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PROLOGUE


Pages and pages of a handwritten, anonymous letter lie across my desk. A concerned garda from Athlone in County Westmeath has submitted the letter consisting of 23 lined A4 pages containing depraved threats of extreme sexual violence and murder.


There’s no preamble. From the very first page, the author writes of his ‘plans to abduct female students’. ‘Sexual torture’, ‘slow, drawn-out death’ and vows to ‘abduct, torture, rape and kill’ are among the phrases used. He relates his ambition to be ‘a new serial rapist and killer’ and tells of his ‘sound-proof and escape-proof torture den’, where he will kill one teenage girl a week and will have ‘ultimate power and control’ over his victims.


Reading on, the detail he goes into is unnerving. He lists equipment he claims to have amassed in his torture den: ‘cable ties, handcuffs, superglue, blindfolds, mouth gags, dog leash and chain, whips, plastic bags (for over girls’ heads), breast-clamps and jump leads (electric shock device), tape recorder (to record girls’ screams), ankle clamps, syringe (to inject semen), leg spreaders, rubber gloves, meat hooks’.


He refers to the murder of 29-year-old Jill Meagher from Termonfeckin, County Louth, who was killed in Australia in 2012 and 24-year-old student nurse Karen Buckley from Cork, who was abducted and beaten to death with a foot-long wrench by a man called Alexander Pacteau in Glasgow in April 2015. The letter-writer states that what had happened to Karen ‘would only be mild suffering compared to what I would have done to her’. Line after line of this letter is twisted and callous.


He rambles on, mentioning girls whose photos he has cut out of newspapers and a list of sick fantasies that he planned to carry out involving them. The material is so extensive that I am satisfied that the writing is not disguised. It’s very difficult to maintain a consistent level of intentional disguise in writings of such volume. The blue-ink-pen writings are reasonably fluent in script and block style, and some pages have newspaper clippings and pornographic material attached to them. However, the garda from Athlone has no suspect, no clue who the writer could be.


It’s 18 November 2015. I’ve been part of the Garda Technical Bureau since 1997, examining thousands of fingerprints and hundreds of handwriting cases. Unfortunately, these kinds of vile anonymous letters aren’t unusual. But occasionally, something stands out with a piece of writing, and the rage expressed in this letter concerns me.


My old wooden desk holds a scattering of paper, pens, my ancient magnifying lens and a simple networked computer. It’s only two feet from the neighbouring desk. But over the years, I’ve assembled my own ramshackle privacy wall, surrounding myself with a few shelves and other discarded bits and pieces. I’ve piled books and other work-related belongings around me, and my trusty giant stereo microscope sits on the bench behind my chair. Although only a half dozen of us are working in the Documents and Handwriting Section (D&HW), we’re all housed within one office area, so there is always banter. The sound levels rise as a garda arrives delivering new exhibits for examination. The sounds of people and activity in adjoining offices also bleed into our room.


However, once I lower my head to examine these letters, it’s almost like I am alone. My corner of the office is where I’m happiest. It’s my little island in D&HW, a small section tucked away in a dilapidated office in garda headquarters in Phoenix Park.


I filter out the ambient noises and get ‘into the zone’, immersing myself in the material. Once I start on a case, I need to be fully attuned to whatever I am doing. Making notes. Sketching letter formations. Letting the letters guide me.


I examine every facet of this anonymous writer’s writing, the height, width, size and consistency of each individual letter, paying close attention to any unique flourishes, dots and loops. I check the baseline – do the words lie above, below or upon the lines of the A4 pages?


I make my notes and sketch a chart, capturing the variations in letter constructions that the author employs. Then I begin searching through the Documents and Handwriting records and reviewing old case files.


I’m searching for a while before I come across another case from the midlands that involves handwriting and sexual violence. It’s from over a decade ago, February 2004, more than three years before I joined the Handwriting Section. Schoolboys playing in a wooded area in the Meelaghans near Tullamore in County Offaly stumbled across a ‘hide’ containing a wheelie bin buried in a furrow and surrounded by plastic sheeting. I read how a pointed shovel, handsaw, hammer and ropes were also found at the scene.


A biscuit tin sealed with Sellotape is found in the bin. The report says the tin contains extensive handwritten notes and cut-outs from pornographic magazines. The notes are similar, sadistic and graphic. I see that DNA tests carried out at the time only revealed they were from a male.


But as soon as I leaf through the photocopies of the handwritten material found, I recognise the writing. It has been written by the same person whose letter is on my desk. One entry reads, ‘My sins. Summer Plan … I will go out, mainly on Saturday evenings, driving around or hunting for my prey.’ Again, the writings are disturbing in their detail. He has written out lists of locations, described as his ‘hunting areas’, complete with distances and allotted travelling times. He outlines his fantasy of seeing 12-year-old girls naked. Again, I see his rage and obsession with schoolchildren: ‘I want to rape and destroy their sexy bodies. I want to pound them to death and cut their bodies into little pieces.’ Sick fantasist? Or potential murderer?


