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A Sailor’s Log
Interviews by and with 1978 NHHS graduates
Doug Brockmeyer, M.D.

interviewed by Bob Bernatz, Ph.D.    January 20, 2008
[image: image4.jpg]o)

A




[image: image5.jpg]


Doug Brockmeyer – As many of you remember, Doug was both an outstanding student and athlete at Newport Harbor.  In this interview, Doug talks about his decision process to become a pediatric neurosurgeon and also about some of his major life decisions such as college choice, marriage and his philosophy of life.
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Bob Bernatz – At Newport, Bob was an above average student and member of the varsity tennis team.  Unlike Doug, he chose a more “circuitous” route to his ultimate profession as a corporate psychologist.  Bob went from almost flunking out of USC as a freshman (frat life…enough said) to working as an administer at South Coast Community Church and attending Fuller Seminary then ultimately ending up as a corporate psychologist, thus proving that there are many paths to a successful career life. 
    -- Doug’s Personal Background and Major Life Decisions --
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After graduating from NHHS, what was your college choice and why?  

I went to Harvard University.  There were a number of reasons I chose Harvard.  I was recruited there to play football (I eventually switched to crew) and it was, by far, the best school on my list.  I really didn’t want to pass up a chance to go to, arguably, the best college in the world.  I didn’t want to have any regrets.  I didn’t want to have to say some day, “I could have gone to Harvard, but passed it up because of x, y, or z reason.”  So it was a pretty easy choice for me.
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What medical school did you choose and why?

 I attended Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, OH.  I applied to all the UC medical schools, and, in the heyday of the Bakke case, I was a victim of reverse discrimination, I think.  I had two non-UC backups, which I was accepted to, and chose the one I felt was the best fit.  CWRU was a pioneer in medical education with a long, distinguished history, and was pass/fail.  So I thought the heat would be off as far as grades went and I could just concentrate on learning how to be a good doctor.

 Why did you choose your particular profession?

Neurosurgery is the most intense medical specialty there is, aside from cardiac surgery.  I guess I was drawn to it because I loved learning about the nervous system, performing surgery, and the intensity.  I am always drawn to situations where people say, “No one is willing to do that." or “No one can do that.”  I like to just step in and take care of the situation.  It’s just my nature.  On the other hand, as a result that, you really are where the rubber meets the road, you are placed in that position a lot, so you better get used to it.
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Pediatric neurosurgery has special issues.   It can be heart wrenching, to be sure.  You have to be very grounded yourself in order to deal with the chaos, emotions and difficult issues you face.  There is very little BS and no room for dishonesty or posing.  You need to stay genuine and humble, especially with kids, because they can smell a phony a mile away.  To be phony ends up hurting kids.  You just can’t fake it in any way shape or form. So you steer away from the distractions, try to be genuine at all times, and focus on what matters.  

In pediatric neurosurgery, you can hit some spectacular home runs.  You have a huge impact and influence on your patient’s lives.  In terms of life-years, you have the biggest impact you could possibly have. If you take a small child, operate on them and cure them of a tough problem, the impact is immeasurable.  Not so with an adult neurosurgeon.  You can do a great technical procedure and that person may only live a few more years.  Your impact is big, but not big in terms of life-years.
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You also have to be sort of a kid at heart to take care of kids properly.  I never have a problem with goofing around with my patients…it keeps me humble and keeps things light.  Kids are scared enough as it is.  To be successful in neurosurgery, or anything else for that matter, I think you have to be very secure in yourself, or at least gone through a process that has forced you to confront who you are.  You need to be aware of your strengths and weaknesses, and be open to growth and change.  You also need to be very determined and persistent.  Well-founded confidence is something that you cultivate over years and years of training and practice.  I now have good sense of what I can and cannot do, who I can and cannot help, and that is a very good feeling.

Did you ever doubt your decisions on any of these?

Not really.  I have always trusted my decision-making ability.  If things don’t work out, so be it.  I don’t live in the past or doubt myself.

What was the toughest decision that you had to make after NHHS?  How did you reach your decision?

Like everyone else, I’ve faced many difficult decisions, personal and otherwise, since graduating from Harbor.  It’s hard to name the absolute toughest, but the decision to divorce my wife was probably the most tumultuous and traumatic to my personal life.  I won’t comment on how I reached it, but for those who have been through it, I feel your pain.

Do you have a philosophy of life that you can articulate?  If so, how did you develop it?


Perhaps a quote from a Tibetan monk might clear things up.  He said, “Consider that at the core of mind is willpower.  Whether there is success or failure, if one entrusts himself to the straightness of the path at the core of the mind, he will attain right-mindedness in either case. Severing oneself from desire and being like a rock or a tree, nothing will ever be achieved.  Not departing from desire, but realizing a desire-less right-mindedness—this is the Way.”

I think a lot of my life’s philosophy is also an extension of my love for wild places.   I know it sounds weird, but I just feel so much more alive and comfortable when I am in some type of wilderness setting.  For some people, it’s the spa at the Four Seasons.  For me, it sleeping in the dirt after a long day of getting after it.  A lot of my philosophy comes from my love of Alpine-style climbing, which is a combination of several disciplines: hiking, scrambling, rock climbing, ice climbing, snow travel.  You have to use a “fast and light” technique in order to increase your safety margin and stay alive.  Throw in fitness, altitude changes, meteorology, bad rock or ice, getting caught out overnight and so on, and you can have some profound experiences.  So I take that “lightness” and self-sufficiency and apply it to my life.  I operate in an efficient, direct way.  I try to raise my kids to be self-reliant.  And in my personal relationships I try my best to be direct and open.  For me, there is no other way.

