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Mathew Henry:
One day I was military, and then one day I was a civilian.
Host:
Welcome to Open Conversations, an audio series where veterans and family members of the Australian Defence Force share their stories about accessing mental health support. The following audio piece contains discussions of PTSD and suicide, and may distress listeners. For resources or support, head to openarms.gov.au or call on 1-800-011-046.
Mathew Henry:
Hi, I'm Matt. I served six years in the Royal Australian Navy. So, I joined in 2009, and to be honest, it wasn't something I ever thought about doing. I didn't enjoy school. I wasn't into getting told what to do. I was pretty a pretty rebellious child, so the military wasn't something I ever thought about doing. But as I got older and I started to make friends with guys that were actually serving in the Royal Australian Navy, I saw how they lived and I just thought, "Oh, I'll give it a go. I'll apply." And yeah, within probably a week I got a letter back and it said, "Congratulations." And that was basically it, it just went from there. So, when I was in the military, I had three mates that I served with. They committed suicide within 18 months. And one of those guys I lived with, and we served on the same ship with, and he tried taking his life for about 12 to 18 months, between two to five times a week. And I tried to keep him alive for that time.
So, I didn't actually have a lot of my transition period. And then, when I actually transitioned into civilian life, one day I was military, and then one day I was a civilian. And on top of that, if you add mental health, it was really rough for me. I medically discharged, so I spent a lot of time in hospitals throughout my 12 months of transition in the military. I wasn't discharged with any DVA sort of white cards or anything like that. I wasn't told anything about doctors or where you sort of go if you need help. So, I sort of had to figure all that out on my own. That that was really hard.
And it sort of got to the stage where I gave up, I guess. And because I joined when I was 20, I didn't really know anything about things such as Medicare. Geez, I didn't even really know how to cook my own food. I didn't really know anything about bills because the military took care of all that. So, all that was really overwhelming for me. So, basically, all I knew was where the bottle shop was. It was just really overwhelming for me with my mental health. I sort of withdrew from society because it was just so much. Basically, that was my transitioning.
Mental health has come a long way since I got out in 2015. It just wasn't around back then or it was around, but it just wasn't as talked about. And when I transitioned out of the Navy, I went to Tasmania where it's just a very small island. And I mean, it's not a massive place of veterans. The community isn't a massive place of veterans. And I didn't grow up there, I moved there for my partner and my daughter. So, I'd never been there, so I didn't know anyone. So, in that sense, I was already isolated. I mean, that in itself was already isolating. And then you put mental health with civilian life and all that sort of thing. Yeah, it was just a recipe for disaster.
So, for me, I had to make the decision to leave Tasmania to go to one of the states that had the help. Me and the mother of my child had already split up because of my mental health, that meant I had to leave my daughter. And I knew leaving my daughter meant I would never see her again because of the relationship with the mother, and that was a hard decision. It was something really hard to come to terms with, to help myself or to stay there, really unstable, but I got to see my daughter. I was suicidal. I was drinking a bottle a day, completely closed off from the world. To make that decision was extremely hard. But I made the decision. I made the decision.
I ended up coming to South Australia and going to a place called Ward 17. And I went there for about six weeks, and that's where I heard of EVCS and I started getting counseling. At that time, it didn't work for me, but I wasn't ready. I spent a lot of time in a mental health hospital. So, my transitioning where you'd go to seminars and learn about the civilian world was spent in a hospital. So, I didn't get the chance to go to those sorts of seminars. So, I was given a pack and essentially they said, "If you're ever in trouble, read this." And they handed it to me and went, "Thanks for your service." But I'd been diagnosed with PTSD. I was having all sorts of PTSD episodes. They put me on medication. I mean, I was just completely out of it.
I mean, to go through 300 pieces of paper was the last thing I could do. It probably was in there about DVA, however, just like I said, to go through that and everything I was experiencing just wasn't really an option for me. And I was finding it even hard to understand that all the years I'd been trained to protect civilians, all of a sudden I was a civilian. And that was in my head as well. In a way, the military culture was, we're above civilians. Civilians they're like the sheep of society and the military are like, I guess the herders, the farmers. We need to protect them.
So, when you get out, you really struggle with the fact that now you are part of that group, especially if you are given no transition. And veteran organizations weren't as big as they are now. I wasn't ready to face my trauma. I wasn't ready to face what I had to face. I wasn't ready to stop self-medicating. Essentially, when I got out of Ward 17, I just kept drinking. And that went on for four or five years, and I kept going in and out of hospital. Ward 17 turned into a place called Jamie Larcombe Centre, where also I went in and out about, I think four times.
As a young man, you don't want to show weakness. You want to impress. You've got a lot of testosterone, you're around your mates. You don't want to show that side of you unless it's to your really, really close mates, the mates you trust. But outside of those really, really close mates, you don't want to show that side. The first time I talked, I felt embarrassed. But the more I talked and the more I asked for help, it got easier. But it did take time, it took time to not feel embarrassed about asking for help.
Yeah, so I didn't get involved with veterans with civilian life for, I reckon five years. I kept to my own. I didn't want any part of the world. I kept going back to Open Arms. I kept testing the waters before I was ready to actually help myself. I wanted to test the waters in the sense that I reached out to Open Arms to get counseling, and I kept going to different counselors. It's just I found at the time I wasn't ready. As soon as the counselors started touching anything remotely close to my trauma, I would disengage. I just wouldn't go to the next appointment. But I was testing the waters. I did want the help. I guess there was a bit of a barrier with me thinking I could live the way I was living and also think that things would miraculously change for me in the sense that I thought that I could still drink every day and drink myself to sleep and not address my issues and only talk about what I wanted to talk about, and it would work itself out, and that wasn't the case.
And it took me many, many years to start asking the right questions to myself. So, once I started to ask those right questions, then the counseling started working. I think the challenges that I faced was finding someone I could connect to. I think that is definitely a big one. And it's not they're bad counselors, it's just you find that person that you get along with. And that's why I say if it doesn't work the first time, give it another go and keep giving it another go, because everyone is different. And until you find that person that you get along with, it probably won't work. But once you find that person that you get along with, you'll start to see changes and you'll open up more. I run my online directory, Vet Direct Australia. I find that it gives me purpose. If it can just reach that one veteran and save that one vet, that's job done for me. But I also enjoy riding my motorbike, going for cruises.
Now that I am on my way to recovery, I'm sober, I just enjoy being around my kids. I'm present. I get to enjoy the memories a lot more with my family, and that's something I haven't got to experience in a long time. I always felt like I was looking at them from or down a long, dark train tunnel, and I was never there in the moment. I just enjoy being around my family because it's something I haven't done, really, in my head for a long time. I don't think that gets acknowledged with Open Arms. I've been suicidal and I've called Open Arms at midnight absolutely a wreck, ready to take my life. And the person that I've spoke to is that person on the frontline. And yeah, I just wanted to say thank you to those people. To be honest, I wouldn't be here without those people because those are the people that have really helped me and got me through.
Host:
Thanks to Matt for sharing his story for us. If this episode raises questions for you or if you would like to speak to someone about how it impacts you, you can contact Open Arms on 1-800-011-046. Details about Open Arms and support services are available in the show notes.
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