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Preface


Most of these stories are concerned with cases that came before the courts, from the Coroner’s Court to the Supreme Court. Some of the cases involved the civil courts, most of them are criminal. In some, there were arrests but no court appearances. If there is a theme, it is the arbitrary nature of justice.


When I came across these cases one by one I found each individually interesting in itself. I believe that together they show us, from unusual angles, something of how modern Ireland is constructed. We are reasonably well geared-up to deal with shop-lifting, but the law is endlessly tolerant of what we might term questionable behaviour in the business world. We lay claim to democracy, but it can be suspended by a signature. We place the family at the centre of our constitution, but for some there is no more dangerous place than the home. We have our habitual criminals, but our system of justice can be as mindlessly oppressive as any thug.


In covering some of these cases I worked for Magill magazine. I covered others for the Sunday Independent and the Sunday Tribune. The book format allows greater length and depth and most of the stories included here are distant relations to the stories as originally written. To all my editors down through the years, for their generous indulgence and only occasional impatience, thank you.


Thanks to Derek Speirs, as always, for the photographs. And to Willie Kealy and the Sunday Independent for the use of their pictures. Thanks to Vincent Browne, who introduced me to Karl Crawley and Finbar Lynagh and who gave me his notes of interviews with associates of Michael and Jim Lynagh. Thanks to the staff of Dublin Corporation’s invaluable newspaper library in Pearse Street. Thanks also to Riona McNamara, to Jacob Ecclestone of the National Union of Journalists, to solicitor Ruth Gladwin and to Michael O’Doherty.


Gene Kerrigan
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When the case came to court it was not the criminal who attracted the attention but the victim. The criminal was a small-time knocker-off named James Conlon, aged forty-one, who had thirty-four previous convictions, none of them for stealing the crown jewels. He was caught preparing to cart off a flat-ful of furniture in September 1993. He got into what he claimed to believe was a derelict flat and locked the door behind him and went to work. He was sorting out what he was going to steal, with a van parked outside to take the stuff, when someone tried the locked door and couldn’t get it to open. Whoever was trying to get in wasn’t going away. There was a knock on the door. Conlon had a story ready when he answered the knock. He didn’t live here, he would say. No, it wasn’t that he lived here, because the flat was derelict now, what he was doing here, you see, was he was collecting his grandmother’s furniture from the flat. Which is why he was here, sorting through the furniture. OK?


It might have worked, had the guy who knocked on the door not been the one who owned the flat. And it wasn’t Conlon’s granny who lived here, it was this guy’s aunt. Conlon was rumbled, the cops were called, and he was on his way to his thirty-fifth conviction. By the time the matter came to court, in June 1994, Conlon had already been sentenced to twelve months for his thirty-fourth conviction.


When the name of the owner of the flat was revealed some expressed surprise that he was in any position to set the cops on anyone else. The owner of the flat was Gerry Wright. And if it was the Gerry Wright who got involved with Dessie O’Hare, wasn’t he supposed to be in jail? Didn’t he get, what was it, seven or eight years, at least? Did he have a hand in shooting the cop, or wasn’t he just there when the cop was shot? How far back was that? It was perhaps 1986 or 1987, and if Wright got seven or eight years he’d maybe be about due for release by now, so it was probably the same guy. The address of Wright’s flat was 41 Parkgate Street, and that clinched it. It was Conlon’s lawyer, Luigi Rea, who first openly mentioned the significance of the flat. Some might have found it amusing, Gerry Wright ending up on the right side of the law, after his little adventure.





• • • • •





In the beginning was the IRA. In 1969 the pressure of events, as the North fell apart, tore the organisation in two. The Officials claimed to be developing a left-wing strain of republican politics. The Provisionals held to the traditional republican line. There was more to it than that, of course. There were divisions between activists North and South, and about the role of parliamentary politics and the gun. Official Sinn Féin was heading down a road which would see its name change from Sinn Féin to Sinn Féin the Workers’ Party, and then simply the Workers’ Party, before it in turn split in two. A significant portion of the Workers’ Party departed in the early 1990s and set up Democratic Left.


For most of this time, through the 1970s and 1980s, the Officials, under whatever name, were linked to a secret army, the Official IRA. The Official IRA supposedly went out of business in 1972, but it continued to exist, as a strong-arm backup for fundraising and protection from other armed groups.


In September 1973 the Official IRA carried out an armed robbery at Heuston railway station in Dublin. They got £17,000. The police rounded up the usual suspects and grilled them. One suspect outside the usual network was Billy Wright, a hairdresser with a shop on the Cabra Road. Wright had done a make-up job to disguise the robbers. Under interrogation he cracked and made a statement.


Wright knew that in cooperating with the police he was going to upset people. ‘I’m a dead man,’ he told friends.


One of those involved in the robbery, who now had to flee abroad to escape the police, was bitterly angry at Wright’s failure to keep his mouth shut. He promised himself revenge against Billy Wright.


In 1974, a section of the Officials became restless. Led by Seamus Costello, a veteran of the IRA campaign of the 1950s, the faction espoused a left-wing theory of sorts that was supposedly more radical than the Officials’ mixture of Stalinism and what would become social democracy. It was also unhappy that the Officials had called a ceasefire in the armed fight against the British and the Northern state. The Official leadership skilfully and ruthlessly out-manoeuvred Costello, isolating him and his faction. The inevitable split followed, and in December 1974 Costello’s Irish Republican Socialist Party was born. It held a founding conference at the Spa Hotel, in Lucan, and at the end of the morning session Costello spoke words laden with nods and winks: ‘For those who are interested, there’s an afternoon meeting. Other avenues will be explored.’


The ‘other avenues’ consisted, of course, of setting up an armed wing of the IRSP. It initially used the front name of the People’s Liberation Army, then the National Liberation Army, and it was some months before it was admitted that the Irish National Liberation Army (INLA) existed. The IRSP would stumble through several years of activity on the periphery of radical politics before expiring in the mid-1980s due to lack of interest. The armed wing, however, the INLA, would spawn a horrific succession of atrocities over the following two decades.


From the start, the INLA dominated its political wing. Some political policies were adopted, some were in a sense bought in, taken wholesale from non-violent socialist groups and given an own-brand IRSP label so that they could be brandished when needed. But there was little commitment to, or even understanding of, such policies.


Almost immediately, the INLA and the Official IRA began a feud. There were beatings and knee cappings and, inevitably, killings. Old comrades shot each other dead. Up-and-coming gunmen, teenagers, made their names by killing veterans. One man who wasn’t involved in the feud was the Official IRA gunman who had to flee the country after Billy Wright cracked under police questioning about the Heuston railway station robbery. He had bided his time. Now, in October 1975, two years after the robbery, he returned to Dublin. He went to Billy Wright’s barber shop on the Cabra Road and shot the barber dead. The gunman then fled abroad again, satisfied that he’d got the bee out of his bonnet.


The hairdresser’s brother, Gerry Wright, who would one day knock on the door of his aunt’s flat and find a small-time thief inside, nicking her furniture, wasn’t a gunman. He was a barber with an interest in boxing, who ran a boxing club over his barber’s shop. People with Official IRA connections (at least one of whom later became a fervent John Bruton supporter) had some years earlier used the boxing club as a meeting place from time to time, but Wright was not known as an activist. In his heart of hearts, though, he knew that if he ever got a chance to get back at the man who killed his brother, whose name was well known to the police and in republican circles, he would take it.
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Seamus Costello set up the INLA but he never fully controlled it. The feud between the INLA and the Official IRA immediately put the organisation on a war footing and local leaders with smoking guns began flexing their muscles. Within months Costello’s leadership was being challenged. Northern gunmen criticised his failure to provide enough weapons. Money was in short supply. Fundraising robberies were cocked up. Over three dozen members of the INLA ended up behind bars and the organisation was supposed to financially support their dependants.


