
 

HEALING TRAUMA: INTRODUCTION 

 

For the last thirty-five years, I have been studying stress and trauma, as well as helping people 

heal from its effects. I am often asked how I can work with a subject as morbid as trauma 

without becoming burned-out or depressed. My answer to this question is that witnessing the 

transformation that takes place in people when they master their traumas has proven to be a 

deeply sustaining and uplifting experience in my life. How can that be? 

Let me begin by telling you a little about myself. I began my career as a scientist in the 

radical environment of Berkeley, California, in the mid-1960s. While studying the effects of 

accumulated stress on the nervous system, I began to suspect that most organisms have an innate 

capacity to rebound from threatening and stressful events. At that time, I had no knowledge of 

psychological trauma—the term would not be defined in its modern form for another fifteen 

years. I was experimenting with different stress-reduction techniques that employed the “new” 

idea of a mind-body connection.  

During this early research, a singular event occurred that would forever change the 

direction of my work. A psychiatrist who was familiar with my stress research asked me to see a 

patient of his who was suffering from various “psychosomatic” symptoms, such as migraines, 

PMS, chronic pain, and fatigue, as well as severe panic attacks. The psychiatrist thought that this 

patient would benefit from learning how to relax her body.  

As I began working with this patient (let’s call her Nancy), she began to relax. Suddenly, 

without warning, she panicked. Terrified, and with no notion of what to do, I saw in my mind’s 

eye the fleeting image of a tiger poised for attack. It appeared dreamlike, and at that time I had 

no idea where it had come from. 

“There’s a tiger coming after you, Nancy!” I blurted out without thinking. “Run and 

escape to those rocks. Run for your life!”

Nancy reported to me that during this hour she saw mental pictures of herself at age four 

being held down and given ether anesthesia for a tonsillectomy. The fear of suffocation that she 

experienced as a child—and that she remembered and revisited during her session with me—was 

 To my amazement, Nancy’s body began to shake and 

tremble. Her cheeks flushed red as she started to sweat profusely. After several minutes, she took a 

few spontaneous deep breaths. This response, which was scary for both of us, washed over her in 

waves for almost an hour. At the end she experienced a profound calm, saying she felt “held in 

warm tingly waves.” 
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terrifying. As a child she had felt overwhelmed and helpless. After this one session with me, her 

whole host of debilitating symptoms improved dramatically, and she was able to get on with her 

life.  

That experience with Nancy changed the course of my life. Ultimately, it opened new 

avenues in my ongoing research into the nature of stress and trauma, deepened my understanding 

of how trauma affects the body, and led to a whole new way of treating the debilitating 

aftereffects that can take so many negative and destructive forms. 

The effects of unresolved trauma can be devastating. It can affect our habits and outlook 

on life, leading to addictions and poor decision-making. It can take a toll on our family life and 

interpersonal relationships. It can trigger real physical pain, symptoms, and disease. And it can 

lead to a range of self-destructive behaviors. But trauma doesn’t have to be a life sentence.  

As a result of my years of research and clinical work, I’ve developed an approach using 

physical and mental exercises that can help cleanse the body and mind of the debilitating effects 

of trauma. Over the last thirty years, I have witnessed transformation in the lives of literally 

thousands of people as they healed from traumatic events. 


