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The Glenugie Experience: Trauma and Recovery 

 
Prepared by: Dr Wayne Somerville B.A.(Hons), M.Clin.Psych., D.Psy.  
                                Clinical Psychologist 
 
Glenugie as a Potential Trauma 
 
The police action at Glenugie exposed activists, their families and the entire community to an 
emotionally disturbing and potentially traumatic experience. 
 
Mental health professionals define a trauma as an event that exposes individuals to actual, or 
threatened, death or serious injury to themselves or others, and which evokes emotions of 
intense fear, helplessness or horror.  Glenugie was capable of doing all that.   
 
The psychological effects of the Glenugie experience are not limited to the folk who were 
arrested or to those who witnessed what happened.  The distress can also spread to friends, 
family members and anyone in the community who hears about what happened or who sees 
photos and videos of the incident.   
 
Stress reactions can appear soon after the incident, but sometimes reactions develop hours, 
days, or even weeks and months later. 
 
It is not unusual for “helpers”  those people who were not arrested and who did not feel 
shocked during the incident  to experience an onset of emotional difficulties some time 
afterwards.   
 
When we imagine or remember an emotionally charged event we activate similar neural 
networks to those involved in the actual experience.  We experience genuine sadness when we 
imagine or think about something sad.  We feel genuine fear when we think about something 
threatening.   
 
And that is why the traumatic potential of the Glenugie experience goes way beyond the actual 
experience.  Every time someone vividly relives or imagines the police action they will 
experience some degree of the disturbing emotions associated with the real experience.   
 
Imagination and memory are powerful human capacities which enable us to review the past 
and to envisage possible futures.  But if imagination and memory run on automatic, repeatedly 
creating disturbing images, emotional distress inevitably results.  Learning how to work with 
your imagination and memory is important for controlling emotional reactions.  
 
Normal Reactions to Trauma 
 
 Acute exposure to threatening events 
 
During a threatening experience the human mind and body react in complex ways to protect 
individuals, and to allow them to do what they have to do to help themselves and others to 
avoid harm and to survive.  
 
For some people, the automatic “flight or fight” response gives them an adrenaline surge which 
prepares them to run or do battle, but other individuals can feel immobilized and “freeze”. 
Some people feel powerful emotions of fear and anger, while for others emotions are deadened 
and they feel an almost complete lack of feeling.  
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It is important to realise that all these emotions and physiological responses are natural and 
essentially protective reactions built into us by evolution to help us deal with dangerous 
situations.   
 
 After the threatening incident 
 
A disturbing incident and its aftermath can profoundly affect a person’s deeply held beliefs 
about themselves, other people and the world around them.  Such experiences can undermine 
normal optimism and the sense that life is reasonably predictable, controllable and fair.  The 
realisation that bad things can happen to good people, and that others can act callously and 
violently, can be deeply upsetting. 
 
Immediately after a disturbing experience, and during the days and weeks that follow, it is 
usual and normal to experience a “roller-coaster ride” of unfamiliar emotions.  
 
After exposure, most people suffer repeated distressing thoughts and memories about the 
incident.  These recollections and “flashbacks” can be so vivid that it feels as if the event is 
actually recurring.  The experience can also find its way into our dreams and nightmares. 
 
Symptoms of depression, emotional numbing, and feeling cut off from other people are 
common, normal reactions to severely disturbing experiences.  Most people try to not think 
about what happened, but this is almost impossible to do.  Many attempt to avoid 
conversations, places, and activities that trigger memories of what occurred.  Some try to forget 
by using alcohol or other drugs, by keeping busy all the time or by dropping out and isolating 
themselves.   
 
Loss of interest in things and activities that used to be enjoyable, and a diminished ability to 
feel positive feelings are normal reactions to a disturbing incident.  It is not unusual for people 
to find that they develop a degree of amnesia for what happened.   
 
Many people experience periods of heightened physiological and emotional arousal, and 
feelings of generalized anxiety, panic attacks, worry and ruminating on the “what ifs”.  These 
are common and normal reactions. 
 
Mood swings, sudden flashes of anger and irritability, difficulties sleeping, feeling constantly 
jumpy and on guard, poor concentration and memory, difficulty making decisions, and 
physical symptoms such as headaches, pain and an upset stomach, often go with this normal 
elevated level of arousal. 
 
