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Introduction


Tony Muggivan


Today, the first day of November 2002, I visited the Clonrush graveyard in Whitegate. For Catholics, 1 November, the day after Halloween, is a day for visiting the graves to pray for their dead relatives. The day is called ‘All Souls’ Day’.


I went to the graveyard particularly to remember Brendan O’Donnell and his mother, Margaret. As I was driving there, I remembered accounts of Brendan’s visits after his mother died and of his urgent requests to his sister to visit her grave when he was in prison and couldn’t make the trip himself. I wondered if Brendan had ever been able to believe or imagine his mother at rest.


My own family graveyard is on an island in Lough Derg, an island about two miles by boat from the village of Mountshannon. This island is commonly called ‘Holy Island’ or Iniscealtra. It has ruins of seven old churches dating back to before the time of the Vikings. It has an unfinished round tower, built as a place of safety for the monks during Viking raids on the island’s monastery.


We usually don’t visit this graveyard on All Souls’ Day. At this time of the year, the weather can be cold and wet, and nearly all of the boats used on the lake are open boats.




Clonrush graveyard is on the mainland. It is located a couple of hundred yards from the western shore of Lough Derg and faces across the lake towards County Tipperary.


Only the mother was buried. Brendan’s ashes — actually only half of his ashes — were scattered on top of his mother’s grave. After he had been cremated, his ashes were divided between his father, Michael Pat, and his sister, Ann Marie. His father scattered his half of the ashes on Brendan’s mother’s grave.


I haven’t been able to let go of my memories of Brendan O’Donnell and the memories of his time in my home. They are deeply embedded in my mind. I can never forget the killings and those awful days at the end of April and beginning of May in 1994.


As I walked up to the grave, I saw an elderly man standing there. When I got closer, I saw that the headstone had been smashed into pieces, obviously smashed with a sledgehammer. The man standing at the grave looked upset at the sight in front of him. I recognised him as Brendan’s uncle.


I cursed and said to him, ‘Who would do something like this? They must be very sick.’ He said that the family would have the headstone repaired.


I walked away and thought to myself that cursing wasn’t much good. I spoke to a few people at a grave nearby and asked them what they thought had happened. One person said, lamely, that it must have been the wind. It was the only broken headstone in the graveyard.


I thought of another grave in the churchyard in Mountshannon where the bodies of parish priests are buried. There are four priests buried there — three former parish priests and one priest who was never a priest in our parish. He was a native of Mountshannon village who had worked for years in England.




One Sunday as I was going into Mass, past the priests’ graves, I saw that the top half of one of the headstones was missing. The headstone, like the other three headstones, had been a cross about three feet tall. The top of the cross had been cut off, about halfway up the upright beam, by someone using a masonry saw. There was nothing left but the base and a short, ugly stump sticking up out of it.


The base had the priest’s name on it and a brief legend about his life. The priest and Brendan were acquainted with each other.


Brendan, in his short life, suffered much pain and he inflicted much pain. I don’t know if the priest suffered pain but I do know that he left his Church harmed and he left many of his parishioners angry and disillusioned. I recall confronting another parish priest, a very kindly man, about the priest’s reputation with children. He cried and tearfully said, ‘I thought he had overcome his problems years ago.’


As I drove home from my All Souls’ Day visit to Clonrush graveyard, I couldn’t stop thinking about all that has happened in my life over the past thirteen years. I recalled again how many people have suffered so much when it all might have been avoided.


Tony Muggivan
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First Encounter


Tony Muggivan


I first got to know Brendan O’Donnell on a cold February night in 1989. I have read all the newspaper stories, watched all the television stories, and I attended much of his trial in 1996. I have been interviewed myself many times and tried to tell his story. I am so tired of never seeing the story of what really happened.


I have tried to tell it to people I hoped would record what happened. But as the years have gone by, I have recognised that I must tell the story myself. It has not left my mind, and maybe telling it will help me to leave it behind.


I need to introduce myself and my family, or at least the members of my family who were involved with me, one way or another, in the life of Brendan O’Donnell. My wife’s name is Mary and I have four sons. At the time I first met Brendan, an elderly aunt and my wife’s sister, Vera O’Sullivan, were living with us at our home. Our home is a farmhouse in Derrycon.




