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In my work I have been privileged to meet many women and men over these past years who have travelled a journey similar to my own. Those people who came before me made it possible for me to speak out so publicly. The courage and resilience of all those I have met sustained my conviction that I could not be silent in the presence of such great injustice.


But telling the story of one’s own life is a daunting thing to attempt. Not least because in telling one’s own life story, one must also tell the stories of others.


I hope that the telling, and indeed the retelling, of this story does not cause distress to any of the people involved. I hope and pray that they will see the value of it. There are many victims of the events described in the pages that follow; and not all of them are obvious ones. There are families that have been scarred in a great many ways by what happened many years ago and for whom those scars remain raw. It is not my intention to cause them any further pain; I hope that I will not.


I spent years working to reclaim my lost life, to reclaim the history I had banished in order to survive. I used to feel like my life was a series of books that I’d once read. My connection to the truth of my life was so tenuous, so detached, that I didn’t relate to it in any felt way, or even in an intellectual way. I knew for instance that I had lived on a farm until I was eleven years old. I knew where and when, I knew who with and some of the things that would have been part of the day-to-day of that life, but I didn’t relate it to myself in any real way. I knew it to be true, to be fact, but had no real connection to it. And so it was across most of the first thirty years of my life. It broke down into a series of chunks of time, of living, that were each like books I had read. From the farm to rural small town life, to runaway and life on the streets to a final halting engagement with adulthood … each a separate volume and not interconnected.


Over this past decade I have worked to reclaim my ownership of that history, so that now finally, my life is known to me and fits together. Ironic then that it has now become a series of chapters, but it is at last one volume, one connected, reclaimed life. And it is my own.
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Wexford, October 2001


‘I really don’t want to be here,’ I said to Sarah as we stood on the main street of my hometown on a cold and grey afternoon.


‘I just want to get out of here and never come back.’


Sarah put her arm across my shoulder and gave me a gentle hug. She was from New Zealand, and not Catholic. Over the past few days her outraged reaction to what she was filming offered me a more objective and reasoned insight into the story we were trying to tell. My story.


I felt pathetic standing there. I was so hurt. And I hated that. I felt like I might cry, and stuck my hands down into the bottom of my coat pockets, pulling my neck down inside my collar. It was cold, I stamped my feet, not so much to warm up but because it let out the frustration I felt. I needed not to feel like this.


Sarah looked at me; she’d become a good friend. I trusted her. That helped.


‘Come on, time for a coffee,’ she said.


We’d come back to Wexford only four days earlier. Sarah, myself and a cameraman, to make a film for the BBC about my battle to hold the Roman Catholic Church to account for the rape and abuse I experienced at the hands of a priest when I was a teenager. It had been a really difficult few days, confronting and documenting a past that still haunted me, and a battle that dominated much of my life.


We spoke to other men who had been abused by the same priest, also in the 1980s. I took Sarah and the camera back to the place where the abuse happened, the cold and stark house next to the church where the priest had served in a place called Poulfur, a tiny ‘half-parish’ in rural South-East Ireland.


One of the most difficult interviews was with a mother, Monica Fitzpatrick, whose son Peter had shot himself to death at the age of twenty-three. We discovered that it was likely he’d also been abused by the priest when he was a teenager. Monica broke my heart. I’d called her to ask if she would speak to us, I was horrified by the thought that I could be forcing open a trauma she might not even be aware of. But Monica and her husband John already knew. They had never said the words out loud, but seized on my call as an opportunity to say all the things they’d never allowed themselves to say about their son, his death and the pain that led him to take his own life.


As Sarah ended her interview with Monica we all wept. Peter’s death and his parents’ grief seemed so horrific, and the events that caused it all, obscene.


The next day we were back in Poulfur. We needed more background information and found ourselves at the home of a local businessman and his wife. They talked freely about the priest, how divisive he’d been and the trouble he caused. Before long we got on to discuss how he had sexually abused boys.


‘He was always odd. He fought with anyone who defied him,’ said the woman of the house.


‘Did people have any idea what was happening, what he might be doing to the boys he had to stay?’ I asked.


‘Oh God, yeah,’ came the reply. ‘Everyone knew what he was like. They used to joke about it. They’d say, don’t bend down in front of that fella in the churchyard.’


When she said it I felt like I’d been punched in the stomach. She knew why I was in her house; surely she knew that the priest had abused me? How could she joke about it? And how could people have joked about it back then?


