
Linco ln was a
young man and
began to talk about
his depression,
p e o p l e  w e r e
concerned about
him. They were
afraid  that  he
would lose his
ability to live in the
sane world. At the
same time, they
found much to
admire about him-
they were drawn
to his depth, his
sensitivity and his
empathy. There
was a sense that
these two things
ran together-the
difficulty and even
the danger of the
illness, along with its potential to bring
value to the suffering person and to
the community.”

“Lincoln’s time of illness also proved
to be a time of
gestation and
growth.”
By the t ime
Linco ln  was
e l e c t e d

President of the United States his
condition had transitioned from major
depression to a milder form of the
illness. Still, after years of struggle and
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He left behind a legacy that has been
the subject of much study and debate
for well over a century. Yet Abraham
Lincoln, lawyer, poet and many believe
our greatest president, would have
garnered one more title if he were alive
today-that of mental health client. 

Abraham Lincoln suffered from
depression his entire adult life, and
modern scholars have largely ignored
his condition. Now, a new book by
Joshua Wolf  Shenk,  L incoln’s
Melancholy: How Depression Challenged
a President and Fueled His Greatness,
offers an important insight into Lincoln
as a man who suffered greatly. Far from
overcoming his illness, Lincoln was able
to channel it to become one of the
greatest leaders in history.

Stories of famous people who battled
mental illnesses are not new, yet the
majority of those accounts have
something in common- they often
highlight how those individuals were
able to overcome their illnesses to rise
to greatness. What makes Shenk’s
account of  Lincoln unique-and
inspirational to clients-
is that, according to
Shenk ,  f a r  f rom
overcoming his illness,
L inco ln ’s  be l ie fs ,
w isdom and  h is
resolve to make his mark and leave a
lasting legacy in the world were all
informed by his suffering. Shenk, himself
a client, states it this way: “When

““Despite (his) fears, or
perhaps because of them,
(Lincoln) worked all the
harder to ‘make himself,’

t w o  s e r i o u s
breakdowns that
brought him to the
verge of permanent
insanity, or even
suicide,  Lincoln
managed to go on.
How did he do it?
Shenk explained it
in this way: “People
with mental illness
are very much in
touch with the pain
of life, and if they
are able to tolerate
their experience,
they can become
examples to other
people of how to
live in the face of
pain, with dignity,
and how to search
for meaning-which
ultimately is what

everyone is searching for : a meaningful
life.”

Lincoln’s presidency brought him to
a period of his life when his ‘melancholy
began to bear fruit.’ While struggling
to find balance in his emotional life, he
nonetheless embraced his illness as
part of who he was. In the book, Shenk
states: “Despite (his) fears, or perhaps
because of them, (Lincoln) worked all
the harder to ‘make himself,’
emotionally as well as materially, and
go on to do the special work he longed
for...”

Despite his melancholy, Lincoln had
continued inside

Abraham Lincoln’s Depression
Lessons on coping with a mental illness
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many friends, and, in fact, he was as
renowned for his sense of humor as
for his sober moods. His humor
became a coping mechanism-a form
of therapy. Like two sides of a coin,
humor helped Lincoln balance his
depression. Shenk also states that
Lincoln used poetry; he read, recited
and wrote it to give voice to his
melancholy. Poetry offered him relief,
sustenance and a means for finding
insight and even wisdom.

Lincoln was
also a man of
religious faith-
t h o u g h  h e
ascribed to no
p a r t i c u l a r
denomination. In fact, he once
remarked to a dear friend that the most
ambitious man could see every hope
fail, but the earnest Christian could
never fail because fulfillment lay beyond
life on earth. Shenk points to studies
that show that a belief in a higher power
could offer a powerful tool in the fight
against illness-hope. This is not to say
that Lincoln did not  doubt, because
indeed he did, but in difficult moments
he could still turn to his faith as a source
of comfort, and it helped him through

some of the darkest moments of his
life.

Lincoln also possessed a great
capacity for empathy. His own suffering
helped to make him acutely aware of
the sufferings of others, and must have
hardened his resolve to see the end of
slavery and the sufferings brought on
by the war.

Lincoln also used his experiences to
help others who were struggling with
their own difficulties. Shenk refers to

letters the president
wrote to many close
f r i e n d s  a n d
a s s o c i a t e s ,  t o
encourage them to
move ahead after

difficult times. He once remarked that
when he died, he wanted to be
remembered as the one who “always
plucked a thistle and planted a flower,
where I thought a flower would grow.”

“The hope is not that suffering will
go away, for with Lincoln it did not ever
go away. The hope is that suffering,
acknowledged and endured, can fit us
for the surprising challenges that await.”