Derrycon is a townland ranging from a mile to two miles west-northwest of Mountshannon and overlooking Lough Derg, a lake on the River Shannon. Mountshannon is a village close to the shore of Lough Derg. It is about midway up the Clare side of the lake, between Killaloe and Portumna.


Killaloe is a town in Clare on the south end of Lough Derg, and Portumna is a town in Galway about thirty-five miles north on the other end of the lake.


At weekends, two of my wife’s brothers would visit us from where they worked in Shannon Airport. We often had a full house. However, we own a fairly large farmhouse so there was always plenty of room for everyone.


The year was 1989 and the time of the year was mid-February. To be exact it was Thursday night, 16 February 1989. The weather was very cold, as it usually is at that time of the year.


It was about 10.30 on a very wet night. There was a mixture of snow, sleet and rain falling. We had a big fire in the fireplace. And we needed a big fire. We were all watching a movie on TV.


We were very comfortable when the dog, a German Shepherd named Tiger, began to bark outside. For the dog to bark at this time of the night was unusual. We live about a mile from the village of Mountshannon, and about a quarter of a mile in off the road that passes our house. This road has very little traffic, especially at night.


Brendan, my oldest son, went out to see what was wrong and to see if some cattle had moved. I was watching the movie and didn’t pay much attention.


After a few minutes, my son came back inside and said to me, ‘Give me the keys to the car.’ I found this strange and I asked him what for.


He said he wanted to go a short distance up the road and he said, ‘Trust me.’




I looked at him for a second and decided to give them to him. He was about fifteen years old at the time.


After about a quarter of an hour, he came back and told me that Brendan O’Donnell was outside. I had heard of Brendan O’Donnell. I knew that he had been due back in Trinity House detention centre in Dublin over a week before, and I had heard the reports that he had absconded. But I had never seen him before in my life.


I told my son to bring him in. He was gone for what seemed like ten minutes, and he told me later that he was trying to convince the boy to come inside.


When my son came back, bringing the other Brendan with him, I couldn’t believe what I saw. He was shivering with the cold, with mud up to his knees, soaking wet through and through, looking like a bullock or a cow that had just been pulled from a bog hole.


He was very nervous.


Mary started getting some of our son’s clothes — our son, Brendan, was about the same age and size — while Vera began to cook some food for him. He said that he hadn’t eaten for days, that he was on the run from the guards, and that he was not going back to prison, no matter what. He took a bath and changed his clothes.


After he had had some food, we talked up to about two o’clock in the morning. He told us about his mother’s illnesses, her attempts to commit suicide, her death, and her burial. He told us that he had believed for a while that she was buried alive, locked inside her coffin, not able to get out.


He made me promise I wouldn’t call the guards to report him. Mary prepared a bed for him and we all turned in for the night.


Next morning, I got up early and did the farm work as soon as I could. I told my wife that I was going to drive  around to see if there were any guards in the neighbourhood conducting a search. I talked to different people I met, trying to get an exact story about what was being reported regarding Brendan. I met one garda car but it didn’t appear to be going anywhere in particular.


I returned home, and as I was having a cup of tea and something to eat, I had a chat with my wife about what we were doing. We were protecting a young lad whom the courts had sent to prison. Could we be up on charges? We had to find a way to get him back into the judicial system.


We decided to tell the guards that the boy was in the forest near our house but wouldn’t come out unless they would promise not to send him back to Trinity House. Now, we had to convince Brendan that this was the only way to help him. This was really hard to do with the condition he was in.


I got in contact with my brother, JJ, in New Orleans, to get advice from him. He is a social worker who in the course of his career has worked with a lot of troubled youngsters.


He told me to try to get him as much help as possible from the state as I couldn’t hide or keep him forever. Brendan was very distrustful and it took a long time to convince him that this was the only thing to do.


On another dark, wet evening, two days later, I dropped him off at the edge of the forest and told him I would go and talk to Garda O’Hara in Mountshannon. The plan was that I would come back with the guard and arrange for the two to talk.


I spoke to Garda O’Hara and he agreed to come with me as I had proposed. Brendan had already told me that he knew Garda O’Hara, but at this time I didn’t know they had a long history with each other.




