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This book is dedicated to the many silent voices of Autism, as well as the countless unpaid and forgotten carers. This book is also dedicated to the many been bullied, threatened and abused due to disability, religion, race, nationality, opinions and sexual orientation. While remembering these many victims, let’s not forget many, who fought against bigotry, discrimination and against the many injustices throughout history. At this stage I would like to remember lost family members and friends who made valuable contributions to my self-worth. I would like to thank my wife Helen for her ongoing support. Thanks to my parents, the Cattell family, brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews, inlaws and extended family of cousins, aunts and uncles. I would also like to thank Michael Bermingham, Devi Kularatne and Ann Hill, as well as the book publishers.
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Book Writing







“Creativity comes in many forms; we see it mostly in artists, musicians, poets and writers. As a music lover I have seen many greats making cover versions their own, for it has been said Shakespeare made many existing plays his own. Even today we see photographs of particular locations as just another photo, while another photo of the same location may become a masterpiece. Creativity can be shown in people’s taste of music or taste in literature. Even within those books people’s individuality and creativity can be shown in what they underline, as they read.”


(Myself, 2014)





Book writing was something I always wanted to do; after all, as a teenager I had a strong desire to be a journalist. Although some of the books I thought about writing then, I can certainly say now I’m glad I never got started on, never mind got published. Yet as my teens progressed I learnt of the great Irish contribution to English literature, for instance, Yeats, Wilde, O’Casey, Joyce and Behan – and the list could go on. However, living in the literature world came to an end on entering the working world, where creative thinking and problem solving served no purpose in many jobs. Saying that, I still would love to work as a journalist, as I remember when growing up in Ireland I wanted to expose the exploitations of the money lenders, but writing now there’s many more truths I wish to see exposed and I still feel very strongly about the ethics of journalists and the battles they face with the owners of the media.




 





There are many journalists I have admired over the years, who include John Pilger, Fintan O’Toole, Paul Foot and the many journalists who worked for newspapers like The Guardian, The Independent and New Statesman. While I was growing up in County Leitrim, Ireland, there were two particular journalists that inspired me who wrote for the Longford News and the Leitrim Observer. Sadly I cannot remember their names, but then it is my inability to remember that has contributed to my struggles in education over the years. Yet over forty years ago education and learning gave me a great dislike of book reading and attending school.


Attending school became a different experience for me when I started attending school in Ireland. Despite that, my parents worked hard to teach us to read and the teachers did play their role well. My interest in reading was helped by my love for history especially, and writing now I think it is very important to explore children’s interest, as an encouragement for those having reading difficulties. In my school days there was often little consideration for kids who may have had mental health issues, dyslexia or autism. Having struggled to learn to read, the next demon was spelling, which led to much caning in school. My hatred for spelling was overtaken by hatred for poetry, so it will surprise many that I have included some of my poetry in this book. It was often asked, what use is poetry when entering the work world? The answer to that question is “I don’t know”, but I do feel if some people working on the buildings learned more history, there would be better regard for old historic buildings. While school may not have been for everyone, subjects like history have even been questioned by certain historians, who say “history is told by winners”.


Becoming an historian and rewriting history was not an option for me, when leaving school with a struggling leaving cert. Yet many pupils completing their leaving cert were inspired to write by the story of Peig Sayers, which was part of the Irish leaving cert syllabus. Peig Sayers was a woman from County Kerry in Ireland who lived through hard times in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. What’s interesting is that the story of Peig Sayers is told by word of mouth and, I was to later learn, there were many more books relayed by illiterate people. By my late teens I had developed an interest in poetry as I was inspired by the punk poet John Cooper Clarke. I had also realized that poetry was the backbone of some of the greatest songs ever written. However, this sense of cultural awareness was irrelevant when moving to England in 1986.


By the end of 1986 I was working in unskilled manual work in Luton. At times I felt no different from my parents’ generation, who had emigrated to England with only a primary school education. However, by the end of 1987 I was a part-time student, I had left Luton and I was starting to meet more like minded people. My hopes to become a writer were given a boost when I was complimented on my report writing ability. It was around this time I started writing poetry. My first poem, “This World”, was written as a means to ventilate many of my frustrations. Later some of my poems would be collaborated into songs with some friends, but my desire was to write a novel.


The first novel I attempted to write was about a young Irish poet who moves to London, with the hopes of becoming a rock star. The book starts with the young man starting off his first band in Ireland and the band making the first gig at a local charity concert. Sadly the band breaks up after a few months, following many disagreements. The book looks at the young man making an impact in London and experiencing a great homecoming gig. Part of the book was based on my wish to be in music and live a cosmopolitan lifestyle in London, but I found the experience of writing the book a drag. The story continues with the young man falling in love, but that soon ends and he commits suicide. This was the late 1980s and I felt I lacked the imagination to write a novel.


