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The Vanishing Triangle





1. Body of Phyllis Murphy located at Ballinagee, Wicklow Gap, on 1 January 1980.


2. Body of Antoinette Smith located at Glendoo Woods, Kilakee, Dublin Mountains, on 3 April 1988.


3. Body of Patricia Doherty located at Feather Beds, Glassamucky, Dublin Mountains, on 21 June 1992.


4. Last sighting of Annie McCarrick, Enniskerry, Dublin, on 26 March 1993.


5. Body of Marie Kilmartin located at Barnanaghs, Portlaoise, on 10 June 1994.


6. Site of rape, Powerscourt/Enniskerry, Dublin, 30 December 1994.


7. Last sighting of Jo Jo Dollard, Moone, County Kildare, 9 November 1995.


8. Last sighting of Fiona Pender, Tullamore, County Offaly, 23 August 1996.


9. Last sighting of Ciara Breen, Dundalk, 12 February 1997.


10. Last sighting Fiona Sinnott, Broadway, Wexford, 9 February 1998.


11. Last sighting of Deirdre Jacob, Newbridge, County Kildare, 28 July 1998.


12. Body of Layla Brennan, located at Kilakee Road, Dublin Mountains, on 3 March 1999.


13. Abduction of female in Carlow town by Larry Murphy on 11 February 2000.
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A Note from the Author





All names marked by asterisks have been changed, either for discretion or safety.






















Introduction





Those friends and neighbours who met and greeted the young teenager, as she strolled homewards down the tree-lined road on that balmy July afternoon, could not have known that theirs would be the last verifiable sightings of her alive. Within six hours, her distraught parents would report her missing at their local Garda Station. Neither could they have imagined that, within eight hours, some of them would be hastily grouped together within search teams, combing the fields and roads near her home, desperately looking for some sign of the missing girl.


By the following morning, her disappearance was being linked, by both media and public, to other cases where females had disappeared, and had either never been seen again, or whose badly decomposed bodies had been accidently found months later. Fears were openly expressed that a serial killer was operating, either alone or with other like-minded predators, in an area of the country where instances of female disappearance had become so common that it had been dubbed the ‘Vanishing Triangle’.


This was the second disappearance of a teenager within the space of a few months. In February of that same year, a young girl had gone missing after leaving her local pub in the south-east of the country, to make the short journey to her rented home. She bid her friends goodnight as she walked out the door, and was never seen alive again.


Although these disappearances would account for just two of some six thousand missing-person reports filed with Gardai that year, the circumstances surrounding them were considered worrying enough to warrant the setting up of a specialised taskforce, to investigate both these and a number of other cases involving the disappearances of females.


The taskforce, codenamed Operation TRACE (an acronym for Tracing, Reviewing And Collating Evidence), were given – among others – six disappearances to investigate: American national Annie McCarrick, on Friday 26 March 1993; Kilkenny girl Josephine ‘Jo Jo’ Dollard, on 9 November 1995; Tullamore native Fiona Pender, last seen on 23 August 1996; Dundalk teenager Ciara Breen, last seen alive on 12 February 1997; Fiona Sinnott, a young Wexford mother, last seen alive on 8 February 1998, and Deirdre Jacob, who went missing from Newbridge in County Kildare on 28 July 1998.




*





The taskforce would eventually reopen investigations into a number of other similar cases, including instances where bodies had later been located. These included the disappearance of Phyllis Murphy, who was last seen alive as she stood at a bus stop in Newbridge, on the evening of 22 December 1979, laden down with Christmas shopping. Her naked body was located on 18 January 1980, hidden in a forest in the Wicklow Mountains.


Housewife and mother Antoinette Smith disappeared on 12 July 1987, after a night out in Dublin city. Her body was located in the Dublin Mountains on 3 April 1988. There was a plastic bag wrapped tightly around her head.


The murder of another female, whose body was located less than three weeks after that of Antoinette’s, was also under examination. On this occasion, however, the body was located outside of our jurisdiction, in a national park in North Antrim. German tourist Inga Hauser had last been seen alive getting off the ferry at Larne, on 6 April 1988.


Prison officer Patricia Doherty left home on the evening of 23 December 1991, to do some last-minute Christmas shopping. Her body was located on 21 June of the following year, by a man cutting turf in the Dublin Mountains. The body dump site that had been selected was less than a mile from where Antoinette’s body had been located some three years earlier.


There was also the case of agoraphobia sufferer Marie Kilmartin, who disappeared on a dark winter evening, in December of 1993, after inexplicably leaving her house. Her body was accidentally located in June of 1994, in bogland outside Portarlington.


Arlene Arkinson, a native of Caslederg, Northern Ireland, was last seen alive shortly after leaving a discotheque in Bundoran, County Donegal, in August 1994. What the carefree young teenager could not have known was that her escort to the dance that night was, and is, one of Ireland’s most prolific and vicious sex offenders. Her body has never been located.


The conviction of two settled travellers for the violent rape of a young sex worker on 30 December 1994 would also form part of our investigation. Though the culprits had been brought to justice and their victim, in this instance, had survived her ordeal, their crime was nevertheless considered relevant, if only because of the area where they brought their victim. Whether by accident or design, this rape occurred within walking distance of the body dump sites of both Antoinette and Patricia.




*





Shortly after TRACE began its work, the body of a young girl would be located in the Dublin Mountains, after a convicted rapist called to Rathfarnham Garda Station with his wife, and casually admitted to her rape and murder. The crime had, until then, gone unreported. Again, the body dump site selected by him was considered relevant to our enquiries.


Months later, Wicklow man Larry Murphy would be arrested for the abduction, multiple rape and attempted murder of a young woman within the area of the ‘Vanishing Triangle’. There would be no further disappearances following his arrest, a fact which led to him being linked by both media and public alike to the abduction of a number of the other missing-female cases.


Our investigations would bring us into almost daily contact with Irish society’s underworld; one occupied by rapists, paedophiles and other criminals.


A convicted serial killer, serving time in a high-security prison in Canada, would claim to have in his possession naked images of some of the missing females, taken both before and after their murder.


We would meet with and interview men who, outwardly, seemed as if they were doing everything they could to assist in the search for their loved ones. We would become aware, while talking to these same people, that they themselves had questions to answer, in relation to their involvement in the missing person’s disappearance or death.


There would be family members, lovers and friends who would all supply detailed alibis, knowing, deep down, that they were, though perhaps misguidedly, allowing someone to get away with murder.


It is now sixteen years since the establishment of Operation TRACE. The investigations into all these various cases continue. The families of the missing still spend every waking moment hoping and praying that, some day, their loved ones will be returned to them. The family of Phyllis Murphy received some closure, with the conviction of a trusted neighbour for her murder. For the rest, the wait continues.


These are their stories.



















Annie McCarrick





During her inaugural address to the nation on 3 December 1990, President Elect Mary Robinson spoke of the various roles she would take on during the course of her presidency. One of her key tasks, she told the crowds gathered at Dublin Castle on that historic day, would be to reach out to the vast Irish diaspora, that is, to the descendants of those Irish who had, through economic necessity, been forced, over the years, to emigrate in search of a better life, both for themselves and for their families. She spoke of placing a lighted candle in the window of Áras an Uachtaráin, as a welcoming sign to these travellers. In those heady days, little did we realise that this welcoming light would ultimately lure one of our diaspora to her death.


Annie McCarrick’s parents, Nancy and John, were very proud of their Irish heritage. They inculcated this love of all things Irish in their only child, Annie Bridget McCarrrick, born in March of 1967. Their family weekends were filled with visits from like-minded friends and relatives, with regular trips to the Irish shows and fleadhs, that were a feature of everyday life in the Bayport area of Long Island, New York City, where the family lived. Bayport was home to thousands of descendants of Irish emigrants. A blue-collar area, many of its citizens worked for the city as policemen, fire fighters, garbage collectors and in other services. Like their neighbours, the McCarricks were practising Catholics, and attended the service at the local church every Sunday.


Annie’s first visit to Ireland came in December of 1987, when she spent a week in the country as part of a school tour. At the time, she was attending Skidmore College in New York. She fell in love with the country immediately, and on her return home announced to her parents that she wanted to return to Ireland as soon as she finished college, and take up further studies there. At just twenty years of age, Annie possessed a maturity far beyond her years. Her parents, though heartbroken at the thought of their only child leaving home, did not, at the same time, wish to stand in her way.


Between 1988 and 1990 Annie attended teacher training courses in Ireland, initially at Saint Patrick’s College in Drumcondra, and then at Saint Patrick’s in Maynooth. During her time in Drumcondra, she would meet and fall in love with Dublin man Phillip Brady. Though their romance ended amicably after a number of months, Annie and Phillip would remain friends. She was also friendly with the rest of his family, particularly with his brother, Hillary, and Hillary’s fiancé, Rita Fortune.


During her time in college, Annie – always an independent spirit – financed her studies by taking on any job that came her way. She worked for a while as a teachers’ assistant in a school in the Ballymun area of Dublin. Her work there convinced her that she was indeed cut out for the role of teacher. That summer, during school holidays, she travelled with friends to Germany to find part-time employment.