When I came back with the guard, Brendan refused to come out of the forest, and an argument started. He told the guard he would never go back to Trinity House. He said, ‘You don’t know what it’s fucking like — the fucking cunts can do what they like with you.’ He said he would kill himself before he would go back.


It seemed to take a long time to get his confidence and we had to promise him that we would help him in every way. I promised that I would drive to Trinity House and find out for myself what was going on.


All three of us came back to my house. Garda O’Hara remarked, suspiciously, on how dry and clean Brendan’s clothes were. In order to protect me, Brendan said he had been staying in an old outhouse in Whitegate. On this point, the guard didn’t seem to believe either Brendan or myself.


We talked for several hours. Then Brendan told us where he had hidden his bag of clothes. The guard and I drove to get them. It was about four miles away. Because it was now late and dark, we brought flashlights with us.


My God! When I saw the old stable, with all the holes in the roof, I couldn’t believe he had lived a week in a place like this — and in the weather we had been having.


I continued to phone my brother in New Orleans. He had a friend named Joe Carney who now worked in Ballinasloe Hospital. Ballinasloe is in County Galway and is about thirty miles from my house. Joe Carney and my brother attended university together in New Orleans and were in the same line of work. My brother advised me to contact Joe as he would be familiar with how to get help for someone like Brendan in Ireland.


Joe came as soon as I called him. After he had talked to Brendan for some time, he told me that he belonged in a mental hospital and that I should get him into one as soon  as possible. Joe also talked to Garda O’Hara who was keeping his superintendent informed on what was happening.


We all agreed that we would take Brendan to a doctor and get a week’s medical extension in order to avoid his having to return to Trinity House immediately. We did this on Saturday and got the extension.


We agreed to use the week to try to get him into a mental hospital. He was in a very bad condition and was suicidal. Joe Carney told us that being suicidal made his situation critical.


On Tuesday, 21 February, I took him back to the doctor. The doctor made some enquiries about getting him into Our Lady’s Mental Hospital in Ennis, County Clare, but couldn’t get him in there. I heard later from P.J. Flannery, a member of staff from Mountshannon, that a decision had been made to have nothing to do with Brendan, but that this decision did not have the backing of all the staff. P.J., a mental-health nurse, was disappointed with it, as was at least one of the doctors.


On Joe Carney’s advice, I decided to try St Bridget’s Hospital. Next morning, Mary and I had a long talk; we saw this as our only chance to get help for Brendan. We were hopeful that Joe Carney would be able to help him if he were hospitalised at St Bridget’s.


I had very little cash at the time, and we are not very well off, even in the best of times. The cows hadn’t started calving yet and we had no milk to sell to the creamery. However, I did have eleven hundred pounds and Mary and I decided to offer it to Ballinasloe Hospital as an incentive to help him. Deciding to leave ourselves short of money, if need be, we started for Ballinasloe the following morning.


I told Brendan that I would try my best to get him whatever help I could, and he seemed ready enough to do what I asked him to do.




On the way to Ballinasloe, he became very, very agitated. I told him I had enough money to get him started with counselling and that I was not going to fail in my efforts to get him the help he needed. He wanted help.


I realised that by asking for hospitalisation he might also have been trying to avoid going back to Trinity House. I believe that this was a factor in what he wanted. But I also believe that he was capable of killing himself in order to avoid Trinity House. He was really considering only hospital or killing himself. Trinity House was not an option for him.


To my knowledge, he had never yet attempted suicide, but my brother told me that the children of suicidal parents were at high risk. Joe Carney agreed and saw his suicide threats as serious.


On the way, I asked Brendan if he wanted to visit his grandmother in Eyrecourt, County Galway, as it would not be far out of our way. From the night when he had arrived at our house, he had talked a lot about her and how much he enjoyed going to see her.


The prospect of visiting her seemed to cheer him up a little. As well as giving him the chance to visit his grandmother, I also wanted to get more information about things he had been telling me, and to see how much I should rely on his word.


When we arrived at his grandmother’s house in Eyrecourt, I could see the tenderness and love the woman showed toward her grandson. She was so happy that someone was trying to help him that she made me feel like a saint. She confirmed much of what Brendan had told me. After a very nice visit, we left her house for Ballinasloe.


