
company, representatives from Coapt 
Systems — not to mention her anxious 
parents, Catherine and Tom.

But then, finally, with all the  
electrodes in place and linked to  
a computer that had an image of a 
hand on its monitor, the moment they 
had all been waiting for arrived. Katie 
was asked to move the on-screen hand  
using her thoughts. There was a collec-
tive cheer as the hand moved.

‘It was an astonishing moment for 
everyone,’ smiles Katie, her large, lumi-
nous green eyes shining brightly at the 
memory. ‘I think that’s been the most 
incredible moment I’ve experienced so 
far, it was such an amazing process.’

There is a long list of incredible  
moments in Katie’s life. There was the 
time when, as a youngster, she taught 
herself how to write using the toes of 
her left foot. Or when she walked for 
the first time at her First Holy Com-
munion when doctors had told her  
parents she would only ever be able to 
use a wheelchair. She went on, as a 
teenager, to win nine gold medals in 
the New York Games for the Physically 
Challenged, including two for running.

Then there was the time she secured  
a place to study law at the National 
University of Ireland in Galway, where 
she scored a 2:1 in her degree, before 
going on to get a first in her Masters in 

Public Law. And just a few weeks ago 
she set herself yet another extraordi-
nary challenge by entering the Galway 
Rose competition — no easy task when, 
as a naturally shy person, you find such 
attention difficult to deal with.

But from as far back as she can  
remember, Katie has always pushed 
herself, breaking through barriers that 
most believed were impenetrable for 
someone who was born with femur  
fibula ulna syndrome — a condition 
which saw her born without arms and 
with a short, deformed right leg.

Mind you, it would seem her family 
have also gently, but firmly, nudged her 
along — persuading her to set goals 
that will one day help her lead the kind 
of independent life no one would  
have predicted for her when she was  
an infant. ‘I used to ask my sister  
Margaret-Ann, who is closest to me in 
age, to do things like put my sock on 
for me and she’d refuse,’ laughs Katie. 
‘It would cause tension in the house  
but then we’d go to the occupational 
therapist and she’d say: “Good for  
Margaret-Ann, she’s giving Katie the 
right attitude.”’

This spirited attitude is beautifully 
captured in a documentary, Katie: 
Born To Run, which has been short-
listed for the Film/Television Pro-
gramme Of The Year award in the  
Oireachtas Media Awards, which will 
take place in Galway on May 22. The 
show, broadcast a few months ago on 
TG4, was directed by Éamonn Ó 
Cualáin, who comes from the same  
village as Katie and her family, Cill  
Chiaráin, in Connemara.

As well as telling Katie’s story, it also 
charts how her community came  
together to raise almost €500,000 in 
less than 18 months to allow her to 
travel to America and be fitted with a 
pair of bionic arms that, in the future, 
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Doctors predicted a 
grim future for Katie 
O’Halloran after her 
birth, but she has proved 
them all wrong... with  
a little help from some 
extraordinary technology

F
OR hours Katie O’Halloran  
sat patiently in the middle  
of the crowded laboratory as  
technicians attached and then  
removed electrodes to the end of 
her right arm, over and over 

again. It was an interminable process, 
trying to locate the exact nerves that 
when hooked up properly would, they 
hoped, allow Katie’s brain to control  
a new state-of-the-art prosthetic hand.

‘No one knew if it would work for me because  
I’d never had a hand,’ explains Katie. ‘Some people 
thought it would because my brain didn’t  
know that I didn’t have a hand and all the muscles 
and nerves were there anyway.

‘But up to that point the technology, which is 
called the Coapt System, had just been used  
for people who had had limbs but lost them in an 
accident of some sort.’

It was the first time that the system, the most 
advanced of its kind, was tested on someone  
like Katie — who had been born without her  
upper-extremity limbs — and the tension in the 

Boston-based clinic was palpable. Scientists stared 
intently at the 15 different coloured lines, similar to 
the kind that measures a person’s heart rate, that 
were flickering on a large computer screen. Each of 
them represented an electrode that was being 
moved around the bottom of Katie’s arm.

‘To figure out where the sensor was for the elbow, 
they’d ask me to close my eyes and imagine I was 
lifting my elbow. As soon as they spotted or could 
feel a twinge, they put the electrode in the exact 
spot. They had to keep doing it until they got all 15 
into the right places, it was such a slow process.’

It must also have been a huge amount of pressure 
on the 23-year-old Connemara woman, whose  
reactions were being closely monitored by two  
doctors, a group of people from the prosthesis  Support: Katie with her mum Catherine

by Jenny  
Friel BIONIC

€500,000 was 
raised for her 
bionic arms

Life-changing: Katie’s bionic arms have 24 grip patterns because each finger is fitted with an individual motor
should see her able to cook, clean and 
take care of herself. 

To those who attended her birth in  
a London hospital in 1992, it must have 
seemed very unlikely that she would 
one day live on her own in a one- 
bedroom apartment, where she has 
recently been practising how to ice 
muffins with her new arms — her  
on-stage talent for the recent Galway 
Rose competition. 

Her parents, who met and married in 
the west of Ireland gaeltacht area 
where they both came from, had moved 
to London where Tom was working in  
construction. Katie was their first child 

and they had no idea she was going to 
be born with missing limbs. ‘Even 
when I was born they didn’t know  
I didn’t have any hands,’ she explains. 
‘My dad had gone out of the room to 
tell everyone that everything was fine. 
My mum asked one of the nurses one 
of those questions that new mums  
always ask: “Does the baby have all 
their fingers and toes?”

‘The nurse said to my mum: “I’m  
sorry to tell you this but she has no 
arms.” It was a big shock for them, 
there was no reason for it.’