A bright, personable and friendly girl, Annie had a wide circle of friends and acquaintances. If she was swept off her feet by their quaint Irishness, they, equally, were enamoured by this pleasant girl. One friend said she was ‘like a ray of sunshine’. Far from feeling out of place in the Dublin of the nineties, she fit right in, and actually could not get enough of Irish culture and tradition. She would regularly drag her friends to the many Irish music and dance sessions in the city.


Love would once more find Annie, while she was attending Maynooth College. Her new boyfriend was Dermot Ryan, a fellow sociology student. The couple would go everywhere together. However, when she graduated in 1990 with her BA in Sociology and English Literature, Annie announced that she wished to return to New York, to finish up her studies at Stonybrook University. Before parting, the young couple had agreed to remain in touch, and Dermot had even gone out to New York and stayed for a number of weeks in the McCarrick home. However, after his return to Ireland, Annie would diligently apply herself to her studies, and their relationship gradually petered out.


While in college, though totally immersed in her studies, Annie had continued to pine for the life she had left behind her in Ireland. It came as no surprise to her parents when, towards the end of 1992, she announced that she intended to return to live in Dublin, to take a Higher Diploma course which would then qualify her to teach in the country. She was unable to teach before completing the course, as she had, of course, not learnt Irish in school.


In January 1993, Annie, now almost twenty-six years old, once again left her family home. This time, before leaving, she prevailed on her mother to come and visit her, and arrangements were made for mother and daughter to meet in Dublin on 2 April 1993, where she would stay until Annie settled down. As she boarded her plane, little did Annie’s parents think that they would never again see their daughter.


Upon her arrival in Dublin, Annie immediately renewed her old acquaintances. She stayed with Hillary Brady and Rita Fortune for a few nights, until she secured accommodation for herself in an apartment in Saint Catherine’s Court in Sandymount, a quiet suburb on the south side of Dublin. She shared this apartment with two other girls, Jill Twomey and Ida Walsh, with whom she built up an immediate and lasting friendship.




*





Initially, Annie secured work at the Courtyard Restaurant in Donnybrook, Dublin. Although she only worked there for a few short weeks, it would eventually provide a vital clue to her last known movements on the day she disappeared.


She enjoyed working in the Courtyard, but because they could not guarantee her full-time employment, she started looking for work elsewhere. Though she knew that her parents would afford her every financial support if she needed it, Annie refused to be a burden on them. She would much rather pay her own way through college. In the short time that she had been working, she had quickly established a reputation for being a reliable hard-worker, and had no trouble securing another job at the well-known Café Java on Leeson Street. There, she proved herself to be very popular with staff and clientele alike. During the subsequent Garda investigation into her disappearance, a number of the customers would describe her, when interviewed, as ‘the pretty American with the heart of gold’.




*





Saint Patrick’s Day, and the days that followed, would pass in a flurry of excitement and anticipation, as Annie prepared for the visit of her mother. Everyone around her was swept up in her enthusiasm. Given all the arrangements she was putting in place for her visit, her mother was certainly not going to have much time to sit around on this particular holiday!


Annie finished work at Café Java at 3 PM on Thursday 25 March 1993. She was asked by Jean*, the manageress, to wait for ten minutes while she prepared the wages. The lunch trade had been particularly busy, and Jean had not had the opportunity to get them ready. Annie, seeing the pressure that Jean was under, told her not to worry, and that she would call in to collect her wages the next day (Friday). Although that was due to be her day off, she also told Jean that she would prepare some deserts at home on Friday morning, and bring them into the restaurant with her desserts when she called in that afternoon. This was an additional job for which Annie did not receive any payment, but one that she actually enjoyed doing. Officially, she was not due back at work in the restaurant until Saturday 27 March.


Annie had spent the evening of Thursday 25 March visiting a friend’s home. After dinner, they had sat around talking. Once again, the main topic had been her mother’s visit, and she arranged to bring her mother over to introduce her when she arrived. The friends parted around 10 PM, and the husband and teenage son drove Annie home to her apartment in Sandymount. There, she spoke briefly with her flatmates before going to bed.


The following morning, Friday 26, both Jill and Ida were up early packing their suitcases. They were travelling home to their families after work, and planned to be away for the weekend. They spoke to Annie before leaving the house. She was sitting in bed knitting, a skill she had developed during her time in Ireland. She told Ida that she planned to go for a short walk in the Enniskerry area that afternoon with a friend. She still had a number of last-minute preparations to make for her mother’s visit. She also invited Hillary and Rita over for Saturday-night dinner.




*





Annie may have been delighted with having the time to herself, but there was a downside to her ‘home alone’ weekend. When Annie failed to return home on that Friday evening, there was no one in the apartment to notice that she was missing. Her friends would call on Saturday night to find that she had not returned. Though this was totally out of character, it would be another forty-eight hours before she would be officially reported missing.


At 11 AM on Friday morning, Annie visited the local Quinnsworth supermarket, where she purchased the ingredients needed to make the desserts for Café Java. Realising that she would have very little time to shop for the meal she planned to serve her guests, she also bought ingredients for that. This was to be a special meal, one of the first she would prepare and serve in her new home, and meant as a ‘thank you’ to Hilary and Rita for their kindness. Her purchases included a number of perishable items, such as cream, meat and butter, all of which required refrigeration.


After leaving the supermarket, Annie called into her local Allied Irish Bank branch. When she arrived in Dublin in January, she’d opened a bank account at the AIB bank in Clondalkin, a short walk from Hilary’s house. During her visit to the bank, she arranged for the transfer of her account from the Clondalkin branch to Sandymount.


Annie’s visit to the bank was captured by the in-house closed circuit television system. Annie was well known there, and can be seen on the footage to be relaxed and cheerful, chatting, as usual, with staff and customers alike. There was nothing in her demeanour or attitude that would give any indication of the events that were to follow. This is the only footage available of Annie, as there were no other security cameras in operation in the area, unlike modern-day Ireland, where almost every shop has their own security cameras. Sandymount, at that time, was considered to be one of the lowest crime risk areas in Dublin city.


On her way back to her apartment, Annie stopped to make a brief phone call from the public telephone kiosk on the Green in Sandymount. The phone in her apartment was only working intermittently at that time. She first rang Hillary Brady at work to confirm their dinner date for Saturday night, and she told him how much she was looking forward to their company.


Annie then rang another friend, Anne O’Dwyer, to ask if she was free that afternoon to accompany her on a short walk in the Enniskerry area, just outside the city. Enniskerry, derived from its original Gaelic name meaning ‘rugged ford’, was a place that held a special attraction for her. Situated beside the Powerscourt Gardens and waterfalls, it was one of the most picturesque areas in the Dublin Mountains. The two of them regularly walked in the Dublin Mountains together. Unfortunately, Anne had injured her ankle some days earlier, and could not go. Annie ended their conversation by saying that she might go out alone for a short walk.




*





Her decision to take this walk alone is a classic example of one of those random, seemingly harmless choices, made by so many people on a daily basis, little knowing that they were about to put in motion a series of events that would, ultimately, cost them their life. These ‘spur of the moment’ choices are reflected in a number of the cases that we looked at in the TRACE taskforce.


The call to Anne would be the last contact that Annie had with any of her friends. Our enquiries show that she then headed back to her apartment in Saint Catherine’s Court.


Sometime after 1 PM on that same date, plumber Bernard Sheehan, who was doing some repair work in a separate apartment in the complex, observed Annie leaving the building through the front door. They had exchanged a brief greeting, and he watched her leave, heading in the direction of nearby Newgrove Avenue, where the public-bus terminus was located. If she wished to travel to Enniskerry, Annie would first have to get the Number 18 bus from Sandymount across the South City to Ranelagh. Once in Ranelagh village she could then take the 44 bus into Enniskerry village. Shortly after returning from America, Annie had bought herself a car. She had not, however, mastered the use of the stick shift and right-hand drive, and the car was left sitting outside Hillary’s home.


As Annie approached the 18 Bus Terminus at Newgrove Avenue, the bus was just beginning to pull away from the stop, and she broke into a run, shouting at the driver to stop. Bruno Borza, the owner of the Borza take-away in Sandymount, later told Gardai that he had observed Annie running to catch the bus, which had stopped in response to her shout. He watched as she boarded the bus, which then drove away.


It is almost certainly the case that, had Annie missed this bus, she would not have gone to Enniskerry on that fateful day. The next available bus would not have left for almost an hour, at which stage, it would have been getting dark as she arrived in Enniskerry, and would certainly have been too late to set out walking.


Events such as catching or missing the bus, Anne hurting her ankle, the apartment being empty over the weekend, are all those imponderable ‘if onlys’ that, in their own way, each contributed to Annie being in the wrong place at the wrong time that day, thereby putting her in a situation which, undoubtedly, contributed to her death. This, as I have said, is a recurring theme that can be found in a number of the other cases.