We approached Ballinasloe with high hopes of getting help. The weather was very cold that day and showers of  snow had started to fall. I felt nervous visiting a mental hospital as I had never been in one before.


I told the receptionist who I was and that I wanted to get Brendan admitted right away.


We were put in a large room with about twelve men in it. Brendan sat in a corner. I stayed standing, watching these twelve men who were all staring at us. A big man stood up and slowly made his way across the room towards me. He was over six feet tall and was looking at me very seriously. He put his hand on my arm, very gently, and asked me, ‘Can I go home with you?’


I looked at him and thought to myself, ‘Good Jesus, I’m doing everything possible to get one in — not take one out.’ I looked over at Brendan in the corner. He was very pale from the cold, and shivering, but he had the beginnings of a smile on his face at my predicament.


At this point, a door opened and a doctor introduced himself to me. I told him what I wanted and he said he would talk to Brendan alone. He took him into another room and, in minutes, returned.


I was standing in the corridor now. He told me that he would have to admit Brendan. I told the doctor that Brendan had absconded from Trinity House detention centre in Dublin. He said that he didn’t care where he had absconded from — that he had to admit him. He asked who would sign the admittance forms.


I said that I would. I was so pleased, I had tears in my eyes. Brendan had previously told me that they wouldn’t take him in Ballinasloe as no one wanted him or wanted to give him help.


After some minutes, another doctor came in, and the first doctor went to talk to him. I was called into his office and told that they couldn’t take him in but that there was a hospital in Galway city that would.




Now, I was almost crying with anger and I begged them to give him the help he so badly needed. He said that the place we were being sent to was a better place than Ballinasloe and was like a hotel.


I saw Joe Carney in the background and I could see the disappointment in his eyes. We didn’t speak. Nor did we need to speak.


We came out of St Bridget’s Hospital like two hungry, neglected dogs. I was shouting, ‘Fuck every doctor in Ireland. Couldn’t the stupid bastards see he badly needed help and it wouldn’t cost a penny out of their pockets if they gave it to him? What is the State paying for?’ I would hardly have gone to a mental hospital if I hadn’t needed help.


Now, I don’t think I would go at all.


Brendan was really down at this stage. He had no blood in his face. He just was so nervous, I cannot put it into words. Again he said, ‘I told you they wouldn’t help me.’


We started for Galway, and, to make it more depressing, the snow started again. It was nearly impossible to drive. Brendan was getting more depressed and said it was a waste of time driving to Galway. ‘Nobody wants to help me,’ he said.


I was wondering how we would face another mental hospital and how he would handle the same kind of treatment.


I was very much afraid that Brendan would jump out of the car and run away. I was aware of his young age and his physical fitness. He didn’t seem to have anything to lose by running away. He was less than a month shy of his fifteenth birthday and a very fast cross-country runner. At one point, I had to stop the car and have a chat with him to calm him down. He didn’t want to go to Galway.




After asking directions from several people, we finally arrived at St Anne’s Hospital in Galway. During all this time, from about eight in the morning to about three in the afternoon, we hadn’t eaten anything. I was afraid to stop, fearing that Brendan might run away.


When we arrived at the hospital in Galway, we were each given a cup of tea and a biscuit, and left waiting.


I spoke with two doctors and told them all I knew about Brendan. One of the doctors called Brendan’s father. He agreed to come to the hospital.


The doctors told me that they would not make any decision until Michael Pat arrived. Later, there was another conversation with Michael Pat who said he couldn’t come to the hospital but that he was giving his permission for the doctors to interview his son.


I spoke again to one of the doctors and I asked her to ask Brendan about his sexual abuse at Trinity House. She told me he was too disturbed to be questioned. They asked me to talk to Michael Pat on the phone, which I did. Michael Pat and I had had a row at one time, and we didn’t like each other much.


The first thing he asked me was what the problem was. I said the problem was that he was supposed to come to Galway to sign the admittance papers and he hadn’t come.


When I was with the doctors and Brendan, and while the doctors were questioning him, I asked a few questions in their presence about abuse. He wasn’t inclined to answer except to say that he had been thumped. One of the doctors looked at me and I dropped the subject and let them talk without interruption.


