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Chapter 1

Live in “Day-tight Compartments ~

In the spring of 1871, a young man picked up a book and read twenty-one
words that had a profound effect on his future. A medical student at the Montreal
General Hospital, he was worried about passing the final examination, worried
about what to do, where to go, how to build up a practice, how to make a living.

The twenty-one words that this young medical student read in 1871 helped him
to become the most famous physician of his generation. He organized the world-
famous Johns Hopkins School of Medicine. He became Regius® Professor of
Medicine at Oxford — the highest honor that can be bestowed upon® any medical
man in the British Empire. He was knighted by the King of England. When he
died, two huge volumes containing 1,466 pages were required to tell the story of his
life.

His name was Sir William Osler. Here are the twenty-one words that he read in
the spring of 1871 — twenty-one words from Thomas Carlyle that helped him lead a
life free from worry: “Our main business is not to see what lies dimly at a distance,
but to do what lies clearly at hand.”

Forty-two years later, on a soft spring night when the tulips were blooming on
the campus, this man, Sir William Osler, addressed the students of Yale
University. He told those Yale students that a man like himself who had been a
professor in four universities and had written a popular book was -supposed to have
“brains of a special quality”. He declared that that was untrue. He said that his
intimate friends knew that his brains were “of the most mediocre’ character” .

What, then, was the secret of his success? He stated that it was owing to what
he called living in “day-tight compartments. ” What did he mean by that? A few
months before he spoke at Yale, Sir William Osler had crossed the Atlantic on a
great ocean liner® where the captain standing on the bridge®, could press a button
and — presto’ | — there was a clanging of machinery and various parts of the ship
were immediately shut off from one another — shut off into watertight compart-
ments. “What I urge is that you so learn to control the machinery as to live with

‘ day-tight compartments’ as the most certain way to ensure safety on the voyage.
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Get on the bridge, and see that at least the great bulkheads® are in working
order. Touch a button and hear, at every level of your life, the iron doors
shutting out the Past — the dead yesterdays. Touch another and shut off, with a
metal curtain, the Future — the unborn tomorrows. Shut close, then the great
fore and aft’ bulkheads, and prepare to cultivate the habit of life of © day-tight
compartments’ . ”

Did Dr. Osler mean to say that we should not make any effort to prepare for
tomorrow? No. Not at all. But he did go on in that address to say that the best
possible way to prepare for tomorrow is to concentrate with all your intelligence, all
your enthusiasm, on doing today’s work superbly today. That is the only possible
way you can prepare for the future.

By all means take thought for' the tomorrow, yes, careful thought and
planning and preparation. But have no anxiety. “I can use my time much better
working on tomorrow’s problem than by fretting'’ about yesterday’s. Besides, if I
let those things get'” me, I wouldn’t last long. ”

Whether in war or peace, the chief difference between good thinking and bad
thinking is this: good thinking deals with causes and effects and leads to logical,
constructive planning; bad thinking frequently leads to tension and nervous
breakdowns.

I had the privilege of interviewing Arthur Hays Sulzberger, publisher (1935 ~
1961) of one of the most famous newspapers in the world, The New York Times.
Mr. Sulzberger told me that when the Second World War flamed across Europe, he
was so stunned, so worried about the future, that he found it almost impossible to
sleep. He would frequently get out of bed in the middle of the night, take some
canvas'® and tubes of paint, look in the mirror, and try to paint a portrait of
himself. He didn’t know anything about painting, but he painted anyway, to get his
mind off his worries. Mr. Sulzberger told me that he was never able to banish'* his
worries and find peace until he had adopted as his motto five words from a church
hymn: One stép enough for me.

Lead, kindly Light...
Keep thou my feet:

I do not ask to see The distant scene; one step enough for me.
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At about the same time, a young man in uniform — sdmewhere in Europe —
was learning the same lesson. His name was Ted Bengermino, of Baltimore,
Maryland — and he had worried himself into a first-class case of combat
fatigue.