I call the garda in Athlone and let him know of the Tullamore case from 2004. Within two weeks, two more cases are submitted from two gardaí in two different stations in the midlands – one from Birr and another from Tullamore. As soon as I open the exhibits from the new files, I recognise the same author’s hand.


It doesn’t take a psychiatrist to know that whoever is crafting these letters is volatile and unpredictable. The latest exhibits continue in the same vein as the 23-page document received a fortnight ago. More obscenities. More threats. More fury. If anything, the content grows even more chilling. There are also sick claims made regarding the unsolved disappearance of an Irishwoman.


Sorting genuine threats from empty ones is a complex and time-consuming task, and unfortunately, there are instances where warnings or indicators are missed or not taken seriously enough until too late. Without any suspects or lines of inquiry, these letters could easily be filed and forgotten. However, I am determined this case is not going to be forgotten. This man is dangerous and has to be found. It’s a gut feeling that proves to be one of those defining occasions in my career as a garda.
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GENESIS




It has been said that there is no fool like an old fool, except a young fool. But the young fool has first to grow up to be an old fool to realise what a damn fool he was when he was a young fool.


Harold Macmillan





Kevin strode to the door of the neat suburban house and rang the doorbell while I hung back. Kevin was a seasoned member of An Garda Síochána, so I was more than happy to let him take the lead. He always had everything under control, and this was just another routine call for us on a leafy estate in Malahide in north County Dublin. I can’t even remember what the call was about – only what happened next.


As the door opened, a fury of snarling hair and teeth rushed past Kevin and launched at me. I only got a glimpse of glistening fangs before they sank into the arm I’d raised in defence and, suddenly, I was wrestling with a huge German shepherd. As Kevin and the owner roared and tried to prise his jaws from me, I desperately flailed around, grappling with my free arm to get my baton out. Even in all the chaos, I remember feeling indignant. Why had this dog ignored my colleague and flung himself at me?


There’s no scientific evidence to suggest that dogs inherently hate people in uniforms. Some say they pick up on cues from owners who distrust or dislike people who wear them. But I often questioned why that dog swerved around Kevin, also in uniform, to go for me. Had it sensed my weakness? Walking away that day with a torn navy jumper sleeve, I asked myself, not for the first time, if a career in the guards was right for me.


I have a good memory. I can clearly recollect many events from my childhood and adolescence. Sometimes, people marvel at how I recall the tiniest details about things that happened many years ago. Yet, try as I might, I cannot remember why I joined An Garda Síochána. There was no vocational calling. No eureka moment. The clouds never parted. The skies never lanced me with light beams of inspiration. I never had a sudden moment of clarity – ‘Jesus H. tapdancing Christ! I want to be a guard!’ It just sort of … happened.


I was born in 1972, the second of four kids for Seamus and Anne Sweetman. I have an older brother, James, and two younger sisters, Mary and Bernie. Nobody in my family, on either side, had been in the force.


All my life, I’ve lived in a small townland called Piercetown, just outside Skerries in north County Dublin. As Da was a farmer, I spent my youth out and about in the fields, exploring around the seaside and cliffs of nearby Loughshinny.


I finished my Leaving Certificate in 1989 and can remember I came home, flung off my uniform and swore I’d never wear one again. I had a vague aim to pursue something art-related. Art was the only subject I liked and was good at, so I wanted to go to the National College of Art and Design (NCAD) in Dublin or maybe work for a company like Sullivan Bluth, making animated movies. The late 1980s and early 1990s were a boom time for the animation industry in Ireland. My best friend Sean and I submitted our art portfolios to NCAD and other colleges, fully expecting to be welcomed with open arms. We hadn’t realised the applicant numbers were huge, and many had taken special courses to prepare their portfolio. I was royally pissed off when the colleges turned us down. I was only 17 but didn’t want to wait another year for a shot again. As with countless other times, Mam and Da gave me the direction I needed.


They saw a newspaper advertisement for a fine arts, animation and graphic design diploma at the Fitzwilliam Institute. The course would help me prepare a portfolio of all the disciplines needed to apply to art college, and it was only six months long. Finances were tight for any north Dublin farmer and market gardener like Da, but my folks paid for my enrolment in the course that autumn.


However, within months of starting the course, I landed my first job. The animation company Murakami-Wolf came headhunting, and I was among the lucky ones selected to become a cel painter at their Harcourt Street studio in the city centre. A cel painter applies the colours to the individual frames or ‘cels’ used in the animation industry, and Murakami-Wolf was a big name, producing the hit Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles cartoon. I was in full-time employment by my eighteenth birthday, earning decent money.


However, it didn’t last long. Murakami-Wolf lost the contract for the Ninja Turtles about a year after I started, and the work slowed down. Meanwhile, my folks saw a recruitment ad for An Garda Síochána during the summer of 1991. Believing a career with the police force would be more stable than the unpredictable animation business, they encouraged me to apply.