Brendan had not yet told me the details of his sexual abuse but, from some things he said, I was fairly sure he had run away because of it. I was also convinced it played a part in his not wanting to go back.




The doctor finally said that she had spoken with the Trinity House people and that they had told her he wouldn’t lose any points for having run away.


Just as it was getting dark, we started for home. I was hungry, fed up, and feeling like a complete failure. And, I was hoping that the cows were foddered so I wouldn’t have to feed them in the dark.


I was so angry, I missed the road home between Galway city and Loughrea, and ended up in Clarenbridge. I had to retrace my steps to get on the right road.


Brendan saw how upset I was and offered to ‘go back and do every day of my sentence and fuck the bastards.’


When we got to Woodford, I decided to drive the rest of the journey home by the mountain road through Derrygoolin. Little did I know then that it would be on this mountain road that Brendan would be arrested a little over five years later after one of the biggest man-hunts ever conducted in Ireland.


Indeed, we passed the very spot where he spent his last minutes outside prison. Between that day and his last minutes of freedom, he would never get the mental health care we had so desperately tried to obtain for him on that February day in 1989.


And I tried many more times.


When we got within ten miles of home, I called my wife on the CB my son had set up in the car. I told her most of what had happened. She tried to calm me down and told me that Garda O’Hara was waiting for me at the house.


Garda O’Hara had already spoken to the doctor at St Anne’s Hospital in Galway and had already been contacted by Trinity House. The bad news was that Brendan would have to go back to the Dublin detention centre.


Later, I phoned JJ in New Orleans. He didn’t hold out any hope for Brendan if he went back to Trinity House without proper mental health care.




It was decided that Brendan would have to return to Trinity House on Friday morning, 24 February. Instructions were left for me to call the detention centre on Thursday morning to make the arrangements about transportation. I talked to an administrator at Trinity House, and to the probation officer who said that she would come to the house and talk to Brendan.


I offered to drive Brendan back — a round trip of about 230 miles. A priest, Fr Tom McNamara visited to offer his help. When he left, Brendan said to me, ‘What’s he doing here? He’s bent.’ I asked him how he knew.


He grinned and said he knew and that he had served Mass for him. It was going from bad to worse by the minute.


I never saw a child cry like Brendan cried that night. He sobbed in my arms and he even made me cry. I never thought a child could have gone through so much in such a short life. I was very scared that as the time got closer for Brendan to return to Trinity House, he might do something drastic. I was afraid he would attempt suicide.


* * *


I had been so busy with Brendan that I was neglecting the farm animals, especially the cows that were ready to calve. On my return from Galway, my wife had told me that one of them was missing and must have gone into the forest to calve.


I couldn’t search the forest that night because of the weather and darkness, so I waited until the next morning.


Next day, I found her dead. She was not able to finish calving, and the calf was dead too. She was a big loss, financially as well as emotionally. I wasn’t in any state for more problems and was far from happy at knowing how both she and her calf must have suffered before they died.


Not only could I not see a light at the end of the tunnel — I couldn’t even see the tunnel.
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On the Run


Tony Muggivan


It was Friday and we were getting ready to bring Brendan back to Dublin. He was saying goodbye to everyone as I waited in the car. I noticed that there were no tears and he didn’t seem a bit lonely — not like the night before.


We had to make a stop at the priest’s house to pick up a package he wanted dropped off in Dublin. When I went into the house to get the package and the directions on where to drop it off, I left Brendan in the car outside.


When I came back to the car, there was no Brendan to be seen anywhere. Eventually I saw him in the distance.


I jumped into the car to try to cut him off. I shouldn’t have tried to run after him though. He was a bronze medal winner for cross-country running.


Trying to catch Brendan in this area of Ireland was not easy. As I said, we live not far from the west shore of Lough Derg on the River Shannon. There are only a few miles of what is called ‘good land’ between the Shannon and the beginning of the Slieve Aughty mountains.




The Slieve Aughty mountains are not really mountains. They are more like a range of heathered hills and marshy valleys.


