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about and to feel free to be who we are. With 
numerous personal challenges and successful 
ventures behind her, occupational therapist, 
tutor, author and mother Else Strom Vistisen 
reveals the influences that have allowed her to 
become an exceptional pain-relief therapist.
In The Mother and The Therapist, Else tells her story from the 
viewpoints of a mother – and what her family life has taught 
her; and a therapist – her professional development through 
varying techniques.

Else shows how:

• Determination and perseverance helped her  
reach her goals
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“A well-written book with strong inner beliefs, The Mother and the 
Therapist is an easy and good read on how maternal influence has 
impacted the author’s life experiences. It made her a feeling person as 
a true mother and unique therapist. Enjoy her insights of living life.”

Dr Peter Tay, Dental Surgeon, Coach and Mentor

“Else Vistisen has a beautifully unique way of tapping in to the natural 
flow of an individual’s being, thus being able to cultivate an organic 
and natural balance within that individual. In this book, Else shares 
deeply personal experiences in an immensely moving way. The ways 
in which she articulates the struggles and triumphs throughout her 
life reflects her profound wisdom.  I believe that this book and all that 
it encompasses has the potential to inspire all people, as we are all 
caregivers in one way or another. It brings me great happiness to have 
witnessed this book take shape as Else is able to share this wisdom 
with the wider demographic beyond her patients, friends, and family. I 
personally feel very privileged to be able to call Else Vistisen my dear 
friend and therapist.”

Tine Lau Koldenborg Jessen, Licensed Midwife

“That the author, Else Strom Vistisen has been able to fulfill herself 
both as a mother and as a respected occupational therapist and mentor 
– having had to cope with what must be the worst experience for any 
young woman (or mother) left with a feeling of incapacity and deep 
sorrow over the loss of one’s just born child, and later on to face other 
health and occupational challenges – surely displays what the blend 
of a secure childhood, considerate parents and relatives, one’s own 
courage and determination as well as inspiration, may carry.”

Michael Bendix, Danish Ambassador to  
Indonesia 1986-91 



“An insight into the trials and tribulations of balancing motherhood 
with career. You learn how important love is in the recipe of life. 
People can identify with Else with the demands of juggling mother-
hood and career. The book sheds light into the life of the expatriate 
mother and wife and how one has to balance it all. An immensely 
wonderful read. You imbibe the strength of this strong, fiercely inde-
pendent woman and yet feel the tenderness of her love for life and 
her children.”

Dr Vic Pearly Wong, Director Orange Orthodontics & 
Dentofacial Orthopaedics 

“I had the privilege of being Else’s chiropractor in Singapore. Her 
openness and respect for inter-professional relationship has meta-
morphosed from the doctor-patient relationship to friendship. I can 
relate to Else’s situation as a son and a father, having deep respect for 
my parents and my wife, who often multitask behind the scenes for 
the family. While many locals and foreigners alike may think that the 
life of an expatriate is glamorous, in reality, the stress from moving 
away from your comfort zone for years and the stress of moving half 
way round the world to a new culture and language can, and often 
is, overwhelming to all family members. Fortunately, Else is blessed 
with Jan who has been by her side through thick and thin. A rare and 
precious gift!

Else’s ability to embrace life with love that is fundamentally rooted in 
her parents and now, transferred to her own family, is the essence that 
has kept that strong bond among her and her family.” 

Dr. Terrence Yap, D.C.,  
Atlas Chiropractic Clinic Pte. Ltd.



“In this book Else opens windows to her life as a child, student, young 
woman, wife, mother and therapist. She shares her life challenges, 
personal, extremely difficult and deeply touching episodes as well as 
the brilliant development of her skills to a successful therapist, man-
aging all aspects with high integrity, courage, clear vision and great 
wisdom. Else shares her life in pictures of moments and feelings... it is 
easy to read. Her words of wisdom encourage and challenge. Falling 
is not a failure; she gets up again and again, still with gratitude and 
praise for life. No judgement, nor blame, just growing stronger each 
time out of each challenge, with trust, acceptance, pride and love in 
life.”

Regula Scherrer, Therapist and Instructor for the Emmett 
Technique and TBT101 www.emmett-therapy.com

“I have had the privilege of knowing Else Vistisen for about 20 years. 
We met when my husband worked for her husband in the early 90s 
in Taipei. They were a golden couple and very supportive friends and 
mentors. I was flattered when Else asked me to read her book. It held 
me in its grip until the end and I could not put it down. Little did I 
know that even at the tender age when we met, Else and her family 
had experienced more than most would in a lifetime. 

The Mother and the Therapist is a beautiful, inspirational jewel of a 
story on how to live one’s life with integrity, grit and love despite the 
obstacles that present themselves. It gives sage advice to everyone. 
Professionals in all fields whether they are Men or Women, Mothers, 
Fathers, Sons or Daughters will benefit from the wisdom in its 
pages. It is a book you will want to return to often for guidance and 
reflection.”

Lily Wells-Lorentzen 
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To my mother Kirstine.

Thank you for teaching me that there is an  
unknown strength within each of us and that  

kindness can be found anywhere.





FOREWORD

When Else, approached me to write the Foreword for her 
book I was extremely flattered and honoured. I have the 
upmost respect for her as a professional woman, a friend, a 
mentor and a therapist.

I first met Else on a professional level several years ago when 
she organised a health seminar in Singapore that I attended. 
Else had decided to bring Phil Parker to Singapore to run 
a Lightning Process Seminar; I was incredibly ill, and it 
was through her vision of the need for this in Asia, that I 
regained full health and my life. I then went on to train in 
the Lightning Process myself, found my own passion, and 
took a new direction in my own career. 

Sometimes we meet someone destined to change the course 
of our lives forever. I feel as though Else and I were destined 
to meet, fuelled by our desire to be our best authentic selves 
in order that we can help others. I felt connected to Else’s 
authenticity immediately.



After the seminar I brought my daughter and myself to her 
Combined Therapies Clinic for treatment. Else has such a calm 
aura of knowledge and both my daughter and I felt immediately 
comfortable with her in our sessions. At that time my daughter 
could be very shy and self-conscious, but Else had her relaxed 
and laughing in no time at all; in a few short sessions she no 
longer needed the orthotic soles in her shoes. 

Over recent years I have also had the pleasure of getting 
to know Else a little more on a personal level. As a mother 
and a therapist myself I have always been in admiration of 
her skills and integrity, and her intuitive ability with her 
patients. Else’s passion for her therapy as well as her deep 
love and connection with her family and friends powerfully 
comes through when you spend any time with her, and also 
translates beautifully in this wonderful book. My respect 
and admiration for Else made her a natural mentor for me 
to look up to and aspire to on my own journey.

This book is an open, at times emotionally raw, honest 
account of Else’s journey so far. I have a feeling there is still 
much more to come from her! The combination of pain, 
heartache, joy, love, integrity and passion in her story, events 
that deliver her perfectly to the place and success she is 
today, will surely move you. Within these pages you will find 
many things, including sound advice on parenting, surviving 
adversity and following your passion. As an expat, a woman, 



a mother and a therapist I could deeply relate and connect 
with her story, but I don’t think you need to be any of those 
things to find the words inspirational.

Reading this book, I now have a deeper respect and admi-
ration for her, as I know her to be a private person to the 
outside world, opening herself in this way in order to share 
her passion is truly powerful. I wish her continued success, 
and hope for this book to reach far and wide, the world 
needs such integral and authentic role models to share their 
stories with us all. 

I hope this book can inspire you in the way Else has 
inspired me.

Jacqui Aston 

Jacqui Aston is a brief psychotherapist, clinical hypnotherapist, 
researcher, speaker, and mind body expert, based in the UK. 
Jacqui, a mother of three, has lived and worked in Asia for over 
20 years. Currently based in London she still travels to Asia as a 
renowned speaker, trainer and therapist. You can find out more 
about her at www.jacquiaston.com
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INTRODUCTION

If not now – when?

If not me – who?

You might wonder, who is this therapist and what is she 
doing writing a book?

That is a good question. I have been asking myself the same 
thing.

All I know is that I care about my children, family and 
clients, and I want to share my experience and learning as a 
mother and therapist with people around the world.

I have had to adapt to different cultures, various religions 
and traditions the fast way to be able to live and work in 
harmony with myself and my surroundings. I am curious, 
have a positive attitude with an open mindset and I find it 
easy to adapt to most places. These traits have all been assets 
during my thirty-one years as an expatriate woman, mother 
and therapist.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

It has become very clear to me that as human beings we are 
all born with the same needs, no matter what our birthplace, 
culture or religion may be. We need to respect and accept 
different ways of living, different mindsets and different 
values. What might feel good for me might not be good for 
another person.

Don’t die with the music still in you, enjoy!
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T H E  M O T H E R

MY MOTHER  
– MY MENTOR 

I was born on a small farm on the west coast of Denmark. 
I grew up in the countryside with parents who worked at 
home, three older siblings to guide and protect me and most 
of the extended family living in the same village. It was a 
safe and innocent childhood with limited outside exposure 
and strong family traditions and values. 

Throughout my life my late mother has been a very import-
ant influence, at times on a conscious level and at other times 
on an unconscious level when I reflect on my true values or 
am in doubt as to the best thing to do in a certain situation. 

When I got married and moved to the USA in 1984, 
my husband became my physical, emotional and mental 
supporter and guide, and our friends became my extended 
family. In Hong Kong, September 1986, we became the 
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T H E  M O T H E R

proud parents of our firstborn son, Oliver. Becoming a 
parent was the happiest moment of my life. Never before 
had I experienced such an instant and deep love for a human 
being. I was overwhelmed with pride, love and responsibil-
ity. Yet again my life had changed. From being a wife and 
full-time professional therapist I was now a young mother 
with a child who was totally dependent on me.

As a child and teenager I had earned my pocket money 
from babysitting our neighbour’s children, and later my 
own nieces and nephews. The daily care of a child was very 
familiar to me, but when it came to managing as a parent 
twenty-four hours a day – vaccinations, the bridge from 
breast milk to solid food, illnesses – I was a true novice. I 
missed my dear mother: missed being able to call her for 
advice and hear her calm and reassuring voice. As a farmer, 
she was a very rational woman who used her common sense 
and would often give a simple answer.

Oliver was a colicky baby. The first few weeks he would 
either eat or cry, often screaming from stomach pain. I tried 
everything that I had learned as a young babysitter, but 
nothing relieved his pain and discomfort. My confidence as 
a mother started to crumble. I felt inadequate and vulner-
able. Some days I would hardly sleep, have a shower or get 
dressed. In the evenings when my husband came back from 
work I would be sitting in a chair with Oliver screaming in 
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M Y  M O T H E R  –  M Y  M E N T O R

my arms and tears running down my red and swollen face. 
What a welcome for a tired husband. Not exactly the most 
idyllic picture of a happy family life, but with a warm hug, 
Jan would embrace Oliver in his big arms, cuddle him, kiss 
him, nestle him into his Moses basket and off they would go, 
sightseeing in Hong Kong by night.

As soon as the car was in motion, Oliver would fall asleep. 
They both became familiar with the Wanchai bars on their 
night trips when Jan stopped for a food and drink break. 
At midnight I would welcome back a tired husband and a 
calm little blond boy. These sightseeing trips gave me time 
to sleep, energise and strengthen to grow as a parent. Jan 
and Oliver developed a strong bond that grew into years of 
special night-time rituals.

Within four months Oliver’s colic had settled, and we were 
then really able to enjoy our role as parents. We had plenty 
of outings up the mountains of the beautiful Hong Kong 
Island and sailing in the South China Sea. We had settled as 
a small family, had a great life and felt very blessed.

When Oliver was five months old I became pregnant with 
our second child, an unexpected surprise. My hormones had 
not yet rebalanced and I was afraid that I would be unable 
to love another child as much as I loved Oliver. In despair 
I walked out of the apartment and sat on the beach feeling 
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T H E  M O T H E R

sorry for myself. When I had no more tears and nowhere else 
to go I walked home, feeling very ashamed of my childish 
reaction.

My husband sat in his chair with Oliver asleep on his stom-
ach. He looked at me and said, ‘We will handle it. Everything 
is going to be fine.’

Always positive, strong and supportive; always able to make 
me feel assured, calm and strong. Little did I know that we 
would need all our love and mental strength to survive the 
next three years.

In October 1987 we were transferred to Jakarta, Indonesia. 
Jan had secured a new job as a country manager: a fantastic 
promotion with exciting new challenges and opportunities.

My job was to settle our family in this new country with a 
different culture, language and religion. I was received with 
kindness by the company’s expat women, and with their 
help and support I soon found a lovely house and was able to 
create a solid foundation in which to start a new adventure.

After only seven weeks of living in Jakarta, I went into 
labour and gave birth to our second son, Nicholas, six weeks 
premature. Nicholas’s lungs were not fully developed. He 
needed an incubator to help expand them and increase the 
oxygen supply to his brain, but the private hospital had only 
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M Y  M O T H E R  –  M Y  M E N T O R

one incubator and it was already in use. Nicholas had to wait 
without the proper medical care.

I was still recovering from the C-section and not fully aware 
of the severity of the situation. I remember that Jan proudly 
called our family in Denmark to announce the birth and 
soon my hospital room was full of lovely fresh flowers sent 
by family, friends and the company. A celebration of life, 
love and joy. Then suddenly everything became hectic and 
the air was full of sadness and negative energy.

Nicholas’s life was in danger. He had been without oxygen 
for too many hours. The situation was made more difficult 
to handle as our doctor only spoke Bahasa Indonesia and 
some German. Our supportive friends came to translate to 
help Jan and me understand the medical condition and the 
treatments the hospital could realistically offer. Jan even got 
in contact with the French SOS doctor in Singapore to help 
guide us with the medical care.

Finally after twenty-four hours of waiting, Jan came to my 
bedside to inform me that Nicholas was in the incubator. 
As the hours passed we realised that it was too late to save 
him. His small toes and fingers were turning blue and he 
had suffered severe brain damage. We were asked to make a 
decision whether or not to switch off the incubator.
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T H E  M O T H E R

How do you prepare anyone to make such an important 
decision about life or death?

I do not have the answer, but was once told by my dear 
mother that we have to pray for what is best for the person 
who is suffering. Somehow that helped us both to make the 
most difficult decision of our lives.

After discussions with the French doctor in Singapore, we 
made the very difficult decision to turn off the incubator and 
let Nicholas go. It was our belief that this decision was right 
for us, but it felt like ice going straight through my body. 
Total numbness. 

To this day I do not understand why I was recommended 
total bed rest for almost four days. I never saw my son or held 
him. Was it because of the C-section? Different cultures, 
traditions and values? Was it to protect me from reality? I 
will never know and I have chosen to let it go; chosen to 
forgive and live for the survivors.

We had just arrived in a new country, far away from our 
family and close friends in Denmark, the USA and Hong 
Kong. Without any psychological support, we were dis-
charged from hospital and it was just the three of us again. 
With tremendous emotional and practical support from 
our new friends in Jakarta and the company we managed to 
move on with our daily lives.
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M Y  M O T H E R  –  M Y  M E N T O R

To close this chapter of our lives in the most meaningful way 
we wanted Nicholas to be cremated so we could bring him 
home to Denmark to be laid to rest in my family graveyard, 
but the Indonesian government did not allow cremation. 
Already emotionally and mentally drained, we battled with 
the authorities to grant us our wish. With Jan’s dedication, 
perseverance and strong will and help from the Danish 
Embassy we finally succeeded. 

The following summer we brought the urn home and laid 
Nicholas to rest next to my sister, who had passed away one 
year earlier at the age of only thirty-seven.

Some couples are unable to move forward together after the 
death of their child. The grief can be too much to bear and 
share. Sometimes there is guilt and blame breaking down 
the love they once had for each other.

Although it was extremely difficult to come home from the 
hospital and face the emptiness, Jan and I still managed 
to move on together in our marriage and as a family in a 
positive way. Instead of guilt and blame, we focused our 
strength and love on each other and Oliver, who was only 
fifteen months old. He needed us so much and we needed 
him more than ever. Time does heal, if we allow it to. We all 
have a choice. We can choose to stay in a negative place or 
we can choose forgiveness. 
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T H E  M O T H E R

With the unconditional love of Jan and Oliver, emotional 
and physical support from our friends and my own strength 
and determination, I was able to crawl out of my black hole 
into the light of joy and purpose. It was a slow process as my 
body was constantly reminding me I’d just given birth: it not 
only took time to heal from the caesarean, but I was produc-
ing breast milk, making my breasts sore and tender. Being on 
my own most of the day with no professional psychological 
support, I often felt bewildered as to how to overcome these 
physical problems, and I had many days when I was in total 
denial, unable to understand the grave reality. As I hadn’t 
seen Nicholas, I was unable to comprehend that I had just 
lost a child. There were moments of anger, bitterness and 
self-blame. I kept asking myself why this had happened and 
what I could have done differently to save his life. 

It was only when I forgave both myself and the medical 
professionals that I could honestly say I moved forward in 
a positive way. Then I was finally able to enjoy the life I love 
to the fullest again.

My beloved late father once said to me that I got pregnant 
just by sharing the same laundry basket as Jan. Maybe he 
sensed my third pregnancy.

Late in 1988 I became pregnant with our third child. We 
were ready and both knew that it would do us good. Time 
to expand and embrace a new family member.
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M Y  M O T H E R  –  M Y  M E N T O R

It was company policy to offer expats a trip to Singapore for 
medical care and to give birth. We could plan accordingly 
and arrange accommodation, hospital and an obstetrician, 
but suddenly the plan changed. I went into premature labour 
at six months pregnant and was admitted to the same private 
hospital with the same doctor who had delivered Nicholas. 
I was petrified. 

Without hesitation, Jan arranged flights to Denmark for all 
three of us. He organised immediate hospitalisation for me 
upon arrival. It was so typical of Jan’s personality to prioritise 
family above work and take action to ensure the best possible 
outcome. 

Within a few days we were all settled in Denmark. I was 
admitted to hospital and recommended bed rest with lim-
ited physical activity. It seemed an almost impossible task to 
stay in hospital for the next three months with Oliver only 
two and a half years old and our home in Jakarta. We all 
wanted to stay together, but knew it would be difficult, so 
we had to find the second best solution. Jan had to get back 
to work and we felt that Oliver would feel most secure in his 
familiar environment in Jakarta.

Within a few days Jan had once again demonstrated his 
immense talent for fast action and organisation. I would 
stay at the hospital in Denmark, and Jan, with the help of 
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our friends and a Danish au pair girl, would make sure that 
Oliver got optimal care back home in Jakarta. Not ideal, but 
Oliver’s wellbeing and the best care for our unborn child 
was of paramount importance, so Jan and I accepted a few 
months of long distance relationship.

Was it easy? Absolutely not, but I had my family and friends 
in Denmark to support me through the many weeks of 
bed rest and fantastic health professionals to guide me. My 
strength came from knowing Oliver was well looked after 
and the interruption to his life was minimal. Jan was proba-
bly the one who suffered the most. Not only physically, with 
long days at work and nights as a single parent, but mentally 
too as he felt powerless and guilty for not being at my side 
to give support.

Yet again we managed to pull through an unusual challenge. 
A few days before the scheduled birth, Jan and Oliver flew 
home to Denmark and we were all reunited as a family: 
a very emotional reunion for three people who loved and 
needed each other. My love for Jan was so strong. I knew 
that he had gone through a remarkable personal challenge 
on all levels, and had kept his emotions on the inside to save 
me from unnecessary stress, which might have provoked a 
premature birth.

Happy endings are not a matter of course. We had already 
learned not to take anything for granted, so we were 
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M Y  M O T H E R  –  M Y  M E N T O R

overwhelmed with relief, happiness and gratitude when 
Nadia was born and announced to be a healthy baby. We 
were exhausted, needing time to reconnect as a family and 
spend a few weeks in our small cottage by the sea before we 
all flew back to Jakarta.