Over the days that followed others confirmed that there was widespread suspicion that Sean Fortune had been abusing young boys.


I wanted to know just how explicitly people might have discussed it.


‘Well, people would tell you without really telling you, if you know what I mean’, said one man, ‘but we kept our fellas away from him. We didn’t want to risk it’.


What he meant was that people talked in whispers, taking care never to fully name what they knew, reducing their well-informed suspicions to gossip and innuendo. They shared enough for the thrill of the gossip and to warn their own of the danger, but never so explicitly that they would have to take responsibility for what they knew and be forced to act.


Years earlier I sat in the front pew of the church. I watched Fortune hold aloft the host at communion time, pronouncing it the body of Christ, and I wondered how his parishioners, those men and women all about me with their heads bowed, might react if they knew what he’d done to me less than an hour earlier.


And now it appeared that some of them had known all along. They had joked about it, dismissed it, protected their own and left me to it.
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Adamstown, 1972


It was a scorching hot summer’s day. Back then summers seemed to last forever, each one felt like a lifetime all its own, days felt like weeks and weeks like years. School and the short cold days of winter seemed a world away. I was out in the fields, running around playing at working and watching the men bring in the harvest. I was only six; there wasn’t much I could do, though I really wanted to help, to be one of the men.


Harvest was one of the few times when I got to spend time in the fields with my Dad and the workmen. I loved being with those men, good men who were focused on their work, men with purpose. The very picture of the man I wanted to become.


The huge green and yellow combine harvester snarled its way up and down the field. Its blades turning the waving sea of wheat into fresh shaved earth, the stubble of the straw sharp and rough under my feet. As the harvester swept along it left behind lines of fresh straw, which dried in the sun before being baled to use as bedding for cattle in the winter to come.


I stood next to a big round container made of sackcloth and chicken wire and watched as the combine harvester poured in a torrent of dusty, fragrant seed. The container was about four or five feet tall and maybe fifteen feet wide. One of the workmen grabbed me up and threw me laughing into an ocean of seed where I swam around in the warm sun seeking out jewels: iridescent beetles with bodies as black as the night reflecting bright greens and blues, ladybirds that crawled up my finger before they opened their backs, like some kind of machine to unfurl the most unlikely wings I’d ever seen and trundled off across the surface of the freshly shaven fields.


I jumped out when I saw my mother’s car coming, her little green Hillman Hunter making its way across the field, bringing lunch to the workmen. As her car approached the combine harvester fell quiet and the work stopped, the men walking over to where she parked next to my Dad’s tractor.


I sat down beside my Dad and leaned up against the big tractor wheel next to him as Mam shared out the food.


‘Are you hungry?’ he asked me with a grin. He knew I was, I was always hungry on a day like that.


‘Yeah, of course I am.’


‘Is there enough food for everyone? The men have to eat first. Maybe Mam didn’t bring enough.’


He was teasing me now, and I knew it. I could see the smile in his eyes.


‘Here you go,’ he said and handed me a huge doorstep of a sandwich that was nearly as big as my own head.


Next came hot, sweet tea in bottles, golden and milky, and slices of fresh apple tart served off the plates they’d just been baked on. It was great; everything seemed to be great on days like this. Bliss.


Harvest was one of the few times I got to be with my father, or at least to be around him in the day-to-day of life. Working with him … feeling useful and wanted, connected to him.


Most of the time he was too busy to spend time with me. There always seemed to be something he needed to do that was more important.


I lived on a farm in the village of Adamstown. I was the son of the son of a farmer, the second son and the third born, one of six. The farm and our home was a busy place. As there were six of us, my three sisters, my two brothers and me, there was always something happening, someone doing something, someone making noise and someone needing quiet. But it’s not through the shared moments that I can look back and get a sense of myself then but rather through the memory of being out on the land, or playing with animals, or heading off alone to Mass, all moments of solitude. I think these were the moments when I felt most able to be myself, just free to be me.


The farmyard was older than the house. My grandfather had also farmed this land. Before Dad built our house in the 1960s there was just the barn and farmyard with an old stone house known as ‘Kevin’s House’, a cottage that had been home to farm workers years before. A lane lined with huge beech trees led past the cottage down to the farmyard. Those trees were ancient and their bark was scored with graffiti that was decades old. Love notes and messages from those who had trooped down the lane fifty and sixty years earlier, to dances held in my grandfather’s barn. I loved reading those love tokens and messages etched deep into the grey bark of the huge trees. There were even pictures, like hieroglyphics, carved into them. Mystery everywhere and my fertile imagination turned it all into fantastic fables and romantic tales. Fantasy often became my escape when I needed it, when the idyllic became much darker.


