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Quite a lot has happened since the summer of 2006, when I
wrote Look Me in the Eye. Back then, Asperger’s was still a little-
known condition. No more—2007 saw the publication of several
new books and the appearance of Aspergian characters on televi-
sion and in movies. Day by day, the world is becoming more
aware.

The word Asperger’s is now in common usage, and it even has
an opposite: neurotypical. My story speaks to both groups, though
camps might be a better term as they sometimes seem at war with
each other. And there’s even a catchall phrase for all autistic people:
We’re said to be “on the spectrum.”

When writing Look Me in the Eye, I purposely did not read any
other books on autism or Asperger’s, because I didn’t want to be
influenced by them. After turning in the manuscript, though, I felt
free to read everything I could find, and I did. One of the first
books I read was Daniel Tammet’s Born on a Blue Day, which went
on sale in America two weeks before I brought Look Me in the Eye
to Crown.

I was immediately struck by the parallels to my own story. Both
Tammet and I describe growing up, feeling alone, struggling to fit
in, and finally achieving success as adults. But there are some key



differences. For one thing, Tammet’s family stayed together and
supported one another—something my own family did not do.
Actually, Tammet’s family situation is almost the polar opposite of
my own, yet we tell similar stories of overcoming childhood limi-
tations to become successful adults. Here’s an observation I found
interesting: When I read his book, I felt that he expressed less
emotion in his writing than I do in mine. If that’s true, it’s proba-
bly because he is only half my age, and I didn’t develop the ability
to express my feelings until I was in my forties. If I had written my
story at twenty-five instead of fifty, it would have been much drier
and less emotional.

I believe a similar evolution is evident in Temple Grandin’s
work (she’s the author of Thinking in Pictures and Animals in Trans-
lation). In fact, she and I have discussed that very issue on several
occasions.

This insight was inspiring to me because it shows that our
brains continue to develop throughout our lives. This is com-
pletely counter to what I’ve often heard but never accepted: “If
you’re autistic, you never change.” If I am any example, it is pos-
sible to teach old dogs new tricks.

In fact, my entire life exemplifies continuing change. As a kid, I
was voted “most likely to fail,” and indeed, I flunked out of high
school. Yet only a few years later I became an engineer on one of
the biggest rock ’n’ roll tours in the world. Then I helped design
some of the first electronic games. When I was in my thirties, I
made a complete change of direction, raising a kid and starting an
automobile business. And at fifty, I changed course once again,
becoming a successful author.

When I wrote Look Me in the Eye, I wanted to show readers
what it was like to grow up feeling like a freak or a misfit. I
thought my book would show how people with Asperger’s are dif-
ferent from everyone else. To my great surprise, my book actually
shows the opposite: Deep down, people are very much the same. I
had grown up saying to myself, “I wish I could be like the captain
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of the swim team.” He was suave, polished, and everyone liked
him. Now all the so-called popular people—swim-team captains,
cheerleaders, class presidents, football quarterbacks—came to my
events, and they spoke up. They felt like misfits too! In the end,
telling others how hard it was for me to fit in has helped me fit in
better by revealing the universality of my struggle.

I am fond of the quote “When you’ve met one Aspergian,
you’ve met one Aspergian. We are all unique.” That may be true,
but now that I’m meeting other Aspergians, I am finding that
some traits I thought were unique to me are actually characteristic
of Aspergians.

One of those traits is my voice. I had never realized that there
was anything distinctive about it until my audiobook was released.
All I knew was that Look Me in the Eye was my story, and I wanted
to narrate it myself. A professional voice artist might have sounded
more expressive than me, but I was convinced that listeners would
appreciate hearing the authentic John Robison and not an impos-
tor. My producer at Random House Audio agreed, and together
we abridged the text so that it would fit into five hours and re-
corded it. I was very happy with the result, and I was anxious to see
if listeners agreed. About a month before the book went on sale,
we put a sample online and right away the e-mails began com-
ing in.

Listeners did like the audiobook but for a totally unexpected
reason. Autistic and Aspergian children recognized my voice. Lis-
teners on the spectrum said things like “Your voice sounds like
home” and “Your voice just seems familiar to my child.” Was there
a distinctive voice pattern associated with Asperger’s? I began to
wonder.

