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Thank you everyone for having me here.  Cancer is 
something that people do not expect to happen to them 
and no matter who is diagnosed, and at whatever time in 
their life, it is a shock which has huge ramifications for not 
only the person involved but also their family and friends.  
It takes a lot of adjustment to get used to. 
 
We have been involved with Dragons Abreast Australia for 
about 8 years now.  I will talk about how I came to be 
involved with Dragons Abreast later but firstly I will begin 
with my personal story with breast cancer. 
 
My first association with breast cancer was when I was 
seventeen years old and studying for my HSC.  My aunty 
who had just turned fifty at the time was diagnosed with 
breast cancer.  Back then I had no understanding of the 
terms primary cancer or secondary cancer and the 
significance of the difference between these terms.  Sadly 
my aunty passed away three years after her initial 
diagnosis. 
 
Seventeen years after my aunty’s diagnosis, I was told at 
age thirty four that I too had breast cancer.  This was a 
complete bolt out of the blue as I had always been 
extremely healthy and played a lot of sport. 
 
I initially had a lumpectomy but the pathology indicated 
that all the cancer had not been removed, so the following 
week I underwent a mastectomy and removal of all lymph 
nodes under my arm.  I had a reconstruction at the same 
time.  My prognosis was excellent.  There was no lymph 
node involvement and I needed no further treatment.  I 
went back to work and my life just carried on normally. 
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That was until nine months after my initial diagnosis when 
my mother was diagnosed with ovarian cancer.  Her 
situation was extremely serious requiring chemotherapy to 
reduce the size of the tumour before surgery.  The next 
sixteen months were a real roller coaster ride for my 
mother with chemotherapy followed by more surgery and 
then more chemotherapy. 
 
It was during this time that my mother, my twin sister Jo 
and I took up meditation as a way of helping ourselves in 
addition to what the medical community were offering us.  
The three of us all had very positive attitudes but the 
meditation also seemed to give us peace of mind.  Our 
father had passed away six years earlier.  Our meditation 
teacher was amazing and helped us through many difficult 
periods that followed.  We had the opportunity to meditate 
in the centre of Australia at Uluru which was a very 
empowering experience. 
 
Due to our strong family history of hormone related 
cancers we were referred to the Prince of Wales 
Hereditary Clinic for genetic testing.  I also have an uncle 
with prostate cancer and a cousin with breast cancer.  
While initially there was no conclusive evidence of the 
common breast cancer gene some variances are currently 
being investigated and Jo undergoes regular checkups 
every six months as we are identical twins. 
 
During that same period I received the news that I had a 
local recurrence within the scar tissue.  This was removed 
and I then began a six week course of radiotherapy and 
six month course of chemotherapy.  My mother and I were 
undergoing chemotherapy at the same time. 
 
Unfortunately as is so often the case with ovarian cancer, 
it is very advanced before it is diagnosed.  My mother had 
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a real battle on her hands but she put up a very strong, 
courageous fight.  Jo and I had the honour of caring for 
her at home for eight weeks until sadly she  
succumbed to the disease. 
 
Four months after my chemotherapy was finished I was 
diagnosed with secondary cancer in my lungs.  There 
were at least ten tumours across both my lungs and it was 
inoperable.  The situation was extremely serious.  My 
oncologist advised me to give up my job and do 
something that I really enjoyed.  I didn’t go back to work 
but rather concentrated on getting better.  That was nine 
and half years ago. 
 
Three months after my lung tumours were diagnosed I got 
engaged.  Geoff and I were married ten weeks later.  It 
looked like I may have needed more chemotherapy and I 
didn’t want to get married with no hair so we fast tracked 
the arrangements.  As it turned out I didn’t have any 
chemotherapy at that stage.  I started on hormone therapy 
which involved a daily tablet and monthly injections at the 
hospital. 
 
It was at one of those monthly visits to the hospital that I 
noticed an advertisement for Dragons Abreast Australia.  
This was a group of breast cancer survivors and 
supporters who paddled a dragon boat for fun, fitness and 
to raise awareness of breast cancer.  It sounded like the 
perfect sport for Jo and I.  We joined our local club Port 
Hacking, because at that time there was not a branch of 
Dragons Abreast in Sydney.  It was fantastic.  To get out 
on the water in the early morning when it is so still and 
quiet and to paddle was exhilarating.  From this time on 
our lives changed.  We would go to regattas and paddle 
with the Dragons Abreast ladies from all over Australia.  It 
wasn’t about competition but rather about having fun and 
making new friends with other ladies who had walked a 
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similar path and really understood what you had been 
through. 
 
CT scans showed that the tumours in my lungs had 
reduced to one solitary tumour.  Then, at the beginning of 
2003 one of my regular CT scans showed that this tumour 
was increasing in size and there were another two 
tumours.  The advice was to wait for three months and 
see what happened as they were slow growing.  The next 
CT scan was to reveal something totally unexpected – a 
large tumour in my abdomen as well as a growth in the 
size of the lung tumours.  I commenced a course of 
chemotherapy under a clinical trial. 
 
