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Self-discovery to Recovery 
  

Mental illness became a 

part of my life more 

than fifty years ago, but 

it was not my illness 

but my momôs.  When I 

was about ten my 

mother disappeared, to 

be replaced by someone 

who talked incessantly 

about the things she 

was hearing and about 

a conspiracy to harm 

her and our family. Her 

voices always spoke to 

her over her left shoul-

der; she often spoke 

back to them, loudly 

and emotionally. Life 

in our house became 

pretty unmanageable. 

She was not alone in 

our community of refu-

gees and survivors of the 

Second World War. 

Some people, trauma-

tized by the losses and 

horrors of wartime ex-

perience, and then re-

moved from their fami-

lies, culture and home-

land, got ill. Many 

stayed resilient and 

thrived yet others did 

not, succumbing to a 

variety of serious mental 

disorders. My mother 

was one of those who 

got ill and, as we now 

understand happens; our 

whole family grew ill 

with her. 

I already had a theory of 

mind and now began to 

form a theory of recov-

ery. Even at ten, it was 

clear to me that my 

mother had a dis-ease of 

the mind. I wanted my 

mother back and I tried, 

how I could, to help her 

come back. But it was 

the Sixties; attitudes 

were rigid and treatment 

options limited. My father 

was unwilling to subject 

my mother to available 

treatment and the stigma 

that went with it. Instead 

she became a spectre in our 

apartment, retiring to her 

bedroom at the back, com-

ing out only when the rest 

of us were out. Occasion-

ally she would disappear 

entirely, wandering off on 

foot through the streets of 

our city for three days at a 

time. We never discovered 

where she went and we 

always worried. 

Unable to recognize that 

there was a problem, a con-

dition called 

ñanosagnosiaò; she refused 

treatment when the option 

was finally presented. In 

time I had to leave her be-

hind. She lived the last ten 

years of her too-short life 

homeless, camping out in 

her old Impala. In 1979 she 

died of schizophrenia. The 

ñSelf-discoveryò cont. on p. 2 
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certificate states lung cancer but 

eighteen years of mental illness and 

medical neglect added up to a death 

from schizophrenia. 

By this time I had passed through one 

drug addiction and started another, 

this time to alcohol. I was 27 and had 

just started a photography business. 

There was lots of stress and alcohol 

always seemed to be around. My col-

leagues kept a bar in the studio and 

alcohol became part of both business 

and personal life. Yet addiction came 

as a surprise, though I should have 

seen it coming. I had once beaten seri-

ous drug dependence. How could I 

possibly become addicted to alcohol? 

As to mental illness, I monitored my-

self always for symptoms but I was 

watching for symptoms of schizo-

phrenia. Not seeing any, I assumed all 

was well. It never occurred to me that 

my trajectory would result in recur-

ring anxiety and depression; condi-

tions that would in time prevent me 

from performing the most everyday 

tasks of my life. 

In a sense I was lucky. My descent 

into alcoholism eventually brought 

me to that place where there was only 

one choice, if I wanted to live that is. 

Alcohol had been my friend, getting 

me through difficult moments, pro-

viding strength and courage, anaes-

thetizing negative feelings, but ulti-

mately numbing everything and tak-

ing over my life to the extent that 

once again it was impossible to go on. 

But I wanted to go on; I wanted to 

live! 

Iôd attended a number of rehabilita-

tion programs. Each worked for a 

while, but there would inevitably be a 

relapse. The last program I attempted 

was within a psychiatric setting. Here 

it was proposed that some form of 

mental disorder could be present, un-

derlying my addiction. If I was going 

to successfully recover from my ad-

diction I would have to accept, con-

ñSelf-Discovery to Recoveryò  
cont.  from p.1  

to serve as coordinator and facilita-

tor for a co-occurring disorders peer 

support group, to start a program 

using movies to entertain and edu-

cate about mental health, to become 

a public speaker talking about co-

occurring disorders and recovery to 

a variety of audiences, to work with 

federal inmates supporting their 

transition from institution to com-

munity, to work with our homeless 

community and to provide peer sup-

port at the PsycHealth Centre. For a 

couple of years I represented a self-

help organization in Manitobaôs 

Eastman Region. Today I am em-

ployed as a Crisis Worker in the 

newly opened Crisis Response Cen-

ter in Winnipeg and continue in a 

number of volunteer helper roles in 

the community. This is not because I 

am such a wonderful guy; this is 

what keeps me well. 

