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A DANGEROUS JOURNEY —VIOLENCE
IN A WOMAN'S LIFE

by Gillian McLean

This paper describes the experience of violence through the eyes of one
woman. It presents Gerg/encounter with brutality in her childhood,
adolescence and adult life, exploring her reaction to aggression, and
examining the way she coped with it in her famitythe remand school

and later in the communityt reveals wisdom she learned, and faith she
found and wrestled with along her journejpcumenting her struggle for
survival and revealing her continuing search for meaniihgs vignette
offers insight into the culture of violence.

For 40 years violence was Gegy'constant companion. She did not only
suffer occasional trauma, but also endured physical, emotional and mental
abuse regularlysometimes dailyrhis paper addresses the impact of trauma
and discusses her ways of coping with abuse. It describes her search for
meaning and new identitit provides a snapshot, a pen portrait of the culture

of violence.Whilst any text has limitations it attempts to recount one
womans experiences. It is personal, subjective, and open to Ties.
authors own prejudices and misinterpretations add to the confusion.

Before looking at Gerrg story it is first necessary to outline the theory of
violence: addressing the question, why is man violent? Bichat wdte,

is the stuggle against deati(Tournier 8), while Freud (14) described
violence asa life and death impulse’Freud (14) further alleged that
violence is a characteristic of life, a permanent feature of human nature.
Accordingly, Girard described violence as‘arestructible foce, a natural
life-force, which can bespressed but never desyed ... It is a fare which

will always seek and find an objedgirard also identified the contradictory
nature of mars violence!lt may be invested in a rival and lead to a brawl
with him, but it may also unite two rivals if together they invest it in an
expiatory victim’(Tournie y67-8). $ill the question remains unanswered:
Why is man violent? Jesus identified the seeds of violence existing in the
hearts of all men (Math 5), whilst Jung alleged that aggressiveness was
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concealed in mas'shadow side(Tournier 41). Perhaps from these theories
one might conclude that man is simfaysinful and violent beingTournier
48).With this insight in mind, let us turn to Gersydersonal story of violence.

Lost Childhood

‘Everything can be takendm a man but one thing: the last of
human feedoms — to choose ogmeattitude in any given
circumstances, to choose aneiwn way Frankl, 65

Gerry was born in 1944Although the war in Europe was coming to an end,
her life was a constant battle for survival. She never knew her miogvarg

been abandoned at birffhroughout her early years she was passed like an
unwanted parcel from one relative to anotfierm aunt to aunt, and then
back to her fatheAs she bounced from Pembroke to Oshawa and back to
Waterloo, there was no stabilityo consistencyMeanwhile, in addition to
abandonment and rejection, sheferdgd physical, emotional and sexual
abuse at the hands of her fatHeerhaps mercifullyher father died when

she was six years old, and she was transferred to the reluctant care of an
aunt.This home proved to be another toxic setting. Gerry quickly realized
that she was neither wanted nor loved; her aunt and her three cousins
constantly reminding hetYou're no good ... au're just like your mum ...
You're just another mouth to feed .It is no surprise that Gerry confided,

‘I never had a childhood. | never played.’

For the next five years, mental and emotional abuse continued at the hands
of her relatives. One morning in 1955 she was taken into the nearby town of
Pembroke. Her aunt announced that she was taking her shopping for new
clothes and school supplies. Gerry was delighted. Normally she had to be
content with cast-& from her cousinsThis was a cruel lie. Instead of
shopping, Gerry was taken to the courthouse where the judge pronounced
her ‘incorrigible’, labeled her a delinquent and senteAt®d into the care

of a remand home, the HumbE&raining School neaforonto. Terrified,

she was taken away to a nearby holding delenty-four hours later she

was driven to the borstal. En route in the taxi, her male escort attempted to
rape herShe managed to elude him, but later when she tried to tell of her
treatment, discovered that she had no voice. No one believed her; she was
now vulnerable and powerless. Her confession merely led to further
harassmenfThe only person who displayed any concern for her was the
doctor who examined her on admission. Surprised that she was only eleven,
he asked,What are you doing her at your age?Gerry could not answer
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him. Bewildered, she was taken into an isolation cell. Here any delusion of
reprieve (Frankl, 6), any hope that things would be well evaporated
(Frankl, 8). Her incarceration and her education had begun.

