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INTRODUCTION


In September 2008, the Coroner’s Court made its final decision on the cause of my son Alan’s death. It marked the end of another long battle in my attempt to have the Irish government acknowledge that my son had been brain-damaged by the whooping cough vaccine. I was back in the same court where once, years before, I had to listen to a medical expert say that I had said my son was a ‘very odd’ child who had never smiled. Now, readers, look at the cover of this book and decide for yourselves.


In July 2008, the HSE—for me, the Eastern Health Board I had done battle with for years—set out its new vaccination programme for Irish children. All the details are there to be downloaded from its impressive website (www.immunisation.ie). That programme dismisses all contra-indications to the vaccine, even those that had, in years gone by, been acknowledged by the Irish medical profession. It does, however, make the extraordinary statement: ‘The vaccines used in Ireland are safe. All medicines can cause side effects, but with vaccines these are usually mild, like a sore arm or leg or a slight fever. Serious side effects to vaccines are extremely rare.’ I had reached the end of my own journey, seeking justice for my ‘extremely rare’ deceased son, and was seeing the Irish government set itself back at the drug company-friendly position it had adapted in the 1950s. If you are caught in one place for long enough, the world comes back around to you.


Getting Alan’s case through the Coroner’s Court took 12½ years because the State had to fight with everything they could throw at us. Every time the coroner, Brian Farrell, went near the topic of vaccine damage to Alan, he was slapped with a judicial review: first to the High Court, where he lost his case. The coroner then asked to be ‘indemnified’—that the State would pay his costs—for his appeal to the Supreme Court. The judge refused, thinking this would stop the coroner. That did not happen. The coroner used his own funds to make his appeal to the Supreme Court and he would not allow me to help him financially.


We lost. Old Coroner’s laws had to be applied which say that the coroner is not allowed to lay blame for the cause of a death; only where, when and how death occurred. I always felt that the coroner knew the truth of what happened to my son. When we met first, I remember telling him: ‘The State will never let you say what happened.’ His reply was: ‘I am the coroner and I can only tell the truth.’ How wrong he was. As the years of legal battle continued he was, you could call it, gagged.


It was about six years into that legal battle when I was diagnosed with chronic multiple sclerosis. Where was God? I had long ago lost all faith in the medical profession. In my experience, I had come to the conclusion that none of the doctors who had treated Alan would admit what had happened to him. Put it to you this way—how could they? One life means nothing. Only the herd.


One remark I will never forget was a Supreme Court judge saying, ‘Can these things really harm people?’ Even they didn’t know.


So now here I am. My son was destroyed by something that was meant to protect him. My daughter Renee died of a tumour. I screamed at God with anger. I had had enough. I deserved justice.


I buried a skeleton. Alan was born perfectly normal. Then he was taken from me and I couldn’t help him. There were times when I was very sorry for him. He had my utmost respect. But no one could blame me for my lack of respect for the medical profession. Nothing could be done for Renee, Alan, and now me.


Sometime during the inquest, after the Supreme Court ruling, I was sent papers of damning information from a very reliable source on the headed notepaper of a pharmaceutical company. There it all was in front of me: very serious reactions to their pertussis vaccine; details of batch numbers, reaction times, extreme reactions such as paralysis, convulsions, encephalitis . . . death. This was very real. It was the result of research done by the pharmaceutical company at a time when the public were being told that the most extreme reactions to vaccines were swollen arms or irritability.


I, of course, handed these documents to the coroner. It made no difference. He still could not bring it up in court. So my husband Kevin and I had this information, but it could not be spoken about. Meanwhile, in the Coroner’s Court there was a representative from the pharmaceutical company present every day writing down a report on the proceedings.


So let’s go back to the Coroner’s Court. What was the coroner to do in this case? He couldn’t direct a jury because he couldn’t mention vaccines. So what was he to say? On that day in September 2008, I sat waiting for the coroner’s final verdict. My family and I had been exhausted by this circus—12½ years of it. The coroner looked down at me and I could read his thoughts. When he was about to close and give his decision, I walked out. I did so for two reasons: I knew it would be easier for him to say what he had to say without seeing me. I also did it for myself. I did not want to hear what he was about to say.


