My Story by Betsy Harman
I was born on September 6, 1931, in Carroll County, Virginia.  My mother taught school in Hillsville, Virginia, from 1933 to 1941.  Then my father worked on war jobs from 1941 to 1944 and we moved around quite a lot.  Then in 1944, I started high school in New Market, Virginia, and graduated in June, 1948.  I attended Radford College beginning June, 1948, and got a two-year business certificate in June, 1950.  I worked at Virginia Tech from 1950 – 1952.  I was married to Bill Harman March 20, 1952, and we had a daughter, Jenny, born on May 8, 1953, and a son, Tommy, born on November 22, 1955.

I led a normal life until around 1960.  During that year, at 29 years of age, I began to be very tense.  It was hard for me to sleep if there was anything different happening in my life.

In December, 1960, Tommy was given a part in a play for his kindergarten school.  I tried to help him learn his part.  If he said it loud enough he had no expression to it, and if he said it with expression, it was not loud enough.  This became a very difficult task for me.  On the morning of the day of the play, my husband was going to work in Salem, Virginia.  One of our friends was in the hospital in Roanoke after having a serious operation.  My husband told me he thought he should go by to see our friend that evening after work but he would be home in time to go to the play.  Now, I know I should have asked him to come on home and help me get the children ready for the play, but I did not realize it then.  And he would have agreed to do this, I am sure.

As I said, I had been very tense.  And when he came home that evening, we were in the bathroom hurrying to get dressed.  He made a comment to me which I didn’t like and I hit him on the shoulder.  I realized it was an uncontrollable action which had never happened before or afterwards.  I knew if I would have had a knife in my hand what would have happened.  And this scared me.
We finished dressing without any problem and went on to the play.  When Tommy started saying his part, I started crying uncontrollably.  Bill took me out to our car in a parking lot across the street from the church where the play was taking place.  Then he went back to the church to get Jenny to go home with us.  My father and mother were at the play and they would bring Tommy home after the play was over.  When we drove out of the parking lot we went over some rough places and I screamed because it felt like I was floating in the air and I felt the pressure from the bumps in the road.  I got home and went to bed.  When Tommy came home he came to see me and kissed me, and I became convulsive.  This continued for some time.  My husband, unbeknownst to me, called our family doctor and told him I was suffering from a migraine headache, which is what he believed.  The doctor told him what to give me to calm me down and after I took this medicine, much later I went to sleep.  For several days I was so sore and weak from this occurrence that I was not able to get dressed and go to a doctor.  After about a week, I did go the doctor and asked him what happened to me.  And he said I had just flipped!!  This did not answer my question so I refused to see any other doctor until I finally decided to go see a chiropractor.  I asked him the same question and he said I was just like a clock that had been wound so tightly it would finally just fly apart.  And that is what happened to me.  I continued to see him two or three times a week for a number of years.  And I really feel like he saved my life because of some physical problems for which he treated me.

From that time on until 1988, I had many ups and downs—but only in the depressed state.  Some days I didn’t get out of bed, and other times I was able to carry on my duties somewhat.  My mother was very concerned about me but would not come to help me with my children if I was mentally sick, but if it was a physical condition, she would come and cook and help us any way she could.

One day my husband left to go to work.  He had not spoken to me for several days.  I went to my bedroom and laid on my bed and was thinking.  My parents don’t love me; my husband doesn’t love me; so what is the reason I should live any longer?  I was starting to think of what I could do to end my life.  About that time, my husband came back in the house and found me on the bed crying.  He asked me what the matter was, and I told him my thoughts.  He said the reason he had not been talking to me was because he had done everything else he knew to do to help me, and decided he would try not talking to see if that would help.  He told me he had found a flat tire on his car and that was the reason he had come back in the house.  If this had not happened, I am sure I would have taken my life in some way that day.
As the days, weeks, months, and years went by, we tried to do the best we could.  Sometimes life was pretty normal and we were able to go places, and some days I still wasn’t able to get out of bed and take care of my children.  We had some wonderful people who came in to help us.  My husband paid them to come in to clean the house, wash the clothes, and do some cooking.  My husband was a good cook, so he did as much as he had time to do.  He worked for the N&W Railroad, and he worked a regular relief job that took him to different locations to work the days the regular workers were taking their two days off each week.  Most of the time he worked Saturday, Sunday, and Monday, 8 – 5, and was off on Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, second shift.  So he was home a good part of the week to take care of our needs.  However, after several years, he took a second job with the Railway Express Company at the N&W passenger station at Cambria.  The Don Kenny Company sent out so much merchandise by express each day, someone had to bill it and load it on the trains.  My husband made a deal with the station agent to do the work in his time off from his regular job.  He did the bookkeeping part and hired others to do the manual part.

