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Against All Odds Michael White &amp. John Gribbin Pre-class

Work I Read the text once for the main idea. Do not refer to the

notes, dictionaries or the glossary yet. When Stephen Hawking

returned to St. Albans for the Christmas vacation at the end of 1962,

the whole of southern England was covered in a thick blanket of

snow. In his own mind, he must have known that something was

wrong. The strange clumsiness he had been experiencing had

occurred more frequently. At the party he threw on New Years Eve,

he had difficulties pouring a glass of wine, and most of the liquid

ended up on the tablecloth. After a series of examinations, he was

told that he had a rare and incurable disease called ALS. The disease

affects the patients nerves in the spinal cord and the parts of the brain

which control motor functions. The body gradually wastes away, but

the mind remains unaffected. Hawking just happened to be studying

theoretical physics, one of the very few jobs for which the mind is the

only real tool needed. This, however, gave little comfort to the

twenty-one-year-old who, like everyone else, had seen a normal life

ahead of him rather than a death sentence. The doctors had given

him two years. Hawking was deeply shocked by the news and

experienced a time of deep depression. He shut himself away and

listened to a great deal of loud music. He kept thinking, How could

something like this happen to me? Why should I be cut off like this?



There seemed very little point in continuing with his research

because he might not live long enough to finish his PhD. For a while

he quite naturally believed that there was nothing to live for. If he was

going to die within a few years, then why bother to do anything now?

He would live out his time span and then die. That was his fate. It was

not long, however, before he dragged himself out of his depression

and back to work. In the hospital, he had seen a boy die of leukaemia

in the bed opposite him, and it had not been a pretty sight. He

realised that clearly there were people who were worse off than him.

At least, his condition didnt make him feel ill. Whenever he felt like

pitying himself, he remembered that boy. He had had some

recurring dreams. He dreamt that he was going to be put to death,

which made him realise that there were a lot of worthwhile things he

could do if he were to be set free. In another frequently occuring

dream, he thought he could give up his life to save others: After all, if

I were going to die anyway, it might as well do some good. There is

little doubt that the appearance on the scene of a young woman was a

major turning point in Hawkings life. This was Jane Wilde, whom he

had first met at the party. After he came out of the hospital, the two

of them began to see a lot more of one another, and a strong

relationship developed. It was finding Jane that enabled him to break

out of his depression. As predicted, during his first two years at

Cambridge, the effects of the disease rapidly worsened. He was

beginning to experience great difficulty in walking and was forced to

use a stick in order to cover just a few feet. With the support of walls

and objects, as well as sticks, he would manage, painfully slowly, to



move across rooms and open areas. There were many times when

these supports were not adequate, and he would turn up in the office

with a bandage around his head, having fallen heavily and received a

nasty bump. Meanwhile, his speech rapidly became first slurred, and

then very hard to follow, and even those close to him were having

difficulty understanding what he was saying. Nothing slowed him

down, however. in fact, he was just hitting his stride. Work was

progressing faster and better than it ever had before. Crazy as it may

seem, ALS is simply not that important to him. Of course he has had

to suffer the humiliations and obstructions facing all those in society

who are not able-bodied, and naturally he has had to adapt to his

condition and to live under exceptional circumstances. But the

disease has not touched his mind, and so it has not affected his work.

More than anyone else, Hawking himself would wish to downplay

his disability and to give his full attention to science, for that is what is

really important to him. Having come to terms with ALS and found

someone in Jane with whom he could share his life on a purely

personal level, he began to blossom. The couple became engaged,

and the frequency of weekend visits increased. It was obvious to

everyone that the two of them were truly happy and highly important

to each other. Jane recalls, I wanted to find some purpose to my

existence, and I suppose I found it in the idea of looking after him.

But we were in love. For Hawking, his engagement to Jane was

probably the most important thing that had ever happened to him: it

changed his life and gave him something to live for. Without the help

of Jane he almost certainly would not have been able to carry on or



had the will to do so. From this point on, his work went from

strength to strength, and Sciama, his supervisor, began to believe that

Hawking might, after all, manage to pull together the different

threads of his PhD research. It was still touch and go, but a wonderful
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