Anne Garton is a triathlete and a mental health advocate and is actively involved with mental health organisations. In July 2005, Anne took part in the 1,945 kilometre bike ride from Brisbane to Cairns, organised by ‘A Place To Belong’ to raise awareness of mental health issues. Anne’s deep-seated drive and passion to fight for and advocate for the rights of people with mental illness is founded on her personal resilience. In this edition, Anne describes her journey of recovery through her triathlon achievements and speaks out about mental illness. She describes her goal to be an ambassador for mental health and to reduce stigma and fear and promote community inclusiveness.  
The Difference between the Possible and the Impossible Lies in a Person’s Determination 

I was living my illness. It consumed my every thought and behaviour.  I was fast tracking down the road to nowhere.  Locked up in hospital for months at a time – my reality was padded cells, locked wards, involuntary patient, electro-convulsive therapy (ECT), medication; forced to resign from a professional career, sell my car, move into subsidised accommodation and reliant on welfare – Disability Pension. I experienced stigma and discrimination, was called names and felt shame and humiliation when asked: ‘What do you do for a living?’ And I would have screamed if one more mental health professional told me to ‘have hope’ and ‘things can get better’. How would they know? They didn’t have a clue. I thought things could not get any worse.  I had hit rock bottom; life seemed an unbearable agony, a living hell. I could not take any more, I couldn’t cope.  
During one particularly bad time, I fantasised about what I would be doing with my life if I were ‘well’. I compiled a list ‘Things I Wish To Do Before I Turn Thirty’. Top of my list was ‘To compete in a triathlon’. So, I simply decided to do it.  It was the most difficult thing I have done. And it still is. 
I began by joining a beginner’s triathlon squad and learning how to swim, bike and run.  Then, as now, before I can even begin to swim one lap of the pool or turn the pedal of the bike, I have to fight my mind; I have to push past the loud voices and screaming, horrific roar in my head, push past the paranoia, confusion, overwhelming apathy, terror, zero self-esteem and depression. Often tears pour down my face during a training session – it is so hard to push past the illness in order to train. But I do it; I refuse to quit because if I quit, my illness has won yet again. 

Nothing was going to stop me, not even being in hospital for long spells. I spent the entire four months of the 2003-2004 triathlon season in hospital. It would have been so easy to give up and just mooch around the hospital for the four months. No way! Illness had taken everything else from me – it was not going to take this. So with permission from the doctors and nurses, I attended training sessions with my squad and raced on weekends.  And guess what happened? I won the Queensland Triathlon State Titles series. In 2003-2004 I was the fastest person in Queensland in triathlon in my age-group. I had won a State Championship Series.  I had succeeded in the ordinary world, despite being hospitalised and really unwell. Then I came third in the second largest triathlon in the world, the 2004 Noosa Triathlon. Once again, I raced whilst significantly unwell and on overnight leave from hospital.
In the 2004-2005 triathlon season, again I spent five months in hospital, but I raced whenever I could and managed to win or place almost every time. Despite being very unwell everyday of those five months, I trained. Many days I could barely pedal, or, because my head hurt too much to run, I had to walk. But I did it everyday, I never quit. Sometimes, I got weekend leave to attend races. The doctors and nurses thought it was bizarre, especially waking me up at 4am on race days! Friends or family would collect me pre-dawn from the Hospital, drive me to race and then drop me back afterwards. 

But this year, it got even better: I was selected on the Australian Team for the 2005 World Triathlon Age Group Championships in Hawaii. 
My mental illness has proved to be no barrier to achieving my goals and dreams.  Realistically, it could be argued I can not afford go to the World Championships in Hawaii – the Disability Pension does not pay for international airfares. But this won’t stop me. Trust me, I will find a way.   

So why am I so determined and why do I refuse to quit despite significant illness? Not because I have achieved success in triathlon, but because triathlon gave me my first taste of an ordinary life, what I term ’the other side’.

For me, the ’other side’ is like chocolate – once you have the first taste, you crave more and more until you want it everyday and in every part of your life.  The ‘other side’ is the happiness and pure pleasure I feel when I ride my bike along the esplanade, watching the sun rise over the ocean. It is the feeling of accomplishment and satisfaction after finishing a tough run.  Feelings I had never had before. It is even the feeling of failure – because failure means I have a new challenge to overcome. The satisfaction of achieving something that I previously thought I could not do is the ultimate buzz. 
With each small success, I started believing in myself and to recover. I finally accepted I had a mental illness, educated myself about my illness and sought treatment. Every day I get stronger and stronger. I can now cope and manage my symptoms much better and in a more positive way. I have had fewer hospital admissions this year and no longer regard myself as mentally ill. I am an ordinary person; I just happen to get sick sometimes. Sometimes I lose my way, have a relapse and end up in hospital, but it is different now, because now I have hope. I know things can be different; I know setbacks are only short-term and manageable - I have been to ’the other side’. And despite the ravages of my illness, I have found something that makes me truly happy. Triathlon is my chocolate.

Postscript:  

On 8 October 2005, I represented Australia in the World Age Group Triathlon Championships in Honolulu, Hawaii, despite having spent the eight weeks prior to the race significantly unwell in hospital. I had a bad race and placed 51st out of 100 women in my category. I know I could have raced much harder and faster but I refuse to let this upset me.  For me crossing the finish line was the highlight of the race. I had done it – I had raced for Australia in the World Championships. My family were standing at the finish line and I was still puffing when I hugged them. Nothing beats having family at the finish line. And for the first time in many years, my family and I cried happy tears instead of the all-too-frequent tears of anguish and pain. I was a winner just for being there. More importantly, I had clearly demonstrated that disability is no barrier – anything is possible. Thanks to the support of my family, my triathlon squad, even the doctors and nurses, there I was, decked out in the green and gold Australian uniform, racing for Australia - it was magic, pure magic. 
The ABC Television Network has been filming Anne Garton during the last few weeks for an Australian Story planned for early 2006.  