On New Year’s Eve 1995 my son Alan died. He was 22 years of age, but his life ended when he was five months old. I have spent 30 years seeking justice for him, and it has turned my life into one long battle. People tell me to leave it alone—that Alan is dead now and let him rest. But I cannot do that. I would feel I was abandoning my child and that I would be letting the State get away with killing him. I owe it to my children, to my husband and to myself to keep on searching for proof of what I know caused Alan’s death.


I also believe that Alan is not at rest and will not be at rest until his story is told and the cause of his death is proven. I am writing this book for him and for my family. I am writing in the hope that somehow those who know the truth will tell it or be forced to tell it. I am hoping, too, that other people with similar stories will come forward—as they did a long time ago when I set up the Irish Association for Vaccine-Damaged Children—and add new pressure to get to the truth.


I am not against vaccination; I am against ignorance. I am against the Irish government’s policy of hiding the faults and risks in its vaccination programme. The children being vaccinated have no voice. When Alan was a child I was, like most parents, ignorant of the dangers. We trusted the medical profession; yet I think that in the past they were just as ignorant of the truth as we were. I believe that the government and the pharmaceutical companies keep a lot from doctors. Yet the doctors are the ones dealing with people at the front line if something goes wrong. I’ve never sought to blame a doctor for what happened to Alan, but I won’t rest until the medical profession and the Irish government acknowledge what happened to him.


This book, however, will also reveal the lies the pharmaceutical companies told. For the first time, the documents I received from medical sources in Britain will be presented here. That evidence was the last straw in scaring the British government into setting up a compensation and support system for vaccine-damaged children. I am now ready to launch that time bomb here in Ireland.


 


I have written this book for all new mums out there. Never trust what you are told about vaccines. Check everything first. The information is all there for you now. What happened to Alan could happen again, and then the cover-up will begin again in this country of leprechauns and liars. Enjoy every moment of your child’s life. They are there out of the love of two people and are part of you both. Our children are precious to us, and not simply part of a ‘herd’. Every life is precious and irreplaceable. It is your responsibility to take care of them. That means you should check and ask questions. Then make an informed decision. Your baby has no voice and no choice—their welfare is up to you.


This book is the story of my life—a life lived in the shadow of a tragedy that could have been avoided. It is the story of my battle to see justice done for my lost son. It is the story of how I have struggled to understand why God chose such a difficult path through life for me. It is also the story of a life blessed with the love of a wonderful husband and family.
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KEVIN


Did you know that you are part of a herd? I learned that with mass vaccination programmes the population is referred to by that name. The herd I was born into is Irish. As the newly independent country was getting on its feet, housing estates were built to the north and south of Dublin to clear people out of the inner city tenements. I grew up in one such estate on the northside. The love of my life grew up in one on the southside.


I was born and raised in a two-up two-down house in Cabra, a working-class housing estate. My father, Felix Malone, died suddenly when I was 10 years old. He was surveying work on the roof of a market building when the roof collapsed under him. When he died, my mother was left with six children to raise, the youngest of us 11 months old and the eldest 12 years old. I would say that we were poverty-stricken: a 36-year-old woman left alone to raise six children in 1950s Ireland. I remember the Saint Vincent de Paul coming to us at Christmas to give us presents and I remember my Mam knitting things for us as Christmas presents. Our toys were things like broken crockery. When our shoes wore down we put cardboard in them. We were close to being taken from our mother and put into the institutions that now the world knows were hell-holes of abuse.


My mother was a great woman to hold on to us. The authorities tried to convince her to let some of us go, but she would not do it. She also never considered marrying again. As she told me many years later, “I couldn’t bear the thought of some other man chastising Felix’s kids.” Along with the burden of raising us, Mam also had to find work. She told us once that she had a job in the Pillar Café on O’Connell Street. I was proud of her and wanted to go visit her in her job. I expected to find her there working as a waitress. Instead, when I went there I found that she was working in the basement, cleaning the toilets and gathering the coins paid for the use of the latrines. When I saw her there I went out on to O’Connell Street and I roared crying. She did all that for us.