After the episode on the day he found the flat tire, my chiropractor sent me to a psychiatrist at the St. Albans Mental Hospital at Radford.  I was there three weeks and my doctor was one who tried to make you angry, which did not work for me.  It only made my condition worse.  After I came home, I was more depressed than before I entered the hospital, because I felt like I had gone where they should know what to do to help me, and I wasn’t helped.  I felt my condition was hopeless.

One day my husband saw a medical doctor on the street downtown.  This doctor had some training in mental health, which my husband knew about.  So he told him about my illness.  He wrote a prescription for Librium.  I took the medicine, and it helped me for a week or so.  Then it stopped helping, so I made an appointment with this doctor and went to see him.  He gave me Triavil to take with the Librium.  I took these two medications for several years, but they did not give me the results I needed.  There were still good and bad days and weeks.

By this time, my daughter and son were in high school, and my husband had added another job to his schedule.  He was now working Saturday nights as a yard master at the Radford N&W station, and he became so tired I worried about him.  So I asked him if he would give up some of his work if I would find a job to help pay our household expenses.  He said he would.  So I took a bookkeeping job with a farm equipment dealership and worked 5 days a week.  It was still very hard for me to get up and get dressed in the mornings and on weekends.  I was sometimes very depressed and had very little energy.

Jenny graduated from high school and entered Carson-Newman College in Tennessee.  She was a very brilliant young lady and received some scholarships; this helped us with the college expenses tremendously.  Tommy was still in high school and was working at Belk Leggett after school and on weekends.

During this time I was having some physical problems with my stomach.  My family doctor wanted to put me in the hospital to find out what the problem was.  It was near my birthday in September, and my husband and I wanted to take a short trip to southwest Virginia for a few days.  On this trip was the first time I can remember being manic.  During these two or three days I talked incessantly.  When I returned home and entered the hospital, my doctor put me in a private room (probably because I was manic).  He increased my Librium and Triavil 400%, and had a psychiatrist come to see me.  The results of the tests on my stomach showed I had a huge hiatal hernia.  But with medications, I did not have to have surgery.  After leaving the hospital, I continued seeing the psychiatrist.  He put me on different medicine, but it didn’t help me.  I worked until 1978, at which time I came home to do some work on my house redecorating, after which I would find another job and get ready for our retirement.  My husband was 10 years older than I was, so it was getting near time for him to retire.
In the summer of 1978, Tommy had graduated from Elon College in North Carolina and was home looking for a job.  Jenny had been working in Tennessee in social work but had fallen in love with a hometown fellow and we were planning their wedding for September second.  Bill’s union went on strike in July of that same year.  Tommy found a job with Belk Leggett in Lynchburg, Virginia, as an auditor.  The strike was finally over and Jenny and Doug were married.  I felt the best I have ever felt the day of their wedding.  It seemed like everything was going to be fine now.  However, in October, my husband was diagnosed with two different cancers.  One was a melanoma on the neck under the ear, and after a second surgery, this one was OK.  But the other one was a carcinoma cancer of the prostate.  After surgery in Pulaski, Virginia, he had to go to Roanoke and take 25 cobalt treatments, which weren’t finished until the end of that year.  He was able to work some, but he was very ill most of the time for at least four years.  Then he began to improve and finished his 40 years with N&W and retired, so I was not able to go back to work.  But everything went well and we enjoyed life as much as we could after his retirement.

In 1981, my grandson was born in Salem.  I went to stay with them to help after they came home.  I was really feeling very weak and it was hard for me to do what was necessary for them.  I realized I was not going to be able to cope with my situation any longer without some help.

I entered the Roanoke Psychiatric Hospital in 1981 and was there for treatment for 39 days.  When I came home, I was still not very energetic.  So after a year I told my doctor I just couldn’t make it any longer.  He put me back in the hospital and said he would have to find out what my trouble was.
This time my mother was living with 3 aneurysms, which was like living on a time bomb.  When I entered the hospital, I was depressed; but after I was behind locked doors, I became manic.  I was not allowed to go to the craft classes because they were afraid I would use scissors or some other tool to hurt someone who made me upset.  I was very hot-tempered at this time.  My doctor was using anti-psychotic medications to try to bring me back to normal, but I was allergic to one of them and lost all my mental faculties.  I didn’t know where I was or what day it was.  He told my family he didn’t know if he would be able to correct this situation, but eventually he was able to give me a medication that did correct the condition.

