in the eye of a hurricane
How does a bright, happy and chubby 13-year-old turn into
a 14-year-old anorexic? This is a deeply personal account
written by a 15-year-old school girl from Johannesburg.

They say anorexia is a disease, simple as that. But it is so much more
than that. For the past two years I have been battling a demon inside of
me, which has controlled my mind and many of my actions. This demon
controls many females and males of all ages all over the world. No two
cases are exactly the same and all anorexics are completely different.
However if my story can give any insight into this disease, this demon,
this battle, well then here goes:
before it started
I grew up as a bubbly child in a loving family. My parents are happily
married and I have one older sister whom I absolutely adore. Growing
up, I had no intense problems or issues. I have always coped extremely
well in school and have always had friends. Like most children, though, I
ate a lot of fast foods, sweets and chips. This combined with my lack of
exercise made me overweight. My sister and I were both incredibly
‘chubby’.
It was for this reason that, when I was 10 years old, my mother took
my sister (who was 13 at the time) and me to a dietician. My sister, who
was about to enter her teens, was extremely keen on the idea of going
to a specialist to help her control her weight. I did not like the idea of
having someone tell me to stop eating the foods I loved because eating
food made me happy. My sister began losing weight immediately and
ate all the ‘right foods’, while I remained overweight. We would go for
check-ups on a regular basis and I would sit and watch my sister be
congratulated while I sat back and got the patronising ‘well tried’
treatment.
As my teenage years approached I began to envy my sister. She was
absolutely beautiful in every way, she was smart and she constantly had
both girls and boys around her (going to an all-girl school meant that
having boys as friends was a really big deal).
the decision to change
I am an incredibly tall girl (almost 1.71m) so my large mass was not
seen as particularly strange to anyone. By the time I was 13, though, I
weighed almost 73kg and I was steadily growing bigger. All my friends
were small and dainty so I felt quite lonely as the ‘large’ one in the
group. There were many factors that changed my mindset and no real

‘defining moment’ when I decided to lose weight, but somewhere
around December 2006 my mind was made up. I was going to lose
weight and I was going to be thin, gorgeous and pretty like my sister
and my friends.
enter the demon
Like most teenagers, I did not have a very easy transition into high
school. I lost my best friends along with all my confidence. I was the
‘nerd’ of the class and did not fit in. I would go home every night and
cry myself to sleep. In order to get back control of my life, I started
working myself to the max. I took control of my schoolwork and my
rowing (a sport I had started a year earlier), but most of all I took
control of my eating.
I started my ‘dieting’ slowly: simply eating one less sweet a day or
eating only one sandwich instead of two. This was healthy weight loss
and I was congratulated by friends and family for my great ‘new look’. I
began to crave these compliments as they boosted my confidence. I
began to eat even less and exercise even more! I started eating only
fruit during the day and rowing many laps around the lake. I ate a little
less each day and rewarded myself for every kilogram I lost. By May
2007 (at the end of rowing season) I had already lost over 10kg!
The more weight I lost the more confidence I gained. This meant I was
attracting more friends and boys. However, I seemed to think this was
due to my loss of weight and consequently tried even harder to lose. I
stopped eating during the day and drank tea and water and ate
bubblegum in order to stop myself feeling hungry. I ate small breakfasts
and even smaller dinners.
the diagnosis
After a trip to Europe in August during which I ate almost nothing, my
parents took action! I was taken back to the dietician and diagnosed
with anorexia. I had lost over 20kg in five months and my weight was
still steadily dropping. I now weighed just 53kg!
I was sent to a psychologist and my mother booked weekly
appointments with the dietician. Goal weights were set and meal plans
were developed. However, none of this actually stopped me as I
continued to lose even more weight. I never once followed the eating
plan. I found ways to trick my mother and even tricked my dietician by
drinking loads of water to fake my weight.

rock bottom
Very soon my body began to suffer. Without nutrients I became tired
and weak. Rowing became very painful. I could not do simple things like
climbing stairs without experiencing major pain. I was constantly
grumpy and began sleeping during school break. I looked skeletal. My
ribs stuck out on the front of my body and my limbs were tiny. I was
now clearly anorexic by any measure and gossip began to spread.
After a weigh-in of 49kg my mother went into absolute hysterics. I saw
her cry for the first time in history. My father intervened and I was
pulled out of rowing. It was after this that I decided I wanted to recover.
But I never anticipated how hard that would actually be.
the recovery
One day at a time, I struggled against my mind, and often I was not
successful. I struggled to bring myself to eat and often my friends and
family would have to intervene. It took ages to put on simple kilograms!
It is the small steps that count the most like simply eating a sandwich
by myself or being able to say “I gained a kilogram” without feeling
awful about it. Truly recovering is not the gain in weight or even a
restoration of your own sanity. Real recovery comes through small
victories. It was with the help of my family and all my friends that I
began, very slowly, to recover.

did you know?
•

52% of girls start dieting before the age of 14.

•

One out of three South African women suffer from an eating disorder.

•

The most common onset period for anorexia is between the ages of
14 and 25.

•

Although anorexia is most commonly associated with females, one in
10 anorexics is male.

•

The death rate for eating disorders ranges between 18 and 20%.

Eating disorders are unfortunately becoming more and more common in
our society. Increasing numbers of teenagers and adolescents are
unnecessarily worrying about their weight.
The media may seem to be trying to combat the problem as many
teenage magazines are seen to be ‘educating’ teenagers about the
effects of these diseases. Yet these same magazines still use
underweight and airbrushed models! How is this meant to send positive
messages to the youth of our country?
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