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To Fiona and our daughter Sadhbh.
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THE MAN WITH THE BLUE HOLD-ALL BAG




“I did not wish anybody to know that I was in Ireland.” Malcolm Macarthur





The man with the blue hold-all bag arrived in the coastal town of Dún Laoghaire, Dublin, on a pristine summer’s day in 1982. He was tall and slim, with dark curly hair and a bronzed complexion. The date of his arrival – 8 July – marked the beginning of a long dry spell that would last until mid-August, making it a rare and memorable rain-free summer in Ireland.


The skies had cleared of recent showers. By mid-afternoon, the mercury rose to 22 degrees in this busy ferry port, with its two distinctive parallel piers jutting into Dublin Bay. Dún Laoghaire was thronged with visitors for whom the weather provided an opportunity to sail, stroll, queue for ice creams or sip pints of beer under Harp Lager umbrellas at seafront bars.


The bathing areas were full of people swimming, sunbathing, or watching the nearby passenger ferries glide slowly in and out of port. The grassy verges of the seafront promenade were lined with deckchairs. Boys wearing satchels and brandishing evening newspapers slalomed the deckchairs, their cries of “Herald, Press” competing with the squawking seagulls swooping overhead. The headlines in both papers told of a no-confidence vote challenging the fragile minority of the Fianna Fáil government of Taoiseach Charles J Haughey. His administration had been tottering since its formation the previous February. Relying on the support of independent TDs, it had been lucky to survive until the summer.


Summertime pop music seeped from transistor radios through open shop doors onto the town’s main shopping drag of George’s Street. The Bagatelle hit ‘Summer in Dublin’ was barely off the airwaves and perfectly captured that July’s sweltering mood, even referencing a bus trip to Dún Laoghaire.


The striking dark-haired man who slipped into the town that day did not arrive on a bus but on one of the ferries that periodically docked in the southside port. Head bent low, he mingled in the crowd that streamed from the terminal building, their bags bulging with duty-free loot. In their wake followed a snake-like line of cars and trucks. Boys from the nearby council estates raced down to meet the ferries as they docked. There was money to be made in “tacking” – carrying the bags of older passengers from the building to the train station or the bus stop – for a tip of 20p or so.


The man, who was in his mid-thirties, continued on foot up the hill towards the town centre and on along George’s Street until he came to a guesthouse at number 79. It was an Edwardian building set back from the road. The décor of the guesthouse itself was also of another vintage, faded and a little dowdy, with busy wallpaper, well-trodden carpets and shared bathrooms. It was cheap and that suited the man. He was met at the reception by the owner, an elderly woman called Alice Hughes. He registered under a false name, John Eustace.


It was an ordinary transaction, except in one respect. Most of those who lodged with Ms Hughes stayed for a single night. They were passengers who’d either disembarked from late-night ferries or were catching early ferries the following morning. With a minimum of conversation, the man, who was crisply spoken, paid in cash for two weeks’ lodging in advance. She did not think twice about it. The man was mannerly and seemed ordinary enough.


The events that would follow over the next two long, hot weeks of summer, however, were far from ordinary. Forty years later, their ripples still pulse in the water.


From this inauspicious boarding house, the man with the blue hold-all bag would launch an audacious and outrageous plan to get rich quick. By any rational judgement, the plan was delusional. What he himself would come to see as a “cold-hearted operation” was also marked by incompetence, alongside detachment from reason.


Fitting, perhaps, to a man for whom fiction and reality were, it would transpire, readily interchangeable. From esteemed Cambridge academic to man of limitless independent means, the personae of Malcolm Daniel Macarthur – once familiar of the Dublin bohemian scene – were built on lies and deception. The reality that Macarthur did not dare face was that this once-rich son of a land-owning Meath family was secretly on his uppers, a significant inheritance all but squandered. Now, in the long, hot Dublin summer of 1982, he began a desperate venture to restore his fortune and prevent his mask of deception from slipping.


The events that followed would lead to the loss of two innocent young lives in brutal circumstances, and on to a series of incredible fallouts that would shake the summer out of its peaceful somnolence. The debacle would end up – literally – at the doorstep of the government of Ireland’s controversial leader, Charles J Haughey, dragging him into an international scandal caused by a man he had never met and did not know.


The only phrase that fully captures this is the unfortunate one coined by the taoiseach himself at the time: “Grotesque, unbelievable, bizarre and unprecedented.”


Or shortened to its infamous acronym: GUBU.
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THE FLANEUR




“To them, Malcolm, with his polished behaviour, cultured accent, academic ways and plenty of money, must have seemed like Prince Charming to Alice in Wonderland.” Bartley Dunne, pub owner





Just as he did on that hot Dún Laoghaire day in 1982, Malcolm Macarthur seems to have spent his whole life appearing out of nowhere.


It was in February 1974 when he first walked into Bartley Dunne’s pub in Dublin city centre, heart of the city’s bohemian scene. The pub had probably the most eclectic clientele in Dublin, yet even so, the new customer stood out. The male fashion trends of the time were flared jeans, acrylic pullovers and long hair. Bucking the trend, Macarthur looked like he had walked straight out of Murder on the Orient Express. His favoured wardrobe consisted of tweeds, bow ties, silk cravats, polished brogues and raffish polka-dot pocket squares.