Then my editor got a call from Temple Grandin. “She sounds
just like you,” Rachel said. When I talked to Temple myself, I was
amazed by the similarity in our speech. I felt as if I were hearing
myself talk.

Since that time, I’ve talked to hundreds of people on the 
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spectrum, as well as their parents. It has become clear that there is
indeed “a voice of Asperger’s,” and that I have it. But what is it,
precisely? The answer came to me last winter, during a visit with
some brilliant researchers from Beth Israel Deaconess Medical
Center, a part of Harvard Medical School. They’d been studying
autism and the workings of the brain, and they gave me some star-
tling insights.

It turns out that sentences are not formed in a single area of the
brain. It’s far more complex than that. We form the concept of a
sentence in one spot. Then we choose the verbs in another area
and nouns in yet a third spot. The sentence is built in pieces
throughout the brain, and then assembled into finished form.

For some reason, Aspergians like me experience “delays” in
the transmission of those sentence fragments within the brain.
That gives a slightly ragged cadence to our speech that’s quite dis-
tinct from that of normal speech. Once you begin listening for it,
it’s quite recognizable.

In addition to the unique cadence of our speech, our lack of
social expression is actually audible. Folks without autism make
subtle changes to the rhythm and pitch of their speech to convey
emotion. Aspergians like me don’t have a natural ability to do that,
at least not very well, so our speech has a flat, monotonic quality.
Collectively, those traits are called prosody.

As I write this, I am involved in a study to see if I can alter the
quality of my speech. Changes in my voice could reflect changes
deeper inside, perhaps in the very way I think. Stay tuned for more
on this subject, which I find fascinating.

A word to teachers: My audiobook is divided into tracks, so
you can easily play specific passages to students for discussion.

The most amazing thing has been the book’s impact on young
people. High schools and even middle schools began using my
book to teach tolerance and understanding. Special education
teachers embraced and recommended it. Schools invited me to
speak to their students, and the students welcomed me. To my
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great surprise, my book opened up dialogues on fitting in, bully-
ing, violence, pranks and play, and how kids treat one another.

Some parents and teachers have taken exception to the pranks
in my book. As a parent, I agree that I’d be disturbed if my son did
the things I did forty years ago. However, it’s worth considering
that no one was ever hurt by my shenanigans, and they provided a
way for me to relieve frustrations harmlessly. Perhaps one message
is that we need to give today’s kids ways to blow off steam before
they explode. And more than anything, we need more compassion
and understanding in our society. There is no surer way to defuse
tensions.

Because of the book’s popularity with a younger audience, I
was faced with an unexpected issue. The language in Look Me in
the Eye was fine for adults, but I never meant it for kids. When I
was younger, I worked in some pretty rough places with some
pretty coarse people. We swore a lot, and my writing reflected
that. I toned down the language when I wrote, but a rough edge
remained.

The more young people I talked to, the more I realized my
message was key, and the profanity stood in the way by making
teachers and parents uncomfortable. Today when I speak to kids, I
see myself in their struggles, and I want so much for them to have
a better life than me. I resolved to clean up my language because I
knew that would help me reach more young people.

To that end, I’ve made a few changes in this edition. I’ve
cleaned up the language in some thirty passages to make the book
appropriate for tweens and teenagers. All the pranks and tricks and
wild times are still there, including passages that may be rough for a
kid to read. But real life is like that, and some unfortunate kids
experience things worse than I describe in my book every day.
This book depicts my life as I lived it.

If you are a purist and prefer to read Look Me in the Eye in its
original profane glory, the hardcover remains untouched.

Before I go, I’d like to address one last question: Is it possible to
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know whether the thoughts expressed in my book also reflect the
inner life of autistic people who have difficulty speaking for them-
selves? When I first appeared in public and met autistic folks who
did not speak, I asked myself, Are they like me?

