A Miracle of Miracles


On May 12, 1935, one of the greatest miracles this world has ever known had its beginning.  Bill Wilson, just 5 months sober, had just experienced the greatest disappointment of his short time sobriety.  It was on Saturday, May 11 that his hopes and dreams of becoming the head of a machine company in Akron, Ohio had gone down the tubes and his New York friends had left him stranded with a 2 week unpaid hotel bill and a ten dollar bill in his pocket.  He was angry, bitter, full of self-pity, filled with fear, had a deep resentment and he was lonely.    As he paced the lobby of the Mayflower Hotel, he heard the chatter and laughter coming from the cocktail lounge at one end of the lobby.  His thought was that if he joined the light-hearted crowd, he would be able to better deal with the horrible feelings he was having.  But as he entered the lounge, he remembered that the last time he had very innocently gone into a bar to wait for a bus, he started drinking and that drunk had lasted 30 days.  He immediately decided he had better do what he had done for four of the last five months that had secured his sobriety and that was to find a serious drinker to talk to.

After Bill had his spiritual experience, or his “Hot Flash” as he liked to call it, in Townes Hospital in mid-December, 1934, he had the idea that his primary mission in life from that point on would be to try to help alcoholics.  He took that idea very seriously and almost daily, for the four months following his release from the Hospital on December 18, 1934, he visited the Calvary mission or skid row where he found men suffering from excessive drinking and he would collar one or more and tell them of his “conversion.”  Not one of his audience thought his story was worth listening to the second time so Bill decided he was wasting his time and decided to get a full time job and free his precious wife, Lois, from the department store where she worked daily to support her and her alcoholic husband.  When he told her of his plans, she looked at him with sad eyes and said to him, “Bill, for the first time in our seventeen years of marriage, you have gone without a drink for four months and I so love you sober.   You keep trying to find the ones who want to join you in sobriety and I’ll keep my job.”  

Since Bill was disappointed with the lack of success he was experiencing, he went to see his dear friend, Dr. Silkworth and reported on his inability to get any drunks to want to join him in sobriety.   When the good doctor heard how Bill was approaching the drinkers, he commented that Bill was trying to get the cart before the horse.   He suggested that Bill change his approach by first telling the drunk a little of what his life had been like when we was drinking.  How he had attempted to stop drinking many times and how he had failed every time.   And once that connection was made, begin to talk of his drinking problem as an complex illness, an allergy of the body that made it impossible for an alcoholic to control the amount he drank once he had taken the first few drinks.  And then how the mind of the real alcoholic is obsessed with the idea that he must have a drink; an unusual form of insanity.   Bill agreed that on the next opportunity, he would give the idea a try.

In the meantime, Bill, who had experienced a great deal of success on Wall Street and had the respect of many investors before his drinking had taken its toll on him, had formed an investment group to but up all the stock they could locate which had been issued by this machine company in Akron.  According to Bill’s investigation, they had acquired enough shares that when the next stockholders meeting was to take place, they would be able to vote the shares and thereby gain control of the company.  Unfortunately, it didn’t work out that way.  They came in second and this was the setting for Bill’s misery in the lobby of the Mayflower Hotel on May 11, 1934.

In a desperate desire to protect his sobriety, Bill went to the other end of the lobby where he found a Church Directory.  He picked out the name of a Rev Tunks, Rector of an Episcopal Church, and made a call to ask for the name of any serious drinker the Reverend might know.   While Rev. Tunks was somewhat reluctant to offer Bill any help, he finally became convinced that Bill was very serious in his need.  He offered Bill the names of ten members of his congregation, some who were members of the Oxford Group and some who were not.  As Bill started down the list, he received no help what ever.  In fact, some hung up on him when they heard what was on his mind.  After nine attempts and nine rejections, he started to say “to hell with it” and headed for the cocktail lounge but again sanity returned and he made the last call; now eleven in all.  This one produced some hope for the person informed Bill that he personally knew of no one but he knew of a lady who would possibly be able to help him and gave Bill her number.  On his twelfth and final call, he made contact with a lady named Henrietta and when he learned that she was a member of the Seiberling family, he almost hung up believing that she couldn’t possibly be able or willing to help him.  He was more than a little amazed when she told him that he must be the answer to their prayers.   One of her dear friend, a prominent surgeon, was having a terrible time with his drinking.  The members of her Oxford Group had just recently had a prayer meeting asking God for some help for this good doctor.  Obviously, Bill was the answer to that prayer.

