Matthew Paterson is a very active and amiable member of Ross County Athletics Club and has been since his first training session on a cold and dark evening in January 2012.  Donning a hi-viz vest, he was soon in the ranks of the “Enduros” the clubs endurance group, whose winter training involves runs around Dingwall, and competing in his first cross-country event amongst the dunes and woods of Nairn East Beach.  It was here that I have my most personal and emotional memory of Matthew, where, despite his mum's calmness, I was beginning to worry when I did not see him coming into sight in a time I expected him to.  Thinking that maybe he had stopped to remove his socks and shoes before crossing a very cold stream, as we had done when we walked the course, prior to the race, I jogged out along the course to meet him, quickly meeting and greeting him.  Asking if I could run alongside him, he looked sideways at me, reflected for a moment and said, “I remember you, yes you can run with me.”  Now why should this be such an emotional moment, after all I had only known Matthew for a couple of weeks and it was a straightforward run.  Well, quite simply, Matthew has a diagnosis of profound autism and severe learning disabilities, that significantly affects his ability to understand the spoken word, his language is very limited, with rigid thinking, sensory processing challenges and an inability to decipher social cues.  To me it was an honour to be accepted by this young man in such a short space of time.  

With the end of the cross-country season, April saw Matthew make his début in mainstream Athletics on the track in the Petrofac Athletics League, in Inverness.  An instant crowd-pleaser, in his first 200m race he had the grandstand on it's feet cheering and clapping as he sprinted past, in excellent technical form, apart from his head turned to the side, with an enormous smile as he responded to the encouraging shouts of “C'mon Matthew” a style which has become something of a trademark of his.  We often consider placing a screaming coach at the finish line to encourage him to look ahead in the final yards, but as yet, we prefer to see his beaming grin as he relishes the crowd and the race.  Matthew has competed throughout the season in a variety of events, his infectious grin going all the way to the League Final, along the way showing particular prowess as a sprinter, but happy (I would go so far as to say, extremely happy) in any type of mainstream event, be it sprint, distance, jump or throwing.  Matthews' very unique learning style means that coaches must adapt to , in order to help Matthew access sport and maximise his potential, which has meant only minor changes to our clubs helpers, but these changes are of direct benefit to other athletes ensuring a thorough understanding of what is being asked of them.

Away from the club, Matthew has had lots of successful forays in the athletics world.  In June he won Bronze for Shot Putt in his class at the Scottish Disability Sport Junior Track and Field
Championships in Grangemouth.  At Red Star AC in Glasgow he won Silver in the 100m Sprint and Bronze in the 60m Sprint.  At the Inverness Highland Games he was 2nd in the 100yard Boys Sprint and the Men's Sprint and 3rd in the Men's 200m Sprint and the Shot Putt.

Not content with his athletic prowess, Matthew is also an extremely competent swimmer, in November 2011 winning  a Gold medal at the Scottish Junior Learning Disability Swimming Championships in Glasgow, in the 25m Breaststroke.  He followed this up in March with 3 Gold medals at the Highland Disability Sport Swim Gala in Inverness, 25m Breaststroke, 50m Front Crawl and 25m Backstroke.  At the Inverness Swim Gala, he won Gold for the Men's Multi Disability 50m Front Crawl and 50m Backstroke.   Combining his athletic and swimming ability he won Junior Male Gold at the Triathlon Inverness Aquathon, definitely following in his mums swim wake.

In November 2012 he was invited to try out at Stirling University's National Centre for Swimming for the Scottish Disability Sport Swimming Squad for Learning Disabilities. He is currently awaiting classification for this but is now considered to be on the Paralympics Pathway.  Whilst these aquatic achievements are spectacular in themselves, they soar to the very highest level when you  consider that Matthew also has Tourette's syndrome.  In 2010 he couldn't swim a single
length of the swimming pool, without having to stop because his ticks were so complex and pervasive at that time. He also suffered a prolonged period of extremely poor mental health in that year and was unable to access full time education for many months.  

It is clear, from his impressive list of sporting accomplishments, that Matthew is a fighter and has battled through and overcame these significant challenges to become a very accomplished sportsman. 

Matthew is currently enjoying the Cross Country season and training for his first full
triathlon in 2013, he is extremely well and able and aiming high!

Did I also mention that in October he achieved his Green Belt at Taekwondo.   Way to go Matthew Paterson, a shining example to us all.

Stop Press:   On Saturday 24th Nov, Matthew ran a gruelling 6km cross-country race through Evanton Woods, as part of the Ross County Athletics Club, Under 19 Male team.   The trio of Douglas Holland, Paul Holden and Matthew Paterson, came in a magnificent 2nd, making then Silver Medal Winners in the North District Cross-Country Championships.