We got food dockets and I was given the job of collecting food for the family. The food was given out in steel buckets and I, being proud, would cover these with scarves as I walked home with them.


There was some small insurance payment given for my father’s death which was controlled by the courts. My Mam would have to go to the courts every time she needed something for us: for Confirmation or Communion and so on. The woman had extraordinary strength to keep us together. For all that we went through, my brothers and sisters and I grew up as decent people who never turned to crime or violence. I thank my mother’s strength for that.


Each of us in turn, as soon as we were finished primary school, went to work. When I was 14 my mother took me out to find me a job. She marched me into Fennessy’s shoe shop on Dorset Street and asked the manageress there if I could have a job as an apprentice. The woman agreed. I didn’t want to work in a shoe shop, but no one was asking my opinion. Still, I had a job and I was earning money—nearly all of which, of course, went to my mother—and as far as I was concerned I was an adult.


When I started work at the shop I discovered there was a general manager over all the Fennessy shoe shops around the city. I saw this gorgeous blue Zodiac car pull up outside the shop with loads of badges on its front grill, and out stepped this young man who was tall and good looking. I thought to myself, he’s drop-dead gorgeous. This was Kevin Duffy. He was always dressed immaculately in lovely suits, and even though he was only a teenager, he was already a boss. He would always walk into the shop and find something wrong or he’d want to know what was selling and why was something else not selling. He was very serious, and I found out that he had gone to be a Christian Brother and that he was very shy. He was from a family of 13 who lived in a working-class housing estate in Crumlin on the southside of Dublin. The minute I clapped eyes on Kevin I was madly in love with him and I knew I was going to marry him.


Soon I was out to get my man. In those days, shoe shops were set out with boxes stacked up high over the display racks. I used to say to the other girls in the shop, “If you see his car pulling up, call me.” They would call me and I would immediately climb a ladder so he could have a good look at my legs. But Kevin only had his mind on business and I was getting nowhere.


“You shouldn’t be so high up that ladder. You might fall,” is all he’d say.


Time went by and I was making no progress. Then I was moved to the Fennessy shop on Talbot Street. One time I was dressed up like a Geisha as part of some sales promotion. I had the photograph out for Kevin to see and asked him if he liked it. He just grunted that he did and went off about his work.


Later, another girl working in the shop, who was friends with Kevin, told me, “I think he fancies you.”


“You’d never think it,” I said. “Do you think he’d ask me out?”


“I think he’s shy and afraid you’d say no,” she said.


“Well listen,” I said, “if you can find a way of talking to him about it, tell him ‘if you ask, I think she’ll say yes.’”


This girl came back to me a few days later. “He’s afraid of his life to ask you out because he thinks you’ll say no. He’s never gone out with a girl before. You’re the first girl he’s ever thought of going out with.”


So a couple of days later I was in the staff room and Kevin came in. He gathered up his courage and asked me would I go out with him.


“I don’t know,” I said. “I’d have to ask my Mammy.”


“Oh.” He was shocked. “Right then.”


Nothing more happened because I really did think I should ask my mother, but I didn’t know how to ask her. But then fate took over. I was upstairs in the stockroom of the shop—not because I needed to do anything, but because Kevin was there, and so I pretended I had work to do there. He was on one side of the shelves and I was on the other. He was working and I was pretending to be working. All of a sudden the wooden floor collapsed under me. I fell through the boards, screaming, and if I hadn’t put my hands out I would have gone through the floor. Kevin ran around and grabbed me. My leg caught a nail and there was a long rip up along it—shaped like a seven by the way I fell.


Kevin lifted me up and my leg was pouring blood. All I could think, though, was, this is great. He’s going to take me to the hospital. He brought me to the Mater Hospital, where I was bandaged up and taken care of. On the way back, in his car, he asked me if I would go to the pictures with him. I said I would.