On the next day, Sunday, May 12, 1935 which happened to be Mother’s Day, Bill and the doctor met at 5:00 PM for what the doctor had said would be no more than a fifteen minute visit.  The doctor was coming off a bad drunk and was shaking, sweating, eyes bleeding and just feeling as if he didn’t get a drink soon, he was going to die.  Bill met the doctor at the screen door of the Gate House of the Seiberling Estate and said, “Dr. Smith, it is so good to meet you.”  Dr. Smith said, “Yes, Mr. Wilson, it is good to meet you too.  Unfortunately, we must be very brief.  I have but a few minutes.”  And Bill looked at the doctor and said, “Yes, doctor.  I understand. You look like you need a drink.”  Dr. Bob Smith backed up, took a good look at this man and wondered,  “Who the hell is this guy.  He does understand!”

Henrietta took them to the kitchen and sat them down with a pot of coffee.  Bill tried Dr. Silkworth’s suggestion and it worked.   Bill told of how he would stop on the way home for a couple of drinks and then not make it home for hours or days.  How drinking had taken him out of his respected place on Wall Street where he had been so successful. How he finally learned about the allergy and the obsession from Dr. Silkworth.  From that, Dr. Bob realized the hopelessness of his drinking problem.  Dr. Bob then  asked Bill what he had done to learn how to stay sober.  Bill told him of how he had become involved with the Oxford Group in New York and in following their practices and looking for problems drinkers, he had been able to stay sober.  In fact, Bill told Dr. Bob that his real reason for searching him out was not to try to get Dr. Bob sober but to protect his own sobriety; a lesson Dr. Bob never forgot.

Bill stayed in Akron with Dr. Bob and his wife Anne for the next three months.  They spent long nights talking about the miracle of recovery they were experiencing.  They searched for ways and methods of being more effective in trying to help suffering alcoholics.  They had a little success in finding two more before Bill returned to New York but they had many failures.

Over the next three years, they continued to try to perfect their effectiveness in helping alcoholics.  Finally, in the Fall if 1937, Bill visited Dr. Bob and as they shared their respective methods and successes, they realized that between the two of them, there were approximately forty alcoholics who had sufficient lengths of sobriety to sense that they really had hit on something much bigger than either of them had even hoped for.  They further realized that what they had learned had to be preserved so it would not be lost in passing that life giving information from one to another by word-of-mouth.  So, after careful consideration, they decided to put it in print.  The book was ultimately to become known as ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS.

So now, there were two elements to Alcoholics Anonymous; the Fellowship from which came our Program, and the life giving Program which is so clearly and precisely presented in the book  ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS.

For a number of years, the Program and the Fellowship were one and the same.  The early members preserved their experience and knowledge of recovery in the Basic Text and the newcomers followed the clear-cut directions in the Book and recovered, as did the authors of the Book The content of our meetings was based on recovered alcoholics telling their story of what they were like as active drinkers, what happened in the process of taking the Steps and what they are like after having had a spiritual experience as the result of having taken the Steps.  The newcomer listened and then had to make a decision as to whether or not they were willing to go to any length for victory over alcohol.  If they demonstrated that they were, they had a Sponsor and were led into the Big Book and along the Twelve Step Path Of Recovery.   If they were not, they were invited to get back out there and finish the job of getting ready to become willing to go to any length for victory over alcohol.  The only way they knew how to get ready was to drink long enough and hard enough to become miserable enough to be willing to go to any lengths.  They were not invited to “keep coming back.”  They were not encouraged to “don’t drink and go to meetings.”  Nobody had ever heard of “90 meetings in 90 days.”  The Fellowship demonstrated great success and grew at a rate of about seven percent per year, which caused the membership to double every ten years. They were told if you are not really willing to do all that is necessary to keep from dying by drinking, just keep on drinking until you are.  That method worked very well.

With the Great Depression and World War II behind us, prosperity returned to our society in general and those who came to our Fellowship for help started taking “short-cuts” along the path the 1st  One Hundred laid down for us.  The result was a beginning of decline in the overall success of the Fellowship.   Then came the publication of the TWELVE STEPS  AND  TWELVE  TRADITIONS which Bill never intended to replace the Big Book but which in reality did just that.  Approximately ten years later, the GRAPEVINE suggested that “discussion” meetings that focused on “topics” might be appropriate which began to dilute the message the newcomer heard.  This problem was further compounded as great numbers of problem drinkers and non-problem drinkers started pouring in from the treatment industry, the professionals and the courts. They brought with them issues, ideas, opinions and understanding that could not be found in the Program of Alcoholics Anonymous.  They were permitted to participate in the “discussion” meetings even though they had not taken the Steps and the message of recovery was lost.
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We recover by the Steps we take, not the meetings we make!


