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Last year’s toll: 16,000 lives,

100,000 maimed and wounded. The
next tragedy may be near you

unless you know how to prevent it

by Dr. V. C. Branham
as told to James L. Tuck

,
Washington

The pretty young woman was sprawled on the floor of the
kitchen. The jets on the stove had been closed, but gas

still hung heavy in the room. Wearily, I watched as another
doctor turned off the pulmotor and recorded in his casebook:
"Dead On Arrival, Suicide.”

The girl was an ex-WAC. But she had no case record at

the local Veterans Administration Mental Hygiene Clinic.
No one was able to tell why she had killed herself.

Our investigation revealed, however, that she had sounded
plenty of warnings. The girl was suffering from a severe case
of melancholia brought on by a series of unfortunate incidents.
Her fiance had been killed in an auto accident. Brooding
over this misfortune had caused her to lose her job. She
developed headaches, could not sleep and had crying spells.

Could Have Saved Her

Once she took an overdose of sleeping pills and wound up

in a hospital. When she got out her family scorned the idea
of psychiatric help for the girl.

One night a policeman made her leave a high bridge where
she had been standing for hours. But once away from the
bridge, he let her go free to her eventual death.

Similar cases are recorded every day far too many of
them. Last year more than 16,000 people in the United States
met death at their own hands. That represents more deaths
than the combined fatalities for the past three years from
malaria, whooping cough, scarlet fever, diphtheria, typhoid
fever and infantile paralysis.

Some 100,000 others made unsuccessful suicide attempts,
many of them suffering serious wounds.

The suicide rate can be cut. Many of the 16,000 who died
last year would still be alive if their friends and families had
watched for warning signals instead of deliberately ignoring
unpleasant truths.

In the Veterans Administration Mental Hygiene Clinics
we treat the suicide drive with the same objectivity we bring
to any other type of illness. We ask all our veteran patients
to look for warning signals in their own friends, even them-
selves. And we urge them to get competent psychiatric

help whenever obvious warning signals grow clear and strong.

The suicide rate in America has showed some interesting
fluctuations. During both World Wars, the rate declined;
during the 1929-’39 depression period, it increased.

There was reason to believe it might shoot up again
after World War 11, but instead it has remained almost
static. We believe that this improvement is due. at

least in large part, to the work of the V.A. clinics with
maladjusted veterans.

Not everyone can qualify for treatment at a Veterans
Administration clinic only veterans with service-connected
illnesses. But the common-sense rules we use there can be ob-
served by anyone. For laymen there are two basic principles.

1. Don’t ignore suicidal tendencies in anyone even your-
self. Regard them as symptoms of mental ill-health and
lake them seriously.

STOP THAT SUICIDE!
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DEATH DROP: This man was photographed just before his fall from the Empire State Building roof

2. Don’t try to treat suicidal-minded people yourself.
Get psychiatric help.

The pretty young WAC in the gas-filled kitchen might have
been saved if her friends and relatives had observed Rule
Number 1. Too often, however, the family prefers to hush
up any hint of mental illness. This attitude is a ghastly mis-
take. Depressed persons cannot be jollied out of their basic
despair. ‘Trip therapy” sending the patient off for a
vacation or a cruise merely allows him to brood without
any restraint or control.

Lost Five Job*

Recently a young woman called a V.A. psychiatrist in one

of our smaller Eastern clinics. Her husband, she reported,
had lost his fifth job in as many months. He was constantly
telling her that she would be better offif he had been killed
in the war.

The psychiatrist sent a social worker to persuade the vet-
eran to come to the clinic. It was a hard job. He was con-
vinced the clinic was for “crazy” people. He told the social
worker he was a misfit, and the world would be better off
without him.

Finally, however, the social worker convinced him. His
Continued on page 22
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