In October 1977 an Official IRA gunman shot Costello dead in Dublin, a consequence of the killing of a leading Official IRA leader, Billy McMillan, in the feud. (Almost five years later the man believed to have killed Costello was himself shot dead just around the corner from where Costello died.) After Costello’s death the INLA drifted. It achieved a moment of glory among its peers in March 1979, when it managed to penetrate security at the House of Commons and explode a bomb under a car being driven by Airey Neave MP, a close political and personal friend of Margaret Thatcher. On the whole, the INLA was losing ground. The Provisionals had credibility as an efficient guerrilla army with a strong political base in the North. The Officials, as the Workers’ Party, were achieving some electoral success in the South. The IRSP was the feeble political wing of an INLA with little sense of direction.


After a while, any hard man with a gun could join the INLA and many did. Some had genuine if naive political motives; others had a raw nationalist instinct that if enough of the right people were shot there would be a revolutionary breakthrough. Criminals joined up, pulling off robberies that sometimes benefited the INLA, sometimes benefited themselves, sometimes a bit of both. Inevitably, informers were recruited by the RUC and the organisation was thrown into chaos. Factions emerged, each more paranoid than the last. Quarrels were settled with guns. Some killed for Ireland, some killed for power within the INLA, some killed for fear that if they didn’t strike first they would be struck down by their erstwhile comrades. The mid-1980s feud took a dozen lives.


One gunman or another became briefly prominent within the group — Dominic McGlinchey, Gerard Steenson, John O’Reilly — before being jailed or shot dead. From the mid-1980s the factions became somewhat complicated, with various tendencies within the INLA aligning themselves with either the INLA GHQ group or the IPLO/Army Council group (the IPLO was the Irish People’s Liberation Organisation). Some of the killings had nothing to do with the feuds; they resulted from old scores being settled. Dominic McGlinchey’s wife, Mary, had at one point set up the murder of two men from south Armagh. Three years later, in 1986, their friends broke into her house as she was bathing her children and shot her dead.


The public knew little of the details of all this feuding and manoeuvring, beyond the occasional news that another body had turned up. From time to time the likes of Dominic McGlinchey, nicknamed ‘Mad Dog’, would make a media impact, but only in a cartoon fashion, as a bogyman. The dogfight which the INLA had become remained an obscure matter. The main impact the INLA had on the public was to make republicanism seem a savage, fear-laden, brutish sect that was better avoided.


Few paid any attention when an INLA gunman named Dessie O’Hare emerged from Portlaoise prison in October 1986, having served seven years for possession of a rifle. O’Hare, then aged twenty-seven, was from farming country near Keady, in south Armagh. He joined the Provos in the mid-1970s, when he was a teenager. The RUC claimed to want to interview him in connection with twenty-seven killings. Such allegations should not be taken at face value, but O’Hare was undoubtedly a hardened and ruthless gunman who had killed a number of people while still in his teens. By the time he was caught in the South in possession of an Armalite, in 1979, he was already drifting away from the Provisionals, regarding them as too tame. In Portlaoise prison he joined up with the INLA. In 1980 he was married in the prison, to a woman named Clare Doyle, also from Keady. Their daughter, Julieanne, was born some months later.


He lived through some hairy events in which others were not so lucky. He and two other gunmen hijacked a car near Keady RUC station in 1979 and in a shoot-out one of his companions, twenty-three-year-old Peadar McIlvenna, was shot dead. Later that year Dessie O’Hare and his companion Anthony McClelland were in a car chased by gardaí in Monaghan. There was an Armalite rifle in the car. McClelland was killed when the car crashed into another car, seriously injuring the two occupants. O’Hare was charged with possession of the rifle and went to Portlaoise prison for the first half of the 1980s. McClelland was the second companion to die while travelling in a car with Dessie O’Hare. There would be a third. O’Hare was not the man to choose if you wanted a lucky travelling partner.


After his release from prison in November 1986 he went at first to live with his wife and daughter in Castleblayney. In December 1986 he was arrested for questioning by gardaí in Dundalk. The gardaí who questioned him were impressed with his intelligence and fluency. He talked freely about 1916 and Irish history in general but he wouldn’t cooperate when asked questions relevant to INLA activities. He assured the gardaí that he had renounced violence. Shortly afterwards he moved away from home and sided with the INLA GHQ faction in the feud, but within a short time he had broken from them and formed a minuscule group which he (and hardly anyone else) called the Irish Revolutionary Brigade. Choosing a title for your group is important. It must resonate with echoes of the glorious past. The IRB shared initials with the Irish Republican Brotherhood, which was behind the 1916 Rising. The Irish Revolutionary Brigade became active around the border and Dessie O’Hare would eventually be awarded the media tag ‘the Border Fox’. He would be at liberty for just thirteen months after his release from Portlaoise. Within that time, the obscure operator from a fraction of a faction would sum up in the public mind the strange and brutal thing that the INLA had become.
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They smashed the door open with a sledgehammer and came in flashing guns. Dessie O’Hare, Eddie Hogan, Fergal Toal and Tony McNeill. The Irish Revolutionary Brigade was in full cry, on a fundraising raid.


It was Tuesday, 13 October 1987. Dessie O’Hare had been released from Portlaoise prison a year ago. That year had not been kind to O’Hare, and it had been even less kind to some others. In January 1987 two INLA leaders, John O’Reilly and Ta Power, had been shot dead at the Rossnaree Hotel outside Drogheda. The IPLO/Army Council faction was believed to have organised the killings.


Inevitably, retaliation was arranged, and the INLA GHQ faction used Dessie O’Hare’s little gang to obtain revenge. Tony McCluskey, an IPLO activist who was believed to have helped set up the O’Reilly/Power killings, was the chosen target. A couple of weeks after the killing of O’Reilly and Power two men and a woman took McCluskey from his home in County Monaghan. At some unknown place, McCluskey’s hands and feet were bound and he was badly beaten. A bolt-cutter was used to cut off the lobe of one ear and the tip of his right index finger. He was shot five times. His body was left on the south Armagh border.


Later, O’Hare would refer to this killing and say that he wanted McCluskey to have ‘a hard death — I didn’t want him to die lightly.’


The O’Hare gang remained active for some months. The RUC believed it was they who shot at an Ulster Defence Regiment member at his home, missed and killed his seventy-two-year-old mother. As the feud ended the INLA had no use for O’Hare and around September 1987 he was expelled. He claimed that he wasn’t expelled, he walked out. It was around then that the Irish Revolutionary Brigade was formed. A handwritten statement was issued to the press, declaring the IRB to be ‘a body of dedicated socialist revolutionaries committed to a path of armed revolutionary struggle’. The statement concluded: ‘By our actions in future months we will be judged,’ a true enough remark. The statement was headed ‘Border Fox: The Truth’, and was signed ‘Little Bird’.


Nationalists such as O’Hare are steeped in the iconography and trivia of the glorious past. About ten years before he led his troops into the GPO for the 1916 Rising, Patrick Pearse had written a short poem titled ‘O Little Bird’.




O little bird!


