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DEDICATION
This book is dedicated to the memory of my parents Chris (1922–2013),
Denis (1922–2002), and also to my friend and work colleague Paul
Humphrey (1958–2009).
'Where Do You Come From?'
From my childhood, I recall seaside outings organised by sta and
parents from the local playground. On the bus to Dollymount,
Portmarnock, Sandymount and elsewhere, we sang the children’s
rhyme:
'Everywhere we go, the people always ask us:
Who we are, and where do you come from?
And we always tell them: we’re from Ballyer!
Mighty, mighty Ballyer!'
In later years, working in di erent settings, I often heard the same
refrain, only instead of Ballyer, it was the Bond, the Brack, Dolphin,
Fatima, James’s, the Gardens and elsewhere. I always associated the
rhyme with children who lived in public housing, and it reinforced a
sense of community and identity, as well as rebu ng the external
disdain often shown towards these estates.
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FOREWORD
(sample foreword— to be decided later with foreword
writer)

W

e can’t write our own histories, but we can re ect on their
main occasions, happenings and stories. History is,
predominantly about past generations and the events in
which they participated. But, as living persons, we do have memories
and memory allows us to write our account and stories, as a resource to
historians.
Stories are mutable, changing, chameleon-like, as time passes and as
versions are repeatedly ltered and recoloured, linking to the next, and
to the next again. Di erent interpretations inevitably lead to
contrasting narratives, for example, of either miserable or sugar-coated
childhoods. Some accounts, potentially, distort the representation of
things that happened, understating, at times, what otherwise might
have been considered important, and alternatively, bringing
signi cance to experiences that others barely noticed.
While memories of past events are frequently ltered to suit
contemporary, personal narratives, there are nonetheless certain, never
changing facts — some positive, some negative — that are
unreconstructed and una ected by whatever position or perspective
from which they have been observed or experienced. They remain
constant, often because a creditable, contemporaneous account was
written or also, on a regular or even daily basis, there are persistent
reminders. These play a vital role in linking together other threads
from lived experience.
A few stories are quite central to this book: the in uence of family
and place, the author’s exposure to street and neighbourhood in
framing social relationships, religious experience and an early
acquisition of knowledge about reform movements and songs of
protest. Outings and visits to other places also have importance, as does
youth-work in Ballyfermot, social studies in Trinity College and
community social work in Dublin’s south inner city. The issue of drugs
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is present in the recounted work experience across four decades —
straddling roles in practice, management, research and teaching.
The author had unique exposure to a range of relevant drug-related
events from both eld and policy perspectives: to observe, to provide
advice, and to help frame particular responses, and to generate
research, information and insights. He has previously written about
these matters in other formats, including the academic method.
Here however, he uses a personal narrative, an approach that
inevitably leads to a story patterned over time, with re ections on
background, childhood, transitions and journeys that led him to his
work around community and drugs. Along the way this journey led
him to constantly examine and critique society’s response to drug
issues, leading ultimately to questioning the dominant legal framework
of prohibition.
The author refrains from the idea of generalising a policy debate
based on one single story, or any single experience of drugs, addiction
or trauma. As a re ection however — based not on one but of several
experiences over a lifetime — the author o ers an account that while
personal, also draws from reliable, creditable third party information,
that helps to explain the present and to frame a fresh narrative about
drugs, and drug policies, and their impact on community and on
society.

INTRODUCTION
Our personal and working lives are transformed by our own choices,
primarily: by our response to what we hear, smell, taste, touch, see and
observe; by our response to events, and our actions, and our re ections
thereafter.
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y parents, Chris and Denis, both reared in Dublin's south
inner city, moved from a small cottage in Harold’s X into the
new public housing estate, Ballyfermot, in 1952. My father’s
sister, Patricia Fowler, and her family, moved in a few years earlier
during the estate’s rst phase. My parents’ move was just after the birth
of my older brother, David, to add to the three eldest, the twins, Brian
and Don, and then Denis (Denny). Three years later I was born in the
Old Coombe Hospital and, as was the norm, within days I was baptised
a Catholic in the Church of St Nicholas of Myra, Francis Street, just two
hundred metres from the hospital. My birth was followed by my
brother Owen three years later and by my sister Eilish four years later
again.
Like other families who moved to Ballyfermot in the 1950s, my
parents, aware that there was little else other than houses, quickly
settled and helped to make the estate into a community: a place where
people could live with security, where children could be schooled and
play safely, with facilities for shopping, sports, recreation and
opportunities for employment. These all came in due course, but it was
a slow burner.
In the rst few years, this young suburban estate of over 40,000
population had fewer shops, pubs and facilities than many a small
rural town. Enclosed by the Inchicore railway works, the southern
railway line, River Li ey and farmland, all that physically lay in
between were houses, only seven kilometres from the city centre, in a
place considered ‘out the country’ or ‘in the sticks’. Later, a church,
schools and shops were established, followed by a dance hall, the Ritz,
and Ireland’s largest cinema, the Gala. Industry and warehouses
eventually came too, forming a boundary along the estate's western and
southern fringes.
Our street had one hundred and thirty separate houses in blocks of
six, all with the same grey, pebble-dashed frontage, brown-stained
wooden doors and window frames, white sills, and grey boundary steel
railings that were xed to nine-inch concrete stump walls. The houses