About the same time a friend of mine who had read some of my poetry suggested I write a book about my arrival in England. When starting writing it I felt that sharing the fact I had failed many job interviews and got sacked from a number of jobs would be a family embarrassment. Another fact had to be admitted: to being educated later than many and having to lie about my age. While many mature students were happy to talk about quitting education due to lack of interest or wanting greater adventure, this was not the case for me. I was a mature student because I was too “fucking” thick and over the years my many battles with work management would be due to incompetencies. Yet in my line of work as a teaching assistant many kids will brag about failing maths, but difficulty in reading can still be a taboo and a silent embarrassment for many. As was my own difficulty in education in the early 1990s.


The early 1990s was a time my heart was broken by love and the terrible state of the world gave me much ammunition to write poetry. Around the same time I was writing my agony of love journals, with the hope of turning them into a novel. Despite disguising names and places, I decided to abandon the project. I also felt it brought up too many painful recordings, as well as exposing certain individuals. As the 1990s progressed I changed location many times, which meant losing not only much music, books and other belongings, but also my writing material. However, some of the recorded and ventilated painful memories were something that perhaps needed to go. Although losing my poetry collection was a loss as I had hopes of putting all my poetry together in one book.


By the late 1990s I was living more in the real world deciding on a career in nursing. A career in nursing would provide the opportunity to be in a stable employment, as well as the opportunity to experience working holidays around the world. As a then revolutionary I felt as a mental health nurse I would be needed following the revolution. Being both a revolutionary and a student I was always keen to do literature searches on topics of interest. The twentieth century was closing, but the same could not be said for emerging scandals in Irish history. I felt the desire to do some historic research with the aim of writing a book called “Unmasking the Faces of Irish History”. Sadly this project would have to wait until I finished my nursing studies, by which time I had become a mental health nurse and I was also becoming more of a lapsed socialist.


In the early part of the twenty-first century, I struggled as a mental health nurse. It was also around that time I rediscovered my Catholic faith. I feel it was my faith and belief in God or something of a higher being that got me through many difficult times in nursing. Prior to moving to Horsefield in 2008 to further my career opportunities, I observed how my faith had taken a turnaround in less than ten years, and I considered writing “Journey of Faith”.


“Journey of Faith” would eventually become part of this book, Becoming Unique. Unfortunately moving to Horsefield meant writing would be put on hold, as I was starting to doubt my faith. Soon I would be having doubts about my ability to communicate and to be a nurse. Yet my time in Horsefield was when I would discover something very important about myself – I had Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD).


My self discovery of having ASD was a great relief and it was round this time my wife suggested I write a book. At first I was unsure, but I soon warmed to the idea when my contract at Horsefield was coming to an end. It was round this time I started writing drafts for this book, but it was often difficult as emotions were high because Horsefield posed certain challenges in my life (which having ASD would do when I returned to the West Midlands, especially when looking for work). This compelled me to open up about the many struggles I had experienced in my younger years. I felt I had to bare all in order to be understood. This was the end of 2013 and I started to study to be a life coach and expand my training into Complementary Therapies.


Time was spent as book writing took many hours over the weeks and months; time was also needed for going through what was written and changing certain details. As well as those tasks, time was also spent protecting the dignity of many individuals. This poses the question “where was the free time?” Well, the way I look at it, when I first moved to England in 1986 I was working in two jobs for almost seventy hours a week and little pay. That’s not including travel time and time to prepare, with little free time. While in more recent years I remember having to book a week’s annual leave to complete my nursing mentorship course. So the way I looked at it, if I spent all those hours over the years working for others, “why not spend the hours working on something useful for myself?”

















Autistic Struggles





As a young care worker in my early twenties I remember observing a man, possibly in his thirties, having a severe temper tantrum. I thought, it’s difficult for parents having to deal with young children with temper tantrums, but imagine dealing with similar temper tantrums exhibited by grown men. I later learnt not only had this man severe learning disabilities but he was also autistic, and quite a high percentage of people who are autistic also have a severe learning disability. It would still be a number of years till I discovered I was autistic myself and I have learnt that much anger and violence are a result of misunderstood frustrations. There are many areas of autism still misunderstood even by professionals and even though I was a mental health nurse for ten years I still have difficulty ventilating my frustrations on occasions. Awareness of autism, I feel, is important, but as I have said to certain people, “if you think I am easy to restrain, imagine dealing with someone twice my size with little anger control and twice my fitness”. While increasing amounts of literature has now been written on autism, I found only a little useful information when I became aware of being autistic in my forties. Yet despite that I have learnt to overcome some of my own frustrations and share where it all began.