Because the area covered by these hills and valleys isn’t much good for anything else, the State planted thousands of acres of it with trees — mostly pine trees — decades ago. Someone like Brendan could hide for a long time in these forests without getting caught. His only problem would be food, clothing, and shelter from the weather.


In all, there are about eighteen thousand acres of forest and a few hundred acres of privately owned woods in this area. All of these forests and woods overlook Lough Derg, and a journey from part of these wooded areas to a boat on the lake is very short. It could easily be travelled, night or day, without being seen.


If Brendan wanted to hide indefinitely, he would have little difficulty. And if he wanted to travel by boat the seven miles across to County Tipperary, he could also do that.


I returned home about mid-day and was telling my wife how very much Brendan was now outside the law. I told her I didn’t think there was any way we could help him now. I felt disappointed but felt some relief that I had done as much as I could for him.


I called Trinity House and told them what had happened. I again talked to an administrator and told him about Brendan’s fear of the detention centre. The administrator, like myself, was convinced that Brendan needed to be in a mental hospital and not at Trinity House.


I did some farm work, trying to get Brendan and his problems out of my mind, but wondering where he would go and what he would do. Now, the guards would have to catch him.


The weather was still very cold and wet. I finished all the outside work before it got dark, then came inside for  my supper and settled down in the living room by the fire, to watch TV.


There are two doors to my house — a front door which we hardly ever use, and a door at the end of the house which comes directly into the kitchen at the end of the living room.


I went out of the living room to the kitchen for a cup of tea and sat at the table to drink it. I was still thinking about Brendan and wondering if I’d seen the last of him when I heard someone walking up to the back door. I looked up and saw the door opening, and in walked Brendan, soaked to the skin from the rain, acting as if there was nothing seriously wrong. Now we had a very serious problem but he didn’t seem to be aware of it.


He told us he couldn’t go back to Trinity House no matter what. I knew it would be a waste of time trying to convince him otherwise.


Next day, 25 February, Mary and I finally persuaded Brendan to tell us what had happened at Trinity House detention centre. He agreed on condition that Mary leave the room.


After she left, Brendan told me how a member of staff at the detention centre would lock him into his cell and sexually abuse him. He told me that this had started after he was there only a month, and that it had continued until about five or six weeks before he ran away. He told me in detail about the last incident.


The member of staff made him take his clothes off. He then pressed himself against Brendan’s backside, reaching around with his hands to catch his penis. He then began to masturbate him.


In the course of the masturbation, which Brendan said was very painful, the skin was pulled back over the tip of his penis and it remained in that position because his penis swelled and the swelling wouldn’t go down.




Brendan thought that his penis had been seriously injured. He went to the nurse for help, and she referred him to a doctor who gave him some cream, with directions on how to use it. Brendan said that he thought there was blood on his penis and that he still had marks and scars on it from what had happened.


I told him that he might have to be examined by doctors and a psychiatrist, and he agreed to this on condition that I would stay in the room while the examination was going on.


I contacted my solicitor, Billy Loughnane, through his partner, Margaret Hayes, and gave all the information to him. He asked for Brendan to be examined as soon as possible as the marks might soon go away. Later, I got a call from the garda sergeant in Scariff, asking me to talk to Brendan’s father and see if we could work together.


On 27 February 1989, the Monday after Brendan had come back, and after I had reported the complaints of sexual abuse to Billy Loughnane, a guard stopped me on the road and asked me about Brendan. At this stage, I was in no humour to be nice to guards, or, for that matter, anyone in authority.


The guard asked me about missing chain saws, and reports of a house being broken into. He asked me whether I would know if Brendan might have anything to do with these reports. I told him I wouldn’t know and suggested that the guards would be better occupied conducting investigations and asking questions about the reports of abuse Brendan had made. I told him that the real criminals might be getting paid by the State. When the guard got tired of listening to me, he went on his way.




At this stage, I had become alarmed at the prospect of helping anyone who would make Brendan go back to an institution where he could be harmed further.


On the night of 27 February, I decided to follow the suggestion I had received from the Scariff sergeant, that I visit Brendan’s father. A letter for Michael Pat O’Donnell had arrived by mistake at my house and I decided to deliver it myself.


I met Michael Pat and his wife, Nora. They were both very angry at me and asked me where Brendan was. I told them I didn’t know his whereabouts. Michael Pat said he would hold me responsible for his son and he wanted him back in Dublin right away.