I had no burning desire to be a guard, but I had a bizarre dream around this time where my cousin Ken and I were motorcycle cops – like the guys in the American TV show CHiPs, a hit series that had ended years earlier. I dreamt we were on duty in Loughshinny, decked out in leathers and shades and riding big fuck-off motorcycles because Ronald Reagan was coming to visit our seaside village. That fantasy of leathers and motorcycles must have been in my head when I filled out the application.


The guards called me for an aptitude test on 1 September, and I made my way to Inchicore in Dublin with hundreds of others to sit the test. That same week, 66 of us in Murakami-Wolf were made redundant. We were painting away on some cels when we were all called to a meeting and told, effective immediately, we were out of work. Within days, my girlfriend also dumped me. It was not a good week.


Many Murakami-Wolf colleagues sought work in other studios, but I’d had enough. I didn’t relish commuting daily on the unreliable, over-packed train to a new job in the city. I often wonder what would have happened if I had continued in that line of work.


In the meantime, however, I was content to work on the farm for Da and Uncle Francis. As I had grown up on the farm, it didn’t seem like work to me, and I enjoyed being outside all the time, cutting cauliflowers, pulling parsnips and tilling land. Of course, Da and I knew it would never be a long-term option, as it was only a small farming concern that made just enough for the family to get by. But for the time being, I worked on the farm, dabbled in art and even exhibited with established artists. I let my hair and beard grow long and dishevelled, so I looked like any rough-and-ready farmer’s son.


Early in 1992, I was called to Skerries garda station for an informal chat with the local sergeant after passing the aptitude test. I filled out the necessary forms, and he measured my height. Back then, male gardaí had to be at least 5' 9", and females had to be 5' 5". I was an acceptable 5' 11". (An Garda Síochána abolished these height restrictions in 2001.)


The following month, Da arranged for me to go on a ride-along with a garda friend stationed at Santry garda station. Maybe he saw my reluctance about joining the guards and thought this might encourage me. Kevin was in the Task Force unit, which patrolled the district and responded to calls from the Command and Control dispatch centre. Unlike regular patrol car crews, they used unmarked cars and sometimes wore plain clothes.


I spent the night in the back of the car as Kevin and his partner responded to calls, even buckling up for a few high-speed responses. During the shift, Kevin and his partner arrested a few ‘social deviants’ and plonked them in the back of the car beside me for transport to the nearest garda station.


That night was my first exposure to the garda-speak and the gallows humour I became accustomed to in the years that followed. ‘Scrotes’, ‘gougers’ and ‘scumbags’ were standard labels then. Even official Ireland referred to ‘deviants’, ‘juvenile delinquents’ and old-fashioned ‘criminals’ rather than ‘individuals with criminal convictions’. Not politically correct, but that was the way it was. God knows, those ‘social deviants’ had plenty of names for the guards, and none were complimentary either.


My night with the Task Force in ‘the H District’ – Santry, Whitehall and Ballymun – was an exciting insight into manning a patrol car. I didn’t realise it then, but it didn’t represent the bulk of police work, which comprises more of writing charge sheets, reports, statements and compiling files and court preparation.


I had an interview with the local chief superintendent in Balbriggan station in June 1992, and two weeks later I had a final interview with a panel of senior garda officers in Harcourt Square. They must have been impressed by my neat hair and clean-shaven face (compared to the unkempt, hairy-faced farmer who appeared in my application photos) because soon after, I was informed only one hurdle remained – the garda medical.


For the rest of the year, I worked on the farm, socialising with the lads and knocking out the odd bit of art while waiting my turn to be called for the medical. The day after my twenty-first birthday in February 1993, I was called for my medical at garda headquarters, Phoenix Park.


That morning, I headed to the Depot hospital towards the rear of the garda HQ campus. Headquarters seemed vast, full of imposing old buildings, many dating back to its origins in 1842 as headquarters for the Irish Constabulary. When the newly formed An Garda Síochána took over in early 1923, they used the place as a combined headquarters and training centre known as the Phoenix Park Depot. It’s still referred to as ‘the Depot’ today.


Around 20 of us were called for medicals that day, and the various examinations would take hours to complete. All applicants, male and female, were told to change into dressing gowns and assemble in a waiting room. The dressing gowns were a tad short, and even though I was wet behind the ears, I had the common sense to leave my boxer shorts on. Those unfortunate enough to sit opposite the lads who didn’t keep their shorts on had an unobstructed view of their family jewels.


One by one, we were called. A nurse measured me again for height and weight. We had tests for lung capacity, hearing and eyesight. There was also a test for colour blindness. Failing the colour blindness test did not mean failing the medical, but it meant not being able to drive a patrol car.