To start, I was born in The Foresters Arms in Luton, England on December 26th 1965. My parents, Vincent Charles and Kathleen (nee McIntyre), both came from Aughavas, County Leitrim in Ireland. Luton had such a big Irish community, especially from County Leitrim; I could consider myself Leitrim born. Less than a year old, we moved to London where my father ran the pub The Neptune near Mornington Crescent. It was here my sister Maria and brother VG were born and it was here my earliest memories are from. By 1969 the family had moved back to Luton, where my brother Nigel was born, and by 1971 I had started attending primary school at St Margaret’s, Farley Hill, in Luton. I really enjoyed school there and seemed to get on well with most of the kids and I remember having one particular black friend. It’s difficult to remember how successful academically I was then, but writing now I remember forgetting messages. Overall, memories seemed to be happy, as there was the nuclear family and the extended family, as well as family friends, who were mainly Irish. However, this was to change when we moved to Ireland in December 1971; although I was not anticipating this move with fear, as I had spent some time in Ireland a year previously.




 





As on many occasions throughout my life I formed expectations and many were unrealistic. For while I enjoyed staying with the grannies, I expected we would move to Dublin and not settle in rural Ireland. It was round this time Bloody Sunday in Derry took place and there was much anger towards Britain in Ireland. The British Embassy in Dublin was burned, and there were many examples of anti British feelings. Still, this was unknown to me and when I started school in Rossan, Aughavas in County Leitrim, I received physical and verbal abuse for being English (or alleged English). Saying that, I feel a similar fate may have awaited me if I had been Irish born moving to a school in England.


Back then it was a culture shock for me having attended a school in England then moving to a small school in Ireland, where I seem to remember kids were no longer wearing school uniforms, but some were wearing dirty clothes and Wellington boots? Looking back, then many would have envied living somewhere free from pop culture. While rural Ireland was not like England, almost every house did have a television and names like David Cassidy were not unknown.


The house where my parents still live had no electricity or no running water when we first moved in and I soon became a school dunce. The school itself had no flush toilets and that’s where I learned not to have a shit in the day time, perhaps a reason that explains constipation throughout my life. While the other family members seemed to settle in well, I found rural Ireland a culture shock, as well as taking the abuse at school very personally, which seemed to affect much of my self-esteem throughout my life. Perhaps one of the reasons was that much of rural Ireland never saw the 1960s and even in the 1970s, Ireland never saw the Western sexual revolution or easing of corporal punishment in schools. When I started Rossan school in 1972 Eamon De Valera was still president of Ireland and the Catholic Church ruled with an iron fist.


For me these were difficult changes, even looking back now, with school dinners replaced by horrible sandwiches and the education system different. I had also lost all my school friends in England and I was missing my aunts, uncles and cousins who had remained in England. It became further confusing when my mother had to go to hospital for some time when expecting the fifth member of the family and now having granny around affected my routine. Unknown to me at the time, routine was very important as it prevented much anxiety. While I loved my grannies, I could not bear home without my mother. Yet after my mother gave birth to my sister Antoinette, I have few further memories other than preparation for First Holy Communion.


I had little interest in sport but in 1974 I started watching the World Cup, having discovered the rules of Association Football (soccer as I called it) easy to follow. Despite this lack of interest I had enjoyed watching cricket on television when I was in England, prior to the family returning to Ireland. Football became part of school break-time routine until I moved to secondary school, as before that I had difficulty mixing with others and joining in games. Break-time memories seem to consist of often being kept in for falling behind in my lessons and I seemed to be kept in with those Mr Donavan thought would be hopeless cases in the future. However, I think it was a surprise to Mr Donavan that I attended university in later years.


Perhaps the most prominent memory is of being caned, often for offences I can’t remember but more often for not getting my maths or spelling right, especially Irish spelling. I hated “fucking” Irish and I think the way it was forced on us made many unable to speak the language today. Having to recite poetry was another frightening experience as I could never remember my lines and it scared me away from stage acting in later years, in case I forgot my lines. As I write other memories arise, like being made to stand up in front of the classroom and being laughed at by kids. The fact is I tried hard to learn but nothing was going into my thick brain and I was living in fear of being caned. Around that time I remember saying to one of the family, “if I was teaching I would not use the cane”. I felt I was looked upon as a sissy for suggesting such a soft approach idea. Yet I am proud to say I was able to use a more humane approach in my teaching role in later years. However, back in the 1970s, I remember my bad temper being a concern among my family, and even now I can record memories of feeling frustrated.




 





The caning continued in 1975 and it was a difficult time for me, as my mother was once again in hospital and granny was managing the house. At this stage I think I was becoming withdrawn into myself, as I remember identifying with a boy in a French film in which at the end he goes happily up into the air with his balloon collection. School was even more miserable and caning for not getting spellings right became regular practice. One day it hit breaking point when Mr Donavan asked me to put out my hand for more slaps. I refused and in anger tried to pull the stick from him. It was futile and I ended up getting further beatings, and to add to that I was just seen as stupid by the rest of the pupils. For years I felt angry about how I was treated, but now I regret my actions and I would like to apologize to Mr Donavan before it’s too late. I now feel many schools were not equipped to deal with kids with autism, nor other learning needs.