After a disturbing event people can feel guilty over things that they did or did not do, and they 
can sometimes feel guilty simply because other people suffered things that they did not.   
 
A heightened sensitivity to the reactions of other people is common, and the things that other 
people say, or fail to say, can be interpreted in a negative way as demonstrating a lack of 
concern or understanding.  This can make a person feel isolated and left alone. 
 
Sometimes, in an attempt to overcome the distress, people seek out risky activities such as 
excessive gambling or high-speed driving, and make hasty lifestyle changes out of confusion 
over their values, direction and meaning in life.  Some people feel driven to get back into the 
fight straight away.  It is as if the adrenaline and the stress becomes addictive. 
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My 14-year-old daughter’s “Cowtoon” depiction of being on guard for danger 
 
The Natural Trauma Resolution Process 
 
As the days go by after an event like Glenugie, people will think and talk about what happened, 
and sleep and dream on it, until the shock and memories ease.  They will come to make sense 
of their involvement in the incident, and readjust their deeply held beliefs about themselves, 
other people, and the world around them.  They will gradually get back to their normal lives, 
recover their emotional equilibrium, and become fit and ready again for the campaign.  
 
The natural trauma resolution process takes place during the days, weeks, and months after the 
experience.  The emotional roller-coaster ride in which states of avoidance/denial alternate 
with intrusive thoughts and recollections of the incident gradually settles down.  This is a 
normal healing and resolution response to a disturbing experience.  
 
What To Do After a Traumatic Incident 
 
During the days and weeks after exposure: 
  
 Avoid, as much as possible, the reliving and retelling of the experience.  Once you have 

written down what happened for the record, do not keep going over what happened.  
Repeated reliving of the incident can lead to the memory becoming “stuck” so that it does 
not change and settle down over time.  When disturbing images come to mind, push them 
away in your imagination, remind yourself that you did survive, remember the support of 
your friends and family, and tell yourself that you can cope. 

 
 Remind yourself that your reactions are normal.  You might feel pretty awful and anything 

but “normal”, but it is important to remember that what you are going through is a normal 
and healthy resolution process. 

 
 Keep your life as normal as possible.  Get back to usual routines as soon as possible.  
 
 Take things as easy as possible.  Do pleasant things and allow your mind and body to 

gradually settle down.  
 
 Make as many daily decisions as possible to maintain control over your life, but do not 

make major life changes, like leaving a marriage or a job. 
 
 Avoid dangerous jobs like fixing the roof. 
 
 Give yourself permission to feel rotten and share your feelings with others.  
 
 Seek out friends who understand what you are going through. 
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 Exercise to burn off the adrenaline, but balance strenuous exercise with relaxation. 
 
 Avoid excessive use of alcohol and drugs. 
 
 Supplement your diet with appropriate vitamins and herbs. 
 
 Keep involved with life.  Don’t drop out or avoid others.  Stay in touch with people.   
 
 If you can’t sleep, get out of bed and use the time constructively.  
 
 Take breaks during the day. 
 
 Be careful with prescribed anti-anxiety or sleeping medications.  Follow your doctor’s 

advice and do not exceed recommended dosages or use them in the long term. 
 
When To Seek Professional Advice 
 
It would be a good idea to seek professional advice from a registered psychologist or clinical 
psychologist if you feel overwhelmed by your reactions, or if problems persist for more than a 
month or so.   
 
Beyond a few weeks after the incident, do not accept anything less than feeling and being at 
your best. 
 

Professional assistance is recommended if: 
 

 You feel overwhelmed by intense feelings or bodily sensations. 

 Your emotions are not becoming normal over time and you continue to feel 

overwhelmed, dazed or confused. 

 Chronic tension, confusion, emptiness, exhaustion or numbness do not ease. 

 You have to keep active in order not to feel. 

 Nightmares and poor sleep persist. 

 You have no one you can share your emotions with. 

 Your relationships with others are suffering badly or sexual problems develop. 

 You have accidents. 

 You continue to smoke, drink or take drugs to excess. 

 Your work performance or social life suffers. 

 Strange or bizarre experiences happen to you. 

 
If you wish, you can contact me for a chat about how things are going. 
 

Dr Wayne Somerville 
email: waynes@bordernet.com.au 


