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Like many Americans couples of modest but comfort able means, Susie 
McKinnon and her husband, Eric Green, discovered the joys of cruise 
vacations in middle age. Their home is filled with souvenirs and trinkets 
from their travels. There’s a plastic lizard in the master bathroom with the 
words “Cayman Islands” painted on it also there is a framed patchwork 
collage made of oilcloth hanging in the entrance hall. As they regale me 
with talk of their younger selves and their trips, they present the very 
picture of well adjusted adulthood on the verge of retirement.

Except for one fairly major thing. As we chat, 
McKinnon makes clear that she has no memories of 
all those cruises, No memories of buying the lizard. 
She doesn’t remember any vacation she’s ever taken. 
In fact, she cannot recall a single moment in her 
marriage to Green or before it.

McKinnon is the first person ever identified with a 
condition called severely deficient autobiographical 
memory. She has no episodic memories—none of 
those impressionistic recollections that feel a bit like 
scenes from a movie. To switch metaphors: Think 
of memory as a favourite book with pages that you 
return to again and again. Now imagine having 
access only to the index. Or the Wikipedia entry.

“I know bits and pieces of stuff that happened,” 
McKinnon says of her own childhood. “I don’t 
remember being shorter or smaller or having to 
reach up for things. I have no images or impressions 
of myself as a kid.” She finds herself guessing a lot 
at what her experiences must have been like: She 
assumes the Cayman Islands were hot. Perhaps she 
and Green walked around a lot there. “It was probably 
sometime between 2000 and 2010,” she ventures.

The way McKinnon experiences life scrambles much 
of what we presume is essential to being human. 
No less a figure than the philosopher John Locke 
argued that memory, the kind McKinnon lacks, is 
the very thing that constitutes personal identity. 
It’s hard to even imagine what it would feel like to 
be without these kinds of memories; when we do, 
we picture disaster. Last year’s blockbuster Pixar 
film, Inside Out, hinged on the idea that if the main 
character loses her core memories, then her “islands 
of personality” collapse into nothingness.

McKinnon has no core memories that she is aware 
of. But there can be no doubt of her personality. 
She is a liberal white woman who married a black 
man despite her conservative father’s disapproval. A 
Catholic who decided somewhere along the way that 
religion wasn’t for her. She’s bashful and sensitive. 
Intuitive, curious, and funny. She has a job, she’s a 
retirement specialist for the state of Washington 
and she has hobbies, values, beliefs, opinions, a 
nucleus of friends. Though she doesn’t remember 
being a part of the anecdotes that shaped her into 
this person, she knows very well who she is. Which 
raises the question: Just how expendable is this 
supposedly essential part of being human after all?

“I know bits and pieces of 
stuff that happened”

THE STRANGE CASE OF A WOMEN WHO CANNOT REMEMBER HER PAST OR IMAGINE HER FUTURE. 
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McKinnon first began to realize that her memory 
was not the same as everyone else’s back in 1977, 
when a friend from high school, asked if she would 
participate in a memory test as part of a school 
assignment. When her friend asked basic questions 
about her childhood, McKinnon would reply, “Why 
are you asking stuff like this? No one remembers 
that!” She knew that other people claimed to have 
detailed memories, but she always thought they 
embellished and made stuff up, just like she did.

McKinnon’s friend was so disturbed by her responses that 
she suggested McKinnon get her memory checked by a 
professional. McKinnon put the exchange aside for almost 
three decades. Then one day in 2004, she came across 
an article about Endel Tulving, the researcher who had 
originally characterized the difference between episodic 
and semantic memory.

Brian Levine, a senior scientist at the Rotman 
Research Institute in Toronto in collaboration with 
researcher Daniela Palombo, began looking for some 
underlying physiological or psychological explanation 
for McKin non’s apparent lack of episodic memories: 
a neurological condition, trauma, or brain damage 
caused by anoxia at birth. They found no such thing. 

Next, Levine ran McKinnon through something called an 
autobiographical interview, to vet her own report that 
she lacks episodic memories. Before the interview, his lab 
team spoke with Green, a close friend of McKinnon’s, and 
McKinnon’s brother and mother, asking each for stories 
about McKinnon that they would try to verify with her.