Cold to me thy lying on the flag:


Bird, that never had an evil thought,


Pitiful the coming of death to thee!
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O’Hare decided that he needed to put his organisation on a firm financial footing. There had been robberies, but very much smalltime efforts. On 11 September, for instance, the branch of the Ulster Bank in Castlepollard was robbed of £3,000 and the gang fired shots at the police, narrowly missing a young garda. Similar jobs won the O’Hare gang similar amounts. They were taking huge risks for peanuts. O’Hare decided on one big score. He would organise a kidnap and demand a massive ransom.


O’Hare’s ‘organisation’ was somewhat threadbare. Some who had worked with him on robberies and shootings over the past year were less than enthused by him and made themselves scarce. Some were dead. O’Hare’s choice of operatives for his big kidnap adventure was limited. In June 1987 Fergal Toal, aged twenty-five, from Callanbridge Park, Armagh, was released from Portlaoise prison. Then, in September 1987 Eddie Hogan was released from Portlaoise. Hogan, aged thirty-three, was from Kerryhall Road, Fairhill, in Cork, and had a petty criminal record as a teenager. He became involved with the INLA and in 1981 received an eight-year sentence for armed robbery. O’Hare, Hogan and Toal had served time together and shared an allegiance to the wilder shores of INLA philosophies.


Then there was twenty-five-year-old Tony McNeill from Fitzroy Avenue, Belfast, who had lived in Dublin for the past seven years. He had started off throwing stones at the British army in the 1970s, then joined the Fianna, the republican youth organisation. After allegations of threats from the RUC his mother put him on a train for Dublin, and he had been there ever since. The hunger strikes got him active in republican politics and in 1983 he joined the IRSP. He was politically active, but was not regarded as a ‘soldier’. From there, after the ebb and flow of the feuds, he found himself alongside Dessie O’Hare on the periphery of armed republicanism. He had no criminal record. He lived in a flat at Montpelier Hill, with his girlfriend and three-year-old son.


To be active in such circles required courage to the point of recklessness, self-confidence to the point of ruthlessness. You set goals. Some vague (a socialist republic), some immediate (money to fund your organisation), and you went for them, knowing your life might be snuffed out in the process, ready to brush aside anyone who got in your way. The long-term work of building public support for political positions was acknowledged but not undertaken. The republican tradition of solving problems with a gun dominated everything, until it was hard for many to see that anything existed behind the gun other than a ruthless will to impose a half-thought-out political philosophy.


O’Hare considered kidnapping a Dublin businessman who had made millions in the construction equipment business in Britain. Then his sights fell on Dr Austin Darragh. That was someone worth taking, and it would be easy to put an ideological gloss on things. Austin Darragh owned a medical business called the Institute of Clinical Pharmacology. It tested drugs for dozens of drug companies, hiring volunteers to take drugs that had never before been tested on humans. The volunteers were paid £20 a day. About 1,000 volunteers a year took the work, mostly students and unemployed. The extremely successful business attracted little notice until May of 1984, when a student who took part in drug testing died. The ICP, situated in the grounds of St James’s Hospital in Dublin, was one of the most successful of such companies in the world and Dr Austin Darragh was in the millionaire range. In 1985 he floated the company on the New York stock exchange and raised $8.5m for 20 per cent of ICP. He would be rich enough for his family to be able to raise a big ransom, and from Dessie O’Hare’s point of view there was the added advantage that Darragh could be denounced as a lackey of international capitalism, making huge fortunes for big drug companies by testing drugs on the needy.


Where would they keep Darragh once they had him? They had the use of a garage on Dublin’s northside to change cars and rest up after the kidnap, but it wasn’t suitable for a longer period of imprisonment of their victim. A safe place was needed and the options were limited. The O’Hare gang wasn’t too familiar with Dublin. Tony McNeill had become friendly with another drifter on the edges of republicanism, a barber with a shop in Parkgate Street. Gerry Wright had a basement under the shop, and he had a house in Cabra. He might be worth talking to.


Gerry Wright would later claim that he became drawn into the plot because the gang promised they would kill the man who twelve years earlier killed Billy Wright, Gerry’s brother.


Now, the gang had come together, they had Darragh’s address in Cabinteely, they had a place to hide their victim, they just had to set the date. They decided on 13 October as the big day.


Two days before that, gang member Fergal Toal went to a disco in the Imperial Hotel, Dundalk. In the bar he met a woman named Belinda Mulligan. Six weeks earlier she had broken up with a man named Sean Hughes, with whom she had been living for two years. Hughes, aged twenty-one, was at the disco, drunk and jealous. He asked Mulligan to dance and she refused. She danced with Toal. Hughes became belligerent and the two men left the disco and went out into the car park. A fight followed. Sean Hughes was stabbed with a knife, the blade plunging five inches into his chest, through his ribs and into his heart. He slid down a car and lay in a pool of blood, dead.


Toal went to Dublin where he stayed the following night in a spare room at the home of Tony McNeill. McNeill himself had been away from home for a week. He returned on the afternoon of Tuesday 13 October, the day after Toal stayed over at his flat, the day planned for the kidnap. He didn’t tell his girlfriend where he had been; he didn’t seem surprised to see Fergal Toal staying there. McNeill had brought two goldfish for his son, three-year-old Piaras. At around 6pm that evening, having eaten, McNeill and Toal left the flat. They drove away in McNeill’s car. Before they left, McNeill borrowed a fiver from his girlfriend, for petrol. McNeill and Toal were on their way to meet Dessie O’Hare and Eddie Hogan, and three hours later they would go into action. The Irish Revolutionary Brigade, its plans unaffected by the fact that two days earlier Fergal Toal had killed Sean Hughes in the car park of the Imperial Hotel in Dundalk, was ready to launch its major kidnap operation.
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The O’Hare gang had some good luck and some bad luck when they smashed in the door. The large, six-bedroom, Tudor-style house on two acres of high-price real estate at Brennanstown Road, Cabinteely, appeared secure. It was behind a high teak gate that was electronically controlled, and had all the latest security devices. Fortunately for the gang, the alarm system had malfunctioned several times recently and tonight it was switched off. Otherwise, the kidnap might have ended shortly thereafter. The gang couldn’t have known that the alarm was switched off and they didn’t seem to have taken it into account.


The bad luck was that the millionaire doctor, Austin Darragh, hadn’t lived here for four years. He lived in Anglesea Road, Ballsbridge. Although he still owned the house at Cabinteely, and his name was on a brass plate at the gate, it was occupied by his daughter and son-in-law, Marise and John O’Grady, and their three children. John O’Grady was a dentist, with a practice in Ballsbridge. He was thirty-eight, well off but not in the millionaire category. The children were Darragh, thirteen, Anthony, twelve, and Louise, six.


That evening, John O’Grady left his surgery at Wellington Road and arrived home early, at around 5.45pm. After dinner he phoned his mother, Kitty O’Grady, learned she wasn’t feeling well and drove the couple of miles to her home in Blackrock. He arranged for a doctor to come see Kitty the following day. He arrived home some time before 9pm. His daughter Louise was already asleep and the two boys were preparing for bed. O’Grady and his wife went to bed shortly afterwards and they were in bed watching television at 9.30pm when they heard the thuds of the sledgehammer smashing open their front door.


The gang came in at high speed, armed and masked. There was another door, mostly glass, about four feet beyond the front door. They smashed through that too.


John O’Grady jumped out of bed and confronted them on the stairs. ‘Don’t panic, I’m not going to do anything,’ shouted O’Grady when he saw the guns.


