Andrew Miller, Rower
I was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease three years ago when I was 63. That diagnosis came after I had already taken early retirement from a successful teaching career that spanned thirty years. I also received an autism diagnosis in 2019.  Both these diagnoses and all that came with them has been extremely challenging not only for myself, but also for my wife Carolyn, our daughter Elizabeth and her husband Matt. Their unwavering support has been absolutely monumental and is no doubt the main reason I have not given in to this terrible illness.
My professional achievements included promotions to senior leadership positions in schools and running a local authority support service for autistic pupils across all ages. My proudest accomplishment of all was   developing a programme which I used to inform more than 250 autistic children and young people about their diagnosis. I later adapted the programme into a book called All about me which was later published in the UK and North America by Jessica Kingsley Publishers so that others could carry out similar work. 
Unfortunately, I found it difficult to enjoy many of the highlights of my career as and when they occurred. This was because of the stress and anxiety associated with living and working with undiagnosed, and therefore untreated, Parkinson’s and autism. 
My first Parkinson’s symptoms to present and which subsequently led to a formal diagnosis included having constant dizziness, joint and muscular pain, my right leg mysteriously taking on a life of its own whenever I tried to run, shuffling my feet and stooping when walking. Also, before being diagnosed with Parkinson’s and then receiving the right medication, the world around me gradually became a very scary place where everything and everyone seemed to be moving around in slow motion and therefore leaving me with a sense of detachment.
Collectively, my symptoms left me unable to run, walk or navigate every day environments effectively. This also left me feeling vulnerable, worthless and like a non-person. This made my teaching position increasingly untenable, hence my decision to retire early.
Although I did not know it when I retired, it was Parkinson’s which effectively ended my teaching career. Up to that point various medical professionals whom I had consulted attributed my Parkinson’s symptoms to anxiety related to my autism.
Research strongly suggests that, after medication, physical exercise is perhaps the second most effective form of treatment for managing Parkinson’s symptoms. Fortunately, I was already physically active and had developed disciplined training habits before Parkinson’s entered my life.  I made good use of my gym membership, attending circuit and spin classes, I ran at least 25 miles outdoors every week in all weathers. I gained a lot of enjoyment from the time I spent training for and participating in half and full marathons. 
Unfortunately, the symptoms described above meant that my favourite forms of exercise became too difficult, hence I felt a great sense of loss for them that left a massive hole in my life. I needed to find alternative activities of similar value.
Three years on from my diagnosis, I am proud to have been offered this opportunity to support Parkinson’s UK and their York branch in the 2026 dragon boat race. This is because they offer their members like me a wide range of sporting, recreational, creative and social activities which they we might not have been able to access otherwise. I have personally benefitted from attending walking football and table tennis sessions and some of the Parkinson’s specific exercise classes. These activities have become vital for developing my well-being and maintaining a more positive attitude towards living with my Parkinson’s whilst also meeting some truly amazing and inspirational Parkinson’s peers.  Based on this experience, I am certain that any sponsorship money donated for the dragon boat race event will be put to excellent use in improving the lives of people across the Parkinson’s community.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Finally, in addition to my family and all the amazing people I have met through Parkinson’s UK, I am also grateful to my Nordic walking instructor, Rebecca Gospodarczyk. Nordic pole walking has provided me with an alternative way to do long distance exercise outdoors and   participate in racing events again. Rebecca’s coaching has made a massive difference to my own mobility issues, at least for now, and it has already culminated in us completing the 2025 Great North Run together while raising over £2,000 for Parkinson’s UK.