Forgetfulness often played a role when attending school. I remember on one occasion leaving my copy book at school and because of that I felt unable to do my homework. When I explained this to Mr Donavan he sarcastically said “is there paper at home?” and he then caned me. I felt unjustly punished but once, many years later, when shopping I was unable to buy certain items due to their non availability. This seemed no excuse to my wife, who was angry I had not bought some substitute items and then made a few out of order comments. I decided to withdraw to another room in the house, as angry thoughts were going through my head and I was having flashbacks of memories from my school days. I started feeling sorry for myself, that my wife often misunderstood me like teachers and people in the past. Unlike Mr Donavan, my wife has had to tolerate my criticisms and certain intolerances, as well as my lack of flexibility. Yet talking about my school days as if they were yesterday is often due to recent events that bring back memories as vivid as today.


Growing up in Ireland in the 1970s was stressful, especially when I was seen as the most disastrous pupil in Rossan School. In many ways I was seen as strange, but I looked down my nose on those who had offensive odour and those with little general knowledge or culture. Indeed, my attitude was similar when I felt certain nurses lacked general knowledge and culture more than twenty years later. Back in the 1970s I was sometimes blunt in my comments and yet I often expected people to behave in a certain manner. I remember my younger brother asking my granny why she could not have babies and granny said she was too old; I then explained to my brother she could not have babies because she was a widow. My “should be” expectations also meant I was not impressed with kids who wanted to fight.


I hated fighting and this happened in many schools, but many of these kids grew up and did well despite low expectations. While fighting was direct aggression, at least you often knew where you stood. For in later years I would encounter indirect aggression, which I would compare to unknown viruses building up in someone’s computer over many years. Looking back, Rossan School and Aughavas produced a good generation of people and many I am now in contact with through my social networks. Reflecting now, growing up in Ireland carved out much of my identity. Much of that time I wished my family would move back to England, but I had interests like football to keep me motivated.


During the 1970s I was a Liverpool football supporter and I looked forward to Saturday and the football results. Been a Liverpool football supporter kept me different from those who supported Manchester United. Yet when it came to football in Scotland we were all united in cheering for Glasgow Celtic. I was less keen on Gaelic football as I found it more difficult to play; I also was not keen on the attitude of some, calling soccer an English man’s game and a woman’s sport. Despite that I went to watch our local Gaelic Football team, Aughavas, play almost every Sunday. Gaelic, soccer and Rugby were well liked among my brothers and me, but also liked by many at school. Association Football was so much liked in our family that one of my brothers had a desire to be a professional footballer. My brother said to one of the neighbours, “I don’t need to be good at my books, because I am going to be a professional soccer player”. When the neighbour said she would go and see him play when he was grown up my brother replied:


“Ah no, Mrs K…, you will be long dead”.


I too had a desire to be a professional footballer in England, even though I was one of the slowest runners in Leitrim. If Association Football or soccer was one of my escapes then the other was fetching water from the well in the evenings, where I would have time to myself and nature. My love for nature also extended to the love for my cats, but I was made aware that only girls and sissy boys liked cats.


School was a struggle, yet I discovered one subject that motivated me was history, which I think motivated me to stay on in school. Even when I was aged ten I use to enjoy watching history programmes on television. Actually I used to prefer non-fiction to fiction and in many ways little has changed. My historical hero was Daniel O’Connell and I was fascinated by how he fought for Catholic Emancipation and believed in freedom for Ireland by peaceful means. This was when the Troubles in Northern Ireland were at their peak, but writing now I think many Tory Catholic MPs in Westminster today should be thankful to Daniel O’Connell for paving the way for Catholics to enter Westminster. My interest in history helped in my interest in politics and as a young boy I was known for my awareness of the world political leaders. I remember being an admirer of the American President Jimmy Carter and writing now, almost forty years later, I make no apologies. Jimmy Carter represented the Liberal and Democratic politics, as well as the equality and fair play that I admired.


While primary school provided many negative memories, some of my happiest memories were my times off sick from school. My mother really looked out for us when we were ill, as she had a great therapeutic presence in the house. I guess being sick was also a time away from school fears, homework, work around the house, punishments and of freedom from responsibilities. However, for me, “responsibilities” was taking the blame and facing punishments for the consequential outcomes. In many ways I think this fear is still with me now, but it certainly was high on my anxiety agenda for many years. I can honestly say, almost every morning walking to Rossan School I felt fear and anxiety. Fear and anxiety are things no kid should be feeling when going to school, as school is meant to be the best days of our lives. Yet there was little sympathy from older generations, who would tell us how harshly they were punished in their school days. Perhaps my feeling safe when ill equates to why many people can only cope by being in the sick role.