As I was a survivor I was eligible to paddle in the Dragons 
Abreast Challenge at the coming World Championships in 
Shanghai in 2003.  We started to think how could Jo get to 
compete at this event.  Firstly, we thought she could learn 
to sweep.  However, while we were coming into the off-
season here, there would be no regattas where she could 
gain the appropriate experience to sweep overseas. Then, 
we were lucky enough to hear how NSW were trying to set 
up a selective team to compete at the Nationals in 
Adelaide.  It was a long shot but we thought that it was 
worth a try.  There was a chance that if Jo qualified in the 
NSW team and they were successful at the Nationals, 
then they would become the team to represent Australia 
and that way we would both get to paddle in Shanghai. 
 
Well Jo made it into the first selective NSW team.  They 
won at the Nationals and training began for the Shanghai 
campaign.  But things didn’t work out as planned.  China 
was faced with the SARS crisis.  The World 
Championships were cancelled in Shanghai and moved to 
Poznan in Poland.  The Australian team were well into 
their training and decided to compete in Poland.  The 
Dragons Abreast team decided not to go to Poland and in 
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the meantime I had been quite sick and was unable to 
travel. 
 
In the lead up to Poland I would go out to Penrith every 
month and video the team.  The footage was used by the 
coaches to analyse the paddling technique of the team.  
Just seeing all these fit people inspired me to get over my 
chemotherapy and get back in the dragon boat. 
 
The next year in 2004, I decided I would train really hard 
and try out for a spot on the NSW team.  I felt I had 
nothing to lose and didn’t want to have any regrets and 
think down the track “I wonder whether I would have made 
it or not?”  Well I made it into the NSW team and 
competed at the National Championships.  Following a 
win there Jo and I represented Australia at the World 
Championships in Shanghai.  We had finally made our 
dream of competing in Shanghai.  This time we were both 
competing for Australia.  Jo won a bronze medal in the 
Australian Premier Mixed Team. 
 
The following year Geoff, Jo and I competed at the World 
Championships in Berlin.  Jo and I competed together in 
the Australian Premier Women’s Team and Jo was also 
the coach for the NSW and Australian Masters Women’s 
Team. 
 
I am monitored on a regular basis and the CT scan I had 
at the beginning of 2006 showed that the remaining 
tumour in my lung had grown and there was another 
tumour there.  I underwent some more chemotherapy and 
a four week course of radiotherapy on my lung. 
 
I kept up my training with both of my oncologists' 
encouragement and was part of the NSW team in 2006.   
Jo and I were joint coaches for the NSW Masters Women 
Team and we competed at the National Championships in 
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Nagambie, which is a small town in country Victoria.  NSW 
went very well and won the right to represent Australia at 
the Asian Dragon Boat Championships in Macau in 
September of that year.  I had the honour of carrying the 
Australian flag at the opening ceremony.  The Australian 
team went really well and finished third overall behind 
China and Macau.  The women’s team of which I was a 
member won a bronze medal in the 500m.  It was such 
an emotional time when we all came off the boat after the 
race and it was confirmed that we had come third.  The 
day before we had been beaten by a fraction of a second 
by Chinese Tapei into fourth place and we all wanted to 
win a medal so much.  It was such an amazing experience 
standing on the podium wearing the green and gold 
Australian tracksuit watching the Australian flag being 
hoisted up the flagpole next to the Chinese and Macau 
flags. 
 
Less than two months before we were due to head off to 
Macau my implant had ruptured.  I was very fortunate to 
have it replaced quickly to allow me to get over the 
surgery and back to training before we left for Macau. 
 
On our return from Macau a routine CT scan showed that I 
had an accumulation of fluid around my lung.  I had it 
drained so I was able to take part in the Hawkesbury 
Canoe Classic.  This is an 111 kilometre race from 
Windsor to Brooklyn along the Hawkesbury River.  All 
types of craft including kayaks, canoes, outrigger canoes 
and surf skis take part in the race.  It was a fantastic 
experience.  I was a member of a six person team who 
paddled an outrigger canoe.  Geoff and Jo were also in 
the team.  We set off at 6pm and paddled through the 
night arriving 13 hours later.  It was such a great 
experience under a sky filled with thousands of stars. 
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The fluid again filled up in my lung cavity so I had it 
drained before the time trials for the NSW team selection 
for the 2007 team to give me a better chance.  I made it 
into the team along with Geoff and Jo. 
 
The fluid began building up again so it was time to fix the 
problem permanently.  In February I underwent an 
operation where my lung was glued to the lung cavity. 
 
Over Easter the National Dragon Boat Championships 
were held at Penrith.  NSW earned the right to represent 
Australia at the World Championships in a number of 
categories including the ones that Geoff, Jo and I were 
involved with.  Competition was really close.  For the first 
time ever the World Championships were held in Sydney. 
 
Then in April after we had the place to compete in Sydney 
a CT scan revealed I had a tumour in my liver.  They were 
retrialling for the Sydney team on the Sunday and what I 
was really concerned about was would I be okay to trial.  I 
was okay and I did the best trial I have ever done and 
confirmed my position in the team. 
 