All the witnesses who recalled seeing Annie that afternoon would describe her as wearing a tweed jacket and jeans, dark red boots, and carrying a distinctive tan shoulder bag. Given her statuesque bearing and height of 5 foot 8 inches, Annie would stand out in any crowd.




*





Annie was due to work at the Café Java on the morning of 27 March. By noon of that day, she had not arrived, nor had she contacted any of the staff. This was totally out of character for her; she was a stickler for punctuality, and her absence was commented on by other staff members, who had expected her to call in with her home-made desserts. She had also not turned up to collect her wages on Friday afternoon.


At 8 PM on that same Saturday evening, Hilary and Rita arrived at Saint Catherine’s Court to keep their pre-arranged dinner date with Annie. Both of them were looking forward to the night ahead. As well as being good company, Annie was also an excellent cook. To their amazement, there was no response to their knocks on the apartment door. This was not something you expected from Annie.


They waited outside the flat for about twenty minutes, and then went to a nearby pub, where they stayed for half an hour before returning to Annie’s flat. Once again, they did not receive any response, and Rita suggested that they should go home to Clondalkin and ring Annie from there. When they later attempted to ring the apartment, they realised that they did not, in fact, have the phone number. They rang Nancy in New York City and she gave them the number. In a brief conversation they mentioned the broken dinner date, but thought no more of it.


On a number of occasions throughout that Sunday, they rang Saint Catherine’s Court. They received no response. Rita then rang Café Java, and was told that Annie had not turned up for work that day. As the afternoon progressed, their concern for her well-being began to grow.


Later that same evening, Jill and Ida returned to their apartment. They were surprised not to find Annie waiting there to greet them, full of questions about how their weekend had gone. They were equally surprised to find a plastic Quinnsworth shopping bag propped against the wall just inside the front door. The bag was full of food that should have been refrigerated. Gardai later established that the bag contained all the shopping that Annie had purchased on Friday morning.


This can be interpreted as a clear sign that, on arriving at the apartment that Friday morning, Annie had merely opened the door and left the shopping propped just inside, with the full intention of returning later to put it all away.


Rita and Hilary had checked with both Jill and Ida, and also, once more, with Annie’s place of work on the morning of Monday 29. At this stage, they decided that there was something seriously wrong, and rang Nancy in New York to ask her if she’d had any contact from Annie. When she heard that they had not been able to contact her daughter all weekend, Nancy immediately changed her travel arrangements, and flew to Dublin that evening. It would be nearly two months before she would once again return to America.




*





Nancy was met by Rita and Hilary at the airport and, on hearing that there still had been no contact from her daughter, immediately went to Irishtown Garda Station, and formally reported her missing. It was now almost eighty hours since anyone had last had contact from Annie. An investigation under then Detective Inspector Martin Donnellan was immediately launched.


By the end of that week, Annie had been missing for seven days, and it was decided to make a formal appeal to the public for assistance. Her photograph was published in the media, with information being sought in relation to her whereabouts and well-being. The appeal elicited two very important responses.


The first response came from a most unlikely source. A Sam Doran contacted Irishtown Garda Station, and told Detectives Tom Rock and Val Smith that he worked as a doorman at Johnny Foxes, the famous traditional Irish music pub situated on the Ballybrack Road, in the tiny village of Glencullen nestled high in the Dublin Mountains. It is a thirty-minute drive from Dublin’s city centre, and about three miles from Enniskerry village. Established in 1798 and touted as the ‘highest’ pub in Ireland, Johnny Foxes was and remains one of those ‘must-see’ places on the itinerary of most visitors. Indeed, it was one of the places that Annie was considering bringing her mother to see when she arrived on holidays.


Sam said that he had been working on the main door of the function room attached to the pub on the night of 26 March 1993. The traditional folk group, The Jolly Ploughmen, were playing a concert there that night with the doors due to open at 8 PM. They were a very popular group, and normally drew a huge crowd of trad fans. There was an admission fee of £2.00 (about €2.50). As part of their duties, Sam and fellow security man Paul O’Reilly supervised the collection of monies from patrons as they entered.


He said that some time after 8 PM that Friday evening, a young female had walked into the function room. She paused briefly inside the door and looked around, as if trying to find a seat. She had then strolled past the pay kiosk desk without paying the entry fee. From her demeanour he believed that she seemed to be unaware of the fact that there was an admission fee being charged, and she appeared surprised when he stopped her. A short queue formed as he spoke with her. Sam said he told the female that she had to pay, and she immediately apologised and put her hand into her pocket. Just then, a man standing directly behind her in the queue addressed Sam, saying ‘I’ll get that’. She had turned and smiled at him, acknowledging his generosity, and then walked on alone into the room. The stranger paid £4 (€5), to cover the entry fee for the two of them, and followed her in.


Sam Doran was of the opinion, from her reaction to this offer, that the girl did not appear to either be in the company of or to know the identity of her ‘benefactor’. His intervention had appeared to take her by surprise. It looked to him like it had been a chance encounter. He was, in his words, ‘certain’ that the girl was Annie. It had been a particularly busy night in the pub and, with it being so close to St Patrick’s Day, there had been a large number of visitors and tourists in and out all week. Nevertheless, he vividly recalled the tall and attractive American he had spoken too, and was adamant that it was indeed Annie.


His colleague, Paul O’Reilly, could only vaguely recall some of the episode as described by Sam, as he had been dealing with another customer at the time. He was not as certain that the visitor had been Annie. More significantly, neither of them could recall seeing either the female or her ‘benefactor’ again during the course of the night.


In one of those coincidences that often bedevil investigations, there was an American tourist at the show that night who bore a passing physical resemblance to Annie, and even dressed in a somewhat similar style. In fact, their dress sense was so similar that investigating Gardai would subsequently ask her not to wear certain items, as they became inundated with calls about sightings of Annie, that would turn out to be this other woman. As recently as 2010, myself and Christy Mangan, the Superintendent then in charge of the Garda Cold Case unit, would interview a witness who claimed to have met Annie a few days after the sighting in Johnny Foxes. From the location given to us and the description of the clothing, we were satisfied that this had, in fact, been another sighting of Jane. On the night of 26 March, Jane had been accompanied by her mother, and had definitely not been involved in any incident as described by Sam Doran.


Witness recollection being an imprecise science, Gardai had to carefully scrutinise Sam Doran’s story. After all, given the sheer number of persons he must have met on a daily basis at the pub, they had to consider that he might have been wrong. However, what is significant about this encounter is the fact that, if he was mistaken, and if the couple he described had not included Annie, then surely at least one of the persons involved would have come forward, given the publicity that surrounded this claim. Even allowing for the fact that one or other of the couple may not have wanted it to be known that they had been there on the night for personal reasons, it is considered highly unlikely that both of them could have remained silent for so long, especially when one considers the importance that has been attached to the sighting.


Doran described the man as being about five foot eight inches tall, and of average build. He estimated his age at somewhere between twenty-five and twenty-eight. He was clean-shaven, with dark brown hair cut short, in an almost military style. He was wearing a green wax jacket, similar in style to the ‘Barbour’ brand. A photofit was created from the description given by Doran, and was widely circulated in the media. Although photofits are notoriously unreliable as a tool in identifying people, it is nevertheless the case that no one answering that description has ever come forward to say that it might have been him that Doran was describing.


The publicity that greeted the news of a missing American also generated a second, extremely important, piece of information. Eimear O’Grady, who had worked with Annie in the Courtyard restaurant, contacted Gardai, and told them that shortly before 3 PM on Friday 26 March, she had been standing in line at the 44 bus stop opposite the Ulster Bank in Ranelagh village. Just as the bus pulled into the stop, she saw Annie coming around the corner from the direction of the 18 bus terminus, that same bus that Bruno Borza had seen her catch in Sandymount some twenty-five minutes previous. She stood at the rear of the queue.




*





The 44 bus was, by that stage, beginning to load. Eimear, who had previously worked with Annie at the Courtyard Restaurant, was one of the first in the queue boarding the bus. She tried catching Annie’s attention, taking a seat at the rear of the bus, but Annie went directly upstairs before Eimear had the opportunity to greet her. The bus reached Eimear’s stop in Milltown minutes later, and she got off without having spoken with Annie.


This is a very important sighting as it clearly puts Annie on the route to Enniskerry, somewhere she had told Anne O’Dwyer she intended to go. The fact that the sighting was made by someone who knew her lends it greater weight. We would revisit Eimear some years later, and she remained adamant that she had seen Annie on that day. She could recall it vividly, she told us, because she herself was actually returning home that same day, having spent a week visiting family members down the country.


The bus driver, Paddy Donnelly, could only confirm the time the bus left, and the route it had taken to its terminus in Enniskerry. Unfortunately, given the sheer number of passengers he carried on a day-to-day basis, he was unable to recall any one individual. Unlike all modern Dublin buses, this bus was not fitted with internal security cameras.


The sightings of Annie made by Sam and Eimear changed the focus of the Garda enquiries entirely. Up to this, enquiries had been concentrated on the Sandymount area. This new evidence effectively moved the investigation some fifteen miles further south.