The sick role may have had significance in my school years, but I think that would be liable if most employers said that about me over the last twenty-eight years of working. Yet writing now and being temporarily off work ill, one of my greatest memories was having the measles in winter 1976. Although feeling ill I felt so relieved at not having to go to school and home seemed so peaceful, as my father was away at work and I listened to the radio, hearing the music of Chicago – “If You Leave Me Now” – and the ELO. RTE radio also introduced me to radio drama and radio documentaries, which is perhaps why I now like BBC Radio 4 and audio books. In 1976 I was not exactly into the punk scene, which by the late 1970s had become a half trend in itself. I do remember liking Eddie and the Hot Rods, who were more Rock ’n’ Roll to me. Actually punk music to me sounded more like T-Rex, and while I was not highly music cultured, this was no crime where I grew up, as young people in their twenties seemed to follow Country and Show-band music.


I remember the Christmas of 1976 in particular as it was when perhaps the greatest Christmas song was released – Chris De Burg, “Spaceman Came Travelling”. Shame about his other records. I also remember that Christmas coming to an end and saying to my mother, “I wish it could be Christmas every day” and my mum saying, “You would get fed up of Christmas”. That made sense to me and was to be one of my many learning experiences in life, as over the years, and even now, I am amazed at what does not come natural to me. I think much of my cognitive development and learning took place in the 1970s. Yet my cognitive development seemed too slow for my teacher, as I was kept back a year. For me this was a humiliation, being the oldest and the dunce of the class, as well as having to bear another year in primary school. Looking back, I might have done no worse in secondary school if I had started in 1978.


I remember the 1970s being classed as the boring decade, unlike the 1960s, although it was often a Conservative version presented. Yet I did not admire the Far Right politics and I remember in the 1970s Fine Gael being nicknamed “The Blueshirts”. The Blueshirts were a Fascist group led by Eoin O’Duffy in the 1930s and were part of the dark Irish Far Right political history. Eoin O’Duffy eventually founded Fine Gael and there was an athletic competition named the “O’Duffy Cup”. Athletics was something we were all apart of when attending Rossan School, but athletics was not my strong point. I remember deciding that if I were selected for the O’Duffy Cup, I would not compete as O’Duffy was a Blueshirt and a Fascist.




 





On a positive note, the 1970s was a decade for many albums – artists like Pink Floyd, Yes, Horslips, The Eagles, Neil Young and Van Morrison. I also remember being fascinated by classic album covers when visiting record shops. I guess growing up in County Leitrim meant in the 1970s I never experienced the youth culture of that time and what it was like to be a proper teenager then. Although many people would have not have had the option to experience youth culture with work, and even fewer opportunities to experience the youth and art culture; many of those who were punks were often art students. For me, I had enough interests, like sport, history, politics, and classical architecture, and I was fascinated with modern and future electronic gadgets. However, some of my fascinations and interests would create difficulties in my social interaction skills in later years.


One of my earliest memories of where my fascination and interests overtook everything else was when my mother was going to hospital to have my little sister Grainne in 1979. It was the day RTE launched its first music radio station, RTE radio 2, and as soon as I got home from school, I tuned in to the new radio station. I was so excited, as this was a life changing experience for me, but not for my mother, who was trying to organize herself before going to hospital. From an autistic viewpoint, this would not be the first pre-occupation with my interests that would affect family life. However, at that time RTE radio 2 (now 2fm) opened my world to music, as a then thirteen year old it was often one of my stress escapes. To be honest I never heard much decent new wave music and prior to RTE radio 2, I don’t think the Sex Pistols were ever played on radio in 1977. Actually the only way many got to know the Sex Pistols was hearing children singing “Friggin in the Riggin”. RTE radio 2 paved a successful route for many upcoming bands over the years, including The Radiators, The Blades and U2. As RTE has been funded by tax payers I think it is disappointing U2 have left Ireland to avoid paying tax, when tax funded radio stations promoted their music.


By 1979 the long wait had come to an end: I was finished with Rossan School and a new, modern secondary school at Moyne was something to look forward to. Moyne was a school local enough for me, as many who were attending Moyne I knew from also attending church at Legga. Secondary school would mean a greater sense of freedom, unlike in primary school where even forgetting to do homework would be a caning offence. It was perhaps my first sense of freedom, with the first experience of having to make decisions for myself. Yet prior to starting secondary school at Moyne, there were many exaggerated stories and much idle gossip circling around about the school. Needless to say much was untrue and it sounded more like the TV drama Grange Hill or the banned RTE TV drama Spike.


