
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Knicker elastic and bra straps … tales from a boy in the OM world 
By Atholl Reid (OMT) 

 

I'm often asked why I “do” massage and why I “do” Oncology Massage (OM). 

 

I'm an ex IT geek and I explain that I have done the equivalent of running away to the circus, so as 

to escape computers, the people who work on them and the people who use them.  Every so often I 

talk to my partner about getting a “real job” again and it takes her all of about three nano-seconds to 

talk me out of it. 

 

So why am I a massage therapist and in particular, why am I an OM therapist? 

 

By accident really: I did an eight-week evening course introduction to Swedish Massage at a local 

school and the teacher worked at a local massage college.  The suggestion to do the introductory  

course came from my partner, who thought that it would be good for me, based upon the principle 

that what is good for her is good for me … and she would be willing to let me practice on her: it's 

tough living with me.   After the evening class, I decided to do some more courses and it took me 

almost six years (during which the massage college changed hands twice – nothing to do with me 

… honest!) to get my diploma. 

 

The college I studied at was very strict with draping: the students referred to the teachers as the 

towel police, if they were feeling nice, and the towel Nazis, otherwise.  This strictness has served 

me well and I remain very careful and protective when draping and getting clients to move on a 

massage table or in a bed.   

 

An event at the end of my training helped to cement the way that I work with clients and it was 

most unexpected.  It was the final assessment for my diploma and when I opened the door and saw 

who it was that was going to be assessing me and signing me off, or not, I thought “Oh dear” (or 

something like that anyway).  I had been allocated a local male therapist who had a reputation for 

being a real stickler for client communication and draping.  During the debrief at the end of the 

assessment, he spoke to me about being a male therapist in a predominantly female client world.  

He cautioned me to be careful, then add some more carefulness, with a bit of extra care to top it off, 

just in case.  He told me about some reported incidents and how, in his opinion, they could have 

been avoided.  It was a great conversation: unexpected, very valuable and it still resonates for me.  

He also explained and demonstrated to me a different way to work pectorals and I still use that as 

well. 

 

Many people remember from their school years one or two people who had a great influence on 

their life and during my massage training I met one such person.  The teacher of pathology really 

fired me up with her enthusiasm, knowledge and personality.  She and I got off to a bit of a rocky 

 

 



   

start because the massage college had changed the dates for some of the evenings and I had 

arranged my life to suit the published dates: I was not a happy Atholl and I expressed my 

unhappiness.  I quickly recognised the teacher's exceptional ability for engaging people and taking 

them along with her.  This was my very first encounter with Eleanor Oyston. 

 

I don't remember why or how I kept in touch with Eleanor or how I came to learn of Massage 

Cancer and More, the program run by Quest For Life.  I do remember Eleanor saying that I needed 

a couple of years working on bodies before doing the training.  In 2009 I signed up for an OM1 in 

Canberra and then later in 2009, for an OM2 in Sydney.  Also in 2009, I did the Casley-Smith 

Complex Lymphatic Therapy (CLT) training taught by Elsebeth Petersen. 

 

In August this year, 2014, I did OM3 at The Olivia Newton-John Cancer and Wellness Centre 

(ONJCWC) at The Austin Hospital in Melbourne and I'm back at the ONJCWC in September for 

OM4.  

 

  
 

I work four days a week at a massage centre and on the other weekday I work when required at an 

integrative medical practice.  The massage centre has 11 rooms and over 20 therapists working 

those rooms, paying rent for a room and working as a self-employed therapist.  I'm the only OM 

and CLT person there, though I regularly talk to the others about doing the OM training.  To make 

life easier for them, there will be an OM1 in Hobart in November this year if enough people register 

for it. 

 

The integrative medical practice opened in May 2013 with one doctor, two naturopaths, a Bowen 

therapist and an anthroposophic nurse.  I was asked if I was interested in working there because of 

my OM and CLT skills.  The main doctor involved is a Tasmanian who has worked in several 

countries and he now splits his time between Germany and Tasmania.  The centre has imported 

some hyperthermia equipment as used in Europe and has plans to grow the services provided with 

more medical and complementary therapies being offered.  