I completed each test and waited my turn until I was called into the surgeon’s office for my final examination. I knew the garda surgeon’s decision regarding my fitness would be final, so I nervously entered the little room, its walls lined with medical books and journals. The surgeon himself was old and stern. Very stern. Especially when he told me to drop my shorts and cough while he cupped my balls in his hand. I always wondered if it was possible to fail this test.


I was informed by the surgeon that I needed to lose some weight, which I duly did over the following weeks, before returning to the Depot hospital for a second medical. As I’d previously passed all of the medical tests, I only had to be re-weighed on this return trip. My efforts had paid off and on 23 June I received official notification that I had been successful in my application to An Garda Síochána. I was to present myself for induction at the garda training college in Templemore, County Tipperary, at the end of August.


I was nearly overwhelmed by the news. Suddenly, it seemed very real. It had been two years since I had applied and now, here I was, with two months of normality left before my life would change forever. Gulp.
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TIPPERARY TATOOINE




If there is a bright centre to the universe, you’re on the planet that it’s farthest from.


Luke Skywalker describing his home planet Tatooine in the movie Star Wars: A New Hope





A long time ago, in a county far, far away … The little town of Templemore lies in County Tipperary in the south-central portion of Ireland. For me, it might as well have been the far side of the moon or, to borrow from Star Wars, in the Outer Rim. On the morning of 23 August 1993, I loaded my overstuffed suitcase into the car and Mam, Da and I hit the road for the long drive to Templemore. My first journey to the Garda Síochána College took place before they built the M50 and most motorways and bypasses. We had to drive to Dublin city before heading out the Naas Road.


I clearly remember sitting in the back of the car, listening to the sound the tyres made on the surface of the Naas Road as my home and county slipped away behind me. Every few hundred yards, the tarmac sections were joined in little ridges, and the tyres driving over them made a rhythmic du-dum sound. It was like an ominous heartbeat. It reminded me of the music from The Terminator. Du-dum, du-dum, du-dum. Templemore is out there. It can’t be bargained with. It can’t be reasoned with, and it absolutely will not stop. Ever. Until you are a guard. Du-dum, du-dum, du-dum.


The route to Templemore would become permanently ingrained in me over the following two years. From the Naas Road, we drove on through Kildare, Monasterevin, Ballybrittas, Portlaoise, Mountrath, Borris-in-Ossory, Roscrea and then that last stretch into Templemore. We arrived after midday, and as we turned onto Church Avenue in the town, I got my first glimpse of the imposing pillared entrance to the Garda College.


With its central block and clock tower lying beyond, the Garda College was an impressive sight and even bigger than Garda HQ back in Dublin. The British constructed the earliest buildings as an army barracks on a 57-acre site in 1815. A soldier garrisoned in Templemore wrote to his mother in 1847, describing the barracks as ‘splendid, with two large squares and buildings three storeys high’, while adding that the town was ‘a wretched place’.


Student gardaí met each recruit and the families, giving us a quick tour of the college and our accommodation blocks called Oisín and Cúchulainn. My room was on the first floor of Oisín. It was small but bright and clean, with a single bed, a desk and chair, a large wardrobe and a sink that soon became known as ‘the en-suite’. There were showers and toilets at each end of the corridor on every floor, all immaculately clean.


We had a whistle-stop tour of other parts of the college – the classrooms, main lecture theatre, the rec hall, coffee shop and canteen. There was also a gym and a 25-metre swimming pool, which was closed for renovations during phase one of our training.


At the rear of the rec hall was a firing range and ‘Tac Town’ – a mocked-up street complete with a bank for firearms and tactics training. Outside the main walls of the campus was a nine-hole golf course, basketball and tennis courts and full-size playing fields for GAA, soccer and rugby. The college also housed two squash courts and a handball alley. Of course, none of the sports facilities meant anything to me because I hadn’t, and still don’t have, a single sporting bone in my body.


Then, it was time for the recruits to say goodbye to the families. I still remember watching my folks walking away and disappearing around the accommodation block. Those doubts about my career choice resurfaced and, for the first time, I experienced a pang of homesickness.


That same day, we were allocated our garda registration numbers – unique identity numbers for our entire career and retirement (if we made it that far). My number was 25926H, which was temporarily prefixed with an ‘S’ as a student garda. This number meant that I was the 25,926th male garda since the founding of An Garda Síochána in 1922. The female members were still being allocated numbers in the 700s under a separate numbering system, a practice which was dropped later.


After my folks left the campus, I was glad to spot the familiar and friendly face of a lad I’d met at my second medical. Aiden, from a garda family in Portlaoise, was to become my best mate throughout training and beyond. He was allocated the preceding number, 25925, so we ended up in the same class and sitting beside one another. Another chap, Liam, who I’d met during the medical, was also in our class.


At the end of the first day, I rang home even though I’d only seen my folks hours earlier. The college had a few scattered payphones, which everyone queued to use – it was still years before mobile phones. To round off the evening, a crowd of us squeezed into the packed Polly’s pub, which is conveniently located just outside the college gates, for a few pints – the first of many to come during training.


