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“Lessons I’ve Learnt  
fromDiabetes”

T
wo years ago, I  was 

diagnosed with Type 1 
diabetes. This is a genetic 
condition caused by my 
pancreas no longer func-

tioning as it should, which means I have 
to inject insulin four times a day. 

I thought my life as I knew it was 
over. I’ve always looked at mine as  
a story, and in my story, the diagnosis 

But if we can remind ourselves of the 
beauty and importance of balance, we 
can live a much fuller, richer life. It has 
certainly worked for me.

Lesson #2: Perfection isn’t  
always possible
The goal, in diabetes, is always the 
magic seven. every time you test your 
blood sugar, you’re aiming for seven – 
the perfect number (not too high, not 
too low). But the problem with diabe-
tes is that it’s not an exact science. 
you can count your carbohydrates 
and take the correct amount of insulin 
for those carbs, but it won’t always re-
sult in the reading you expect. There’s 
so much else at play, you see – not only 
the gI of the food you’re eating, but 
hormones, the heat, whether you’ve 
exercised or not, what the rest of your 
day has been like. 

I’ve always been something of  
a control freak, so this lack of control 
has been really difficult for me to come 
to terms with: To accept that you 
strive for perfection, but recognise 
that it isn’t always going to be possi-
ble. and that’s okay, you can’t beat 
yourself up about it. 

Lesson #3: Listen to your body
By the time I was diagnosed with dia-
betes, I was so seriously ill that my 
doctor told me I was two days away 
from a diabetic coma. a person can 
become comatose either from hypo-
glycaemia (blood sugar too low) or, in 
my case, hyperglycaemia (blood sugar 
too high). 

In the weeks and months it took 
me to start feeling healthy again,  
I kept asking myself, “How did I get 
so sick?” Part of it, of course, was  
because of the other symptoms of pre-
diagnosis diabetes, especially mental 
confusion, which makes everything 
feel foggy and unclear. But it was also 
because I wasn’t listening to my body. 
Not at all. I had all kinds of strange 
symptoms and unexplained aches – 
waking in the middle of the night with 
leg cramps from dehydration, a con-
stant unquenchable thirst, insatiable 
hunger, dramatic weight loss – and  
I didn’t do anything about it. 

These days, I’ve realised how dan-
gerous that can be. If my head aches or 
I wake up exhausted, it means some-
thing isn’t right. when my blood sugar 
isn’t behaving the way I know it should 
be, I take notice. we’re only given one 
body; if we don’t listen to it when it 
gives us warning signals, we can’t ex-
pect it to keep running smoothly.

Lesson #4: walk a little  
every day 
I’ve always loved going for long walks, 
but I never thought of it as a priority … 
until I found out that regular daily ex-
ercise assists with insulin absorption, 
lowering my blood sugar levels. which 
means that for every step I take, my 
blood sugar control improves. so now, 
every day, I take time out to walk a lit-
tle, usually at the end of the day – when 

the world starts slowing down and the 
light begins to mellow – and often only 
for 30 minutes. But it’s a half-hour 
that is entirely mine – one that lets me 
decompress from the busyness of the 
day. as I walk through the park, I can 
feel perspective returning, just a little. 
whatever it was that seemed so dire 
during the day is now not such a trag-
edy. I come back to myself, for a few 
moments, and it spreads through into 
the rest of my evening and into the 
next day. For me, that’s the beauty of 
diabetes – it forces me to do what we 
should all do every day: eat well,  
exercise, get enough sleep and look 
after ourselves.

That’s the beauty  
of diabetes – it  

forces me  
to do what  

we should all  
be doing  

every day.

Far from being a debilitating 
condition, diabetes has 
taught Bridget McNulty 
how to savour life.
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made no sense. Me? a diabetic? In my 
head, diabetics were pale, sickly chil-
dren; they were definitely not bakers 
who held tea parties and were known 
far and wide for their insatiable  
sweet teeth. There must be some kind  
of mistake….

Little did I know at the time, dia-
betes would end up being one of  
my greatest teachers. I consider who  

I was before my diagnosis – stressed, 
strung-out, constantly busy, with no 
time for myself, no time to think. and 
then I see who I have become – I’m 
much calmer, a little wiser, far more 
able to take time out and appreciate 
life as it happens. Most days I can’t 
help but feel incredibly grateful for 
this chronic condition, which I thought 
would ruin my life.

Here are some of the lessons I’ve 
learnt along the way….

Lesson #1: Be aware  
of balance
so much of diabetes is about balance 
– balancing out your food intake with 
your insulin, balancing exercise and its 
effect on your blood sugar, balancing 
out a high or a low, eating the right 
kinds of food in the right proportions. 
Being constantly aware of this need 
for balance has permeated other areas 
of my life, too. It has taught me the 
beauty of a well-balanced life, with 
work and play on either sides of  
a scale, along with rest and activity, 
alone time and social time. Today’s 
world encourages us to be out of bal-
ance – it’s all go, go, go; from the  
moment we wake up till the moment 
we fall into bed (usually exhausted). 

Lesson #5: enjoy the journey
The problem with having a chronic 
condition is that it’s, well, chronic. 
Meaning life-long. I will never have  
a day when I don’t have to inject insu-
lin at least four times. I can’t ever just 
have a snack – it always has to be  
a snack and some insulin. gone are 
the days when I can head off for an im-
promptu day trip – now I have to plan 
that I’ll either be near somewhere  
I can get food, or take it with me. I can 
never go out without a bag big enough 
to hold my insulin. I always have to 
carry something sugary on me in case  
I go low. My fingers have become pin-
cushions from the number of times  
I prick them to test my blood sugar. 
some days I just don’t feel well, and 
there’s no reason for it except that I’m 
now a diabetic. Now and always. 

and some days that can feel a little 
overwhelming. especially when all you 
hear is the bad stuff – increased risk of 
heart failure, kidney failure, eye fail-
ure, amputation of the feet from bad 
circulation causing foot wounds to 
fester. These are all long-term risks of 
bad diabetes control, things that creep 
up on you in middle age if you’ve ne-
glected to take care of yourself and 
your condition. But the more positive 
side of diabetes is never spoken of. 

so, together with my partner, Mark 
Peddle, I’ve decided to go on a round-
the-world journey to spread diabetes 
awareness. we want to show that 
being diabetic doesn’t mean you can’t 
chase your goals – that diabetes doesn’t 
have to stand in the way of life. when 
you read this, we will have been on  
the road for two of our nine months  
(we started on 1 september), and we 
will be blogging, posting a visual jour-
ney of images, recording video diaries 
and posting daily snippets. 

although my chronic condition is 
diabetes, your journey is all about ac-
cepting your own chronic condition, 
whatever it is – overwork, being stuck 
in a rut, a health issue – and recognis-
ing that there is no reason for it to 
stop you living your dreams…. 

 
Bridget McNulty is a writer. To follow 
her journey, visit justtheplanet.com