HSC Receives
$24,330
Grant

The Human Services Center (HSC)
received a grant of $24,330 from the
Edith Trees Charitable Trust Fund.
According to Roger Smith, the Director
of Community Services for HSC, the
funds will be used for upgrades to its
Westfield group home. Westfield is
located in Pulaski Township and
provides rehabilitation services for eight
residents who are diagnosed with a
developmental disability. Smith noted
that Westfield was established in 1997
and is undergoing renovations to its
interior which will include new
furnishings. “Our interest is in creating
an interior space that is less
institutional. We will be including art
work and furnishings that will establish
a more residential tone to Westfield,”
said Smith.

Lincoln’s Depression from  page 1

HSC Board of Directors
names Grant/Highland properties

“His own suffering helped
to make him acutely aware of
the sufferings of others...”

HSC’s Board of Directors have
formally named its properties on Grant
Street and Highland Avenue. The
properties were named for
organizations or individuals who made
a substantial contribution to their
acquisition and/or renovation:
Almira (111/115 Grant Street) dedicated
to the Almira Foundation

Knox (117 Grant Street) dedicated to
the Caroline Knox Memorial Trust Fund

Trees (119 Grant Street) dedicated to
the Edith Trees Charitable Trust

Hoyt  (123 Grant Street) dedicated to
the Hoyt Foundation

Lynch (301 Highland Avenue) dedicated
to Paul Lynch, Esq.



Napoleon Bonaparte
Despite mild depressions, Napoleon
Bonaparte (1769-1821) achieved
extraordinary military and political
success, probably due, at least in
part, to the confidence and euphoric
energy of hypomania. His
biographers report that “the little corporal” saw himself
as guided by a “star of destiny” urging him toward
greatness.

Cultural Legends with Bipolar Disorder

Vincent Van Gogh
Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890) suffered from profound season fluctuations in mood and
relocated in southern France solely to combat his illness. Foretelling his eventual suicide,
van Gogh divulged, “If I could have worked without this accursed disease, what things I
might have done... But there, this journey is over and done with.”

Winston Churchill
Winston Churchill’s (1874-1965)
bipolar swings contributed to
heightened energy, drive, and
impetuousness. Psychiatrist Dr.
Anthony Storr suggests that “All
those who worked with him
[Churchill] would also agree that he needed the most
severe restraint put upon him, and that many of his
ideas, if they had been put into practice, would have
been utterly disastrous.

Ted Turner
Ted Turner (1938) looks to Alexander
the Great as his mentor, which is
interesting because Turner, too, is
said to have bipolar disorder. Despite
the obstacles of his illness, Turner
has been a member of Forbes 400
Richest in America since its first publication in 1982.
In an act of extraordinary philanthropy, Turner pledges
one billion dollars to the United Nations, outdoing
even the United States federal government’s
contribution.

Kurt Cobain
Popular rock star Kurt Cobain
(1967-1994) alludes to his bipolar
disorder in his work; he even wrote
a song called “Lithium.” In 1994,
the illness and his subsequent
addition to heroin overcame him,
and he ended his own life. Today he is credited as
the founder of the grunge music movement, and his
best-known song, “Smells Like Teen Spirit,” is
recognized as the anthem for Generation X.

Vivien Leigh
When Vivien Leigh (1913-1967)
was diagnosed with bipolar disorder
in 1944, little was known about the
illness, and doctors treated her with
electro-convulsive shock therapy.
Leigh’s greatest roles – Scarlet

O’Hara in Gone with the Wind and Blanche DuBois
in A Streetcar Named Desire – were volatile and
emotionally troubled women, and her interpretations
of these impassioned characters earned her Academy
Awards.

F. Scott Fitzgerald
F. Scott Fitzgerald (1896-1940)
exhibited extreme egomania,
insisting his possessed “some sort
of epic grandeur.” Even against the
backdrop of the Roaring Twenties,
his erratic financial behaviors

seemed extravagant. But while depressed, Fitzgerald
drank himself sick, ruined lifelong friendships,
demolished valuables, and thought obsessively of
death. Mental illness is a theme of many of his greatest
works and The Crack-Up touches upon his own
emotional collapse.
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On December 5th, HSC’s board
of directors posthumously conferred
its Distinguished Service Award to
William (Bill) McTaggart, Ph.D.  Each
year the Center recognizes an
individual who has made a
significant contribution to the
commun i t y  men ta l  hea l th
movement.

