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'Out of the blue, Dad threw a beer bottle at
me'
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"He stormed over and slammed my head against the wall. It wouldn’t be the first time."

While we know that domestic and family violence can lead to emotional and psychological

trauma for the victim, what happens to the children? We asked four men and women — who each

grew up with family violence — to share the impact this cruelty had on them.

Natalie (25) became an advocate
Ours was the model family. My parents were both professionals, we lived in nice homes and I

went to private schools — but behind closed door it was a different story. Dad could go from

being nurturing and funny to manipulative, narcissistic and cruel. At first, dad’s abuse was

emotional and psychological and then it became physical.

One time, I was walking to my bedroom and out of the blue, dad threw a beer bottle at me. It

missed my head and smashed against the wall. I ran into the bedroom and locked the door. I

thought dad might kill me.

Mum and I lived in a constant state of fear. Some nights, dad would lock mum and I out of the

house and we’d be forced to sleep in the car. I suffered with significant developmental delays as a

result of the abuse. As a teenager, I often felt isolated and alone — but thankfully, I had adults

around me who recognised my gifts and who encouraged me to go on school camps and

participate in excursions. I did well at school, went on to university and recently won a

scholarship to study at a prestigious university overseas.

Children are the forgotten victims of domestic violence. The domestic violence figures that are just
shocking.

I have not just survived family violence, but thrived, thanks to therapy; access to good education;

a network of strong friendships and practising self-compassion. I am also in a great long-term

relationship with a partner who is kind and compassionate. My work in advocacy is deeply

personal and my goal is to help other young people find their own place in the world despite past

trauma.

Clare (55) suffered from PTSD
The PTSD started eight years ago. I was trimming the hedge when I heard a story about domestic

violence on the radio. I just fell to the ground, curled up in a foetal position and crawled under the

bush. There have been other triggers: breaking glass, crowds, loud noises and yelling. These

sounds can transport me back to my childhood and the systematic abuse perpetrated by my

father.

One weekend, my cousins were staying over and we were playing in my bedroom. It was f*cking

chaos outside. The three of us pushed my dressing table up against the door so dad couldn’t come

in. I knew mum was copping it, but I couldn’t do anything to help her. I was a kid. As I got older, the

violence got personal. One night, I was heading to the movies with friends and I called out, "I’m

going Dad." Dad stormed over and slammed my head against the wall. It wouldn’t be the first time.

When I told mum what had happened, she looked at me with fear in her eyes and said, “Clare,

please don’t tell me when your dad does this — because if you tell me, I’ll have to say something

and he’ll hit me.”

Somehow I got through it all, managed to get myself an education and marry a wonderful man

who was the polar opposite to Dad. When the PTSD hit in my 40s and I wasn’t coping. I reached

out to the Blue Knot Foundation for counselling. My message to survivors of trauma is this: It is

not your fault. Do not turn it on yourself and please seek help when you need it.

Mary (56) ended up in a violent relationship
I grew up thinking I never want to be like my mother. Mum had a raft of mental health issues and

was very violent. After she and my dad separated, she married a man who was mentally,

physically and sexually violent. I’ve seen him drag mum down the hallway by her hair, throw

furniture at her and on several occasions, put her in hospital. One time, he deliberately drove his

car over her prized rose garden. I was livid. I yanked a stake out of the ground and screamed,

“Leave Mum alone!” He turned around and punched me.

It's so hard for child victims to escape the cycle of abuse, even as they grow up. Source: iStock.

I grew up feeling powerless, frightened and unloved. As I got older, I latched onto men who I

thought might somehow save me — usually those who were charming, but who had a dark side. In

my 40s, after a failed marriage, I dated a man who was a lot like my stepfather: controlling,

emotionally unavailable, manipulative and mentally abusive. Soon into our relationship, which

moved way too quickly, he began questioning my friendships and my whereabouts. There were

the nasty put downs and the stonewalling. Post separation, he became threatening and verbally

abusive. The relationship nearly destroyed me.

Healing has come about through group therapy, meditation, sharing my story, starting a choir for

survivors of family violence, education and surrounding myself with empowered women. I am no

longer looking for a relationship to give me nourishment and I am determined to break the

intergenerational cycle by letting my own children know they are loved, validated and they do

have a voice.