Any significant failures in your life that you would be open to mention?


A couple have really influenced my life.  The first is my divorce, for the reasons above.  The second is not making all the way to the varsity heavyweight first boat on the Harvard crew team.  I know that sounds kind of silly, but I was young and put an amazing amount of effort into it, and was extremely disappointed when it didn’t happen.  It haunted me for a long time.  I think that influenced me because I didn’t want to be disappointed like that again.  I probably over-compensated after that by choosing, and obtaining, difficult goals.  I think it even influenced my decision to climb Everest.

(CLICK HERE to see one of Doug’s Mount Everest interviews)
What is your most important insight or epiphany about yourself or life, up to this point in time?

A couple.  The first is living in the present moment as much as possible.  I have read a fair amount of Eckhart Tolle and agree with a lot he has to say.  The second would be to live my life as simply as possible.  It can be hard to strip things down to the bare essentials, and stay there, on a daily basis.  By bare essentials I mean my core priorities: keeping focused on family, friends, values.  The older I get, the more important my family becomes to me.

-- Doug’s Insights on Making Career Decisions --
How did you first determine that you wanted to become a doctor?  Was your decision motivated by values, some personal experience with the profession, gut feeling, a bit of all of these, none of these?
My mom was a nurse and she influenced me to go into a medical profession.  At first, I wanted to be a veterinarian, but saw it was very difficult to get into vet school.  Also, I didn’t see myself just taking care of cats and dogs the rest of my life.  So going to medical school and becoming a physician filled all my criteria for a profession:  Social impact and responsibility (“doing good”), job security, a decent living, intellectual stimulation and challenge.  As far as the veterinarian part goes, in many ways I am one:  A lot of my patients can’t talk to me and I have to figure out what the diagnosis is by taking a history and doing a physical exam.  But unlike a vet, I can then order expensive tests to SEE what is going on.  Then, I get to do interesting procedures to do something about it.  Big difference between pets and children, no?

After determining your goal to become a doctor, what was the process that you used to attain the goal?

The usual formula: Take the right classes, get good grades, take the MCAT exam, look for and apply to schools, etc.

Also, I got some experience in the Boston area working directly with patients.  I volunteered at Massachusetts Mental Hospital, working with crazy people (I mean REALLY CRAZY people), and shadowed a neurologist in Cambridge for a while.  So I had a pretty good idea what it was like to see people in medical setting.  It was a process of figuring out the hoops to jump through and then doing it.

What were the biggest challenges to your goal?

I didn’t have a lot of internal or external challenges because I was focused on becoming the best doctor I could be.  There were difficult and exhausting times, but no real challenges that could derail me.

What were the "tricks" that made attaining your goal less difficult?

No tricks, just preparation and hard work.  I asked a lot of questions and tried to anticipate what would come next or what I would be up against.  So maybe a knack for anticipating the next step was a trick.

Why do you think that you came up with such a difficult goal (years of training, sacrifice, etc.)?

I guess I’ve always been drawn to difficult goals.  It’s my nature.  But I don’t see my goals as that difficult or onerous.  They are totally within my capabilities.  There are a lot of crazy, difficult things to do in the world.  So the process is to figure out which goals are realistic and will be enjoyable to pursue.   I think the tough part is committing to the goal.  Once I commit, the rest is easy.  The decision to commit comes after a lot of thought.  I visualize how my life would be in different scenarios; “try on different hats” so to speak, in order to make the decision.  I also realize my thoughts are biased by my perceptions, emotions, mental states, etc…at a particular time; so I take my time and let it all filter through.  Many times, after struggling over a tough decision for a few days, like going to medical school, or becoming a neurosurgeon, I would just wake up and know the right thing to do. And then I’d do it.  

Did anyone inspire you in your goals?

I had many role models, all the way through my schooling.  But no one person “inspired” me to become a physician.  I just knew it in my heart that’s what I would be good at and it’s what I wanted to be.

What is the biggest stumbling block to setting goals as a young adult?

Not being emotionally prepared to deal with the possibility that you may not achieve your goals…those can be very difficult times.

What is the most important question to ask yourself BEFORE you set a major life goal such as what career to choose?

Would you be happy doing “X” when you are 50 years old?  60 years old?  Would you do it without pay?  Those questions get at the love involved in your heart.  You can’t commit without love.

_________________________________

Well, there you have it, our first entry into our first “Sailor’s Log.”  If you have any nominees for this new feature of the 1978 NHHS reunion site, please let us know.  If you would like to contact either Doug or Bob, here are their email addresses:

Dr. Doug can be reached at douglas.brockmeyer@hsc.utah.edu

Dr. Bob can be reached at bbernatz@insightglobal.com



(CLICK HERE to see one of Doug’s Mount Everest interviews)
Dr. Brockmeyer at the top of Everest on 5/30/2005
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Doug with NHHS classmates Craig Lyons, Debbie Beatty Boucher, and Dave Clark at a recent Children’s Hospital of Orange County charity event at the Balboa Pavilion





Dr Bob Bernatz today









