
T
he greatest moment of life is birth. The arrival of a
new member to a family is usually the happiest
experience for any couple and their families. I have
shared that overwhelming feeling at the birth of my
three children and years back I too must have been

the source of such a gratifying moment for my parents. Birth
represents a new beginning and with it comes hopes and
expectations that the positive emotions generated by the arrival
of a healthy newborn will be sustained throughout the child’s
unfolding life. However as we all know, life does not always
meet our expectations.

Birth, irrespective of its outcome, is but the gateway to a
challenge; a challenge to survive and overcome the odds which,
with varying degrees of hardship, lie in one’s path. For some the
challenge lies in overcoming emotional hardships; for others it
lies in matters of health; even others have to deal with both
emotional and physical challenges. It’s all
too easy to say one has it harder than the
other, but realistically I feel the strength to
living with any hardship, both great and
small, is in one’s philosophy on life: is the
cup half empty or half full?

I would say, on the whole I have had a
rewarding and happy life. Naturally, even
when in the best of health and good
fortune, I experienced difficult moments
whether with my studies, employment,
personal relationships and even finances.
But all in all, taking the good and bad of
all my experiences, there were few vital
things which I felt presented a challenge
that I could not overcome…until the
unexpected happened.

Towards the end of 1996 I began to experience a consistent
feeling of tiredness. In early 1997 I began to feel unbalanced,
my right leg feeling very stiff and not being able to bend

properly at the knee. I underwent a  CT brain scan in March of
that year – it showed mild cerebella atrophy. No lesions were
visible in the brain and at the time it was thought that it could
have been multiple sclerosis but this was eventually ruled out.
In May I was in Sheffield for the snooker world championship
when to my embarrassment and shock I went to pay for some
shopping and I just could not sign my name. More tests were
carried out in July – MRI Scan, Skull X-Ray, blood tests, co-
ordination tests.

I was 48 then, successfully running my own advertising and PR
agency, actively involved in organising and promoting sport
events, enjoying good health and an enviable social life which
my professional environment presented.

In October I began to suffer severe nausea and was
hospitalised. In mid-November 1997, I was sent on my first
visit to the National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery

in London where I spent 11 days under
medical observation. Another MRI revealed
nothing wrong and my speech was normal
at that time.

Yet my condition continued to deteriorate.
Intense medical examination went on and
on. CSF (lumbar puncture) tests were
carried out both in London and in Malta
and these both proved normal. Autonomic
studies and rectal EMG were normal. A
CT scan of the abdomen and chest was
also normal, and an ultrasound of testicles
proved clear. Blood tests for antibodies –
anti Ra, anti Yo anti Yu were carried out
both locally and in the UK. Through a

family friend we even had these special blood tests done at the
Sloan-Ketterling Cancer Center, in New York. A total of five
MRI’s revealed no specific abnormality. I was a medical
mystery.
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In 1996 WWiillffrreedd  SSuullttaannaa was struck by a
mysterious illness which, in fact, has remained
a mystery to this day. Here he shares his story
of slow recovery and survival

"When in 1998 as a
Hospice patient I was
taken on a day-visit to

Lourdes I felt so close to
dying that my only plea
then was 'Madonna take

care of my family".

from
daydreams to
nightmares …
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11999944:: Wilfred addressing a press conference as Co-Ordinator of the Malta International
Boat Show



In all, between 1997 and 2002 I made
seven visits to the London National
Hospital for Neurology and
Neurosurgery, with the longest ‘visit’
lasting seven weeks. In addition, my
DNA was examined at the Pasteur
Institute in Paris and I even underwent
tests at a Hospital for Nuclear Medicine
at Middlesex. The ultimate investigation
done in London was a brain biopsy. Even
this revealed no abnormality and
eventually no clear diagnosis has ever
been made of my disorder.

