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Preface





As a roving reporter, I often feel like a gypsy crossed with a rally driver – whose navigator has just gone crazy. One minute, I’m ambling along at a leisurely pace, enjoying the view, having the craic with the locals; the next it’s total mayhem as scenery, animals and people jump out at me. Ireland’s winding roads are no place for the person who likes life to be predictable – there’s a surprise around every bend.


I feel privileged to have had a close-up, driving-seat view of this strange little island, to have seen more of my native land than most inhabitants have in their lifetimes – and to have taken part in some of the wackiness. I don’t subscribe to the traditional view that a journalist should be a disembodied voice, reporting on other people as if they were animals in a wildlife documentary. When I’m reporting on something amusing, it’s far more interesting if the joke is on me too.


Of course I can’t get involved in a story when I’m in my other guise, as a serious news reporter – but I have found that my walk on the wacky side has helped me to be a better all-round journalist than I would have been if I had restricted myself to straight reportage. I have learned, for example, that people are far more complex than they appear at first. It’s often said, but rarely understood, that you should never judge a book by its cover. Ireland has many wise fools – and many foolish wise-guys who can’t see beyond the mask of a jester or the tears of a clown. Having walked many miles in some strange shoes, I know what it feels like to be an outsider and an insider all at once, to be shunned and welcomed. And I feel honoured to have met many fascinating people, who have shown me their wacky side.


And I’ve come to believe that Ireland is a magical place, where ordinary people enter chrysalis every time the fancy takes them – and sometimes when they don’t expect! The Queen and Barack Obama went native in spectacular style. Every night of the week, rugged farmers are transformed into twinkletoed rhinestone cowboys as they head into their local hotels to strut their stuff at country’n’Irish dances. Several times a year, respectable men and women strip off and show off their wobbly bits to the world – usually the Sunday World, if I have anything to do with it.


And of course, just like my newspaper, I was born here, bred here and am read here. So when I tell you Ireland is the wackiest place on earth, I’m speaking from experience.
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CHAPTER ONE:


Rebels







The Irish have always had a soft spot for the person who breaks rules, taboos and even laws. Maybe it’s because the Republic was founded by rebels …

























Pothole Man





When a Cavan man told me the potholes up there were big enough to swim in, I took him literally. We ended up going for a dip in the road … I brought my diving mask, snorkel, bikini and thigh-high boots; he brought a giant measuring stick and stripped down to his Y-fronts.


But then lorry driver Martin Hannigan was a man on a mission. The dad of six from Cootehill, County Cavan, had been waging war on the local authority for twenty-two years, and the BBC’s Terry Wogan had even flown over to interview him in 1994. Songs had been written about him, including a trad number by Sharon Shannon and a reggae ballad that went out on You Tube and local radio. He had erected illegal road signs, published a calendar featuring pictures of Cavan’s worst potholes, gone on twenty-four-hour fasts while chained to the railings of Cavan courthouse, and held demos outside Government Buildings in Dublin. No wonder he was nicknamed the Pothole King, I thought, as Martin showed me his battlezone – the pockmarked back-roads of County Cavan. His one-man vigilante attack involved painting circles around the holes. Armed with a spray-can, he usually worked at night so as not to be disturbed. ‘The County Council powerwash the paint off – and I just go back and paint them again,’ he explained.


In 2008, the County Council took the defiant Pothole King to court for interfering with public property. ‘The judge dismissed the case but he said I’d go to jail the next time I painted around a pothole. Still, I’m not putting my spray cans away,’ he said as he vowed to defy the court order. ‘I think it’s a matter of public safety. I’m doing it to warn drivers about the holes. You wouldn’t see them in the dark or when it’s wet. They fill up with muck and water.’


Pockmarked by craters, some up to three feet deep and fifteen wide, these roads from hell would have put the fear of God into Top Gear’s Jeremy Clarkson. They were driving locals around the bend, and the road rage reached boiling-point in 2009. As the National Roads Authority unveiled its multi-billion speed camera project, Martin got angry – and called in the Sunday World.


