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Henry's Demons: Living With
Schizophrenia, A Father And Son's
Story

On a cold February day two months after his twentieth birthday, Henry Cockburn waded into the
Newhaven estuary outside Brighton, England, and nearly drowned. Voices, he said, had urged him
to do it. Nearly halfway around the world in Afghanistan, journalist Patrick Cockburn learned from
his wife, Jan, that his son had suffered a breakdown and had been admitted to a hospital. Ten days
later, Henry was diagnosed with schizophrenia. Narrated by both Patrick and Henry, this is the
extraordinary story of the eight years since Henryâ€™s descent into schizophreniaâ€”years he has
spent almost entirely in hospitalsâ€”and his familyâ€™s struggle to help him recover. With
remarkable frankness, Patrick writes of Henryâ€™s transformation from art student to mental patient
and of the agonizing and difficult task of helping his son get well. Any hope of recovery lies in
medication, yet Henry, who does not believe he is ill, secretly stops taking it and frequently runs
away. Hopeful periods of stability are followed by frightening disappearances, then relapses that
bleed into one another, until at last there is the promise of real improvement. In Henryâ€™s own
raw, beautiful chapters, he describes his psychosis from the inside. He vividly relates what it is like
to hear trees and bushes speaking to him, voices compelling him to wander the countryside or live
in the streets, the loneliness of life within hospital walls, harrowing â€œpolka dot daysâ€• that
incapacitate him, and finally, his steps towards recovery. Patrickâ€™s and Henryâ€™s parallel
stories reveal the complex intersections of sanity, madness, and identity; the vagaries of mental
illness and its treatment; and a familyâ€™s steadfast response to a bewildering condition. Haunting,
intimate, and profoundly moving, their unique narrative will resonate with every parent and anyone
who has been touched by mental illness.
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This is a very matter-of-fact book, but it is also an emotionally evocative one. It tells the story of
Henry Cockburn (co-author) who is diagnosed with schizophrenia in 2002 at the age of 20 (while an
art student in Brighton, England).Much of the story is conveyed by Patrick Cockburn, Henry's father,
in a considered documentary style. He interweaves explanatory details with narrative account, but
what is immediately striking is how little any of the background information on schizophrenia
contributes to his (or the reader's) understanding - the condition largely remains a mystery. And so
the reader is drawn into the anxiety and bewilderment associated with the situation.Some parts of
the story are narrated by Henry himself, in an almost hurried but extremely arresting style. He talks
of experiencing the onset of his condition as a spiritual awakening, with his perspective on the world
becoming significantly altered. As some of the events described take place in Brighton - somewhere
I'm reasonably familiar with - I personally find it fascinating to see particular experiences unfolding
against recognizable backdrops. For instance, there's a vision of the Buddha on Brighton beach,
and the planting of a banana tree outside the Concorde 2 music venue. This locatedness - whether
in Brighton, Canterbury, Youghal (Ireland), or elsewhere - gives an additional tangibility to these
occurrences.As the story develops, there is a growing sense of the enormity of Henry's condition.
There is no quick fix for what has happened; in fact, there is no fix at all. Furthermore, Henry himself
is not always convinced that he actually has a problem.
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