
CHAPTER 3

Receiving Informal Testimony:
The Experience of Listening
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Janet Handy is a member of the Cornwall Public Inquiry Advisory Panel. She
participated in receiving informal testimony at twenty-one sessions. Here are
her words, reflecting on her experience in receiving informal testimony and
speaking directly to those who gave testimony:

The experience of listening to the victims’ accounts of abuse was more
of a very tough spiritual journey than a mental journey of imagining
the traumas to the body or the torture of the mind. Instead, it was like
diving deep and resurfacing again and again as the speaker allowed me
into his or her private space where she or he had given voice to these
horrors. Indeed, that they must articulate those traumas both seems a
further demeaning and at the same time is the unwelcomed path to
freedom from the past.

The abused person has a voice that speaks to the soul’s agony, and while
the words sound at once both rational and matter-of-fact, at the same
time they mask a wailing sound that, if there were no words, would
capture the essence of being at the core of trauma. Sometimes it was
a child’s weak, tired, and afraid voice. Sometimes it was the adult
soothing the inner child. Sometimes the speaker came to us through
the cold, icy voice of raw emotions buried deep for the sake of survival.
Sometimes we heard the victory of the resilient voice, having made it
thus far and still being here to speak its truth.

I am often asked, “How do you measure success in this field of listening
and responding to survivors of child sexual abuse?” Is it that someone
did not die that day so long ago and is here to tell us about it so we can



understand, for others, what to do now? Is it that someone does not
commit suicide today and will grow old with their family and friends?
Or is it that someone was willing to allow us in? I think the last was
what I felt was a success each and every time I heard a Cornwall voice
recount the past abuses of his or her childhood or youth.

In the end I was tired and full of grief, hope, and passion shared with
those of you who came forward to give informal testimony. I had to
cope with finding it very hard to be away from Cornwall as I wanted
to stay and work more with all those I had come to know in Cornwall.
You were, despite all you had been through, a welcoming chorus of
courage and tenacity. Small-town grit was everywhere to be seen, with
a big-city determination to speak the truth.

Thank you for your voices … your courage does honour to your town’s
history.

Janet Handy
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