Followed by local photographer Lorraine Teevan, Martin took me on a tour of the county’s worst roads, but it was more of an off-road experience – a bumpy safari ride without the exotic beasts. Even the Celtic Tiger had bypassed the B-roads of Cavan.


‘I’ve destroyed two cars on these roads,’ Martin said as I hung on to my breakfast. ‘All that bouncing around in the potholes wrecked the suspension. And I can’t count how many times the exhaust has come off my car. Once I know there are bad potholes on a road, I avoid them – but there are new potholes appearing all the time and they take you by surprise. They are costing motorists a fortune in repairs. Cars are failing their national car test because of the bad roads. And they’re an accident waiting to happen. Some of these roads haven’t been tarred for twenty-five years.’


At five miles long, Mayo Lane, in the townland of Aghagashlan is the mother and father of bad roads. It’s the link between Ballybay and the main Shercock-Cootehill Road, but local drivers are wary of using it as a shortcut. However, the seven families who live there have no choice.


It was the road to heartbreak for a bereaved family, when the undertaker could not get the hearse down the road. ‘Someone suggested taking the coffin out and carrying it, but that would have been riskier – it’s so easy to trip in a hole. So, instead of bringing the man’s corpse home for his wake, they had to bring him straight from the mortuary to the cemetery,’ Martin said.


As we bumped along Mayo Lane, local pensioner Hugh Connolly stopped us to tell us how the potholes had made him a ‘prisoner’. The bachelor, who had been living in a caravan on the boreen for fifteen years, said he was often stranded. He had to walk three miles to the shops and pubs in the nearest town, Cootehill.


‘I don’t even have a car – there’d be no point. It would be wrecked. The taxis won’t even come down this road. A few have tried but they had to reverse. It’s too narrow to turn.’


Less than half a mile up the road, Martin’s sturdy Volkwagen Passat got one of its 12-inch wheels stuck in a huge crater. I could feel the car sliding back into the hole as Martin drove in first gear out the other side. Yards on, we hit another pothole – on a dangerous hairpin bend. Then we came across a twenty-yard stretch of water and could go no farther. Martin said some holes were fourteen inches deep. And one was twenty-one foot long, seven foot wide at each end and ten foot wide in the middle.


He had warned me to bring my wellies because we might need to get out of the car. Being the cautious type, I went a bit farther, and wore the nearest thing I had to fishermen’s waders: thigh-high PVC stilettos. But, while my kinky boots may have been all the rage in Dublin nightclubs that winter, they were no match for the Cavan puddles. The muddy water was up to two feet deep in some places – and slippery.


As soon as I realised my rain mac wouldn’t keep me dry, I stripped off to more suitable attire. A bikini, diving mask and snorkel are not what you’d normally wear on a road trip – but then it’s not every day you find roads like swimming pools. And the Pothole King was just as keen to make a hole-y show of himself. ‘I don’t care if I get pneumonia,’ he said as he stripped down to his jocks. The dapper granddad had worn his best suit, complete with collar and tie for our interview, but now it was time for action. ‘I’ve tried everything to get the Council and the National Roads Authority to take notice of this public safety hazard. This is my best shot.’


A month after the exposé in the Sunday World, Martin was being hailed as a hero around the world. The wacky photos, showing Martin and yours truly giving it welly, made an impression as far away as Detroit, USA, where envious anti-pothole campaigners had to admit that our holes were bigger than theirs. Martin was hailed as a hero by bikers, truckers and motorists around the world.


But the flip side was a deluge of hate-mail. ‘I got anonymous letters saying insulting things about myself and my family. Someone sent me a blank Christmas card with a note: ‘This will be your last Christmas’. One weirdo posted Martin a copy of the Sunday World article – with ‘RIP’ scrawled on it. Martin believes he knows who sent the hate mail. ‘This fella has a grudge against me. When he saw me in the Sunday World, it really got under his skin.’ But he vowed to continue his war: ‘I’ve hundreds of spray cans in my shed, and I’m going to start painting circles around the potholes again when the snow is all gone.’