After her first few days here in Ireland, Nancy had been joined by her husband John, her brother Tim and her brother-in-law. The family gradually grew frustrated at the lack of progress in the Garda investigation, and decided to start making their own enquiries. They would remain in Ireland for almost two months, staying in a bed and breakfast in the Rathgar area, each day visiting the area in and around Enniskerry, in the hope of finding some trace of their daughter.


As the days progressed, they become increasingly convinced that they would never see their daughter alive again. They hired an Irish-based private investigator to help them in their search, recommended to them by the American Embassy. The group visited the village of Enniskerry and, armed with photographs of the missing Annie, canvassed every house and shop in the area. They visited all the houses on the possible routes she could have taken between the village and the pub three miles away.




*





It was actually the family, and not the Gardai, who visited the small sub-post office in the picturesque village square, and there met a female assistant who recalled a lady with an American accent coming into the shop on that Friday afternoon, and buying three postage stamps. This was an area they had been told had already been canvassed – without success – by Gardai. This certainly did nothing to improve the couple’s confidence in Gardai capability in locating their daughter. John, an ex-Parks policeman himself, offered a substantial personal reward for any information they received which could assist in locating his daughter.


Unfortunately, there were no CCTV facilities fitted in the post office in Enniskerry, nor in any of the other nearby buildings on that day. Armed with the new information, though, Gardai could now prepare a timeline and movement chart based on both verified and unverified sightings of Annie McCarrick, on the day she disappeared. Everything now appeared to suggest that she had, as planned, visited Enniskerry village on the day in question. The one major gap that has never been accounted for is the period between 4 PM and 8 PM, that is, the period between her alleged sighting in the post office and her arrival at Johnny Fox’s pub. A regular walker, it certainly would not have taken her four hours to walk the three miles between village and pub. Where – and with whom – she had spent those few hours, has remained unestablished to this day.


We can only speculate as to what exactly happened during that period. The indications of Annie’s unusual behaviour that evening were clear. She had abandoned her food shopping just inside the front door, not even bothering to refrigerate it. It included the ingredients for the meal she planned to cook for her visitors on Saturday night. She hadn’t even called to her workplace to collect her wages. Undoubtedly, she had left Catherine’s Court in a hurry, anxious to fit a short walk in before dusk fell on that March afternoon. Had she intended to stay out late she would almost certainly have rung work, or at least put the cream into the refrigerator!


No one since has ever actually been arrested in connection with Annie’s disappearance, though a large number of people have been treated as ‘Persons of Interest’ (POI) to the investigation. Each POI necessitated a full ‘Trace, Implicate or Eliminate’ (TIE) process to rule them in or out of any involvement in her disappearance. These included males who had been nominated by others, whose account of their movements did not ring true, or who had surfaced either through investigative work or through their involvement in similar types of crimes.


For instance, in the first few weeks of the investigation it emerged that Annie had had a brief liaison with a former associate on the Saturday before she disappeared. She had shared this information with one of her friends, expressing huge regret at having ‘let things get so out of hand’. The incident in itself was not of huge significance, until it was vehemently denied by the male she had named when it was put to him by Gardai. He even attempted to supply an alibi for that particular night!


In turn, this was considered to be a very important development, and his denial led investigators to wonder what else he was attempting to cover up. He had previously supplied an account of his movements for the Friday of Annie’s disappearance, but his story and alibi were revisited, and subjected to more careful scrutiny. Eventually, he admitted that Annie’s version of the story was correct, and added that his denials were based on the wish that his then girlfriend not find out about it. It was one such incident where a little lie could have had major consequences all around!


During the course of carrying out routine enquiries at the Quinnsworth supermarket where Annie had purchased her groceries on the Friday morning, Gardai also checked the public noticeboard there. Nestled amongst the handwritten advertisements for local babysitters, gardeners and van rental, was one particular ad that caught their eye. It was addressed to females seeking employment in the beauty industry, and offered the services of a professional photographer who would compile a portfolio of their photographs.


What was especially interesting about this advertisement was the fact that it specified that applicants must be foreign nationals. Further enquiries led Gardai to a grotty little bedsit off the South Circular Road, one part of which was cordoned off as a ‘studio’. The ‘professional photographer’ and his male ‘assistant’ turned out to be two perverts, whose only interest lay in trying to get wannabe models to take off as much clothing as possible. Judging from their own ‘portfolios’, they had not been very successful in their appeal. Luckily for them, they could provide cast-iron alibis for 26 March, and that line of enquiry was shut down immediately.


There is, however, one further person of interest to the investigation, who has yet to be eliminated. This person is the man who walked into the pub behind Annie that Friday night. Repeated requests and appeals were made, but without success. Years later, important information was received that opened a whole new field of enquiry into this matter.


We learnt that the benefactor who told Sam Doran that he would pay for Annie’s admission at Johnny Fox’s was, in fact, a named ‘hit man’ for the west Belfast brigade of the Irish Republican Army (the IRA), who was on the run from the North after carrying out a particularly savage murder. At twenty-eight years of age, Manus Dunne* had built up a reputation for himself as a cold-blooded assassin without equal, in an organisation that boasted many such killers. On 26 March he had been staying with some friends in a safe house in the Rathfarnham area and, though maintaining a low profile to avoid being nabbed by Special Branch officers, had gone for a night out to the pub, believing it unlikely he’d be seen so far off the beaten track.
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According to our source, who is considered to be extremely reliable, he was completely smitten by the tall, attractive American, and they spent an enjoyable evening together in the pub. It is suggested that, on realising how interested in all things Irish Annie was, he had tried to impress her by divulging some stories about his activities in the Northern Ireland conflict.


There is no doubt that, initially at least, he found in Annie an audience that clung to his every word. She had been steeped, since birth, in the history of Ireland. As the night wore on and drink continued to flow, he may have spoken openly of his personal involvement in acts of atrocity, and began to cause her disquiet. Dunne could have reached a stage of drunkenness where her obvious, growing revulsion only encouraged him further. If we are to follow this line of reasoning, he could have spoken not only of the crimes he himself had committed, but also of crimes carried out by his colleagues. He may even have committed the ultimate betrayal, and referred to them by name.


Our source tells us that, by the end of the night, the enormity of what he had done began to dawn on him. He quickly sobered up, realising the damage that he might have done, both to himself and to the organisation he claimed to support. At this stage, Dunne realised what the only way open to him was. To ensure that Annie would never repeat what he had confided in her, he had to kill her. The taking of an innocent life to mask his own weaknesses presumably caused him little, if any, concern. What was more important to him was that he secure his own freedom.


Earlier in their conversation, Annie had told him that she lived in the Sandymount area of the city. Using all his charm, he convinced her to accept a lift from him back towards Dublin. He told her that he would drop her at a taxi rank in the Rathmines area, from which she could get a taxi home. Dunne was shrewd enough to realise that she would not have allowed him to know her actual address. He then told her that he needed to use the bathroom, and they agreed to meet in the car park at the rear of the pub. What the unsuspecting Annie did not realise was that, by making this arrangement, he avoided them being seen leaving the pub together.


Dunne had earlier that night parked the non descript Ford Sierra, which had been made available to him during his time in Dublin, towards the rear of the car park, where it couldn’t be seen from the pub and where, equally, any security cameras fitted at the back of the building could not pick up on it. Such precautions would have come as second nature to him, considering his line of work. At the back of the car park, street lights did little to brighten up darkened areas. Annie left the pub, and walked towards where he had told her that his car was parked. He had followed at a safe distance, to ensure that she was alone, and did not stop to speak to anyone. It is unclear what he would have done had Annie chosen to avoid him, or had refused his offer of a lift. It has been suggested that he had a firearm concealed in the car, and that he would have used it if he had to. He knew that the car could not be traced back to him if he needed to make a run for it.


After driving out of the car park, Dunne had turned right and headed back up the mountain, instead of taking the left turn that would have brought him back towards the city. We are told that, at this stage, Annie realised that she was in trouble and had attempted to open her door. He then used his fist to strike her face, temporarily stunning her. About a mile above Johnny Fox’s, he had pulled off the road into a lay-by, where he had strangled his still semi-conscious victim. He concealed her body in a nearby ditch, marked the spot and then drove home to Rathfarnham.


When he arrived back at the safe house, Dunne told his ‘minders’ that he had met an American in the pub who had spent the night trying to elicit information from him in connection with his activities on behalf of the movement. He told them that she had approached him the moment he walked in, and that she appeared to know who he was. Dunne said that he suspected she was a Special Branch plant and, fearing that his and his colleagues’ safety could be compromised, had tricked her into leaving the pub with him, and had then killed her. At first light, he and a number of his colleagues had driven in two separate cars to the area where he had left Annie’s body. One of the cars would be used to run ‘interception’ in case they met any Gardai, while the second car would transport the body.