I underwent a liver resection where they removed 20 
percent of my liver.  Three weeks later I needed to have 
my gall bladder removed because it had died as a result of 
the liver surgery.  I was so lucky that my spot in the team 
was held open for me.  My doctors were so helpful in 
getting me the treatment quickly and getting me back in 
the boat as soon as they could.  I started another course 
of chemotherapy and had one cycle before the World 
Championships and the rest after. 
 
It was the most successful World Championships Australia 
has ever competed at.  Jo and I won a silver and a bronze 
medal in the Masters Womens and Geoff won three silver 
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medals in the Masters Men.  Jo and Geoff also won 
bronze medals in the Masters Mixed. 
 
The weekend after the World Championships was 
Dragons Abreast Australia regatta on the Sunshine Coast 
in Queensland.  This was fantastic with over 1,600 breast 
cancer survivors from all over Australia, Canada, USA, 
New Zealand and Italy competing. 
 
On returning from Queensland, bone scans then revealed 
the cancer had spread to my bones.  At the beginning of 
2008 I had two weeks of radiotherapy on my sacrum, 
head and lower right leg.  I got over this quickly and got 
back in the boat for the Chinese New Year regatta. 
 
We were then starting to train for the World Club Crew 
Championships in Penang.  The World Club Crew 
Championships is different to the World Championships in 
that it is the best clubs that compete, in your club uniform, 
rather than a selective crew competing as the Australian 
team.  My whole upper body just swelled up overnight.  I 
didn’t know what was wrong and didn’t associate it with 
the cancer.  As it turned out a lymph node in my chest was 
pushing on the main vessel to the heart and it had caused 
a clot to form.  Lucky for me it didn’t completely block it off 
as this is where all the blood drains from the top half of the 
body.  Another course of chemotherapy followed.  The 
drugs caused my resting heart rate to be raised so I 
couldn’t train while having the chemotherapy.  As soon as 
I was finished with the chemotherapy and had the relevant 
heart tests I was back in the boat to try and build up for 
Penang.  This was a great regatta and we managed to 
place 4th which was very exciting.  There were about thirty 
of the best club crews from around the world in each 
category. 
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A scan showed that the tumour in my lung has started to 
grow so I had some more radiotherapy and bracchi 
therapy.  This is where a wire is connected from your nose 
into your lung and radiotherapy is injected. 
 
Last month a scan showed that the cancer has spread 
right through my liver.  I have started a new treatment 
which involves chemotherapy and a new drug which stops 
blood systems being setup for new tumours. 
 
We have been training hard for the Nationals this year and 
I have made it into the A team.  My doctor’s advice was 
that I could keep training while undergoing treatment. 
 
We train three sessions a week in a dragon boat, two 
sessions in an outrigger canoe, do three weight sessions 
at the gym and at least two cardio sessions.  The great 
thing is that Geoff, Jo and I get to train together. 
 
A number of things have helped me through my cancer 
journey. 
 

- I have a fantastic team of doctors and medical 
professionals that do so much to help me.  When 
something is worrying me I know they really listen 
and do something to help me immediately, 

- I look forward to any treatment offered to me as 
another step towards conquering this disease.  
Whenever I go for chemotherapy I never think “I 
wish this chemo course was over”, I think “Great, 
here is another opportunity to get rid of the 
cancer”. 

- Over the past few years I have had a number of 
hospital stays.  I look at these as time that my 
body needs to have a rest.  I find them very 
relaxing and as Geoff’s says when I am packing 
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my bag to go to hospital “That’s right, you’re off on 
holidays”. 

- I have always said to all of my doctors “Don’t give 
me a prognosis”.  I believe the mind is very 
powerful and I don’t want it locking onto any sort of 
timeframe.  My mother was of the same opinion 
and she didn’t want her doctors to put any time 
constraints on her life.  I am not silly, I know my 
situation is serious as through my associations 
with cancer support groups I have seen others with 
a similar diagnosis to me not be so lucky.  But 
everyone’s journey is different.  Each time I see a 
new doctor I say up front “Don’t give me a time”.   

- I am a member of the Sutherland Shire Cancer 
Support Group. It is made up of the most amazing 
bunch of people.  The members have all been 
involved in either their own or a family member’s 
cancer journey so they understand where each 
other is coming from.  There are lots of laughs in 
the group as well as sad times but everyone is 
always there for everyone else. 

- And finally, last but not least, is Dragons Abreast 
Australia.  This organization has given me so 
much to live for.  As you have heard, it inspires me 
on, whenever there is a bump in the road. 

 
In finishing if I can offer some suggestions which have 
helped me through the past twelve years: 

 
- keep a positive attitude, 
- live each day one at a time but do set goals for 

yourself, 
- surround yourself with positive, supportive people, 
- take time for yourself, and 
- do something with your life that you really enjoy. 
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I feel I am so lucky and have a wonderful life.  I have had 
some great opportunities through breast cancer to meet 
some very inspiring people.  Geoff and Jo have been a 
constant source of support for me.  Breast cancer has 
totally changed my life but for the best. 
 
Thank you. 