Scott (40) became a perpetrator of domestic
violence
I have known fear and violence my entire life. My dad was a six-foot-two, 120 kilos of hulking

man who could explode at any time. Without much provocation, he would bash me and my

brother. He’s thrown me through walls and he was physically and verbally abusive towards my

mum. At school, I was a bully and in my teens, I used rugby union as a violent mask. Violence and

intimidation became my default and it permeated all my relationships.

When I met my ex wife, I had no idea of the impact. A year into our marriage, we moved to the

UAE for my job and she was struggling with isolation. I wasn’t aware or emotionally strong

enough to support her. The behaviours I learnt in childhood surfaced. I got violent and abusive.

One time, I had my hands around my ex wife’s throat and thought, F*ck, I am my father. 

Violence learned in childhood is hard to escape. Source: iStock.

For me, my violence came from deep-seated fear and insecurity, which was often fuelled by

alcohol and prescription drugs. Eventually, my ex wife left me and gave me a counsellor’s number.

At first I told the counsellor it was her fault and then I took a good hard look at myself. Several

years ago, I embarked on a journey of healing - spiritually, emotionally and psychologically. My

healing involved a process of understanding and owning my behaviours, and then being willing to

change. If I hadn’t chosen to look within myself my life could have been a continuous cycle of

violence.

* All of our subjects are now advocates against domestic and family violence.

The experts weigh in
Maria Hagias, Chief Executive Officer of Women’s Safety Services SA said reaching out and

finding support was crucial for young victims to recover from abusive upbringings.

"For young people who have grown up in these unstable and unsafe households, having support is

a key factor in overcoming this trauma. Support might look different for each individual. It might

be your extended family, it might be a therapist, it could be a teacher at school or your case

worker. It may be a program that you get involved with, designed specifically to teach you life

skills or put you in contact with other people who have experienced similar trauma. One of the

first steps in healing is realising that you are not alone in what you have experienced, and there

are people out there who understand and want to help. Learning more about the dynamics of

domestic & family violence, including its relationship to gender inequality, can also help young

people to understand that what happened to them wasn’t their fault.

"If you are a parent who is experiencing a violent relationship, it is important to keep an open

dialogue with your child. Talk to them about what they are feeling. Try to take steps that will make

them feel safer. Be open about what is going on, but in a way that is appropriate for your child’s

age. Most of all, make sure you are seeking support for yourself.''

Support and trust are so important on the road to healing. Source: iStock.

Dr. Cathy Kezleman, President of the Blue Knot Foundation said that trust is the key to healing

after abuse.

"Many people who experienced trauma as a child often struggle to feel and be safe, and to trust

others. This can make it hard to reach out, find and accept help, and leave survivors feeling

isolated and alone. Because childhood trauma happened within relationships, healing also

happens within relationships. And people can and do heal with the right support. Learning to

trust others, to feel safe and to turn to them for support is a crucial step in recovery. It is

important to learn to trust your feelings.

"Choose people who are available for you, connected to you and who can engage with you and

your experience. This can include a counsellor or therapist who is experienced in working with

adult survivors of child abuse and trauma. It can be helpful to keep a list of your support people

and phone numbers. It might also remind you to do some activities that nurture you like

remembering to breathe, having a cup of tea, going outside and being in nature, connecting with

your pets, having a shower, listening to music, drawing, colouring in etc. Whatever works for you.

Keep it on the fridge, on your phone, or anywhere you can easily find It.” 

WHERE TO GET HELP:
Childhood trauma:

For support around abuse and trauma, contact the blue knot helpline 1300 657 380 or go to

www.blueknot.org.au.

For men:

https://www.samsn.org.au

https://www.heavymetalgroup.com.au/contact-us/

Domestic and Family violence help:

https://www.safesteps.org.au

http://dvnsw.org.au

https://womenssafetyservices.com.au/

If you or someone you know is impacted by sexual assault, domestic or family violence, call

1800RESPECT ON 1800 737 732 or visit 1800RESPECT.org.au

* In its 2016, Personal Safety Survey, the Australia Bureau of Statistics revealed an estimated 2.4

million Australians aged 18 years and over reported witnessing their mother or father

experiencing violence by a partner, before he age of 15.
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