Martin’s wife, Sylvana, even dubbed yours truly ‘the Pothole Angel’. ‘People are saying the Sunday World was right to do it. It was a bit of fun, but it drew attention to a serious issue. And Martin is getting a lot of slagging about the pictures! You don’t get many men who are prepared to strip down to their underpants and get into a pothole in the road. We can’t walk down the street without people stopping us.’


But Martin’s stunt had yet to prick Cavan County Council’s conscience or make a dent in what he described as their ‘stubborn refusal to do anything about the most dangerous potholes in the country’. A Council spokesperson told the Sunday World: ‘In relation to potholes, there is a maintenance programme in place for each area,’ but declined to expand.


However, nearly a year later, the Hole-y War that had motorists’ knickers in a twist ended and the Pothole King was finally able to pull up his Y-fronts – because Ireland’s biggest pothole was no more! Martin felt like King of the Road as he told me that the council had thrown tar into it. ‘The road is as smooth as a golf course now,’ he said.


For the Pothole King, it was a hole in one.



















Cockerels and Chainmail





He had many nicknames: The Birdman, Pirate Paddy, The Man in the Iron Suit and even Hugh Hefner. And every one of them suited him. When he wasn’t spinning old vinyl LPs in his sitting room where he ran a pirate radio station, or making love to his ‘bit of fluff’, as he charmingly called his latest lover, he could be found in the stands at a local GAA match – with a chicken on his head. Or down by the river, astride an ancient moped with no wheels – wearing a medieval-style chainmail suit and brandishing a sword as he defended the honour of his province, Leinster, against neighbouring Connacht.


And while it was not exactly the Playboy mansion, or Dublin Zoo, Paddy Farrell’s council house, in the town of Lanesboro, County Longford, had more wildlife.


His Russian fiancée, Lana, was happy to share the two-bedroom Council house with a golden labrador called Lucky and a cat, Paddy Garfield. They were all that remained of his menagerie, after Council officials ordered him to get rid of his flock of chickens.


Neighbours in the terrace, which is part of a housing scheme for senior citizens, complained that chicken Gloria and her mate Gaynor were keeping them awake with their amorous crowing and clucking at 5 AM.


Paddy, who was also running a pirate radio station, Big L, from his parlour, said he was especially fond of the hen because she shared his love of country ’n’ Irish music. ‘Gloria is a fan of Big Tom and the Mainliners [a showband from County Monaghan] like me. She hatched her chicks on a Big Tom LP – it was like she was hatching them on the great man himself!’


While Gloria was the love of his life, Paddy, who admitted to being ‘over sixty’, said his forty-two-year-old fiancée was just a ‘bit of fluff’ on the side. ‘She’s just my part-time girlfriend. She’s a wild woman and she goes off on me sometimes when we have rows. But I don’t mind because I was a wild boy when I was younger.’


The couple’s volatile relationship was played out on the pages of the Sunday World – it was livelier than anything you’d see on a TV soap. When Lana disappeared for a few weeks after a tiff, Paddy called me to say he had replaced her – with two ginger cats. He revealed he had named the kittens Podge and Rodge – not after RTÉ television’s risqué puppets but ‘because that’s what I used to call Lana’s breasts when we were making love!’


The couple’s on-off relationship had begun when Paddy found her homeless and broke on the streets of Longford, having being lured to Ireland with the prospect of work picking mushrooms.


It was thanks to Lana that Paddy’s pirate radio station occasionally blasted out Russian pop. Paddy said his radio station was so popular, even the local cops turned a blind eye to it. ‘I broadcast from my spare bedroom – right behind the Garda station.’ But the ‘young-at-heart’ pensioner said Lana was just one of the women in his life.


Paddy’s own grown-up kids had all flown the coop, and he had been sharing his Council house with his pets since his wife died four years previously.


Next time I saw him, he was decked out in his medieval-style chain-mail suit. His neighbour, Gezza Shurger, had taken six months to make the hooded tunic the old-fashioned way, using pliers to link the individual iron rings. He was hoping to flog it for a grand to a theatre, film company, museum or battle re-enactment group.