I can’t remember what height I was when I started secondary school, but those in the senior years looked more like adults. As for the girls in Secretarial class, they did not wear school uniforms and some looked and dressed more like grown women. Despite many looking like grown-up curvy women, these were still teenage girls in women’s bodies. Back then there was little progression from teenager to adulthood and many of these older teenagers were vulnerable to advances from grown men who knew how to use charm. Writing now, it is interesting, in my occasional middle aged teaching role, to observe the vulnerabilities in many teenage children. Going back into childhood memories can be difficult, but teaching and coaching these kids allows me to see my teenage years from outside the box.


In the late 1970s and early 1980s my mother would often talk about feeling sorry for secondary school teachers who have to deal with disruptive teenagers. I would go on to say many of those teachers would have a greater challenge in schools these days. Yet kids are kids and during my experience in teaching and as a church youth leader, most kids have been lovely to work with. Working for many years in learning disabilities and mental health I knew of many kids excluded from school or heard adults in the mental health service talking about their kids’ behavioural problems. So I guess working in mainstream education, despite its many challenges, could be a teddy bears’ picnic on occasions.


Looking back now, Rossan School sheltered me from my many secondary school embarrassments. I also knew everyone who attended Rossan School, as did my sister Maria. Looking back, many from Aughavas would have had similar experiences, as kids from Aughavas attended a number of different seccondary schools. 1979/80 was a confusing time for me, as I remember in the early 1970s I liked disco and soul music, but keeping up with the times I got more into rock music, which meant renouncing disco and soul. I guess little has changed as youngsters like to be admired, but are equally scared of being seen as “out of time”. Overall the music I have listened to over the last forty years has been a big influence on what I am now, but who I was then was a more complicated story.


Not long after starting secondary school in Moyne, I learned break-times were not like those at primary school, which included difficulty fitting into football games. It was during this time I was learning more sex education from fellow teenagers than through any appropriate channels. As for identity I was certainly no punk and I would have felt out of place wearing a ska suit in rural Leitrim. My strange interests and preoccupations made me a target for piss taking conversations and on other occasions I would tell people made-up and somewhat embarrassing stories, which made me a school clown without my realizing.


Personally my biggest embarrassment was the prospect of failing at school and being in a lower maths and English class, which would be humiliating. Soon the most hurtful event was being thrown out of German for failing my Christmas exams. So hurtful I have felt that I still remain angry with that particular teacher for his intolerance of kids like me making mistakes. This was both a humiliation and deep anxiety for me, being constantly told I needed a language in order to progress with my leaving cert and for future jobs. I think this may have been the reason I chose to repeat first year, as I heard many talking about the “importance of getting off to a good start”.


Many pupils did not need academic education because they had the strength to do manual work, which did not apply to me, but I also lacked the brains for a decent career. The future I saw as very bleak, as I felt Ireland was very much in morale decline. I was fascinated with the good old days and stories my mother and granny would tell me of many young men who became priests. I guess this played a role in my wanting to join the religious life and wanting to move to a religious boarding school. Round this time my interests in football were decreasing, but my interest in music was more on the increase.


I never went to any discos as a first year pupil, as discos were seen to be a bad influence by many parents. Despite that I loved my music and I was starting to develop a music record collection. This opportunity came when I got my first summer job at my uncle’s shop. While the vinyl collection was mainly rock and heavy metal, there is one record I wish was in my vinyl singles collection. U2’s “11 o’clock Tick Tock” was one of the greatest records ever released and over thirty years later U2 are still one of my favourite bands. Yet back then when both my brother VG and I tried to buy the U2 single in Longford, they had never heard of U2. Growing up in County Leitrim in the 1970s and 1980s taught me much about good music and that people in Ireland did not always need to follow British trends.


The early 1980s saw a number of secondary school changes and returning to Moyne had similarities to boarding school, like not being able to enjoy myself, going to the cinema in my leisure time due to worries of being made to fight at school. Returning to Moyne had one consolation: at least I did not have to receive grief from pupils twenty-four hours a day seven days a week. At least I was having normal evenings living back home with my family, although travelling on the school bus was often rougher than the school itself, especially when I was accused of being an informer. I did become an embarrassment to my family and, looking back now, it was not easy for some of the teenage members of the family. I’m sure it was not easy for some of my neighbours, seeing how I was behaving, and I must have tested the patience of many pupils. I think one of the worst feedbacks I received was:


“Stop trying to chat to girls that hate you.”


It was a very confusing time for me and I became a target of fun, especially when I got my flask broken, tape recorder damaged, PE gear stolen and was a target for fights, while being called “a fucking wanker” became a non event. This was something I would not admit to in the early 1980s and I would go on to say many adults even now cannot admit to being bullied as children. Many would say it could have been worse and it was part of growing up and at least these were the days before cyber bullying. Still I was coming to realize I was a target for fun, but at times I wish I’d been more stupid so as not to notice. As here is something a friend of mine recently put on Facebook:




When you are dead, you don’t know that you are dead. It is only difficult for the others. It is the same when you are stupid.


