
        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Lizzie MIlligan 

 

2013 was a huge year for me and many of the people in my life. It was a challenging year in which I 

lost one of my best friends to cancer and several of my clients, with whom I had long established and 

close relationships to, also died. My sister, in England, was diagnosed with Stage III Ovarian cancer 

and then, back here at home, there were massive obstacles and road blocks including my teenage 

son having first heart surgery, then major spinal surgery.  The human ability to survive and weave 

one through the difficult times is amazing; made all the more easy when you have love and support 

in your life. 

I believe massage is one of the most palpable ways of providing relief through the challenging times 

and it is a gift to perform it to for those who may be in the most fragile, vulnerable or traumatic 

periods of their lives.  I had the privilege of massaging my friend regularly, until the end. It was such 

an amazing experience to feel the sense of peace; that sacred space that Oncology Massage creates. 

I started studying massage in the early 90’s whilst managing busy restaurants in London. Many of my 

co-workers were living with HIV and AIDS, and that time the drugs and treatments were less 

sophisticated so they would spend time, very unwell, in hospital or suffering a slow painful death. It 

meant that my early experience of massage, was working with people who were extremely unwell 

but could feel the relief that hands could bring. Whether it was abdominal massage for constipation, 

soothing aching muscles or helping someone get a good night’s sleep; the little I knew or felt capable 

of giving was still welcomed and well received.  

There was a lot of fear and ignorance around HIV/AIDS and people who needed love and tender 

touch were not getting it. I felt a gaping hole in the system as to touching and nursing of patients. 

Yet Hypocrites said “physicians should be skilled at most things but most assuredly at rubbing”.  At 

that time we were often told cancer was a contraindication for many of the protocols and yet in 

comparison to those I was massaging, I began to question the logic.  

Just after qualifying, one of my first home visits was to a new client living with and undergoing 

treatment for Prostate Cancer. I explained what I had been taught at Massage School and discussed 

 

 



        

the implications and he was still happy to proceed. So I became a ‘Massage Renegade’ and like so 

many other therapists, worked behind closed doors doing what I felt I could do applying mindfulness 

and sensitive practice.   

I didn’t seek out Oncology Massage; it found me and kept poking me over and over. I focused on 

what I could do for clients, being mindful of their safety and always acknowledging when I felt things 

were out of my scope of practice. My work colleague and best friend, Tania Griffin, has followed a 

similar path.  We have shared a practice together, since I moved to Australia 17 years ago, and we 

have been in our clinic in Clovelly for eleven years. It is a busy clinic and we work with babies to the 

elderly, athletes and with those who are living on the edge of life. Our local Oncology Department 

refers to our clinic.  It is wonderful to share the journey with someone else who has an insight into 

the work we do.  

My first course of Massage Cancer and More with Eleanor Oyston, at Petrea King’s Quest For Life in 

Bundanoon, reiterated what I already felt in my heart. It was a huge relief to know there were others 

out there! As with all skills, the more you find out, the more you realise how little you know. The 

need for continuing and enriching education grows as you do. For me the Oncology Massage 

Training, The Complex Lymphatic Training and the experiences at Quest For Life have given me the 

confidence to continue this work. I have long felt that Massage Therapists should be available to 

provide comfort and care right through the hospital system. We need to prepare for when that 

happens and these are exciting times of change and a move towards more integrated care.  

Tania and I start work at the Chris O’Brien Lifehouse at Royal Prince Alfred (RPA) in February. Those 

who have qualified to Module Four level training will be the benchmark. It is a daunting, exciting and 

wonderful opportunity. So it is time to buckle up, breathe deep and jump on. I imagine this is the 

beginning of something huge for Oncology Massage. This is a big year ahead……..Bring it on! 

  

 