Dessie O’Hare said he wanted to know if there was anyone else in the house. He was loud and aggressive and threatening to blow John O’Grady away. O’Grady and his wife were forced back upstairs. Anthony came out of a bathroom and he too was held at gunpoint.


In his room, thirteen-year-old Darragh O’Grady tried to ring for help. He was down on the floor with the phone to his ear when Dessie O’Hare burst in and caught him. ‘You little bastard!’ screamed O’Hare.


The family was herded into Louise’s bedroom and the door was closed. There was a phone in the room. As soon as the gang closed the bedroom door Marise O’Grady picked up the phone and dialled 999. She got through to the emergency exchange and was asked what service she required, and it was then that the gang remembered the phones and one of them came bursting in and grabbed the phone, ripping the extension off the wall. Dessie O’Hare ranted at Marise, calling her a bitch and a cunt.


John O’Grady was taken downstairs. His hands were handcuffed in front of him and he had to walk over broken glass in his bare feet as he was led towards the front doorway. He had to show the gang his home’s security arrangements, the alarm, the switch that operated the front gate, the safe. O’Grady was taken into the kitchen. He asked for and was given tracksuit leggings and a towel for his feet.


The gang was confused, finding John O’Grady in the house, not Austin Darragh. They didn’t seem to know what their intended victim looked like. Dessie O’Hare marched John O’Grady upstairs and into the bedroom and told Marise to identify him. She told him John was her husband.


‘There’s a fuck-up,’ said Dessie O’Hare, ‘we’ve got the wrong man.’ O’Hare brought John O’Grady into the kitchen and sat him down. He walked up and down, went in and out of the kitchen, asking O’Grady about his relationship with Austin Darragh. O’Grady said he didn’t know if his father-in-law was in the country or not, he hadn’t seen him in a month.


Upstairs, Marise O’Grady and her children were being guarded by Fergal Toal. She tried to start a conversation. He put a finger to his lips and shook his head.


The gang sat around drinking tea and eating biscuits and discussing what they should do. They kept their balaclavas on all the time, so they couldn’t later be identified. They tried to work out some way of getting to Austin Darragh.


At one stage Dessie O’Hare held a gun to O’Grady’s head and told him to come up with some plan for getting Darragh to come to the house. Think about it,’ O’Hare said, ‘because your life depends on it.’


What if O’Grady rang Austin Darragh, one of the gang suggested, and told him Marise had fallen down the stairs? No, O’Grady said, he’d be suspicious, he’d never buy that. Another suggested that they take Marise.


‘No,’ said Dessie O’Hare, ‘I’m not taking the woman.’


O’Hare told one of the gang to keep a watch on O’Grady. ‘If he moves, blow him away.’


O’Hare went upstairs and took Marise O’Grady out of the bedroom and downstairs to an alcove. How would they get her father to come to the house, he wanted to know. Would Darragh come if he was told that one of the children was sick? No, Marise said, he didn’t treat any of the children, or any of the family. Anyway, she didn’t know if her father was in the country just then.


Where was her mother, O’Hare wanted to know. Marise O’Grady said her mother was at a fashion show. For some reason this infuriated O’Hare. He kicked Marise O’Grady on the backside, thumped her on the back and shoved her up the stairs, shouting that she was a lying cunt. He pushed her back into the bedroom with her children.


It was now around 11pm. The house, with its six bedrooms and two bathrooms upstairs, its one bathroom and one toilet downstairs, its corridors and two landings, its dining room, kitchen, breakfast room, living room, study, pantry, laundry room, boiler room, dogs’ room, boot room and playroom, was a mansion far removed from anything in which any of the gang had ever lived. They indulged in a little plunder. They wore gloves all the time, so as not to leave fingerprints. They found a pearl necklace worth £1,000 and some bits and pieces of jewellery worth a total of £270. Dessie O’Hare stole a gold Cross pen. Fergal Toal tried on John O’Grady’s cashmere overcoat and found it a good fit and decided to keep it. And they stole a Walkman radio belonging to one of the children, Anthony. The gang took everything from the safe, passports, baptismal certificates, pension policies, a TV licence, an innoculation certificate.


Dessie O’Hare came across John O’Grady’s £450 Longines gold watch and took a shine to it. He stole it. Later, for some reason, he would replace the watch strap.


At around 12.30am, having been in the house for three hours, the gang told Marise O’Grady that they were going to take her husband and one of her children. The O’Gradys could decide which child. John and Marise lay side by side in their bedroom, trying to decide which of their children should be taken hostage.


An hour later John O’Grady was taken downstairs and a member of the gang produced a video camera. O’Grady had to stand in front of the camera and announce that he was being held for £300,000 ransom and that the police were not to be contacted. A member of the gang stood each side of him, masked and brandishing guns. As the camera recorded the scene, the two gunmen ejected shells from their weapons, to show the guns were real. They wanted to view their movie production and asked O’Grady where the video recorder was. He said he didn’t have one. They couldn’t believe it. John O’Grady said he didn’t have a video because he didn’t want his children watching video nasties.


John was brought back up to the bedroom and Marise was taken downstairs. John lay down on the floor beside his thirteen-year-old son Darragh and told him he loved him, not to worry, to be brave. After a while the two dozed off.


Downstairs, Marise was being told that she must tell her father that the gang wanted a £300,000 ransom. It should be withdrawn from a range of banks, and not more than £10,000 should be withdrawn from any one bank. Austin Darragh was to do this himself, the police were not to be informed, Marise should contact no one except her father. Dessie O’Hare said they needed the money for their army. They were up against big numbers, he said, but they were holding their own.


Marise asked them not to take any of her children. O’Hare agreed he wouldn’t. He gave her code names, for use in the negotiations, John McCall, Pat McCormack and Sean Lennon. He said he and his men had messed up some kidnappings lately and their credibility was being doubted. They weren’t going to mess up this one.


Marise was taken back upstairs. It was now about 2am. All five members of the family were held in the parents’ bedroom. The three children slept on the bed, Marise and John slept on the floor. One gunman stayed in the bedroom, another outside the door.





• • • • •





The night passed. At around 8am the gunman in the bedroom switched on the television and began flicking from BBC to HTV, watching the breakfast news. The family was awake. There were things to be done. Marise was told to get some warm clothing for John. She had to phone his receptionist and tell her that John wasn’t well, his appointments should be cancelled. She had to phone and cancel a school run, saying her children weren’t well.


The gang began preparations for leaving. Marise and the children were herded into Louise’s bedroom. The phone rang. Dessie O’Hare came into Louise’s bedroom and told Marise to come answer the phone. He wasn’t wearing his mask. Marise went into Anthony’s bedroom and answered the phone. Dessie O’Hare, still apparently unaware that he was unmasked, came with her and stood nearby, supervising Marise’s responses to the call.


The call was from a friend, Elizabeth Senier. She wanted to know if Marise and her family could come to lunch the following Sunday. Marise said they would be delighted. Dessie O’Hare suddenly realised he wasn’t wearing his mask. He put his hand over his face. Marise talked briefly with her friend, then hung up. O’Hare said that she wasn’t to look at him, and if she ever told the police she saw him without his mask and if he was arrested, his men would come and get her.


At around 9.30am John O’Grady was blindfolded. His handcuffed hands were placed on Dessie O’Hare’s shoulders and O’Hare led O’Grady out of the house and to a car in the yard. The boot was opened and O’Grady was told to get in. A plastic box containing a pear, a banana and an orange was placed in the boot beside him. A litre carton of orange juice was also left in the boot. A duffle-coat was put over O’Grady, to keep him warm, and the boot was closed. O’Grady lay there for the best part of half an hour. He used the carton of orange juice as a pillow.


