions endure the most horrific agony 
imaginable in silence without seeking help.  Why? 
     An imbalance of chemicals in the brain causes 
this widely misunderstood and highly treatable 
disease.  Yet some still view it as a character flaw.  
Pull yourself up by your bootstraps, they say.  
Texas seems to ascribe to that remedy.  It ranks 
last among states in spending for mental illnesses.  
     Fear and shame were my initial feelings during 
my first depressive episode in Los Angeles in 1983.  
I was scared that it would be a career-killer.  It 
almost became a life-killer.  I came harrowingly 
close to plopping myself in the middle of the 
Pacific Coast Highway out of desperation.  
     The Black Dog bit me again in Philadelphia in 
1987.  I didn’t tell my employer and eventually lost 
my job.  Seven years later in Dallas, a doctor who 
had overcome the illness himself prescribed the 
right medication that balanced the chemicals in 
my brain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



     Finding the magic pill is really a crap shoot, often 
a maddening series of trial and error.  I have taken 
this medicine religiously since 1994 and miraculously 
have had no relapses.  Others stop taking their 
medicine once they feel better.  I wouldn’t dare.  
     I came out of the closet a long time ago.  If 
something I say or write persuades just one 
reluctant person suffering from clinical depression to 
seek professional help or to feel hope knowing 
others like me have eventually gotten well, then it’s 
worth it.  
     They need to hear Lincoln’s words of wisdom: “A 
tendency to melancholy….let it be observed, is a 
misfortune, not a fault.”  
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