Looking down Ballyfermot Parade from our house, 1960s

were small, basic and well built, with a two-up, two-down layout and a
replace in each room. By later standards, they were overcrowded but
still had more rooms and space than most residents’ previous homes.
My father built a small kitchenette so that we could sit around a
table for breakfast or evening tea. Outside the backdoor was a gas- red
washing machine with heavy, hand-turned rollers, a half- nished shed,
and a garden planted with potatoes, rhubarb, onions and beetroot,
bordered by rose bushes and willow trees, where in the summer we
made a ‘den’ and played ‘hide and seek’. We also used the willow trees
to make bows and crooked arrows that we shared with street friends.
Over time, most houses acquired an extension. A few of these ended
up almost as large as the original structures. From time to time, during
the mid-1960s, mobile homes were lifted by huge cranes over houses
into back gardens so that young married couples had starter homes
while they had their rst children, saved the deposit to buy a house, or
awaited a Dublin Corporation allocation in new estates such as
Ballymun, Clondalkin and Tallaght
In my early childhood, our house was bare, furniture was minimal,
the bedroom walls remained uncovered for a few years in their original
pink plaster nish, and ornaments were sparse: a ceramic wall font
with holy water at the front door; in the living room, a Sacred Heart
picture with votive light and a small corner altar that had a grey metal
cross, a blue and white statue of the Virgin Mary and two cruets.
Other ornaments, received by my parents as wedding gifts, were
held in the parlour, neatly placed on a mantelpiece that my father had
made with mahogany o -cuts from a carpentry job. Pride of place was a
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INTRODUCTION