Shortly after this incident, Manus Dunne returned to active service in Northern Ireland. Some months later, an allegation was made against him by the teenage daughter of a prominent Republican, in connection with an incident of serious sexual assault. An internal investigation was held. Both Dunne and the young girl’s father were considered to be powerful men within the organisation, and it was feared that a ruling in favour of one before the other could lead to a significant rift. Exile seemed the best alternative, and it was decided that Dunne would leave Ireland altogether. Work was secured for him in a pub owned by an IRA sympathiser, in one of the larger cities in America. He was expressly ordered, under threat of death, not to return to Ireland.


This story only came to the attention of the Gardai within the last few years. It is a highly plausible explanation for Annie’s disappearance, and one that is the main avenue of investigation.


Annie’s family would return to Ireland again in August of 1993, and continue to carry out their own enquiries. In the years since her disappearance, either one or both of them would make the long journey over to meet with the investigators, and be filled in on the progress, if any, that had been made in the investigation. Nancy herself travelled over in 2001 to meet Assistant Commissioner Tony Hickey, the man in charge of Operation TRACE.
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The never-ending search for their daughter would ultimately take its toll on John and Nancy’s marriage. In 1998, the couple divorced. John died a heartbroken man in 2007. Nancy now sits alone in her apartment, still waiting for the phone to ring with the news that her daughter’s body has been located. This is never information any parent wants to hear, but being able to bring her child home, and having a grave at which to mourn, would provide the mother with some limited solace.


In the year 2010, I gave evidence by deposition before the New York City Civil Court, in connection with Annie’s disappearance. I cited Annie’s out-of-character actions as grounds for the assumption that she did not disappear voluntarily, and had, I believed, been murdered. I also presented a brief synopsis of the extent and scope of the Garda investigation into her disappearance. The case had been brought by lawyers acting on behalf of Nancy, who were seeking an order of ‘death in absentia’, that is, a legal presumption of her death. The court, on hearing my evidence read into the record, issued a death certificate. It was, at that time, some seventeen years since Annie disappeared.


I spoke by telephone with Nancy in May of 2011, the week before I retired from An Garda Síochána. I was calling to pass on the contact details of my successor. During our conversation, she told me that, even now, eighteen years after her daughter’s disappearance, all she wanted was to have her remains returned, to afford her daughter the dignity of a proper burial. This was, she said, far more important to her than knowing the identity of the person who killed her daughter.


The search for Annie has, over the years, been raised to government level by a number of prominent people, including Al Gore, then Vice President of the USA, and Jean Kennedy Smith, the American Ambassador to Ireland, and herself one of the Irish diaspora.



















Jo Jo Dollard





Like Annie, Josephine ‘Jo Jo’ Dollard worked as a waitress. Where Annie had come to Ireland from America and fallen in love with all things Irish, Jo Jo had been equally smitten by Mike, an American she had met while working in Dublin. Mike was on a gap year travelling around the world and, after a few months, broke her heart by continuing on his travels. This would be one of the chief influences leading to Jo Jo’s departure in late 1995, when she returned to live near her home town in Callan, County Kilkenny, with her friend and flatmate, Mary Cullinane. It would be this same move that would, ultimately, cost her life.


Both girls had spent the previous two years living in the city. They initially attended a beautician course, but the cost proved too expensive. They lived in various flats in the Rathmines and Phibsborough areas of the city, and secured temporary waitressing work in a number of pubs. When they eventually managed to secure work at Dawson’s pub in Callan, they decided to leave the city, and return to live nearer to home. Jo Jo rented a small flat for herself in the centre of town, and quickly settled down.


Returning to live in Callan meant a great deal to Jo Jo, as it brought her nearer to her siblings, with whom she was very close. Just twenty-one years of age, her young life had already been marred by tragedy. Her father had died suddenly in the weeks before her birth, leaving behind his pregnant wife, their three daughters and one son. This sad blow had united the family. However, when Jo Jo was just ten years old, the family suffered another huge loss with the death of their mother. Her elder sisters tried to fill the gap left by her untimely passing. Jo Jo would live for a number of years with her sister Kathleen and her husband Seamus, before leaving for Dublin to move in with her sister Mary and Mary’s husband, Martin. They were all delighted at her decision to leave the city and to return to live nearby.


On Thursday morning, 9 November 1995, Jo Jo took the early-morning bus to Dublin. Prior to moving back down the country, both girls had been drawing their social-welfare payments at the sub-post office at Harold’s Cross, in Dublin. Their last such payment was due for collection on that particular Thursday. Having collected her money, she was left with a number of hours to wait around for her bus, which was not due to leave until shortly after 6 PM that evening, from the Busáras terminus in the city centre. She decided to look up some former acquaintances, and spend the time catching up with them on all their news.
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While living in the city, the two girls had regularly frequented Bruxelles, a pub in the south inner city area. Jo Jo went there that Thursday to see if any of the old gang were still around. She was delighted to find that her friend Anthony* was still working behind the bar. The two youngsters were soon deep in conversation, catching up on all the gossip. Other friends joined and left their company at different times during the course of that early afternoon.


Sometime around 2.30 PM, they were joined by Roman*. Jo Jo had had a brief affair with him some months earlier, and they were still very close. As the evening wore on, they found their old flame being rekindled. After sharing a few drinks, they decided to spend the night together. A quick phone call was made to the North Star hotel in Amiens Street, and a room was booked in their name for that night. A twist of fate would, however, prevent this from happening.


Shortly after 6 PM that evening, incidentally, at about the same time that Jo Jo’s bus was pulling out of Busáras and heading for Kilkenny, the friends were joined by a girl called Angela*. After breaking up with Jo Jo, Roman had met Angela, and the two of them had been living together for a number of months. Needless to say, Angela was not happy to find Roman and Jo Jo together. An argument ensued and, after some time, Roman left the bar with Angela. This meant that Jo Jo, who by this time had had a number of drinks, was now, effectively, stranded in Dublin.


Had she perhaps been a little more sober, or maybe not quite so annoyed with the way Roman had led her on, Jo Jo might have decided to call it a night, book herself into one of the hostels scattered throughout the city centre and get the bus home the following morning. As with Annie, this was one of those life-altering decisions that, on the face of it, appear innocuous enough, but would actually have fatal implications. Impulsively, she headed towards Busáras, hoping to find a late bus heading for Waterford or Wexford, that would bring her in the right direction for home.


When she arrived at an almost deserted Busáras shortly after 9 PM, she found that the last bus out of the terminus that night was about to leave, but was only travelling as far as Naas. She decided to take it, and then to hitch a lift from Naas to Callan. In those days, it was a common sight to see hitch-hikers on our roads. Seldom, though, would they be alone, and out so late.


By the time the bus arrived at its terminus just opposite Naas Garda Station, the long day had taken its toll on Jo Jo, and the driver had to wake her up to tell her he was not going any further. As she alighted from the bus, it was almost 10 PM, and a further choice now presented itself to her. She could have gone into the Garda Station and asked to sit in the public area until daybreak. That was a common practice in those days, too. She decided, though, to continue on her journey, and walked towards the main road, heading in the direction of Kilcullen, the next town on her road home.


Jo Jo had been standing on the side of the road for just a few moments with her thumb crooked, when a car pulled in. Disappointingly, the male driver who offered her a lift told her he was only going as far as Kilcullen. She accepted his offer, knowing, at the same time, that it was just a fraction of the journey that lay ahead of her. As they drove the twelve kilometres between the towns, she informed him of the length she still had to travel and, prophetically, he advised her to be careful about whom she took a lift with. He even advised her to book into lodgings, and wait until the morning to continue. However, as far as she was concerned, she was now well into her journey, and decided to press on.


At Kilcullen, her apparent luck would, once more, hold out. She had no sooner started hitching when a car pulled in beside her. The driver, a much younger man than the previous one, told her that he was only going as far as the village of Moone which, at that stage, the old Dublin/Waterford main road still passed through. In 1995, the main road also passed through both Kilcullen and Naas, and the bypasses created by the new N10 motorway were still a long way off.


Knowing that Moone would leave her with over half the journey still to cover, she nonetheless decided to take the lift. They arrived in the village shortly before 11.30 PM, and Jo Jo got out of the car by a telephone kiosk, halfway down the main street. The next town on her journey, if she was lucky enough to get another lift, would be the somewhat larger town of Castledermot, which would leave her with some fifty kilometres to travel.


As she stood there in the dark on the side of that deserted street, the enormity of the journey that still lay ahead of her must have begun to weigh heavily. It would be natural, at that stage, for some sense of desperation or panic to set in. One of the only bright spots on the darkened street was the light shining from the telephone kiosk, and Jo Jo was drawn to it. She decided to ring her friend Mary back in Callan, and fill her in on her plight, in case Mary was worried that she had not shown up on the last bus from Dublin. The thought must have struck her that her brother lived not too far away, on the other side of Athy. If all else failed, she could even ring him.


As she stood in the telephone kiosk, she kept the door partially ajar so as to be able to keep trying to hitch a lift. A number of cars passed her while she stood there. Indeed, years later, when we on Operation TRACE were checking statements that had been taken during the original investigation, a number of motorists told us that they recalled seeing the girl standing just inside the kiosk and attempting to thumb a lift, with the door held partially open. They would also tell us that they felt guilty for not stopping; if they had given her a lift, they might have saved her life.