He knew nobody in Bartley Dunne’s save for one customer, Victor Melia, a Trinity College mathematics lecturer whom he had bumped into in Cambridge the previous year. He had arranged to meet Melia there without knowing very much about the bar or its reputation. Very quickly, it would become a familiar haunt to Macarthur.


Dublin at that time was a city on its knees. There were large areas of dereliction and poverty, especially in the densely populated flats and tenements of the inner city, where a heroin epidemic was on the cusp of taking hold. Modern container technology and a new port closer to the sea had turned the north quays and south quays into a zombie zone. For much of its run from Liberty Hall to Dublin Bay, the Liffey was flanked by shuttered warehouses, the ghosts of a docklands that had once employed thousands of people. Close to the city centre, much of Temple Bar had fallen into dilapidation. The city generally had a shabby and run-down feel.


For all its air of melancholy neglect, beyond the frayed facades there was always merriment to be found. A vibrant traditional music scene revolved around pubs like O’Donoghue’s on Merrion Row and The Cobblestone in Smithfield. When punk rock and New Wave came along in the late 1970s, a host of raw and exciting young bands arrived, including The Boomtown Rats, The Blades and U2. Punks with calf-high Doc Martens, safety pin piercings, and flaming mohawks paraded around the Central Bank on Dawson Street and the Dandelion Market at Stephen’s Green.


Emily O’Reilly, a journalist who would cover the Macarthur saga less than a decade later, recalls of that time in the city: “No matter how poor it was, there was always craic to be had. There was this lovely, wonderful journalistic, literary and political culture … around pubs like Toners, and Doheny and Nesbitts. Dublin, no matter how bleak and dreary, always had a very rich seam of interesting life being lived in the pubs and the bars.”


Bartley Dunne’s was tucked away on Stephen’s Street, near the main southside shopping drag of Grafton Street. It was named after Bartley Dunne Sr who opened it in 1948. Now it was run by his suave trilby-wearing son, also Bartley, along with his brother Gerard. In a country where homosexuality was still illegal and heavily stigmatised, the pub, though of a mixed clientele, was one of a few haunts known for its open door to gay people – a bar where anyone and everyone was welcome, the more alternative the better.


The owners had tried to recreate a Left Bank Parisian bistro on the south side of the Liffey. The staff dressed formally: the bar staff in aprons, the waiters in stiff tunics. The music was a never-ending loop of French chansons, especially from Edith Piaf.


Malcolm Macarthur was 28 years old in 1974. His aura was unmistakably aristocratic, with his cut-glass accent and superior affectations – aloof, distant, not given to small talk. Many assumed he was titled, an Anglo-Irish lord or baronet of some kind. It was also generally believed he held a post-graduate degree from Cambridge University.


Although he was not titled, he was a wealthy young man. An only child, after his father died in 1971 Malcolm inherited the proceeds from the sale of his substantial family estate, Breemount in County Meath, with its grand Georgian mansion. His parents had separated nine years earlier and his mother no longer lived on the estate.


Macarthur lived in Breemount until 1974, when he moved into a spacious top-floor flat at 47 Fitzwilliam Square, an elegant three-storey ivy-clad Georgian townhouse in Dublin city. The flat had two bedrooms and was furnished with some period pieces.


Fitzwilliam Square was one of the best-preserved Georgian squares in the city, surrounding a pleasant, gated wooded park that was accessible only by residents. There were a small number of families living there, but most of the houses were set out in offices or flats, ranging from grand apartments, to cramped garrets with poor plumbing.


Macarthur used his inheritance to live the life of a flaneur, having successfully created an impression even among those close to him of being of high academic standing. His own mother, Irene, was convinced he had attended King’s College Cambridge for three years and was now a member of the staff, interviewing prospective students and lecturing on political economics. Others believed he had a doctorate in quantum physics. None of it was true.


Macarthur’s one degree was in fact obtained in economics at the age of 21 from the University of California, Davis. Now in his late 20s, Macarthur spent a lot of time visiting Cambridge’s libraries, and researching matters that were of interest to him. But despite the impression he gave, he had no formal connection with any educational establishment, no thesis to complete, no postgraduate research to do. His inheritance allowed him time and space to become something of an autodidact who could speak with authority on a wide range of subjects including philosophy, astronomy and economics. He always seemed to be working on drafts of academic books which he planned to publish sometime in the future. To all who knew him, he looked every part the professor that he was not.


While Macarthur’s appearance was extravagant, his personality was reserved to the point of introversion. He would not speak to people unless they addressed him first, and he only engaged if the topic of conversation interested him. He seems to have had an unusual combination of two seemingly conflicting tendencies. On the one hand, he often socially appeared withdrawn and cold to the point of rudeness; while on the other, he was deeply attracted by Dublin’s artsy social life.


“I’m quite sure that when he went to live in Dublin in 1974, he had extreme difficulty in making friends,” recalled his mother, Irene Macarthur. “One must remember he had no school pals, really, in this country, like one would have had if they’d been sent to a boarding school. He was also an only child and had no cousins in Ireland.”