Jimi Hendrix said, Ȱ7ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ 

power of love overcomes 

the love of power the 

×ÏÒÌÄ ×ÉÌÌ ËÎÏ× ÐÅÁÃÅȢȱ 

In discovering my powerlessness I 

found the power of love and in time 

came to know peace. My job today 

is to share that peace with others 

who still struggle. I long ago 

stopped worrying about policies and 

politics. These are matters utterly 

beyond my control. What is of ut-

most importance is the person right 

in front of me. Together we learn 

and support each other. We figure out 

how to muddle through right now and 

how to go on. Together we find the 

good. We find our peace wherever we 

are and together we change the world, 

one mind at a time. 

front and deal with those underlying causes 

as well. I did not have schizophrenia, but 

there could be something else. I chose to 

call my condition ñStanôs Syndromeò.  

When it causes problems in my life, it be-

comes a disorder. It is mine alone. If I am 

going to live, I have to figure out how to 

deal with it and I have: one day at a 
time . Always new, each day is an adven-

ture. 

When this is working each moment is 

framed in an always new understanding of 

who I am and of the world I am in. I strive 

to be here now. The Twelve Steps guide 

me as do the many teachers who continue 

to appear in my life when I become ready 

for them. Having passed through the door-

way of recovery I discovered a new world. 

With a wonderful psychiatrist who did not 

prescribe but talked with me for two years 

helping me to understand, with nurses and 

clinicians who supported my efforts and 

recovering friends who shared their experi-

ence, I learned. One day and one moment 

at a time, I learn how to live, how to (more 

or less) effectively be in this world and in 

my own skin. This, for me, is recovery and 

a life worth living. 

As a portrait photographer, it was my task 

to present the subject at their best. Some-

times this is easy but other times you have 

to work hard to find the good. To do this it 

may help to change your perspective, come 

nearer or further or change your angle of 

view. The principle of perspective is very 

useful in framing mental health problems 

also. A different point of view shows de-

tails we might have overlooked. If we take 

the time to look, and open our mind, we 

can usually find the good. 

For most of us who get well, staying well 

seems to depend at least in part on being 

useful. Service work is a cornerstone of all 

Twelve Step groups and most peer support 

programs. Opportunities to serve appear 

soon and we in recovery do well to accept 

them. Each is an opportunity to learn, gain 

experience, meet others, and be useful and 

part of something greater than oneôs self. 

Over twenty years opportunities have come 

for me to support recovery in many ways: 

ñYouôre as old as your cynicism, but 

youôre as young as your dreams.ò  

  Anonymous 
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MANITOBA SCHIZOPHREN IA SOCIETY ACTIVIT IES  

Members of the Peer Support Group and the MSS Womenôs Program sometimes walk to The Forks as an activity. 

Arts & Crafts is a favorite part of the Womenôs Program. Pictured below Womenôs Program participants display 

their artwork and enjoy each otherôs company.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

Summer Walks 

 
Iôm so glad itôs summer when I 

take long morning walks, 

inhaling the spicy, flowery, delicate 

fragrances of nature. 

I really listened to the birds today; 

their sweet song fell upon my spirit 

like a gentle, downy balm. 

On my walks sometimes I pass 

St. Maryôs Academy and see the 

private school girls with their 

blue plaid skirts, blue socks and 

 hair pulled back: a beautiful scene 

of young womanhood. 

Winnipeg as I wander your 

pungent streets, I feel your 

heartbeat under my feet.        

                By Debora Ann Haliburton 