Bill, who passed away in 2006,
was a professor of English at
Westminster College and a member
of HSC’s Board of Directors. For

Bill McTaggart, Ph.D.

cont. from inside
Misunderstood

a number of years, he experienced
mental health problems.  Bill openly
expressed his struggle with mental
illness and was a strong and
persistent advocate for mental health
services.  Through his personal
testimony, he served to reduce the
stigma of mental illness.

“The board of directors felt that
Bill was a logical choice to receive
this recognition for 2006,” stated
Dr. Dennis Nebel, HSC’s executive
director. “It’s sad that it was awarded
posthumously, but Bill’s memory will
live on through the charitable trust
fund that was established in his
memory,” .

“Bill was passionate about insuring
that people who had mental health
problems receive the help they
needed. He was an outspoken
advocate for the mentally ill and
fought against the stigmatization of
mental il lness”, noted Nebel.

or appetite, fatigue, irritability, frequent
thoughts of death or suicide, or suicide
attempts. Oftentimes, these symptoms
are ignored or untreated. People either
do not recognize the symptoms, are
afraid to appear “weak” or are too
depressed to take action.

Major depression (the most serious
form) is characterized by symptoms
that begin suddenly and are so severe
that they may interfere with normal
functioning. Dysthymia (a less serious
form) is characterized by a chronic
state of mild depression, that is, the
person may feel “down” much of the
time. Bipolar Disorder; formerly manic
depression is an illness in which a
person alternates between periods of
depression and periods of mania
characterized in many cases by
excessive physical activity, rapidly
changing ideas, or impulsive ideas.

A variety of medications (called
antidepressants) can help relieve the
symptoms of depression by restoring
brain neurochemistry to its original,
natural state.

If left untreated, depression can
disrupt work, family relations, and limit
one’s ability to enjoy life. The good
news is that medications and
psychotherapy have been proven to
be very effective in the treatment of
this illness.



Often
Misunderstood

On Presidents’ Day I am reminded that
Lincoln suffered from depression most of
his adult life. The article on President Lincoln
which appears in this issue of Update
reveals a president who dealt with profound
personal struggles while carrying out his
presidential responsibilities. He did this
during one of the most challenging periods
in our country’s history. It is remarkable to
me that without the benefit of medication
or psychotherapy that he was able to prevail
over his personal difficulties and lead this
nation in a manner that has demanded the
respect of historians.

Millions of people are afflicted by
depression each year, and yet this illness
is widely misunderstood. Too often in the
past, depression was mistakenly
considered a sign
o f  e m o t i o n a l
weakness or a
character f law.
However,  i t  is
clearly an illness
wi th  b io log ical
causes. Research
has shown that the
s y m p t o m s  o f
depression are the
r e s u l t  o f  a n
imbalance of important natural substances
called neurotransmitters, which act as
“messengers” between nerve cells in the
brain. Also, life strains can trigger or worsen
the symptoms of depression.

The key symptoms of depression are a
sad, anxious, or empty mood that lasts for
two or more weeks; and/or loss of interest
or pleasure in most activities that were
once enjoyed. Along with these symptoms,
several others may exist. They include
feelings of worthlessness, hopelessness,
guilt, difficulty concentrating, changes in
sleep habits, significant changes in weight

From the
Director’s Desk
– Dennis W. Nebel, Psy.D.

Continued on back

“If left untreated,
depression can
disrupt work,
family relations,
and limit one’s
ability to enjoy
life.

HSC Staff
Development
Spring 2007

The Human Services Center and UPMC’s
Western Psychiatric Institute and Clinic are
continuing their collaboration by offering
the following seminars this spring:

Treatment of Tuberculosis and
Sexually Transmitted Diseases
in Individuals with Substance
Use Disorders

March 27, 2007
9 am to noon

Victoria Lahey, MS Ed, NCC

Depression and the Effect
on the Family

April 12, 2007
9 am to noon

Michael McNabb, MSW, LSW

Extended and Blended Families
May 11, 2007
9 am to noon

Cynthia Stone, MS, LMFT, AAMFT

Effects of Methadone and its Use
June 28, 2007
9 am to noon

S. Anthony Stile, MD

All of these seminars will be held at
HSC’s Fisher Building on North Street in
New Castle. Individuals completing these
seminars may receive credit from a number
of professional licensing organizations. For
further information, please contact Roger
Smith at 724-658-3578, ext. 666, or Susan
Palumbo at ext. 105

Continuing Education Credits Offered
for each program:

Psychologists – 3.0 SW – 3.0
CAC –  3.0 CPRP –  3.0
NBCC – 3.0 CME – 3.0
CEU –  0.3 ACT 48 – 3.0