Despite his solitary, diffident nature, Macarthur threw himself into the bohemian Dublin scene. Bartley Dunne, the pub’s owner, said he was a regular customer in his bar during the mid-1970s. He recalled Macarthur splashing the cash, especially on young women. “He was a man of expensive tastes,” he said. “He would consort always with female company and in his early days coming here, he sometimes took a girl off to England for a weekend. On one occasion he took two girls over with him, ordinary Dublin girls with city accents,” said Dunne.


“To them, Malcolm – with his polished behaviour, cultured accent, academic ways and plenty of money – must have seemed like Prince Charming to Alice in Wonderland.”


Macarthur had a few short-term liaisons with young women, but none developed into anything serious. His mother Irene believed he was involved at one point with a married “titled lady”, but also felt he was too shy and too inexperienced to be a womaniser.


His friend Victor Melia, the mathematics lecturer he’d meet in those early days in Bartleys, was a gay man in his 60s, and fulfilled the role of “point man” for most of the bar’s clientele: he was a walking telephone directory and kept the names, addresses and numbers of his wide circle of acquaintances in a pocket notebook. Macarthur was straight but shared a passion with Melia for astronomy, which they discussed when they met.


Over time, as he got to know other clientele in the pub, Macarthur began to get invitations to house parties and soirées. Some were spontaneous affairs, arranged on the spur of the moment to extend a night’s drinking. Others were elaborate, catered affairs in swish houses. Macarthur was not a big consumer of alcohol and, lacking in social confidence, he tended to hang around the periphery, saying little. When he did attempt conversation, it didn’t always come off.


One such exchange occurred with a female acquaintance at a party one night. Out of the blue, he proposed marriage to her, saying they should have a son. They would raise him to the age of seven and then abandon him, just as he had been abandoned at that age. She didn’t know whether he was joking but came away with a distinctly uncomfortable feeling.


His odd nature was not lost on those around him. “I think the best way you could describe him is as a loner who did not seek out company and was not inclined to idle conversation,” said Bartley Dunne. “You got the impression talking to him that he really didn’t want to listen, that he only replied as a means of ending the conversation. There was something eccentric about his whole manner, even the way he walked.”


During that year, Macarthur was regularly seen on the Trinity campus in Dublin city centre, or sitting by himself in bars, bookshops or cafés, his head buried in a book. The impression he gave to the world was of a loner, a poser, an outsider and a flaneur.


1974 was also the year Malcolm Macarthur met with his future partner and mother of his son. On the face of it, Brenda Little was everything that he was not. A young working-class woman from Finglas in north Dublin, unlike the solitary Macarthur, Brenda was one of nine children, seven boys and two girls. Her father, William, was an army man who had retired early because of the onset of arthritis, and the children had a strict upbringing. Unlike the distant Macarthur, Little was garrulous and full of empathy.


Now 22 years old, Brenda had finished with formal education when she left secondary school. After this she had gone to London with a school friend for an adventure. She worked in a number of casual jobs; the longest-lasting was a stint at hand-painting pottery. She returned to Dublin in 1971, aged 19, and tried a variety of jobs to make ends meet. One position was in the office of a contracting company on Richmond Road in Drumcondra. She moved on to a part-time job as a hairdresser on Wicklow Street. She also sold raffle tickets in between jobs to make ends meet. Her interests were far removed from the succession of short-lived humdrum jobs she flitted between. In her spare time, she began going to art-house movies, which could only be seen in film clubs which used venues like schools and parochial halls. She was also developing a nascent interest in opera.


Attractive and fashionable, Little socialised in Dublin’s most bohemian bars and hung around with an eclectic mix of poets, musicians, actors, artists and people from the gay scene. She belonged to a set that was regularly invited to openings and to fashionable parties in the well-to-do southern suburbs.


One of her closest friends was Paddy Connolly, a well-known Dublin barrister and man about town. He was 45 when he met Little by chance in 1972 on the streets of the capital. She was selling raffle tickets in aid of a residential home for underprivileged children in Oldtown in north County Dublin. Connolly stopped in his tracks. He was from Oldtown and was also a trustee of the charity.


Intrigued, he struck up a conversation with the young woman. He was utterly charmed by her. Before he left, he bought tickets worth £5. It was an extravagant gesture, the equivalent of €100 in today’s money. He gave her his number and arranged to meet up with her again.


That singular coincidence marked the beginning of an unwavering platonic friendship between Paddy Connolly and Brenda Little that was to last a lifetime and survive extraordinary vicissitudes.


The pair began to meet regularly. They shared an interest in opera and film. They joined the Dublin Film Society. It showed arthouse and foreign-language films, including some that would have been considered risqué or avant garde. Because it was a members-only club, the society could show films without them being scrutinised by the notoriously conservative film censors.