When Mary Cullinane answered the phone, Jo Jo explained her predicament to her. She told her that she was in Moone attempting to get a lift home. She then began to fill Mary in on all the gossip she had heard that day about their former friends. Suddenly, she asked her to hold on for a moment, and had then put down the telephone. Mary could hear the sound of the kiosk door closing, and then there was a silence, which had lasted for about thirty seconds. Then Jo Jo had picked up the phone and, in a breathless voice, told Mary, ‘I have a lift. I’m off.’ She then terminated the call. This would be the last ever contact received from Jo Jo Dollard.


Investigators have, over the years, speculated on what might have been had Jo Jo supplied even some basic details about either the car, or the driver, to Mary. Even knowing the make of car would have been of some assistance to the enquiry that followed. Equally, though, if we are to believe that she met her death at the hands of the occupant (or occupants) of this car, then they were also taking a risk, not knowing whether she had passed on any details to whomever she had been speaking with.


One witness later told Gardai that she had observed a woman, running from the telephone box to a car, that had pulled up a short distance from it. She stated that, as she drove past, she observed the girl open the car door. All she could offer by way of a description of the car was the fact that it was a four-door and darkly coloured, and may have been a Toyota Carina, a very popular model of car during the nineties. What was, however, more significant about this sighting, is that the witness claimed that she believed that the girl had actually opened the rear passenger door. This would suggest that there were at least two other persons in the car at the time, both of whom were in the front seats.


It has been central, to media reports over the years, that the last reported sightings of Jo Jo were those made in Moone village. However, a number of people  told Gardai that they had seen a strange female walking along the main street in the village of Castledermot, just before midnight that Thursday. Castledermot is the next town to Moone, and the times of these purported sightings corresponded roughly with the travel times between the two locations. The sightings were made by people leaving local pubs and restaurants, and by others working in local late-night shops. One of the witnesses claimed to have actually crossed in front of the girl as he walked into a chipper. He reported that she had walked along the Main Street and past the local school, heading towards the main road leading to Carlow – the same route that Jo Jo would have followed as she headed towards Kilkenny.


The following Friday, the evening of 10 November, Mary Cullinane arrived into work in Dawson’s pub. She had not heard from Jo Jo at all that day, and was growing increasingly worried. On learning that she had not shown up for her shift, Mary told the bar owner about the late-night call she had received. They decided that they would ring her sister, Kathleen, to see if she had heard from Jo Jo. When told that her sister had been out hitch-hiking so late at night, Kathleen immediately began ringing around a number of Jo Jo’s acquaintances and their other family members.


When she realised that there had been no contact from her younger sister throughout that day, she rang the local Garda Station to report Jo Jo missing. This would be the first of a number of calls that an increasingly desperate Kathleen would make to the station. She eventually called over in person, as she felt that her report about her missing sister was not being taken seriously. Kathleen would, years later, tell me that she had been very disappointed with the initial Garda response to her frantic telephone calls. She stated that the attitude she was met with was a near-blasé dismissal of her concerns.


Undoubtedly, it is the case that it was only by the following Monday, four days after the last contact was received from Jo Jo, and three days after the first missing-person report was made, that any serious investigations commenced. There is no doubt that the longer it took for the Garda operation to swing into gear, the greater was the chance of evidential opportunities being lost. Given that the last contact from the young girl had been received as she was hitch-hiking alone on a public road, late at night, alarm bells should have been ringing earlier.


After it was established that the call from Jo Jo had been made from the kiosk in Moone, it was decided to concentrate all search efforts on the roadway leading from there onwards, towards Castledermot. The call to Mary from the telephone box was verified through telephone records. A further check of these same records would show that the next call made would not be for several hours.


Gardai, assisted by Army and Civil Defence personnel, together with hundreds of volunteers, combed both sides of the main road as far as Castledermot, in the hope of finding some trace of Jo Jo. Media appeals were made, which resulted in a number of motorists who had been driving through that area the night coming forward. As a result of this appeal and the publicity that followed, the two drivers who had taken her from Naas to Kilcullen, and then onwards from there to Moone, would both contact Gardai.


It was not long before the identity of both drivers became public knowledge. One of the drivers, a member of a very prominent local family. quickly came to be seen as a prime suspect by some media outlets, the rumour machine stopping just short of actually naming him. Subsequently, rumours circulated suggesting that Jo Jo’s body was buried on land belonging to this man’s family.
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At the time that Operation TRACE first began its investigations, speculation had taken on a life of its own. We were met, during the course of our enquiries in the Moone area, with the suggestion that ‘the dogs in the street’ knew who had abducted and killed Jo Jo, and were later accused of all being party to a government conspiracy to cover up the suspect’s identity. Equally, it was claimed, everybody knew where her body was buried, yet the Gardai had done nothing about it.


There were two main rumours circulating about the location of the body. Both suggested that the dump site was on the farm owned by the aforementioned popular suspect’s father, a politician. The first story held that Jo Jo’s body had been hidden in newly poured foundations for a cattle byre. Others suggested that the body had been hidden in drainage ditches that were being cleared around the same time. It quickly became apparent that there would be no progress with our enquiries until we laid these issues to rest.


We obtained the name of the builder who had erected the byre, and established that the building had been in place for some time prior to Jo Jo’s disappearance. Records at the firm who supplied the ready-mix concrete confirmed this. We also spoke with the contractor who had worked at digging, maintaining and filling the various drainage ditches. He could tell us that the work had been completed at least a year before the disappearance. This very basic information had been readily available all along, and could have been used to allay the concern, suspicion and fear felt by so many in the local community.


Despite the various claims that a female had been seen walking along the main street in Castledermot that same night, no driver has ever come forward to say that they picked up a female hitch-hiker either in Moone or later on in Castledermot. In particular, the failure of any driver coming forward to say that he had given Jo Jo a lift on this part of her journey, is one of the main reasons why doubt has been cast on all those sightings.


In Operation TRACE, we felt that it was a mistake to just dismiss these sightings out of hand. We believed that insufficient credence had been given to the possible sightings in Castledermot. This was because, if the sightings were to be accepted, then the assumptions being made about the behaviour of certain individuals in the Moone area had to be ruled out. We worked on the basis that all evidence, including contradictory evidence, must be accepted until proven otherwise.


As the days turned into weeks and the weeks into months, the search for Jo Jo continued. Each and every reported sighting and nugget of information received was carefully checked out. In an unprecedented move, every ditch and opening on the major roads and intersecting by-roads between Moone and Castledermot was searched. This search was later extended to take in all roads between Castledermot and Carlow town. It was hoped that some of her property, which may have been dumped on the roadside, would be located. However, nothing of evidental value was found, nor were any further clues given as to her whereabouts.


Early on in the investigation, Gardai learned that a number of men, all speaking with pronounced English accents, had been seen drinking in a pub on the night of Jo Jo’s disappearance, in a village not far from Moone. The local who alerted Gardai felt that the strangers were acting suspiciously. A check of bed and breakfast outlets in the surrounding area turned up the five strangers, all of whom had come to Ireland on a fishing holiday. However, it quickly emerged that, by 11.30 PM on that Thursday night, they were all safely tucked up in their beds, under the watchful eye of their landlady.


From the outset of the formal investigation, it had been recognised that the case could not be solved without the assistance of the public. Jo Jo had disappeared from a very public place, and had last been seen by a number of passing motorists, taking a lift that may have carried her to her death. A massive campaign to keep the case in the public mind was mounted. This included a full-scale, staged reconstruction of her movements, both prior to and whilst in Moone village. The reconstruction was intended to form part of a television appeal that, it was hoped, would jog the memory of any person who had not already contacted Gardai.


On the night of the planned reconstruction, an actress, who bore a passing resemblance to Jo Jo, walked the short distance from where she had been dropped off, along the Main Street of Moone and onto the telephone kiosk. On this occasion, however, the female pedestrian was not alone, but flanked by a film crew, Gardai and onlookers. After a number of takes, the director was satisfied by the footage of the actress entering and exiting the kiosk. They then moved on to the next scene, which would show the actress standing on the roadside, with the lights of an approaching car in the distance. To lend authenticity to the scene, traffic was let flow. Once cameras started to roll, one passing driver even pulled up beside the stunned actress, lowered his window and asked if she needed a lift. The shocked driver found himself surrounded by an irate film crew and Gardai. He turned out to be a local elderly man, who had not noticed the crowd.


On the night of Friday 10 November, an incident occurred in Kilkenny city, which, in time, would result in the investigation being temporarily sidetracked. Two English petty criminals, John Smith* and Trevor Williams*, were arrested while attempting to steal cash from a telephone box in a public house. The pair were equipped with a home-made key capable of opening most coin boxes.
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At a time when mobile phone ownership was still in its infancy, and even landline telephone ownership was limited, these public kiosks were in constant use. If not regularly emptied, the boxes could contain a substantial amount of cash, and were considered a ‘soft target’ by criminal gangs. Smith and Williams were regular visitors to these shores, and made a fairly good living out of stealing cash from the boxes. It was considered to be a very lucrative business.