Later I was in a class, and the instructor played a record and asked us to draw a picture.  I drew a clown’s head with a mask over his eyes and tears running down his face.  This said to me I was laughing on the outside and crying on the inside.  I had not been expressing my feelings, good or bad.  But after finding this out about myself, I told my family things were going to be different because I was going to start expressing how I felt about what was being said or done.  This changed my whole mental condition.  I was now a relaxed person.  Now, we didn’t always agree on everything, but after some compromising, life was much better for us all.  I was diagnosed with bipolar disease and put on lithium after 59 days in the hospital.

When I went home, I still did not have a great deal of energy.  In November, 1983, my mother died, and my father came to live with us.

I gained from 130 pounds to 210 pounds on the lithium medication, so my doctor had to take me off of it.  He put me on Ludiomil, but it only gave me a little energy.  I was able to fix breakfast and sometimes some lunch, but how my husband’s health had improved and he could do some cooking for us.  My son also came home to go back to college to get another degree.  After four years, he graduated from Radford University with a degree in Business Administration, with emphasis on computer science.  My psychiatrist said it was almost impossible to be able to get along with three generations in one house.  But we all seemed to do our part and got along fine.
In June, 1986, I went to see an endocrinologist about a thyroid problem.  He put me on a medication for it and I felt some better.  Soon after this, my father had a blood clot that went to his lungs and was in and out of the hospital for about six weeks.  Because I was on the road to Pulaski Hospital so much, and after I had been given the medication for my thyroid, I decided that there was no mental problem at all and stopped taking the medication for it.  My condition became so manic I could only sleep one hour each night after taking lots of tranquilizers, and I was going all the rest of the time doing something.  I wore my husband out taking me places in the car, and then I would walk all over town and took flowers I had arranged to sick people.  It took my psychiatrist four months to get my mood level back to normal.  After this episode, I am always sure I take my medication, for I know what will happen if I don’t.
When my husband turned 65, the Railroad would not cover my insurance any longer.  I hunted for a personal insurance policy to cover mental illness but the only kind that was offered was for 30 days in the hospital.  I only wanted my outpatient care covered, but could not find this kind.  My psychiatrist said he felt I could get my disability, and then Medicare would cover my mental health expenses.

I applied for disability, but after several months working with the social security board, I had to finally hire a lawyer to get it finalized.  After the long ordeal, I finally got my disability.  After all this, I felt I needed a different and younger mental health doctor.  I found a young man in Radford who was recommended highly, so I made an appointment with him.  He put me on Prozac for a while, but it didn’t work.  So he prescribed Wellbutrin for me.  And after a month or so, I felt like a human being should feel. I had energy and was not depressed or manic.

Earlier, I had been to a Christian psychologist and he did so much to help me learn how to cope with my bipolar condition.  He told me that a person with bipolar disease could not stand but half the pressure that a normal person could take.  Also, my sleep pattern was different, and we talked and worked this situation out to my satisfaction.  He has told me that I do so much to help myself cope with this disease, since I am on the correct medication.  And I do try to do the things I need to do to keep my mood stable.

Since 1988, I have been taking Wellbutrin and have been able to do all the many things I had always wanted to be able to do.

My father died in 1999 and my husband died suddenly in 2000.  But I was able to cope with both of these situations without any change in my mood.  So I was really proud of my accomplishment.  I would have no been able to do this before 1988 and the use of the Wellbutrin medication.
In December, 2000, I sold my home in Christiansburg, Virginia, and moved to a smaller house in Salem, Virginia, to be near my daughter and her husband.  I attend church in Roanoke and do volunteering at the food pantry and Hope Builders, which helps persons learn how to deal with finding a job and being able to do the duties it requires.  I am also involved with NAMI and the bipolar support group.  When I tell people my story, they can’t believe that at one time I was home-bound for 8 years.
I must finish by telling you I also have a married granddaughter.  My grandson is married and they just recently made me a great grandmother.  Her name is Naomi, and I am very proud of this event in my life.  My son finished his college with a new degree and he has been employed in Charlotte, North Carolina, and was married to a lady who already had two sons.  So I have two stepsons, also.

My life has been such a blessing since I was introduced to the medication that has worked for me.  I had been on so many, many medications but it was just like drinking water.  They had no effect in helping me overcome my different moods.  I thank the good Lord for giving me the fortitude to be able to stick it out until help was available.  But now that mental health is better understood, there is great hope for anyone suffering with this disease.
