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Q and A

How did you come to write “Extraordinary Comebacks”?

I have been collecting these stories for many years, cutting them from periodicals, and stuffing them in a file folder.  I had a setback in 2000, was rummaging around in a large bookstore looking for a book like this to lift my spirits, but to my surprise, I couldn’t find one, so I wrote it myself.
Therapeutic?

And educational, yes.
What did you learn from writing “Extraordinary Comebacks” ?
The one thing all the subjects had in common:  they never gave up.  Whether it was Lance Armstrong, fighting back from cancer, and going on to win 7 Tour de France bicycle races, to Dean Karnazes, the UltraMarathon man who has run distances considered impossible, like 200 miles, to well, you name it, all 201 or so subjects.  
Another reason to never quit:  you never know when your luck might take an abrupt change for the better.  Muhammad Ali wanted to quit after the 5th round of his first big fight against Sonny Liston.  His manager wouldn’t let him.  He fought another round, the 6th, and went on the attack.  The bell for the 7th round sounded, his opponent didn’t come out.  He won.  Sometimes you have to go one more round, just one more.

One of our subjects, Andre Agassi has a great saying:  “one day better, no more and no less.”
Besides never quitting, everything else is a variable.  Some forge ahead with great family support, others don’t have that.  Some of our comeback stories are genius visionaries, some are ordinary people.  But they all have desire, and they never quit.

Is “Extraordinary Comebacks” just about sports?

No we have some 16 categories of human endeavor:  adventure, arts, business, film, television and show business, invention, justice, literature, media, classical music, pop music, physical challenges, politics, poverty, science, sports, and spirituality.

What was your favorite subject?
I think Lance Armstrong’s story is the most amazing – to come back from cancer – from having a 2% chance to live – and then win 7 Tour de France races.   But Karnazes distance feats will expand one’s mind as to what is possible – running 200 miles.  Really, each and every story is special to me – and we have a lot more on file, too.

Favorite quote?
There are many, but Churchill comes to mind:

“Success is the ability to go from failure XE "failure"  to failure without losing your enthusiasm.”  Churchill

and:

“When you’re going through hell XE "hell" , keep going.”

Are you suggesting that everyone can automatically succeed at any goal, no matter, what, simply if they don’t quit.

No.  Would that it were, but it’s more complicated than that.  I’ll give you an example.  It was the dream of Rocky Marciano to be a great professional baseball player.  He was a star in youth baseball.  He tried out for the Chicago Cubs, but he was cut.  He went back home and threw himself into boxing, and because heavyweight champion.  Sometimes we must adapt, change course, but the human spirit is amazingly resilient, given the chance.  If you don’t quit, you give yourself the chance to succeed, although the final format might be different from what was originally imagined.
I understand there is a “comeback symphony” and a “comeback concerto” mentioned in “Extraordinary Comebacks” …
The Hungarian composer Béla Bartók was dying from leukemia.  He was so encouraged that a famous conductor paid him $500 to write a symphonic work, he quite literally rose from his deathbed to write his “Concerto for Orchestra.”  Many music historians cite it as the finest such work of the 20th century.

The famous Russian composer Sergei Rachmaninoff had a nervous breakdown after his First Symphony was panned by the critics.  He did nothing for years.  After working with a psychiatrist, who had him repeat a success mantra over and over, he was able to compose again, writing his Second Piano Concerto.  By the way, after he was accepted by the music world, his First Symphony was re-assessed.  The same people that hated it the first time around, now said it was pretty good.  Tastes change, the thing is to keep working… and ignore your critics.
Someone told me you that one of your subjects has found a way to make a comeback against many of the common diseases and ailments that beset us, things like high blood pressure, high cholesterol, even diabetes.
That’s the story of Dr. Joel Fuhrman.  He was a champion figure skater when he was young.  He injured his heel, and it simply would not heal.  After many days, his surgeon planned an experimental technique, without even telling Joel!  He stormed out of the hospital, remembered that his father had had success in treating some of his ailment by fasting, and so, did the same.  For 46 days!  His foot was healed.  He was so taken by the experience that he became a doctor, and has helped many in the same way.  It turns out the body has the ability to heal itself, when left to rest and repair.  It’s a fascinating subject.  His web site is drfuhrman.com.  He also advocates a vegetarian diet.
“Extraordinary Comebacks” also presents comeback solution against world poverty?
Well, an enterprising individual by the name of Dr. Paul Polak does.  For denizens of the underdeveloped world, making a comeback means something altogether different:  just generating enough cash to eat.  Some 1.1 billion of our fellow earth dwellers subsist on less than $1 per day; 75% of these live in rural areas.  Some Westerners think big, they say give billions in aid.  But Paul Polak thinks small:  He believes if you can marginally increase income, broader economic development – schools, clinics, roads, etc. – will follow.  It’s working.
His smallish Denver-based nonprofit, International Development Enterprises, makes and markets low-cost, low tech, drip irrigation devices:  foot pumps, barrels and tubes.  It runs on just $10 million in revenues from USAID, Swiss government and individual donors. These $2 to $200 kits are so inexpensive the farmer can make back their cost in one season.  And that makes all the difference.  IDE has sold some 200,000 kits because they are affordable.