The remnants of a garden remained in the farmyard in shrubs and plants that had gone wild and survived across generations. Fuscia with its little scarlet flowers thrived on the edges of the yard. We used to pluck the flowers in summer and suck the honey-sweet nectar from the base of the exotically shaped blossom. There were also elegant crocosmia with long, vivid green leaves and flowers like orange plumes of flame. Their bulbs spread and clumped in groups, flowering in summer like flashes of fire. I love both plants still. Where I live now they grow wild in hedgerows. The sight of them on a summer’s day can take me back to the farmyard in an instant.


Beyond the farmyard were open fields and worn paths, full of so much life; the farm stock of cattle and sheep, of pigs and at one point, even rabbits. There were other animals too, the mice and rats in the haggard. At the end of winter when the hay barn was being cleaned out and prepared for that year’s crop, there they were. Whole families of baby rats, all pink and blind, curled up cosily in their nests. But not for long. There was little room for my brand of sentimentality on a busy working farm; they were thrown out into the haggard, drowned in puddles, killed with a shovel or pecked apart by the hens. Their hapless parents were bludgeoned by shovels or stabbed with pitchforks.


I had no stomach for this; I was soft, not a man, the object of mirth to my father and the workers. I decided not to watch. I couldn’t stop what was happening but I didn’t have to witness it. I could return when all was quiet and calm.


Feral cats roamed the farm. I’d turn a corner on a path and almost bump into one. We both stood stock still watching the other, the cat waiting for me to make a move so it could run and me barely breathing, wanting to meet. Eyes locked, careful, watching. It might take an hour but eventually that wild and gorgeous creature would be curling its back under my hand. I loved and still love animals. Besides the cats there were hamsters and budgies, tiny bantam hens and even eels captured from the stream at the end of the field in front of the house. I loved them without realising that my love might kill them. No one told me that eels could not live in buckets.


At the back of the farmyard was the barn, constructed from old stone that suggested earlier use, from a house maybe. It had two levels. Upstairs was a loft, used for occasional storage. It had an old threshing machine in one corner. I remember a photograph, black and white, of men using pitchforks to lift freshly cut wheat into the thresher where the wheat would be separated from the stalks; seed and straw divided out. It was redundant now and spent its retirement gathering dust beneath the flight and fluttering of the hundreds of pigeons that had taken ownership of the loft, its greying wooden body gradually becoming covered in feathers and droppings. All of which only served to make it seem more mysterious and magical to my boy’s mind. It certainly had a faded glamour and intrigue very different to that of the combine harvester that thundered through the fields of wheat in its place.


Below the loft was the milking parlour with its own machinery … modern and pristine, made of glass, rubber and steel.


Sex in its simple way was everywhere. The bull who sired the calves, the cows who gave birth and milk, the calves who suckled … they were just beautiful, all legs and gangly. I remember feeding them and watching them grow, and my father caring for them, his worry if one was sickly and the effort that went into its care. Who said men couldn’t nurture? It always seemed to me that farmers do, the good ones, the ones who care about their animals and not solely because they need them to thrive so they can make a profit. There is often much tenderness in the care a farmer gives his animals. It’s unsentimental, at least in an obvious way, but it’s there.


I, of course, was wholly sentimental. I remember the excitement of waking on a cold, wet spring morning to find a newborn lamb in the warming oven of the Stanley Stove in the kitchen. I would come down and see a tiny head peeping out of the door of the blanket-lined oven. It might be a lamb with splints for legs broken as it was born or perhaps one rejected by a mother too young to know what to do with this creature that had fallen out of her body.


God, it was joyous though, feeding those hungry lambs with warmed bottles. I can remember their height compared to mine. I was young enough to be unbalanced by their greedy, eager suckling. I laughed and giggled as I held onto that glass bottle with its rubber teat while they tugged and tugged; the rhythm of their suckling, that lovely, simple need that had to be satisfied. I laughed with delight as I fell on my bottom when they butted my stomach looking for the rich, warm, silky satisfaction of milk.


What a gift it was to grow up with life fulfilling itself all around you every day; conception, birth and death.