Almost 25 years Little’s senior, Connolly relished her company despite the age difference. She was direct and unpretentious in conversation. In her dealings with people, she judged everybody according to their own lights. Little’s honesty was one of the qualities Paddy most liked about her. She had no hesitation pointing out barristerial pretentiousness on his part – his own brother, Tony, conferred him with the nickname ‘Lord Dalkey’, alluding to both his upper crust accent and his expensive tastes.


Connolly and Little often met up in city centre bars such as The Bailey, Bartley Dunne’s and the swanky Shelbourne Hotel. She also liked to go with her friends to Mooney’s on Harry Street. Nowadays called Bruxelles, Mooney’s was a neo-gothic pub known for its live music and as the place where Phil Lynott and Thin Lizzy first cut their teeth in the late 1960s.


It was there that Brenda first met Macarthur at a live music gig in the autumn of 1974. The force of her personality quickly cut through his air of distance and arrogance and the pair hit it off. Macarthur was smitten. He invited her to dinner and they started seeing each other. Within a few weeks they had moved in together.


Little soon introduced Macarthur to her friend Paddy Connolly and gradually Connolly warmed to the younger man, with whom he found it difficult to connect in the beginning.


“The first predominant impression is one of shyness,” Connolly later observed. “But also a person of considerable courtesy and what I would describe as impeccable manner.


“He was a little withdrawn and aloof. If you became engaged with him in an intellectual topic, he would open up to become a very good conversationalist and companion. The sort of man you would be interested to have at a dinner party or at a cocktail party in which intelligent conversation was appreciated.”


In late 1974, Little and Macarthur moved to London and began to travel extensively, in England, Scotland and Europe. In early 1975, they moved back to Dublin and into the two-bedroomed flat on Fitzwilliam Square. Little was pregnant at this stage but neither agreed with marriage. A son, Colin, was born that autumn. He was not baptised. Although Macarthur had been brought up a Catholic, he was by now an atheist and a humanist.


The somewhat distant relationship Macarthur had with his mother had continued into adulthood and he only visited her twice during 1974 and 1975. At this stage, his parents had split up and Irene was now living about half a mile away at an apartment at her friend Norman Potterton’s grand house, Freffans.


Irene knew nothing of her son’s partner’s pregnancy, and hadn’t even met Brenda Little in person by the time Malcolm arrived at her home, unannounced, in December 1975 with two-month-old baby Colin. Irene was astonished to find out that the baby was her son’s. When she asked if it was a boy or a girl, Macarthur replied matter-of-factly: “It is a boy, of course.”


It was some time yet before Irene and Brenda did finally meet, and her first impression of her son’s partner had more than a shade of the dowager duchess about it. “She is totally opposite socially to everything Malcolm stands for,” she said.


Whatever the differences in social background, the relationship between Macarthur and Little was described by those who knew them as very close. Macarthur was very involved with Colin’s upbringing. He and Brenda spent much of their time at home with him. It resulted in a marked change in their lifestyles: Malcolm and Brenda pulled back almost completely from the pub and party scene. Over the next six years, Macarthur rarely visited Bartley Dunne’s and, when he did, it was only to buy a bottle of expensive wine from its cellars.


On one such visit, at a time when Colin was approaching school-going age, the pub owner, Dunne, struck up a conversation about the boy’s education. Macarthur told him he was educating Colin privately.


Dunne, who himself had teenage children, queried that choice. “I asked him if it was not unfair to the boy, being deprived of the company of other children at a normal school. He said the child would get a very good upbringing.”


Macarthur himself had been educated privately at home until he was eight, as had his parents. With his wide breadth of reading and study, he considered himself better equipped than anyone else to teach his son. Perhaps borne from his own experience of his school years, he also had a dislike of formal structured education.


In 1976, the couple and their child stayed for almost six months in Florence and Milan and spent time on the Riviera. According to accounts of friends and relatives, Macarthur and Little were devoted to their son. “That child was their project,” Irene Macarthur recalled. “When they travelled abroad, which they did extensively, they would use separate modes of transport, one going by plane and the other by boat, in case anything would happen and the child would be left parentless.”


It would become apparent in time that Macarthur, the doting parent, did not extend empathy or thought to the devastation he would wreak so grievously on two other sets of parents, less than a decade later.
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FALL FROM FORTUNE




“For the past two years my finances have been diminishing. This is something I could not cope with.” Malcolm Macarthur





By the late 1970s, Macarthur’s inheritance was dwindling. Investments he’d made in the previous years had all been disastrous and he was burning through hundreds of pounds each month. With mounting debts, he began to borrow money from his mother.


He told Irene that he was experiencing delays in accessing money from his inheritance which he had invested in banks in France and Belgium. “There seemed to be this shortage of money,” she said. “I understood that he invested money in some French bank. He said to me that he was only little fry and, therefore, he would have to wait. I would assume it was something to do with the socialist government over there. He would have to wait until the bigger people were paid. If there was any truth in that I just can’t answer.”


It was a cockamamie story, but she seemed to buy it.


“It was always, ‘I’m only borrowing it off you and I’ll be giving it back to you when I get my own money,’ ” she added.