I am so glad that I can’t look into the future. If I could, I am 
not sure that I would have been able to cope with the many 
obstacles that obstructed our path as parents from 1987 to 
1990. It might have seemed too big a task to contemplate. 
Nadia’s first few months turned out to be the most difficult 
and debilitating time for our family, even though we had 
already been through the loss of our baby boy.

On a positive note, in August 1994 I gave birth to our fourth 
child in Singapore: a healthy baby girl, Nina. We were now 
blessed with three healthy children, but did not dare try for 
another. We decided to settle and treasure each of our three 
miracles and honour them for their many differences. 

Over the next twenty years, Jan’s job took us to Thailand, 
Denmark and back to Singapore. It was not always easy to 
transfer from country to country with three children who 
all had to change schools, adjust to different cultures, new 
languages, and find new friends. While Jan was busy settling 
into his new jobs and travelling frequently around the world 
on business trips, my job was to help settle the children and 
find a new social network so we could integrate as soon as 
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possible. Then we could feel at home and at peace. There 
have been many challenges along the way, but the biggest 
challenge for me as a mother has been to trust that, in spite 
of the many transfers and changes for the children, we as 
parents could give them roots and a place they could call 
home. 
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T H E  M O T H E R

THREE THOUSAND 
YEARS AND NADIA

How often do we reflect on the survival of infants born 
without the ability to digest breast or powder milk? Do they 
survive? If so, what kind of food substitute do they receive?

Did I ever consider the above questions or find them 
relevant?

Until the age of thirty-one I was totally ignorant of this 
problem. I had never encountered a child who was unable to 
digest any kind of milk or fat molecule.

Then my six-week-old baby girl Nadia was diagnosed as 
lacking the enzymes required to digest fat molecules. In 
1989 there was no medical cure and I was told that she 
might suffer a slow, painful death, one of the worst progno-
ses, if not the worst, a mother can encounter. There are no 
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words to describe the devastating thoughts and feelings that 
went through my mind and body. Despair and desperation 
and anger can only describe part of how I felt. It just could 
not be true!

I was living at that time with my husband and three-year-
old son Oliver in Jakarta. After receiving this devastating 
news from medical health practitioners in Singapore, New 
York and Copenhagen, we were left with an almost impos-
sible situation and a turmoil of sad emotions. I did my best 
to juggle the care of Oliver, and Nadia who would either 
cry from hunger or from stomach pain after the feeds and 
pass small white lumps of fat in her stools. A difficult and 
exhausting time which left me with almost no energy to 
reach out for help. On several occasions I did not even pick 
up the phone as I was too overwhelmed. I dreaded hearing 
questions and well-meant advice about what might relieve 
Nadia’s pain and discomfort.

Often we are blessed with support and help when we need 
it the most. We have to be open-minded as it might come 
via an unexpected saviour, and that is what happened to me. 
I am forever grateful that I was receptive to looking beyond 
the known.

One day, Anne Vibeke Bendix, a senior lady within the 
Danish community of Jakarta, contacted me and kindly 
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asked if I would allow her to visit. This visit changed Nadia, 
my life and my family forever. What I so badly needed was 
to be able to move forward, and Anne Vibeke’s radiant pres-
ence, calm and colourful personality, made me feel at ease, 
loved and comforted. 

Anne Vibeke told me about her fight with breast cancer and 
her frequent treatment visits to a Dutch healer and former 
physiotherapist, Ms Anne in Bandung, a city one and a 
half hours outside Jakarta. Then she offered an invitation 
for Nadia and I to join her on the next visit and she would 
introduce us to the healer. 

It was an extraordinary challenging journey into the 
unknown that changed part of my belief system. The more 
choices we have, the more unsure and dissatisfied we often 
are afterwards, and we need to learn to make choices where 
we can benefit. My husband and I chose to follow our inner 
voices, taking responsibility and action while avoiding 
people with limiting beliefs.

…the force that propels human actions is 
emotion and feelings… 

Robert G. Allen

The first family visit to Bandung was well planned. We all 
needed to be part of the journey, and feel comfortable and 
in agreement about Nadia’s treatment. At 5am we packed 
the car and drove behind Anne Vibeke and her husband 
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Michael Bendix all the way to Bandung, leaving early to 
avoid the chaotic traffic of Jakarta and to be the first in 
line for treatment. After 7am there would be a long queue 
waiting for Ms Anne to heal their ailments.

A kind woman in her early seventies welcomed us at her 
modest house, radiating love and inner peace. She asked me 
to place Nadia on her simple massage table. Holding my 
frail and tiny Nadia in my arms, I felt like I was giving her 
all my love and protecting her from the deadly prognosis, so 
it was difficult for me to let go of her, especially as she was 
crying from stomach pain. 

Without any touch Ms Anne scanned Nadia with her hands 
and calmly announced that Nadia lacked the enzymes to 
digest fat. How did she know? No one had told her; we had 
not even brought any medical files along for her to read.

I was dumbfounded, but somehow I knew that we had found 
the right person to treat Nadia. My baby girl had stopped 
crying and was looking up at me with peace in her eyes. 

When Ms Anne told me that she could help as long as we 
followed her treatment plan and advice strictly, I almost 
collapsed from weeks of physical and mental exhaustion. 
Finally I could let go and be weak for a moment.

To experience the effects of the treatment and energise my 
mind and body, Ms Anne asked me to have a healing session 
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before Nadia. What did I expect from a treatment without 
any touch? Not sure, as I had never had a healing session and 
had entered a world totally unknown to me at that time, but 
I definitely did not expect it to be painful or uncomfortable. 

Wow, was I in for a surprise. It was extremely painful and 
almost unbearable to stay on the table. I felt sorry for myself, 
crying in agony and despair. I had been through enough 
emotional pain and wanted to run away and hide in a safe 
secure place, but I knew that I had to be committed, stay 
strong and show resilience for Nadia and my lovely family.

The session calmed me down. I felt an inner peace, more 
balanced and energised, which gave me the strength to let 
Nadia undergo a similar treatment. She did not cry, she 
screamed, and her skin turned red as if it was on fire. It was 
almost too painful to watch. As Nadia’s screams worsened, 
tears ran down my face and I so wanted to take her into 
my arms and stop the ‘experiment’, but shortly after the 
treatment Nadia went into a peaceful sleep for the first time 
in her seven weeks of life. 

With confidence Ms Anne outlined Nadia’s food and 
treatment plan for the next few weeks. We had to stop the 
milk feeds and replace them with sieved soup made from red 
rice cooked for several hours, plus three weekly treatments. 
Depending on Nadia’s growth and development, the red rice 
would later be replaced by mung beans with a touch of salt, 
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constantly guided by Ms Anne. This was an ancient way of 
feeding new-born babies when the mothers were unable to 
produce breast milk.

The trip back to Jakarta felt longer than usual. We were 
exhausted and my brain was jammed with information that 
I did not have time to assimilate. I felt as if I was the focal 
point of the situation and needed to be strong, but I did 
not feel strong at all. Without the physical, emotional and 
mental support of my husband, Anne Vibeke’s genuine care 
and my instinct to provide for Oliver’s needs and Nadia’s 
comprehensive treatment, I am not sure I would have coped.

Upon our return home, Jan went out to buy several kilos 
of red rice. We employed a full-time cook to manage the 
boiling and sieving of the rice, and Jan was able to get back 
to his work schedule. I settled as a full-time mother to both 
children and feeder for Nadia, who needed to be bottle fed 
with the soup almost every other hour. I recorded all feeds, 
passing of stools and frequency of urination strictly to mon-
itor Nadia’s intake and release of liquid. Although it was 
a very challenging time, we settled into a routine with the 
tremendous help and support of good friends and domestic 
helpers. 

Was I scared or doubtful about our treatment plan at any 
point? Absolutely, yes. Almost daily I questioned our choice. 
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Were we irresponsible parents? Had we put Nadia’s health 
into jeopardy? But my instinct told me that we had made 
the right choice, and knowing that there was no medical 
cure somehow made it easier to stay on track and stick to 
our vision.

Part of our strength, determination and courage came from 
the obvious benefits Nadia had from the treatments and 
the change of diet. She became calm, content, alert, and her 
gross motor development became standard. Only her weight 
remained low due to lack of nutrition.

The multiple trips to Bandung to see Ms Anne with Anne 
Vibeke were maybe my greatest times throughout the ordeal. 
Anne Vibeke and I were both fighting death sentences, she 
against breast cancer and I for the life of my baby girl, and 
we became very close and connected on a spiritual level. 
She is my guardian angel. From total despair, I had gained 
her and Ms Anne in my life, two lovely, caring and mature 
women. They would do anything for Nadia and me and I felt 
safe with both of them. 

After six weeks of red rice soup, Ms Anne asked us to change 
to green mung bean soup and to continue the new diet plan 
for another six weeks. It was fantastic to use a new food 
ingredient, and Nadia loved the change. Who wouldn’t after 
weeks of eating the same food without any variation for the 
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taste buds? I felt we had conquered her problems and were 
ready to enter a new chapter of our plan.

Nadia had improved in so many ways, so we decided to have 
a professional photographer come to our house to take indi-
vidual and family pictures of us all. They are lovely photos 
of Oliver as a blond, healthy, active boy and a content but 
tiny Nadia on her favourite sheepskin to protect her delicate 
body; family photos of Jan and me with the two children, 
who were totally unaware of the battle we were fighting as a 
family; pictures we treasure, constantly reminding us to have 
gratitude and courage.

After twelve weeks on a strict diet plan and multiple treat-
ments we received the good news from Ms Anne that Nadia 
would be able to start a mild solid food diet of pears and 
apples with the gradual introduction of vegetables and milk 
powder. She also no longer needed the healing treatments.

We were relieved, but not overly ecstatic with joy. Totally 
drained and exhausted from months of physical, emotional 
and mental pressure, we were unable to comprehend the 
verdict. Doubt meant we still needed medical proof to accept 
the miracle. 

My husband’s company advised us to go home to Denmark, 
get Nadia admitted into a reputable hospital for a medical 
check-up and spend time with the family, with whom we’d 
had little contact throughout the entire challenge. I so 
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needed my mother to hold me and be there for me; I needed 
to be loved like a child again instead of just giving. I was at 
the tipping point. 

With great sadness, I have to say that Anne Vibeke’s health 
did not improve. Before our flight to Denmark we went to 
say our last goodbye to this amazing, strong woman who 
kept her spirits high to the very last minute. Nadia lay in her 
arms as I sat next to them, respecting their moment of love 
and goodbyes. I knew that they understood each other and 
together had fought their own battles. 

When we touched down on Danish ground and I saw my 
mother, I knew I was safe; knew that my children and I would 
receive the utmost care from a truly remarkable woman. 

My mother came with Nadia and me to the hospital and 
followed us through admission, staying until we were settled 
and comfortable. I had brought plenty of home-cooked 
soup, fruit and vegetable puree in a cooler to be sure that 
Nadia would have the food she needed. The medical staff 
were forthcoming and kind, and finally being able to use my 
mother tongue gave me the confidence to speak from my 
heart. 

The medical staff in Denmark wanted to examine Nadia for 
multiple chronic illnesses, including cystic fibrosis, and to 
get a realistic outcome Nadia had to drink a small amount 
of powdered milk. I was horrified! All the screams and pain 
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of Nadia’s past flashed through my head and it took great 
courage to agree to their demand. Even though Ms Anne 
had told us that Nadia would be able to drink some milk, I 
had not dared to try until that moment. 

The outcome was a total surprise. Nadia drank the milk 
and slept longer than usual. Then she had some more milk 
and there was a noticeable positive change in her alertness, 
energy and profoundly extended sleeps.

Within a week Nadia had gone through several tests, all 
with negative results. The doctors actually became a bit 
dubious about the importance of Nadia’s admission as there 
was no trace of medical urgency or chronic illness. They 
listened to my story, but to this day I still doubt that they 
took me seriously. However, I needed to be taken seriously; 
needed to tell our story to the medical team; wanted them 
to understand how a non-medical approach had cured an 
incurable disease and copy our diet plan for future reference. 

They were not interested and I decided not to waste my 
energy. Instead I turned my attention to my family who so 
needed care and love to move forward in a positive way.

On the day of discharge Nadia was five months old with a 
body weight of only 4kg, but she was content and at peace. 
I carried a small miracle out of the hospital doors and 
knew that we as a family, with help, support and care from 
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tremendous people, had fought and won the biggest battle 
of our lives: the survival of our baby girl.

I am proud to announce that today Nadia is a healthy, beau-
tiful and successful young woman of twenty-six. 

A victim blames. A victor learns. 

Mark Victor Hansen,  

The One Minute Millionaire
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MY PROFESSIONAL 
MENTORS

I have been blessed throughout my career to have come 

across many different and interesting health professionals 

and complementary therapists, each of whom has made a 

huge impact on me as a person and how I work, but it was 

the experience with Ms Anne that opened my eyes to the 

unknown. It planted the seeds of curiosity that grew into 

studies of complementary therapy and mind/body work.

I have been blessed with a husband who has always sup-

ported me in my profession and encouraged me to pursue 

my dreams. And I know I can always count on him for an 

honest opinion, making sure that I stay true to who I am.

We got married in April 1984 in Denmark. I had just gradu-

ated as an occupational therapist, and Jan lived and worked 

in Minneapolis, USA. I packed my few belongings and 
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moved to Minneapolis as a newlywed with no idea what 

my life was going to be like. 

In honesty, I think I was a bit naïve, but that might have 

been a blessing. The first couple of weeks were very excit-

ing and I felt like I was going on an adventure. Everything 

was new to me.

Then I realised how much my life had changed. From living 

and studying in a small town within my own culture and 

language, I had moved to a big city in a foreign country far 

away from home. I had to speak, read, write and listen to 

English all day long, except for a few hours in the evening 

when Jan came home from work. I no longer felt as though 

I was on holiday, but was in the middle of a brand new daily 

life with all its challenges. We lived in a small two-bedroom 

apartment in the suburbs, a long way from the closest 

shopping mall and with limited opportunities for meeting 

people my own age. I had no car or bicycle, so I spent a 

lot of the time on my own, reading, writing, swimming or 

going for long walks. I started to feel bored and lonely. My 

life was suddenly centred around Jan’s homecoming in the 

late evening. 

I had very little contact with my family and friends in Denmark. 

In 1984 there was no modern or affordable communication 

technology. Most of the communication with my parents or 
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friends was done by letters, and before I received a reply my 

problem was usually solved or forgotten.

Jan and I needed two incomes so I had to find work as soon 

as possible, but I was in the USA on a dependent pass. The 

only chance for me to get a job was to find an employer 

who would sponsor my work permit, and Jan helped me to 

research work opportunities as an occupational therapist. 

Within a few weeks I had signed a full-time job contract 

in Minneapolis as a rehabilitation manager at Homeward 

Bound for severely physically and mentally handicapped 

children from one to eighteen. Homeward Bound spon-

sored my work permit, and I was ready to work for the first 

time as a professional therapist. 

Was I ready? No. I was a new graduate. I had no work 

experience other than university placements. I had never 

worked with severely mentally and physically handicapped 

children, had no experience as a manager or of dealing with 

the Minnesota health system, and all aspects of the work 

had to be communicated in spoken and written English. 

Had I known the amount of responsibility I’d face I don’t 

think I would ever have dared to apply for the job.

Jan became my translator and guide. After long days at 

work, he would help me to translate important documents, 

correcting my written and spoken English. At night Jan 
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would listen, wipe away my tears and hold me tight as I 

found my new life overwhelming. Week by week I became 

more and more confident and independent. I started to 

take the initiative, trust my abilities and implement new 

projects at work.

My first professional job as a therapist turned from being a 

nightmare into a dream. I was well liked by the staff, the res-

idents and the relatives. I had applied rehabilitation, mod-

ified helping aids, reorganised the filing system, arranged 

workshops, initiated a mini handicapped Olympics for the 

residents and staff and introduced a weekly home-baked 

Danish cake day.

My husband worked for a Danish company, EAC, then 

operating in many countries around the world. As an EAC 

graduate Jan could be transferred whenever the company 

found it necessary. In November 1984, he was asked to 

move to Hong Kong. Within a few weeks I had resigned 

from my job, packed and shipped our small household to 

another part of the world. 

We were now both on equal ground, new to the Asian 

culture. We had to start from the beginning with a new 

home and new friends, but there was one big difference 

between us: Jan had an established job within EAC. I not 

only had to find a job, I also had to convince the local EAC 
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management that I wanted to work. It was not common for 

the EAC women to work: they were supposed to support 

their husbands, look after their homes and children. For 

me this was a totally new concept. I was only twenty-four 

years old and used to working. I had studied to be able to 

support myself, and suddenly I was Mrs Jan Gert Vistisen, a 

dependant housewife.

Even though I was young and brought up to obey authority, 

I knew that I had to challenge the management. I needed 

to work, to grow, to be challenged professionally and to get 

experience as a therapist. 

Jan came to my rescue. He presented the problem to his 

manager, Mr Erik Boegh Christensen. Within a few days 

I was called for a meeting and Mr Christensen gave me 

permission to apply for a job. I was so relieved and happy. 

Finally I was able to move forward and become part of the 

local society.

Hong Kong was very different in most aspects to 

Minneapolis. Luckily the majority of the educated people 

were able to speak English, as it was an English colony until 

1997. It was easy to find a job and get a work permit. Soon 

I had signed a contract as a full-time occupational therapist 

at the Duchess of Kent Children’s Hospital. I had three won-

derful years working in the orthopaedic rehabilitation units, 
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home alterations for discharged handicapped children, and 

was given the opportunity to study and work with Pressure 

Garment in the Burns Unit.

The reality of life as an expatriate woman hit home in 1987. 

In the October EAC transferred us to Jakarta in Indonesia. 

Suddenly I was unable to work as I couldn’t get a work 

permit. I had to become a full-time housewife and mother.

I loved being a mother and wife, but I struggled with the 

expat life of entertaining and representing my husband. I 

missed being a therapist, missed the interaction with the 

patients and colleagues, missed my independence and 

identity as a person and professional.

Jan did his best to help me cope with my frustration, but 

he worked long hours and travelled a lot in Indonesia, and I 

felt an emptiness overwhelming me. It was difficult to find 

a purpose in my daily life, a problem which got even worse 

after our second son passed away at only two days old.

My fighting spirit became my saviour. I managed to leave 

Indonesia a stronger woman than I had arrived.

After three challenging years we were transferred to Taiwan 

in early 1990, with a six month detour to Singapore. I was so 

thrilled to leave my life in Indonesia: I felt free and relieved. 

On the flight I let the tears flow, making a commitment to 
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myself to observe and study culture, language and com-

plementary therapies. I wanted to be prepared for the day 

when I could go back to work as a therapist.

The commitment to myself made me open to new chal-

lenges. Although I would not be able to work as a therapist 

in Taiwan, I knew that I would be able to prepare myself 

for the future. With tremendous support from Jan I built a 

great business importing hand-dipped Danish candles and 

tableware, the idea coming from a home leave in Denmark 

when my brother was selling hand-dipped candles at a 

Christmas bazaar to raise money for the local community.

In Denmark we light candles to create a cosy, calm and 

friendly atmosphere. During the many dark winter days 

you will often see candles burning in windows. We have 

candles decorating the Christmas tree as we dance and 

sing around it on the evening of 24 December. When the 

Germans left Denmark on 5 April 1945, candles were burnt 

in the windows to symbolise victory and peace.

My brother introduced me to the candle maker and I bought 

ten boxes of candles in different colours. My spontaneity 

did not put Jan off: he helped to carry the heavy boxes onto 

the plane. Within two weeks I had sold all the candles to 

some of my friends in Taiwan and was encouraged to place 

a new order. The seed of my new business was planted. 
What a great adventure and experience lay ahead of me.
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With enormous support and guidance from Jan, my business 
became a success. He went to custom clearance, unloaded 
heavy boxes into the house and carried them to local fairs. 
He taught me to do balance sheets and encouraged me 
to expand into Danish tableware. We designed costumes, 
made shelves for candle displays and set up a lovely 
showroom in our house. Monthly, I held an open house 
with decorated table displays created from my imported 
goods: tablecloths, candle-holders, napkins and candles in 
all different colours. Not once did Jan complain about the 
customers browsing inside our house, often asking to buy 
our private belongings.