That’s a very profound question, perhaps impossible to answer
until the first nonverbal autistic person is able to tell us about his or
her inner life. What I do know is that all of us have far more in
common than we realize. I have spoken to many, many people since
the release of my book, and it has become clear to me that my
thoughts and feelings are not unique to me, or even to other people
with autism. If it sometimes seems that way, that is because people
with autism may express their feelings in ways that nonautistics find
puzzling or inscrutable. Yet our underlying feelings are very often
the same as those of neurotypicals. Our responses may appear
totally neutral, while inside we are crying. You cannot reliably eval-
uate our state of mind by our outward demeanor.

One last thing: I may look and act pretty strange at times, but
deep down I just want to be loved and understood for who and
what I am. I want to be accepted as part of society, not an outcast
or outsider. I don’t want to be a genius or a freak or something on
display. I wish for empathy and compassion from those around me,
and I appreciate sincerity, clarity, and logicality in other people. I
believe most people—autistic or not—share this wish. And now,
with my newfound insight, I’m on the way to achieving that goal.

I hope you’ll keep those thoughts in mind the next time you
meet someone who looks or acts a little strange.
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Reading and Resources

I encourage readers who want to know more about some of the
companies, bands, and individuals in this book to read about them
online. Fat, my first band, has a small online presence at www
.mainstrecords.com/fat. If you’d like to learn about the first big
sound company I worked for, check out the history of Pink Floyd
and their sound company, which was called Britannia Row, or
Britro, at www.pinkfloyd-co.com. The equipment I worked on
was built for Pink Floyd’s sound company, and other sound com-
panies, but used on many tours, including Roxy Music, Sha Na
Na, Blondie, Talking Heads, April Wine, Black Sabbath, Phoebe
Snow, Dan Hill, Meat Loaf, Iron Maiden, Toby Beau, Nantucket,
Cheap Trick, and others.

There is a wealth of information online on KISS and what
it was like on tour. In particular, I’d suggest reading about the
Alive II, Return of KISS, Dynasty, and Unmasked shows. Some of
the websites I like are www.kissfanshop.de, www.kissasylum.com,
www.kissfaq.com/tours/tours.html, and en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Kiss_timeline. There are other articles elsewhere in Wikipedia,
and each of the band members is in the www.imdb.com database.
There are also many books about KISS, including works by band
members, crew, and fans. If you look closely, you can find me in



the group photos that appear in books from that period. One that I
particularly like is KISS and Sell, by Chris Lendt, our business
manager in those years.

KISS was a very big deal for many people, and some of them
gather annually for a KISS convention—usually in New York or
New Jersey—where they swap stories and trade memorabilia.
For 2007, the convention site is online at www.starzcentral.com/
kissexpo. After leaving KISS, guitarist Ace Frehley continued to
play my instruments in his own band, Frehley’s Comet. My light
guitar and smoking guitar were key parts of his act for many years.

Milton Bradley was a pioneer in electronic games in the late
1970s. The products I worked on were Microvision, Super Simon,
Big Trak, Milton, Omni, and the stillborn Game Computer. I also
worked on speech recognition and sound effects for several games
that never made it to market. In fact, that was one of my biggest
frustrations: I’d work hard on something, only to have manage-
ment cancel it at the last minute. I’ll bet 90 percent of our R&D
group’s work ended up on the scrap heap. As an interesting aside,
the computer we used to develop speech chips was a VAX, from
Digital Equipment Corporation. The VAX was Data General’s
competition in Tracy Kidder’s wonderful book The Soul of a New
Machine. I worked on the design of custom integrated circuits in
conjunction with General Instrument and Texas Instruments, both
of whom supplied chips to MB.

Bob Jeffway, the engineer who appears in some of my stories,
is online at www.jeffway.com. He went on to be a highly success-
ful inventor of toys and games for many different companies. As a
Milton Bradley staffer, he worked on many of the same games I
was assigned to, and he also played a role in Dark Tower, Simon,
and the Star Trek Phaser Guns. Later, as an independent game
inventor, he helped create Mattel’s Diva Starz and Cabbage Patch
Kids Kick ’n Splash toys, and Milton Bradley’s Whac-A-Mole
electronic games. All the games we worked on can be researched
online, and they still pop up for sale on eBay. But they’re not cheap
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anymore! Collectors are paying upwards of ten times the original
price for working editions of these old games, and it looks like
prices will keep on rising.