Irene’s own mother, Queenie Murray, had long since moved to Dublin from County Meath where the Murray family had, for centuries, owned large swathes of land amounting to over 1,000 acres. She now lived in a large house on Iona Drive in Glasnevin. When she died in 1981, she left a considerable inheritance, the residue of the once vast Murray estates, to Irene. She left the Glasnevin house to Macarthur. However, it was left to him in trust, as a means of minimising inheritance tax. He, Brenda and Colin moved in there in early 1980 and lived there until he cajoled his mother into selling it in 1981. To do this, his mother had to agree to break up the trust set up by Queenie for him. Malcolm received £10,000 from the proceeds of the sale.


Again, it was a considerable sum, the equivalent of over €100,000 in today’s terms, but the money was much needed. As he waited for funds from the house sale to be drawn down, he badgered Irene for more money. She would resist at first but invariably relent.


By this time, Brenda’s old friend Paddy Connolly was a senior counsel. He was unaware of the couple’s precarious financial situation, having always assumed Macarthur to be a very wealthy man. Connolly had recently bought a penthouse apartment in Pilot View, an upmarket gated development in the well-to-do coastal Dublin suburb of Dalkey. The lease on his flat, Sleepy Hollow, at 4 Seaview Terrace in Donnybrook, still had at least another year to run and he decided to retain it. It was a well-appointed basement flat in a grand Georgian terrace in Dublin 4. The Victorian novelist Anthony Trollope had lived in the house next door soon after the terrace was built in the 1850s.


When Connolly moved to his new southside home in Dalkey, he told the couple they and their child could stay in the flat in Donnybrook. It was to be a temporary arrangement. Brenda had told him they were thinking of moving abroad and he suggested they take his flat in the meantime. Typically generous, he insisted they pay no rent. It would otherwise have lain empty, he told them.


Brenda Little had a flair for design and helped fit-out Connolly’s impressive new coastal apartment, which extended over the top floor of the block and had a balcony with splendid views over Bulloch Harbour.


She, Malcolm and six-year-old Colin remained in the Donnybrook flat for nine months, rent-free. During the spring of 1982, Little began to make plans to move to Tenerife with a view to staying there for an extended period of time. She knew that her partner had periodic financial problems, but he assuaged her concerns with blandishments that his money was tied up in investments in Zurich or Liège. Still, she was conscious that they needed to budget over the medium-term. One of the reasons she chose the Canary island of Tenerife was because of the reasonable cost of living, as well as the weather, which would be helpful for their son’s childhood eczema.


As far as Irene Macarthur was concerned, the sale of the house in Glasnevin had sorted her son’s financial difficulties. “The last money I gave him was in December 1981. It had to do with the sale of our house. There was no question of looking for more money because he was going out to Tenerife and I understood he would be collecting some money from the French bank.


“There was no question of him coming back [from Tenerife], and he never asked me for money. If he had asked me for money I would have given it to him. He knew that very well.”


What neither she nor Brenda Little knew was how desperate Macarthur’s financial situation really was. He was now down to the dregs of a once substantial inheritance and he was quickly running out of options.


If Macarthur were to settle anywhere in Tenerife the natural place would have been the capital, Santa Cruz. Situated to the north of the island, it still had vestiges of its colonial past. There was a British club where tennis, bowls and croquet were played. The biggest draw for an ex-pat was the British Library in Santa Cruz, which housed the biggest collection of English-language books in the non-English-speaking world. Such a place would have provided ample grazing pasture for the bookish Macarthur.


Instead, though, the family booked a cheap package holiday in the resort of Los Cristianos, where Brenda had holidayed previously. It was located in the sparse, treeless volcanic landscape of the south of the island, about 80 kilometres from Santa Cruz. Once a fishing village, the 1970s had put paid to that. Dozens of multi-storey hotels and apartments had been built along the seafront. Along with nearby Playa de las Américas, Los Cristianos had essentially become an industrial estate for mass tourism, serviced by a new airport, Tenerife South, operating since 1978.


The family’s one-bed apartment in Torres del Sol was part of a large development built in the 1970s. The complex was dominated by two 15-storey towers, painted in inescapable brown and yellow. The apartments themselves were compact, sparse, and functional. There were two swimming pools, and it was close to the beach.


The landscape of the south was arid, and so was its cultural life, which was dominated by pubs and restaurants serving English breakfasts, and fish and chips. If sunbathing was not your thing, there was very little else to do.


Macarthur, Little and Colin stayed in apartment B705 throughout June and into July of 1982. While Brenda and Colin happily mingled with other holidaymakers on the sun-saturated beaches, Macarthur spent most of his time either in the apartment or walking up and down the seafront. He was constantly fretting about money.


Occasionally he would pick up British newspapers that could be bought in the town, often a few days after publication. That summer there were regular reports of armed hold-ups of banks and post offices carried out by the Provisional IRA in Ireland. All had been successful.


The news stories planted an idea in Macarthur’s head. He began to formulate a fantastical plan to restore his fortunes. He conceived it as a means of getting easy money, quickly. He would need to return to Ireland, procure a lethal weapon, and stage a hold-up.


Early on the morning of 6 July 1982, Macarthur left the holiday apartment in Torres del Sol for the airport. He paid the rent for the apartment in advance and left Brenda Little enough money for two months. He told her he was going to Ostend in Belgium to encash investments he had made. He said he’d return in two or three weeks.