I had become the Candle Lady of Taipei.

The business gave me inspiration, joy, confidence and new 
opportunities. I met people of many different nationalities, 
and used my creative skills and love for good design. I 
even decorated five Christmas table displays for Royal 
Copenhagen’s marketing campaign on the local TV channel.

It is amazing how we attract what we need when we open 
up to new ideas and opportunities. Often a negative event 
can be transformed into a blessing, but we don’t realise it 
until a much later stage in our career. I did not work as a 
therapist, but I learned about business, which proved to be 

of great use later in my life. 
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We lived on Wellington Heights, the mountainside outside 

Taipei. One day I slipped on the staircase down to the garden 

and tore a small buttock muscle. Oh, so very painful! A good 

friend introduced me to Michael Chung, a Chi Kung master 

and acupuncturist. Although Jan was a strong believer in 

Western medicine, he supported me in consulting Michael 

Chung, even though I had no experience of the benefits of 

acupuncture and absolutely no knowledge of Chi Kung.

Michael Chung was from Hong Kong and had been trained 

by his father and grandfather. He had studied acupuncture 

in China and practised the art of Chi Kung for many years. A 

calm and balanced man in his early thirties, he treated me 

with care, taught and shared some of his knowledge with 

me and encouraged me to practise Chi Kung to facilitate 

faster and better healing. With the combination of acu-

puncture and Chi Kung my torn muscle slowly healed and 

my curiosity and belief in Eastern medicine had taken root.

In Hong Kong Jan was introduced to Feng Shui as it was 

practised and implemented at the office. In Indonesia he 

witnessed the power of healing on our daughter, Nadia. In 

Taiwan he saw me recover from a torn muscle by acupunc-

ture and Chi Kung. The power of this trinity convinced Jan 

to embrace the unknown. He gave me the freedom and the 

mental and financial support to study new modalities and 

grow as a woman and therapist. This support helped me to 



36

T H E  T H E R A P I S T

study Feng Shui, the Bowen and the Emmett techniques.

I started studying the Bowen Technique in 2003 in 

Copenhagen, well aware that we had to move to Singapore 

in 2004. To finish my studies at a diploma level I frequently 

travelled to Australia. Jan kept me motivated to pursue my 

dream, covering the travel expenses and scheduling his 

work to be able to look after the children. From running 

an import business in Taiwan, I went on to found my first 

official clinic in Singapore in 2005, Bowtech Pte Ltd.

I was so thrilled to be working as a therapist again, and the 

Bowen Technique was just the beginning of my continued 

studies. Early in 2006, Ross Emmett, the founder of the 

Emmett Technique, invited me to attend his class in Sydney. 

Jan’s continued support made it possible for me to accept 

the invitation. I began an amazing new journey that has 

been a huge part of my present success as a therapist. 

Between frequent travels to study the Emmett Technique 

in Australia I became more and more busy in my clinic. 

In 2008 I was invited to join an American medical com-

pany, Excellence Healthcare in Camden Medical Centre, 

Singapore. It was a huge step for me to move from my small 

clinic at home into a big medical centre with a broad spec-

trum of practitioners. I was very happy to be offered the 

challenge, but soon realised that the clinic lacked energy. 
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It felt stale and not in alignment with my expectation and 

personality.

During the summer of 2008 Jan and I discussed the possibil-

ity of setting up my own clinic in Camden Medical Centre as 

we had been offered a small empty oval-shaped space by Dr 

Peter Tay. Jan was very keen on the idea; I was interested, 

but also reluctant. The space needed a total renovation 

with flooring, partitions, lighting, cabinets, Wi-Fi, interior 

decoration, furniture and equipment. The cost would be 

high, and I had to commit to a two year lease and a more 

than full workload.

We did a lot of brainstorming and Combined Therapies Pte 

Ltd became a reality. 

Jan had his own company and was able to help me connect 

with contractors and designers, and with the legal aspects 

of the lease and medical liability insurance.

Combined Therapies opened the doors of a simple, beauti-

ful and serene clinic in September 2008. We nicknamed it 

‘The Oval Office’ 

Was I proud? Yes!

I was proud to be the founder of an official clinic in a med-

ical centre in Singapore. I was proud to be part of a centre 

with reputable practitioners, and I felt Jan’s pride in me. I 
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had finally succeeded, with perseverance, consistency and 

integrity, in my long-term goal to get back into the life of a 

professional therapist.

In any relationship we give and receive. At times it might 

seem unbalanced with mindsets too different to feel mutual 

respect for each other. We often choose what seems the 

easy way out, walking away to pursue our own dream in 

the hope that the grass will be greener on the other side.

Although I have had many moments of frustration in my 

married life as an expatriate woman and have felt at times 

that I gave more than I received to enable Jan to pursue 

his career, I never doubted my husband’s love for me or his 

tremendous continuous support for me as a professional 

person with my own dreams. Jan was, and still is, highly 

appreciative of my support throughout the thirty-six years 

of his overseas career and his many transfers to different 

parts of the world. To see me bounce back and reclaim my 

identity as a health practitioner gave him tremendous com-

fort as we became equal partners with a common destiny.
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BIRTHING OF MYSELF

I combine in-depth understanding of the therapies I have 
studied with my  observations and listening skills in the 
treatment of my patients on an individual basis.

As I have matured and gone through my own battles, ill-
nesses and different treatment methods, I have developed 
an innate ability to apply my therapy on a very intuitive 
level. The best possible treatment is not only about provid-
ing what the patients want but also what they need. And 
at the end of the day, I am able to look in the mirror and 
tell myself that I have done everything possible to ensure 
optimal benefit for each one.

It has been a long journey, and it is a continuing journey. I 
keep challenging myself, searching for knowledge and inspi-
ration to enhance my therapy and help me grow mentally.

Did I always know that I wanted to be a therapist? Did I 
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have a passion for occupational therapy? No! Was it a 

coincidence? Some might think so. I believe that it was fate.

I knew that I wanted to make a living from helping others, 

but first I wanted to explore the world outside my own 

small village. I needed to get away as I felt suffocated. I felt 

as though I was trapped in a box and not allowed to be me, 

unable to speak my mind or behave differently.

Most of all I wanted to meet people with open minds. 

Contrary to common village traditions, I left for the USA 

and spent three months travelling around different states, 

working as a substitute teacher to finance my next dream 

trip to Israel. I spent a lovely time in Israel working in a 

Kibbutz and travelling around this beautiful country with 

friends from all over the world. What an adventure, encoun-

tering different mindsets, cultures and religions. I felt free 

and alive. It was my first exposure to the wide world and I 

so wanted to continue to travel, live and learn, and be part 

of something bigger than the culture I came from.

My father wanted me to come home and start an educa-

tion, but I had absolutely no idea what I wanted to study. 

Back in the late seventies it was very common in my area to 

become a carpenter, a hairdresser, a nurse or a teacher. My 

sister and my aunt were both teachers, a job I had a little 

bit of interest in but no real desire to pursue. Not wanting 
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to oppose my father, I applied to study teaching, but inside 

of me there was a small rebel resisting so I decided to apply 

to study biology and occupational therapy as well. I knew 

nothing about these two studies except that they required 

high grades for admission, and I was sure that I would not 

be accepted so I would be able to continue travelling.

At the time I worked in Copenhagen at a nursing home to 

finance my living expenses. I loved working with the old 

people, and would stay after work to give them foot mas-

sages, style their hair and help them with all kinds of small 

tasks they found difficult. I listened to their life stories, their 

words of wisdom, and loved their humble personalities. 

No big egos; they had proved their worth and no longer 

needed to show off.

Then the unexpected letter arrived. I had been accepted 

as a student of occupational therapy. Having absolutely no 

idea of how I would use it or where it would take me at 

the end of my education, I was dumfounded, but I felt that 

I had to go. I had promised my father, so I moved back to 

the west coast in Denmark and started my three year study 

with minimal enthusiasm and no passion.

Did I find the subjects interesting? Not really. After many 

hours of anatomy, neurology, physiology, pathology, joint 

movements, psychology and analysing various handicrafts, 
I found it difficult to connect with the subject. The lecturers 
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were experts in individual aspects but were unable to teach 
us how to combine the subjects in rehabilitation. 

What I really found of interest were internships at hospi-
tals. I loved connecting with the patients, listening to their 
needs and hopes for recovery. I would study late at night 
to find a way to rehabilitate my individual patients better 
and would create new activities to improve their range 
of motions. Working overtime, I would help install aids 
at patients’ private homes to improve their quality of life 
and independence. I tried not to care when the doctors 
or therapists told me to stick to my profession and work 
within the scheduled hours, as I often found there was a 
gap between what the clients needed and what I was able 
to provide within a working day.

I simply did not understand why the different professions 
were not allowed to cross into each other’s territory when 
needed, as long as we did it with integrity. My stubborn-
ness and perseverance sometimes got me into trouble, but 
although I was brought up to respect authority, I did not 
care. I respect an individual’s opinion, but I will pursue the 
right of each one of my patients to get the optimal treat-
ment, and I will help and support all the way if necessary.

I graduated as an occupational therapist, but was well 

aware that the real education had just started. 
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My early exposure to foreign cultures in the USA and Israel 

became invaluable when I got married and moved to the 

USA just three weeks after my graduation. My first profes-

sional job was as a manager for the rehabilitation centre of 

Homeward Bound, and I was by no means qualified to take 

on such a job, even less so in a foreign country.

I worked with doctors, nurses, caretakers, cleaners, speech 

therapists and a psychologist, but to my surprise Homeward 

Bound did not have a physiotherapist. My job was meant to 

combine physiotherapy with an occupational therapy while 

coordinating a rehabilitation programme for each resident.

Oh dear! What had I let myself in for? 

It was extremely challenging. I felt inadequate in all areas 

of my professional duties, knew so little, but to keep my 

dignity I pretended that I was in control. With hard work, my 

personal strength and perseverance I gained respect among 

the staff, who were very welcoming and eager to help me 

in my tasks. Working as a team and sharing their expertise, 

they inspired each other to develop ultimate treatments 

and create hilarious helping aids for the residents. 

I loved my job, my colleagues and the residents. It was so 

inspirational, almost like working as an artist with unlimited 

canvas, tools and colours. 
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As a team we created the most fantastic rehabilitation 

centre with professional therapy, outings, workshops and 

evenings of music and sharing. One of the most memora-

ble moments was the weekend of our mini Olympics. We 

transformed moveable beds into skateboards for those 

who were unable to sit up, wheelchairs became racing cars 

and we created communication boards from board games. 

The Olympic field was decorated with balloons, banners 

and signs with cheerful music blasting out from loudspeak-

ers. Finishing the games were medal presentations and 

speeches in front of a cheering crowd. 

As I matured and became more confident as a therapist 

and as a person, loving my job, I realised that I had found 

my passion.

After only nine months I had to resign. With a bleeding 

heart I said my goodbyes and followed my husband to Hong 

Kong. At only twenty-five years of age I didn’t worry about 

the future. I was full of energy and ready to conquer the 

next challenge, believing in myself, at times overconfident 

of my abilities. That might have been an asset, because I 

soon found a full-time job. 

The Duchess of Kent Children’s Hospital was a subsidised 

hospital with orthopaedic patients from one to eighteen 

years of age and a burns unit. It was a very different 
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environment to the centre in Minneapolis: stiff, bureau-

cratic and with limited resources. The wards were big with 

at least twenty-five patients in each unit and little scope 

for personal touches or relationships with the patients. 

The staff were all local Chinese and I was the only foreigner 

when hired. 

I did not mind. I was happy and grateful to have a job and 

eager to expand my learning. I knew that I would be able to 

make a difference for some of the patients. My upbringing 

had instilled an innate humility in me, and I listened and 

learned by the day what would be acceptable within the 

hospital’s principles. 

The doctors were the authorities. They made the decisions 

and expected nurses and therapists to come up with a precise 

treatment plan fast when asked about a patient during the 

ward rounds. The first months I was scared stiff of not being 

able to describe an acceptable plan, so I attended medical 

lectures and studied anatomy, neurology and rehabilitation 

to be well prepared at all times. Seldom did the doctors ask 

about the emotional state of the patient. Questions were 

mainly about their physical condition, how to improve their 

mobility and the development of personal capacity. 

There was so much for me to do. The professional staff 

spoke English and the patients spoke Cantonese. I began 



46

T H E  T H E R A P I S T

to practise simple words of Cantonese with the secretary 

in our department. A cheerful wheelchair bound woman in 

her thirties, she would throw me a tennis ball and give me 

one Cantonese word, which I had to pronounce correctly 

and remember before throwing the ball back to her. She 

was very patient and I was very determined. With just a 

few simple words, it became easier to communicate and 

the patients felt I cared about their personal and emotional 

problems as well as their physical improvements. 

My easy and cheerful personality, ability to connect with 

people from all walks of life and passion for therapy made 

me one of the favourite staff. I would not just walk through 

the ward, I would skip, whistle and pull funny faces. I took 

the time to sit with the sick children and hug them without 

saying a word.

At a young age I realised that it took more than professional 

knowledge to become a brilliant therapist. How you interact 

and adapt to the individual needs of a patient is almost half 

of the treatment. Too many health practitioners lack the 

ability to connect and wonder why academic knowledge 

and applied medicine are not enough to cure the symp-

toms. This lack made me create a mentor programme for 

health professionals in the hope that some of them would 

learn my simple philosophy and develop better treatments 

for each individual patient. 
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I believe that treatment consists of 60% therapy and 40% 

presentation. The 40% is your ability to adapt, which gives 

you the opportunity to develop rapport with the patient 

and understand how they feel. That in turn delivers client 

satisfaction, repeat business and success as a therapist/

health practitioner. 

My curiosity gave me the opportunity to study and practise 

the Pressure Garment Therapy. Pressure garments are worn 

after a burn to control scarring, help the scar mature and 

improve the appearance of the injured skin. The garments 

need to fit tightly in order to work well and be worn for at 

least six months, and perhaps as long as two to three years. 

To see children with skin open and bleeding from a burn 

accident (most common was hot wok oil) was terrifying 

and made my stomach churn. When they screamed in pain 

and we were not allowed to cuddle or touch them to avoid 

infection, it was heart-breaking. It took time and inner 

strength to overcome my turmoil, but I learned to handle 

my emotions. I got used to the screams, the blood, and 

became professional. 

The best way to help children in that state is to sing, make 

funny faces, give medical care and just be present. As the 

scars healed, I designed a pressure garment to fit each 

individual patient to ensure even and proper pressure, 
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enhancing healing of the skin and minimising permanent 

damage. It was extremely uncomfortable to wear the gar-

ment twenty-four hours a day as it was itchy, hot and tight. 

The parents struggled to convince the child to wear it, often 

fighting a losing battle. They looked to me as the voice of 

authority and begged for my help to persuade the child to 

keep it on. I usually don’t like to force people, but as I knew 

the alternative would be contraction of the implicated 

muscle groups, leaving the child with limited mobility and 

severe scar tissues, in these cases I really tried my best. 

I loved the job and looked forward to the clinic days when 

the children would take off the garment and proudly show 

me their improvements. Visual recognition of an improve-

ment is often the best way to encourage people to continue 

the treatment. 

Besides rehabilitation and pressure garments, home visits 

were part of my responsibility as an occupational therapist. 

Before a patient was discharged from hospital I would visit 

their homes to see if they needed improved accessibility 

or helping aids to manage their personal independence. It 

was very interesting for me to visit the local people. Most 

of our patients came from low-income families and lived 

very simply without any luxuries. Some lived on the moun-

tainside with no running water or toilets inside the house. 

Some houses were only accessible by steep wooden steps, 
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very slippery and dangerous during the rainy season.

All my ergonomic knowledge was of almost no use in these 

circumstances, even less when I had to consider Feng Shui 

principles such as not removing a front door step contain-

ing a written note to ward off bad energy or changing the 

direction of a front door aligned according to the bread-

winner of the family. I simply had to be creative, in a cost 

efficient way.

Growing up on a small farm with limited financial resources 

stood me in good stead. I was brought up to create a 

solution to get the job done, which helped me to look out-

side the theoretical box and come up with some unusual 

alterations. They might not have been perfect, but as long 

as they worked and the family was happy, I felt good and 

knew that I had done my best to help the patient become 

as independent as possible under the circumstances. 

The work was challenging and interesting, but with long 

hours six days a week. When our first son was born, I 

resigned, had a few weeks of maternity leave then got 

a job as a therapist consultant at a private school for 

handicapped children. I had to develop a rehabilitation 

programme for each child and instruct their teachers in the 

programme. What a great job! I would bring Oliver with me 

to the school and the teachers would look after him while I 
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did the assessments and training. The written programmes 

I would do at home. 

Within the next eight years I gave birth to three children 

and became a full-time mother. Apart from studying Feng 

Shui, I did not attend any classes in therapy for a long time, 

but I think that I learned some of my most valuable lessons 

in life, which I now integrate into my therapies.

When our second son, Nicholas, died so tragically, the lack 

of professional and emotional care and support was just not 

acceptable, but this gave me the inner strength and fighting 

spirit to heal myself. It taught me to let go of what I can’t 

change and live in the moment for the survivors. It taught 

me to forgive. It taught me that most people want and 

need to talk about their loss; they want to share the grief 

and sorrow. Often they just need someone to listen without 

making thoughtless remarks about how they should heal or 

comparing their tragedy with other people’s. Each one of 

us has our own unique experience.

Knowledge speaks, but wisdom listens. 

Jimi Hendrix

After several medical investigations, tests and advice from 

different doctors around the world, we were told that our 

third child, Nadia, had been born without the enzymes to 

digest fat, and there was no cure. This tragic news came 
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just twenty-two months after Nicholas had passed away. 

Winston Churchill once said, ‘We will never surrender.’ No, I 

wouldn’t surrender! Going against medical norm and family 

beliefs, we chose an unorthodox treatment. Nadia not only 

survived, she survived in good physical and mental health.

During this extremely physically, emotionally and mentally 

draining challenge I learned to believe in my own instincts, 

follow my intuition, go against the mainstream, take 

responsibility for my choices and never give up as long as 

there is hope.

I have had a lovely time being a full-time mother. Once I’d 

given birth to our fourth child, Nina, I enjoyed being able 

to watch the children grow, follow their activities, take 

part in their lives without having to juggle work and family, 

knowing how precious life was and how privileged I was to 

have three healthy children. I spent most of my time with 

the children and tried my best to accommodate and sup-

port the strengths of each one of them. My curiosity has 

given me many opportunities to spend time with people 

who think differently than I think – people with different 

experiences and expertise. I need others’ input to prevent 

myself being stuck in my own belief system.

By a coincidence I started the study of the Bowen Technique 

and the Emmett Technique in early 2000. One evening I 
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watched a programme on a local TV station introducing 

and demonstrating the Bowen Technique, involving gentle 

rolling motions along the muscles, tendons and fascia. A 

couple of years later I was introduced to the founder of 

the Emmett Technique, Ross Emmett. This therapy involves 

the application of light finger pressure at specific points 

enabling a release of muscle groups and underlying tis-

sues. I had an immediate sense of ‘coming home’ to my 

real passion: therapy. I studied both modalities in Australia 

and spent a lot of money on courses and travels to take 

both therapies to a high level. Each one of the numerous 

workshops I have attended has given me something that I 

can integrate into my combined therapies and is a big part 

of who I am today as a woman and a therapist.