Paddy said he and Gezza were like old-fashioned knights – loyal to each other and always ready to rescue damsels in distress. It was strange to find medieval values such as chivalry mixed in with the hedonistic culture of Hugh Hefner, in a small country town. But a few years later, Paddy and Lana got married. They moved to a new house – and the animals came too.



















The Ming and I





He earned the nickname ‘Ming the Merciless’ because he looked and dressed like the comic-book character. And, long before he turned up in Dáil Éireann wearing a bespoke hemp suit, the bearded, pony-tailed leftie was notorious for posting spliffs to journalists.


One thing was certain: Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan was not your bog-standard politician. Just one week after he had helped turf out the government in February 2011, the freshly elected TD got in some practice for the cut-throat world of national politics by sharpening his blade! He led sixteen of his neighbours on to the bog to break the soil – and the law. ‘I’m willing to go to jail for the right to cut turf,’ he said as he dug his own patch on the bog near Castlerea, County Roscommon – one of thirty-two bogs around the country that are off-limits to turf-cutters under EU rules.


The Mighty Ming was defending the rights of turf-cutters all over the country to cut their own briquettes. ‘We have the support of bog-cutters in Offaly, Kerry, the Dublin Mountains – everywhere there’s a bog. We even have Loyalist members across the border. In 2012 another twenty-three bog complexes will be covered by the ban and in 2014 a further seventy-five. They’re trying to get rid of turf-cutting altogether,’ he explained.


Ming’s message to the Eurocrats and the National Parks and Wildlife Service was: ‘Bog off’. While the rest of the nation knew him for his campaign to legalise the auld weed, in counties Roscommon and Leitrim it was all about the auld sod. And, as he declared war on his home turf, it was clear Ming was King. Since his election, he had achieved rock-star status among his constituents.


But he didn’t mind getting his shoes and trouser-hems wet as he jumped ditches and trudged through the mud like a trooper. ‘It’s only muck. And there’s plenty of that still in Leinster House,’ he said as he gave me some turf-cutting tips.


Ming laughed at my efforts to wield the sléan – an ancient bog-cutting tool. No matter how hard I tried, I barely made a dent in the turf. Still, with him doing all the hard work, ‘The Ming and I’ made a good team – until I called the plants that grow on the bog ‘grass’. Ming, who knows his grass from his weed, laughed: ‘You wouldn’t call that grass! It’s sphagnum.’ He revealed that he knew the name of every creature living on the bog. But, luckily for this city slicker, the creepy crawlies were taking a day off. ‘On a very hot day you’d get eaten alive with midges,’ Ming said, ‘but I love being out here in the fresh air. You get a great tan from it.’


He has been cutting turf since he was a little boy helping his parents. ‘We used to have a picnic. I remember once my mother brought a sponge cake. It was covered in flies but we still ate it. Everything tastes nice here. You work up a great appetite.’


His own Ming Dynasty was made up of ‘bog men’, he added. ‘My grand-uncle Harry Fleming cut turf here for sixty-seven years. Between him, my father and myself, we cut €150,000 worth of turf out of it. But the National Parks and Wildlife Service think it’s OK to throw us three-grand compensation for turfing us off the bog. If they offered me a million, I wouldn’t take it. We cut it for domestic use – to light our fires and heat our homes. It saves a family €500 a year.


‘All our national resources are being taken out of the hands of the people – our oil and gas off the west coast, our fisheries, and now our bogs. If we give up our right to grow our own fuel supply, I suggest we cut the two colours off the Irish flag and just go with the white flag.


‘The last time Irish people were evicted from the bogs was in 1915 – and a relation of mine, Father Michael O’Flanagan, stood up to the State. He led a group of turf-cutters onto a bog near Cliffony, County Sligo. When the authorities saw there was a priest leading them, they backed down because they didn’t want to go up against a person in authority. Now I have the mandate of the people – so maybe they’ll listen to me.’ Ming said everyone should be allowed cut in their own local bog. ‘We’d have to do a twenty-mile round journey to get to the nearest bog where we’re allowed to cut – so much for protecting the environment! The legislation was brought in without consulting us. The documents were all in Latin. And when we eventually got to look at the maps they used, they were out of date – there were drains marked in that were there forty years ago.


