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PAEDIATRIC nurse 
Skye Woodlands from 
Townsville hadn’t heard of 
endometriosis when at twelve 
years old, she experienced 
the debilitating pain 
characteristic of the disease.

The condition is 
frighteningly common yet oft

undiscussed, impacting at 
least one in ten women who 
live with it every day.

“Back then endometriosis 
just wasn’t heard of, there 
was no information, it 
wasn’t spoken about at all,” 
says Skye, now an advocate 
for women living with the 
disease.

“It wasn’t until I was 
seventeen, I had a big flair 
up where I was taken to the 
hospital because they thought 
I had appendicitis. It wasn’t 
until I’d had surgery that they 
saw the endometriosis. 

“That’s the first time I’d 
heard of it and I wasn’t told 
anything, except that the 
chances of ever having a 
child were very unlikely. They 
didn’t really know much 
about it themselves,” says 
Skye.

Largely dismissed by 
medical professionals for 
years as just period pain, 
endometriosis is a condition 
characterised by the build-up 
of endometrium like tissue in 
areas outside the uterus. 

Particularly painful during 
a woman’s period, the rogue 
tissue forms on other areas of 
the body like the ovaries and 

fallopian tubes, sometimes 
spreading to other organs like 
the intestines, lungs and brain.

“It’s been brutal. It really is 
one of the worst things I’ve 
ever been through.

“You’re pushing through 
this pain but you get it 
everywhere, pain in your 
legs, pain in your back, your 
stomach. I’ve lost count of 
how many times I’ve ended 
up in the hospital,” she says. 

For Skye, the condition 
dramatically impacted every 
aspect of her life, from her 
work as a nurse, as she put 

on a brave face to her own 
suffering, to her issues with 
fertility.

“I was training to be a 
paediatric nurse which is 
full-on, you don’t get to sit 
down. You’re trying to help 
everyone else and your 

insides feel like they’re being 
torn apart by Wolverine while 
you’re working. You put on 
this poker face but just feel 
like crying. 

“I got to the point where I 
had to stop nursing because I 
could barely walk, I couldn’t 

HEALTH

LAURA Henkel, an eccentric, 
outspoken and feisty 90 years 
old decides she wants to end 
her life on her own terms. 
She asks her daughter Cathy 
Henkel and granddaughter 
Sam Lara, both filmmakers, 
to make a film about it. 
Laura’s Choice explores 
complex questions as three 
generations of women 
navigate a radical approach 
to dying.

At the sprightly age of 86, 
Laura Henkel decided to go 
on a river cruise in Europe 
with her granddaughter, Sam, 
and fulfil a childhood dream 
of visiting Vienna. However, 
after a harrowing fall followed 
by a life-threatening case of 
pneumonia, she returns to 
Australia with a transformed 
view of her future. 

Laura’s Choice will expose 
and explore complex and 
often taboo questions as 
three generations of women 
travel into uncharted territory 
and navigate the legal, moral, 
ethical, and emotional issues 

that arise from Laura’s wish 
to end her life, on her own 
terms.

“I feel I have had enough 
and am quite ready to go. I 
do not want to wait for some 
debilitating disease to carry 
me away - and going into an 
aged care facility to endure 
pain and suffering to the 
bitter end is not a future I 
choose for myself,” said Laura 
Henkel.

“My choice allows me 
to say farewell joyfully and 
then go to sleep in peaceful 
surroundings, with my family 
beside me at the end, while I 
am still able to say thank you 
for all they have done for me,” 
she said. 

Laura initially wants to end 
her life peacefully in Ballina 
NSW, but when she hears 
about a clinic in Switzerland 
where her right to do this with 
her family by her side is legal, 
she shifts her focus. 

She tells her daughter 
and granddaughter she’d 
like them to go with her 
and be with her in her final 
moments, and for them to 

make a film about it, making 
some noise about the right 
for elderly people to choose 
where and when they die.

“Documenting our 
family through what would 
ordinarily be an incredibly 
private film has been testing, 
confronting and ultimately, 
incredibly cathartic,” said 
Directors Sam Lara & Cathy 
Henkel.