Following years of experience in occupational therapy and 

studies of the Bowen and Emmett techniques, I proudly 

founded Combined Therapies Pte Ltd in 2005, which today 

is regulated by the Ministry of Health with full registration 

in the Allied Health Professions Council in Singapore. I have 

founded a successful clinic that represents my identity as 

a qualified therapist believing in the care of and respect 

for the individual human being. I listen, observe, use my 

intuition, inspire, share, give love, affection and hope.
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BIRTHING OF MYSELF

The purpose of life is to discover your gift.

The meaning of life is to give your gift away.

David Viscott

I believe that there are three phases in life: development, 
enjoyment and fulfilment, and that each one is like a new 
birthing.

I am now in the phase of fulfilment as a mother. I have 
achieved my dream to raise three sensible, honest and inde-
pendent children who know how to get along with people 
from all walks of life and different cultures.

The children have now moved away. Each one lives their own 
life with their own dreams and desires. I am proud of them 
and I am proud of myself as a mother. Together we have 
accomplished a unique task and have a very strong bond in 
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spite of the long distance between Singapore and England, 
which unfortunately only allows us minimal contact.

I think that the development phase for me as a mother 
started at a very young age. I so wanted to have children. My 
earliest dream was to have identical twin girls so I could dress 
them in pretty dresses, nurse them and play with them as I 
played with my dolls. On cold and windy days I would often 
sit in front of my small wooden box, my few toys contained 
underneath the fitted lid. I played with paper dolls and small 
plastic dolls, dressing them in knitted clothes made by my 
mother. I pretended to be a mother, looking after all their 
daily needs, bathing, feeding, dressing and singing to them as 
if they were real children. On a nice warm day I would wrap 
them up in a towel and take them to my secret hide next to 
a small stream, or bring them into the garden, show them 
the many different flowers and teach them about flora, just 
like my own mother did with me throughout my childhood.

My passion to nurture and care for children gave me the 
opportunity at age nine to babysit my two small cousins for 
a few hours in the afternoon, and later at night when my 
uncle and aunt had to go out for social meetings. A couple 
of years later, at age eleven, I was assigned to look after two 
small children on our neighbour’s farm on a regular basis 
after school as the wife was a nurse and worked at odd hours. 
I was responsible for some of the children’s daily care such 
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as the feeds, changing nappies, baths and sleeps. I enjoyed 
playtime when I could entertain the children with small 
picnics and ball play in the garden or indoor activities like 
Lego, colouring or reading to them. When the children were 
all sound asleep, I would dutifully do my school assignments 
and tidy the house before going to sleep on the couch. Early 
in the morning the farmer’s wife would wake me up with a 
home cooked breakfast and she would have prepared a nice 
lunchbox for me before I cycled the 2km to school.

Did I find the task too big a responsibility? No, I never 
once doubted my abilities and knew at any time that I could 
call my parents or brother to help me out if needed. I was 
brought up to take responsibility, to be independent and 
dependable, and I used to help out on the farm either with 
household chores and gardening or heavier outdoor tasks 
like harvesting and attending to the animals. What needed 
to be done had to be done by whoever was available at the 
time. We were all, even as children, important bricks in the 
big puzzle of survival.

Was I ever afraid to be alone with two small children on a 
big farm in the middle of the darkened countryside? Yes, but 
not that often as I was used to the darkness with its familiar 
sounds: the motion of trees, the voices of different animals, 
thunder and lightning, and often extreme silence. We were 
brought up in and around nature and taught to accept, trust 
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and live with its many changes. On the few occasions I was 
afraid I would seek refugee next to the farm dog, as I did 
with my own yellow Labrador at home. The dog would give 
me great comfort and my scare would dissipate so I could 
resume my responsibilities as a babysitter. 

Caring for children remained an important part of my life 
throughout my teenage years, early adulthood and into my 
work as an occupational therapist. I would juggle babysitting, 
part-time cleaning, sport, friends and Saturday night parties 
around my school schedule and homework assignments. 
All these activities were of equal importance as they gave 
meaning and purpose to my life.

The desire to have my own children returned with a ven-
geance shortly after I got married. My wish came true at age 
twenty-seven when I was blessed with our first-born son, 
Oliver, in 1986. My passion to nurture children suddenly 
changed, a sustained change that shifted from a logical level 
to an emotional level. A beautiful feeling of unconditional 
love immediately manifested within me at the very first sight 
of our son. I had become a real mother to my own child, who 
was totally dependent on me for survival, and I had entered 
the phase of development as a mother for the rest of my life.

Was I ready? Yes, indeed, as ready as I could be after many 
years of babysitting experience, responsibilities of various 



57

B I R T H I N G  O F  M Y S E L F

jobs and an intense love for children. I did not question my 
abilities; I knew that I would be able to handle the role as a 
parent with my natural instinct and intuition.

Did I know the absolutely full package of experiences a 
parent would encounter? No, nobody does as we do not 
know the future, and I think that is a blessing. It would seem 
too big a task, too overwhelming, and we might not be able 
to comprehend or deal with the many challenges that lie 
ahead of us. 

My dear late mother always told me to do my best and learn 
by trying, and that time would teach me to grow into the 
role of a mother. Her quote was: ‘We do not give birth to 
a first grader. There is plenty of time to learn, mature and 
prepare.’

The daily care of Oliver was achieved with much thought and 
love. I enjoyed almost every moment of the day and would 
often just sit with him in my arms and stare at his small 
mimic reflexes, touch his soft skin and inhale the wonderful 
aroma of his freshly bathed body. I loved to dress his small 
body in clean outfits and take him for a walk in the stroller 
by Stanley Bay in Hong Kong. As he grew from week to 
week, I closely observed each level of his development and 
was fascinated by his fast progress from an unaware newborn 
to an alert baby, aware of the world around him. 
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I had such an intense love for Oliver, was touched by the 
deep love between him and my husband and was immensely 
proud to have a small family of my own. I was able to share 
my happiness with our close friends in Hong Kong, but 
missed being able to share it with my parents and family as I 
so wanted them to be part of Oliver’s development and life. 
I missed having my mother close by to ask for advice and 
support, especially with issues like allergies, vaccinations, 
solid food and medications. 

Oliver developed a strong milk allergy soon after his birth. 
He often cried from stomach cramp, constipation or skin 
irritation. I had never dealt with a milk allergy and was 
bewildered, despairing as I felt that I wasn’t adequate as 
a mother. It took the doctors some time to detect the real 
cause of the frequent colic-like symptoms, and in the mean-
time we all suffered, Oliver from extreme pain, Jan and I 
from lack of sleep and confidence. When we were asked to 
change from breast milk to soya milk, the situation changed 
dramatically for the better within a few days. What a relief ! 
Finally Oliver was content and we were able to enjoy our 
roles as parents.

Shortly after Oliver had settled I received the best news from 
my parents: they announced they would visit for Christmas 
1986. I was surprised as they had limited means finan-
cially and had only taken one holiday since their marriage 
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forty-two years earlier. I had so wanted my parents to come 
and share my overseas life, and suddenly it would be a reality. 

On the day of their arrival I dressed Oliver in his nicest 
outfit, placed him on his sheepskin in the Moses basket 
and off we three went to the airport. As my parents came 
through arrivals I felt so at ease and proud, finally able to 
share my dearest Oliver with them. They looked at Oliver 
and showed the instant love people only have for their blood 
relatives. 

The following two weeks were some of the best times I have 
ever had as a mother with my parents. We were able to show 
them Hong Kong, introduce them to our good friends and 
share our life with them, but the most wonderful thing was 
to observe their love for Oliver. They loved him so deeply 
and unconditionally that I felt like I had come full circle.

Five months after the birth of Oliver I fell pregnant with our 
second child, an unexpected pregnancy unfortunately not 
received with happiness on my part. I was still in the process 
of getting to know Oliver in my new role as a mother and 
was afraid that I did not have enough love and compassion 
for another child. Would I be able to accept a new family 
member in my life this soon?

Often nature takes care of things, and so it did for me. We 
had just celebrated Oliver’s first birthday when Jan was 
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transferred to Jakarta, Indonesia. Not the best time for an 
overseas move, but it was no longer about what was best for 
me or my husband. It was all about what would be best for 
Oliver and our unborn child. 

As soon as we arrived in Jakarta my first priority was to 
find a home to ensure a normal family life and routine for 
Oliver, a hectic time. Without any warning I went into 
premature labour and was sent to the operating theatre for 
an emergency caesarean. Within twenty-four hours we were 
faced with almost incomprehensible questions about life 
versus death, a phase of parental development that I was not 
prepared for. Somehow I had taken the birth of a healthy 
child for granted and was now faced with the total opposite 
of my unrealistic ideals. 

Besides the extreme physical and emotional turmoil that 
followed the loss of Nicholas, I was blaming myself. Had I 
asked for it to happen by my unhappiness at the beginning 
of the pregnancy? Had I provoked the premature labour by 
too much physical activity during the move to Jakarta? My 
upbringing gave me strength and, together with my hus-
band’s support and love, I was able to stop the self-blame 
and find the secret of life as a mother: love. Oliver, who was 
still alive, needed my love and care more than ever before. 

The next one and a half years I spent most of my time 
and effort with my family, which enabled me to heal and 
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regain my inner strength. Oliver was the centrepiece of my 
attention. I involved him in most of my daily tasks to teach 
him about household chores and make him feel needed, as 
I had been needed on the farm. I took him out for walks 
in the local neighbourhood, showed him the poverty, talked 
to him about the many problems and opportunities faced 
by different cultures. We shared a long road trip across Java 
with Oliver to introduce him to the enormous green wonder 
of nature. At home we would sing, read and play with Lego, 
and Oliver was part of a Danish playgroup, interacting with 
children his own age. The weekends were true family times 
with outings into the mountains, to the zoo and garden 
parties with our friends and their children. 

It might sound very intense – was there a slight danger of 
Oliver developing into a self-centred and spoiled boy? Possibly, 
but I was very aware of the difference between loving and 
caring for a child and spoiling him. The only spoiled children 
are those who fail to appreciate what they have.

The death of Nicholas taught me not to take health and 
life for granted, to take responsibility for my actions and 
appreciate the small matters in life: very valuable lessons 
when I was ordered three months bed rest at the end of my 
third pregnancy. I accepted this, even though it meant three 
months in a Danish hospital far away from my husband and 
Oliver. It was all about taking responsibility for the way I 
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needed to act physically to decrease the risk of Nadia being 
born prematurely. How we would manage the emotional 
and mental challenges took a back seat for the time being.

All the difficulties were instantly washed from my mind the 
moment I held Nadia in my arms. Every second of the 2,000 
hours of bed rest was worth the gift I had received. Once 
again I experienced the instant feeling of unconditional love 
as I had with Oliver. The gift of each child is so precious, like 
a profound healing.

We had some time to integrate as a small family of four before 
the next challenge was thrown at us. Within weeks Nadia 
was diagnosed with her inability to digest fat. It seemed so 
unfair, and unreal as she looked healthy and beautiful. I was 
desperately tired from the prolonged hospital stay and just 
wanted to get on with a stable, happy family life. 

Nadia’s was a slow developing illness with new symptoms 
week by week that indicated the severity of the illness we 
were up against. Jan and I matured and learned by the day. 
Without knowing we had it, we discovered an impressive 
innate strength when we needed it. Some people give up the 
battle at the first obstacles. Some people accept and fight the 
battle. I accepted the facts then fought the biggest battle of 
them all, and I conquered. 

The next five years were very hectic, but full of joyous new 
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experiences as a mother. I was privileged to be able to stay 
at home with the children as they and I needed to build our 
strength after two years of turmoil. 

Soon the daily care of each child was done by instinct. It 
was about trusting my own intuition and having the guts 
to stand up for my beliefs, even though I was young and 
living in countries far away from home. We managed three 
overseas transfers in four years, and I experienced different 
levels of development as a mother as I had to learn by trial 
and error each time. I had to find nursery and elementary 
schools, deal with international school systems and cur-
riculums, source valuable after-school activities, support, 
enhance and participate in the stimulation of the children’s 
individual interests and strengths. It was all extremely 
interesting and educational as I became familiar with the 
international community.

Again I used a lot of the values from my own childhood, 
along with my intuition and compassion. I have never read 
a book about childcare or upbringing, instead teaching my 
children, as I was taught from an early age, to take respon-
sibility and show respect for other people. This confidence 
in child upbringing was the opposite of how I dealt with 
other areas of my own personal development as I would read 
plenty of literature on other subjects when I felt the need for 
confirmation. 
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Early in 1994 we were asked to transfer from our exciting 
and joyful life in Taiwan to Singapore. Along with this 
news of a transfer came an even bigger announcement: I 
was pregnant with our fourth child. Such a surprise, and 
absolutely not planned. We had sold all our baby equipment 
and were used to life with independent children.

When the shock had settled I truly enjoyed the next few 
months, settling into Singapore and preparing for a new 
family member. Once again I experienced profound and 
instant love as I received the precious gift of another baby 
girl, named Nina Kirstine after my mother. Nina was not 
only beautiful, easy and content, but she was born healthy 
and remained healthy. We were delighted and grateful and 
had come full circle as a family.

Over the next years we enjoyed the interaction, love and care 
between the children, following and observing their differ-
ent development and, maybe most importantly, adapting to 
their different personalities and needs. All of my children 
have their own unique strengths and weaknesses. 

I made a great effort to support them with schoolwork and 
activities to enhance their strengths and interests. Not a 
parent who would often interfere or complain, I was not shy 
to challenge the teachers if necessary for the benefit of the 
children. 
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As a child I was exposed to books, piano, dance and plenty 
of outdoor and indoor sport, and I knew the importance of 
physical activity and mental stimulation. From an early age 
I would read to the children at night, giving them books 
and introducing them to music and sport activities as they 
grew. Over time they each found their own interests, and 
we allowed them to pursue the ones that most interested 
them. Their activities gave them mind/body coordination, 
comfort, confidence and also a good social network, which 
is of paramount importance to third culture kids who often 
move from country to country.

To connect with the children’s international friends I made 
an effort to have an open house policy, as my parents had had 
on the farm. I wanted to get to know my children’s friends 
and make them feel welcome and at ease at our home, a 
wonderful way to establish a home full of love, comfort and 
care.

When we are in the middle of a hectic family and work life, 
we sometimes long for quiet and calm moments. I definitely 
did and dreamt about the day when I would have more time 
for myself and my hobbies. 

Oh dear, the quiet days have arrived! 
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Oliver left for university in 2004 and we were faced with 
a new family constellation. Nadia left for university in 
2007, and our little baby girl, Nina, left in 2012. Each move 
transformed our family and each time I had to adjust to 
new circumstances. Gradually, and similarly to my birthing 
as a mother, I learned, matured and accepted the changes. 
I knew the importance of letting them go to pursue their 
own dreams, as I too had wanted to explore the world, meet 
different people and experience different cultures. 

Today the house is very quiet. I can almost hear the echo of 
my own heartbeat. I have plenty of time to pursue my dream 
as a professional therapist and the love and compassion of 
my husband. Most of all I am able to witness the fulfilment 
of my dream as a mother.

You feel a love you know you will never be 
able to adequately explain or express to him, 
a love that flows one way, down the gen-
erations, not in reverse, and is understood 
and reciprocated only when time has made 
of a younger generation an older one. 

Mohsin Hamid,  

How to get filthy rich in rising Asia 
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BOUNDARIES 

Although I have travelled, lived and worked in many dif-

ferent countries, my boundaries concerning acceptable 

ways for people to behave around me and how I respond 

when someone steps outside those limits are still similar to 

when I was young and inexperienced. They are built from 

a mixture of beliefs, opinions, attitudes, past experiences 

and social learning. Some beliefs are good for me and some 

very limiting. Today I know that when I feel conflicted and 

drained due to someone’s behaviour I have to listen to my 

inner voice. I have to step up, reflect and ask myself what I 

really want. What do I believe in? 

I have learned to practise avoiding certain words: ‘I should’, 

‘I am supposed to’ and ‘I have to’. Some people say it is 

hard to change. For me it is about opening up to new possi-

bilities to improve my wellbeing and gain respect.
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As a young therapist I do not recall ever thinking about 

boundaries in relation to my clients. I was too eager to 

make a physical and emotional change for the better for 

each of my clients and support the relatives. As I didn’t 

have a lot of commitments – my family lived far away, my 

husband worked long hours and we had no children then 

– I would often work until the job was done. My work was 

my passion. 

The boundaries were set by my superiors, especially as 

a trainee in Denmark where we were supposed to work 

within a time frame and stick to our educational territory. 

Working in the USA and Asia I had far more flexibility. It was 

acceptable to work long hours and go beyond what was 

expected of me, as long as it was done with integrity. I was 

like a fish in a big ocean, feeling free and full of energy.

To establish, manage and run my own clinic is very different 

from being an employee within an established healthcare 

system. I have to identify and set boundaries to be able 

to manage appointments, cancellations, timing, payment, 

predictions, responsibility and recognition of knowledge.

The discipline of self-control was, and still is, a big part 

of my success. I make weekly and monthly plans with 

deadlines and a detailed daily schedule for the clinic days. 

I study and read articles within different subjects to gain 
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knowledge and inspiration, conduct and attend workshops, 

courses, talks, and meet up with people from all walks of 

life to learn and share.

The clinic days are very organised and structured. I am 

ready by 8am to take phone calls, read and answer emails, 

prepare each medical file and refresh the clinic with air, 

flowers, magazines and water. By 9am I am well prepared to 

greet the first client, focusing on how to help reduce their 

presented pain and discomfort and facilitate an improve-

ment in their physical and emotional health.

Each new client I welcome with a handshake. The first 

observations give me important information regarding their 

personality and issues of concern on which I base part of 

my treatment. I have an innate ability to sense with whom 

I have to be clear, precise and professional, emphasising 

cancellation, punctuality and payment procedures, and 

with whom I can be personal, private and affectionate, an 

important skill to have. 

I have learned the hard way that we do not all have the same 

boundaries. To avoid wasting time and income, I often need 

to be clear about my expectations. To this day I am puzzled 

by some people’s lack of respect. They don’t show up on 

time, don’t show up at all or cancel a few hours before the 

scheduled appointment, which is all even worse when they 
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are health practitioners themselves. Then I wonder how on 

earth they are able to run a successful clinic.

A consultation with an optimal positive outcome is based 

on many different factors. It is of paramount importance 

as a therapist/health practitioner to adapt to the individu-

al’s need. Some just want to be treated for the presented 

pain and get out as soon as possible; some people are less 

focused on the actual pain. They need to talk about their 

family, leisure activities and personal issues. Whenever 

possible I try to be flexible about time, often going the 

extra mile to meet their expectations. For me it is about the 

outcome and client satisfaction: quality instead of quantity, 

but to schedule a full day I do need to have a time frame. 

Most days I manage to keep to the time slots to minimise 

waiting time. 

It can be a challenge with some clients, and with some 

people who know me as they like to engage in a personal 

conversation. I still feel uneasy about cutting a conversation 

short, feel it is rude, but I need to have the confidence to 

stay balanced enough to manage paperwork and calls in 

between sessions.

My own biggest conflict comes when the client does not 

feel a positive change or has little financial means. I get 

an urge to give a refund or to give the treatment for free, 
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stemming from a lack of confidence and a need to be well 

liked. Then I know it is time for me to stop and reflect on my 

beliefs. Giving is not all about weight and value but about 

care and intention, and my time and expertise need to be 

appreciated.

My practical, direct and effective treatments are combined 

with encouragement to instil a positive attitude. Most of us 

like to get a definite prognosis at a consultation. We want 

to know what to expect and the frequency and amount of 

treatments. Some clients want advice on exercise, nutrition 

or medication. I tell the client that they might need two 

to three sessions to feel a positive change, and if there 

is no positive change within that time I need to consider 

whether I have applied the correct therapy. I then give the 

client the choice whether to continue or consult another 

health practitioner.

I am very careful with predictions. Some ‘experts’ overes-

timate their knowledge, but true experts recognise their 

limits and stay within their circle of competence. 