‘We know the bog but we’re being forced to obey laws made by people who have no understanding about it. They’re not even environmentalists. We arranged a meeting with a group from the National Parks and Wildlife Service and five of them came down in one car each. You’d think they’d come in a bus run on vegetable oil if they cared about the environment. We place the top of the bog in mounds so the flora will grow again. You’d imagine they would be pleased we’re looking after the bogs for them. We also watch out for illegal dumping. If any bog-cutter was caught dumping, we’d kick him out of the association.’


But it was clear that the nearest these people would get to breaking the law was cutting a few briquettes for the fire. Local man Joe Connally was weaving his tractor carefully among the mounds of stacked turf so as not to disturb them. Michael Fitzmaurice, chairman of the Turf Cutters’ and Contractors’ Association, said he hoped Ming would be able to get the ban reversed. ‘He’s our best hope.’


Ming has continued to champion the illegal turf-cutters and others who broke ‘bad laws’. One thing is for certain: instead of merely preserving our heritage, Ming is keeping it alive – along with the twin Irish traditions of rebellion and a sense of community.


I went back onto the bog with Ming in 2012, to join him in lifting a sod of turf which had been cut by a local farmer. ‘I could go to prison for this,’ he said. He introduced me to ten locals who said they were being ‘terrorised’ by the police and Irish Air Corps – who were flying over the bog to take aerial snaps of the illegal turf-cutting.



















HeLL Plates





He had been branded Ireland’s worst driver – after failing his driving test ten times. So when Ray Heffernan invited me for a spin in his car, I was all set for a Top Scare. The sixty-one-year-old separated dad of two had just taken the Department of Transport to court for the seventh time, to challenge the results of his most recent driving test. But he lost his case after the judge heard he drove over a roundabout and clocked up five ‘potentially dangerous faults’, nineteen serious faults and two minor faults during the test in his native city of Cork in 2011.


Driving tester Kevin Condren said Mr Heffernan asked: ‘So where is this mini roundabout?’ – after driving right over it. The tester said he ‘felt in danger’ at least five times, because Mr Heffernan drove through stop signs, failed to signal or respond to instructions, ‘over-revved’ the engine and ‘his observation was particularly poor’.


So I made sure to wear my hard hat when Ray offered to let me test him on his driving skills in Cork city and suburbs. After half an hour in the passenger seat, I was in a tailspin. I could see why Ray and the driving testers were bumper-to-bumper. Because, while he was as skilful as a stunt-driver when it came to difficult manoeuvres, he was awful when it came to the mundane things such as stopping at traffic lights, keeping to the correct side of the road – and driving over things in the middle of the road!


Ray denied he had ever driven over a roundabout on his driving test. ‘There was no roundabout. That driving tester perjured himself in court. And I never failed my test,’ he insisted as I got into his Nissan Almera. ‘The test was wrong. It was a lady tester the last time and she told me she feared for her life in my car. I hope you’re not nervous – because I’m a safe driver. You won’t need the hard hat,’ he added as I put on the builder’s helmet I had bought especially for the trip.


Ray also denied that he had assaulted a driving tester after failing his test four years previously. Still, I kept my wheel brace handy just in case we got into a scrap. As we set off from his home in Mayfield, I was comforted by the fact that Ray was driving on familiar streets – until I noticed he was driving a bit far from the kerb. He slowed down to look at a cardboard box right in the centre of the road – then drove right over it! ‘There was nowhere else to go – and I didn’t even touch it,’ he said – after I heard the box snagging on the axle and crunching under the back wheels. ‘There could have been something in it,’ I pointed out.


Teetotaller Ray had no excuse for driving down the middle of the road, but he had a go anyway: ‘If I went over on the right I’d hit a car on the other side of the road.’