Instead – and unbeknownst to Little – Macarthur boarded a plane that took him to London. He then took a train to the ferry port of Holyhead, and on the morning of 8 July, he docked in Dún Laoghaire. It was less than two months since he’d left Dublin. He was armed with a plan that would free him from his interminable money worries. He had come from wealth and from privilege. This gambit would restore him financially, allowing him to keep the status to which he was entitled. If it was to work, however, he would need to invent himself again: this time as a ruthless bank-robber.


For that, he would need to get his hands on a gun.
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A BEARD, A FISHERMAN’S HAT, AND A CROSSBOW




“He looked a bit weird.” John Monks, news vendor, Dún Laoghaire





Amongst the first to notice the new visitor to Dún Laoghaire was young newspaper seller John Monks. From Roscrea in north Tipperary, the 22-year-old had drifted into Dún Laoghaire the previous year and had worked at various casual jobs around the town, including as a night porter at the Royal Marine Hotel.


By day Monks worked at a newspaper stand on George’s Street, just down the road from the lodgings that Macarthur had booked into for two weeks. Over a number of days, Monks observed the man who visited his stand daily. He was someone he had not seen before around the area, and there was something off about him. His dress style alone made him stand out. It was mid-summer with almost continuous sunshine. Yet the stranger’s garb was a beige military jumper with patches on the shoulders and sleeves, a fisherman’s hat with a distinctive orange feather, and thick reading glasses.


“I know 80 per cent of people in Dún Laoghaire, and you spot strangers,” Monks recalled. “When I first saw him, he was in the process of growing a beard. He looked a bit weird.”


Another quirk was that he pulled his glasses “up on his brow” to read the papers.


“I thought he might have been on the run or living rough. He certainly looked like that. He never talked much, only to say hello, and then he’d try to read the papers with those glasses.


“Every evening he picked up the Evening Press and checked through the small ads. When he didn’t see what he wanted, he put it down and got the Herald.”


What Monks was observing was Macarthur scanning the papers for guns for sale. He would only buy the Evening Press if there was something in it of interest, but he always got a copy of The Irish Times and Evening Herald. However, getting his hands on a gun was proving difficult for the would-be bank robber. He was unsure as to how to proceed. Macarthur’s whole life had been lived on an elevated plane. He lacked an iota of knowledge about the criminal or paramilitary worlds. While he continued to pursue finding a gun, he was also brewing other plans – to create a proxy one.


On 9 July, the day after his arrival, Macarthur had taken a bus into Dublin city centre where he headed to Garnetts and Keegan’s, a fishing tackle and shooting shop on Parliament Street. There he purchased, for the not inconsiderable sum of £22, a ‘pistol crossbow’ – a small crossbow with an internalised cocking mechanism that can be held in one hand, designed for target practice or for shooting small game.


Over the next few days, Macarthur bought more equipment: a square-head shovel in Murdochs, a hardware store in Dún Laoghaire; and a lump hammer, which he purchased in Lenehans on Capel Street in Dublin city centre.


Back at his guesthouse in Dún Laoghaire, Macarthur cut part of the barrel off the crossbow and used a soft, pliable filler material to fashion it into the shape of a realistic-looking gun. Once the filler hardened and he painted it black, it looked pistol-like. He even added a sight.


His surgery meant the crossbow was no longer a weapon, merely a replica, but it did now look like a real pistol. Studying it carefully, Macarthur was not satisfied it looked real enough. It was, to all intents and purposes, a glorified toy gun. He turned his sights again to finding a real one.


On the afternoon of Friday, 16 July, he left the guesthouse with the hammer and mock firearm stowed in his blue holdall bag. He also brought the shovel he’d purchased, wrapped tightly in black plastic to carry in his other hand, having first taped the shovel’s sharp cutting edge.


Now sporting a short beard, and wearing his signature disguise of military jumper, fisherman’s hat, and glasses, Macarthur travelled on two buses to the village of Swords in north Dublin. He then walked over two miles to the Balheary Clay Pigeon Shooting Club. The club’s grounds were in a rural area, on a protected green corridor directly north of Dublin Airport. The club had a modest clubhouse and a shooting area surrounded by grassy banks. The predominant sounds when the shoots were in session were of the clay traps being released, the two rapid discharges from the shotguns and – every few minutes – overhead jets rumbling in and out of the nearby airport.


The club’s shoot would not begin until the following morning. Arriving a day early gave Macarthur time to reconnoitre the site. That night, he slept in the open. A newspaper report, published months later, claimed he placed sausages on his square shovel and cooked them over an open fire. An embellishment, perhaps.


Macarthur arrived back at the shooting grounds in the early afternoon on Saturday, 17 July. Dr William Irwin, a club member, said he stuck out like a sore thumb.


“He actually spent most of the afternoon sitting on a seat [at the edge of the grounds],” Irwin said. “He would occasionally wander into the clubhouse and look at the scores and results and then come out again.


“He took my notice because of his unusual stance and his dress and the fact that he was carrying a form of handbag that appeared to have a long object.”