The couple went on to have five more 
children, Margaret-Ann, 21, Josephine, 
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I think, 

therefore  
I am:  Katie 

controls 
her arms 
through 

her mind 

Life-changing: Katie’s bionic arms have 24 grip patterns because each finger is fitted with an individual motor
and they had no idea she was going to 
be born with missing limbs. ‘Even 
when I was born they didn’t know  
I didn’t have any hands,’ she explains. 
‘My dad had gone out of the room to 
tell everyone that everything was fine. 
My mum asked one of the nurses one 
of those questions that new mums  
always ask: “Does the baby have all 
their fingers and toes?”

‘The nurse said to my mum: “I’m  
sorry to tell you this but she has no 
arms.” It was a big shock for them, 
there was no reason for it.’

The couple went on to have five more 
children, Margaret-Ann, 21, Josephine, 

18, Norah-Theresa, 16, Thomas, 14, and 
13-year-old Ionnaigh. They stayed liv-
ing in London until Katie was nine, 
when they then moved the family home 
to Cill Chiaráin. 

Doctors had predicted a grim enough 
future for Katie. ‘They said I wasn’t go-
ing to walk,’ she explains. ‘My parents 
were really upset when they heard 
that, I was five and still not able to 
stand up. But there was another par-
ent of a child who had a disability who 
got talking to my mum. She told her 
not to give up, that “if you believe that 
your daughter can walk then she’ll 
walk”. So they pushed me. It took nine 

had to have the money first, so the fun-
draising started. They ended up rais-
ing around €470,000, which is amazing  
because if anything happens in the  
future with repairs or advancement in 
technology which would allow me do 
more things, the money is there.’

The fundraising campaign, which 
crossed over to Britain and Boston, 
was called Katie: Born to Run.

‘That came from my family,’ she 
smiles. ‘I’m always working so hard 
and want to do the best, and plus all 
my family are really big fans of Bruce 
Springsteen.’

The arms and hands were fitted last 
October in Boston and Katie spent  
a month there getting used to them. 

‘The technology can sense if you’re 
agitated,’ she explains. ‘It will show in 
your brain patterns and your brain 
chemistry, the arms are like mini com-
puters and they’ll recognise all of it.  
So if I get distracted or nervous they’ll 
start to do their own thing, start to 
open and close and spin around. You 
have to have the right frame of mind 
and attitude, it’s not that easy.’

Although she didn’t get chosen to 
represent Galway in this year’s Rose  
of Tralee, Katie says the experience 
helped her in her latest challenge, to 
work on building up her social life.

‘I’m a very shy person but after all the 
fundraising and the documentary I’m 
more outgoing, confident and sociable 
than I was,’ she says. ‘I’m actually look-
ing forward to the film awards. Hope-
fully the documentary will win but, 
even if it doesn’t, it’s another night out 
for me and the chance to wear a nice 
dress and get my hair and make-up 
done. I love all that stuff!’
÷The Oireachtas Media Awards will 
take place this year in the Radisson 
Blu hotel in Galway on May 22   

years and it was my Communion day 
when I took my first steps.

‘I had always imagined I was going to 
walk up the steps at my Communion, 
that was always my goal. I used to see 
all my friends practising walking up 
while I just sat there. They said they’d 
come down and bring me up but I said 
no, I’m going to walk up there like  
everyone else. And I did, I had a really 
long dress, with white boots that had  
a bit of a heel, everyone was worried  
I was going to to trip or fall but I was 
fine. Everyone was crying, it was very 
emotional for all my family.’

She also learned how to use her one 
good foot, her left, to do a range of  
activities, like write, brush her teeth 
and hair, and apply her make-up.

‘A lot of people mention the Christy 
Brown film to me, My Left Foot,’ she 
smiles. ‘I watched it, it’s a great film 
and I recognised some of his frustra-
tions about wanting to do things but 
being trapped in this body that you 
don’t feel belongs to you. 

‘I get that a lot, where I don’t feel like 
this is my body because I think I can 
do so many things and then I realise 
that practically, I can’t.’

Starting secondary school was  
another major change for Katie.

‘I think I started to be more aware of 
my disability, I realised I wasn’t like 
everybody else, that I was different,’ 
she says. ‘The biggest thing was that  
I was going to have restrictions in my 
life. I don’t think you ever OK that in 
your head, I think just over time you 
begin to accept.’

On the cusp of becoming a teenager, 
she must also, like the rest of her class, 
have begun to notice boys and how 
that can change the way young people 
interact. ‘I was aware of that stuff all 
right, but I didn’t focus on it,’ she says. 

‘To distract myself I decided I was  
going to do really well in school so  
I could get out and have choices. All 
my focus went on my academics,  
I didn’t have much of a social life.’

It paid off. She did an undergrad in 
civil law before getting her Masters in 
public law, and she hopes one day to 
work for the UN. Starting college  
and moving away from home was yet 
another enormous challenge.

‘I lived in digs in my first year,’ she 
says. ‘It was nerve-racking going into 
someone else’s house and it’s difficult 

because I have carers coming in all the 
time to help me so, in second year, I 
moved into an apartment by myself.’

It was after her Masters — about 18 
months ago — that she first read on-
line about new prosthetic arms that 
were available in the US.

‘Any that I’d been shown before were 
clunky and too heavy to wear for too 
long. But these ones have hands where 
the fingers can move, there are indi-
vidualised motors in each finger so  
you can do 24 different grip patterns. 
Before that it was just a pincher move-
ment between the thumb and the  
finger beside it.

‘I told my parents and they said  
OK then, we’ll have to organise a com-
mittee. I rang the company in America 
and they gave me a quote of €300,000. I 

‘You have to 
have the right 

frame of mind’
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