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I was in a recovery room 
at Lahey Hospital after 
having had a routine heart 
diagnostic procedure. The 
last thing I remember was 
that I was sitting up in the 
bed, checking my cellphone. 
The nurse was close by at 
her desk doing some paper-
work. Then everything went 
black. I had a sudden car-
diac arrest. This means that 
my heart had abruptly and 
unexpectedly stopped beat-
ing. As a result, my blood 
stopped flowing, I stopped 
breathing, my pupils dilated, 
and I lost consciousness 
within seconds. I had flat-
lined and, for all intents and 
purposes, I was dead.

Currently, a patient who 
suffers a sudden cardiac 
arrest in a hospital has 
about a 22% chance of being 
resuscitated and surviving 
to discharge. That means 
that four out of five patients 
who experience such an 
event don’t make it. Pretty 
bad odds! And it is much 
worse outside a hospital. 
With no expert medical 
personnel, or an automatic 
external defibrillator close 
at hand, fewer than 10% 
of sudden cardiac arrest 
patients survive.

You may remember a 

movie made in 1990, re-made 
in 2017, called “Flatliners.” 
In that film, five medical 
students experiment using 
drugs to purposely have a 
sudden cardiac arrest. Their 
idea was to have a “near-
death” experience and get 
a glimpse of the afterlife 
before their friends revived 
them.

But in real life, not all 
patients who survive their 
cardiac arrest have a near-
death experience. Only 
about one in five of them do.

Over the years, there have 
been hundreds, if not thou-
sands, of anecdotal reports 
of near-death experiences 
from many countries and 
cultures. The similarities 
in these stories raised the 
interest of the scientific 
community, and, as a result, 
there have been several rig-
orous scientific studies of 
the phenomenon.

For example, the renowned 
international medical jour-
nal Lancet published a study 
of near-death experiences 
by patients with sudden car-
diac arrest. It was conducted 
by a Dutch cardiologist, Pim 
van Lommel.

The experiences of his 
patients tended to be like 
many of the other near-
death experiences found in 
the literature. They often 
entail being conscious, but 

knowing you are dead, and 
finding yourself in a dark 
tunnel with a bright light 
at the other end. When the 
subject emerges into the 
light, they find themselves 
in a most beautiful place, 
and having feelings of total 
serenity, security, warmth 
and unconditional love.

Many experiencers also 
see long-dead relatives, 
friends and even pets. The 
patient can interact with 
them and it all seems very 
real and comforting. Many 
of these patients claim after-
ward that their experience 
changed their lives in a tan-
gible and positive way.

Other sudden cardiac 
arrest patients claim to have 
a different kind of incident. 
It is an out-of-body experi-
ence that also feels very real 
to them. In these cases, the 
patient believes they are 
floating above their hospital 
bed, looking down on the 
scene where the medical 
staff is trying to resuscitate 
them. Many patients can 
recount the actual actions 
and conversations that took 
place, confirmed by the 
participants. Yet they had 
flatlined, their brains were 
completely inactive, and 
they had no senses.

Many doctors or scientists 
have tried to develop a rea-
sonable medical explanation 

for these experiences. All 
sorts of theories have been 
proposed, but there is no 
scientific consensus on how 
these events can happen.

One of the most interest-
ing aspects of near-death 
experiences is the idea of 
“consciousness” and how 
it relates to this mysterious 
phenomenon. Most diction-
aries define consciousness 
as “the fact of awareness 
by the mind, of itself and 
the world.” But, when blood 
stops flowing to the brain 
because of cardiac arrest, 
the victim’s brain activity 
ceases and they quickly lose 
“consciousness.” Yet, these 
victims still claim to have 
such conscious experiences.

Van Lommel concluded in 
his Lancet article that the 
results of his study dem-
onstrate that the patient’s 
awareness did indeed con-
tinue after all brain activity 
stopped. In his summary, he 
raised the question “If con-
sciousness is a function of 
brain activity, as most scien-
tists believe, how could con-
sciousness be experienced 
after the brain no longer 
functions?”

Von Lommel answered 
his own question in a later 
book he wrote, “Eternal 
Consciousness.” He claimed 
in the book, like some phi-
losophers have in the past, 

that human consciousness 
functions independently 
of the brain. The brain, he 
says, “is just the receiver of 
the signals generated by this 
(higher-order) conscious-
ness, much as a television is 
the receiver of signals from 
a television station.” This 
concept, some philosophers 
say, is evidence of the exis-
tence of the soul, and the 
near-death experience pro-
vides a glimpse of the after-
life. In the Flatliners movie, 
it is this glimpse that the stu-
dent doctors were seeking.

Other doctors, trying to 
explain the conscious expe-
riences of cardiac arrest 
patients, attribute it to the 
act of heart massage in the 
resuscitation process. The 
result of the massage, they 
say, is that there is some 
blood flow to the brain. And 
that’s what explains the con-
sciousness required for the 
near-death experiences.