 

Almost all of the OM and lymphatic clients that I see are female: very few men come through my 

door for work and most of those who do have been persuaded to come along rather than have the 

idea to come along themselves.  I think that this is another example of men being difficult to get in 
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to health and wellness situations and I don't have an answer on how to change it. 

 

Some clients are confused by my name and ask my gender when booking an appointment with the 

receptionists.  I cannot remember being told that someone decided not to see me because of my 

maleness, though it may have happened.  Most clients come to see me because of a 

recommendation from someone so they know I'm of the male persuasion and there is therefore no 

confusion. 

 

More clients come to me initially for manual lymphatic drainage than for OM work and with most 

of them doing so as a result of surgery for cancer, I use both my OM and CLT knowledge when 

working with them.  I get some interesting comments when I explain that I am very mindful of 

draping and taking care with someone I am working on.  Some have the attitude that so many 

people have looked at them and prodded them that they don't care and I explain that I will drape and 

work carefully with them. 

 

I also tell clients that there are local female OM and CLT therapists and how to find out where they 

are and how to contact them.  I think that because many of the medical people that someone on a 

cancer journey comes into contact with are men, that there is no real issue with a male OM 

therapist.  Also, being recommended to them by someone that they know, helps because often I 

have worked on the person giving the recommendation. 

 

I really enjoy the OM work that I do and the benefit that it brings. The gentleness and lightness 

surprises many people and it is a great relief to some clients who are on the cancer rollercoaster.  I 

have worked on clients who have been recently diagnosed; who had a diagnosis over twenty years 

ago; who are in a palliative situation; and who have decided to have surgery because of their family 

history of cancer.  The combination of OM and CLT is wonderful in my opinion. 

 

Many of the clients who come to me for OM work have had massage before and some expect and 

request the remedial type work that they have previously experienced.  I explain the reasons why 

deep work is not appropriate and talk about the benefits of OM work and the research that backs it 

up.   

 

Recently I put together a proposal for myself to be sanctioned to work in the local palliative care 

unit as a private contractor and I gathered together research from many places that validates OM 

work.  It was a great exercise in that it reminded me why I enjoy the work that I do and the benefits 

that it may result in. 

 

As the integrative medical practice that I sometimes work in grows and becomes more established, I 

hope to get more work there with people living on the edge of life.  A new doctor has recently 

started and I believe that she will attract more patients to the services offered, including my OM and 

CLT work.  I also hope to do some work in a hospital setting after I have completed OM4. 

 

It is great to be working in an area that can have such a fundamental beneficial impact on people in 

a very gentle and non-invasive way. The rewards that I get are amazing and the can come as a smile, 

a sigh, a relaxation and many other subtle ways such as a change in breath or a comment from a 

family member or carer about sleeping or general countenance.   I've been hugged; I've been  

kissed; I've had my hand held and I've had a client's hand laid on my hand as I worked on them;  

I've had deep and powerful eyes look at me from a face that has relaxed during the work.  I've also 

had burps and other emissions of bodily air and I take them all as a compliment to the work that we  

OM therapists do and the training that we have had from our wonderful teachers. 

 

 



   

 

I believe that there are nine qualified male OM therapists in Australia.  Yes … nine, one more than 

eight and one less than ten.  I feel privileged and honoured to be in such august company and I'd 

like to be joined by many, many more.   

 

I'll end with an explanation for the title I gave to this bit of typing … “knicker elastic and bra straps 

… tales from a boy in the OM world”.   

 

Sometimes when I am talking to a client who I am working on I have a surreal moment because of 

what I am talking about.  There I am, a mid-fifties, bearded, bright-clothes-wearing and male 

massage therapist, working with my hands on a female who is living with cancer … and I am 

talking about their knicker elastic or the width of the straps of their bra that is on the chair nearby ... 

what on earth would my grandmothers, who were born in the reign of Queen Victoria, think?   

 

 
Atholl at the OM Ltd conference in Canberra June 2014  

 

 

 

 

 

 