“This film raises the 
questions that will challenge 
audiences, emotionally and 
intellectually. Our hope is 
that we are able to provide a 
rich and unique perspective 
for our audience to be able 

to engage deeply in the 
difficult and complicated 
conversations that Laura’s 
story will invariably spark,” 
they say in their Directors 
statement.

“This is not a film shrouded 
in melancholy. Rather, it is a 
warm, joyous and oftentimes 
funny and absurd,” they said. 

“We hope that the film will 
encourage audiences to laugh 
and cry, and perhaps call a 
parent or grandparent at the 
end of it.”

CONNECT NOW: 
Laura’s Choice screens on 
ABC TV Plus and iView.

Laura’s Choice

For years, endometriosis sufferers were not taken seriously. 
Advocate Skye Woodlands shares her story.

Marina Trajkovich

SYMPTOMS OF ENDOMETRIOSIS
• Painful periods

• Pain during or around ovulation

• Pain during or after sex

• Heavy bleeding or irregular bleeding

• Pain with bowel movements or urination

• Pain in the pelvic area, lower back, or legs

• Nausea

• Fatigue

Marina Trajkovich

COELIAC Disease impacts 
approximately 1 in 70 people 
in Australia, but a majority 
may not even know they’re 
experiencing the condition.

In people with the auto-
immune disease, the immune 
system reacts abnormally 
to gluten, a protein found 
in wheat, rye, barley and 
oats, causing significant 
bowel damage that may lead 
to other dangerous health 
problems. 

Coeliac disease is caused 
by a genetic predisposition 
to the condition, leading to 
significant health problems if 
left untreated. 

Awareness of Coeliac 
disease is growing 
however there is still little 
understanding of the varied 

symptoms people can 
experience before seeking a 
diagnosis.

Coeliac Australia says that 
up to 80% of those living with 
the condition may not even 
know they have it. 

The organisation aims 
to help people better 
understand the disease and 
to encourage more people to 
get help and seek diagnosis, 
with early detection the best 
solution to managing the 
condition. 

Currently, an entirely 
gluten-free diet is the only 
solution, with intolerance 
detected through a blood test.

CONNECT NOW: 
For more information on 
diagnosis and symptoms visit 
your GP or coeliac.org.au

Get tested for 
Coeliac Disease

Marina Trajkovich

ENDOMETRIOSIS Awareness Month
The hidden disease impacting so many women

“WOMEN SHOULDN’T BE AFRAID TO TALK 
ABOUT IT [BUT] WE’VE BEEN TOLD TO JUST 

BE QUIET AND GET ON WITH LIFE.” 
SKYE WOODLANDS, PAEDIATRIC NURSE

get out of bed,” she says. 
Skye had undergone 

several surgeries to help 
manage the disease, 
including a full hysterectomy, 
a bowel reconstruction and 
has had a fallopian tube 
and ovary removed due to 
endometriosis.

“I was running out of 
organs. The pain was just not 
stopping,” she says.

She adds that for a long 
time, women were not having 
their concerns taken seriously 
by medical professionals, 
forced to live with the often 
excruciating pain.

“Coming from both signs 
of the coin, being a nurse 
and myself being a sufferer, I 
do believe that women have 
been unfairly made to just 
brush it off. They get told to 
just take some Panadol and 
that’s it,” says Skye. 

“I’ve heard of women being 
escorted out of the hospital 
because they thought they 
were pain killer seekers 
wanting drugs. It’s not a fair 
disease at all.”

Fortunately, awareness 
around endometriosis 
is increasing with more 

research going into its 
treatment and more women 
speaking out about their 
experience.

Skye herself is a vocal 
advocate, who has helped 
countless women manage the 
illness through her Facebook 
group Endostregth with Skye.

“Women shouldn’t be 
afraid to talk about it and I 
think that’s the biggest thing. 
We’ve been told to just be 
quiet and get on with life,” 
says Skye.

“If you’re experiencing 
any of the symptoms, 
push to be investigated for 
endometriosis.

“There are women all over 
the world going through the 
exact same thing. You don’t 
have to feel alone.”

CONNECT NOW: 
If you are experiencing 
abnormally painful periods 
and think you might have 
endometriosis, contact your 
doctor about getting a test. If 
you do have endometriosis 
search Endostregth with 
Skye on Facebook to join her 
online support group.


