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Interview
RIGHT: Kate Brennan-Harding as
a child. LEFT: Kate today. BELOW:
Kate with fiancée Ciara Coy.

I was abused. But I
am not broken. My
life isn’t destroyed
By Claire Ronan
K AT E B R E N NA N Harding wants to change
the way that we speak and
think about childhood sexual abuse.
Kate, who was abused
when she was a child,
wants to give hope to survivors. She wants to tell them
that despite the horror of
abuse, they are not permanently damaged and that
there is light at the end of
the tunnel.
Kate is a well known and
liked figure around Sligo
town. She lived here for a
number of years and was
a resident DJ in Lillies.
She also ran the marriage
equality campaign in Sligo,

meeting and making lifelong friends in the process.
She was a DJ at Fifth on
Teeling and for multiple
events in The Model.
Speaking to the Sligo
Weekender this week, Kate
said: “This is something
I have been working on
for years. I think it is very
important that the stories
of survivors of abuse are
shared with clarity and
without stigmatisation.
“Society needs to step up
and not speak in hushed
tones or push it under the
carpet. Victims need to
know they are heard and
told they are believed.
Silence feeds the damage
done by the abuser.
“Over one in four people
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in Ireland have been sexually abused. All women as
teenagers and adults will
have experienced having to
placate a man.
“I find it infuriating when
men say ‘not all men’. We
don’t need to reiterate
that – it sidesteps the original message.
“We know ‘not all men’.
But, men, you have a problem. Men need to call out
their male friends and
family members if they are
inappropriate. It isn’t just
a joke – it isn’t locker room
chat.”
Kate was around five
years of age when she first
remembers her abuse happening.
A relative began cornering her in a converted attic
in his house. He would tell
her she was his favourite,
molest her and suffocate
her.
She felt an intense fear
and did not know what he
was doing. She said that is
how she learned to withdraw her mind from reality.
She learnt that daydreaming could make the world
feel safe.
The abuse continued on
every visit to Kate’s relatives’ house at weekends.
Her abuser would laugh
and joke, make coffee – and
then sexually abuse her.
She was even once abused
when they were at Mass.
When Kate was 10 years
old she began to comprehend what her abuser was
doing to her and she felt
trapped. She started to confide in a friend.
She was very worried
that she would be seen as

dirty and that fear kept her
silent for another year.
But shortly after her parents separated, Kate told
her mother. A Christmas
visit to her relatives had
been looming and that was
what drove her to confide.
It was Christmas night in
1991 when Kate finally confided in her mother, and in
that moment she began to
stop the abuse.
Kate said: “As a teenager
and all through my life I
noticed how this conversation caused discomfort
to those who heard it, and
people are often shocked
at how relatively normal I
am.”
Asked about her bravery at telling her story,
Kate said: “I don’t think
it is brave. It is something
that happened to me. It
was awful. I don’t mean to
be flippant about that, but
I think survivors who read
this may not identify with
the term brave. We don’t
see ourselves as brave – we
often see ourselves as broken and shameful.
“This of course is wildly
untrue, but in order to
access what I am trying to
say, I need to not be brave
– I need to just be another
ordinary human being just
like the person reading this
article.
“I found my voice at a
young age and made the
abuse stop. I feel empowered now to be able to speak
publicly and I do that for
several reasons.
“I want to share my story
as a means to help change
the narrative about what it
means to have been abused.

“What does that look
like? What does being a
survivor mean? How can
society implement small
changes to make a difference in the life of someone
who comes forward and
says, ‘me too’?
“So often, whether it be
newspaper headlines or the
comments on digital news
platforms, when we see a
case of childhood abuse,
we will find comments that
say things like ‘she has a
life sentence now’ or ‘his
life is over’.
“That is the very conversation which wraps its
way around our bodies and
into our psyche. It’s like an
invisible agreement understood simply because it has
not been challenged.
“When I was young I had
to keep a part of myself
locked away. It must never
be discovered. It was my
little secret. This secret
was buried within and
burdened me with a view
that if I shared it, people

would know I was broken.
There was no hope for
me. I was bad and wrong.
I was carrying the shame
of what was happening to
me. Imagine a small child
thinking these thoughts
from such a young age?
“It is a continuing process for me to dismantle
the many ways my brain
learned to help me survive. The process at times
is hard, but in reality it is
thrilling to discover that
I am actually not broken, nor has my life been
destroyed and, for that
matter, neither was my
childhood.
“I realise that everybody’s story is different.
But there is one similarity that binds us all. The
shared reality that society
at large splits us survivors
into a different category.
“Now I know this isn’t
done on purpose and the
comments people make are
to try to express outrage
and horror at the idea that
horrible things have happened to children.
“I get this. I get the need
to show victims that you
are with them. But by using
words like ‘destroyed’,
‘ruined’ or ‘life over’, we
feed back to the survivor
a dead-end story of who
they are and the trouble is
so many survivors already
believe this about themselves.
“That is why I feel so
i n c re d i bly p a s s i o n at e
about f irstly, placing
shame back at the hands of
the abuser and, secondly,
changing how we all speak
and respond to stories of
abuse.”
Referring to any reader
who may be a victim and be
afraid to share their story,
Kate said: “I understand
your fear around how
your life might change.
It can feel overwhelming
to open your world to the
very secret you kept buried
and told yourself nobody
needs to know – told yourself that you aren’t worth

being heard or believed.
“I also get that speaking out can lead to family
dynamics changing. Everyone has their own unique
set of complications and
nobody has the right way
to survive. But in my view,
carrying abuse all your life
is a burden and one that is
not yours to carry.
“Make a call to an anonymous helpline, write yourself a letter, get the words
out of you in some way.
Then see if you are ready
to tell someone.
“Give yourself peace. You
did nothing wrong – even
if you think you did, you
didn’t. I would also stress
that if there is even a hint
of children being in danger, then I would urge you
to speak to someone.”
Kate has wanted to tell
her story for years and
has been encouraged to
write a book. But, she said,
every time she began she
ended up in a dark and
scary place. She felt that
telling her story in full
and in print was too raw.
So a friend suggested that
recording it would make
all the difference.
In March last year, at the
beginning of lockdown,
Kate teamed up with Orla
Vaughan, a radio producer
and started the podcast We
Stand.
Kate and Orla meet at
a kitchen table for a personal, gentle and important conversation about
childhood sexual abuse and
how to change the world for
survivors.
The podcast begins with
Kate revisiting how she
disclosed her abuse at the
age of 11 right through the
story of receiving her files
from Crumlin Hospital.
Speaking to the Sligo
Weekender about her happiness now, Kate said: “I
am very happy now. Life is
great and full of people that
I enjoy.
“I also am in therapy and
will probably have therapy
for a long time. This is a gift
I have given myself.
“I have complex PTSD
and this means I sometimes
have trouble reacting to a
situation rationally.
“I am a multi-faceted
human who has experenced a lot of trauma, but
this is not the sum of my
parts. The abuse had a hold
over me for far too long.
Now it is something that
happened to me.”
l Anyone affected by
the issues in this article
can contact CARI at 1890
924567 or visit CARI online
at www.cari.ie. We Stand
podcast is at ie.gofundme.
com/f/we-stand-podcast