My father built our house. It was a good house, practical and spacious. At its centre was the kitchen with the stove that felt like the heart of the house, heating, cooking and keeping everything moving. The house sat at the top of a hill. The front garden was lined with cherry trees, which for a few short weeks each spring would shower the lawn with a confetti of pink blossom. At the foot of the hill there was a stream, with cold clear water we splashed about in during the summer heat and which in winter often flooded, turning the bottom of the field into a dirty brown lake.


Out the back of the house was a smaller garden with raised beds where I planted cabbages and lettuces. And beyond that garden was the grove.


The grove was like a forest to me. Huge evergreen trees towered to the sky. The ground beneath the trees was golden and musty with their discarded needles, spongy and soft with a layer of fallen spindly leaves that were not at all like leaves. It was a magical place, dark and hidden but full of promise and mystery. We played there, cowboys and Indians … endless games of fantasy in a place that felt fantastic. We even had a swinging boat. It was made of chipboard, the mould for an arch in a house my father was building. In the grove, hung from sturdy branches, it became a ship, a swinging pirate ship that sailed through the air between the trees as we laughed and sang. The grove was a place of miracles, a children’s place. Pine cones as big as a man’s fist were hand grenades, or priceless treasure or just what they were, cones that curled open with age to reveal the seeds within.


The land our house was built on and the farm had been in my father’s family for generations. My grandfather died when Dad was still a boy, suddenly and cruelly.


Granddad died young, at the age of 54. A heart attack I think. Dad never talked about that loss, but even as a boy, I knew that such silence spoke of a grief never released. We visited the grave on Pattern Sunday each year. The Pattern is an old Irish tradition which pre-dates Christianity. Its origin lies in medieval gatherings or assemblies where tributes and dues were paid to the king and livestock traded. Known as the festival of Samhain, it marked the end of the harvest. In Celtic folklore it was a time when the boundaries between the living and the dead became thinner; a time to remember the dead.


Like many other ancient Celtic festivals, it eventually became part of Catholic tradition too. In parts of the country it remains a day to remember and pray for the dead. A day for Mass in the air among the graves, for fresh flowers and best clothes as the priest said Mass and spoke the prayers for them over a tinny microphone … and silence as we knelt at the grave of my long-dead grandfather who I’d never known.


A few years ago I saw a photo of my father as a boy. He must have been only six or seven. He had a huge smile on his face as he sat on the lawn in front of his father’s house with a bantam hen and chicks clucking about him. I wonder did his father take that picture? When I look at it I see him and I see me; him as the boy smiling up at his father … and me as the boy smiling up at him. That was a picture that might have been taken had his father not died and left him frozen in so many ways. My father had a heart the size of the world and when his father died some of that world froze over. It was an ice age I could never understand when I was little and hopeful for his love, for his approval. All I knew was the cold, the distance I couldn’t understand and couldn’t cross.


He didn’t seem to understand me at all. I was mad about animals and loved taking care of them. I wanted to be a doctor when I grew up, or do something that was all about helping people. Once, my sisters and I made a play hospital in a room next to the garage. We set up rows of wooden boxes along the wall and put pillowcases on them as sheets. We had dolls in each bed, with heads or legs bandaged and red ink for bloodstains. We had little dolly mixture sweets in jars for pills and an operating theatre off to the side. I was delighted with our efforts and couldn’t wait to show Dad.


He wasn’t at all impressed.


I asked him to come look when he got home one afternoon as he parked his car outside the garage.


‘What’s all this about?’ he asked me.


‘It’s our hospital,’ I replied. ‘Look, over there is the operating theatre and here are all the patients in bed.’


‘What are you doing playing with dolls?’ he asked me. ‘Why aren’t you off out with John kicking a ball or something? What’s wrong with you?’


I was crushed.


I never felt good enough for him. He didn’t have time for me and I didn’t make him happy like I thought my older brother could. John had my father’s name, and the name of my grandfather, John Joseph, though Dad was known by the Irish version, Sean. It seemed to me that John was the kind of son my father wanted. He could drive the tractor on the farm, play sports and use his hands. Nothing like me … I could never penetrate the distance between Dad and me, never find the thing we might have in common that would bring us together.


I never felt my hand enveloped in his as we walked the fields together. I never viewed the world from his shoulders as he carried me home. I never heard him sing, or read me a story, or play a game, or tell me of his passions. I never slept on his lap, or against his chest where the deep rhythm of his heart might have lulled me to sleep. All those iconic images of fathers and sons were not real for my Dad and me. I missed that, even then. I know now it wasn’t that he didn’t want to be there or that he didn’t love me enough; it’s just that he didn’t know how. It’s strange to think that you might miss something you’ve never had, but I did. I needed my Dad, and he wasn’t there. Boys need their fathers.