Is it making a difference?  The June 25, 2005 Forbes feature on IDE tells the story of one Manek Raut of western India.  He farms 3.5 acres.  He borrowed $125 from friends, invested it in an IDE irrigation kit.  He will make $300 this year in cotton alone, plus is also growing eggplants, okra and beans.  “Without this drip, this would have remained barren land,” Raut says.  

Suresh Adhetrao farms in Maharashtra, India.  He started with a  $50 drip system and expanded from there.  Last year he made $4,600.  He bought a new house, 21 in. color TV and VCR.

Moral:  think small to solve big problems.

What surprises are in the book?

Most people think the rich and famous live idyllic lives, but turns out that famous people suffer as much as the rest of us.  When Frank Sinatra was 34, he was considered by many to be washed up.    Between 1949 and 1950, he was fired from his radio show.  His New York concerts flopped.  An affair with Ava Gardner had become an open scandal and he and his wife were divorcing.  Columbia Records wanted rid of him. In 1950, he was released from his MGM film contract, and his own agent, MCA, dropped him.   Sinatra lost his voice due to a vocal cord hemorrhage (he had been doing as many as 45 shows a week, singing 100 songs per day, smoking and drinking to excess while never sleeping enough).  He was rumored to have attempted suicide. A very tough time, yes.  

So he changed pace, turned to acting.  He got the role of Maggio in “From Here to Eternity” (1953) earned him an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actor.  Other major film credits included “The Man With the Golden Arm” (1955), “The Manchurian Candidate” (1962) and “The Detective” (1968).  His recording career came back, too, of course, and now he is regarded as, quite simply, the best of his era, maybe any era.  Sinatra announced his retirement in 1971 but made many comeback concert tours and recordings during the next two decades.  His 1980 recording of “New York, New York” made him then the only singer in history to have hit records in five consecutive decades. In 1988-89, Sinatra teamed up with his old Rat Pack cohorts, Sammy Davis, Jr. and Dean Martin for a multi-city tour.  He last performed in concert in 1994 at 78.  Sinatra died of a heart attack at 82 on May 14, 1998.   
Morale of the story:  if you live a long time, you have a lot of time to make comebacks.
Who made the most comebacks in “Extraordinary Comebacks”?

Vladimir Horowitz “retired” five times, the first in 1936, the last in 1987, but always made a comeback.  He fought nerves, depression, drug reliance, the works….but he never quit playing.
Some authors faced many, many rejections

· Alex Haley (200 rejections XE "rejections"  before “Roots”)

· Dr. Seuss (first book rejected XE "rejected"  43 times)

· Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen (“Chicken Soup for the Soul” turned down by 33 publishers)

· Norman Mailer (“The Naked and the Dead” rejected XE "rejected"  12 times)

· F. Scott Fitzgerald papered his bedroom walls with rejection XE "rejection"  slips before he eventually sold a story.

Who is the youngest person in the book to make a great comeback?

Bethany Hamilton – age 13 – is one of the youngest.  Hers is a story of incredible courage.  Bethany was one of Hawaii’s top young surfers.  She was attacked by a shark October 31, 2003.  Amazingly, fearless Bethany returned to the water Thanksgiving Day, 2003.  On January 10, 2004, she was back competing.  Bethany placed fifth in her age group in the Open Women Division of a National Scholastic Surfing Association (NSSA) meet. 

The oldest?
Well, for senior status, relatively speaking, we have the tremendous story of George Foreman who regained the heavyweight boxing crown at the unlikely age of 45.  In 1987, at 36, 10 years out of the ring, sporting a new jovial, rotund fighting persona, Foreman won 24 straight comeback fights.  He had earned a shot at his old title.  Foreman, 40, fought Evander Holyfield for the title (1991), lost the 12 round bout by decision, but gained a wealth of respect from the boxing industry for his remarkable comeback. 

In 1994, at 45, Foreman did recapture the heavyweight title in a dramatic victory over then reigning heavyweight champion, Michael Moorer, 26, with a 10th round KO.  Foreman became the oldest heavyweight boxing champion in history.  His subsequent self-mocking commercials for grills and mufflers made him even more famous – and wealthy.  