I publicise the knowledge I have gained from my studied 

therapies and spend time to make the client feel at ease 

and create trust. When I am asked a medical, mental or 

nutritional question, I refer the client to the appropriate 

health practitioner. 
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To ensure an optimal outcome, I expect my clients to take 

responsibility and act on my recommendations to enhance 

their recovery/outcome, as long as the action is within 

their own belief system. To inspire and motivate the client 

I often use metaphors as stories are more powerful than 

bullet points. It is not what you say, but how you say it. We 

react differently to identical situations depending on how 

the message is presented.

To honour the principle of combined therapies: 

I combine in-depth understanding of my studied therapies, 

my observations and listening skills into treatment on an 

individual basis to ensure the optimal benefit for each client.

I take great pride in maintaining and expanding my knowl-

edge within my three studied therapies: occupational 

therapy, the Bowen Technique and the Emmett Technique. 

I attend regular courses and make an effort to stay updated 

on the latest news, attend self-development and mind/

body workshops and talks, and read articles to get a better 

understanding of the mind, body and spirit connection. 

At times my curiosity and craving for information and 

knowledge makes me giddy and stressed. Too much choice 

does not always do me good, making me unsure of my 

expertise. Then I need to take time out and listen to my 

heart and feelings. 
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We are obsessed with having as many 
irons as possible in the fire, ruling noth-
ing out and being open to everything. 
However, this can easily destroy success. 
We must learn to close doors…Most 
doors are not worth going through, 
even when the handle seems to turn 
effortlessly. 

Rolf Dobelli

I love the freedom to think and speak my mind sponta-
neously. Some people might see me as being unpredictable, 
but freedom makes me bloom, grow and create, and I will 
spread joy to those around me. 

When popular opinion dictates a certain behaviour, some 
individuals feel they are behaving correctly when they act 
in that way: the same way as many other people. To me 
that is like a red flag to a bull. Be alert and watch out! On 
many occasions I have found myself in the red zone of full 
alert, taking a deep breath and trusting my own morals 
and ethics. Rationally I assess whether I will benefit from 
staying or walking away. 

Yes, I have walked out of workshops.

You can control my life, but you cannot 
control my spirit.

Steve McQueen, Twelve Years A Slave
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My passion for the Bowen and Emmett techniques made 

me want to share these therapies with health practitioners 

in Singapore. Travelling to Australia was expensive and 

time consuming, but I was privileged to be accepted as the 

coordinator for both modalities and spend five wonderful 

years organising tutor visits, venues, accommodation 

and promotion for the courses. I met a lot of interesting 

therapists in Singapore, and had the opportunity to attend 

multiple courses and learn from some great instructors. 

However, at the end of the five years I found my work as 

a coordinator had not been appreciated and valued. I was 

discouraged and needed to be true to myself and concen-

trate on my own clinic.

For the last few years I have been a tutor for the Emm-Tech 

Easy Muscle Management Course, created by Australian 

Ross Emmett. For me, teaching gives me the opportunity to 

share part of a great modality and interact with curious and 

open-minded people.

I am very aware of my expertise, my academic knowledge, 

and constantly remind myself to stay within the limit of 

what I know and don’t know. 

When I am interviewed by a journalist I always make sure 

that I can proof read the article before it goes to print. This 

gives me the opportunity if necessary to correct statements 
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about my professional and personal life as credibility and 

integrity are of paramount importance for me.

I would rather not talk than be seen as a simpleton: jabber 

often disguises ignorance. Be true to who you are and stay 

within your boundaries.
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BOUNDARIES 

You are not born a winner. You are not 
born a loser. You are born a chooser. 

For the most part I have brought the children up with the 
freedom to learn by being curious and exploring, encourag-
ing them to express themselves and be an individual as long 
as they take responsibility, are honest and show respect for 
themselves and other people.

Responsibility, honesty and respect are values that cannot 
be taken for granted or bought with money. I believe that 
it takes a constant positive influence from parents for these 
values to become an integrated part of their children’s per-
sonality. To have a positive influence on the people we love 
and care for, I strongly believe that we get the best results 
from leading by example. This is true in all areas of life: work, 
family, health, friends and spirit.
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 My parents created a simple framework for acceptable 
behaviour, a healthy and content life with respect for the 
individual. It made us feel secure and gave us the energy 
to concentrate on important matters of life: chores, friends, 
school and interests. It also created a home full of harmony 
and joy where family and friends would gather at all hours 
of the day. 

As much as I loved children, I soon realised that I enjoyed 
their company far more when they were able to recognise 
the boundaries of a given situation. Therefore I did my best 
to teach my children the value of acceptable behaviour with 
simple and clear explanations. They became less self-cen-
tred and more well balanced, respectful, joyful, curious and 
open-minded, not only a true delight to nurture but also 
stimulation for my own curiosity. 

I would read my children bedtime stories, sing, talk about 
my life, and by the time I turned off the light they knew 
that it was time to rest and go to sleep. This structured 
and peaceful bedtime ritual enhanced healthy sleep for the 
children and also meant they respected my time as a parent. 
In general they were very peaceful. On the occasions they 
quarrelled, cried, got out of bed or otherwise tried to test my 
boundaries, I stuck to my principles, as long as I knew that 
they were well and at ease. Seldom did I threaten them as 
I think that can do more damage than good. Better to say 
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what you mean, and then you always mean what you say.

I like my place to be tidy and free of clutter as that increases 
my positive energy to think and relax and makes it easier 
for me to stay organised. To this day I enjoy cleaning my 
house and finishing it off with a bouquet of fresh flowers to 
celebrate a job well done. 

When my children were young and we lived in Asia, we 
often had domestic helpers to aid us with the household 
chores. To satisfy my own standards of tidiness and respect 
the time and effort of the helpers I taught the children to 
tidy up after themselves. It began as soon as they were able 
to sit with support in the bathtub. I would place toys in their 
small hands one by one and help the children put them in 
the toy basket. As their physical abilities developed, with 
continuous guidance they were soon able to do many small 
tasks such as make their own beds, place the clean laundry 
in the cupboards, lay and clear the dinner table.

As they grew older so did their responsibilities around the 
house. They would each have a weekly schedule of daily 
chores, like walking and feeding the dog, lawn mowing, 
stacking firewood, vacuuming, laundry or cooking, and be 
rewarded with a fixed amount of pocket money at the end 
of the week. Mostly they completed their chores, but if not I 
would deduct some money from the fixed amount. 
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These daily chores taught the children to take responsibility 
and realise the time and effort put into different tasks. They 
learned to respect the value of money and that to deserve it 
you have to earn it. Maybe even more importantly, they felt 
needed and learned the value of flexibility, great assets when 
they applied for summer jobs at age fifteen. Some youngsters 
don’t learn these lessons until an employer asks them to do 
tasks outside their comfort zone. 

Although I had chores as a child, my parents also valued 
school work, physical activities and mental stimulation very 
highly. My mother was a member of the local school board, 
took a keen interest in the purchase of the library books 
and had a friendly relationship with the teachers, but she 
never actively participated in classroom sessions as it was 
not common practice in our small village school then. Nor 
did she or my father sit down to help me with my home-
work. They might occasionally ask a few questions about the 
subjects, but they expected me to take full responsibility for 
my studies, time management and respect for the teachers.

Our children have been brought up with a completely different 
school system as they attended large private schools in Asia, 
apart from four years in Denmark when the girls went to a 
medium sized Danish state school. They have been exposed to 
British and international curriculums with high requirements 
and standards and parental participation expected.
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This is all very dear to me. I had the time and pleasure to be 
involved in a great variety of lessons. I was able to follow the 
development of my children at school closely while getting 
better at English grammar. Most importantly it gave me the 
chance to observe and act supportively if the children either 
struggled with a subject or would benefit from additional 
coaching in an area in which they showed great interest and 
ability.

As much as I enjoyed being part of the children’s school life, 
I wanted them to take responsibility for their studies and 
school obligations from the outset. I would be there to guide 
them on approaching and structuring their homework, but I 
never told them what to do. Instead I helped them to figure 
it out for themselves so that the end result demonstrated 
their own ability to solve a problem. I did this intention-
ally to develop their confidence in their own independent 
capabilities.

My expectation was always that the children would priori-
tise homework above play and other leisure activities. That 
does not mean that they did not participate in after-school 
activities, birthdays or sports as long as there was enough 
time left in the day to manage homework and prepare for 
the following day’s events. Knowledge is important, but so is 
physical and mental stimulation and life experience. 
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I was always encouraged to participate in activities outside 
of school. My mother for many years conducted evening 
gymnastic classes, and my father was involved in the yearly 
winter Stage Club performance, either as the director or as 
a performer. Before my children were old enough to express 
an interest in a specific activity, I introduced them to indi-
vidual and team sports. As they grew they were allowed to 
sign up for a maximum of two different activities per week, 
and I made them commit to completing the scheduled 
programmes. Set boundaries gave them enough time to rest, 
enjoy friends and homework, and fully value an activity. In 
other words, I emphasised the importance of focus, saying, 
‘It is better to do and understand a few things well than 
many superficially.’ 

With three children of different ages and diverse interests, 
it was important, not only for me but also for the children, 
to be organised in order to manage an often busy schedule. 
Together with the preparations for school, the children 
would pack for their after-school activity, which made the 
next day stress free and allowed them to concentrate on the 
events ahead of them and be on time. 

As much as I enjoy structure and routine, I strive for the 
freedom to explore and the right to express myself, vital 
elements for developing your true self. In my childhood 
we had few boundaries but somehow limited freedom to 
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express ourselves. My parents were often more concerned 
about how we were perceived by other people than how we 
actually felt.

I have brought my children up with limited restrictions. I 
believe that if something is restricted, we often think it is 
the most attractive option. Have you ever seen children walk 
straight into a puddle of mud when told not to get dirty? Or 
become totally mesmerised by an ornament they have been 
told not to touch? Or witnessed teenagers getting drunk 
just because alcohol is illegal for under eighteens? When my 
children have gone beyond what is acceptable I have tried to 
stay calm, trusted their honesty and given them the chance 
to justify their behaviour. This gave them the opportunity to 
express themselves and gave me enough information to be 
more tolerant and helpful. 

Set guidelines for acceptable behaviour along with responsi-
bility, respect and honesty have helped the children to leave 
the nest with a solid foundation. As most parents, I had my 
doubts about the right way to bring up my children, but 
I have made my choices. I believe that the conclusions we 
reach ourselves are always better for us than those set out for 
us by others.

A very dear long-time friend of mine, Signe Risgaard, always 
says: ‘You are not your child’s best friend, you are the parent. 



It takes guts to take on the role as a parent and to disagree 
with your children.’

Great faith involves great doubt. 

Sir John Bittleston
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LIFESTYLE

My lifestyle is simple and based on ethics, honesty and 

integrity with respect for the individual. I need to be well 

balanced to focus and apply the optimal treatment and be 

an inspiration for my clients. My motto is to live the life I 

love. I am then able to grow, learn, inspire and spread joy 

to the people who come into my life. 

The simple, humble and down to earth farming lifestyle I 

enjoyed as a child still has a big impact on the way I live my 

life. We lived in the countryside with few close neighbours, 

one small supermarket, a church, the village school and a 

common facility house. Our meals were home cooked from 

fresh farm produce. We had daily chores, physical activi-

ties in both summer and winter, and we were expected to 

motivate ourselves as my parents were working from early 

morning to late night. 
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My mother was a keen and active gymnast. She instilled 

in me the importance of participating in individual as well 

as team sports. My father was a born entertainer and very 

active in the yearly local theatre play. These two different 

interests gave me exposure to a variety of sporting and 

cultural activities. 

Sport is still a big part of my life and helps me to stay physi-

cally, mentally and emotionally well balanced. I love to run, 

swim, play golf and practise stretching and strengthening 

exercises. Each one of the activities gives me a feeling of 

wellness on different levels. 

I love to be out in the natural world. That is the place where 

I feel most at home, connected and free to be me, and I 

practise most of my sporting activities outdoors. I often run 

along the Green Corridor: the old railway track between 

Singapore and Malaysia. I run by myself and without any 

gadgets. It is not about the speed, the time, the distance or 

conversations; it is an opportunity for me to connect with 

myself using all five senses, which clears my mind and gives 

me inspiration for work. 

Each run has a different outcome depending on my mood, 

energy and purpose. Some days I focus on the scenery, the 

sounds and the smells from the rainforest. Other days I 

analyse my movements and muscle functions to enhance 
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my observational skills and visualise which treatment acti-

vation points other runners would benefit from, important 

information that I combine with mental exercises.

On days when I need to be distracted from my challenges 

I concentrate on my own body and mind, focusing on the 

breathing process, the coordination of my body and how 

to use my mind as an inspiration to run at different speeds 

and longer distances. The more focused and faster the run 

is, the more I feel my body strain, and then I tend to forget 

about my chores and life challenges. 

My weekly golf morning is in some of the most beautiful 

scenery in Singapore: Sentosa Golf Club. I am privileged to 

play with a lovely group of Asian women. I enjoy the com-

bination of social time and physical activity: a time to share 

interests, enjoy and play surrounded by nature. 

A successful round of golf can be compared to my work as 

a therapist. Both require concentration, the right attitude, 

the right move and the right timing to achieve a positive 

outcome. When it all comes together I am on top of the 

world and think that I have finally become a good golfer – 

until the next hole. To be honest, I am a far better therapist 

than a golfer, to the advantage of my clients and business!

With age I realise more and more the importance of 

lubricating my joints by stretching and strengthening my 
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muscles to stay flexible and maintain a healthy posture, not 

to mention improving floppy and wrinkled skin. 

Saving money and time is an important lesson from my 

humble and joyful childhood, a lesson I use frequently as 

long as I do not compromise quality. My experience as a 

young gymnast, my education as an occupational therapist, 

the practice of Chi Kung and my continued studies have 

made it possible for me to create a fitness programme 

based on my own needs. With a yoga mat in the bedroom 

I am able to practise my programme while listening to BBC 

World News. I physically benefit and stay updated on the 

news around the world as well as saving time and money. 

It is important for me to have an all-round knowledge of 

present news. This makes it easier for me to communicate 

and adapt to the individual needs and interests of my 

clients. I do my best to speed read the local newspaper 

daily so I can talk about the latest in politics, sport, shows, 

books, music and movies. I follow health, nutrition and 

complementary websites and spend a lot of time reading a 

wide variety of books. The information gained enables me 

to discuss activities of great interest with my clients, who 

come from all age groups. Showing I respect their interests 

creates trust and often we connect almost instantly. I 

believe that is half of a successful treatment.
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Home cooked meals are still a part of my daily menu. I 

enjoy cooking a simple, healthy meal out of fresh produce 

and find the work in the kitchen therapeutic. I listen to 

music, might have a glass of wine, and my thoughts have no 

limits. Often my mind is empty as I focus on the ingredients, 

almost like meditation. Some days my mind wanders off 

and thinks about the children, my family, friends or a client 

who is in need of special care. I make a weekly dinner plan 

which gives me the opportunity to cook new recipes, with 

the necessary ingredients for a healthy well-balanced meal 

to hand each evening, even if I work late hours. 

My late aunt and her husband were believers in biological 

food, living extremely healthily and hardly indulging in 

sweats or purchased food. They were almost completely 

self-sufficient from their own garden and small farm. 

Unfortunately my aunt died aged sixty-five from stomach 

cancer. Was her early death due to her diet or being in 

conflict with her beliefs? It gave me a scare, and ever since 

I’ve been apprehensive about extreme lifestyles. 

To appear presentable is a must for me. First impressions are of 

paramount importance when you want to connect and make 

people feel comfortable. In some ways your appearance will 

identify who you are: your beliefs and personality. My hands 

are my tools as a body worker and a health practitioner and 

they need to be well groomed at all times. My clothes are 
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simple and classic with closed shoes. To enhance stability 

and consistency I try to wear the same outfits and colours 

to take the attention away from me as a private person.My 

weekdays are structured, enabling me to be efficient and 

fulfil my set targets, which requires willpower. Willpower is 

like a battery: it needs time to refuel. It also needs breaks, 

minimal distractions and has a cut-off point. 

For many years travel was a big part of my life. We went 

on holiday to explore new exciting places in the world, 

and have called eight different countries home during 

the last thirty-one years. With age I need more stability 

and more time to be in touch with my roots. Apart from a 

few extended weekend trips to countries near Singapore, 

I spend most of my holidays in Denmark, enjoying a long 

summer in our cottage on the coast surrounded by a big 

green garden full of tall old trees. I love to be back with 

family and friends and wake up in the morning listening to 

the birds, with occasional visits from reindeer and the fresh 

fish smell from the ocean. To sit in the garden with freshly 

brewed coffee and plenty of outdoor space is a big contrast 

to my life in Singapore.

The holiday is not only a time for family and friends. It is a 

time for me to use my practical and creative skills. I spend 

many hours gardening, painting various parts of the house 

and doing repair work on my own. The positive changes to 
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the house and garden give me a feeling of accomplishment 

similar to my work as a therapist when clients walk out of 

the clinic with a positive change. 

As we evolve, learn and experience different needs, our 

lifestyle changes by the second. We adapt to our physical, 

mental and emotional state of mind, and it is a wonderful 

ongoing process.
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LIFESTYLE

Imagine life as a game in which you are 
juggling some five balls in the air. You 
name them – work, family, health, friends 
and spirit – and you’re keeping all of these 
in the air.

You will soon understand that work is a 
rubber ball. If you drop it, it will bounce 
back. But the other four balls – family, 
health, friends and spirit – are made of 
glass. If you drop one of these, they will 
be irrevocably scuffed, marked, nicked, 
damaged or even shattered. They will never 
be the same. You must understand that and 
strive for balance in your life.

Bryan Dyson, Former CEO of Coca Cola
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My lifestyle as a mother of twenty-nine years with eight 
overseas transfers and eighteen different homes in big cities 
has been a huge contrast to the lifestyle I was brought up 
with on the farm in Denmark.

I have lived a very interesting, exciting, joyful and turbulent 
life with exposure to many lifestyles, from the extremely poor 
to the extremely luxurious. This has taught me that there 
are many different ways to live a content life. What is right 
varies tremendously from person to person. One common 
thread though is the effect each lifestyle has on the children 
and their values, behaviour, preferences and opinions. 

With the constant changes in personal, social and cultural 
environment I found it of paramount importance to create 
stability and continuity. As my husband worked very long 
hours and travelled frequently he was often unable to take 
part in our physical, social and emotional daily lives, which 
gave me the responsibility for most of the children’s needs and 
made me the anchor of the family. It not only gave me enor-
mous responsibility but also tremendous freedom to create 
and influence the lifestyle and common values of our family. 

To maintain stability and continuity for the children in an 
environment of constant changes I took the decision to 
be a full-time mother, or rather the Logistic Manager of 
the Vistisen Household, for some years, a dramatic change 
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from working as a therapist with absolutely no logistic or 
relocation training.

The first overseas transfer with only one child and a small 
household seemed like a big project. As the family expanded 
to include two adults, three children, a big black Labrador 
and a hamster, not to mention a huge household, my logis-
tics expertise was tested to the limit. 

The packing of the household items was the easiest part. It 
was done by a professional moving company that would also 
take care of all the loading and shipping. The real challenge 
was to pre-pack the suitcases and hand luggage for the 
family to make sure that we had all the necessary personal 
belongings to cover the next few weeks, and occasionally a 
few months. We laid the suitcases out on the floor a week 
before the packers arrived, and each child had their own 
small backpack in which they could place their most loved 
items to bring along on the journey. Our dear dog, Bouli, had 
to be vaccinated according to the rules of the new country, 
placed in a big cage and brought to the airport a day before 
the departure.

The physical part of the transfer mostly involved planning, 
organising and persevering. The emotional part was the 
hardest challenge for me as each child had to say goodbye 
to some very dear friends, their home, school and activities. 
Each move prompted very different emotions as the children 



96

T H E  M O T H E R

reached different stages of their lives. I was often devastated 
to see the children in distress, asking me with watery eyes, 
‘Why do we have to move again?’ 