The first film we ever went to see was an Elvis Presley film at the Capitol cinema. When we went in, we were ushered to the back row and I was shocked because I knew that that was where couples kissed. And more—all kinds of things went on in the back row.


“I’m not sitting in the back row,” I said.


The usher shone the torch around. “There’s nowhere else to sit.” So we sat in the back row and watched Elvis. Nothing else happened.


Kevin and I started going out together and I was absolutely nuts about him. At the same time I worried that I liked him too much and that I was too young to be feeling so strongly about someone. After a while I decided to go out with other fellas. I started being free and single again. I’d go off on holidays with the girls. Kevin was still there, of course, because we worked together. I would do the most awful things. I’d go off dancing with the girls at the Television Club on Harcourt Street behind his back and I would date other fellas. Then I would go into town a few nights later and there would be fellas stationed at different places along O’Connell Street, all expecting me to show up for a date. I’d arrive in town on the bus with my friend Sylvia Morris and I’d be showing her these fellas waiting. “Which one will I go out with?” I’d ask her. Usually I’d leave them all standing there and go off to the Television Club again with Sylvia. None of the fellas was ever a patch on Kevin. Sylvia met Kevin and she said he was gorgeous and I was crazy.


“I know I’ll marry him,” I said. “It doesn’t matter how many fellas I go out with. I’m just too young now.”


But the time came when Kevin had had enough. He called it off. I couldn’t believe it—that anyone would dare give me a dose of my own medicine! I was brokenhearted. I tried everything to convince him to go out with me again, but he had made up his mind. I then heard he was going out with another girl. I felt completely gutted. None of the fellas I had gone out with meant anything. All I wanted to do was to avoid getting serious so young, but I couldn’t bear to think of life without Kevin.


One night I knew he had gone into town on a date with this girl to see a film. Sylvia and I walked around town until we found his car, and we reckoned from where it was parked that he was most likely at either the Carlton or—across O’Connell Street from the Carlton—the Savoy. We watched the people coming out of the Savoy and he wasn’t among them. We ran across the road and I hid in a telephone box and the two girls who were with me scouted for me.


“We see him,” Sylvia said.


“Is he with a girl?”


“There’s some woman with him.”


“Jesus! Is she holding his hand?”


“Vera, she’s linking him!”


“Oh my God!” That was it for me. I was going to get him back, and I was never going to treat him badly again. I found out afterwards that he was afraid of his life of the woman he was out with that time, because she was so serious and wanted him to meet her parents. He was glad to be back with someone who wasn’t trying to grab on to him. We went on dating after that, still having troubles from time to time, but never doubting that we would always be together. Kevin is and was the only man I ever wanted. It was only always him. He’s handsome, kind and a great family man. One thing that attracted me to him from early on is the fact that he doesn’t drink. When I was out dancing and seeing other men, if a man had a smell of drink off him it would remind me of my father and that would be the end of it. I was glad that Kevin would never smell of drink. He was also always hardworking and ambitious. He wasn’t afraid to take risks, and I admired him for that. He opened his own shoe shop eventually and was devoted to building a good future for us.


Relationships in those days were different. Kevin and I were a couple for years, but there was no question that we would be allowed to go away on a holiday together. There was certainly no question that we would sleep together. The best privacy we could get for a coort was in Kevin’s car or else babysitting his little brother Martin on Saturday nights. With the luxury of a couch in Kevin’s home, to get Martin out of the way we’d send him to the shops for messages—lemonade and ice cream.


We got engaged on my 21st birthday. We were married when I was 23. Typical of Kevin, he wouldn’t close the shops he owned for a wedding on a Saturday, so we got married on a Wednesday, which was a half-day. I had the dressmaker get a corset for me because I insisted on having an 18 inch waist on my wedding day, so that Kevin could fit his hands around my waist. On my wedding day, as I was about to leave the house and with the limousine waiting outside, I took one last look at myself in the mirror and decided that I didn’t like my head-dress. With everyone going hysterical in the house, I took off the head-dress, got a needle and thread and changed it to something simpler that I liked better.