Humber Training School

Hacker writes:
‘Prisons, especially those thateacamouflaged under the name
of borstals ae training centers for crimgTournier, 61).

Gerry’s experience upholds this view
Everything | knew | learned in ther | didnt know anything about
crime befoe | went in, but when | came out, | knew gtl@ng ...
They taught me how to lie, how to cheat and how to steal ...

Humber was a harsh place in which to growApGerry admitted,
‘ You had to be a total suivor or you died ... | became wer
tough. For me, it was my way or the high way ...’

The abuse was constant. Physicdtgre were slaps and jabs with pencils.
Gerry still has a piece of lead embedded in her shquddeinful reminder

of one reprimand. Emotionally and mentally the girls endured a steady flow
of verbal abuse, undermining and degrading remarks, lies and more lies.
There was also sexual abuse. Several guards were |leEbh&se women
often forced the girls to comply with sexual favors. In addition, the school
employed a MrGoodwin, a gardener and odd-job man. Regyladyvould
entice one of the girls into a small hut on the property where he would
molest and rape them. Gerryfeuéd at his hands on more than one occasion.

Over time, Gerry learnt the language and ways of Humber School. Like
her colleagues, she developed coping skiltstimes, her emotions and
feelings were bluntedprotective shell formed around h&he became
apathetic, no longer caring (Frankl, 21). In contrast, at other times, she
responded violently to the abuse. Often it was not the physical pain she
endured, but rather injustice and sheer unreasonableness that caused her
to react in self-defens&€hankfully, there were occasional acts of kindness,
small lights flickering in the darknes¥hese spontaneous gestures of
human decency came from both sides of the fence, from both residents
and guards. Lateat fourteen, Gerry was transferred to Cooper Hoise.
residence for older girls, this home provided increased isolation and
security for its inmateshese were further years to be survived, time to
‘get through’ in the best way she could.
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During her institutionalization, Gerry lost her old identithis loss can be
attributed to breakdown in relationships, poor education, lack of support and
violence. In the six years of her incarceration, she received no visitors.
Tragically, the only times her aunt or cousins came to seesherwas in
isolation and was not allowed compamyot surprisingly her former
relationships disintegrated during her time inside. Gerry also described the
poor education é€red at both Humber School and Cooper Hoie,0one
teaches you anything.od have no skills. o0 are out of touch with
evewthing.’Accordingly there was minimal spiritual suppdrhere were no
priests or ministers connected with the honié® guards diciated at the
Sunday services, and subsequently these were considereariangless joke'.

In speaking of the violence at the schools, Gerry commehtedence
begets violenceAccordingly, Hacker writes,Violence is as contagious as

the plague.(Tournier14). He suggests that man threatens violence in order
to win respect. Furthermore he asséBEserywhee and always, the stng

has triumphed over the weak; the law of the jungle is the fundamental law
of life’ (Tournier 32). Ironically the violence of the guards generated only
hatred and disrespect among the girls. Moreadeprived of the right to
retaliate,’lex talionis’ (Lev 24:20), the girls’ thirst for violence escalated.
Gerry herself hated many of the guards; she detested one in parhtrglar
Johnston was cruel and vindictive. She picked on Gerry const&fty

had it in for her perhaps because she never conformed to the rules. One
day, Gerry snapped. She crossedthiicon and set in motion a chain of
events (durniet 20). She planned andganized a ‘hiton Mrs. Johnston.
During the evening shift, Gerry together with a group of other girls ambushed
the guardThey hustled her into a room; cuf ttie long black braids she
wore, stufed sanitary pads in her mouth, tied her up and locked her in a
closet.The following morning, Mrs. Johnston was found and released, and
Gerry was thrown back into the hole. Once again she was the ritual sacrifice,
the one punished to restore unity and peaoarfiier 67). Identified as the
scapegoat, she was banished to the desert, taking with her all the sin of the
community (Lev16:10). Shefefred no reprisal (Girrard, 74). Interestingly

in hindsight Gerry felt no remorse for her actions. Perhaps she repressed
her guilt, projecting her feelings onto someone éernatively she may

have believed that hers wa$uest violence: Comparable to Jesus’ clearing

the temple courtyard (Marklil5), she viewed her own attempt to resist
wrongdoing with aggression as reasonable. In rebelling against an unjust
power; her hostility was legitimate qUirnier 60).
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The Hole
‘The worst prison would be a closed heart.” Pope John Paul Il