Dessie O’Hare was inside the house, telling Marise O’Grady that he would leave two of his men behind to ensure he made a clean getaway. There would be a phone call later in the day to say the coast was clear. This time he was wearing his mask. Marise and her children were all to stay in Louise’s bedroom.


It was shortly before 10am when John O’Grady heard two gunmen get into the car. Dessie O’Hare was driving. Fergal Toal was in the front passenger seat. They set off. After a few minutes O’Hare stopped the car. He wasn’t sure which way to go. He called back to John O’Grady. There was a T-junction and a signpost for Dun Laoghaire. He was heading for Dublin city. Which way should he go?


O’Grady had been keeping track in his head of the car’s twists and turns. ‘Is there a white house directly in front of us?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ said O’Hare. O’Grady told O’Hare to turn right and he’d find the Bray dual carriageway. They drove on for about ten minutes, through Stillorgan and down Booterstown Avenue, and again O’Hare had to ask O’Grady for directions. He wanted to go to the northside of Dublin, but the Border Fox was having a spot of trouble with his sense of direction.


‘There’s a pub called the Punch Bowl at the bottom of Booterstown Avenue,’ said O’Grady.


O’Hare said he saw it.


‘Turn left,’ O’Grady called back, ‘and follow the directions to the toll bridge.’


The car drove across the toll bridge and into the northside, to the private garage where a swop of cars would be made. O’Grady heard a roller door opening and the car was driven inside the garage and the engine was switched off. O’Grady lay there, waiting for something to happen. He ate the pear from the plastic box. More time went by. After a while he could hear that someone in the front of the car was snoring.





• • • • •





Hilary Prentice was a solicitor. She had known John O’Grady all her life and he had been her dentist for the past ten years. He was currently in the process of inserting a crown for her upper left premolar. She had attended his surgery the previous day, Tuesday 13 October, and her next appointment was for the following day, Thursday 15 October.


This morning, she got a phone call from John O’Grady’s receptionist, Linda. The receptionist, acting on the telephoned instructions from Marise O’Grady, was ringing around the patients scheduled to see John O’Grady over the next couple of days. John had a cold and the Thursday appointment would have to be cancelled, the receptionist said. How about rescheduling for the following Tuesday, would that be convenient? That would be fine, said Hilary Prentice.





• • • • •





Back at the O’Grady house Marise was allowed leave her daughter’s bedroom to make breakfast. She was allowed out to feed the family’s two labrador dogs, who were kept in an enclosed yard. Some time after noon the phone rang and stopped after a few rings, then rang again a few seconds later. One of the gunmen picked up the phone.


At 1.40pm Marise was told the two gunmen were leaving now. In ten minutes she was to come down and close the front gate. They were taking her husband’s Volvo and there would be a phone call later to tell her where it could be found. She wasn’t to contact anyone until she got a phone call saying they were clear. At 1.50pm Marise closed the front gate. She waited, and at 4.55pm Dessie O’Hare rang. He called himself John. The car was parked at the Fairways Hotel in Dundalk, he said, and the keys were under the mat. Everything was going well so far. It was up to her now.


Marise O’Grady now rang her father, Austin Darragh, at Patrick Dunn’s Hospital, and told him what happened. He drove to Garda Headquarters at Harcourt Square and reported the kidnap.





• • • • •





John O’Grady lay in the boot of the car, eating a pear. After a while he dozed off. Eventually he was allowed out, when he said he needed to go to the toilet. He was given a milk bottle, which he filled twice. He was put back in the boot. The garage doors rolled up and another car drove in. O’Grady was transferred to the second car, his blindfold was replaced by blacked-out glasses, which were strapped to his head. He could hear a Dublin Corporation bin lorry crawling past on the street outside, the binmen dumping the rubbish into the lorry, oblivious to what was going on a few feet away.


The kidnappers prepared to move on. Dessie O’Hare was behind the wheel, there was someone in the front passenger seat and now a third kidnapper got in beside O’Grady. The dentist was given an unlit cigarette, to make him look more relaxed.


The car was driven for about twenty minutes. O’Grady could feel the heat of the sun. It seemed to be a warm day, he remarked.


‘Yes,’ said Dessie O’Hare, ‘it’s a lovely day out.’


O’Grady was driven to 41 Parkgate Street, Gerry Wright’s barber shop. One of the gang opened the car door and linked arms with O’Grady and brought him into the building.


Wright was waiting. He held O’Grady’s arm. ‘You’re all right,’ he said, ‘don’t worry.’


O’Grady could feel this new kidnapper’s hand shaking.


O’Grady was taken down into the basement, a dusty and dilapidated room where he would spend the next four days. His handcuffs were taken off while he ate a meal of roast beef, turnips and peas, with mashed potatoes and gravy. He was asked if he would like something to drink with his evening meal. He said he’d like some Muscadet wine and some Ballygowan. That evening they brought wine and Ballygowan with a dinner of hamburger and chips from a takeaway. He was given a bucket to urinate in. At other times he would be taken upstairs to a toilet.


O’Grady was asked what kind of books he liked. Adventure thrillers, he said.


Meanwhile, Gerry Wright was dispatched to drive Tony McNeill’s car, which the gang had used to get to the O’Grady house, back to McNeill’s flat at Montpelier Hill. Wright brought a present for McNeill’s son. He left it and the keys of the car with McNeill’s girlfriend. She asked if he knew where Tony was. Wright said he didn’t.


O’Hare was in no hurry to make a ransom demand. Perhaps he wanted to soften up the O’Grady family and the authorities by making them sweat for a while. That night O’Grady slept in a sleeping bag on a couch, one hand handcuffed to a chair. Fergal Toal and Tony McNeill stood guard.


Next morning O’Grady got two boiled eggs, tea and toast for breakfast. One of the gang gave him a copy of The Power of the Sword, by Wilbur Smith. It was one of a number of books the gang had acquired for O’Grady.


At around this time, back in the O’Grady home in Brennanstown Road, Detective Sergeant James Butler was arriving with a collection of photographs. The police knew who was out and about with guns, who had the nerve to pull a job like this. Detective Butler opened an album of twelve photographs of men, all about the same age, and asked Marise O’Grady to look through it. Without hesitation she pointed at one of the pictures, second row, second from the left. That was the leader, the one she had seen without his mask. Detective Butler knew the face. Dessie O’Hare.


Having identified the gang leader, the police began putting things together. Nine days before the kidnap a man named James McDaid had been taken from his Rathgar home and shot dead, his body dumped near the border. McDaid knew O’Hare, and had also done time in Limerick prison with a couple of unsuccessful kidnappers. The police suspected that the idea for the kidnap was McDaid’s, and that the O’Hare gang had killed McDaid for some obscure reason, possibly because he was a petty criminal who sometimes used the INLA name. Among Dessie O’Hare’s followers, the word was put out that McDaid had been guilty of ‘extortion’ of some kind.


News of the O’Grady kidnap leaked to the media on the Wednesday. The police asked for and were granted a news blackout. It was standard practice. The police had found that by keeping news of a kidnapping out of the media, the kidnappers could become unnerved and confused about what the authorities knew. Now, at around 3pm on the Thursday, two days into the kidnap, the police suddenly lifted the news blackout for reasons no one could discern. It was a local decision, made at Dun Laoghaire garda station, and not by senior headquarters police.