Kevin and I went to Paris for our honeymoon. We were two innocents in every respect. We couldn’t figure out if the bidet in our hotel room was for washing your feet or for having a pee.


 


From the start of our marriage we rented a house in Moatfield Road, Coolock. I was anything but a domesticated housewife. When we came back from our honeymoon, we were surrounded by all the gorgeous wedding gifts I had asked for—like silk sheets and beautiful vases—but we had to boil eggs in the kettle until Kevin went out and bought a set of pots.


A year after our marriage, our daughter Tracey was born. The delivery took 16 hours and I was in agony. In those days the men were sent home and so I was alone in all this misery. By the time Tracey was born, I was in a terrible state. The doctor afterwards said it probably should have been a Caesarean section, but this had been realised too late. Instead, it was what was called a high forceps delivery. Tracey was a 10 lb baby and I was too small. When I came home I was very ill and soon got a bad kidney infection. I was taken back into hospital. When I got home again I became very depressed. At that time Kevin was working very long hours running his shoe shops. So I was alone at home with a new baby and feeling terrible. I was, of course, suffering from postnatal depression. But in those days the medical profession had no name for it and no compassion for its victims.


I would sit crying all day long, being stuck there minding this little baby. I was in my little suburban house in Coolock and I felt lost. The phone would ring and I wouldn’t answer it. I would just stare out the window. Finally, one night when Kevin came home, I said, “Do you know what I did today? I put Tracey outside the front door in the pram and then I turned on the gas in the oven. I sat there waiting to see how long it would take until I died.”


In truth I had done nothing of the kind. But saying so seemed to be one sure way of getting his attention. What I needed was understanding and help. We were just two kids, and we had no one to advise us. I didn’t know what I was doing or what saying such things could lead to.


Kevin decided that we should go back to the doctor at Mount Carmel where Tracey was born. I told this doctor that I was alone at home all day, crying and not seeing any sense in what life was all about. The doctor gave me the name of a place he thought I should go to for the weekend.


“Where’s that?” I asked.


“It’s in Blackrock.”


I had no idea what kind of place he was talking about, but I felt happier because I was finally getting attention. When I got there I found out that it was a psychiatric home run by an order of nuns. Kevin and I sat in the reception, and a nun sat with us and took all my details. As I looked around, I was no longer feeling so happy about the attention I was getting. How could I turn all this around?


“How long am I going to be here?” I asked the nun.


“We’ll hold on to you for maybe a day or two,” she said.


I was then brought to a psychiatrist who started talking to me about my childhood. He asked me about my father, Felix Malone. I told him that I hadn’t known my father very well and that I was mostly raised by my grandmother. My father was a heavy drinker, as were most men in those days. One of our jobs was to go to the pub and get him home safely. He had a bike, and our Mam was afraid he’d have an accident on the way home if he’d had too much drink. We might have to hide in doorways to watch out for him and pick him up if he fell.


He was in England for several years—from before I was born until I was 3 years old. There was no work in Ireland at the time. My mother told me that when he saw me for the first time he said to her, “Get that snotty-nosed young one out of here.”


“That’s Vera,” she said.


“Oh, you mean that’s mine?” He thought I was some neighbour’s child.


In a strange way, the distance between him and me saved me. I never bonded with him, nor he with me. So when he was in one of his rages over something one of us might have done, he would line up my brothers and sisters and beat them, but he always set me aside in a corner. I remember one night I was asleep and he woke me. His mother was a dressmaker and had given him some clippings of material to give me. But he had been in a fight on the way home—when he was drunk he’d get in a fight with God himself—and he was covered in blood and dirt, and so were the pieces of cloth he was giving me.


“They’re all dirty,” I said.


He just threw them at me. But I suppose the thought was there. He was bringing something home for me.


One of my most vivid childhood memories of him is of sitting on the stairs listening to him downstairs in a rage, breaking things. He never hit our mother, but she told me that she used to lock herself in the bathroom and sleep there to avoid having sex with him.