Otherwise, for a comeback in straight up advanced age, we have Grandma Moses, the famous painter.  Her real name was Anna Robertson and she began to paint country scenes from her childhood -- at 75.   She did it because she couldn’t sew anymore – she had arthritis.  Her paintings were first shown and sold at a nearby drugstore and general store in Hoosick Falls, New York.  New York art collector Louis Calder happened by and noticed her work.  He purchased several.  By 1939, her paintings were being displayed at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, and her first solo exhibition took place in New York a year later.  She was 80.  Great popular success followed. She had numerous one-woman shows in important art centers of Europe and North America.  In her 90s, her paintings attracted attention all over the world.  Her paintings of scenes in everyday life, showing people socializing, harvesting, participating in markets and fairs, and engaged in outdoor sports like skating, still captivate wide audiences.    Grandma Moses lived to 201.
	More "Comebacks" data mining
	Comebacks

	Which comeback took the longest?
	JS Bach, 79 years after his passing

	Which comeback took the shortest?
	Ali, minutes between rounds in his 1st title fight

	Who had to move away to make a comeback?
	John Lee Hooker

	What is the comeback concerto?
	Rachmaninoff PC 2

	What is the comeback symphony?
	Bartok Concerto for Orchestra

	What is a "comeback" diet?
	Graham Kerr, Joel Fuhrman

	What was the "most meaningful" comeback?
	Solti, his homecoming to Hungary, he said

	Who overcame the worst odds:  10, 50, 100:1?
	Carreras, Armstrong, Quincy Jones

	What was the most amazing comeback?
	Armstrong, 2% to 7 Tour de France

	Who were most errantly judged to be failures?
	Disney, Edison, JS Bach

	Who made the biggest comebacks after being fired?
	Disney

	Who failed, and switched fields to make a comeback?
	Harry Truman, Dale Carnegie

	Who were the oldest when making a comeback?
	Grandma Moses 75, Harland Sanders 65, Ray Kroc 52

	Who were the youngest when making a comeback?
	Aimee Mullins, Roger Crawford

	Which comebacks achieved greatest "poetic justice?"
	Steve Jobs, Clive Davis


One reviewer said this book will be particularly helpful for someone who is depressed  -- and the National Institute of Mental Health tells us that about 9.5% of us are depressed at any given time.
Yes, very much so.  Several of our subjects contemplated suicide – Buckminster Fuller, Art Buchwald, Szentgyorgyi, the discoverer of Vitamin C.  Thankfully they turned away from this “permanent solution to a temporary problem.”  Several others were very affected by those close to them who took their lives – Ted Turner’s father, Joan Rivers’ husband, Herman Melville’s son, Picasso’s close friend.  Winston Churchill fought depression all his life, calling it the ‘black dog that followed him everywhere.’  Philosopher and psychiatrist Viktor Frankl saw that concentration camp survivors had something in common:  they had a compelling reason to survive, whether it was a loved one, a project, a dream, a goal they HAD to return to.
Speaking of mental health, John Nash, the mathematician featured in “A Beautiful Mind,” recovered from severe mental illness when he was older, and he claimed to do it by will power alone.  The human spirit is amazing.

And the book itself was a comeback?

Yes, we approached Sourcebooks among many other publishers, and had some initial interest, then they passed. I appealed by email to the president, and she gave the project a second chance.  So “Extraordinary Comebacks” is a comeback story itself, yes.

Summarize “Extraordinary Comebacks”.

The human spirit has the capacity to make a comeback, whether the challenge is physical, mental, emotional, spiritual.  The human spirit is stronger than steel, stronger than we imagine until it is pressed into duty to do extraordinary things, to make a comeback against great odds.
What if you don’t succeed?

Here’s what I wrote in the epilogue:

Epilogue: Four Paradoxes to Light Your Way

And so, with the weight of all this evidence, we must conclude that, even though you have been knocked down hard (which is only to say you’re human), you can make a comeback. You have these 201 cases in your hand that prove it, and innumerable others. So, before you go off to begin (or continue) yours, here are four paradoxical quotes to consider.

#1

Growing up in Russia, soccer star Mike Lashoff was the youngest ever to play for the Russian World Cup team. Later, he emigrated to the United States and became a youth soccer coach in Glenview, Illinois, a suburb of Chicago. During a tournament before his team was to play a citywide all-star squad, I heard him tell his players: “Yes, you can go out there and lose.”