Residents of the school who either misbehaved or broke the rules were
punished and sentenced to time in ‘the hadleé hole was a small, windowless

cell about 10by 10'.The door was barred, and the floor was bare save for a
mattress in the corndvlieals were pushed under the door on aTiiagre was

no contact with either residents or guards. It was a quiet and lonely existence,
with nothing to do, unless the captive shouted loudly enough to be rewarded
with a book. Obstinate and out-spoken, Gerry spent many periods in ‘the
hole’, sometimes days, sometimes weeks. Primarily she coped by escaping
from reality She retreated and regressed into her dréams.

| lived outside myself. | put myself in a situation far away
Nowadays they would call it visualization. But | would just sit
and think to myself. I'd think that my mum and dadewsmming

to get me. I'd imagine that | was having piano lessons and that |
was in school. | @ated a whole new identity for myself. | had
animals, a nice house, and lots of money ...

Unfortunately Gerry had to return to reali§he had to leave her dreams
and face the truth of her actual daily life (Frankl, 21).

The hole confined the girls, preventing them from disgheg the
unavoidable rage and violence contained within them. Inevjtétayperiod

of isolation caused them to turn their violence inwards, redirecting their
aggression towards themselvébe girls who saw no sense to their lives
lost the desire to fight. No longer were they able to endure the hopelessness
of a ‘provisional existence’, without a time frame, and without aim or purpose
(Mann). Suicide was the only solution available to them (Frankl,16).
Accordingly Gerry confided\Some people couldntake it! Some of the

girls killed themselves, they coultdtdugh it!" In contrast, Gerry was able

to hold onto the belief that somehosome day things would get better
Stubbornly she knew she would survive. She rose above her despair and
loneliness by looking to the future (Frankl, 72). Perhaps unknowingly she
escaped the existential void by realizing truth: instead of expecting things
from life, she recognized that life expected things from her (Frankl, 77).

In spite of the deprivations of the hole, Gesigpiritual life deepened. Indeed,
because of her stark surroundings she retreated into an inner freedom (Frankl,
35). Certainly whilst in isolation, Gerry was acutely aware of &prksence:

5 JR96



I'm sitting thee by myself, and | know that someone wasether
looking after me ... Sometimes I'd close my eyes, and I'd have this
warm sensation going thugh my whole bodyd have a vision

of a dove ...

Liberation and New Life

Upon her release from Cooper House, Gerry had much to learn. In particular
she had to adjust to her new freedom. During her time in the borstal, she
had undegone a depersonalization (Frankl, 88). She no longer knew how
to live in the real world. Normal social mores were a mystery tahershe

had lost contact with many of her former acquaintankea.certain extent,

she had even lost her ability to enjoy herself. Now everything was tainted
with mistrust and featn retrospect, Gerry realizes how violence had stolen
her youth; it had taken 30 years from her:

It changed my life. Ituined me. When | got out of prison, | didn’
know how to live. | didhknow anyone. It was habple. | gravitated
towards like-minded people. They wethe wong people, but |
didnt know any better ... | was 17 years old. | became involved
with these people because theyechrThey wer the only ones
who gave me any love ...

This was an empty and dangerous love. Not knowing anyone, Gerry moved
to Orillia at the invitation of a friend from Cooper House.

‘She intoduced me to all her friends. They weil crooks, but |
didnt know that. One day when | opened a closet door and a
body fell out, | knew then ... | wasirivolved in the killingshe
argued, ‘But | did see it ...’