So Dad was absent. His role was limited to disciplinarian. If we made too much noise or misbehaved in any way we knew we would be for it when he got home.


If Mam sent John and me to bed early for some kind of mischief, we knew that the sound of Dad’s car and then his footsteps on the stairs would bring not a hug and a hello but a telling off and a smack. There were six of us, so we were a handful; it seemed to me there were a lot of telling offs. I don’t remember looking forward to Dad getting home often, and that seems very sad to me now, for both of us.


Mam was always there. My mother is a remarkable woman, still ahead of her time in so many ways. She was born in 1937, the daughter of a printer and a nurse and grew up in Wexford town. She went to the local convent school and then to train as a nurse herself before marrying my father. After that, she left nursing; she had little time for it once they had six children and a business, a farm and my Dad’s political work as a councillor.


I know little of her childhood; she never told us stories about growing up in Wexford or about her family. She rarely talked about her past. I remember her father as a small man with a full head of grey hair who was quiet and kind. He died when I was about eight.


The funeral Mass was in Rowe Street Church in Wexford town. We travelled in with Dad, the six of us in his car. Mam wasn’t with us. When we arrived at the church we sat near the front, but behind where Mam sat with her sister and brothers. I wanted to get to her; I knew her Dad had died and that she was sad.


At the end of the Mass the priest said prayers as he walked around the coffin shaking a silver pot on chains with smoke coming out if it. It smelled sweet and rich; frankincense, as I now know. Then men in dark suits stepped forward and the coffin was raised onto their shoulders. An altar boy dressed in black and white raised a brass cross high and led off, followed by the priest, then the coffin bearers and Mam and her family. She was dressed in black and looked so sad. We had to wait until it was our turn to step out of the pews and join the procession out of the church.


When we got outside I looked around.


‘Where’s Mam?’ I asked my Dad.


He was herding us all together towards our car. I couldn’t see Mam anywhere. Then I spotted her getting into a big black car parked just behind the long car that now held the coffin.


‘Where is she going? Can I go too?’


‘No. We have to go home.’


I didn’t know why I wasn’t allowed to go with Mam. It was strange to see her all alone and so sad. It felt wrong for us all to leave and go home as if nothing had happened.


My mother was beautiful and bright, but also warm, soft and fragile. There was a delicacy to her. It’s hard to describe without doing her a disservice. She was and is a powerful and wise woman, but she also seemed to me so delicate that I watched to see if she would break. I can’t describe it better than that, I knew she was vulnerable and I knew I was afraid of that. I loved her and wanted desperately to protect her from a world that she seemed to fear and distrust in some ways.


Mam was a nurturer. She put a lot of thought and effort into a healthy diet and good clothes. I remember once finding a tinned pie outside the local shop in the village and thinking it was dog food; we never had tinned food like that. Instead Mam would make sure as much of our food as possible was fresh, natural and home-cooked. We never had breakfast cereals either; Mr Kellogg was banned from our table. Mam was dismissive of claims that such cereals were nutritious, saying that there was more nutrition in the box the cereals came in. We were given porridge, fresh orange juice and vitamin supplements of cod liver or garlic oil in golden pearl-like capsules.


She had very strong and quite radical views about the environment and farming. I remember her saying that the farming methods of the time were storing up huge problems for the future. She was concerned about the use of drugs and medicines in the rearing of cattle and sheep and the impact of such drugs on people when the animals were slaughtered and entered the food chain.


I recall her once debating with Dad the kind of feed given to cattle. She’d discovered that cattle feed was being manufactured with protein from animal carcasses.


‘It’s not right Sean,’ she said. ‘Cows are vegetarian, they don’t eat meat, it’s not natural to them. You can’t just change that and feed them animal protein, and rubbish at that, the waste, from meat processing. It’s madness, we don’t understand how it might affect them.’


Dad didn’t really reply. Mam and Dad never really argued in front of us. He just listened and nodded. And the cows kept getting the feed.


As the BSE crisis of the 1990s would show, Mam was right.


Life on the farm as I remember it was rich and good. Of course, it’s easy to remember the light, the sun and the beauty. Childhood is meant to be idyllic and in so many ways mine was. I was loved, that much I know now.