That afternoon, Hilary Prentice heard the news and realised that the reason her dental appointment with her friend and dentist John O’Grady had been cancelled had to do with something a lot more serious than a cold.


Among the stuff stolen by the gang at the O’Grady house was a Walkman radio belonging to twelve-year-old Anthony. The gang gave it to John O’Grady, to help him pass the time. He listened to a pirate station, Energy 103, and switched to RTE One for the news. He heard the news reports of the kidnapping.


That evening, Dessie O’Hare and Eddie Hogan arrived in the basement. ‘Does he know?’ O’Hare asked Toal and McNeill. They said yes, O’Grady knew the news was out.


O’Hare went to O’Grady. Think of someone, he said, who could be used to get in touch with Austin Darragh without the police knowing. O’Grady suggested the name of Hilary Prentice, his friend and patient. O’Hare asked for some details about her.





• • • • •





Knowing who was involved was a start, but the police literally hadn’t a clue as to where O’Grady might be held. Four days into the kidnapping, on the evening of Saturday 17 October, a conference of seventy detectives discussed the case at Dun Laoghaire garda station. They were given an intelligence briefing on the INLA and its spinoffs. They decided to concentrate the search for the gang in the Dublin area.


On the evening that conference was taking place, the gang decided to move O’Grady out of Dublin. He had spent long, dreary days in the dirty basement, reading and listening to the radio, and being supplied with takeaway food.


Late on that Saturday evening the gang handcuffed O’Grady and put the blacked-out glasses on his eyes. He was brought upstairs to the doorway of Wright’s barber shop and held there for a few minutes until the coast was clear. Then he was hustled across the pavement to a waiting car. O’Grady was held in the back with one of the gang, probably Tony McNeill, while two others, O’Hare and Toal, sat in front. Eddie Hogan travelled separately. The gang was in high spirits, cracking jokes about the poor old Border Fox being blamed for everything that happened.


After a long time driving the gang stopped in a town. Dessie O’Hare got out and fetched fish and chips for everyone. Then they set off again, eating their takeaways.


About an hour passed and Dessie O’Hare suddenly shouted at O’Grady and the gang member in the back to get down. ‘Brits!’ he screamed, rolling down the window and firing two shots out into the darkness. O’Grady assumed they were now in the North.


In fact, they were in County Cork, near Carricktwohill. For the next few days O’Grady slept at night in a shed and spent the days sitting in the open, surrounded by thick brambles and gorse. He had his son’s radio, and he was still reading The Power of the Sword. That Sunday he was given the Independent, Tribune and Press and read about his kidnap. By now the gardaí had confirmed that they were hunting Dessie O’Hare and his gang in connection with the crime.


Dessie O’Hare spent a lot of time away from the shed. He didn’t seem to be in any hurry to negotiate with O’Grady’s family. The idea seemed to be that he would let them, and the authorities, sweat. He may also have been wary of a garda trap, and may have believed that allowing a lot of time to go by without anything happening would take the edge off garda reaction. It would be a fortnight after the kidnap before O’Hare made a demand.


Gay Byrne was friendly with Austin Darragh and on his radio show one day he sent a message to John O’Grady, telling him that his mother, who had been ill and whom he had visited just an hour before he had been kidnapped, was now well and he shouldn’t worry. O’Grady, listening on his son’s radio, heard a reference to Byrne’s message on the RTE news and took comfort in it.


O’Grady was being guarded by Fergal Toal and Tony McNeil. That evening, Dessie O’Hare and Eddie Hogan came to the shed.


O’Grady heard O’Hare ask one of the gunmen if O’Grady was handcuffed. ‘Yes’, was the reply.


O’Grady found himself announcing — and even as he did so, being aware of the stupidity of it — that in fact he wasn’t handcuffed.


O’Grady had to leave the shed each morning by crawling through a two-foot square hole in the wall, while carrying out the bedding on which he slept, and had to climb back each evening.


‘Is he getting in and out of the hole quick enough?’ asked Dessie O’Hare.


‘He’s a bit slow.’


O’Hare got a long chain and wrapped it around one of O’Grady’s wrists. He used a bolt and three nuts to secure the chain in place. He did the same with the other wrist, leaving a two-foot length of chain between the two hands. He wrapped the same chain around O’Grady’s ankles, leaving a yard-long length of chain between each of O’Grady’s feet. He then gagged O’Grady with a scarf.


‘You’re not getting out the hole quick enough,’ said O’Hare. He began kicking O’Grady on his backside and legs. O’Grady lay on the ground, contracting his body, trying to protect his head with his hands. O’Hare kicked him in the back and the head, cursing as he did so. O’Grady tried to scream but the gag filled his mouth.


O’Hare stopped the beating. ‘When I say go, you’re to gather your mattress and get out of the hole,’ he said. After a few seconds he said, ‘Go!’ and O’Grady hurried to gather the bedding together and scramble through the hole. He was brought back. O’Hare beat him again, kicking O’Grady as he lay on the ground. ‘You’re not quick enough!’ he screamed. O’Grady, cowering on the ground, being kicked and cursed, found his eye drawn to a bright orange price tag stuck to the newly bought green rubber boots with which O’Hare was doing the kicking.


O’Hare made O’Grady scramble through the hole again, and this time he seemed satisfied. ‘Leave the chains on,’ O’Hare said. He ordered O’Grady to squat down on his hunkers and hold up the chains while he took two polaroid snapshots. Eddie Hogan held a gun to O’Grady’s head, for the photographs. As O’Hare held up the camera O’Grady noticed that the gunman was wearing O’Grady’s Longines gold watch. Pictures taken, O’Hare left with Eddie Hogan. O’Grady settled down for the night in his chains.





• • • • •





The gardaí still hadn’t a clue. They speculated that O’Hare had joined up with a criminal gang to carry out the kidnap. They appealed to the public to search outhouses and derelict farm buildings. It can only be imagined what might have happened had members of the public stumbled across the gang in a derelict farm building.


O’Grady spent the following day outside, as usual. Tony McNeill, still wearing his balaclava, was for O’Grady the least frightening of the gang. He told O’Grady he sympathised with him, that he wouldn’t shoot him. He asked O’Grady if he wanted to play chess. There, amid the brambles and the gorse, the masked kidnapper and his chained victim played two games of chess.


The days went slowly. Cattle came close to the hideout and one of the gang chased them away. The gunmen whistled signals to one another. On one occasion O’Grady witnessed the bizarre sight of one of the raiders answering a whistled signal, walking through the gorse, carrying a rifle, wearing a black balaclava and O’Grady’s cashmere overcoat.


On the night of Thursday 22 October, O’Grady was driven to a new hideout. Before leaving the car, O’Hare gave him a felt-tip pen and a notebook. O’Hare shone a torch and told O’Grady he was to write a ransom note. He began dictating.


‘For Godsake keep the light down!’ said Eddie Hogan. Blankets were put over the car windows. The note was addressed to O’Grady’s father-in-law, Austin Darragh, and demanded £1,500,000 ransom, in £20 and £50 notes, a million of it in sterling. There had been a five-fold increase in the ransom demand from the £300,000 mentioned to Marise O’Grady.


O’Hare dictated instructions for a courier to be sent to a hotel. The courier was to drive a car with a car phone, and when a Pat Murray was paged at the hotel he was to take the phone call and follow further instructions. O’Grady was then ordered to write a plea that the ransom demand be met.