Mercifully, although Gerry was a part of the crime culture, she somehow
avoided being trapped in the ‘revolving doof further convictions and
imprisonmentThen at 19 years of age, Gerry married her first husband,
Frank.The marriage she acknowledged was not for love; it was merely an
escape.

Frank was an angrgbusive and violent man. He beat Gerry frequenthen
pregnant with her second child, Frank beat Gerry so badly that she fell down
the stairs. lan was born mentally disabled, and later developed schizophrenia.
Faced with life threatening violence within her marriage, Gerry sought solace
and direction from the churclAs a member of the Catholic Church, she
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approached her local priest for support. Disregarding her cry for help, ignoring
her admission of the verbal abuse and the violent beatings, he counseled her
to remain in the marriage, cautioning her to remember that this was her duty
as a wife and motheFhankfully Gerry realized that his ideas were outdated,
misguided and dangerous. She recognized that he represented a ‘toxic religion’,
a religion that led to control and shame (Morr@%6).At this point, she lost

faith in the priest and to a certain extent in the Catholic Church. She left her
husband, and moved south to Napanee. It was here at 45 years of age that she
met and married her second husband Odankfully he proved to be her
knight in shining armgma friend and helpmate, someone who would help her
establish a new identity

Not surprisingly Gerry emeaged from the schools bitter and ang8he

raged at the injustice of her treatment. She was furious at people’
indifference to her plight. No one understood what had happened. No one
appreciated what she had gone through. No one even cared. Gerry fumed at
her continued sigring:

You come out with a teble, terrible bitterness against society
and against people 0¥ think, ‘They’e going to pay!Yet no one

in the family was willing to talk. No one would answer my
questions. When my aunt died in 1979, she called me to her bedside
and asked me for fgiveness. | did what | had to.eWl couldnt

refuse a dying woman!

The path to fagiveness has not been an easy one for GHaying lived
through an extended period of violence, having been hurt by so many people,
her journey was long and tortuoés C.S. Lewis (26) pointed out:

‘It is easy to fogive a single grat injury, but to fogive the
incessant pyvocations of daily life ... that is a difficult task that
requires humility and soul seetning prayer

Fortunatelysince living with Don, she has learnt to let much of the bitterness
go. Inevitably traces of anger and resentment renvaistiges of the past
linger: she is resistant to promises, and she remains fiercely cynical of the
power of wealth and sayH,you have mongyou can get away with anything.’

Gerry’'s theology is clearly one of proteMet unlike Job, she had no
complaint against God. Having $eifed violent abuse at the hands of
authority figures, powerful individuals (Morro&71), Gerry believed people
were the enemyShe did not feel that God had betrayed or abandoned her
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Indeed she was firmly resolved that had God not been in control of her life
‘things would have been a lot wors#ith this in mind, she clung to the
hope that God could and eventually would enable her to recover and rebuild
her life. During the years of abuse, she learnt the cry of lament (Anderson,
551). She poured out her distress to God, sharing her feelings of
abandonment, isolation, pain, rejection and worthlessness. Like the Psalmist,
she screamed for divine vengeance and justice, crying out for vindication
and healing (Psalm 35). Her recovery and healing is ongoing. Slowly she is
regaining her self-respect (Morrp@i72).

Nevertheless, Gerry remains haunted by her past. She confides,

‘Once you have acod, you always have &cod. You're always
guilty ... Thee is no such thing as the past, because it is the past
that makes you what youeatoday Your past is your gsent. I

still with me.’