On the other hand, von 
Lommel’s view is supported 
by many neurologists. They 
say that until the heart 
starts beating again, there 
can be no brain function.

Not many neurologists, 
however, support the idea 
of consciousness operating 
independently of the brain. 
A few, like Dr. Donald Hoff-
man, professor of cognitive 
science at the University 

of California, Irvine, are 
hypothesizing exactly that 
idea, and working on devel-
oping a mathematical, scien-
tific analysis to prove it.

In my case, I am obvi-
ously among the one in 
five patients who suffers a 
sudden cardiac arrest in a 
hospital and survives. After 
everything went black, the 
next thing I knew, I was 
looking up at a bearded, 
male nurse who I later 
learned was named Eddie. 
Eddie and the other medical 
professionals in that recov-
ery area went into quick 
action and brought me back 
within a few minutes. As I 
returned to fuller conscious-
ness, I remember the crowd 
around me and the frantic 
looks on their faces, but 
nothing more.

The doctor in charge of my 
case called my wife to tell 
her what happened. When 
she arrived to see me at the 
hospital, I related to her 
how disappointed I was. I 
had a sudden cardiac arrest 
and did not find myself in a 
dark tunnel or come out of it 
into the bright light to find 
myself in a beautiful place. 
Or see any relatives or pets.

Now, that would have been 
a great story to be able to 
tell. Maybe next time.

Anthony J. Marolda is a 
resident of Annisquam.

The day I flatlined
Anthony J. Marolda

To the editor:
I want to praise Michael 

Cook, whom I do not per-
sonally know, for his let-
ter to the editor of Sept. 
10, describing U.S. sup-
port in 2009 for the mili-
tary coup that overthrew 
the democratically elected 

reformist President Zelaya 
of Honduras.

I deeply supported Presi-
dent Obama’s election and 
re-election and celebrate 
his many achievements 
despite the racist oppo-
sition against him, and 
find it tragic that he and 

Secretary Clinton did not 
deviate from the long his-
tory of the United States in 
undermining movements 
toward democracy in Cen-
tral America.

R i g h t - w i n g  m i l i t a r y 
regimes,  death squads, 
corruption, drug cartels, 

gangs, especially in Hon-
duras and El Salvador — 
the results of right-wing 
military dictatorships have 
led to the violence facing 
the many immigrants who 
plead for asylum in the 
United States.

I ’m no expert in this 

history but I think it cru-
cial that we all understand 
that  decades- long U.S. 
policy decisions are linked 
directly to the lives of the 
thousands of the vulner-
able people who wait at 
our Southern borders. Not 
only do they want to escape 

being murdered, they hope 
that  the country most 
responsible for turning 
their countries into murder-
ous places to live will, this 
time, turn its face of mercy 
and justice toward them.

ELLEN SOLOMON
Gloucester

We must understand the U.S. role in Central America’s crisis

One was a 
pioneering 
female jour-
nalist with a 
deep under-
standing of 
the totems 
and taboos 
of Washing-

ton. Another was a pioneer-
ing television broadcaster 
with a sharp eye for history. 
The third was a pioneering 
business reporter with an 
obsession with detail. All 
were enriched by a figure 
they lived with: parents and 
a spouse in one case, a col-
lege roommate in another, a 
brother in yet a third.

Cokie Roberts. Sander 
Vanocur. Paul Ingrassia. 
The three died within hours 
of each other, an unusual 
moment of mortality that 
reminds us not only of how 
fragile and ephemeral life 
is, but also of the passing of 
an era of probity and civility 
in public affairs that seems 
almost antiquarian in our 
amped-up world.

These three — plus Lee 
Salem, the president of Uni-
versal Press Syndicate, who 
nurtured this column and 
scores of cartoon strips such 
as “Cathy” and “Doonesbury” 
— earned the legacy that all 
journalists crave: figures of 
integrity and intelligence 
who changed the way we 
look at the world even as they 
changed the way their craft 
was conducted. We in our 

business are all their lega-
tees, and you as consumers of 
news are their beneficiaries.

Cokie Roberts was the 
daughter of two House 
members, one a Capitol Hill 
baron en route to the speak-
ership when he perished 
in an Alaska air crash, the 
other a quiet but imposing 
lawmaker who also was a 
diplomat. The president of 
the United States attended 
her wedding. She grew up in, 
and as an adult moved back 
into, a courtly house at the 
bend of Bradley Boulevard in 
Bethesda, Maryland, where 
the four lanes of a rush-
to-work suburb suddenly 
but not inexplicably turned 
into two lanes redolent of a 
country road; the street engi-
neers of the time knew better 
than to extend the bustle of 
Bethesda to the front lawn of 
the home of Rep. Hale Boggs, 
the House majority leader 
and member of the Warren 
Commission.