O’Grady was then taken from the car, through wet grass to a cargo container. This was the gang’s new hideout. It was in a field in an area called Ballymacsliney, just over two miles from the town of Midleton, Co. Cork. The thirty-foot by seven-and-a-half-foot container, with yellow paint obscuring an old Tayto sign, was a primitive prison. It stood close to a cottage in which lived an old woman. She had been persuaded by a relation to let him leave the container there. An electric lead was run out from the cottage to the container. The only heat came from the bar of an electric heater. The toilet was a bucket.


Having installed his victim in his new prison, Dessie O’Hare took off with Eddie Hogan. Toal and McNeill were left to guard the container.


The gang thought up a code. Anyone seeking entry to the container had to knock three times and say ‘Geronimo’.


There was total darkness inside the container, except for the light from the bar of the electric heater. That Sunday, Eddie Hogan returned. Late that night he took O’Grady out into the fields, gave him some paper from a toilet roll and let him do the business. It was raining heavily. Hogan told O’Grady he could take off the blacked-out glasses, but not to look at anyone. He told him to walk to the end of the field and back.


For the next fifteen minutes or so O’Grady walked up and down, getting a bit of exercise, carefully not looking at Eddie Hogan and whoever else might be in the field. He noticed some lights in the distance. Normal life going on just a little distance away. Very near, very far. Hogan took him back to the container.


While Hogan, Toal and McNeill were left guarding the prisoner, Dessie O’Hare went in search of some rest and recuperation. The gardaí were keeping O’Hare’s wife and daughter, at their flat in Bree Estate, Castleblaney, under close surveillance. Clare’s every move, every visit to the shops, every journey to pick up her daughter from school, was carefully noted. At 5pm on the evening of Sunday 25 October, Clare O’Hare drove away from Castleblaney, towards Keady. She was alone in her car and was spotted ten minutes later driving in the opposite direction. She wasn’t seen again that day and wouldn’t be seen by the police for over a month. At 7.20pm that evening the surveillance team carefully noted the arrival at Clare O’Hare’s flat of an ‘unknown man’, driving Clare O’Hare’s car. The man parked the car and disappeared through a side entrance. The gardaí on surveillance would watch in vain. Clare O’Hare had disappeared. According to her own account, she and Dessie spent that night in a cow shed.





• • • • •





While Dessie O’Hare was attending to personal business, the rest of the gang were in trouble. The comings and goings around the container had attracted some attention. In or around noon of the following day, Monday 26 October, someone warned the police at Midleton garda station that there were armed men in the vicinity of a yellow container at Ballymacsliney. Three gardaí drove out and had a look around. The container was locked. They tapped on the door of the container and called out but there was no response. They reported back to Midleton that they were suspicious. This was around 2.20pm.


Over an hour later, at Midleton garda station, plans began to be drawn up for a raid on the container. A superintendent and a detective inspector decided to surround the field in which the container was sited. The police rang garda stations at Union Quay in Cork city, in Cobh to the south, Glanmire to the west and Youghal to the east, looking for backup. The superintendent phoned Collins’s Barracks and asked for army support. He was told that would take two hours to arrange. Shortly after 4pm there was a call from Collins’s Barracks saying that a captain and nine soldiers were on their way and would arrive in about forty-five minutes.


By then the gardaí had sixteen men available for armed duty. They were split into two teams of five and one of six and provided with armbands and flak jackets. They had revolvers or Uzi submachine guns. Eight uniformed gardaí were dispatched to set up four roadblocks. At around 4.30pm the three armed teams left Midleton for Ballymacsliney, under the command of the detective inspector. The superintendent stayed at the garda station, awaiting the arrival of the soldiers.


The police arrived at their destination at around 4.40pm, parked their cars half a mile from the suspect area and set out on foot, approaching the container from three directions.


Meanwhile, the army had arrived at Midleton garda station. It was 4.55pm.


The detective inspector, himself leading the team approaching the container from the west, checked by radio with the other teams. ‘Are you in position?’


He then radioed Midleton garda station to let his superior know they were in the vicinity of the container. The superintendent told him he was about to leave for Ballmacsliney with another three gardaí and the detachment of soldiers. He just had to call the chief superintendent to let him know what was happening. He then rang the chief superintendent.


Ballymacsliney was covered in dense bushes, gorse and brambles. It was difficult terrain in which to move around. One garda in the team approaching the container from the north attempted to climb up on to a ditch. He grabbed at a branch and it broke, making a loud snapping sound. He immediately heard movement among the briars on the other side of the ditch. It was like someone running. Suddenly, a yellow van came along the narrow road, as if from nowhere, and pulled to an abrupt stop.


At Midleton garda station the superintendent had just hung up the phone, having briefed his chief superintendent, when the radio squawked.


‘Help! Quick!’ It was the detective inspector’s voice. ‘Under fire!’





• • • • •





The gang had that morning taken John O’Grady out of the container and held him in the open. He was taken to a kind of tunnel cut through brambles. There he was made sit, handcuffed, the blacked-out glasses on his eyes. Later he was moved through the bramble tunnel to another site. He was allowed to wear his son’s Walkman radio. It was the October bank holiday and the Dublin City Marathon was under way and O’Grady was listening to the radio commentary. It was around 2.30pm, around the time the three gardaí came to investigate the report of suspicious activity at the yellow container.


Suddenly, the earphones were pulled off John O’Grady’s head and he was hustled along the bramble tunnel and into the side of a field, where he was made lie on the ground. He was led along the side of the field, over some barbed wire, through some hedges, on to a roadway and into another field.


One of the gunmen said, ‘There’s someone at the far side of the field. He’s seen us.’


The gang took O’Grady out of the field and back the way they had come, then he was made to crawl on hands and knees into another tunnel cut through a mass of briars. The gunmen joined him there. They sat there for a long time. One of the gunmen gave O’Grady a piece of currant cake. McNeill and Toal shared a cigarette between them.


Back at Midleton the gardaí prepared their plan, moved their three teams into place, awaited the arrival of the soldiers. In the tunnel through the briars the kidnap gang hid and waited, the afternoon ticking by.


As they sat in the briar tunnel, Hogan and Toal and McNeill and their hostage heard the squawking sound of a radio. It was very close, very clear.


‘Are you in position?’ a voice asked. The gang started moving, fast.





• • • • •





Charles and Mary Terry were returning home to Kilva, having visited Mary’s parents in County Limerick. They had been driving for over an hour now, in their yellow Toyota van, and it was 5.10pm. They intended picking up their daughter Maria as she left work in Midleton at 5.30pm. Charles stamped on the brakes as two armed and masked men burst out through the briars on the ditch to the left of the road and stood in front of the van.


Eddie Hogan waved a gun at Charles. ‘Get out, get out!’


Charles got out. Eddie Hogan sat into the driver’s seat. Mary Terry was in the front passenger seat, terrified. She asked Hogan if he wanted to be taken somewhere.


‘Get out!’ he said. He tried to open her seat-belt but couldn’t. She opened it herself.


By now John O’Grady had been brought out from the briar tunnel. And now there was another vehicle pulling up on the narrow road, immediately behind the Terrys’ van.


Michael and Mary O’Brien were returning from Fermoy. Their daughter Patricia was driving their silver Renault. They knew the Terrys and had been driving behind the yellow Toyota van for the past ten or fifteen minutes. They couldn’t figure out why Charles had suddenly pulled up his van in the middle of the road. Then they saw the people with the masks and the guns.