Looking down Ballyfermot Parade from outside our house, 2022

set of miniature (2 inches high), brown pottery stout mugs, emblazoned
with a brewery emblem. The mugs were much admired by visitors, and
later, coveted by my siblings when the time came to share my mother’s
belongings — ornaments, photographs and her own artwork — after
she died at age 90 in 2013.
Ballyfermot’s rst residents, like my parents, were mainly inner-city
and inner-suburban Dublin families, including families who
were.resettled from old, overcrowded tenements and other dwellings,
and second-generation families from Cabra, Crumlin, East Wall,
Kilmainham, Ringsend and Marino. Several other families came from
rural towns and villages, having decided to settle in Dublin for work
and opportunity. For residents who grew up surrounded by city slums
or at the back end of rural towns, their house in Ballyfermot was their
place, their castle. Outside — back and front — was their land, their
domain, surrounded by an imaginary moat that enclosed a real,
defensible space that could be shared, if they chose to do so, or
otherwise kept private.
As the estate progressed, and as the street lled with cars, the house
and garden boundaries became more prominent, with hedges, fences,
gates, driveways and several newly built porch surrounds and painted
or cladded facades all serving to mark the di erence between one
house and the next, between one private space and another, and in how
di erent, separate characteristics were represented. There was a lot in
common — streetscapes, house colours, gardens and boundaries —
but viewed from within there was very little the same: It was a
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community, but people had separate roots and identities, and were not
a tribe.
Looking back, I feel fortunate for having been reared and formed in
an urban environment. Its grey physical features, space and contours
were graphically modern. By contrast, our cultural exposure was
traditionalist, re ecting a predominantly rural national value system,
and a conservative middle-class polity. Residents had to put up with
external attitudinal obstacles simply because their community, as a
public housing estate, was often labelled a ‘bad area’, which in turn
negatively impacted on young people’s prospects for employment and
social opportunities.
Chris and Denis encouraged their children to perceive labelling as a
prejudice against the working class, propagated by vested interests who,
according to my father, resented State intrusion in housebuilding and
social development, and who intentionally held back on public funding
for basic infrastructure and facilities. He could get going on these topics
when he wanted, leaving me icking through the dictionary, trying to
understand his speeches, agreeing with or questioning his arguments.
My older siblings often just smiled and made jokes about his
outbursts.
Some families took labelling badly and encouraged their children to
use relatives’ addresses when applying for jobs. Other families simply
found it di cult to adapt and survive and at the earliest opportunity
they transferred back to where they had come from, back to familiar
places, extended family and other systems of established support. Most
families, however, stayed and settled, making the estate with its streets,
houses and people, into a community.
Surrounded by a built environment, Ballyfermot today is an even
larger public housing estate, with more and more housing
developments having been added over successive decades. Here there
were no red lines preventing public housing, and no protests to stop
Traveller dwellings. Long before one of Dublin’s rst o cial Traveller
settlements was established, with community support, in Labre Park,
just o Kylemore Road, a temporary encampment with barrel-shaped
caravans and large canvas tents thrived along Upper Ballyfermot Road.
Located opposite Cherry Orchard Hospital, it accommodated one of
the rst signi cant cohort of Traveller families to seek settlement in
Dublin.
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The encampment was grey, dim and physically unwelcoming, but
nonetheless full of life. It frequently hosted overnight traditional music
gatherings with a mix of Traveller, settled, visiting and overseas
participants, including, on one occasion, my older brothers, who called
in following a night out in town and returned home with stories about
pipers, ddlers and singers all assembled in a large communal tent at
the centre of the encampment. The Traveller and settled communities
were separate, however, and their di erences became reinforced over
the decades, although less so than in wealthier, settled areas of Dublin,
where the red lines prevailed.
At the outset, Ballyfermot had very little local commercial activity.
Before the Elephant and Power’s supermarkets — both long since
closed — and before the construction of the main shopping strip, there
were only a few small shops on Grange Cross, Drum nn, Claddagh
Green and Decies Road. A couple of shop vans also did business on
Ballyfermot Crescent and Kylemore Road. Residents regularly got the
bus to Thomas Street and Meath Street to buy groceries, clothes, and
household items. There were few cars. When my father purchased his
rst Morris Minor in the mid-sixties, his was one of only ve cars on
our street, although within another decade there were so many that
football and other street play became curtailed.
Until the late sixties there was no local industrial sector. Expansion
eventually came in the shape of new manufacturing units, such as the
enormous Semperit tyre factory located immediately south of the
railway line, where previously several garden allotments had thrived,
and where we were sometimes sent on Saturday mornings to buy fresh
vegetables. The oil crisis of the 1970s and the recession of the 1980s
followed shortly after, with the result that many industrial units,
including the tyre factory, became idle a little more than two decades
after being built.
I’ve encountered a variety of re ections from former — and still
current — residents on the estate regarding its early decades. The more
nostalgic evoke memories of how ordinary people came together to
settle and build a community that was at rst lacking in history,
facilities or a shared meaning. Others are more anxious, recalling
troubled family, neighbourhood or school events. Some view it simply
as a place that they stayed in temporarily for a period while they
prepared a life, somewhere else.
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In my case my re ections of Ballyfermot are mixed. I am conscious
that tradition and social identity inheres not in the setting but in the
people who inhabit it. In the case of Ballyfermot it starts, not with
stories from the original rural townland, but with the accounts from the
rst wave of families who arrived at their new, mutual point of urban
settlement. For this rst generation, their stories start with memories of
an estate that was barely up to its ankles when we were born, and
whose sparse physical settings — both indoor and outside —
in uenced our choices and decisions. These memories are important:
they help inform culture, the invention of tradition, and the sharing of
experience. They also shape our identity, which constantly evolves as
ideas of family, neighbourhood and community are challenged and
reformulated through the in uence of new events, new developments,
other places, other journeys and other people.
A particularly formative period for me was when, at age twenty, I was
employed as a play leader and youth worker in Ballyfermot
Playground, an experience that inspired me to study social work at
Trinity College, Dublin. After qualifying in 1980, I worked for ve years
as a community worker in Dublin’s south inner-city, mainly in the at
