t was halled as the end of the g, but

the pletures made j¢ look like one mone

victory. The best-knovwn image of Jane

Tomlinson sheoweed her, smile stretched

in jubilation, at the end of & half Inon-
man triathlon. Last week, seven vears after
being dingnosed with terminal cancer, she
ﬁmlngr stopped racing agatnst fate and time.
She was 43,

Tomlinson's story was both ordinary and
singular. 1n 1990, she contracted breast can-
cer and trained as a radiographer before the
disense came back. When her specialist iold
her in 2000 that she had six months to live,
sl began the sporting career that would take
her theough four marathons, three riathlons
and hike rides covering thousands of miles,
during which she raised £1.75m for charity, as
well as seeing her children grow up and her
granddnughter born,

Though muil’u]lﬂl;h: on fowers and
Kleenex, the surge of feellng provoked by her
death, after a short stay in a hosplee, had other
trappings of the Diana wake: Elton John, the
bard of national mouming dedicated o song
to her, Gordon Brown called her ‘a daily
Insplration’ and the Queen was ‘aaddened’,
Tomlinson's ehituarics were as full of praise
as those for Luciano Pavarott, who died juse
afterwands, nlss of cancer.

1f not quite Everywoman, she connecied
with too many lives. Each year, 44,000
women in the UK are dingnosed with beeast
cancer and 12,500 die every year, Though the
numbers of thase nffected have incressed by
50 per cent over two decades, survival rates
have also risen greatly, Most breast cancers
are disgnosed [n wamen over 50 and almost
elght in every 10 sufferers will live for five
years or maore, Young women whe, like Tom-
linsan, face aggressive forms of the disease
afe in a minority, Yet the language atached
to cancer (never by her) is thick with doom.

Just as 19rh-century literature was pacloed
with the easy and sainted deaths of those sul-
fering from the great killer, tuberculosis; 30
canoer took on ity own, more ominous, myths
it & tione whaen the W wia thai dis-
ease should always be cus Britain, which
hasone of the Jowest five-year cancer survival
rates in the developed world, cannot always

Ifil neasonabie expectation, let alone fammsy.
Even so, many patients can expect excellent
treatment and long lives.

Alihough stories such ns Tomlinson’s wre
inspiring, they also acquire a darker under-
tone of illness as an enemy only to be kept
at bay by superhuman effort, Her crusade, a
“gruelling fight' and 'a bartle’, was reported
Hike u Nato campaign. No one talks of flu as if
it were the viral wing of the Taliban, but the
wir script was partly justified in TomHnson's
case, Shewis, indeed, n worman of excepeional
valour intent on prolonging her life.

The downside of such tales is the percep-

There’s more than
one brave way to die

Even as Jane Tomlinson valiantly sought to prolong her life, many
others are being denied the chance to end their lives as they choose

Jame Toenlimson s
welcomed homa in
Leeds after her
2,000-mile tandem
ride froem Rome,

Photogragh by
Matthew Robests

thon that surviving cancer is alwayvs tants-
moand tioan SAS mission. IF those who dare
meay win and live, then those who falter and
Enil welll mirely bose and die. At & time when
people dream of immortalicy but cannot rely
on doctors to supply it, or God to underwrite
it, the notion thar the mind can triumph over
the body has become more potent. Throw in
some corrol julee, de-stressing technigues
el huran will amd you, toa, can be a mirncle
af survival. That [s the message comeyed by
pseudo-science and nurtured by rmw hope.
There is another reason why individual
power of life over death sounds plansible.
Surveys of Whitehall civil servants in the
19608 showed that the risk of dving among
those on the lower mings of the carcer lad-
der was four times higher than those st the
top. The difference reflected the fact that the

boszes had more inflisence than the workers
over thoir lives. When being in charge can
affect how bong vou live, it is easy to see how
people might seize the idea of being able to
control an illnes.

strategy: At best, it improves qualiey of

life. But at worst, as Jean Slocombe of
Cancer Research UK it can be ‘an nddi-
tianal and unmm:ﬁuﬂcn‘. 1t's normal
to be frightened and depressed by serious ill-
ness. Those dended Hercepting or even radio-
therapy, becaise their postoode i wrong, are
entitied to anger and misery. Others, Includ-
ing some of the bravest people | know, have
died rapidly of cancer, despite yearning to
stay alive. The ryranny of the think-yourself-

Pull!iv: thinking is not always a bad

better evangelists might brand them all 2
failures, |
Sorme time ago, a report in the Britth Mediy
cal Journal exploded the theory that a *fight<
ing xpirit’ was associated with longer survival
from breast cancer or that helplesiness and
hopelessness’ predicted poorer outcomes,
The researchers analysed existing studivg
from 1979 onwards and discovered, essen-
tially, that the klea that the redoubiable Hve
Iongest was rubbish. |
A the ten previous sdies on those
whose [lness made them anxious an
depreased, the BMJ authors also found
shred of proof that cither of these prycho-
logical Eactors had any impact on whether or|
nota cancer recurred. Similarly, eight stud.|
les exploring *problem-focused coping’ pro-|
dueed no link with prolonged remdssion or
cure. The anthors concluded that there w
evidence that ‘acceptance, I'lmlil.ml
or denial have an Important influence on uug-i
come

f Tomlineon had lapsed into gloom,|
instead of running marathons, she might
hanie survived for not a secand more nor|
less. But 1 do not imagine that she lived as|
she did to score o points victory over cancer.|
Her really inspiring message scemed encap-|
sulated io her determination to leave a living|
picture of herself for her son, who was three|
when she was first told she would die. ‘Now|
hell kriew a bit about who | was, she said,
Desth has always had flamboyant rimah.l
The materialists of the ancient workd, expect- |
g to have it good on earth and in the hereaf-
ter, were buried with their concubines, ships
ahd jewellery. This cash-and-carry approach |
was ended by the rise of monotheise religions
and the idea that death was the defining act|
of living: Done correctly, it was the conduit to |
Hesven. Bungled, it marked the path to Hell
The elaborate death gave way 1o the func-
tional graveyards of the First World War, |
and eventyally to dying privately, with as
little Fuss a8 possible, and in hospital. Tom-
linsan séems, in contrast, part of 8 new mood
of openness. The internet contains blogs in
which the terminally ill make their deathbeds
open house and no child, however cosseted,
can be immune to the mortality stories ployed
outon television and on city streets.
In this bleak landseape, Tomlinson affered
s vizionof salvation forasecular age, inwhich
the meaning of p life Is no longer measured
by what comes after death, but by what pre-
cedes it. She also thowed up, however inad- |
vertently, the cold heart of the Rritish way of
death, In hospital wards, too many pc;;:fhm |
mﬂ:n::‘dihﬁ good medicine snd bad fith,
i encling agnnising ves with digniey, |
Four out of five Britons believe doctors
should be allowed to help the terminally ill
die, if he or she sa wishes. But the churches,
once impresarios of death, block any attempt
to make msaisted dying lawful. 1n a ghast
travesty last summer, a consulbtant who helped
ease the gasping of two dying bables was |
dragied through a misconduct case before
being cleared. I do not know Jane Tomlin-
s0n's views. But such cruelties seem to fiy in
the face af her trisomph as she crossed another
Finkshing Bre Our legisiators should heed the
lesson her cournge offered to strangers: that
le should be entitled to die whatever
death they chooee.