When Levine and colleagues quizzed McKinnon 
about events that her friends and relatives 
described, like the time she was in The Sound 
of Music during high school, she had no such 
recollections, even when she was probed with 
follow-up questions like “Do you remember any 
objects in the environment?” The interview seemed 
to confirm that, sure enough, McKinnon had no 
recognisable episodic memories. “If humans can get 
by so well without episodic memories, why did we 
evolve to have them in the first place?”

“Why are you asking 
stuff like this? No one 

remembers that!” 

“I can’t put myself back there. I can 
only imagine what it would have been 

like.”
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escape the creeping sense that she’s not just different, 
she’s lucky. Memories that would be searing to anyone 
else leave little impression on her. In 1986 Green was 
jumped by a group of white men while out fishing. 
When he came home, his head was covered with welts. 
“She went to get ice and she started crying,” Green 
says. He began to cry too. They felt terrorized.

McKinnon knows the salient facts of the story, but 
the details and the painful associations all reside with 
Green. For McKinnon, the memory doesn’t trigger the 
trauma and fear associated with it. “I can imagine 
being upset and scared, but I don’t remember that 
at all,” she says. “I can’t put myself back there. I can 
only imagine what it would have been like.”

McKinnon also quickly forgets arguments. She is 
unfamiliar with the feeling of regret and oblivious 
to the diminishing of ageing. A 1972 yearbook photo 
shows that she was once a petite brunette with 
a delicate face framed by a pixie cut, but put the 
picture away and, in her mind, she has always been 
the 60–year-old woman she is now, she doesn’t 
know what it’s like to linger in a memory, to long for 
the past, to dwell in it.

You might think that McKinnon would lean on 
technology to help compensate for her disorder. Isn’t 
a Facebook feed a kind of prosthetic autobiographical 
memory? Google Photos, plucks out faces and related 
events, and automatically generates poignant little 
videos synthetic episodic memories.

And yet the life-logging impulse is lost on 
McKinnon. Once, she decided to keep a journal to 
see if she could preserve her memories. “I stopped 
doing that after two or three days,” she says. “If 
I get so obsessed with capturing every moment 
because I’m afraid of losing the memory, I’m never 
going to experience those moments.” And what else, 
really, does she have?

McKinnon once borrowed a video camera but she 
didn’t enjoy it. She lost the feeling of the moment, 
she says. She likewise doesn’t take photos. She says 
she doesn’t find them that compelling to look at.

“She says, feels like observing 
somebody else’s wedding.”

McKinnon pulls down the album of her 1981 
courthouse wedding to Green in Maywood, Illinois. 
There’s a shot of the friends who surprised the 
newlyweds on the steps outside. There’s one of 
Green opening a gag gift, a seWWt of four mugs with 
images of cats having sex. McKinnon is practiced at 
laughing through all the anecdotes about the day 
that she has memorized over the years, with help 
from the album. But looking at the pictures, she says, 
feels like observing somebody else’s wedding. As we 
look over the album, Green mentions a close friend 
who attended the wedding. “I didn’t even know she 
was there,” McKinnon says. That’s because there are 
no photos of this friend. Because she was the one 
behind the camera. Doesn’t the person behind the 
camera often get edited out of recall?

While it’s abundantly clear that McKinnon isn’t 
using technology to become more like us, it’s 
conceivable that technology could, over the long 
run, make us all a bit more like McKinnon. My 
iPhone now holds 1,217 photos and 159 videos 
just from the past eight months. By focusing on 
clicking picture after picture, I may actually be 
blurring away my memories of these experiences 
through something researchers call “the photo 
taking impairment effect.” And by automatically 
storing all those photos in the cloud which relieves 
my mind of the burden of cataloging a bunch of 
memories, I may be short-circuiting some part of 
my own process of episodic memory formation. 
“What would humanity lose if they lost some of 
that ability?” McKinnon asks during one of our 
conversations, as if wondering aloud for me. “If 
they had technology to replace it, what would be 
lost? The human experience would change, but 
would it be a plus? Or a minus? Or just a change?”