As a junior phase one student garda, I faced six months of training in Templemore. Phase two would be a six-month attachment to a garda station, followed by phase three, a further three months back in the college. Then, if everything went to plan, we would be sworn in as gardaí.


However, the training would continue: phase four would comprise nine months in a garda station before phase five – which entailed several more weeks back in Templemore for our final exams and passing-out parade. Garda management had implemented this phased training programme only a few years earlier, in 1989.


My early days in Templemore involved lots of form-filling and what would become the most frequent activity throughout training – drill. I was too busy to experience any more of my early doubts. We racked up hours and hours of drill practice in the large parade ground during our time there. The intimidating drill sergeant barked orders in Irish to march, size off, slow march, mark time, stand to attention and be at ease.


I remember one of the recruits throwing in the towel at the end of that first week. He was a quiet lad, and it probably didn’t help that the training sergeant had made him the butt of a joke. The college training staff begged him to take the weekend to rethink his decision to quit. However, he insisted he’d made up his mind, and he signed the release papers. That Sunday evening, he arrived back at the college, no doubt under orders from his parents, but he was refused entry. He had signed away his career in the guards before it even started.


We continued with countless drill classes and physical education classes. We also spent hours in the classroom with Irish classes, legal studies and policing studies. In legal studies, we had to learn about the endless acts detailing criminal offences. Policing studies was about garda rules, regulations and procedures as detailed in our new garda code books, each as thick as a telephone directory.


We also had lectures on forensics, psychology, self-defence, report-writing, typing and even German. I found I was quite good at taking fingerprints, which would come in handy a few years later. They showed us how to use now antiquated phones and fax machines and their prehistoric computer system. We practised using walkie-talkies and rehearsed mock courtroom situations and scenes-of-crime investigations. Wednesday afternoons were designated for sporting activities, and since I had no interest in such pursuits, and the various activities weren’t supervised, I would usually spend the afternoon in bed.


Throughout phase one, we had to undergo fitness tests of sit-ups, press-ups and a timed run. The run was a mile and three quarters (five times around the front square), which had to be completed in under 11 minutes and 45 seconds. On my first attempt, I scraped through with four seconds to spare but continued to shave more off each time we had to do it. They also took us on runs along the many country roads surrounding Templemore.


It was mid-September before the college bused us to garda headquarters to get our long-awaited uniforms, complete with batons and whistles. We paraded about, thinking we were the bee’s knees in our new rig-outs. I even brought mine home that weekend to show my family. Fully fledged gardaí usually wear their district numbers on their shoulders. As we were only student gardaí, we had to wear yellow patches, giving rise to the derogatory nickname ‘yellow packers’. In later years, they replaced them with better-looking blue patches showing the college crest.


For the duration of phase one, I took the train home and back to Templemore every weekend. The trains were packed with recruits, and on our return on Sundays we got off and headed to Polly’s for our last weekend pints. And that was the way it went as the months crawled by: lectures, drill, physical education and copious pints in Allen’s, Murphy’s, Maher’s, Collier’s, the Templemore Arms and, of course, Polly’s. We also had a bar in the rec hall, so we were never in danger of dying from thirst. A lot of drink was involved.


One of our 100 or so recruits had a peculiar party trick where he liked to drop his pants and jocks and belt out one of Tom Jones’ hits, ‘It’s Not Unusual’ or ‘Delilah’, I can’t remember which. He ‘performed’ in the corridors of the accommodation block and even on the packed Sunday-evening train. And then we had the infamous ‘Tom Jones incident’ in Allen’s pub one night when he bared all and then stuffed a poor girl’s head under his t-shirt. That performance was to have repercussions.


We all signed out at the guardroom at night and had to pretend to be sober when we signed back in. I had none of the stamina that some had for the consumption of gargle. Some guys (and girls) could consume gallons of porter, have a quick casual vomit outside the gates, and sign back in with no problem.


Even after a couple of weeks, fellas and girls were pairing off. Most of these relationships would run their course, but a few resulted in marriage down the line. That September, I started going out with Orlagh, a girl I met in the Black Raven pub in Skerries one weekend. We saw each other every weekend and wrote letters to each other the rest of the time as it was too expensive to make payphone calls. Also, it was difficult to find an available payphone with so many other doe-eyed boyfriends and girlfriends waiting in line.


Once we had our uniforms, we had weekly parades where the college chief superintendent would stride up and down the ranks, inspecting our dress and haircuts. If things weren’t up to scratch, we got a tap on the shoulder and were ordered to smarten up before the next inspection. Regulations stipulated that for men the back of our hair had to be a minimum of two fingers’ width above our collars. Our locks could not come down further than half the length of our ears. If we had a moustache, the corners could not protrude further than the sides of our mouths. Beards, of course, were a complete no-no, and tattoos had to be completely concealed. I rebelled against all this in later years, but by then, regulations had relaxed anyway.