She married Steven V. 
Roberts, a force of nature 
at The New York Times and 
for many years a Cokie col-
league on the marble floors 
and, often, in the cloistered 
back rooms and hideaway 
offices of Capitol Hill. She and 
the formidable Linda Wert-
heimer, her NPR colleague 
on the Hill, knew more of the 
inside workings of Congress 
than most backbenchers and 
half the leadership. She and 
Steve drove me home from 
work in the Capitol press 
galleries every night. It was 
a graduate education in 

American politics, and they 
paid for the tuition, which 
was the gasoline.

But Cokie’s impact was 
only part in her work, which 
was not simply professional 
but peerless. It was also in 
the role she grew into with 
remarkable grace, as the 
grande dame of Washington 
journalists. She, along with 
fellow New York Times wife 
Judith Weinraub, recoiled 
and rebelled in their iden-
tity as Wives of the New 
York Times and blazed a 
trail of independence and 
accomplishment that was an 
inspiration to a generation of 
female journalists.

In a different but equally 
potent way, Sander Vanocur 
was a figure of elegance and 
refinement in the raucous 
environs of the press room. 
Working for the Manchester 
Guardian and The New York 
Times before assuming his 
principal role as inquisi-
tor and intellectual at NBC 
News, he was the final sur-
viving participant of the 1960 
Kennedy-Nixon debates. He 
was a towering figure, but 
not looming so large that my 
8-year-old daughter, at lunch 
with him in his Santa Barbara 
retirement, couldn’t share 
an inadvertent off-color com-
ment and prompt an embar-
rassing laugh around the 
table.

At work, Sandy was a fig-
ure to reckon with; he broad-
cast all night and into the 
morning the day Robert F. 
Kennedy was shot. In retire-
ment, he was a gentle critic 

and genuine booster of those 
he chose to follow — and 
when Sandy followed you, 
he read every word. He was 
possessed of humankind’s 
greatest attribute, the gift of 
friendship, and perhaps his 
oldest friendship was with 
his Northwestern room-
mate, Newton N. Minow, who 
gained fame of his own when, 
as chair of the Federal Com-
munications Commission, 
he described television as 
a “vast wasteland.” (It was 
no surprise that the ship-
wrecked boat on television’s 
moronic “Gilligan’s Island,” 
which ran from 1964 to 1967, 
was named the S.S. Minnow.)

“Sandy was equipped with 
deep intellectual and politi-
cal curiosity, which gave 
him exceptional insight into 
how government succeeds or 
fails,” Minow, now 93 years 
old, told me. The two men 
were neighbors in Washing-
ton’s Cleveland Park section 
during the Kennedy years. 
“Always ahead of the curve, 
Sandy’s reporting enlight-
ened our nation with his 
mind, heart, courage and 
wisdom.”

The final figure to leave 
the press room in this sad 
passage was Paul Ingrassia, 
a former Reuters managing 
editor who shared a Pulitzer 
for his Wall Street Journal 
investigation of the manage-
ment of General Motors. The 
day after he died, columnist 
E.J. Dionne described Paul 
as a “reporter’s reporter,” a 
description that would have 
pleased Paul no end.

In a way, Paul’s heart 
wasn’t in the right place. It 
migrated after his right lung 
was removed 22 years ago. 
But in the most important 
way, it was in just the right 
place, sometimes on his 
sleeve, always at the center 
of his work.

Paul’s brother Larry, who 
held top positions at The New 
York Times, Wall Street Jour-
nal and Los Angeles Times, 
provides the best testimony 
to his skill. “Paul could be a 
very demanding boss, an edi-
tor who held reporters and 
subjects — and himself — to 
the highest standards,” Larry 
said in a sad email exchange 
the day after his brother 
died. (Paul once told Paul 
Gigot that if he couldn’t cease 
making errors he should find 
another line of work. Gigot 
won a Pulitzer Prize for com-
mentary in 2000 and a year 
later became the editorial 

page editor of the Journal, a 
position he still holds.)

“Paul was innately, scru-
pulously fair,” his brother 
went on. “He didn’t care 
who you were or where 
you came from. What mat-
tered was what you did. If 
you worked hard and did 
well, you were heaped with 
praise and encouragement 
or got a story written about 
your company that you liked. 
If you fell short, well, that 
would be another matter.”

That was a quality — a 
point of view — a hard truth 
— shared by all three. That 
is why we mourn and miss 
them already, even as we 
thank, and celebrate, them 
for their work, their lives and 
above all their sacred honor.

North Shore native and 
Pulitzer Prize winner David 
M. Shribman is the former 
executive editor of the Pitts-
burgh Post-Gazette.

A week of loss for journalism’s standard-bearers
David M. Shribman

MATT ROURKE/AP file photo
Cokie Roberts, pictured in 2017, a longtime political reporter 
and analyst at ABC News and NPR has died, ABC announced 
Tuesday. She was 75. 
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