“In April, 1945,” writes Ted Bengermino, “I had worried until I had
developed what doctors call a ‘ spasmodic transverse colon’®— a condition that
produced intense pain. If the war hadn’t ended when it did, I am sure I would have
had a complete physical breakdown.

“I was utterly exhausted. I was a Graves Registration, Noncommissioned
Officer'® for the 94th Infantry Division. My work was to help set up and maintain
records of all men killed in action, missing in action, and hospitalised. I also had to
help disinter'” the bodies of both Allied and enemy soldiers who had been killed and
hastily buried in shallow graves during the pitch of battle. T had to gather up the
personal effects of these men and see that they were sent back to parents or closest
relatives who would prize these personal effects so much. I was constantly worried
for fear we might be making embarrassing and serious mistakes. I was worried about
whether or not I would come through' all this. I was worried about whether I
would live to hold my only child in my arms — a son of sixteen months, whom I
had never seen. I was so worried and exhausted that I lost thirty-four pounds. I was
so frantic that I was almost out of my mind. I looked at my hands. They were
hardly more than skin and bones. I was terrified at the thought of going home a
physical wreck'. I broke down and sobbed like a child. I was so shaken that tears
welled up every time I was alone. There was one period soon after the Battle of the
Bulge started that I wept so often that I almost gave up hope of ever being a normal
human being again.

“I ended up in an Army dispensary”. An Army doctor gave me some advice
which has completely changed my life. After giving me a thorough physical
examination, he informed me that my troubles were mental. ‘ Ted’, he said, ‘I
want you to think of your life as an hourglass. You know there are thousands of
grains of sand in the top of the hourglass; and they all pass slowly and evenly
through the narrow neck in the middle. Nothing you or I could do would make
more than one grain of sand pass through this narrow neck without impairing®' the
hourglass. You and I and everyone else are like this hourglass. When we start in the

morning, there are hundreds of tasks which we feel that we must accomplish that
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day, but if we do not take them one at a time and let them pass through the day
slowly and evenly, as do the grains of sand passing through the narrow neck of the
hourglass, then we are bound to break our own physical or mental structure. ’

“I have practised that philosophy ever since that memorable day that an Army
doctor gave it to me. ‘One grain of sand at a time.... One task at a time. ’ That
advice saved me physically and mentally during the war; and it has also helped me
in my present position of Public Relations and Advertising Director for the Adcrafters
Printing & Off-set? Co. Inc. I found the same problems arising in business that had
arisen during the war: a score of things had to be done at once — and there was
little time to do them. We were low in stocks. We had new forms to handle, new
stock arrangements, changes of address, opening and closing offices, and so on.
Instead of getting taut® and nervous, I remembered what the doctor had told me.
‘One grain of sand at a time. One task at a time. * By repeating those words to
myself over and over, I accomplished my tasks in a more efficient manner and I did
my work without the confused and jumbled® feeling that had almost wrecked me on
the battlefield. ”

One of the most appalling® comments on our present way of life is that half of
all the beds in our hospitals are reserved for patients with nervous and mental
troubles, patients who have collapsed under the crushing burden® of accumulated
yesterdays and fearful tomorrows. Yet a vast majority of those people could have
avoided those hospital — could have led happy, useful lives — if they had only
heeded”” the words of Jesus: “Have no anxiety about the morrow” ; or the words of
Sir William Osler: “Live in day-tight compartments. ”

You and I are standing this very second at the meeting-place of two eternities:
the vast past that has endured for ever, and the future that is plunging on to the last
syllable of recorded time. We can’t possibly live in either of those eternities — no,
not even for one split second. But, by trying to do so, we can wreck both our
bodies and our minds. So let’s be content to live the only time we can possibly live:
from now until bedtime. “ Anyone can carry his burden, however hard, until
nightfall,” wrote Robert Louis Stevenson. “ Anyone can do his work, however
hard, for one day. Anyone can live sweetly, patiently, lovingly, purely, till the
sun goes down. And this is all that life really means. ”

Yes, that is all that life requires of us; but Mrs. E. K. Shields, 815, Court
Street, Saginaw, Michigan, was driven to despair — even to the brink of suicide —
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