He died in the roof accident and, in those days, children were not allowed to attend funerals. I remember we five youngest children sitting on the wall of our front garden watching the hearse with our father pass on its way from the church to the cemetery. I remember we waved at the coffin.


“Do you feel responsible for your father’s death?” the psychiatrist asked me.


“I don’t feel responsible,” I said.


When I told the psychiatrist all this, I think he decided I was going to be there for more than a day or two. They gave me some kind of medication that knocked me into Kingdom Come and turned the next two weeks into a blur. They put me into a horrible little room with a little bed, a formica wardrobe and bars on the window. Kevin had been sent away. They told him that I needed this treatment and that it was for my own good because I had considered taking my own life. The lie I had told to get attention had come back to haunt me.


Either they lowered the dose or I began to get used to it, but I started to come more to my senses and realise the situation I was in. Instead of trying to be well behaved to be let go, though, I started behaving even worse. My opinion was, if they think I’m mad, I might as well act mad. I would for instance go into the chapel of the home and turn all the statues back to front, or put one of my bras on a statue. One of the jobs they used to give us was to wash the sheets in the baths. It was revolting. A lot of patients were incontinent and wet their beds. I would let the water overflow and flood the bathrooms. I was caught doing this one day and was given a bucket and mop and told to clean it all up. I had lingerie among my clothes there, so I went off and put on this see-through négligée and red panties and cleaned up the bathrooms dressed like that.


There was a room for table tennis. We would play, but our aim was to hit all the balls out the window. Then I’d tell the nuns we couldn’t play because there were no balls. We’d finally convince the nuns to let us go gather the balls. That was our only chance to get out into the fresh air.


I refused to eat in the dining rooms. I couldn’t bear to see all the poor souls there slobbering over their food. I told the nuns to bring my food to my room and they refused, so I said I wouldn’t eat at all. When they saw that I was serious, they brought my meals to my room. But if I didn’t like the food I wouldn’t eat it. One day a nun tried to force me to eat food I didn’t like, forcing my mouth open to ram food in. I spat the food out and then threw the tray at the window.


I came to hate the nuns. I became convinced, also, that two of them were lesbians. There was a woman patient I had become friends with and I told her this. “What’s a lesbian?” she asked me. When the nuns noticed that I was regularly chatting with this woman, they had her moved to a different part of the institution. But my suspicions about these nuns were raised even more one time when one of them came to me while I was knitting a jumper for myself. I was holding the work I had done so far up to my chest to judge how I was progressing, and she ran her hands over my chest very slowly—pretending to be admiring the knitting.


I heard that Bishop Eamon Casey—a man who years later had to leave his diocese when it was revealed he had a son—was coming to visit the home. The nuns had us all polishing and cleaning everywhere in preparation for the visit. I couldn’t bear the way all this fuss was being made just because a bishop was visiting. When he arrived, he was in a room talking with some nuns. I walked in dressed in my negligée and with a banana between my legs. All I wanted to do, trapped in this place, was make a mockery of these people who were trying to control me.


But then something happened that snapped me out of this stupid game. One day I had a phone call from Kevin saying he would be delayed coming to visit me. He had been in a slight car accident and Tracey, in her carrycot in the back seat of the car, had fallen on to the floor of the car. He had taken her to the hospital and she was fine, but the hospital wanted to keep her overnight just to be sure. All I could think was that I had to see Tracey for myself to make sure she was well. I decided I would dress up as a visitor and escape. All our clothes had been taken from us, but I had become friends with a woman there who helped me find some. I wore a scarf to cover my face as much as possible. When all the visitors were leaving, I mixed in with them. We patients had no money, and I had to get from Blackrock to Crumlin—a journey of more than half an hour in a car.


I was still on medication and so I wasn’t able to think clearly. I was watching out for Kevin’s car—he was driving a white Rover then—and I was wandering out on to the street trying to wave down any car I thought might be Kevin’s. A car pulled in and at last I thought I had help. It was the psychiatrist.