Not satisfied with the return they were getting from the public phone kiosks, they had, in recent weeks, begun to concentrate on coin boxes in public houses and other establishments. The beauty of this type of crime lay in the fact that the owner only became aware of what had happened when the boxes were opened, sometimes weeks later, to be emptied, at which stage the thieves would be long gone. Unfortunately for them, the box they were caught emptying in Kilkenny that night was in a pub frequented by local off-duty Gardai, and their behaviour aroused the suspicion of two Gardai, out for a quiet drink after work.


Smith and Williams lived a very nomadic lifestyle. On the night of their arrest, they were driving a dark four-door Ford Sierra, with English number plates. They would usually either sleep in the car, or stay in remote bed and breakfasts around Ireland. Given the nature of their criminal activity, they needed to constantly travel the length and breadth of the country, never staying in the same area for any significant length of time. They had a number of acquaintances amongst the ‘New Age’ traveller community, scattered throughout Cork and Kerry, and often stayed amongst them.


Following their arrest, they were not immediately charged with stealing money from the machine. Charges could only be laid after details of the exact amount that should have been in the box was established by an engineer from the post office. They were released from custody, and informed that they would be summoned to court at a later date. They decided to lie low for a while, immediately leaving Kilkenny city and driving to Rosslare, where they took a ferry back to England. Over the coming months, they paid infrequent visits back to Ireland, varying the ferry ports they were travelling through and the areas in which they were operating, to avoid being arrested.


Details of the arrest in Kilkenny were forwarded to the original Jo Jo Investigation Team, and duly logged. During the course of any major investigation, intelligence of this nature would be routinely supplied. Given that there was both a Kilkenny connection and a reference to public telephone boxes, it was considered relevant. Indeed, all incidents in both Kilkenny and Kildare Garda Divisions over the relevant time period would have been collated and cross-referenced with information established during the investigation by the Incident Room Coordinator (IRC). There was no evidence to suggest that it held any relevance to the enquiry, and it was filed away accordingly.
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Within a month of Jo Jo’s disappearance, a second female went missing. On the night of 21 December, Marilyn Rynn, who was returning from a work night out, went missing from near her home in Blanchardstown, Dublin. Her naked body was found two weeks later; she had been raped and strangled. David Lawler – a neighbour of Marilyn’s – would be arrested and convicted of her murder. Detectives also discovered a number of tenuous links between Lawler and Jo Jo, which qualified him as a POI to the investigation. Not only was Lawler a native of Baltinglass (a short distance from where Jo Jo had last been seen alive), he was also a regular customer in Bruxelles, the Dublin pub in which Jo Jo had spent the afternoon of her disappearance. Nicknamed ‘Jesus’, because of his long beard and unkempt hair, he would sit for hours in the bar watching the female customers, behaving in a not-dissimilar way to his cousin, the notorious rapist, Larry Murphy.


Eventually, Lawler was ruled out of any possible involvement in Jo Jo’s disappearance, after it was established that he had used his bank card to withdraw cash from an ATM in the Blanchardstown area around midnight, on the night of 9 November. Further tests would also show activity on his personal home computer at around the same time. Lawler would once again resurface, however, as the TRACE investigations progressed in connection with another issue.


The remainder of 1995, and all of 1996, passed without Jo Jo’s grieving family learning any more about her fate. Nineteen ninety-seven was still young when new information came to light, that moved the search area more than eighty kilometres south. It would also, for a time, push petty thieves Smith and Williams to the forefront as the chief suspects in Jo Jo’s abduction.


In January 1997, Noel Dalton*, a Waterford-based taxi driver, contacted Gardai. He said that, shortly after 1 AM on Friday morning, 10 November 1995, he had finished working his shift with a local cab company. Having signed off, he had driven home to Kilmacow, a small village about three miles from the city, on the Dublin side of Waterford. Just before reaching his turn off on the main road, he observed a car pulled over onto the hard shoulder on the right-hand side. There was a male standing at the front driver’s side of the car, who appeared to be urinating.


As Dalton was slowing down to make his turn, the rear passenger door of the parked car swung open, and a woman jumped out onto the roadway, and made as if to run away. A second figure, another man, jumped out of the same door, and ran after her. He grabbed the woman around the waist and, assisted by the man who had been urinating, roughly pushed her back into the car. The first man had then jumped into the driver’s seat, and the car sped away in the direction of Waterford city.


He described the woman as being of thin build. As she started to run, he had noticed that she was barefoot. He added that she appeared to be very distressed. The timing of the sighting is very significant, given that, if one assumes that this female was indeed Jo Jo Dollard, the timeframe between the sighting of her at the telephone box in Moone, and Dalton’s sighting of a woman running from a car outside Kilmacow, is compatible with the approximate length of time such a journey would take.


Dalton could not recall any individual details of the actual number plate, but was adamant, from the layout and format, that it was an English plate. He said that he believed, too, that it was a red Ford Sierra saloon car. As a man who, day-to-day, would spend a lot of time on the road, it is probable that he was correct in his recollection. The size and shape of a Sierra is also not dissimilar to a that of a Carina car, which a witness from the Moone area described seeing.


It is regrettable that this information came at such a late stage in the investigation. Had Gardai been aware of it earlier, there would have been a number of investigative leads from the area the car had been sighted that could have been followed up. It would certainly have influenced the location of all the various search areas that had, until then, been concentrated in Moone and its environs. It might also have meant that certain persons in that same area who had been considered as being of interest to the enquiry could have been eliminated earlier, saving considerable time and effort.


Mr Dalton gave a number of reasons, when asked why he had waited to give this important information to the Gardai. He claimed that he had called over to his local station within days of the news about Jo Jo breaking, looking for a particular Garda whom he knew, only to discover that he was on holiday. A busy Christmas had followed for Dalton, who then took an extended holiday himself. On his return, ‘between one thing and another’ he had not reported the incident.


Undoubtedly, the emphasis that was being placed on the various sightings in Moone, together with the reportedly intensive Garda activity in that area, must surely have caused him to seriously question the usefulness or significance of what he had seen and, equally, gave him some comfort for not reporting his sighting earlier. Whatever the reason for the delay, it was another lost opportunity. Any forensic evidence left at the scene outside Kilmacow had, by then, been completely obliterated.


The Jo Jo Incident Room was alerted to this development, cross-referencing it with all the other evidence that had been established. There was an obvious link between the car seen by Dalton, and the car that Smith and Williams had in their possession on the Friday night they were arrested in Kilkenny. Their whereabouts on the Thursday night were unknown. Gardai could not ignore the possibility that they may have been travelling on the road from Dublin to Kilkenny on the night of 9 November, and picked up Jo Jo. An all-out effort was put into locating them. A total embargo was put on discussion of this outside of the investigation unit. If this development appeared in the press, detectives believed that their two targets would go underground, and become very difficult to locate.




*





Senior Gardai were mindful of the last time two English petty thieves went on a rampage in Ireland. In 1976, John Shaw and Geoffrey Evans abducted, tortured and murdered two women in the space of four weeks: Elizabeth Plunkett in Brittas Bay in County Wicklow, and Mary Duffy in Ballynahinch in Connemara. By their own admission, they said when arrested that they had intended on kidnapping a new woman each week. Both were sentenced to life imprisonment. Evans died in custody in 2012, while Shaw is still serving out his sentence. The similarities in the backgrounds of these two pattern killers, and that of Smith and Williams, were frightening.


Over the next few weeks, the search for Smith and Williams intensified. In May 1997, the two of them were found sleeping rough in their car, in a wooded area outside of the village of Golden in South Tipperary. Their car had been ‘flagged’ on the Garda computer system and, when checked by a passing Garda patrol car, had shown up as being of interest to the Jo Jo investigation. Detectives from the team immediately travelled to Cashel town, where the car and its occupants had been brought for a full forensic search. Given their nomadic lifestyle, they were, naturally, unable to say where they had been on the night almost two years previous, but when reminded of their arrest in Kilkenny, began to piece their movements together.


When separately interviewed, both of them were able to tell Gardai where they had spent the night before their arrest. On the night of Jo Jo’s disappearance, they had stayed in a bed and breakfast in the Blackpool area of Cork city. The landlady had been a Mrs Devlin*, described by both as a ‘right tartar’. They had spent that day driving around Cork city, and had ‘done’ a number of telephone boxes. They had also learnt, that day, that William’s mother was unwell, and so decided to return to England the following Saturday. At around 12.30 AM, with Mrs Devlin’s permission, they made a reverse-charge call from her private phone to William’s mother’s home in Croydon, London, to check on her health. Early on Friday morning they left Cork, intending to take the ferry from Rosslare. Not wishing to miss any opportunity, they spent that day cruising the telephone boxes around Kilkenny city.


