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MENTAL ILLNESS: A PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

This article was published in the Spring 1998 edition of Balance, the journal of the Mental 

Health Association of Queensland, under my former name of IRENE OLIVER. 

STATISTICS REPEATEDLY SHOW that one in five people in the community have some 

form of mental illness.  One person in five has some form of mental illness.  When one 

considers that person’s family, friends, work colleagues, it would indicate that most people in 

the community have been affected, at least indirectly, by mental illness.  Yet still the stigma of 

mental illness remains. 

The private psychiatric hospital where I have had multiple admissions celebrated its twenty-

fifth anniversary this year.  My association with that hospital began just prior to that. 

As a young mother, I came to Brisbane from Papua New Guinea to see a psychiatrist.  I was 

admitted to Marooma Hospital in Federation Street, Windsor, near the Royal Brisbane 

Hospital.  It was an old, rabbit warren of a place.  And it was my first experience of being a 

mental patient.  I was 27 years old; my two daughters aged five and six. 

The hospital was moving to a motel like complex in Brisbane’s east.  However, it rained so 

much the week it was to move that it was thought the trucks would not make it up the hill.  The 

transfer was postponed.  Instead of being among the first patients in the new hospital, I returned 

to my family in Papua New Guinea. 

I am now 53 years old.  I have three children, and my eldest grandchild is six years old.  A 

lifetime has passed. 

A lifetime of struggling with mental illness, of trying to claim some semblance of normality 

from the debilitating consequences of child abuse in all its insidious forms. 

A lifetime of trying to make sense of my madness, find some purpose in life and some hope 

for the future. 

At times, my hope hits rock bottom and suicidal thoughts bombard my fragile sense of self, 

taking all my energy not to give in. 

MY STORY IS not a happy one.  It is a story of struggle and pain, distress and despair.  It has 

been a roller coaster ride of highs and very deep lows.  When I thought I had come through the 

worst, I have been confronted with more difficulties and distress to deal with. 

Although I am a Christian, my faith in God has been severely battered.  However, in the painful 

process of my recovery from a lifetime of intense trauma I have become increasingly aware of 

God’s love, grace and mercy – and His acceptance of me just as I am. 

Knowing God has been with me in my struggles – but knowing that, often just in hindsight – 

has been a significant source of support and encouragement. 
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I COME FROM a cruel family where, from the time I was born, I knew I was not wanted and 

had not right to even exist, let alone live.  My parents delighted in telling whoever would listen 

that I was the ugliest baby ever born – my father didn’t see me for three days and when he did, 

he exclaimed: ‘Gawd, did I do that?’  And they had so many kids before me (three!) they 

couldn’t think of any names so they gave me theirs. 

I hated those names: Irene Frances.  Who would want to be named after a woman who detested 

her, and after a man?  Several years ago, I learned that ‘Irene’ means peace, and ‘Frances’ 

means freedom.  I quite like those names now. 

In that emotionally impoverished and physically abusive household the most frequent 

comments towards me were – ‘You stupid bitch.  Who do you think you are?’  Although I did 

well at school, often coming second or third, I was told: ‘If you tried you could have come 

first.’  I never knew I had a brain in my body. 

At the age of fifteen I left school, feeling utterly worthless.  I had a picture in my mind of 

myself with the world REJECT printed in large, black capital letters across my body. 

I met my husband-to-be when I was sixteen, and through him, I became a Christian.  We were 

engaged on my eighteenth birthday.  My parents promptly disowned me; for an engagement 

present, they sent me the solicitor’s bill for cutting me out of their wills.  The sad part about it 

was that I did not want to get married to anyone at the time.  I knew I was far too young; I had 

not even begun to enjoy life.  However, I felt trapped.  I had no one to turn to, no one to talk 

through what was happening to me. 

As a young mother I moved to Papua New Guinea and it was there that I had my first 

breakdown, to use that term. 

My husband had fallen in love with his work and had little time for me.  I was also learning, 

with much disappointment, that the church was far from being the supportive environment it 

purported to be.  It was incapable of helping me cope with several tragedies that touched my 

life in just a few weeks – the death of my father-in-law; a friend being killed in a helicopter 

crash; and my young brother-in-law becoming a paraplegic in a car accident. 

I could not cope.  God seemed so far away.  I saw no alternative but to blot out my pain, and I 

did so with the first of many overdoses. 

I was sent to Port Moresby to see a psychiatrist.  My life was full of depression and 

hopelessness.  I was ashamed of what I was going through.  After all, I was a Christian.  

Christians, so I had erroneously been led to believe, were always full of the joy of the Lord.  I 

certainly had no joy, and I felt a hopeless failure. 

The psychiatrist in Port Moresby arranged for me to have an intelligence test.  To my 

amazement, the psychologist told me my IQ was above average.  Wow, I had a brain!  I wasn’t 

stupid after all.  Not wanting to regret not finishing school, I began studying for my adult 

matriculation externally and gained commendable passes. 
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BECAUSE OF MY emotional state, my family had to return to Australia.  Days before we 

were to leave Papua New Guinea my mother phoned from Darwin, my home town, saying that 

my father, who had lung cancer, had only days to live.  Ignoring a psychiatrist’s warning never 

to be alone with my mother ‘because she really has it in for you’, I took my two young 

daughters to Darwin, leaving my husband to finish packing our belongings. 

My father died twelve hours after I arrived.  Within twenty-four hours of his death my mother 

had sat me down and told me what a rotten bitch I had been all my life – from the time I was 

born, to when I was five, twelve, a teenager and ever since.  I went numb, and after the first 

few sentences did not hear a word she said.  She concluded by saying that I was not to utter a 

word to anyone else about what was said in that room. 