“Where are you going, Vera?” he asked. The alarm had been raised shortly after I escaped and people were out looking for me. I pleaded with him to take me to Crumlin to see Tracey, but he refused. I was crying but he wouldn’t listen. He dragged me into the car and took me back to the home. There, I was strapped into a bed, my arms and ankles tied to the bed.


“Just let me see that my daughter is okay,” I was pleading. But they still refused.


Kevin came and he saw the state I was in. He demanded that the straps be taken off me, but they refused. He eventually convinced them to at least let my hands free and a nun spent the night with me to make sure I didn’t try to escape or hurt myself. Kevin promised me that Tracey was fine. But all I could think of was getting out of that place and back to my family and my home.


They would let me out sometimes. Kevin picked me up one Sunday evening and we went for a meal together and then to the Adelphi cinema on Abbey Street. We saw the Richard Harris film A Man called Horse, which was very depressing. I didn’t want to go back to the ‘home’, but Kevin said we had to keep our promise. I pleaded with him to take me home, but he said he couldn’t. When we got back to the institution they had to drag me from the car to get me back in.


Kevin thought about what had happened and after talking with my family he decided that this was the wrong thing for me. He made up his mind to get me out. Within days, forms were signed and I was free to leave. Told at the start that I needed to be there for a couple of days, I had been there for over a month. The whole thing had been caused by postnatal depression. I craved attention but didn’t know how to admit that. The people dealing with me, and people like me at that time, saw me as a problem and not as a person. It was my first taste of how uncaring the ‘carers’ in the medical profession could be.


 


A few months later I brought Tracey for her vaccinations at the local health clinic. After the first vaccination, Tracey was screaming. Nevertheless, the doctors went ahead and gave her the second and third set of injections in the following months. Tracey developed a turn in one of her eyes and needed corrective glasses and at times a patch. She ultimately needed three operations to correct the problem. Years later I was told that there was a very likely connection between the vaccinations and Tracey’s eye problem. But back in the days of her childhood, we knew nothing of the dangers and troubles that lay ahead.


Kevin and I loved family life. Sundays were special because it was Kevin’s one day off and we would all dress up. He adored Tracey and she adored him. When I dressed her on Sunday mornings, she would then want to go into our bedroom, where Kevin was in bed reading the newspapers, to show him her dress and do twirls for him.


Kevin always made a big thing about Christmas. It was a time when he would splash out on all kinds of treats for us. By Christmas 1972 we had something extra to celebrate—I was pregnant again. Kevin was working very hard and his shops were doing well. We were starting to get on in life.


On 11 May 1973, I gave birth to our son Alan in Mount Carmel Hospital. Unlike my experience with Tracey, Alan’s delivery was easy. The usual examinations and tests were carried out on Alan when he was born, including the ‘heel test’, and he had the highest possible score. I still have the hospital records from that time. The pregnancy and delivery were normal, and Alan was in perfect health. He was a happy baby who settled easily after having his bottle. I also had no problems after his birth. We left the hospital after the usual few days and came home to the typical excitement of a new baby. Kevin was delighted to have a son.


When I gave Alan his bath in the morning, he would grip my little fingers with his hands and his grip was very strong. I remember a nurse telling me that if I let his feet touch something solid, I would see his walking reflex. I did this occasionally. It was fun to watch.


Alan was a lovely little baby. The evening time was always the best time. His eyes would be open wide and he would be watching everything. From the time I brought him home until his first check-up, he was always hungry and he always woke for his night feed.


I brought Alan to the Coombe Hospital for his six-week development check. I remember the day well. I had knitted a purple outfit for him and I remember undressing him so the paediatrician could do the tests. Alan was very giggly that day and was having fun doing the tests. The doctor confirmed that Alan was 100 per cent healthy.


My brother Leonard was staying with us around that time and can remember Alan holding his bottle himself from an early age. Leonard recalled one particular incident when Alan was about six weeks old. My brother had noticed that the bottle had fallen out of Alan’s mouth and was about to go to him to put it back in, when Alan grabbed the bottle himself in his hands and hooshed it back into his mouth so he could carry on drinking.


“He’s been here before,” Leonard joked.