The next big beeper was on Brian Boru Bridge as we crossed the River Lee. Ray drove slowly towards the red light, seemed to be looking at it – and then went right through it! When I pointed it out, he blamed me for distracting him. ‘I was talking to you,’ he explained. In fairness, there was nothing in front of him, and the car behind – driven by photographer Billy macGill, with a camera attached to his dashboard – was a bit too close. And I felt it was safer to jump the light than jam on the brakes – but I didn’t tell Ray that.


After that, it was all smooth cruising as I gave him the test-drive from hell. Cork’s steep hills are a driver’s nightmare, unless you’re Jeremy Clarkson. So I was impressed by Ray’s handling of the gears and throttle-control. Patrick’s Hill had been too tough even for Lance Armstrong on his bicycle as he participated in the Irish leg of the Tour de France the previous year, but Ray took it smoothly in second gear. And he ran rings around the parked cars and trolley bays in a packed Dunnes Stores car park in Ballyvolane – without the aid of a parking sensor. He had to stop for a smoke after that. ‘They didn’t let me smoke on my driving test. You’re not allowed,’ he said.


But I really took my (hard) hat off to Ray when he tackled the notoriously tight car-park at the back of the Maldron Hotel, which had received road-rage reviews on tell-tale tourists’ website Trip Advisor. The entrance, which was just wide enough for an average family car, was even tighter than usual, because there was a car parked on one side and a delivery truck with the ramp down on the other. Ray drove in slowly, then looked around in horror since there was barely space to move. I suggested reversing back down the ramp, but brave Ray offered to do a five-point turn. ‘In a four-wheel drive car, you can turn on a sixpence,’ he explained. It was only then that I realised why he was going so slow. ‘I always have it in four-wheel-drive. That’s the only setting it has,’ he said.


Ray admitted that he often left it in four-by-four at speeds of up to sixty-five mph. ‘The fastest I’d ever drive it would be sixty, sixty-five miles per hour on the motorway. I’m not a boy-racer. If I’m a dangerous driver, why am I not in a coffin now? I’ve been driving for forty-four years and I had just one accident, in 2008 – and that was the other fella’s fault. He had to pay me through his insurance. I was stopped on the road turning right, and he went into me.’


The retired plasterer said he clocked up twenty thousand miles a year. ‘I’d do about a hundred miles a week, just to the shops – Lidl, Aldi and Dunnes. But I drove a lot in England. I’ve driven in fog and on ice. My first car was a Ford Prefect – I’ve driven all kinds of cars. I didn’t drive in the snow and ice last winter because it was too dangerous.’


Ray first took the test in 2004 – and was shocked when he failed. He vented his road rage on the then Transport Minister, Martin Cullen, sending him three hundred letters and bombarding him with calls. He still claims that there is a ‘conspiracy’ against him. ‘I’m black-listed by all the driving testers. Even if I did my test in another part of Ireland, they’d fail me.’


After his seventh failure, in 2008, he booked a test in England. ‘I had it all arranged to do it in Leeds, but there was flooding in England. The cars were floating down the road like matchboxes. So I came back and tried it again here.’ But Ray was already infamous in the UK: Hockley Driving School has put his story on their website as an example of what NOT to do on your driving test.


Still, as the Sunday World’s roving reporter, with plenty of mileage under my belt, I thought Ray was cool behind the wheel. And so did photographer Billy McGill, a former rally driver. I was impressed at the fact Ray ignored his mobile phone ringing and made a big show of turning his head to look left and right. It was just a shame he didn’t see that red light. My verdict at the time: I’d pass him – because he drives too bloody slowly. 


A few months after I met him, Ray failed his test for the eleventh time and lost his eighth court case against the Department of Transport. He has since applied to sit the test a twelfth time.



















Achill Henge





It had clearly been built as some kind of statement. But a wall of silence surrounded ‘Achill Henge’, a gigantic replica of Stonehenge on Achill Island, when I visited the place with a photographer.