When words did not settle their sadness I would try other 
methods. On one occasion in 2004 I went totally out of my 
comfort zone, and am still shocked and embarrassed about 
my breach of security. Nina would not leave Denmark with-
out her dearest hamster, Stripy. As tears ran down her face, I 
promised that we would be able to take Stripy to Singapore. 
I helped Nina to smuggle the hamster in a cooler with hay, 
water and drilled holes hidden inside a sports bag. I was 
extremely nervous, but Nina kept cool all the way through 
check in, flight and customs. Together we managed to bring 
Stripy into Singapore, alive! Nina was overjoyed, and I had 
to face an upset husband. 

Am I proud of my action? No, and I would never do it again, 
but my daughter was happy and I had kept my promise.

On arrival at our new destination we would settle into a 
service apartment or hotel for a few days of family time and 
to absorb an often very new environment. It was important 
that I stayed calm, showing that I was confident and in 
control of the situation to make the children feel secure, as 
they always had plenty of unanswered questions. 

I was lucky to have support from the expatriate women of 
the company as they would advise me on shopping, health 
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practitioners and playgroups to facilitate a network of friends 
for the children. This was a fantastic help for me as we did 
not have any modern communication technology for many 
of the years we transferred from country to country. 

Before the move we would have enrolled the children in an 
international school so they could resume a daily routine 
as soon as possible. Before school started I would have 
several meetings with different teachers for information on 
curriculum, weekly schedules, activities and school policies. 
With three children it seemed overwhelming and I often 
felt like my head was buzzing from an overload of input, but 
I am naturally organised, and after a few quiet evenings I’d 
managed to draw up three clear weekly schedules, each with 
its own colour, for Oliver, Nadia and Nina.

The first day of school was totally unpredictable, and at 
times a disaster if one of the children was unhappy about me 
leaving them in the classroom. On many occasions I wished 
that I were able to split myself into three parts to give each 
one of them the comfort they needed. I never got used to 
watching them walk into a new classroom full of unknown 
faces with their heads bowed, tense, shy and insecure. How 
they really felt only they know, but to this day I have great 
admiration for their continued courage and resilience. I am 
extremely proud that they all persevered, usually enjoying the 
new schools and turning challenges into great opportunities.
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However, a daily routine was not enough. We needed a place 
filled with our familiar belongings to call home in order to 
feel settled and live a stable life. When the kids were at 
school, I would go house hunting, always trying to find 
a house that would not only accommodate us as a family 
but also meet the different needs of each family member. I 
made sure that each family member agreed to the house and 
location before I signed a contract. 

It was like Christmas every time we moved into our new 
home. A couple of huge containers would arrive and we 
would all be there to supervise the many boxes being carried 
into the house. After weeks in temporary accommodation 
with minimal personal belongings, it was a true joy to 
watch the children’s happy and surprised faces as they were 
reunited with their beloved toys. The most heartfelt joy was 
the moment when my husband brought our Labrador, Bouli, 
home from quarantine: an instant of total relief and deep 
affection for the children. They were finally settled and able 
to move forward to a life of comfort, security and harmony.

After each move came the creation of a daily schedule, 
varying each time due to different geographical locations, 
cultures, social, physical and personal needs. I tried my best 
to juggle work, family, friends, health and spirit, which did 
in many ways influence the lifestyles of the children at a 
young age. I was the one most often introducing them to 
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new activities, friends and unknown opportunities, always 
with respect for their individual strengths and interests.

When the children were small we had live-in helpers to 
manage the household. This gave me a lot of benefits like 
freedom and spontaneity, but sometimes it was complicated 
and I felt like a Human Resources manager. In Indonesia I 
had five helpers: a driver, guard, gardener, cook and cleaner, 
all with strong ideas about their individual duties and a 
‘flexible’ idea of when to show up for work. My patience was 
often tested to the limit, but in general it was all positive. I 
had the time to study languages like Bahasa Indonesia and 
basic Thai, engage in Asian cooking classes, sport, Chi Kung 
and meet friends. 

After-school activities for the children were a big part of 
my life for many years. I enjoyed watching them participate 
and excel in an activity of their choice, like swimming, 
horseback riding, drama classes, basketball and playing a 
musical instrument. It not only gave them exposure to new 
challenges and physical activity, but it also gave them a good 
network of friends.

My personality is a good combination of my mother and 
father. I am open, sociable and outgoing. As much as I love 
to be on my own, I also love the company of joyful and 
inspirational people and a good party, which has in many 
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ways influenced the way we have lived our overseas life. Our 
house has sometimes felt like a train station with people 
coming in from near and far, children’s friends round for 
parties or sleepovers, grown up parties with great entertain-
ment and business functions. Our home welcomed all and 
was built with love, care and respect for the individual. 

Living the hectic city life with plenty of commitments and 
almost constant exposure to people, noise and new informa-
tion made it very important for me to get out and spend time 
in the countryside. My strong need for privacy has caused 
me to explore areas outside the big cities and brought me, 
and the family, to some of the most beautiful places in Asia 
and Australia. Not only has this kept me connected to my 
identity and values, but it has also instilled love and respect 
for nature in the children and taught them to appreciate 
their own company.

With the constant changes in environment and the personal 
changes in my own physical and mental needs, it has often 
been a challenge to maintain stability and continuity for the 
family. I strongly believe that it can only be done consciously 
and deliberately with perseverance and strong commitment. 
My lifestyle has in many ways affected the children’s values, 
behaviour, preferences and opinions, and I can only hope 
and pray that it has mainly been a positive influence. 
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I am still the anchor of the family, and might always be. My 
work is my rubber ball and my family, health, friends and 
spirit are my fragile glass balls.





103

T H E  T H E R A P I S T

CULTURE

Culture is the characteristics and knowledge of a particular 

group of people, defined by language, religion, cuisine, 

social habits, music and arts. I might even go a step further 

in defining culture as shared patterns of behaviour and 

interaction.

As a child most of us believe that the way we are brought 

up by our parents, extended family and social networks is 

the only way to live. We seldom question our culture and 

beliefs until we become young adults as we do not have 

anything to compare them with, unless we are brought 

up within a multicultural society or with physical and/or 

mental abuse.

I was brought up in a very traditional Danish family with 

deep roots in the farming industry. We spoke an old dia-

lect, living in a small village with limited outside exposure, 
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dependent on each other and the weather: a reserved and 

humble society with strong ethical principles. Although 

my parents were Protestants and brought us up within 

the Christian faith, we were raised to live by good example 

rather than religion. 

My late father once said: ‘Is it better to sit in church on 

a Sunday morning and think about bed or lay in bed and 

think about church?’

Until my teenage years I do not recall ever questioning 

our way of life or feeling the need for a change. However, 

as I became aware of different lifestyles and beliefs from 

watching TV, reading magazines and changing schools at 

age thirteen, I began to ask questions. I developed an urge 

to explore more of the outside world to define my own 

values and find my own identity.

When we search and explore we are privileged to be able 

to compare different cultures, and respect, embrace, share 

and learn from each other. It is important to interpret new 

information that contradicts our theories and values.

I did not have to move that far away to experience a differ-

ent set of attitudes, beliefs and sentiments. In 1980, aged 

twenty I moved to a city 35km from my village to study 

occupational therapy at college. In spite of my previous two 

years of exposure to different cultures in the USA, Israel 
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and Copenhagen, I was surprised by the politically left wing 

ideology of most of the students, still lingering from the 

flower power period of the sixties. Some students rebelled 

against authority, loved to argue and questioned even the 

most trivial issues, all with a hint of disrespect for achievers. 

Similarly dressed, some wore overalls, round steel specta-

cles, purple scarves around their heads and big square flat 

shoes, which rather contradicted their strong opposition to 

regimented uniforms. Feminine appearance was not on the 

agenda and not well accepted. The herd instinct somehow 

made them feel that they were behaving correctly and 

building an illusion of invincibility. The more people who 

displayed the same behaviour, the more appropriate this 

behaviour was judged to be by the others.

At first I listened and observed, but the longer I stayed with 

the group, the more I resisted the communal mentality 

and lack of respect for the individual human being. I often 

felt like an outsider, and although I was reserved about my 

opinions, I was strong enough to stand up for myself and be 

an individual. I wanted to study and perform well enough 

to get good grades that might lead to a good job. I wanted 

to get married and move to the USA with Jan, who already 

lived and worked in New York.

The study of occupational therapy was in many ways in 

keeping with the Danish culture due to its strong emphasis 
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on the importance of a person’s physical, social and mental 
wellbeing. As students we were constantly reminded that 
good treatment meant balancing the client’s physical, social 
and mental needs. I loved the genuine and open-minded 
values and the importance of validating the mental aspect of 
human health, so needed in the 1980s when physical illness 
was far more acceptable than mental illness. I knew this first-
hand as my older sister suffered from depression and often 
felt ashamed of her invisible, and at times chaotic, thoughts. 
She so wanted to have a physical problem instead so that 
people would be able to empathise with her. 

The years at college gave me basic knowledge and the 
opportunity to experience the real life of a therapist as an 
intern at hospitals. These are the times I remember clearly 
as they made me realise that a dedicated therapist with 
the ability to adapt would make a change for the better for 
each client and their relatives. 

As a new graduate in 1984 I was lucky enough to sign a 
full-time contract as a manager for the rehabilitation centre 
of Homeward Bound in Minneapolis, USA. I came with an 
open mindset and was ready to listen, observe and learn, 
expecting to compromise on ideas, values, behaviour and 
religion, among other things. Except for the language bar-
rier at the beginning, however, I adapted more easily to this 
new job and lifestyle than any other I have encountered, 

even some I had in Denmark as a young adult. 
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The staff, clients and relatives were eager to make me 

feel welcome and took an interest in me as a person. The 

staff became my friends, integrating me into the American 

culture by inviting me to local country dance, barbeque 

and family parties. They wanted to share their knowledge 

and were open to new ideas to enhance the clients’ reha-

bilitation and the atmosphere of the centre. With a liberal 

non-political agenda and a creative environment, and 

respect for the individual member of staff and resident, the 

centre’s approach gave me confidence and brought the best 

out of me. I felt at ease to be myself. Freedom to think and 

speak openly is one of the core ingredients of enhanced 

creativity. Not only did I benefit, but my newfound strength 

created a ripple effect throughout the care centre and we 

achieved the seemingly impossible for the patients.

I look back on this time with fond memories. This was when 

work became my passion.

From a liberal, creative and compassionate work environ-

ment, I was in for a different experience in Hong Kong.

In 1984 Hong Kong was still a British colony. Although 

British culture had an impact on the political and medical 

administration system, the old deep rooted Chinese cul-

ture was far more dominant in day to day life. Most of the 

population was from the Canton province of China and had 
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brought in the Cantonese language, cuisine, social habits, 

music and arts. The religion was Buddhist with a strong 

belief in the 3,000-year-old art and science of Feng Shui, 

a Chinese philosophical system of harmonising everything 

with its surrounding environment.

I was privileged to be chosen for a good full-time job, and 

even more so to be able to get a work permit as a Danish 

citizen in a British colony. I was young, curious and eager 

to learn new skills as an occupational therapist within 

neurological-orthopaedic rehabilitation, and I started my 

job with a humble and open mindset. It was time for me to 

listen, observe and integrate into the hospital system and 

Chinese culture. 

The hospital system was very different from the Danish and 

American systems. It was run by a formal system of organ-

isation which clearly defined the roles of the employees, 

with the doctors having ultimate authority. We, the staff, 

were expected to stay within our professional territories, 

maintain and expand our knowledge, have complete and 

updated client files and work until the job was done. This 

rigid system, with limited scope for the staff to make their 

own decisions, minimised creativity and compassion for 

the emotional state of the clients.

In some ways it was terrifying and stressful, but I thrived 
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and was grateful for the exceptional new challenge in a 

foreign country. I never felt obliged to belong to a certain 

belief system or cultivated team mentality. As long as I did 

my very best as a therapist and knew how to apply my 

professional skills to the clients, I was free to be me.

I had the chance to be taught by some of the best ortho-

paedic professors in Hong Kong and they encouraged 

me to take on new studies within the Pressure Garment 

Treatment. They were open to alternative Asian modalities 

like acupuncture, herbal medicine and Feng Shui and let the 

clients combine Western and Eastern medicine, which gave 

me a delightful new insight into complementary therapy. 

The doctors respected my dedication and perseverance and 

eagerly shared their academic knowledge and experiences, 

which I will forever treasure. It was a very different atti-

tude to the Danish, who at times were resistance towards 

achievers. 

However, the hospital in Hong Kong ran a result-based 

form of physical and social therapy. Emotional needs were 

seldom discussed, which sometimes resulted in extremely 

harsh communications between staff, clients and relatives 

in front of everybody else. The lack of compassion and igno-

rance towards a person’s emotional state of mind went so 

against my values and upbringing that on many occasions I 

felt the need to step in. Often I went back to a nurse, client 
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or relative to comfort them with a hug and a smile to show 

that I cared. My simple Cantonese language skills were not 

enough for a proper conversation, but with a forthcoming 

and kind attitude I felt they understood my concern and 

support.

The world is changed by your example, 
not by your opinion. 

Paulo Coelho

In many ways the Chinese culture and Buddhist beliefs 

were similar to my own. The patients came from traditional 

Chinese families with deep roots in working class industries, 

spoke the old Cantonese language, lived within a small 

community with limited outside exposure, dependent 

on each other and the income of all family members. A 

Buddhist society is reserved and humble with strong ethical 

principles and traditions. 

The many similarities made it easy for me to relate to the 

clients and relatives. I almost felt like I knew their thoughts 

and needs and appreciation for the most basic things in life: 

no big expectations, but grateful for a little. 

The professional exposure and wide range of new knowl-

edge combined with a strong bonding with the clients and 

relatives made my time in Hong Kong very special. I learned 

that I am able to integrate, adapt, accept and respect people 
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from all walks of life, and that no matter what religion and 

culture we all have the same need to live a decent life.

Although I never worked as a therapist in Taiwan, my three 

years there, 1991 to 1994, gave me the foundation and 

confidence to become an independent entrepreneur, and 

I experienced first-hand the benefits of combining Western 

and Eastern medicine. Taiwan was, and still is, a Republic of 

China with the strong Chinese politics and culture of Chiang 

Kai-shek, who retreated with his government and army to 

Taiwan in 1948. In the 1990s a liberal government limited 
regulations for trading and administration which gave 
me the opportunity to challenge my entrepreneurial and 
creative abilities. Without any work permit, company regis-
tration or taxation, I marketed and sold imported products 
and worked for Royal Copenhagen.

I had a fantastic time with almost unlimited possibilities as 
an entrepreneur. Encouragement from the local people to 
expand into unknown territories led me to learn valuable 
lessons that I took forward into the creation of my present 
company, Else Vistisen Therapy Pte Ltd in Singapore.

In 2004 I returned to Singapore for the third time in 
fourteen years, a country that has always been very close 
to my heart. Its multicultural society of Chinese, Malay, 
Indian and expatriates all live together in harmony, and 
we respect each other and accept the multi-belief system 
which includes Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity. 



112

T H E  T H E R A P I S T

This colourful society, with some of the best international 
cuisine, music and art, enjoys many different languages and 
extreme diversity in social habits. 

The Republic of Singapore became independent from the 
United Kingdom in 1963. Over the years the unitary par-
liament has evolved to create an inclusive, tolerant and 
increasingly creative society based on meritocracy. This 
open society has given me the opportunity to become a 
permanent resident, which basically means that I enjoy the 
same rights and privileges and have the same responsibili-

ties as citizens of the country. 

My children had grown into adolescents and I was ready to 

take on the role of a professional therapist. In March 2005 

I founded Combined Therapies Pte Ltd. My next goal is to 

spread awareness of the importance of presentation within 

the health industry around the world, which might seem a 

big challenge, but I am ready and prepared with some solid 

material.

Great spirits have always encountered 
opposition from mediocre minds.

Albert Einstein

Everyone we know, we know only in a certain context, and 

outside of that context they might be very different people. 

We see the kind of person our boss is at work, but not the 
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kind of person he is with his children. We see how our fellow 

worshippers behave at the church or the temple, but not 

how they behave at work. If we could catch a glimpse of the 

other parts of people’s lives, we would no doubt discover 

that they can be kinder, crueller, funnier, happier or more 

selfish than we ever imagined.

There is always more to people than meets the eye. 
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CULTURE

I believe everyone evolves, but fundamentally we tend to 
remain the same.

As a mother of three children born in three different coun-
tries and brought up in a multicultural environment with 
frequent changes in their lives, I think an important task I’ve 
had as a mother has been to develop an inherent identity: a 
sense of belonging to one nation. For us, it is Denmark.

It has also been important to encourage them to embrace, 
respect and accept different ways of living, mindsets, values, 
intellect and emotional intelligence. We are all born with the 
same needs, no matter what our birthplace, culture or religion. 

It was a challenging task to develop a sense of belonging, 
commitment and attachment to Danish culture and has 
required a conscious and consistent effort as a parent. The 
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children had limited contact with Danish family and friends, 
literature, art and language for most of the year, apart from 
the summer holidays, while they had unlimited contact with 
multiple cultures from all around the world in their daily 
environment.

Being married to a Danish husband was a benefit as it made 
it easier for me to integrate Danish culture into the inter-
national lifestyle on a daily basis. We have also been blessed 
with some dear Danish expatriate friends throughout the 
years with whom we have been able to share our heritage, a 
great advantage given the limited communication technol-
ogy of the late eighties and early nineties.

My husband and I soon realised that one of the most 
important gifts we could give our children would be to teach 
them the Danish language. To be able to speak, read and 
write Danish would give them the ability to interact on a 
very personal level with our family and friends back home, as 
most of them did not speak much, if any, English. Besides it 
would help to shape them as individuals with a fundamental 
understanding of the shared patterns of Danish behaviours 
and interactions, a valuable foundation for carriers of Danish 
passports with limited possibilities of becoming citizens of 
the countries in which they were born. 

For the first five years of the children’s life it was easy to 
implement and maintain our mother tongue as they spent 
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most of their time at home or in Danish playgroups. At 
home we spoke Danish and introduced them to Danish 
culture via books, DVDs, food, music, traditions. Social 
habits they learned through observing our own behaviour 
and values and frequent social gatherings within the Danish 
community.

To reinforce their identity as Danish citizens and create a 
sense of belonging to Denmark, my husband and I decided 
in 1987 to buy a small old cottage close to our families on 
the west coast of Denmark. We also made a commitment to 
spend most summer holidays in Denmark together with the 
family and our friends, maybe the best choice we have ever 
made as it became the only steady home in the children’s 
lives and an important gateway to connect with their roots.

As the children grew up and started elementary school at the 
age of five, they spent more of their time within the interna-
tional environment. It became a challenge to maintain the 
Danish language on a sufficient level – less so the spoken 
language, more the reading and writing. Furthermore each 
child had different language capabilities and very different 
interests in studying Danish. How much and how far was 
it reasonable for me to push them to study their mother 
tongue? To correct myself, I mean my mother tongue, as 
I am sure that the children would say that their mother 
tongue is English.
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With deep respect for the children’s hectic international 
education and our chosen multicultural life, I knew that I 
had to take an individual and manageable approach to the 
teaching of Danish. It had to be fun and continuous to make 
it possible. As with everything else in life, we all learn and 
remember in very different ways through the stimulation of 
our five senses. 

As an occupational therapist I knew the value of sensory 
integration. Sensations coming from within the body and 
from our external environment work together to give us a 
reliable picture of the world and our place in it. After four 
years, from 2000 to 2004, in a Danish school for the girls 
and many years of conscious and continuous effort, I am 
proud and happy to say all three children mastered the 
Danish language to a very high level. Because the children 
have attended both British and international school systems 
with similar values and traditions to our own culture, and 
the extra bonus of summer holidays in Denmark, apart from 
the language I found it reasonably easy as a mother to bridge 
the multicultural environment and the Danish culture. 