Room inspections took place after each parade. Floors had to be hoovered, desks cleared, the bed neatly made, and the auld ‘en-suites’ had to look pristine.


After three months, we became ‘senior phase ones’, and we were ordered to entertain a new crop of juniors with a concert. I was tasked with videotaping the show from the rec hall balcony, so I was sober (one of few) as the concert began. As a car wreck of a show continued, ‘Tom Jones’ stepped onstage and motioned to unbutton his trousers. I was about to pass out in horror but, thankfully, others saw the carnage about to unfold and, following a brief onstage scuffle, ‘Tom’ was bundled off.


Near the end of phase one, the college invited us to list four garda stations where we’d like to spend our six months’ placement in phase two of training. In order of preference, I listed Santry, Coolock, Ballymun and Raheny – all stations near my home. They gave me Santry – the same station where my Task Force friend Kevin worked when he took me for that ride-along. I couldn’t have been happier.


We held an enormous party celebrating the end of phase one on Thursday, 20 January 1994, and everyone attended apart from ‘Tom Jones’. Unsurprisingly, the girl whose head he shoved under his T-shirt in Allen’s pub made a formal complaint, and the college sent him packing.


It was only six months, but phase one seemed to go on forever. It was half a year away from home, and I think being away from the sea affected me most. I had grown up within a stone’s throw of Loughshinny and Skerries beaches and missed the sea air.


I was glad to see the back of the place for a while. The day after the party, my folks and sister Bernie came down in the car to bring me home. Phase two was to start in Santry garda station in a fortnight, so I’d soon see what being a garda was all about.
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WELCOME TO HOTEL ALPHA




The man who has everything figured out is probably a fool.


Jerome Lawrence, Inherit the Wind





My first day in Santry garda station coincided with the morning after a party for a garda. I’ll never forget it because my very first call was to collect the guard concerned from hospital. After foolishly trying to drive home from the function, he’d put his car through a wall. We picked him up in the patrol car from the A&E department, all patched up and looking sheepish. Thankfully, he’d hurt nobody else.


While garda members worked hard and diligently, many partied equally hard, and there was a big drinking culture in the job. I would be no different in the years to come. Drink-driving regulations were more relaxed back then, and the legal limits for the consumption of alcohol were much less stringent. Unfortunately, many of us took advantage of this and got behind the wheel when we shouldn’t have.


Santry was part of the north division of the Dublin Metropolitan Area (DMA) with an assigned code name, Hotel Alpha (HA). The HA District remains a built-up suburb on Dublin’s north side, home to Morton Stadium, the Omni shopping complex and many industrial parks. Dublin Airport also falls within its boundaries. Sited in the old Chrysler-Talbot car factory on Shanowen Road, the station’s adjoining warehouses were used for archiving and storing seized vehicles and recovered stolen goods.


It was 6 a.m. on the morning of my 22nd birthday when I started at Santry station. As part of my phase two training, I would spend three months attached to the station there, followed by three months spread across other district units, including the Task Force, the Juvenile Liaison Office, the Detective Unit, Neighbourhood Police and the garda station at Dublin Airport.


During this time, I had to maintain a diary and submit a project about a relevant topic in my district. (I focused on security in Beaumont Hospital.) Training also included a two-week social placement with a local agency involved in, for example, providing youth services, or assisting the elderly. Phase two training also entailed attending classes one day a week in Harcourt Square. During training, An Garda Síochána would pay me £50 in old Irish punts per week, which was quite a reduction compared to my old salary in Murakami-Wolf.


Fully trained gardaí were assigned to trainees to expose us to as much regular policing work as possible. My tutor, Dave, was the official motorcycle driver on the unit, which limited the time I could spend with him. That didn’t matter, as the rest of the crew took me under their wing. Joe, the official patrol car driver, Andy, Katrina and Joan were in my Santry unit. I had my sergeant, Mick, and a second sergeant, Ronan.


After collecting the garda from the hospital, I also had the eye-opening experience of travelling with the car crew to Mountjoy Jail to deliver a prisoner on my first day. I can still hear the clang of security gates as we entered the jail and handed over custody to the prison guards. Not a nice place, but then, it’s not meant to be. I would spend more time in the bowels of Mountjoy some years later when I attended the scene of a fatal assault.


The regular roster involved eight-hour tours of duty back then. The dreaded changeover took place at certain intervals during a four-week roster. On a changeover, we finished a late tour at 10 p.m. and had to be back in at 6 a.m. the following morning. It was a killer, especially if you got stuck with a prisoner late into the shift. These times and rosters would change as new EU regulations stipulated a minimum number of hours of rest between shifts.