Des Foley was another member of the club. A tall, broad-shouldered man who had starred for Dublin in both football and hurling, Foley was also a former TD who was politically close to Taoiseach Charles Haughey. Foley had taken part in one of the competitions that day and was packing up for the evening.


While he shuttled back and forth from the clubhouse collecting equipment, Foley left his gun lying against the bonnet of his car in the car park. Macarthur sidled close to the car, but Foley returned before he had a chance to swipe it. Macarthur then tried to strike up a conversation with him. But Foley didn’t like the cut of this stranger’s jib and stood his ground near the bonnet of his car, staring at him. The conversation soon dried up and Macarthur sloped away, leaving a distinct impression on Foley and others who saw him.


Later that evening, Macarthur travelled eight miles, likely on foot, to the village of Ashbourne in County Meath, just across the Dublin county border.


Another clay pigeon club was holding a similar event the next day, Sunday, at Archerstown on the outskirts of the village. Macarthur stayed that night in the Ashbourne House Hotel. He left the following morning after breakfast without paying the bill.


He arrived at the meet in the same odd get-up and repeated the routine from the previous day, loping around the grounds without engaging with anybody. As on Saturday, after a fruitless and futile afternoon, he left the meeting empty-handed and boarded a bus back to Dublin and on to his Dún Laoghaire lodgings.


On the afternoon of Tuesday, 20 July, as was his well-established ritual by now, Macarthur walked from the guesthouse to the nearby newsstand operated by John Monks on George’s Street. He leafed through the classified adverts in the Evening Press and there he finally found the ad he was looking for: a shotgun for sale in Edenderry, County Offaly, that would suit his purposes ideally.


He bought the paper and made a call from a nearby phone box. It was answered by a young woman. Macarthur said he was interested in buying the gun advertised. “It’s for you, Dónal,” the young woman called out to her brother.


A young man, Dónal Dunne, came to the phone and told Macarthur that the gun was a Japanese-made Miroku shotgun.


Dunne gave Macarthur instructions on how to get to the house. Macarthur told him he would travel up on the Thursday evening, 22 July. His plan was finally coming to fruition. Now he just needed a car to make the journey.
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BONFIRE OF THE VANITIES




“The difficulties of the present are temporary and something to be overcome.” Charles J Haughey, 23 July 1982





21 July 1982, Galway


The counting of votes was still going on at the Temperance Hall in Loughrea, County Galway, when Charlie Haughey’s driver nosed the black state Mercedes out of the car park.


As they travelled east from the town, they counted the string of bonfires that blazed along the side of the road. This was a rural tradition, whereby victories were celebrated by setting bonfires. The villages and towns of east Galway were alight with them: Kilrickle, Cappataggle, Aughrim and Ballinasloe.


Haughey was in jubilant form. He had spent most of the previous week in the Galway East constituency canvassing in a by-election caused by the death of one of his own Fianna Fáil TDs, Johnny Callanan. After a bitter and heated campaign, the party’s candidate, 30-year-old Noel Treacy, had triumphed, being elected on the first count.


After months of political trials and tribulations, it looked like things were finally turning Haughey’s way. In a moment of undisguised relief, he shook his fists in victory when told by his tallymen that Treacy was certain to win.


The political stakes could not have been higher for Haughey going into that by-election. The demise of his predecessor, Jack Lynch, seemed to be repeating itself with Haughey. Lynch had lost two by-elections in his native county of Cork three years previously, in 1979. At that moment Lynch knew his time as taoiseach was at an end; that one morning he would come out on deck to see a plank being readied on the starboard side. Lynch decided he would preclude such a showdown by stepping down early.


Haughey had already lost one by-election in 1982 in Dublin West. If he lost a second, he too would be a goner. Noel Treacy’s victory in Galway East had steadied the ship and ensured Haughey’s survival.


Charles James Haughey was at the pinnacle of his political career in 1982. At 57, he was, indubitably, the most colourful and controversial Irish politician of the late 20th century. He was a natural politician: full of charisma, with a formidable presence. He had been an exceptional minister in the justice and finance portfolios earlier in his career.


From the time of his boyhood in a poor household in north Dublin, Haughey was marked out for greatness. His academic brilliance, his leadership qualities, as well as his over-vaulting ambition, were apparent from an early age.


His flaw, however, was a major one. He wasn’t trusted. Naturally secretive, a plotter, Haughey was regarded by many as lacking integrity. There were good reasons for people’s suspicions – from the unexplained source of Haughey’s vast wealth to his cloak and dagger tactics on the political pitch.


There was no half-way house with Haughey. He provoked responses that were visceral and tribal. He was either revered or reviled, depending on which side of the divide you were on. His detractors forgave nothing. His supporters forgave everything.


The nearest you can get to capturing the totality of Charles Haughey is John Randolph’s famous put-down of the 19th-century US politician Henry Clay: “So brilliant. So corrupt. Like a rotting mackerel by moonlight, he shone and stank.”


In Irish politics, 1981 and 1982 were marked by instability and churn, with three elections in the space of 18 months.