By about the age of two and a half months, Alan loved to be on the floor on his tummy. I’d lie on the floor playing with him and he would screech with laughter. He was getting to know my voice, too, and would look around to see where I was. He would chuckle when I played ‘peep’ around the hood of his pram.


My mother used to call Alan ‘smiler’ because he was so quick to respond with a smile. She would play on the floor with him too. By the age of about three and a half months Alan was starting to roll over. We would put things in front of him and he would stretch forward and grab them. It was great fun to play with him and tire him out for bed. He was starting to make sounds and to laugh out loud.


The district nurse who came to check on us was very pleased with how Alan was developing. In all her visits she was happy with his development. Her usual parting remark was “Your baby is doing very well. Just keep doing what you’re doing.” I am absolutely certain that, contrary to what she would write in a report two years later when the controversy about Alan started growing, she never asked me about my family’s medical history.


That’s the way it was for us back then. Kevin was doing well, we were a happy family, Tracey was growing, and our baby son Alan was thriving. The difficulties I had had after Tracey’s birth were far behind me, and I was the mother and wife in a family worlds apart from the one in which I had grown up. I loved the stability and the joys of our family.


When Alan was five months old, I received a note in the post for an appointment to go to the local health centre. It was time for the first of Alan’s three-in-one vaccine injections. This vaccine was given at intervals of two months starting when a baby was five months old. The district nurse’s notes from around that time state about Alan: ‘Visited frequently and infant found to be progressing normally.’


The events of the coming months would change the rest of our lives.










Chapter 2[image: Images]



THE VACCINATIONS


On 17 October 1973, I wheeled my five-month-old son up to the local Eastern Health Board clinic. I was like any good mother. I was doing what was best for my child. My mother came with me for company.


We arrived at the Edenmore clinic along with about 20 other mothers and their babies. When it came to Alan’s turn, I was called by the nurse at the desk. I was asked my child’s name and whether it was his first injection. I was asked no questions about his medical history. I was given a card with Alan’s name and the date for his second injection—two months from then. I moved along with the queue of mothers and babies to the doctor.


I told this doctor—a man—that my daughter Tracey had been ill and upset after her vaccinations and the doctor said that if that happened with Alan I should give him aspirin or Calpol. Alan was then given the first of his three-in-one vaccination injections against diphtheria, typhoid and pertussis (whooping cough). He was also given the sugar lump containing the polio vaccination.


As I would later learn, there were contra-indications for the vaccination, and these were listed on the packaging. At the medical centre, however, these were ignored. My record should have shown there was epilepsy in my family—my sister and my cousin have epilepsy. No one noted, and I was not told, that this was a major reason why Alan should not have the pertussis part of the vaccination. The vaccination used then actually introduced a level of meningitis into the system for the body to react to. That’s what created the immunity to whooping cough. But for some babies that process is too risky. No one said any of this to me at the time.


I would also later learn that according to written Eastern Health Board procedure I should have been informed of the possible dangers and given the free choice to have only the diphtheria and typhoid vaccinations as opposed to the full combination. I was offered no such option. There was no sign in the medical centre providing information or warnings. I received no information from the nurse or the doctor. I was just another working-class mother on the factory line with another baby to be vaccinated for the good of the herd. It was a different time—for me and for the country—when people in authority were never questioned. We were expected to obey them, and they were trusted to know what was best for us.


A year and a half later this doctor wrote a very different version of that first vaccination from the events as I recall them: ‘As customary I questioned the mother and received no adverse answers and certainly I was told of no family history of Epilepsy. In consequence of no adverse conditions being told to me, I proceeded with the inoculations.’


I went home that day feeling I was being a good mother doing what was best for my child. The day went by like any other, and that night Alan slept with no trouble. Later, I would feel as if someone had taken my son away that night and replaced him with another child.


Next day I was downstairs while Alan was having a nap. He let out a sudden scream and I rushed up to him. I picked him up and tried to soothe him, without success. Finally I gave him Calpol, but this didn’t settle him either. I didn’t understand his distress and it took a long time for him to go back to sleep.
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