My first week on night shifts in Santry was a difficult one because I’ve never been one to sleep late. I’d get home from work around 7 a.m. and go to bed, but I’d find myself wide awake by midday before going back to work at 10 p.m. The adrenaline would keep me going on busy nights, but I struggled to keep my eyes open when things were quieter.


During those three months, I experienced much of the bread-and-butter calls and daily activities of gardaí. Santry was a quieter district than most others in the DMA, and some days I would sit in the back of the patrol car wondering if the Command and Control dispatch centre would ever have a call for Hotel Alpha One, the code for the Santry car.


Dave did his best to expose me to other aspects of the work and took me to body identifications (BIDs) at Beaumont Hospital when formal identifications of a deceased have to be made by a family member in the presence of a garda – always very sad.


As part of my training, I got to sit in those little booths with garda immigration members in Dublin Airport as they checked arriving passengers’ passports. Dave even brought me to an arriving plane, where I spoke to the cockpit crew. Of course, this was before 9/11 and the ring of steel that surrounds pilots nowadays. I had to spend time in the station’s public office, witnessing dozens of passport applications, answering phones and filling out traffic accident report forms.


Dave brought me to the District Courts, which at the time were located beside the Bridewell garda station on Chancery Street. To me, the courts were particularly daunting. It was all hustle and bustle, with gardaí, judiciary, solicitors, accused persons and witnesses milling everywhere. I couldn’t keep track of everything going on, but even in the confusion, it became clear that the cogs moved quite slowly during court proceedings.


Often when the court clerk called a case, the prosecution or defence had some problem, such as lacking a witness or the defendant being sick. The delaying tactics went on and on. I feared I’d never get the hang of this craic when the time came for me to present my own cases. Over the years, I’ve given evidence in every tier of the Irish courts: Coroner’s Court, Civil, Central Criminal, Special and High Court, but the District Court was always the most hectic and unpredictable. For those first few years on the job, court terrified me.


There were also surreal types of calls, like the time the Kellogg’s warehouse in one of Santry’s industrial parks received a bomb threat. I found myself wandering inside the immense building, gingerly peering into boxes and behind pallets. It occurred to me that this was crazy. Shouldn’t there have been a call to the army’s explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) team? What was I supposed to do if I found a suspicious device? Wave my baton at it? Joe shrugged it off, saying false bomb threats were a regular occurrence, so there was no point in calling out the specialists.


For my two-week ‘social’ placement, I had hoped to link in with a youth club or care home in my district. However, a classmate in Coolock garda station and I drew the short straw because we were sent to Coolure House near Castlepollard in rural Westmeath.


Back then, Coolure House was a cold and damp country house operating as an adventure getaway for kids. Young offenders on community service were often used to staff the place. Living in ‘the boonies’ and entertaining kids day and night was not my idea of fun. For me, the highlight of those two weeks was shovelling manure in the stables. I don’t know what this placement achieved, apart from a capacity for dealing with shit, which I suppose has come in handy over the years.


We didn’t even manage a few pints in Castlepollard, which was probably just as well. A garda recruit who was previously on placement in Coolure was walking back from the pub one night when he accepted a lift from the young offenders he worked with. Only when the guards stopped them did he discover they had stolen the car. Even though the poor recruit was oblivious to the theft, he was done for being a passenger in a stolen vehicle. I counted down the seconds until my two-week placement was up.


Back in Santry, I went out in the car one night with Joe and Joan, patrolling one of the many housing estates in the district. Everything seemed quiet as we slowly cruised around. Then, we spotted three lads removing what appeared to be tools and other builder’s equipment from the side door of a parked van. As soon as they copped us, the lads made a break for it, running off in different directions. Immediately, Joan was out of the car and after one of them, so I took her cue and set off after another one.


I vividly remember the racket I made running in my garda shoes. During phase one, many of us had put steel caps on the heels of our shoes to stop them from wearing down from all the drill we had to do. Now, as I pegged it after the absconding youth, the click-clack, click-clack of my shoes resounded through the housing estate. There was no fear of being able to sneak up on anyone. The young lad turned a corner just ahead of me, and I followed. Then I abruptly stopped because he was nowhere to be seen.


It was only by listening carefully that I could make out someone breathing, or rather, panting, in the darkness. I couldn’t see anything, but the heavy breathing came from the front garden of the corner house beside me. I called out ‘gardaí!’ along with a few colourful oaths. To my surprise, the young lad emerged from his hiding place in the bushes.


As a student garda, I had no power of arrest, but luckily, he didn’t know that. I kept a firm grip on him until Joe and Joan arrived after apprehending one of the other would-be thieves. Joan arrested my captive, and with both in the back of the patrol car, we headed back to the station to process them. I felt pretty chuffed. On my first week of nights, I managed to catch my first ‘gouger’.


I had started to pick up the lingo within the job and learnt terms like ‘mules’, ‘skippers’, ‘cigs’ and ‘hawks’. A ‘mule’ is a garda, usually a lower rank, and it’s how members of the force refer to themselves and others in the ‘polis’.