(Author unknown)





I remember a certain High Functioning Autistic kid getting laughed at by almost everyone because of having different mannerisms and unique interests. Yet this kid was very intelligent on certain topics and despite mistreatment by others was never rude to others and always spoke to them with respect. I hope that kid turned out well and in later years, when I first learned of being possibly autistic, I also learned to forgive those smart country folk. For I realized they, like me, were kids growing up with their own struggles.


Many kids found starting fights, being disruptive or even bullying others a means to impress their peer group and feel significant. While other kids work hard to fit in and not be the odd one out, indeed many would go a few steps further to impress and end up being laughed at. Writing in the twenty-first century, I wonder, is it fair that many kids are distracted by the disruptive behaviour of certain kids in class? Indeed, thinking of my time in boarding school, I wonder if the Brothers in their Christian charity took certain kids no other school would accept. Yet many would say that’s more of a behavioural management issue than a teaching issue. I myself was no angel as I smoked along with other guys in the school toilets as a means to impress. I realize now I was different then, so an easy target for laughs, and targeting the weak or vulnerable even happens in many workplaces. As for those who laughed and took the piss, it was not always in malice, and in recent years I have thought if only I could laugh more at myself my outlook would be healthier. Looking back now, there were many good people that attended Moyne school and many were good neighbours.


Back then I could not admit I was bullied, as that would make me a further laughing stock and I’m sure many still find it difficult years later to admit they were bullied. Writing in the second decade of the twenty-first century, I still hear how difficult it can be growing up as a teenager and trying to be part of the cool crowd. Ari Ne’eman, when writing in volume 30 of Disability Studies in 2010 states:




“Often the environments which educates our children tend to tease and bully someone for having a different kind of mind, which is as wrong as oppressing someone having a different skin colour”


(Ne’eman, cited in Loud Hands, 2012, p.63).





My self-esteem was at an all time low and no girl ever wanted to dance with me at school discos. One of the big questions I used to ask myself was “do I really look that ugly?”. I think one of the most confusing things I found difficult was why girls fell for guys who could be disruptive and liked fighting. Perhaps many young girls felt safe being with guys who were able to fight.


Those teenage years were only a few years of the early 1980s. Some would say why look back? In the early 1980s Ann Lovett died giving birth to a baby at a grotto in County Longford and I’m sure she died in such fear. Also at the same time there was a guy murdered by a gang for being alleged gay and the gang got a suspended jail sentence. Back then the religious establishment saw giving birth to a child outside marriage more evil than murder and equally many gays lived in fear, and I should know, getting verbal abuse for being alleged gay. Even in the twenty-first century there are many religious and political bigots in both Britain and Ireland who will not apologize for past abuses. Which is why those days made me feel empathetic towards the many undocumented oppressed and I have often said:


“I do not have to be gay to support gay rights. I do not have to be black to support rights for black people. I do not have to be an animal to support animal rights and I do not have to be a woman to support rights for women.”


By 1983 I made a decision to change myself as I did not want to commit suicide or run away and change my identity. Yet from my Life Coach training I have learnt we spend most of our time not being ourselves. In order to survive, I learnt to be practically someone else and a few years later I often ended up with women I only would have dreamt of in my secondary school days. Over the years my disguise was influenced by family, friends and good role models who surrounded me. I think it’s sad how society and peer pressure force many people to be someone else, which helps explain anxiety among many people forced almost to live a lie. Having experienced bullying both in boarding and day school and being called the “School Bollox”, I felt I had no other option. In later years many of my vulnerabilities and insecurities would still come to the surface, but that was not a concern when moving to Mohill.


Mohill was my final school move and one of the greatest decisions I ever made, but perhaps I was starting to grow up and not have the early teenage anxieties. Despite this I lied about my age, saying I was younger, as I was fed up with being mocked in previous schools for being so stupid for my age. I also did not engage in conversations about previous schools. Perhaps it was down to being autistic and having difficulty becoming a teenager, as I learned in later years. One of the other reasons I moved to Mohill was a fear of not being allowed to do my Leaving Certificate if I failed my Intermediate when attending Moyne. Passing my Intermediate surprised some, especially getting my only honour in my favourite subject, History. History was perhaps my strongest subject when attending Moyne and that was thanks to a good history teacher. I learned something useful in history that not many kids were told in school, which was that Daniel O’Connell’s battle for Catholic Emancipation meant little to the majority of starving Irish, who were struggling for a bite to eat.


Sadly history was a subject I struggled with in Mohill, which I think was due to lack of opportunity to study modern history. I had hopes of going to university to study for a degree in history, but I struggled in other subjects. I felt many schools did not like pupils learning modern history, as it concerned many ongoing political issues. Perhaps much modern history of the twentieth century and issues like the Mother and Child Scheme with Dr Noel Browne in the 1950s were not seen as compatible learning in a convent school. Sadly, other areas of hidden Irish history would make the news in future years.