Later when I was back in Brisbane trying to tell the psychiatrist what had happened, he told me 

to put the past behind me.  I had a husband and two beautiful kids, all I need to do was to be a 

good wife and mother and all would be well.  I did as I was told.  Eighteen months later, he 

was giving me shock treatment for delayed grief reaction. 

I will never forget the horror of being told I needed electro-convulsive therapy (ECT).  If ever 

I felt an abject failure, that confirmed it.  I might add that the ECT had little effect on dealing 

with my grief; it only further delayed its impact upon me. 

I SEEMED TO limp through life.  I was given a variety of psychiatric diagnoses including 

depression, anxiety neurosis, aggressive hysteric, personality disorder and chronic post-

traumatic stress disorder, none of which was accurate. 

I had many hospital admissions, the longest for three months in 1996; another was for five 

weeks over the past Christmas-New Year period, and the most recent several months ago when 

life circumstances were once again overwhelming me. 

Eventually, after finally accepting that I really did have a brain, I went to university and gained 

my Bachelor of Arts in 1986, with majors in Journalism and Studies in Religion.  I became 

communications officer for a Queensland church denomination and was editor of their monthly 

publication.  As I exhorted others to put their faith into action in the community, God 

challenged me to ‘go and do likewise’.  I began my social work studies in 1991. 

During that first year, in the mid-year break, I was feeling pretty good.  I caught up with several 

friends, going to morning tea or lunch with them.  Life was definitely looking up.  However, 

this was just a pleasant calm before a storm that was about to engulf me. 

Almost out of the blue, I began to have intrusive memories, flashbacks.  R-rated flashbacks of 

my being sexually abused by my father.  I was horrified. 

I had heard of people having such memories, but they were not part of my life – so I thought.  

Tragically, they were.   

The distress of having such horrific images in my mind threatened to overwhelm me.  Hadn’t 

I gone through enough?  Wasn’t it bad enough that I had never known a mother’s love, a 
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mother’s touch?  My heart cry was: ‘God, what are you doing to me?  Am I so bad that I deserve 

this on top of everything else?  Why God?  Why?’ 

There was no answer.  Instead, people seemed to come into my life who were able to walk with 

me in this frightening phase of my life. 

Soon after, with my husband unable to cope with my father’s sexual abuse of me and my 

eventual diagnosis, my marriage of 29 years broke down.  It was an extremely lonely time. 

I found a woman psychiatrist with whom I developed a sound therapeutic relationship and 

worked with her in psychotherapy for five years.  I worked hard in my therapy and I thought 

that woman would be with me until its completion, but that was not to be. 

IN OCTOBER 1995 my precious granddaughter died.  She drowned in the bath of her day care 

mum.  She was just nine months old.  I was devastated.  I thought I had gone through enough 

misery and trauma to protect my beautiful kids from pain and suffering, but that was not to be.  

I ended up in hospital for seven weeks. 

My psychiatrist did not cope very well with Alexandra’s death.  Ten months later, she abruptly 

terminated therapy.  I really do not know how I coped with all of that on top of the distress of 

therapy and my long history of depression and misery. 

About a month later, I began therapy with a psychiatrist who specialises in trauma counselling.  

From the moment I first met him I felt comfortable with this psychiatrist.  It makes a great 

difference having someone who knows how to deal with the many challenges of my complex 

condition. 

I was at last beginning to realise that there really was a light at the end of my long, dark tunnel 

– and that this time it was not another train!  However, that changed abruptly through the 

emotionally abusive treatment of several mental health staff.  Their behaviour mirrored that 

experienced in my childhood.  It tore away the flimsy foundation of self-esteem and self-worth 

I had begun to build, and left me devastated. 

I must keep reminding myself that hospital staff, overall, have played a significant, positive 

part in my journey to emotional wholeness.  I am indebted to many of them who have been 

such a support and encouragement to me – people who were kind and understanding in my 

times of distress, hopelessness and despair. 

I FELT AS though I bumped through my social work studies.  I concentrated on surviving just 

one semester at a time, with hospital admissions dotted throughout.  It is five years since I 

graduated.  Since then I have worked in social work locums in the public mental health service.  

I have often gone to work while on day leave from my private psychiatric hospital.  I am in the 

unique position of being a mental health service provider/consumer.  This has given me an 

interesting insight into both sides of mental health services. 

On my last day in my previous position at an adult mental health clinic, I was able to tell my 

colleagues of my experiences as a mental health consumer.  That presentation had a positive 
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impact on staff.  Hopefully it will help improve attitudes of some mental health professionals 

towards those with whom they work.  It is common knowledge that the stigma of mental illness 

is often more intense amongst mental health service providers than in the general community. 

Normally I do not disclose my specific diagnosis.  It could best be described as Hell! 

OVER THE YEARS, I have been learning to value my life experiences, and to encourage 

others to value theirs, whatever they may be.  It is often the challenges of one’s life that create 

in us the capacity for empathy, understanding, warmth and kindness. 

I have had the opportunity in recent years to share my experiences as a ‘mental patient’ with 

social work students, mental health professionals, fellow consumers and church people.  I enjoy 

public speaking and am looking forward to developing what has become a passion for me: 

confronting the stigma of mental illness. 

Some time ago, as I struggled with my future in mental health services, someone whose opinion 

I value told me I had a ‘gift in mental health’.  Those few words have meant a lot to me. 

Although that gift has been bought with a great price, the price of my pain and suffering, it is 

a gift I value, one that I have been able to share with others who struggle so bravely with one 

of life’s greatest challenges – mental illness. 
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