It’s easier to remember the light; it’s less frightening, less threatening. No one turns away from the good stuff, everyone smiles at beauty. I learned to deny the reality of anything really, really bad. I learned from all the adults around me that as long as you were good and acted happy and didn’t bother anyone, then everything was OK … even when it really wasn’t. And all these years later, after all that’s happened, that’s still the truth of my childhood.
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The Sacred and the Shadow


I was an altar boy when I lived on the farm. I loved getting up on bright, freezing cold spring mornings, mounting my bike to ride to the church to serve first Mass and the way my breath froze into fog as I pedalled my way up the road. I loved those mornings, earthly silent, still, fresh and full of the promise of the warmth of the day to come.


Church was everywhere, in every part of my life. In school as I learned my catechism, at home as we knelt as a family to say the rosary and of course at church, whether serving Mass or dressed in my Sunday best. It was like a womb, safe and certain, a universe in which you could live in ignorant bliss, free of difficult choices and questions: just fit in and conform to the demands, and give blind faith and all was fine.


The priest would be waiting for me when I arrived at the church. ‘Good morning Father’, I would say as I walked in, bowing my head respectfully as I passed him before getting dressed in scarlet and white robes from a huge mahogany wardrobe in the sacristy.


Once dressed I would return to where Father Redmond waited. Then I helped him dress in his elaborate robes. First was a crisp, white full-length robe placed over the solemn black of his everyday clothes.


With each layer Father Redmond prayed, preparing himself to celebrate the sacrament that was to come. It was a meditation, a silent and solemn ceremony, punctuated only by his prayers, spoken in reverent tones.


Next came a belt that tied tightly around the waist. Father Redmond prayed. ‘Gird me, O Lord, with the girdle of purity, and extinguish in me all evil desires, that the virtue of chastity may abide in me.’


Then he kissed a long stole, a strip of purple silk like a scarf worn around his neck and hanging down over his chest. Last of all came a brightly-coloured cape, a chasuble, worn like a poncho over the white robes beneath.


Before Mass began I would place the water and the wine with their small silver tray on the altar which was covered with crisp, immaculate white linen.


Then we went to the altar with our heads bowed as the priest began to say those words that recalled a supper before the sacrifice that saved our souls. When the moment came, I struck the gong and the congregation bowed before the body and blood of Christ.


Adamstown was a small village, no more than a crossroads with a church, school, post office, shop, a parish hall and a pub. You could walk through it in five minutes. We lived at the top of the hill, and further up the road was the village proper. Then it seemed to my short legs that we lived miles away from the school I walked to or the shop my mother would send me to for messages, but really it was only a brief stroll away. Out of the gate to the right and along past the grove to the top of the farmyard lane, that’s where the milk churns used to be left for collection before we got our own tank and the creamery started to send big tanker trucks to collect the milk directly from the parlour.


Up a little further, the first house was my infants’ class schoolteacher’s, and next to that Bradley’s shop, run by two sisters who were kind and generous with their smiles. From there the village proper started, a row of a few houses and then the local secondary school.


I could write more about the geography … about Booth’s sweet shop opposite my primary school, where a big black labrador dog called Major lived; he once took a chunk out of my sister Barbara as she ran away from him. I could tell you about St Abban’s Hall, which displaced my grandfather’s barn as the local dance venue, about the tiny health clinic where I had my vaccinations, or the post office, the church, the pub … there is a lot I could write about. But it would be a diversion on my part, an attempt to avoid telling about the darkness, or at least what little I can remember or now know of it.


 


There were two men living in our village who hurt children. They were sick, depraved men in a world where such things were not supposed to exist. We lived in Catholic Ireland. We were a holy, noble people who had fought to free ourselves of the mantle of colonialism. We had a duty to be the utopian nation our leaders told us we must be. The expectation to be perfect was everywhere. It was cultural and absolute; we heard it from the pulpit and from the politician. Having won our independence we were now free to fulfil our destiny, to once again become a land of saints and scholars and hardy, happy farmers who would feed the people and make us self-sufficient. No evil of the kind perpetrated by these two men could exist in such a land. But where its existence is denied, evil will thrive.


So the two men raped and abused. They hurt a great many children, some of whom have not lived to speak of that harm and many others who have somehow moved beyond it and locked it away in the dark recesses of their minds. What they did remains largely unspoken, but I can feel it when I go back to Adamstown. I can feel the deadness of the place like a ghost amid the houses and people. The beauty is still there too, the memories of the good things and the laughter, but on the edges of perception linger the dark spirit of that time and those men.


