Both Sides Now A Journey From Researcher to Patient
PROLOGUE

SONGBIRD
I have always been terrified of birds.

When my two children were growing up, our family took many trips into New York City where the number of pigeons exceeds the human population. It didn’t take the children long to realize that they had an important role in running interference for Mommy. They’d walk ahead and chase pigeons so that I wouldn’t attract undue attention by cringing and freezing in my tracks when the nearby birds began flapping their wings to fly. “Bird chasers” the children called themselves and, to this day, when they see me avoid any bird larger than a hummingbird, they chuckle and fall back into their old roles.
(
Fifty plus years ago, as I was growing up in West Orange, New Jersey, the town still had vestiges of its bucolic roots. Although few remain, our former neighbor’s farm is still there. In the back of his tiny Cape Cod house lies a garden that once yielded such sweet carrots, even the dirt tasted good. A hand-hewn chicken coop, empty now, once housed chickens that provided the neighbors with eggs.

I must have been six or seven-years-old when the neighborhood kids chose a hot summer’s day to lock me in with those chickens. I have no recollection of how they lured me there, how they got me inside or, for that matter, how I got out. I recall only the terror of being trapped in the dark sweltering heat, tiny shards of light peeking through wooden slats, and an overpowering smell of rancid hay. Indignant at my intrusion, squawking chickens flapped around my head and pecked at my feet. I wrapped my arms around my head in a vain attempt to fend off the onslaught that has left me with a lifelong fear of flying birds.
(
But now these winged creatures and I have a new and unexpected connection. In 1997, I was part of the Robert Wood Johnson Medical School/National Institutes of Health team that discovered the first mutation known to cause Parkinson disease in the protein known as alpha-synuclein. At the time of our published finding in Science, no one knew much about what the protein did, except as related to, of all things, the song bird. In our research paper, we wrote that, “…the equivalent protein in the zebra finch is thought to play a role in the process of song learning.” 

The zebra finch is part of a large family of songbirds. It is native to Australia and Indonesia, but because it breeds and does well in captivity, several research laboratories use it to investigate the neural pathways of memory and learning. As in most bird species, the male’s colorful markings—his red beak and striped tail—distinguish him from the plain-looking female whom he woos with his song. 
(
Ironically, I have now been diagnosed with the very disease I researched. Since the alpha-synuclein protein accumulates in Parkinson’s, it is likely clogging my brain even as I write. Yet, as I journey from Parkinson’s researcher to Parkinson’s patient, study of this tiny bird’s persistent song helps to clarify brain pathways that we have in common. One of the very creatures that have always terrified me now provides a portal through which we may learn to block and—dare we hope—reverse the process of Parkinson disease.

“Hope” is the thing with feathers -

That perches in the soul -

And sings the tune without the words -

And never stops - at all –


Emily Dickinson