In particular Gerry lives in fear and absolute distrust of the police. In the
past, she has heardioérs give false evidence in the witness box. She is
troubled by their authorifypower and their liest learnt at a vel early age

to hate cops, and | still do todayhey win peoples lives ... 'Recently
during a visit to the local mall, her fears were realized. Gerry became
involved in an altercation with another customEne store manager
summoned the polic&Vhen the dicer arrived, he ran a check on the two
women. Upon discovering Gergfecord, he immediately clyged her with
assault, even though she was innocent. In addition, Gemiyninal record

has hindered her career opportunities. Despite her recent successes, she
struggles with regrets:

There are many things | wanted to do in my life, but | couldn’
because | had a criminaécod. | would have liked to help people
who wee wiongly convicted. My uncle was awn attorneyHe
said | would have made a good lawy8ut because of my
education, | missed out. I've always felt inferi@ver the years,
those thoughts boil and festémwvanted to make a diffence in
my life. | wanted to make a diféarce in the lives of peoplecamd
me. | wanted to beemembezd for the good | had doneetyl
know | have togalize that thex ar things that | have done. Maybe
I have touched someoagéife and that has saved them. Sometimes
we do things, but we never hear what happens.
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Perhaps her thoughts echo her questioning otliferrpose (Frankl, 39).
They also illustrate her feirts to discover her responsibilities in life, her
attempts to fulfill the tasks it has laid before her (Frankl, 77).

The Teachings ofViolence
‘If there is any kindness that | can shamy good that | can do
for any fellow human being, let me do it newd do not deter or
neglect it, as | shall not pass this way againlidm Penn

Violence has shaped and molded Gerry over the years. It has influenced
every part of her life, her thoughts, emotions and beliefs. Initially it
determined the choices she made, the people she befriended. Gradually
however through daily prayer and reading, she sought to follow $od’
guidance. Nowin times of crisis, she endeavors to live by principles of
truth and nonviolence, not by aggressive self-defensewriiier 78)

Violence has proved a wise teachenically it has taught her compassion
and kindness. It has replaced her heart of flesh with one of stone (Ez. 36:26).
Even today in her work as a DJ, she is drawn to those in need; she is
compelled to befriend and help the underdog:

‘It's taught me to have compassion on the dowddegn and

unfortunate. | listen to these people. For a long time | was also a

kind of Robin Hood. | used to steal stuéffr shops, and then I'd

give all the stuff away to people who couldxiford it.’

Conversely Gerry still wrestles with her inability to love her own children.
This was a hidden cost of her time at Humber School.

I'd never been given any love, so | didknow how to give it. |

didnt know how to love the chiledn. Cetainly, Gord, my oldest

son has many pblems. He is bitter and angt

Violence has also provided Gerry with impressive survival skitlfias

taught me to look after myself. I'm a sivor. | have no fearCertainly

Gerry is afraid of no one, except her God. She is not reluctant to speak her
mind. Indeed she admits that she is sometimes bold and brutally Hbnest,
say things as they ar | wont play games; it causes too much damage. |
always tell the truth.Perhaps her honesty is a reaction to evil. For when
you have seen evil, when you have seen its devastating,p@uerant no

part of it. Living with violence also taught her to live by her senses. Like an
animal, she became sensitive to sounds, feelings and movements. She learnt
to listen to her own gut responses; she learned to read people. Now she is
careful with everyone, even friendswill never give my power away again’.
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Finally, Gerry reported how violence prompted and strengthened her faith
journey ‘Those who go tlmugh trauma at a young ageealed down that
path much quickérOrganized religion has been of some help tq hat

her personal faith and spirituality were her lifeline. Faith has enabled Gerry
to cope with and make sense of hefesirig. For instance, when she looks
back at her fathés death she surmiseb]y dad died young. God knew |
couldnt take any ma. It could have been much worse: | could have got
pregnant with my fathés child ... Today Gerrys faith is strong and vibrant;
she continues to delve into the mystery
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Author’s notes:

1 To maintain anonymityl have used pseudonyms throughout the text. In addition,
place names have also been altered@h2. information in this paper was obtained
during two interviews with Gerry on June 15th and 16th, 2008&. first interview
was tape recorded, the second was transcribed during a phone conversation. Hopefully
this paper provides an accurate representation of Gewvords, her experiences and
her values and beliefs.

2 The Romans were the inventors of formal law: “Summum jus — summa injuria”.
Ironically the most perfect law may constitute the worst injustice!

3 Interestingly Gerry’s escapism now allows her to understand her son lan. lan has
schizophreniawith her ability to dissociate, to put herself into a new reaig has
insight into his world. She can understand his illness.
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