A ‘skipper’ is a sergeant, and a ‘cig’ is an inspector, taken from the Irish cigire. The typical conversation between two members could be:


‘How are tings?’ (Very important to drop the ‘h’.)


‘Do you know John?’


‘Yeah. Is he a mule?’


‘Yep. He’s in the polis. He’s a skipper in Santry.’


‘Right, I heard his cig is a bit of a bollix, but he has a few good hawks.’


A ‘hawk’ is any sort of service that a mule can get cheaply or even for free. A typical ‘hawk’ was the age-old tradition of picking up the next day’s newspaper for free directly from the printers in the city centre. Many a night, I picked up a free Irish Independent from the printing press on Abbey Street. A standard hawk was getting cheap grub from a chippy or café within the district. Unfortunately, we always ran the risk of any employee who didn’t like the gardaí adding extra ‘ingredients’ to our snack boxes.


Of course, you had to look after a hawk if you didn’t want it to dry up. You were expected to be on hand and patrol the hawk’s area regularly if needed. You also had to watch out for the odd mule who would tear the arse out of a good hawk and ruin it for everyone. Or watch out for mules from neighbouring districts encroaching on the same patch.


The months flew by, and soon I was heading back to Templemore for phase three of training. It had been a largely enjoyable time in Santry, but I already had a niggling feeling deep down that maybe this wasn’t the job for me.


Being a guard meant navigating the confusing court system and dealing with the public. The prospect of court terrified me, and I also found dealing with the public daunting. I was a quiet sort of fella and more than a bit socially awkward.


I tried to put it out of my mind, hoping I’d grow into the job, but I was keenly aware that my days as a student were ending. Time was running out if I wanted to change career direction. In three months, I was to be sworn in as a fully fledged garda.
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ASSIMILATION AND PROCRASTINATION




I was a little excited but mostly blorft. Blorft is an adjective I just made up that means ‘completely overwhelmed but proceeding as if everything is fine and reacting to the stress with the torpor of a possum’.


Tina Fey, Bossypants





After three more months of drill and lectures in Templemore, attestation day had arrived. On 27 October 1994, we all filed into the new gym building as student gardaí in full uniform to declare the oath.


Holding a bible in my right hand, I stood to attention and recited the lengthy garda oath in Irish. I had learnt the oath by rote, pretty much phonetically, so I didn’t have a clue what I was saying. It might as well have been in the Klingon dialect. We then ceremoniously removed the yellow patches from our shoulders, and there was much applause, but no throwing our caps in the air or anything like that. Then, we left the gym as sworn members of the force. And that was it. I was assimilated into An Garda Síochána, just like the Borg in Star Trek. Resistance was futile.


I remember taking a quiet moment afterwards to ponder what had just happened. Here I was, fresh off the production line, officially a guard, albeit still on probation for another 18 months. Only a few years previously, I had left school and sworn I’d never wear a uniform again. I was an artist. I had a creative drive. Was being a garda really being true to my nature?


A fortnight earlier, there had been much excitement as we crowded into the lecture theatre to learn where we were going for our nine months of placement in phase four. We all hoped not to be sent to the border or some other godforsaken backwater. It was less stressful for those of us considered ‘Dubs’ as we usually got a city station. A Limerick chap beside me whispered he had pulled a few strings and would get somewhere close to home. His name was called, followed by his destination, Blacklion, and he turned to me to ask where it was. I told him I didn’t know. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it was a border station in Cavan. So much for pulling a few strings.


When it came to my turn, I fully expected to be sent back to Santry or maybe Coolock or Ballymun. I was chuffed when they said I was going to Malahide. The lovely seaside village was only about 15 minutes’ drive from home. Of course, some lads reckoned I was given a ‘cushy’ station because I had ‘rope’ or knew someone, but this wasn’t the case. I wasn’t even aware that Malahide was in the DMA then, so it was completely off my radar.


Another colleague, Helen, got Malahide as well, but it wasn’t such a pleasant surprise for her as she was from Ballinasloe. My mate Aiden got Naas, which he was delighted with, but another good pal, Dec, from Kildare, got Castleblayney, another border station. Anyway, regardless of which stations we got, we all went for pints to celebrate or drown our sorrows.


I drove home from Templemore the next day, stopping on the way at Malahide station to submit my transfer documentation. The following day, at 10 a.m., I started my first day’s duty. Malahide station was sited in a double-storey Georgian building, a stone’s throw from the harbour and marina. Our sergeant, Seamus, was a real gentleman. The others on the unit were Jerry, Paul, Kevin and John, all fairly seasoned mules. I also met a young guard from another unit in the station called Glenn, who I would become close friends with down the line. Even though we were now sworn gardaí, all the former recruits met up at classes once a week in Harcourt Square. We also had to keep a diary and prepare a dissertation to be submitted as part of our final exams in phase five.
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