This is strikingly different from the typical pep talk. I had never heard anything like it. Was he courting defeat? Clearly not. He was liberating his players. He was giving each of them permission to go out and try their very best—no matter what, the outcome would not be held against them. This is something of a radical thought in the highly accountable, scoreboard-minded sports world. In one pithy statement, Lashoff captured the reality that we can’t always determine the final outcome, but we should always try; in other words, the journey really is more important than the destination.
#2

A quote from Dag Hammarskjöld raises the paradoxical ante: “Never let success hide its emptiness from you, achievement its nothingness, toil its desolation. And so . . . keep alive the incentive to push on further, that pain in the soul which drives us beyond ourselves. Do not look back. And do not dream about the future either. It will neither give you back the past, nor satisfy your other daydreams. Your duty, your reward—your destiny—are here and now.”

The outcome of your comeback effort matters, of course. But even more important is that simply in trying, you regain your now, your spirit, your life, and your being. Quoting Hammarskjöld again: “The only kind of dignity which is genuine is that which is not diminished by the indifference of others.”

You will come to a place in the road where you realize that what you think about yourself—down very deep in the crevices of your being—means the most to your soul, your spirit. It means more than money, fame, or accomplishment—more than what others think. And that in starting your comeback, you regain the thing you really want back the most: your spirit. You dislodge the wedge driven through your heart by loss. You heal. You make your comeback—irrespective of any kind of further results.
#3

As Senator Max Cleland, Vietnam War hero and triple amputee, put it: “We think adversity itself is darkness, but the reality of the darkness is that it can serve to illuminate the light. Without pain there is no pleasure, without valleys there are no mountaintops, and without struggle there is no sense of achievement.”

You are a survivor, a conqueror of all that has come against you—and you are better for having gone through it.
#4

You have become that symphony that only you can become, the culmination of all your unique experiences. As T. S. Eliot once said: “You are the music while the music lasts.”
Music, spirit, darkness, light, gain, loss, your comeback, you—there is no way to separate them. Nor do you want to. They are one. They are you, transcendent.
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TIP SHEET:  TOP 10 “To Do’s” for making a comeback
1. PERSIST.  Don’t quit.  “Never give in, never give in, never, never, never, never—in nothing, great or small, large or petty—never give in except to convictions of honour and good sense.”  Sir Winston Churchill
2. MAKE THE EFFORT.  Word hard.  Great comebackers use all the hours in the day:  Paula Deen barbequed all night, Wayne Huizenga collected trash at night, sold new accounts in the day.  George Foreman out-trained younger fighters to become champ.  You can find your comeback right in the effort you make.

3. UNDERSTAND TRANSIENCE.  Don’t extrapolate temporary setbacks into permanent defeat.  “This, too, shall pass.”  Lance Armstrong was given a 2% chance to survive cancer, he went on to win seven, consecutive Tour de Frances.   Churchill again:  “When you’re going through hell, keep going.”

4. CHANGE DIRECTION.  Sylvester Stallone was stymied as an actor, so he wrote Rocky after seeing the Wepner-Ali fight.  Billy Beane was a so-so baseball player, he quit and became a top GM.  Quincy Jones was a talented trumpeter, but after a stroke, he had to quit, and then became a legendary music producer.

5. EMPLOY SUPPORT.  Stay away from the nay-sayers, even if they’re famous or going to be (Martin Scorsese told Billy Crystal he had “no talent.”)  Pack your corner with friends who won’t let you quit.  Ali did that:  he wanted to quit during his first heavyweight championship, his manager wouldn’t let him.

6. REPEAT.  It took Sir Edmund Hillary two attempts to climb Everest, Peary eight times to reach the North Pole, and various authors scores and sometimes hundreds of tries to get their works published.   Go again, and again, and ………
7. DREAM BIG.  Your effort and ideas are worth many times what you may imagine.  Fred Smith wrote a college paper that got a “C,” as the story goes, then turned it into $40 billion FedEx.  Dean Karnazes ran a 226 mile ultramarathon and 350 mile run, plus 50 marathons in 50 days (2006).  J.K. Rowling wrote her ideas about a fictional boy during a train ride.  Harry Potter sold 100 million copies, and $4 billion movie box office, and counting.  You can do much more than you imagine.  Dream big.
8. STAY HUMBLE.  Attitude -- is everything.  When tennis master Andre Agassi fell from No. 1 to No. 141 (1997), he started over, went back to the minor leagues, upped his training, including weightlifting.  It set the stage for greater things than ever before.  Attitude – not image – is everything.
9. SELF-PROGRAM.  Get a mantra.  A psychiatrist-hypnotist provided Rachmaninoff the composer, who had a writing block, with a positive self-talk mantra: “You will begin your concerto. You will work with great facility. The concerto will be excellent.” It worked.  He wrote his Piano Concerto No. 2.

10. PERSIST.  It’s not over until you say so.  Don’t say so.
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