My automobile business, J E Robison Service Company, has been
in business in Springfield, Massachusetts, for more than twenty years.
We specialize in BMW, Bentley, Jaguar, Land Rover, Mercedes-
Benz, and Rolls-Royce vehicles. The company started out fixing
cars in a two-bay garage, but we’ve expanded into a multibuilding
complex where we do major repair, overhaul, customization, and
restoration work. The company has grown from two to twelve
employees in that time, and we now take in work from all over the
eastern United States. We’re online at www.robisonservice.com.

Our car projects often appear in enthusiast magazines. Some-
times—as in the February 2007 edition of Land Rover Monthly—
we even make their covers. My pictures and articles appear in Land
Rover Lifestyle, Rover News, and other car magazines.

I have been very fortunate to have achieved my childhood
career goals not just once, but three times. I guess that means three
things: I picked attainable goals, I persevered, and I was lucky. If I
had decided to become president of GE, get elected to the Senate,
and then become an astronaut, that might not have happened. Per-
haps there’s a life lesson in there somewhere.

There are many Asperger’s and autism resources available now,
and more appear every day. As a starting point, I recommend
checking out OASIS, the Online Asperger Syndrome Information
and Support site at www.udel.edu/bkirby/asperger/. OASIS foun-
der Barb Kirby cowrote a book that I found helpful, The OASIS
Guide to Asperger Syndrome (Crown, 2001).

Local Asperger support groups can be an important resource
for parents of children with Asperger’s and adults who grapple
with it. In my area, there’s the Asperger’s Association of New
England, with a website at aane.autistics.org. There’s also New
York based GRASP, the Global and Regional Asperger Syndrome
Partnership, which can be found at www.grasp.org. MAAP
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Services for Autism and Asperger Syndrome can be found at
www.maapservices.org.

There are similar organizations in many big cities throughout
the United States. Keep in mind, though, that many Aspergians
are still “in the closet,” so you may not see as many people as you’d
expect at such groups. Until my brother publicized my condition
in Running with Scissors (St. Martin’s Press, 2002), I would never
have participated in such a group. It was only the positive feedback
from his book that gave me the courage to do so.

Many autism organizations also embrace Aspergians. Two well-
known groups are Autism Speaks at www.autismspeaks.org and
the Autism Society of America at www.autism-society.org.

Colleges are scrambling to develop autism and Asperger’s cur-
riculums for teachers; many are using my book as a text. I have
recently been helping Elms College develop a graduate concentra-
tion in autism. Elms is located in Chicopee, Massachusetts, and can
be found at www.elms.edu.

Psychologist Tony Attwood has written a number of excellent
books that describe Asperger’s from a mental health professional’s
point of view, and he’s online at www.tonyattwood.com.au. It was
his book Asperger’s Syndrome ( Jessica Kingsley, 1998) that intro-
duced me to my condition. His latest work is The Complete Guide to
Asperger’s Syndrome ( Jessica Kingsley, 2007).

Temple Grandin’s stories about her life with autism should not
be missed. I particularly like Animals in Translation (Scribner, 2005)
and Thinking in Pictures (Vintage, 2006). She’s also got a website,
www.templegrandin.com, which lists all of her books, including
her latest works on careers and social skills. I also enjoyed Daniel
Tammet’s book, Born on a Blue Day (Free Press, 2007). He’s online
at www.optimnem.co.uk.

Dawn Prince-Hughes has written several interesting books.
Songs of the Gorilla Nation (Harmony, 2004) came out a few years
ago, and her new book, Freak Nation, will be published by Har-
mony Books in December 2008.
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Although it’s a work of fiction, The Curious Incident of the Dog in
the Night-Time (Doubleday, 2003) contains many fascinating insights
from author Mark Haddon’s work with autistic kids.

In the postscript, I mentioned my participation in autism
research at Harvard’s Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center. That
work is being directed by Alvaro Pascual-Leone, M.D., Ph.D.,who
is online at www.tmslab.org.

Finally, my brother is online at www.augusten.com, and I’m at
www.johnrobison.com. My website has considerably more mate-
rial, including an up-to-date list of regional and national autism
and Asperger’s resources.
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