In July 1982, Haughey was determined that the mistakes leading to the loss of a by-election in Dublin West would not be repeated in Galway East. All of the party’s representatives were ordered to go to the constituency for the last week of the campaign. Haughey himself visited every hamlet and village from Tuam in the north, to Eyrecourt and Peterswell in the south. He shook thousands of hands, slapped countless backs, bought pints for strangers in rural ‘spit on the floor’ pubs. He clambered up on the backs of lorries, or on tractor trailers, to make speeches outside rural churches and community halls.


“Give us that old Fianna Fáil loyalty in Galway,” he implored a large crowd outside the church in Glenamaddy. Again and again, he summoned up de Valera’s visit to East Galway 50 years beforehand to establish what became a Fianna Fáil heartland.


On the Sunday before polling, Haughey travelled by helicopter to Tuam in north Galway and promised that the imperilled state-run sugar factory in the town would be safeguarded into the future. On the same day, the Connacht football final was being played in Tuam Stadium. That game was a big occasion in the west of Ireland, as it involved the traditional kingpins of the province, Galway and Mayo.


Haughey’s rival, Fine Gael leader Garret FitzGerald, arrived early into the town with a large campaign team. He shook hands with spectators as they went into the stadium. Fine Gael were pulling out all the stops. The party chartered a single-engine plane that flew over the stadium, trailing a banner proclaiming: “Better to Back Burke”, referring to Ulick Burke, the Fine Gael candidate.


Not to be outdone, Haughey succeeded in getting on the pitch along with the candidate, Noel Treacy. He walked diagonally across the grass, waving to the crowd in the courtly manner of a British royal. He then positioned himself strategically in the front row of the stand, flanked by Bishop Eamonn Casey, another prominent public personality destined to end his career in disgrace. (Eleven years later, in 1993, Annie Murphy – with whom Casey had had an affair in the 1970s – would go public on the existence of their child.) Meanwhile, back in the stadium in Tuam in 1982, Fine Gael’s Garret FitzGerald had to content himself with sitting a few seats back behind Haughey and Casey.


At times, the campaign had been like a faction fight from the 19th century. There were physical clashes between supporters outside churches and in the main streets of villages. There were also allegations of dirty tricks made by both sides. The outcome had national relevance. In the end, Fianna Fáil prevailed. The hard graft had paid off. Haughey survived to fight another day.


For Haughey, that was all that mattered.


As he returned to his north Dublin mansion that Wednesday evening, 21 July, he was wholly oblivious to the coming storm. At that very moment, a man whom he did not know, whom he had never met, and whom he never would meet, was preparing to set out on a murderous spree that would make all Haughey’s other difficulties seem as threatening as sprat swimming near a pier.


But in those glorious few days after Fianna Fáil’s by-election victory, the headwinds of the previous months had stilled. On Friday, 23 July, Haughey attended a formal dinner in the Burlington Hotel in Dublin to celebrate his 25th anniversary as a TD. It was a glitzy affair. Just before the speeches, nine waiters walked in procession into the centre of the room, each carrying a baked Alaska, the classic 1980s dessert of ice-cream-centred meringue, doused with brandy and flambéed at the last moment. As the desserts burst into flames, the crowd ooohed and aaahed.


The atmosphere was celebratory. Haughey still glowed with the by-election victory when he addressed the Fianna Fáil faithful. Looking back over his quarter of a century in politics, he said: “There has been constant activity, one event following another, one battle following the next … The difficulties of the present are temporary and something to be overcome.”


Little did he know what was barrelling down the track.
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THE FIRST MURDER




“I wanted this venture to succeed.” Malcolm Macarthur





Thursday 22 July, 1982. Phoenix Park, Dublin


The glorious weather followed the pattern of the previous fortnight, with high heat and brilliant sunshine. It was still hot by the time a young nurse, Bridie Gargan, finished her shift at St James’s Hospital in the late afternoon and headed for home.


Bridie was originally from County Meath and now lived in a flat in the Dublin suburb of Castleknock. One of a family of 11 children, her parents, Vincent and Brigid, ran a farm in the townland of The Riggins near Dunshaughlin. That bright evening, her father was saving the hay.


Bridie was 27 years of age, with short-cropped hair. She was well regarded by colleagues as a conscientious medic, with a warm, quiet, open personality. She had done well academically since she began training as a nurse a decade earlier, winning a gold medal for her performance in coronary care studies in the Richmond Hospital. Now she was three months away from qualifying as a midwife, her ultimate ambition.


She always looked forward to Fridays, when she headed back to the home place in County Meath as soon as she had finished work, to spend the weekend. She loved being home. A multi-instrumentalist, she enjoyed playing music with friends at traditional sessions at the nearby pub Swan’s of Curragha, a converted forge. Bridie’s other big interest was politics. She was secretary of the local Fianna Fáil branch, or cumann, in Curragha, the local branch of Ireland’s biggest political party of the era. Her father, Vincent, was a senior officer with the party in County Meath and his passion for politics was shared by his children, especially Bridie and her sister Mary. Bridie followed current affairs avidly and loved debating politics with her family and friends.
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