It might seem strange to say that the international schools 
shared similar values and traditions to our own culture as 
there were far more differences than similarities. It might be 
more correct to say that the international schools embraced 
a multicultural community, respecting and integrating 
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individual cultures on a very visible level. They all delivered 
high standards, more than meeting the expectations of the 
students and parents, with impressive commitment from the 
teachers. 

As a mother it was a joy to see the children off to school 
in their uniforms. It gave them an identity and a sense of 
belonging to a community, both inside school and outside at 
various activities and competitions. The uniforms not only 
made the choice of clothing easy and pain free in the morn-
ings, they also created a sense of equality as the students 
were unable to distinguish who had low, middle or high 
class parents.

The combination of structure and discipline gave my chil-
dren a peaceful environment and the confidence to excel and 
explore their individual strengths and interests. They were 
encouraged to challenge themselves to realise unknown 
capabilities. It was acceptable to dream big and express their 
desires without being bullied, and they would have received 
professional support if needed. For me as a parent it was 
an absolute delight to observe their many fantastic results 
throughout their years as international students.

Not only were the students encouraged to excel in the class-
room, they were encouraged to take part in a wide variety 
of after-school activities in different sports and disciplines, 
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among them art, music, drama and dance. I have on so many 
occasions been on the side-lines and watched with great 
pride as the children have either practised, performed on 
stage or participated in competitions. At times they travelled 
to overseas events in other parts of Asia. Seeing a group of 
multicultural young people off at the airport, all wearing 
the same sports uniform with pride and a common iden-
tity, often made me teary. For me it was the perfect picture 
against racism, and I felt so privileged that my children had 
the opportunity to be part of something extraordinary.

Not only did the international schools provide a high stan-
dard of education and a structured school system, they also 
spent a lot of time and effort celebrating the many different 
religious holidays: Chinese New Year, Hari Raja New Year, 
Deepavali and Christmas. Each public holiday was observed 
with the same attention and respect to enable the students 
to learn about different religions and what they meant for 
their friends. The students were allowed to wear their tradi-
tional, and often very colourful, outfits, which gave them the 
opportunity to show their true identity in public. 

Even bigger was the celebration of the United Nations (UN) 
Day. Each country was represented by its own food stall, 
decorated with the national flag and significant historical 
symbols. The parents were asked to cook traditional food, 
which would be sold on the stall throughout the day. What 
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a great experience it was to taste food from all around the 
world in one place and in one day. Truly remarkable. 

Throughout the UN Day the children wore their traditional 
costumes, performed a short act from their home country, 
like a dance or a song, and paraded with pride in front of the 
multicultural crowd of parents. This day of celebration called 
for individuals to work together for the common good.

One year, when our children were twelve, nine and five, I 
took a humorous approach in designing the costumes, as 
we do not have a traditional national dress in Denmark. I 
created four white T-shirts with the Danish flag in red and 
white printed on the front. In red letters on the front and 
back the T-shirts displayed the words: Danish Design/Made 
in Hong Kong, Danish Design/Made in Indonesia, Danish 
Design/Made in Singapore, depending on the birthplace of 
the child. The fourth T-shirt was for our black Labrador, 
and said Danish Design/Made in Taiwan. The T-shirts went 
down very well with the Tanglin School in Singapore. 

The children had plenty of time to make friends at school. 
The other students were used to newcomers arriving and 
friends leaving all the time, which made it a very open and 
tolerant society. It was easy to be accepted and invited into 
a group of friends. Given time, the children usually found 
a few very dear close friends with whom they could learn 



122

T H E  M O T H E R

about each other’s cultures and traditions in a very personal 
and private environment. 

I will forever treasure a special moment when Oliver, tall 
and blond, walked out of our gate in Bangkok with his good 
friend, a short dark-haired Sheik. Neither of them took any 
notice of the differences between them. It has been a true 
pleasure as a mother to have witnessed and been a part of so 
much acceptance, respect and love for different nationalities 
and openness to share and learn from each other. The sad 
parts were the far too frequent farewell parties, which on 
each occasion left an empty hole for the children and for me, 
but the positive outcome was that distance is no limit when 
it comes to love and friendship.

The Danish Seaman’s Church in Singapore served the 
Danish community as a religious centre as well as a social 
community club. It played an important role in the children’s 
education, exposing them to our Christian beliefs and the 
Danish language, culture and traditions. It was a privilege 
for our family to be a part of such an open, caring and active 
church. The children could participate in and celebrate the 
many different public holidays of the Danish culture, and 
it supported and helped me as a mother in developing the 
children’s national identity.

The absolute highlight of our year was the annual six weeks 
home leave in Denmark. Since I had become a mother it 
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was no longer so much about me seeing the family. It was 
far more important for me to witness the connection and 
love between the children and our family and close friends. 
I can still recall arriving at the small airport on the west 
coast of Denmark, where my parents and mother-in-law 
patiently waited, Danish flags in their hands, to embrace 
their grandchildren. I felt so proud and blessed to see so 
much unconditional love for my children. We would all 
drive to our summerhouse to have a proper Danish break-
fast, sharing the joy of reunion. Six weeks of intense family 
time, socialising and returning to our roots followed, helping 
the children embrace the background and traditions of the 
family. 

As times change so do we, and our lives. We have now 
moved to a summerhouse north of Copenhagen with easier 
access to the international airport and the children’s overseas 
friends.

The four years we spent living in Denmark between 2000 
and 2004 were a long way from being easy. After sixteen 
years overseas I felt somehow like a stranger in my home 
country, which I am sure reflected negatively on the children. 
I had changed, broadened my mind and accepted everyone’s 
right to individuality, and I struggled with often expressed 
jealousies between people and frequent negative comments 
about immigrants. Even worse was the lack of structure, 
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discipline and respect in the local Danish school, where the 
girls had been enrolled. It seemed as if no one dared to take 
responsibility. Some of the teachers were intimidated by the 
parents, and some of the parents were intimidated by their 
demanding children. This often resulted in an uneasy, noisy, 
rebellious and bullying environment where the strongest, 
but not necessarily the kindest and brightest, would be the 
leaders and set the agenda.

Because of the five year age gap between my two daughters, 
they each experienced their four years in the Danish school 
system in different ways. Nina, at age six, started in grade one 
and soon became an integrated part of the class. She settled 
easily and made some good friends, with whom she is still in 
contact. Nadia, aged eleven, found it difficult to be accepted 
by the students who had known each other since childhood. 
It was as if there was a hidden agenda regarding who was in 
charge and controlling the group, and unfortunately Nadia 
ended up being targeted by extreme bullying.

It was like banging my head against a concrete wall each time 
I tried to address the subject of bullying with the teachers 
or parents. Was Nadia supposed to accept being bullied and 
try not to take it too personally? It was a very dark time 
for Nadia, which has unfortunately had long-term negative 
repercussions. To this day, Nadia does not feel comfortable 
driving through a city in which she lived for four years. I 
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never encountered a similar lack of acceptance in the private 
international schools, where the teachers demanded respect 
and the students knew the consequences of not adhering to 
the set rules.

My three children all feel that they belong and identify with 
the Danish culture and heritage. If asked, I believe that they 
would look at themselves as international Danes, or maybe 
as third culture kids with the capacity to function effectively 
across diverse national, ethnic and organisational cultures. 
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PERFECTIONISM

Striving for perfection is the best way to 
suck the joy out of anything. 

Phil Parker

So what is perfection? 

The definition [of perfection] is a per-
sonality trait characterised by a person’s 
striving for flawlessness and setting 
excessively high performance standards, 
accompanied by overly critical self-eval-
uations and concerns regarding other’s 
evaluations. 

Wikipedia

Sometimes I need to reflect on Phil Parker’s quote to clarify 

the difference between perfectionism and doing your best 
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at all times. It is okay to do my very best, as long as I do not 

strive for flawlessness, self-evaluate too critically or concern 

myself with other people’s evaluations. I need to balance 

personal and work life, love my choices and remain spon-

taneous. When I engage in new projects I have a tendency 

to get absorbed into problem solving and forget about my 

personal life. Through life experience I have learned to be 

more balanced, and if I forget, my husband or children will 

give me a gentle reminder.

At an early age I discovered life’s simplest pleasures are 

its most precious ones. By always giving my best at work, I 

have steadily improved my life and hopefully made a posi-

tive impact on the people in it.

My parents always did their very best, took pride in jobs 

well done and treated people with dignity, honesty and 

compassion. My father was known for being a good har-

vester in the village as his sowing was done in straight lines, 

which did not necessarily mean a better harvest but was 

beautiful to look at. My mother took pride in our big almost 

manicured garden with its colourful flowers and green 

well-trimmed lawn. As children we were reminded that all 

tasks, even the smallest ones, should be done to our best 

ability. The task has to be done, so why waste your effort 

on mediocre?
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I have practised this theory ever since and it has become 

integrated into my behaviour. Later in life I realised that 

doing the best I can with a positive attitude and pride 

would make the job easier and more fun to accomplish, 

more meaningful, and the outcome would be noticed by 

others. It is difficult to ignore a job done well, especially as 

too many take their jobs for granted and fail to appreciate 

all their positive aspects.

At college I did not find all the studies interesting, easy or 

fun. Who at the age of twenty finds anatomy and neurol-

ogy fun? I sometimes found it difficult to understand how 

muscle connection and the nerve system had anything to 

do with occupational therapy. Even worse were the hours 

of handicraft activities, which I thought would be more 

relevant to a handicraft teacher or an art student. 

The lecturers had a great impact on the outcome of my 

studies. I truly enjoyed the lecturers who taught with 

passion, thought outside the box and were open for discus-

sions. They not only helped me learn the subject, they also 

encouraged me to seek knowledge outside the curriculum.

My curiosity, perseverance and determination to do my 

best were of great benefit during exams and stood me in 

good stead to understand the nature of rehabilitation as a 

hospital intern. My internships gave me the opportunity to 
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combine academic knowledge with practical experience. I 

loved interacting with the clients and would listen to their 

needs, which gave me a rich understanding of their medical 

conditions, physical, social and emotional problems. Real 

life experience has always been easier for me to remember 

than words on a piece of paper.

At the end of college we had to write a research paper on 

a three month case study. I was given a case study of an 

eighteen-year-old man with quadriplegia, a subject I had 

hardly studied as I had mostly worked in orthopaedic and 

mental units. I was shocked, overwhelmed and hardly 

knew where to start, but I got into the study of the condi-

tion and symptoms, sitting into the early hours with notes 

and dirty coffee mugs all over the floor. I often forgot to 

eat, and when I did eat it was mostly cheap crackers and 

cheese. I had no phone or social media connection to help 

with my research. I had bought a typewriter, but had to go 

to college for library books and to copy or borrow relevant 

information from lecturers and students.

Throughout these three months I went through a whole 

spectrum of emotions. First was self-doubt and stress, then 

a short period of confidence as the material started to take 

form. The middle of the study was messy and scary as I 

continued to add new information and the subject seemed 

even more confusing than at first. Finally, in the last couple 
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of weeks I was uplifted by an almost unshakeable faith in 

my work. I felt that I had created something extraordinary. 

I still remember the night before the paper was due to be 

handed in. I sat typing and correcting the old fashioned 

way. If a few letters were wrong or messy the whole page 

had to be rewritten: a very time consuming task. At 5am I 

was done, 3kg lighter, almost addicted to caffeine and with 

a severely untidy and smelly study-bedroom. I had time for 

a shower then off I went to college to hand in my research 

paper. No more lectures, no more assignments, just one 

more task to accomplish before graduation: I had to defend 

the paper in front of a panel of censors.

The final day came and I was scheduled to appear in front 

of the panel at midday. I was informed that the headmaster 

of the college would attend, which was a bit unusual and 

made me even more nervous, but oral exams have always 

been my favourite as I enjoy the personal interaction and 

chance to communicate. After a few minutes I calmed down 

and managed to give the impression of being confident to 

avoid too many unforeseen questions. I took to the stage 

and performed to my best abilities in front of the audience, 

and I think that I dazzled the panel as I came out with the 

highest mark given that year. I had turned a challenge into 

an opportunity and achieved success by going the extra 

mile with my studies, and I was so proud of myself as I had 
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always seen myself as second best to my bright, intelligent, 

lovely late older sister. 

I have always liked to study different subjects, although it 

has never felt really easy in the classroom. Often I need 

to take copious notes and read the content over and over 

again to get a clear understanding of a concept. I grasp 

the concept much faster and easier in practice when I am 

able to experience it first-hand, which is why I enjoyed the 

internships and my work as a therapist employee far more 

than my time at college. Working gives me the opportunity 

to apply my knowledge, modify taught skills and enhance 

creative thinking and applications. I am able to add a per-

sonal touch to my work and am often willing to roll up my 

sleeves and put in the effort.

As an employee I never had a problem adjusting to the 

expected tasks or had major confrontations with my work 

colleagues and management. Of nature I am quite positive, 

easy going and respectful to other people who speak and 

act honestly. I might not always agree, but with communi-

cation and the right attitude I usually get a good response 

and support to implement my ideas.

At Homeward Bound in Minneapolis I spent a lot of time, 

energy and effort on the study of English to communicate 

on a professional level and grasp my responsibilities in 
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rehabilitation. As I became more confident and spent less 

energy on improving myself, I asked permission to organise 

the office filing system, which was outdated and messy. The 

idea was approved as long as I also took care of my work 

responsibilities and kept all the confidential information in 

the office.

I love to be in a tidy environment. It gives me great pleasure 

to walk into a room that is clean, organised and smells fresh 

and hygienic. My energy is increased, it gives me clarity 

and makes me efficient. With patience I went through each 

drawer and systemised the files into alphabetical order. I 

spent lunch hours and time after work arranging papers 

and stacking them by year, throwing out what was no 

longer relevant for the business. Next the stationery was 

tidied up, and the final step was a total clean of the office 

with water and soap. 

Wow, it felt good. It was a pleasure to come to work and it 

was highly appreciated by my colleagues. My work organ-

ising the filing was even mentioned as an extra thank you 

note from my manager in my reference paper when I left 

for Hong Kong. 

We don’t always need a job description to make a positive 

change. It is mostly done by good example, positive atti-

tude and initiative. The real key for me is to bring emotion, 
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energy and passion into my work and know that I have 

made a positive impact on the people who depend on me. 

Equally important is to sense what they need and want 

from me, as each individual needs something different.

At the hospital in Hong Kong I was bound to comply to a 

rigid and authoritative system with immense focus on phys-

ical rehabilitation. This meant long, busy days with children 

who suffered from severe disabilities and were extremely 

dependant on our help for simple daily tasks. Their mental 

state was often neglected, but my desire to alleviate their 

distress was important to me for my job satisfaction. Besides 

skipping through the big wards, occasionally singing and 

acting like a clown, I wanted to take them outside. They 

spent most of their time inside the hospital and were seldom 

taken out into the fresh air. I worked alternate Saturdays, and 

as they were not as busy as the weekdays, I had time to be a 

bit more creative and think outside the box. 

The hospital was located right by Sandy Bay, a beautiful 

beach with a stunning view over the South China Sea. I 

found some wooden boards and placed them across the 

narrow beach so I was able to push wheelchairs across the 

sand. Clients with crutches were able to walk without too 

much difficulty. Some of the caregivers came to help as 

they found my idea funny, and off we went with the laugh-

ing, joyful wheelchair-bound children. On some occasions 
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we would race over the boards, have sand fights and dip 

their small toes in the cold water. What an adventure for 

the children.

The freedom to choose how we view our roles and the 

power we have to make positive decisions can be of para-

mount importance to the people in our lives. We get back 

what we put in.

Experience as an employee has been of great value and 

given me a good grounding as founder of Combined 

Therapies Pte Ltd in Singapore. Doing my best at all times 

with integrity ensures long-term success. I hold on to my 

values as they are my anchor and the only way for me to 

live. I expect a lot from myself and from others. I seek to 

learn from talented people and work with those who have 

the same values as myself. I know that there is no shortcut 

and that success doesn’t just happen because someone’s 

stars are aligned. Success in work and personal life is 

something that is consciously created by perseverance and 

deliberate choices. At times we have to accept sacrifice to 

be able to reach our target.

Through studying the Bowen and Emmett techniques I 

made a conscious choice to be taught by very experienced 

tutors. I was blessed to have Regi Scherrer as my Bowen 

instructor and she inspired me to go all the way and get a 
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diploma in the Bowen Technique. The investment was big 

and it took me to Australia many times. I wanted to meet 

Ross Emmett to be able to understand his impressive tech-

nique first-hand and get an insight into his mindset. I would 

fly all the way to Perth, Sydney, Brisbane or Townsville for 

just a couple of days, studying previous courses and taking 

notes for questions on the flight to ensure optimal benefit 

from the course. I loved to meet like-minded people and 

enjoyed the evenings with course participants, discussing 

our experiences as therapists over a good dinner and a 

glass of wine. 

On my return I would practise my new skills and repeat 

them over and over again on my family, friends or a model 

patient made out of towels until I became familiar with 

them. I studied anatomy and neurology, understanding 

the clinical connection between the treatment and the 

expected outcome of the application. The real challenge 

was to combine the techniques with my existing knowl-

edge. Over time and with perseverance I gained confidence 

with the Bowen and Emmett techniques, and I am now able 

to apply my own therapy method with skill and intuition.

After ten years of focusing on clinical work, continuous 

studies and promotion of different techniques in Singapore 

with only a small financial reward, I needed a change. I was 

drained and felt stuck in my work. I had put so much energy 
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into combined therapies I found it difficult to imagine how 

to change the concept and still remain an independent 

therapist, so I took time off and went on a much needed 

holiday to Denmark. Taking a step back, I discussed the 

dilemma with my husband and good friends and came to 

the conclusion that I wanted to live a flexible work life with 

more time for myself and family.

To do so, I had to cut down on expenses and move out of 

my beautiful clinic, resigning as an Emmett course coordi-

nator and Emmett instructor, all so dear to me. It was a 

very difficult decision. I felt that I had walked away from ten 

years of hard work and thrown away all my success. I felt 

like I had lost my professional identity.

I moved out of my lovely space at Camden Medical Centre 

and converted my home study into a calm, cosy clinic with 

a lot of personal touches. I was determined to maintain a 

high professional standard, stick to my core principles and 

deliver individual based treatment to ensure optimal ben-

efit for each patient. Looking back, I think that my clients 

have benefitted from the change as they are now treated 

in a serene and personal environment and can contact me 

outside office hours. I have gained a lot as I have a more 

flexible and calm work life, more time with each client, 

financial rewards and time for creativity, which for me is 

very important. This extra time has led to the creation of 
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my mentoring programme My Shortcut To Your Success for 

health practitioners and my books, The Mother And The 

Therapist - my life’s journey and creation of a therapy for 

pain-free living; and Pain Free, true stories of transforma-

tion from chronic pain to instant relief.  

When you put a lot of energy into a task, you tend to 

overvalue the result and rate your own business ideas as 

more successful than other people’s. It is healthy to take a 

step back and look at yourself, holding your concepts up for 

revision. Be your own toughest critic.
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PERFECTIONISM

I run my own race. I have no desire to play the game of being 
better than everyone else around me in any way, shape or 
form. I just aim to improve, to become a better person than 
I was. That is who I am, and I am free.

I have never seen myself as a competitive person with the 
desire to be better than my peers, but I have always tried to 
do my best in matters of importance to me. However, I have 
often felt the need for recognition and acceptance in order 
to deserve the love and respect of family and friends.

I have always had a small ego, great dedication, a desire to 
nurture, listen and fight for what is right, especially for weak 
or lonely people, and an inbuilt need to walk my own path. 
These characteristics have given me strength when I have 
faced low self-esteem or new challenges. I am not afraid 
to stand alone, make unconventional decisions or fight for 
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what I believe is best for me and my family.