A chronological narration of my illness
is too vast and is bound to become
tedious. Naturally, there were moments
when I was really down, when I couldn’t
care less whether I lived or I died.
Moments where I could not even wash by
myself, where my speech could not be
understood, where I had double vision,
where I suffered from nausea even from
the smell of food, where I was too weak
to stand up and walk without the support
of a walking frame, where my hand co-
ordination was slow and very fidgety,
where I could not even lie down flat in
bed because I suffered vertigo, and where
my weight went down to 57Kgs when I
was at my worst.

Even with the most positive outlook on
life, the repercussions of severe illness,
ranging from the physical pain to the
many hardships of a psychological and
economic nature, can be overwhelming.
Apart from the exhausting illness anxiety,
perhaps what I found most difficult to
deal with was the winding up of all my
activities, both business and social, and
being constrained to retire from active
public life. The negative repercussions of
such an illness and the drastic change of
lifestyle unfortunately affected not only
me but my whole family.

Yet, somehow I survived. I am definitely
far from being completely healed,
but a grand transformation has
occurred. In spite of my intimate
understanding of how arbitrary
and cruel life can be, it has not
diminished my belief that life is
beautiful and must be cherished.
Since no specific medical
explanation has ever been given
for my condition I modestly
compare the virus that attacked
me to that of a Tsunami which
wreaks havoc wherever it hits.
When the anger of the seaquake
subsides some of the damage
done is repairable but
unfortunately there is an extent of
harm which is beyond healing.

Certainly, at present there has

been great improvement in my condition.
Yet the ambiguity of my illness keeps me
on edge as to what might happen next;
whether progress is going to continue, or
stop and fall behind.

By nature I am a positive person and
although I cannot overlook my disability I
feel an urge to live and keep myself

active. In all my difficult moments I was
never left to feel lonely. Support and
encouragement came from various
quarters – my dear family, the medical
team responsible for my case, a lot of
unfailingly supportive friends and
undoubtedly God almighty. This was
really helpful and certainly contributed to
my keeping a positive frame of mind.

I cannot fail to mention one particular
happening which gave me a great thrust
to pluck up courage and revive my spirit.
In 2001 a London-based old business
associate wrote to me to tell me that he
was working on a new project, a yachting
handbook entitled The Mediterranean Yacht
Planners’ Guide. In his letter this publisher,
my dear friend Agi Evangelides, said that
he was aware of my condition but before
approaching someone else to produce the
Malta Dossier he wanted to ask me
whether I could do it. My reply was that
I was willing to take up the assignment,
but couldn’t guarantee if my physical
condition would keep up with my willing
spirit.

Liverpool is not my number one
favourite side but I hold high their team’s
anthem – You Never Walk Alone.
Eventually, I did the Malta Dossier
backed by local advertisers and through
another friend, Caroline Borg then
Marketing Manager at the Casinò di
Venezia, I even managed to organise the
World Premiere Lunch of the publication
in Malta over a grand reception hosted by
courtesy of the Birgu Casinò. Life can
be cruel but it presents its beautiful
moments too.

“Why Me?” –  Yes I did exclaim this
distress cry a million times over. Naturally,
in moments of pain and sadness such an
outcry reaction is only normal. However
when I attend hydrotherapy sessions at

the Park of Friendship swimming
pool, I realise I may be asking
myself the wrong question.
Making regular use of the pool are
infants, teenagers, and people in
their prime of life whose sufferings
in some cases are far worse than
mine. Here I realise that a more
fitting question would be ‘Why not
me?’

This, dear friends, is not a self-
consolation justification. It is a
perception on the reality of life as
I see it, in all its cruelty and all its
beauty.

P.S. Should any reader or old
time friend wish to contact Wilfred
his e-mail address is:
wilfred.sultana@anatlus.com
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11999988:: In Lourdes assisted by Vincent Tabone,
physiotherapist then a Hospice helper

22000044::  Rome, an accredited journalist at the Powerboat P1 World Championships
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