A couple of days later, on 1 March 1989, the administrator I had previously spoken to called me from Trinity House, and told me he had heard the reports that Brendan was saying he had been sexually abused. I told him that Brendan had agreed to be examined by doctors and a psychiatrist.


I told him I did not know where Brendan was but believed him to be safe. I gave him the names of the staff member, and of the prisoner who had helped him, and asked that something be done about these two men.


He agreed to investigate both men and told me that Brendan had complained to him some time previously about being ‘thumped’ by the staff member whose name I had given him.


We knew that the guards could come at any time as they were likely to expect Brendan to return to where he had previously been welcome. We let him stay the night, but someone had to stay awake all night to watch out for the guards.


The following morning, I sent Brendan to a friend of mine, Sonny Farrell, and told him to stay there until he heard from  me. Sonny Farrell was an old man who has since died. I didn’t have the heart to force Brendan back to Trinity House, and I needed time to come up with a way to help him. Brendan persuaded Sonny Farrell to remove the window in his bedroom so that he could escape if the guards came.


In the next nine days, the garda squad car from Killaloe came to our house seven times inquiring about him. It started with guards and then went right up to the superintendent. All grades in the force were questioning me whenever they caught sight of me.


I began to have some idea of what it must have been like for my father when he was being watched and questioned by the British when he was in the old IRA from 1916 to 1921.


One of the times I was being questioned by the guards on the side of the road leading to my house, I glanced behind one of them and saw Brendan up near the top of a tree in the forest. I had warned him not to come near the place.


On another occasion, the guards were at my house, questioning me. Since they didn’t seem to believe me when I said I didn’t know where he was, I offered to let them search the house without a warrant. They declined and I found out later that had they come into the house, they could have found him hiding within three feet of where they were standing when they were questioning me.


I remained baffled about what to do since neither my wife nor I liked the idea of sending Brendan back to the detention centre. He had begun to play cat-and-mouse with the guards. Sometimes he would stay in a community hall across the street from the garda barracks in Mountshannon and would follow all the comings and goings of people at the barracks.


It was now into March, with the days getting longer but with the weather still staying cold and wet. I had a  round-table discussion with all of my family, sons included, to discuss what to do.


Two of my sons had gone to school with Brendan in Mountshannon before he had got into difficulty with the law. Moreover, he was a second cousin of my children’s, and everyone wanted to help him. We all wondered how we could.


Next morning, solicitor Billy Loughnane came to my house with my wife’s brother-in-law, Tony O’Brien. He explained the law on how we might be able to help Brendan. He said that it would cost a lot of money. I called my brother and talked to Joe Carney. They both continued to advise me that mental health care was necessary no matter where Brendan went.


One day, I met Brendan on the road and he had a stick about four feet long. It was a stick cut from a young sally tree and it was pointed at both ends like a spear. It was over an inch in diameter. It looked like a very dangerous weapon.


I was angry when I saw it and told him to put it down, warning him never to let me see him with something like that again. Sonny Farrell told me he had seen him making it and was not happy at what he was doing.


I started to read a book I had taken from my brother’s house when I had visited him in New Orleans in 1982. It was called Abnormal Behavior. While reading this book, I was thinking about Brendan. My concern was that if he were to continue on his present path, he could commit very serious crimes.


Meanwhile, my solicitor made arrangements with a barrister to take Brendan’s case to court. We had decided to request the court that his sentence be set aside and that my wife and I be awarded custody.




Now there was a plan in place to get rid of the basis for one of Brendan’s worst fears — the fear of going back to Trinity House.


He continued to live at Sonny Farrell’s while waiting for the court hearing in County Carlow. It was scheduled for 17 April 1989.


Going to court was expensive but we felt we had to help Brendan. I had mixed feelings about the courts and the State. On the one hand, I was grateful to the courts, but, on the other hand, I was fed up with the State.


Although I was proposing to save the State a lot of money by taking Brendan off its hands, I had to pay for the legal expenses myself — a total of two thousand pounds. When I visited Billy Loughnane the day before court, I gave him fourteen hundred pounds and hoped that it was worth it.
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