Several people, including an elected representative in County Mayo, said they were ‘afraid’ to talk. One man even made serious allegations – but declined to speak on the record. Two women collecting signatures for a petition to ‘Keep Achill Henge’ refused to give their names or be photographed. ‘We’ve filled up a few pages with signatures. It will bring tourists – we’ve got a lot of people asking for it. It will be good for tourism. But that’s all we’re saying.’ Another woman said: ‘You won’t find anyone to talk about it. People are afraid – They’re afraid of things they can’t talk about. We want it to stay, that’s all we’re saying’. Others who had previously spoken to the press decided to keep schtum this time. They were hoping Mayo County Council would stop asking questions and simply give it the thumbs up if its creator, Joe McNamara, lodged a second appeal against the decision to knock it. Less than a month after it was erected, the local authority voted to knock it.


To many, the brazen builder had the dangerous appeal of an outlaw in a Wild West movie – someone to be wary of, but nonetheless to be admired for his stand against the authorities. And he achieved national cult-hero status when he was jailed for a weekend before Christmas 2011, after he was found in contempt of court – because he had he ignored two County Council injunctions ordering him to stop work on the building. It had been erected without planning permission between 25 and 27 November 2011.


The concrete structure was just the latest attention-grabbing stunt by McNamara, originally from Achill but living at Dun na Carraige in Blackrock, County Galway. He had first hit the national headlines when he rammed a cement-mixer into the gates of Leinster House in September 2010. The truck had the words ‘Toxic Bank’ and ‘Anglo’ painted on its sides. McNamara climbed onto the roof of the truck through the sun roof as the truck cruised towards the gates, causing just €35 worth of damage.


He was arrested just before it hit the gates, but the policemen on duty were unable to stop the lorry. McNamara later told the Gardaí he was unable to stop it himself because the brakes had been cut, which was confirmed in court by a mechanic. His own defence team said McNamara himself had cut the brakes. The judge dismissed charges of dangerous driving and criminal damage and dismissed all other charges. The forty-one-year-old, who owed Anglo Irish Bank €7.5 million, said he was doing it because he was ‘pissed off’.


Two months later, he parked a cherry-picker emblazoned with the words ‘Anglo Toxic Bank’ outside Leinster House, sat in the crow’s nest and played loud music until he was arrested and charged with dangerous driving. But the charges were again struck out. On that occasion, McNamara told reporters there would be no more protests. His solicitor told the court he regretted any inconvenience and waste of court and state resources.


But one year on, the Anglo Avenger resurfaced as the Achill Avenger. Standing four-and-a-half metres high and thirty metres in diameter, ‘Achill Henge’ was said to have been built in one night on common land next to land owned by McNamara’s relations, the Stokes family.


Local Fine Gael councillor Michael McLaughlin was so impressed he declared it a potential tourist attraction, a ‘work of art’ and ‘genius’. He told a meeting of Westport Town Council: ‘People will travel from all over to see it and I think it could be one of the major tourist attractions in the west of Ireland. If left, it will still be standing strong in five thousand years, and will continue to pose questions and generate debate; that’s what good art does. It is public art in my opinion. There’s a fine line sometimes between genius and madness, but I certainly think this is genius. I know there are planning breaches and, by the letter of the law, it should come down. But I think an exception should be made. First of all, from an engineering point of view, it is a fantastic piece of work. He did it all himself and I wouldn’t say it is even one quarter inch out of place – and he got it built in one weekend.’


But archaeologists based on the island condemned it on the grounds that it was built over a historic old railway line – and may even have destroyed a genuine Bronze Age site less than half a kilometre away. Theresa McDonald, who runs the Achill Archaeological Field School, told the local paper, the Mayo News: ‘We don’t know how extensive the site is, it could stretch to the site of the Henge.’ She said the developer would have been made aware of it had he applied for planning permission.


The members of Achill Historical and Archaeological Society also wrote to the local paper to condemn the unauthorised structure. Secretary Gerard Mangan said the fake tomb would have ‘grave implications for the future preservation of other archaeological sites in the area’.
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