I was one of the children they hurt.


I have only a sense of it. I remember big hands and a silence broken only by my sobs and a man’s rasping breath. I remember shame, his guilt and sickness abandoned unto me. What happened, even to my child’s mind, was clearly wrong, unspeakably wrong; all hurt and pain and mess and smells. I remember my pants being removed and a burning in my rear. I remember hands on my head and pushing that made me gag and choke. It was secret and furtive and manipulative. I don’t know the cold hard facts of it beyond those memories and feelings. I don’t know how many times or how frequently or what was done, not in detail and not in a way that can be told with words that join together to make sense, to tell a story. I was only five or so. It was too much to know and too much to live with.


Years later I got letters from other people, some I’d shared my childhood with, and one broken-hearted mother. They told me how they too had been hurt. In their words I could see me, at five and six and seven, sore and soiled, bruised and broken.


I was back in that village recently, in the local pub having a drink with some friends. A man my father’s age was talking to me. Small talk really, about everything and nothing. Then he leaned in and whispered, ‘The men who hurt you are all dead now.’


It seems there are no secrets, only words unspoken, truth disowned.


I could never have used words to tell anyone about what was happening to me. Not just because I was afraid to or because in that world such things were not considered possible, but because I did not have the words. I simply did not know them. In my family, in my community, we never spoke about our bodies, about intimate things.


But children always do tell, if not with words then with how they are and what they do. Almost thirty years later, my mother told me of a day when she came into our front room to silence me and my noisy siblings as we ran and shouted and laughed. She came in and yelled at us to be quiet. She remembered me shooting up from behind an armchair, sheet-white and silent.


‘It must have been when it first happened to you, you were so scared, so pale and shocked,’ she said.


It stuck with her for all that time, and yet the reality facing her back then was just like mine: everything must be fine, nothing awful can be allowed to happen. She went back to the business and demands of her day without asking any questions. But the memory stayed with her and finally made sense three decades later.


I wet the bed. A lot. So much that when I was seven or eight I was sent to a children’s hospital for four weeks to try and discover why. When I was there I only wet the bed once or twice compared to almost nightly at home. It was a good place in the main. The other children were good company and I learned to play Monopoly, which had just become a craze. I missed my mother and my brothers and sisters. I remember my brother John sending me a toy helicopter that had working rotors and flew in circles suspended on catgut. I loved it, and knew at some level it was a message of brotherly love, which made it all the more special. As one of six children within a family that wasn’t especially demonstrative, that act of generosity hit my heart and warmed me as I struggled to get used to this strange new environment.


I slept in a ward with four or five children and the daily routine was necessarily regimented. We ate at the same time and within fifteen minutes after lunch were marched into a room to sit on pots until we went to the toilet. It was all very odd, sitting there in a circle with our trousers around our ankles as the nurses watched and waited until we performed as required.


One boy always strained and strained to try and get it done so he could get out of there. ‘Stop that Oliver,’ the nurse would snap. ‘If you push like that your insides will come out.’


I was horrified by the thought of my insides coming out of my bottom – how would I get them back in again? I wanted to get out of there, but wouldn’t be allowed until I’d gone to the toilet, but now I was scared my insides might come out. It all became very fraught.


Once we’d managed to go, the contents of the pot were examined and documented and we were allowed to leave. I felt sorry for the nurses. Imagine having to examine all that poo and write down what it looked like? I hated that routine; it felt so exposing and embarrassing.


Stranger yet was the nightly routine of being woken by a nurse, who would turn me on my side to administer a dose of some drug or other by pushing a suppository up my rear end. As you might imagine, given my experiences of abuse thus far, this was both unsettling and uncomfortable. I have no idea what the drug was aside from being told it was to help me sleep, which made little sense to me at the time considering they had to wake me up to give it to me!


One truly bright part of the whole hospital experience was one of the nurses who worked there. Her name was Mary Walsh, she was young and pretty and full of fun and she treated me like I mattered. We laughed and talked and got along brilliantly. I felt she saw something worthwhile in me. I remember her running into the ward one night when she was meant to be off-duty and giggling as she sat on my bed to say goodnight. She was a joy, and in hindsight I recognise just how important meeting her was to me at that time. She saw me for who I really was and she gave me her time and her affection without asking for or demanding anything in return. When I was with her I felt worth something, worth knowing. She gave me a great gift, which helped me immeasurably, and I’ve never forgotten her.