Detectives were immediately dispatched to the Devlin home. Mrs Devlin, who turned out to be a gentle and charming hostess, had no hesitation in recalling her two English guests and their late-night phone call home. She had actually taken down their car number in her ‘Visitors Book’ when they arrived, and showed it to Gardai. This ruled the two of them out of any involvement in Jo Jo’s disappearance.


The publicity that surrounded Dalton’s sighting outside of Kilmacow would open up another seemingly promising line of enquiry. Sergeant Dan Stapleton and Garda Jim Fitzmaurice were two local Gardai attached to Baltinglass Station, who had worked almost continuously on the Jo Jo case from the very beginning. They never gave up hope of locating the missing girl, and tenaciously followed up every lead that came in over the years, often on their days off.


In mid-1998, Stapleton and Fitzmaurice were contacted by a Dublin-based solicitor, who told them that a client of his (then serving a term of imprisonment) had important information concerning Jo Jo, which they wished to pass on. The information implicated a well-known Irish sex offender. They brought this information to Operation TRACE. Tony Hickey decided to second Dan and Jim to the team in a temporary capacity, so that whatever assistance and backup they needed would be available to them.


They met the informant, who told them that, on the night that Jo Jo disappeared, two cars had left Clondalkin in Dublin shortly after 10 PM, and travelled in convoy to Waterford. On board were a total of six persons: two males in the first car, and two males and two females in the second. All of them were wellknown to Gardai, particularly the front passenger of the lead car, Michael Henry*, who had just completed a lengthy prison sentence for a very serious sexual assault. The group had spent the day visiting a sick family member in Dublin. Both cars had slowed down as they drove along the narrow main street in Moone, just around pub-closing time. The last thing that any of them wanted was to be stopped for a road traffic infringement by an overzealous Garda.


As they drove past the telephone box, Henry had spotted Jo Jo, as she stood with the door open and her arm outstretched. He told his companion to pull in, and they then watched as she approached the car. He told her that they were travelling to Waterford, and offered her a lift. This was exactly what Jo Jo had been looking for all night. She readily accepted, and ran back to the phone box. Henry told his driver that they would ‘have some fun’ with the girl. After she returned to the car, she got into the back, and they drove off, closely followed by the other car.


There is no doubt, if this story is correct, that as Jo Jo ran back to the phone box to finish her call to Mary, she must have had some qualms about taking a lift from two male strangers in such a lonely area. However, by that stage, and after the long day she’d had, she would have been driven by a sense of desperation. In fact, she must have been delighted at the offer of a lift that would bring her so near to home after being on the road for so long. Ever the predator, Henry was also easily able to present himself as non-threatening, if not downright charming. Whatever the reason, if this story is to be believed, the teenager now made a decision that would, ultimately, cost her life.


The two cars had split up some time after they passed through Kilkenny city, and the car carrying Jo Jo had continued on towards Waterford. Those in the second car were described as having no doubt that Henry intended on having sex with the girl, whether or not she consented. So great was their physical fear of him, that they dared not interfere. They had driven away, leaving Jo Jo to her fate.


The direction of travel, the time of night, and the presence of two males and one lone female in the car, all appeared to tie in with the information that Noel Dalton had given to Gardai.


It was suggested that, later that same night, people living in a quiet cul de sac just outside of Waterford city were woken by the sound of a woman screaming. The occupants of all the homes in this small enclave were related to one another – either directly or by marriage. When some of them went to check on the source of the screaming, they found a distraught female running along the footpath. She was totally naked. Michael Henry came running out of his house, grabbed the girl and dragged her back inside. There was no further sound heard after that. This incident was allegedly witnessed by a number of persons, none of whom intervened.


After a great deal of good detective work by Dan and Jim, the informant was eventually ‘turned’, and told them that, around 9 AM on that Friday morning, they had actually helped Michael Henry and another man remove the body of a female, wrapped in a bed sheet, from his house, and placed it into the back of a van. The three of them had then driven to a remote mountainous area in Kerry, where they had buried the body in a wood. The informant readily agreed to point out the body dump site to them.


There was one big problem. The informant was, at the time of making this offer, serving a lengthy prison sentence for another matter. In addition, this person, when previously granted compassionate leave from that sentence to attend a family funeral, had gone on the run, and was therefore not eligible for any further time off in the sentence. Only after requests were made at the highest level in the Department of Justice, was it agreed to give the prisoner any further leave. The prisoner was collected from prison and driven to County Kerry, where a wooded area outside the small village of Castleisland was pointed out as the resting place of Jo Jo Dollard.


Given the highly sensitive nature of this information, it was decided to confine knowledge of the operation to a select few. The last thing that we wanted was to have to deal with media and onlookers, while a forensic search of the location was being carried out. A small team consisting of members of Operation TRACE, experts from the ballistics section and a cadaver search dog from the Garda canine unit, were sent to the scene. To avoid drawing any unwanted attention, we split up, and stayed overnight in a number of separate locations. We spent three days carrying out a forensic fingertip search of the wooded area, after an initial search made by the cadaver dog. It rained non-stop during that search period, and nothing was found that suggested that a body had ever been buried there. The search wound down as darkness fell on the third day.


Our informant, who, at that stage, was back in prison, was adamant that the information he had supplied was correct, and that we had not properly searched the wood. A larger search team was assembled, and arrangements were put in place for a further search of the same area. However, while visiting the prison to arrange a further release date for our informant, we obtained access to his prison record. To our amazement, we learnt that our informant had actually appeared in Carlow Court on the morning of the 10 November 1995, and had been remanded to prison. This meant, in turn, that his story about having assisted in the disposal of the body could not have been correct.




*





When this development was put to our source, they immediately altered their story. We were now told that the story about the removal of the body had been related to them by another person, with whom they were serving a prison sentence. It was, they added, this other person who had actually participated in the disposal of the body. In order to make the story more realistic and thereby to ensure that they were granted the weekend out of prison, our source claimed to have taken an active part in it.


In light of the information given to us concerning Michael Henry, we decided to arrest him and a number of other individuals, whose names had been indicated by sources as being present in the two cars in Moone on the 9 November 1993. A total of seven persons were arrested, most of whom came from the same family. All of them vehemently denied any involvement in Jo Jo’s disappearance, and were released without charge. Law Officers were consulted in relation to the possibility of laying charges against Michael Henry, based on evidence from the informant, and backed up by the evidence supplied by Noel Dalton. The response did not surprise anyone involved in the investigation. Our informant dealt a fatal blow to their reliability as a witness, after claiming to have been involved in the removal of the body. Any credibility, regarding what appeared to have been a highly plausible account of events at Moone, was negated by that initial lie.


The validity of the story, as recounted by this informant, has since been thoroughly investigated. It has been denied outright during formal interviewing by Michael Henry. Others named as having been present have also denied it. It is conceded that the informant, who was then serving a lengthy sentence and had lost all privileges, had a lot to gain from currying favour with the Gardai. Unfortunately, nothing has arisen since that could lend any further credence to this story, or cause it to be revisited.


A second female came forward some months after Noel Dalton’s information first appeared in the media. This woman maintained that she had been hitching a lift from Dublin to Carlow, around the time Jo Jo went missing. She was very much the worse for wear with drink, and had accepted a lift from two men driving a ‘big’ car. As she got into the car, she claimed to have noticed a second car pulling up behind. It had then followed the car she was travelling in. Both cars pulled into the deserted car park of a fast-food restaurant, situated between Castledermot and Carlow town.


The front-seat passenger had then climbed into the back, and sexually assaulted her. She managed, however, to open the rear door, and jump out. Both males then shouted a number of obscenities at her, and drove away. They were followed by the second car, and she was left stranded in the car park. The similarities between this incident and the story told about Jo Jo by our source, describing the two cars, are remarkable. It seems possible that this story was adapted by the informant, to try obtain a temporary release from their prison sentence. No one has ever been charged for this other incident.




*





There was one other matter that arose in relation to the review by Operation TRACE of the disappearance of young Jo Jo. In January 1999, just a few months after the establishment of our taskforce, a story appeared in a number of newspapers, suggesting that, in the months prior to her disappearance, Jo Jo had gone to England to have an abortion. The leaked story was attributed to a ‘reliable Garda source’, and created a sense of mistrust between ourselves, on the one hand, and the families of both Jo Jo and the other missing women.


It is, however, undoubtedly the case that it was indeed a Garda source that had spread this story. While it is unclear what the motive might have been in releasing this personal information, as it had absolutely no relevance to the investigation, it is clear that they were not driven by a desire to locate Jo Jo, or to assist in the investigation. This malicious act was, at the very least, not done by or on behalf of anyone at Operation TRACE.


Gardai were evidently found wanting in their day-to-day dealings with Jo Jo’s family and, indeed, with the families of many of the other missing young women. The attitude popularly adopted by investigators at that time led to the practice of next of kin being, at best tolerated, but certainly never involved in, investigations. This insular attitude is something that we will revisit later. To each and every victim who suffered at the hands of Garda mistreatment, caused, certainly, by a lack of training, those dark days are hopefully long gone, never to be revisited.
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