“History is often the uncensored, undisclosed news where often the truth and horrible bits were left out originally.”


(Myself, 2014).





Mohill played a major role in my social and moral development and social learning process. Those attending school in Mohill seemed to be more music cultured and pupils followed U2, The Smiths, Talking Heads, Simple Minds and The Pogues. In Moyne the pupils seemed to follow Status Quo, Meatloaf, C60 and AC/DC. Soon I was introduced to two influential books, Wuthering Heights and Peig, as a pupil. Perhaps one of the greatest learning experiences in Mohill was when one of the wonderful nuns, who has since passed away, said in class:


“When parents punish their kids, they should make their kids aware they still love them.”


This explanation helped me, being autistic, in my relationship with my parents, but it did not always stop me from feeling that “certain people hated me”. Many years later I would meet people who would believe “the world was against them”, or have a fixed view of events a lifetime ago. Many of these people would become difficult management problems in the mental health service, but perhaps having a loving family and learning about love in Mohill prevented me from having a more dysfunctional outlook.


Attending school in Mohill made my transition to nightclub weekend work easier, as the nightclub was in Mohill and this gave me an opportunity to improve my clothing self image without sponging off my parents. It also meant I would not be mocked for wearing “out of date clothes”. I did have disagreements with my parents, who felt I was spending too much money on clothes while not putting enough money in the collection box when going to church on Sunday. Growing up in Ireland in the 1980s was different from the 1950s, which often caused conflicts with parents. Yet the 1980s also had similarities to the 1950s, such as families being unable to afford to keep their kids at school and emigration. I must say now, it was much thanks to my father for getting me the weekend part-time job, but I was never that grateful then.


Much of my time was spent in Mohill. It was here I made many good friends, some of whom I remain in contact with to this day. These were great years growing up in Ireland and despite struggling to pass my leaving cert it did give me the confidence to move on into further education in later years. In addition I received further financial education lessons from friends which included learning what to drink in order to get drunk cheaply.


Other learning experiences included appreciating growing up in a big family and having younger brothers and sisters enabled me to keep up to date with the thinking pattern of younger kids. It is often said that “kids can get you hanged”. I’m sure it’s a miracle my mother did not suffer heart failure given the number of embarrassing quotes from her seven kids. Especially the time one of the family members commented about a pregnant women in front of many neighbours:


“That big fat woman is in the doctor’s a long time.”


I’ll never admit to being an angel while growing up in Ireland and was often part of many politically incorrect jokes, which included jokes about dead people and gays, even though very little of the joking was in malice. Needless to say attitudes towards women also needed much more maturity. I remember a bloke sarcastically commenting about a certain older woman in a short skirt, saying:


“I would not put my hand up her skirt if I was paid.”


Like many autistic individuals I did not have an answer, but the ideal answer would have been, “I’m sure she would not let you put your hand up her skirt, even if you offered to pay her”. Many young guys had much to learn in their attitudes to women and, looking back now, it was often no wonder many young women went for the older guys. This was the mid 1980s, which saw comedies like Spitting Image, The Young Ones, In Sickness and in Health and Blackadder and the tragedy of AIDS became a weapon for homophobic attacks on gays. However, the good times in growing up in Ireland came to an end when it was time to move to England to seek employment.


The mid 1980s was a time of limited employment opportunities in Ireland. This was also when Ireland had one of the most educated work forces in Europe. Actually I would go as far as to say there was such competition for jobs that political favours were almost needed for jobs like brushing the streets. Yet it seems not much different living in Wolverhampton and looking for work in the second decade of the twenty-first century. As for a career, in the 1980s I was still unsure, although my career options were to be a journalist, electrician or a DJ, but that was a dream and one thing I was not cut out for was working on the buildings.




“Working hard for something we don’t care about is called stress. Working hard for something we love is called passion”


(Simon Sinek).





Moving to England meant learning fast; many times I would have missed days from school or gone in for a half day, I would learn that would be a sacking offence at work. Between September 1986 and February 1987 I was sacked from a number of jobs for offences such as being too slow or not learning fast enough. This was something I could not include when writing letters to my friends. Writing letters home was something I did not enjoy as it reminded me of my boarding school days. I might have felt hard done by being thrown out of German for failing my Christmas exams when at Moyne School, but this was a common thing if your work was not up to scratch. I remember watching Pink Floyd’s film The Wall where the kids throw the teacher into the fire; well, I’m sure many workers would have liked to do similar to their managers and bosses.


The workplace (A Sub Department of the School of Hard Knocks) offered many young people freedom with disposable income. I felt it was no escape from learning and this became my motto for becoming a third level student in later years. I was like the 80% of the population who hated their jobs and learned that work is what you do when you are not enjoying your career. Indeed over the years I would find I would discover how job satisfaction would be a big motivation for me and recently I wrote on a social networking site stating:
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