In the front seat of the yellow van, Mary Terry was asking Eddie Hogan, ‘Can I get my bag?’ He let her get her handbag, then she got out of the van. She was standing near a gate leading into a field and she appeared to be close to hysteria.


‘Stay where you are!’ one of the gunmen roared at her.


The gunmen decided to take the silver Renault car instead of the van. One of them ran back towards the car. ‘Bring the hostage,’ he shouted.


One of the police teams was within yards of all this. One garda, the one who had broken the branch on the ditch, had clear sight of one of the gunmen but Mary Terry was standing in between and he dare not shoot. He shouted at her to lie down. Terrified, she just froze. The gunman lifted his weapon and Mary Terry saw him point it in her direction. He fired towards the garda in the field behind her. The garda dived on to the ground. He looked up and the woman was still standing in his line of fire.


Another garda had flung himself behind a ditch as the shooting started. He couldn’t see anything, any gunmen, and didn’t know where the shooting was coming from or who was doing it. He could just hear the shots. He saw a lump of grass fly up from the ground a few yards ahead of him as a wild bullet hit the earth.


‘Bring the fucking hostage!’ a gunman screamed. John O’Grady was hustled along the road towards the silver Renault.


More shots at the gardaí.


Two of the gunmen were firing, one of them shouting, ‘Get down, you fucking scum!’


The gang piled into the Renault and drove off, the right rear door swinging loose. Fergal Toal smashed the back window and began firing a rifle. John O’Grady was crouched down across the back seat, under Toal. Eddie Hogan was driving.


As the car sped by, the detective inspector caught a glimpse of the driver, his balaclava off. He recognised him. Eddie Hogan from Fairhill.


One garda ran into the road and, 160 yards behind the car, fired his Uzi submachine gun in an attempt to hit the tyres. He saw the bullets hit the rear of the car. Another garda fired two pistol shots from twenty yards.


A bullet clipped the right side of Eddie Hogan’s head and pierced the windscreen in front of him. The car wavered and then drove on in the direction of Midleton.





• • • • •





As word spread about the events at Ballmacsliney there was anger among senior gardaí in Dublin. The first suspicions about the yellow container had occurred in the early afternoon; by 3pm suspicions had been heightened to the point where the Cork gardaí fully believed that the O’Hare gang was in the vicinity; two hours had passed as the preparations were made for the raid, yet the gardaí in Dublin coordinating the hunt for John O’Grady had not been informed.


The Dublin gardaí complained that the Cork police’s performance was less than impressive. They hadn’t sealed off the area sufficiently to block the gang’s escape; nor had they stopped civilians wandering into a dangerous situation. The Cork gardaí could argue that if Dublin had to be notified every time somewhere had to be checked out, nothing would ever get done.


In the aftermath of the shooting the Cork gardaí drove this way and that for a while, around the narrow country roads, in a vain effort to pick up the gang’s trail.





• • • • •





Mark Nugent steered his Datsun car into a layby. He was a private in the army, working at the barracks in Kilkenny. He was off duty that day and he and three friends had driven from Waterford to Turner’s Cross, Cork, to attend a soccer match between Cork City and Waterford. The match ended at 4.45pm and the four left immediately to return to Waterford.


One of Nugent’s passengers said he needed to pee. Nugent spotted an empty layby on the Waterford road, somewhere past the Youghal Carpet factory. All four of the young men got out of the car. They paid little attention to the silver Renault that drove by very fast, and seconds later all four were standing on a grassy mound, pissing into the ditch.


Mark Nugent turned around as he heard a car come to a stop. It was the silver Renault, which had doubled back. Hogan, Toal and McNeill were out of the car, waving guns and dragging John O’Grady.


Someone roared, ‘Get down or I’ll blow your fucking brains out!’


Three of the young men were forced to the ground, face down, by the men waving guns. Mark Nugent jumped backwards up on to the ditch as a gunman pointed a sawn-off shotgun at him.


‘Get the fucking keys!’ called one of the gunmen, who was standing near the car.


Nugent shouted that the keys were in the car. ‘We have no money,’ he said, ‘take the car!’


John O’Grady was made lie down in the back of the car.


Eddie Hogan got into the driver’s seat and called, ‘Let’s go!’





• • • • •





The gang had known they wouldn’t get far in the stolen silver Renault, especially with the back window knocked out. They needed a swop, and Mark Nugent’s car would do for the moment. They had no doubt that the hijack of this car would soon be reported (and back on the Waterford road Mark Nugent was already flagging down a garda car to report the robbery). Another car would be needed, and this time it must be possible to ensure that the robbing of the car wouldn’t be reported for a while, to give the gang a little time to put some distance behind them.


The gang was by now headed in a north-west direction. Darkness came. Eddie Hogan mentioned that he thought he had been nicked in the side of the head by a bullet, but he didn’t make a big deal of it. They were driving on backroads, bad roads. They were all the time on the lookout for another car, knowing that at any minute the Datsun could be spotted and identified. Near Mallow, at about 6.30pm, they spotted a car parked alongside a house, an Ascona. That would do nicely.


Inside the house, Nuala Hannon was sitting by the fire, feeding her seven-month-old baby, John. Her seven-year-old son Colin was on the sofa. Her husband John went to answer when the doorbell rang.


At first John thought it was friends, messing, when the two armed and masked men pushed their way in, one of them saying they were here to check the house. John Hannon laughed and grabbed at a scarf covering one gunman’s face. Eddie Hogan pushed Hannon away, stuck a sawn-off shotgun into his chest and pushed him into the sitting room, past Colin, who had come out to see what was happening. John Hannon was pushed onto the sofa. Colin sat down beside his father and began to cry.


The gunmen demanded the keys to the Ascona. John Hannon got them from a coat pocket. Hogan left the room. Tony McNeill stayed, holding a rifle that he kept pointed towards the ceiling. There were lights up the road, he said. What was that? John Hannon said it was probably the sugar factory. Would there be people there? There would.


Fergal Toal was looking after John O’Grady out in the car. Eddie Hogan went outside and transferred O’Grady to the Ascona. On the way O’Grady asked if he could urinate. He was told to do it there on the ground, and he did.


Eddie Hogan went back inside and took John Hannon into the kitchen. ‘We’ve nothing personal against you,’ Hogan said, ‘but we need your car to go on a journey and we have to have time. If you notify anybody about this we’ll have your name and address and there’ll be somebody to deal with you.’


Hogan and McNeill took John Hannon to a bedroom and made him produce several of his ties and then lie on the bed. His hands were tied together, and his hands were tied to his knees and his ankles were tied together. Colin was watching this. Then they tied Colin’s legs to his father’s legs. Nuala Hannon and her baby were brought in. A bedside locker was shifted so that the pram could be fitted in beside the bed.


Eddie Hogan was worried about the baby. He boiled a kettle of water and got a prepared bottle from the fridge, brought the lot to the bedroom and put the bottle in the kettle. The bottle was warmed up so the baby could be fed.


Nuala Hannon was told to lie on the bed and Tony McNeill began to tie her up. He was a bit hesitant. What about leaving her hands free, since she had to look after the baby?


‘Tie her up,’ Eddie Hogan said, ‘and that’s an order.’ Fergal Toal came into the bedroom. Had the Hannons a Bible, he asked. John Hannon told him where the Bible was and the gunman went away but he couldn’t find it. He asked then for Dettol. He was told it was in the bathroom.


Eddie Hogan showed John Hannon a business card holder they had found in his car. That’s the information we need, he was told, your name and your address.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
GENE KERRIGAN





OEBPS/images/chap1.jpg