As a mother I have always tried to do my best, but I have 
never on a conscious level strived for perfection, flawlessness 
or critical self-evaluation. Many people in Asia encourage 
their children to achieve unrealistic academic grades by 
pushing, coercing and providing extra tuition, often at the 
expense of nurturing their children’s natural abilities. With 
my children, I refrained from demanding perfection from 
them in terms of school grades. My priority as a mother has 
always been to ensure good health, comfort, joy and love for 
my children, some of the most important ingredients in the 
development of wellbeing, confidence and sociable aware-
ness. I have listened to their needs and frustrations, and have 
encouraged, motivated and supported them to improve their 
weaknesses and to excel in their natural abilities. I have been 
honest and praised good efforts, achievements and determi-
nation while encouraging the children to accept their flaws 
and failures.

Looking back, I probably spent too much time and energy 
worrying about the children’s physical, emotional and mental 
development, but I wanted them to feel supported, accepted 
and loved no matter what. 

Life’s lessons have taught me to take it less seriously, be less 
preoccupied with keeping on top of things too much of the 
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time. Instead I lighten up, have more fun and let go of nega-
tive clutter and people in order to be free. In the end, I have 
come to realise that the things we worry most about have 
a tendency to work themselves out. These valuable lessons 
would have been of great benefit to a young mother who 
wanted to raise her children with a good balance of physical, 
emotional and mental awareness. 

My beloved late father once told me that life should be 
lived backwards. At that time I did not understand what 
he meant, but now I can relate to his wise words. Not only 
would it have been less complicated and worrying to raise 
the children, but they might also have been raised with less 
structure, correction and pressure to behave and perform if I 
had had my present life experiences. 

Do I ever indulge in this kind of thinking about my chil-
dren’s upbringing? Yes, but we all make mistakes, nobody is 
perfect. Most parents do their best in the situation they are 
given and act according to their abilities. In general I do not 
look back, but when one of the children faces emotional and 
mental challenges, it takes me back to unfortunate situations 
which might have had a negative influence on their percep-
tion of themselves and their place in life.

When we look back on our lives with the benefit of hind-
sight, we can see very clearly some of the mistakes we made 
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along the way. It would be lovely to go back and correct 
them, but it is all idle fantasy. In life, there are no start-overs.

My need to nurture took on a new dimension when I gave 
birth to Oliver. Suddenly I had my own child, and I was able 
to bring him up with all the care, affection and stimulation I 
felt was needed. I was still working as a therapist at a school 
for handicapped children in Hong Kong and had never had 
the desire to become a full-time mother. The combination of 
a part-time job and motherhood suited me well as I was able 
to work in my chosen profession, giving me the opportunity 
to use and improve my professional skills and maintain my 
identity. I also had plenty of time to enjoy the new role of 
motherhood.

What really changed my life as a mother and a therapist 
was the move to Indonesia in 1987. I was unable to get a 
work-permit, and childcare was far more time consuming 
compared to Hong Kong because of the high standard of 
hygiene required to prevent stomach bugs and infections. I 
was not allowed to drive as the company didn’t want to risk 
women getting involved in traffic accidents, which would 
most likely have been followed by lawsuits. My husband was 
either travelling, in the office late or we had to entertain 
business associates in the evenings. There were so many 
fundamental life changes for me, and maybe the worst part 
was the around-the-clock security. The handful of domestic 
helpers needed to manage the house and garden made me 
feel restricted in my private life, as if I was somehow under 
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constant surveillance. I felt like part of my freedom and 
identity had been taken away.

I am sure that I would have risen to the many changes with 
a positive attitude and found a way to combine motherhood 
with some kind of charity work that involved my professional 
knowledge as a therapist, but I never even got the time to 
think about it. Within seven weeks of our arrival in Jakarta, 
I had not only given birth to our second son, Nicholas, I had 
also witnessed his cremation. 

Suddenly the carpet was pulled from under my feet, and 
instinctively my needs and priorities changed. I had to get 
my physical, emotional and mental strength back again to be 
able to enjoy life as a woman, a mother and a wife. 

It was important to me that the children felt I took an 
interest in their lives and accepted and loved them for their 
individualities and choices. They have each had their chal-
lenges and obstacles, like difficulties in spelling, bullying or 
frequently being placed in the wrong class age group. I have 
listened to their needs and frustrations to help them focus 
on how to change and improve an unfavourable situation. 

Oliver was a late developer in spoken Danish and English. 
At the age of three he still struggled to form complete 
sentences, and got very frustrated and upset when he was 
unable to express his thoughts. If he was among a group 
of friends, he found it very hard to get his message across. 
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He was in his element when he was either one to one with 
someone, left alone with his Lego, books, and cartoons or 
out playing and swimming.

My intuition told me that his lack of communication skills 
was more deep rooted than just a developmental delay 
because his frustration with oral and written language got 
worse as he grew older. He was often unable to spell simple 
words, read out loud or memorise timetables. I noticed that 
he responded well to a structured schedule with clear, precise 
instructions, minimising unnecessary clutter in his brain.

When I tried to discuss my observations with family and 
friends, they either thought my concerns were unfounded 
or told me not to worry. I did worry! I wanted Oliver to 
feel confident and at ease with himself, as I knew he had so 
many great ideas in his small head that he needed to share 
and express to enable him to engage confidently with other 
people. It upset me to see him struggle and suffer, and I was 
adamant I would find help as soon as possible.

In the early nineties, there was no English special needs 
teacher to be found in Taiwan, but I heard about one located 
in Hong Kong. I managed to get in contact with him, 
arranged for a meeting and a test for Oliver, and off we both 
went. What a relief to be able to discuss my concerns with a 
professional and finally be taken seriously.

The test results confirmed that Oliver suffered from 
Sequence Dyslexia, which meant he had trouble perceiving 
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and remembering things in sequence. Naturally this affected 
his ability to read and spell correctly.

Did this knock me out of my comfort zone? No, I was actu-
ally relieved to get to the root of the problem. Only then was 
I able to make better choices, take appropriate actions and 
support Oliver in his needs. 

I knew that I had limited resources in Taiwan, except for 
Oliver’s helpful teacher and my own limited knowledge 
of sensory integration. Together we devised a programme 
to stimulate Oliver’s needs. The teacher worked with him 
at school and I worked with him at home. It was a slow 
process, but better than nothing.

We decided to buy a dog for Oliver to take some of the 
focus away from his language frustrations. On Oliver’s sixth 
birthday, my husband brought home the most beautiful 
black Labrador puppy, Bouli. What a memorable day for 
all of us. Bouli became Oliver’s dearest friend and constant 
companion for the next fourteen years. They shared many 
happy moments together, and Bouli gave Oliver extreme 
comfort in his fight against dyslexia.

Within a couple of years we had moved to Singapore, and 
Oliver was finally able to get the appropriate support. With 
a mix of encouragement from us as a family, focus on his 
strong ability in science, the comfort of the dog, his interest 
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in horseback riding and swimming, good friends and his 
own efforts and determination, Oliver achieved great things. 
When he graduated from Bath University as an aerospace 
engineer ten years ago, I was so proud of him. I knew then 
that the many difficult battles had been worth all the tears.

Nadia is a true linguistic with a keen interest in literature 
and drama. I still remember her as a toddler, surrounded by 
so many books in her small bed that there was almost no 
space left for her to sleep comfortably. Extremely sociable, 
spontaneous and adventurous, she is good for any party. For 
the first years of her life, she was a happy and open person 
who saw the best in people. Guests at her birthday parties 
were greeted with a big, innocent smile, cheerful laughter 
and a twinkle of cheekiness in her eyes. Later on in life, she 
lived out her dream in numerous stage performances.

Nadia loved to write, watch classic movies and be on stage. 
In many ways she was the opposite of Oliver, who found 
comfort in silence, science and animals, and was more at 
ease sharing his life with just a few good friends.

Unfortunately, Nadia’s uncomplicated, innocent and joyful 
life changed dramatically when we went back to live in 
Denmark in 2000. Suddenly she was the target of severe 
bullying. No matter how hard she tried to ignore the unjus-
tified harassment, it eventually pushed her into a state of low 
self-esteem, fear and anxiety. It was a very painful situation 
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to be in, not only for Nadia, but also for me as a parent 
witnessing the consequences of her mental torture.

Together we spent endless hours trying to analyse the cause 
of the bullying. That did not make Nadia feel better as such, 
but it supported her in the sense that she realised it was not 
happening because of her personality or behaviour. It was 
more an act of jealousy. 

Nadia very much needed acceptance and recognition to 
rebuild her self-esteem, but it was hard to convince her that 
she was a lovable girl when she felt like an outsider. With 
love, support and encouragement to believe in herself and 
pursue her interests in swimming and drama, she managed 
to move on and learned to live with the emotional scars. Her 
bravery, courage and determination eventually put her back 
on stage as an events officer at the Royal Court Theatre in 
London.

Nina was born a true tomboy with natural sporting abilities, 
very balanced and independent, a bit shy, but humorous 
with a positive, easy-going attitude. From a young age she 
would observe from a distance, form her own impressions 
and act as she felt the situation needed. She was not easy to 
manipulate when she had made up her mind. To make her 
draw and colour, read a book or attend to her schoolwork 
took some persuasion, as she would far rather have been 
participating in sports activities or outdoor games.
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To Nina’s advantage, when she was born I had mellowed 
after eight years as a parent and was less concerned about 
academic development. I had realised by then that life 
tends to work itself out. As long as Nina did her best in her 
schoolwork, I supported and encouraged her to pursue her 
interests in sport. At times she was so busy with training, 
drills and fitness that it almost made me breathless to keep 
track of her schedule, but her strong organisational skills 
and independence gave me no reason to worry. I knew that 
the intense physical activity gave her energy and inspired 
her to study with increased joy and concentration.

Her determination has often taken her down unknown 
pathways. At the end of tenth grade, she decided to excel 
academically and maybe get a chance to apply for her first 
choice university in England. For two years Nina commit-
ted herself to intense study and managed to get a good 
score for the final International Baccalaureate Diploma 
Program. 

Her academic and sporting achievements, together with the 
personal satisfaction of going through the Danish military 
conscription programme, made her wish come true. She 
is now a happy camper at Loughborough University in 
England and enjoys her passion for rugby and other physical 
activities.

All three children are big achievers in their own way. 
They want to do well and have very high standards and 
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expectations of themselves. In some ways this is good for a 
parent, but I have often found it difficult to teach them that 
we cannot always be the best. It is more important to do 
your best and accept your flaws and failures.

Life is far more complex and unpredictable than it’s possible 
to convey in a book. It is impossible to live without making 
mistakes, and plenty of them, but you cannot go backwards 
or stop the flow of events. You have to move forward and 
react to the moment, accept everything as it is and work 
with it.
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INSPIRATIONAL  
DEAD DAYS

What is the difference between motivation and inspiration?

For a while I have been trying to write this chapter about 
inspirational dead days as I have found it very difficult to 
explain how I find inspiration for my work on such days. I 
have spent hours in silence, gone for walks in the countryside, 
read and talked to people to come up with a clear answer 
as to the difference between motivation and inspiration, 
and my answer finally came when I stumbled on an article 
written by Wayne Dyer. 

Motivation is when you get hold of an idea 
and carry it through to its conclusion and 
inspiration is when an idea gets hold of you 
and carries you where you are intended to go.

Wayne Dyer
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In general I am good at motivating myself. When I have an 
idea I carry it through to its conclusion. I work hard at it, 
discipline myself and seldom let anyone interfere. 

It can be difficult, if not impossible, to find inspiration on 
demand. Inspiration is a feeling I get when I am totally 
tuned into myself and my purpose and it will take me to 
where I am intending to go. It is like a force I did not know 
was available to me that brings my ideas alive, a state of 
connection with a higher power, and I shift away from my 
ego-based thinking and discover almost unlimited possibil-
ities. It’s a beautiful place to be, where synchronicity shows 
up and the universe seems to provide for me.

Self-improvement can happen in two ways: through motiva-
tion, such as rewards, suffering, fear or constantly ‘pumping 
yourself up’, or through inspiration, tapping into your sense 
of self or purpose.

Although I read self-motivational books, I am a bit wary 
about relying too much on advice from someone else. I 
believe it is better to take time to find my inner voice and 
inner peace and listen to what my mind and body tell me. 
The response of my body is a great indicator of what I need 
to concentrate on to improve and rebalance my wellbeing 
and sense my purpose in life.

Many people believe that living in harmony involves 
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struggle or sacrifice, the difficult times being lessons they 
have to learn before moving forward. They are constantly 
searching for a purpose in life and often clutter their minds 
with religious baggage, extreme rituals or fanatical diets. I 
believe that a simple life with good choices and the courage 
to take responsibility for our own actions will automatically 
lead us to happiness.

If we dare to be honest with ourselves, we may well have 
days that frustrate, discourage and irritate us. Conflicting 
thoughts and feelings drain us and leave us playing mental 
tug-of-war. They lower our energy, confidence and self-worth. 

On a challenging day, it is easy to feel self-pity and focus 
on what is not working, getting mixed up with negative 
thinking. Then it is important to keep life in perspective and 
remember to give gratitude for good health, lovely family 
and friends, work that matters and enough food on the table 
of our nice home. It comes down to the basics of what is 
really important in my life.

I certainly have some days of weak thoughts and low 
self-esteem, and I have learned to acknowledge them and 
allow myself to be off. It’s not a desirable space to be in 
for too long as it sucks the joy out of life, but I have the 
choice to stay in the pit or move to a positive place within 
myself. Everything depends on which one I choose to feed 
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the most. In general I do not stay in the pit for too long as I 
choose to move into a positive state of mind to increase my 
physical, emotional and mental energy. Through life experi-
ence, education, inspirational people, workshops, books and 
listening to my needs, I have devised a set of tools to help me 
get back on track when I have off moments. I use different 
tools depending on what I want to change and accomplish, 
and what is available when inspiration is needed. 

I am in my element when I keep my life simple, have a 
structured daily routine with limited distractions and clutter 
around me, and surround myself with passionate and posi-
tive people. I make sure I fuel my body with plenty of water, 
good nutrition, exercise and a long sleep.

In the early morning hours, thinking in silence is one of my 
favourite times of the day. I will sit on the balcony with a lit 
candle and let go of the worldly distractions, relax, breathe 
deeply and write in my journal. I let the pen be my voice and 
review the day ahead, paying attention to my dreams, the 
people I am in contact with and the coincidences in my life: 
an excellent way for me to reflect on my values. It might not 
bring immediate inspiration or ideas, but it makes me feel 
connected to the true me. 

I often spend time in silence on my own. As a child, my 
mother would spend hours in the kitchen, cooking, baking 
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or making jam and lemonade from our fruit trees in the 
garden. On a rainy, stormy or cold day, I loved to sit in the 
warm kitchen and enjoy the aromas of the food, longing to 
taste the fresh bread, cookies or cake coming out of the oven. 
These moments of great comfort, closeness and security were 
often spent in deep silence as my mother had to concen-
trate on the many pots and pans on the stove. Sometimes I 
would help her with some of the smaller chores, or sit at the 
kitchen table with my crayons or reading a book. At times I 
felt bored and asked my mother what to do, although I was 
almost certain of her reply: 

‘Else, I think it is time to sit in the corner and rest your 
brain. It needs time out to develop and grow. Then you will 
be able to find inspiration for an activity.’

At that young age I did not realise the importance of her 
words, was unable to understand that in silence we connect 
with ourselves, finding our energy, courage and often inspi-
ration. Some people call it meditation. I tend to call it my 
own time in silence, and use it on a daily basis together with 
visualisation. During my visualisation I take myself back to 
a time of great joy or a memory of an inspirational person 
and imagine a specific thing or state of mind I wish for. By 
thinking in pictures, images, sounds and emotions I increase 
mind and body awareness and almost always react in some 
way to the image. I pray for guidance and give gratitude for 
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the blessings, gifts and talents I possess. It’s a powerful tool 
to achieve a positive mindset. 

My favourite way to refuel myself is to go for a walk or run 
in the countryside without any electronic gadgets. This takes 
me back to my carefree childhood when I would walk in the 
meadows and play by the stream, finding frogs and counting 
them before I let them back into the water. It reminds me 
of the long walks with my late older sister, who taught me 
the names of the wild flowers and tried her best to hold 
my interest. I still recall the Sundays when my father would 
take us across the fields to count the cows, and our golden 
Labrador, Sissi, would follow us closely. All these are dear 
memories of times in silence. 

We were taught to appreciate what we saw and heard and 
that spirit comes from within, not from artificial outside 
stimulation. Nature will always be where I find my roots. 
That is the place where I am the real me, carefree and con-
nected with my soul. It inspires and energises me and I feel 
so alive.

My parents were both good dancers. When they danced 
together it was like their bodies resonated and they became 
one with each other. They would smile, flow with the music 
and move with grace and ease. At an early age I was sent for 
local dance lessons at our small community centre. I loved to 
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dance and move with the music. It’s amazing how different 
types of music have an impact on the way we move our 
bodies and how music can change our mood and recharge 
our batteries. 

Different music for different activities at different times of 
the day is another one of my frequent tools to increase mind 
and body energy and keep me inspired. I have a certain 
set of CDs for the times when I write, as the continuity of 
listening to the same music anchors me to a specific subject 
and enables me to get into it with ease and confidence. 

If my thoughts feel cluttered I will play music that reminds 
me of joyful moments from my past with family and friends. 
I turn up the volume, sing, laugh and dance by myself, acting 
like a youngster in front of the mirror. Letting the music 
run through my body, I feel an almost instantaneous ripple 
effect of happiness, often with the result that I start to tidy 
up some drawers, organise our wardrobe or clean the house. 
It’s such a great way to get back on track, declutter my house 
and simplify my life. 

After an intense dance and declutter, with the tropical sweat 
dripping from me, there is nothing better than a good cold 
shower. The water running over my head and body not only 
removes the sweat and dirt, but it feels like a full cleansing 
of the inside too. Every pore seems to open up, ready to 
receive new energy – so refreshing! Sometimes I jump into 
the swimming pool and just drift with the water, letting my 
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mind flow and take me where it will. It makes me feel free, 
weightless and in the moment, grateful for my health, gifts, 
precious family and all the beautiful happenings in my life.

Inspirational people and books are of great comfort to me. 
My mother would always finish her long physical workday 
with a book in her hands. She encouraged me to read good 
books to learn, understand or get better at something. 

Her most frequent saying was: ‘If you find the love for books 
you will never feel lonely.’ This might not be true for every-
body, but for me it is so true. I always have books with me on 
my travels, on city walks and stacked on top of my bedside 
table, and I seldom feel lonely. I love my own company.

I read paper books as I love the smell and touch of paper. 
Each book I collect is very precious and reminds me of 
the different chapters of my life. I buy a wide range of 
literature on subjects that interest me, and they help me 
to expand my knowledge. I am sceptical about books that 
promise too much too quickly, and go for books written by 
recognised experts and teachers, remembering certain words 
or sentences to create pictures and thoughts that will pop 
into my head. This helps me to put my life into perspective 
and realise that I was born privileged compared to so many 
unfortunate people.

Over time I have realised that lack of motivation and inspi-
ration comes from within myself. Others can help me arrive 
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at an understanding, but no one will ever be able to solve my 
problems for me. Only I can decide how I need to process 
the situation, and the longer I search for outside guidance, 
the longer I spend ignoring the problem.

My determination and perseverance help me stay motivated 
to get tasks done and I seldom procrastinate when I know 
something will benefit me. On inspirational dead days I 
choose to believe that time will bring the enthusiasm and 
great ideas to get me to where I am meant to go.

Watch your thoughts, they become words;

Watch you words, they become actions;

Watch your actions, they become habits;

Watch your habits, they become character;

Watch your character, for it becomes your 
destiny.

Attributed to Lao Tzu, and others.
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