In the end I was sent home with a declaration that there was nothing physically wrong with me but that I was an ‘anxious child’. No one asked why I was anxious though. Instead, I went home equipped with an electric alarm to be fitted to my bed, which would wake me if I began to wet the bed, and a prescription for some kind of barbiturate. We used the alarm but, my mother, to her eternal credit, flushed the pills and binned the prescription. And that was that.


It’s amazing how resilient children are in so many ways. I went home from hospital and just slotted back into the day-to-day. I went to school, back to life on the farm and with my family.


I found school to be a scary place. I was three years old when I started, younger than anyone else in my class. I thought our teacher was mean and corporal punishment was both extremely prevalent and legal at that time. She would lash the back of my calves with a bamboo cane; it was still a time when boys wore short trousers. I can remember wishing I were big enough to wear long ones.


More than once I wet myself because I couldn’t wait and was not allowed to leave the class. I would sit there in a puddle that became cold and acrid, wet-through, distressed and embarrassed.


I learned lessons at school that had little to do with love or respect. I learned that if you were big and had a stick then you could do what you liked. I learned not to argue or talk back, not to say if I thought something was wrong. I learned to be quiet and not cause a nuisance. It was an education.


Several months after my return from the hospital, a teenage boy from the area offered to give me music lessons. I was delighted and my mother easily agreed. What she didn’t know was that the offer was in fact a cover to get me alone. The first time he gave me a lesson he told me ‘dirty’ stories. I was thrilled. He was five or so years older than me, older even than my big brother, and he was treating me as if I was big like him.


Then he started to show me what the stories meant, how the man in the story would take off the knickers of the girl, but it was my underpants he was taking off and me he was touching. By now I knew what was to happen next. I knew the routine and how to perform. Those other men had shown me and I knew what I was meant to do.


This happened about half a dozen times. It happened in his house, in his bedroom, while his parents were in their living room watching television. It happened in my own house too, up in the bedroom I shared with my brother, as my mother went about her routine downstairs.


I don’t remember ever feeling frightened when this boy abused me. Not like when the men did it. He talked to me. They didn’t. He let me go if I said I had to go home. They didn’t. And if he hurt me and I said so he would stop. And so I didn’t fear him.


What I can see now is that my understanding of what was happening was entirely based on my experience of abuse at the hands of the older and crueller men. I’m shocked at the memory of how I’d become so accustomed to abuse, to the act of rape, that when this teenage boy did it to me I just accepted it as normal. And the tragic truth is, it was normal for me.


When I was eleven we left the village and moved to Wexford town. It was only about fifteen miles away but it was a huge change. I left my small, co-educational village school and finished my last year of primary education at the Christian Brothers National School in Wexford. In many ways this dramatic shift from rural to urban life was a chance for a whole new start and I embraced it. I left Adamstown, the farm and all those difficult memories behind. I closed the box in my mind assigned to that section of my life and started anew.
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Town Life


Wexford town was a big change for all of us. No more farm animals, no acres of open fields for me to roam. We moved because Dad had opened a business in the town. He had for years been both a farmer and a building contractor. He opened a joinery and builders’ providers in Wexford town, and as that new business grew he gave up farming and we moved.


In time I forgot everything that had happened back in the village. It was the past and offered me nothing. I still continued to bed wet, was still in some ways anxious and desperate to please, but I started to come out of my shell. I made friends and began to fit in. I forgot the men who had hurt me. I forgot my neighbour and his music lessons. I became normal.


We moved to a white four-bedroomed bungalow in a suburb of the town. Mulgannon was about twenty minutes from my new school. The journey home took me up a really steep hill. Starting out from the bottom of that hill was a trial; it was a narrow, windy road all the way to the top, with very few houses along most of the way. I hated that walk, and quickly discovered other routes across empty, overgrown land that took me home more easily.


The house was rented. The plan was that Dad would build our new house once they had found a site. I wasn’t the only one who missed the farm. It was obvious to me that Dad was struggling to come to terms with having sold it. The farm had been his father’s and his father’s before him, and land that was passed down like that was expected to stay in the family, from father to son across the generations. Land is important to the Irish. It’s not about money especially, rather it’s a reflection of years of colonialism, of generations left landless and destitute, an agricultural people without the fields to grow the food they needed to feed their families. The land was who we were, and once regained it was cherished as a source of security and identity.


Dad seemed stressed and at odds with himself for months afterwards and was very quick tempered.
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