complex, St Teresa’s Gardens — also known as the ‘Gardens’. At the
time, the south inner city was the location of Ireland’s rst clustered
Young people at entrance corner, St. Teresas’ Gardens 1980s
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experience of heroin use, a problem that had a huge impact on
community residents and several other rami cations. The Gardens
witnessed both the rst forced eviction of heroin dealers during the
1980s anti-drugs movement and also witnessed the rst StateCommunity partnership project that was intended to prevent and treat
drug problems. The project oundered and closed down a few years
after it was established. Many events surrounding this period continue
to raise questions for government and society, particularly about the
State’s relationship to the provision and management of public
housing, its capacities around providing community services, and its
ability to comprehensively grasp drug problems as an issue for public
policy.
Having grown up in a public housing estate, I am obviously aware of
the bene t of State housing, and I believe I can understand the vision
of those who planned and built communities in which working-class
families and families of low income would be guaranteed a secure
home, with a ordable rent, tenure and a safe, secure and positive
environment. Unfortunately, this vision was not always evident in the
attitude of local authority councils who built the estates, nor among
other mainstream service providers.
Young people at entrance corner, St. Teresas’ Gardens 1980s
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In my experience, Dublin Corporation often patronised its own
tenants and showed little interest in investing in environmental,
recreational and cultural facilities. Local educators frequently lowered
their expectations of working-class children, thus reinforcing limited
social, educational and job opportunities. There was also an
institutional disdain towards estates with large numbers of
unemployed during recessionary periods. This was particularly evident
in employment exchanges, such as the run-down Victorian building in
Werbrugh Street, during recessionary periods in the seventies and
eighties where Ballyfermot’s unemployed regularly and unnecessarily
endured two to three-hour queues as they awaited their dole payments.
All these factors contributed to creating and sustaining the social and
environmental conditions within which problematic drug use
commenced and ourished.
Yet, past achievements in public housing are both positive and
substantial, particularly when compared to the paucity of public
housing-building in contemporary times. These should be celebrated.
There is a case that in both good times and bad, government needs to
be more directly involved in building houses and doing better in their
management.
A more balanced housing market can potentially suppress
ghettoization, and also suppress excessive property value increases, as
well as developing a mixture of housing types: private-owner, privaterented, public-rented, joint public-private owned, and so forth.
Unfortunately, proposals for mixed housing developments have limited
impact in a market dominated by private interests who simply see in a
house price increase, an investment opportunity and who regard
additional social provision as undermining housing in ation It
requires greater government intervention to re-balance this
relationship.
As a social studies graduate, I am mindful that, historically, social
work originated as a practical — and political — response to the plight
of displaced and disa ected migrant populations in late nineteenthcentury and early twentieth-century western societies, particularly
populations migrating as a result of famine — as with those who
migrated from Ireland — and because of other major disruptions. Most
notably, social work was inspired by the social reform and settlement
bodies that were established in London (Toynbee Hall), Chicago (Hull
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House) and New York (United Neighbourhood Houses). In Dublin, a
similar body, the Civics Institute, helped to set up Ireland’s rst social
work course in Trinity College during the 1930s and facilitated practical
training for student social workers in its small network of urban
playgrounds.
The Irish Association of Social Work (IASW) was founded in 1971,
and the following year a brochure presented to the Minister for Health,
Erskine Childers, TD (1905–1974), by the then IASW President, Noreen
Kearney (1934–2019), a lecturer in Trinity, described community social
work as being focused on helping 'families individuals and community
groups to make constructive use of community resources'. The
brochure continues: ‘Because of their knowledge of human behaviour,
of social conditions, and of existing services, social workers are
involved with other professions, and with the community generally, in
the whole process of social change’.
Childers — who was later elected President of Ireland (1973–1974) –
optimistically described the community-based social worker as an
'innovator' a 'stirrer-upper' and as a 'vital catalytic agent whose job was
to act on a complex array of voluntary and statutory agencies for the
promotion of community care.'
As Minister for Health, 1969—1973, it fell to Childers to commence
the transformation of health and social services under the Health Act
(1970), with particular attention to ending the old dispensary system to
be replaced by a choice-of-doctor scheme and putting into place eight
regional health boards, with three operational programmes. One of
these, Community Care, was considered by Childers to be the most
important, as it would, he hoped, lead to the development of
community health teams in which local health needs would come to
the fore.
Under Community Care, State-employed social work teams were, for
the rst time, established, and these teams also included community
workers, most of whom were social work trained. When, after
graduating in 1980, I started work in the south inner city of Dublin, I
was part of one of these teams, then eight members based in
Community Care Area 3, which stretched from the River Li ey to the
north — between O’Donovan Rossa Bridge and Sean Heuston Station
— and south to Rathfarnam, thus including south west inner city,
Harold’s Cross and Terenure. Initially, I had a tiny o ce in the Carnegie
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Centre, Lord Edward Street, which I shared with a colleague. We also
shared a single telephone — an extension line from the adjoining
council o ces that were part of City Hall.
It is often stated that the promised transformation of health and
social services, especially through the Community Care Programme,
failed. The truth is, it was never fully implemented, particularly as
established administrative, professional and political interests
consistently resisted and delayed the changes that were required, if
indeed they were ever fully understood. Fifty years later, under the
current plan for transforming health, Sláinte Care, the resistance to
change, at all levels, continues.
I nd a re ection on this background helpful in grounding me in
social work from a community perspective. Contemporary social work
is often — and justi ably — criticised for being too conservative. With
numbers that are easily eight times those of 1980, they are overburdened with regulation, and as a group, social workers are
susceptible to the public’s need for scapegoats, particularly when
things go wrong in child care.
Yet, despite the regular public focus on its shortcomings, there are
several within the ranks of social work who remain committed to its
reformist and community development purpose, and who also, are
focused on assisting vulnerable communities and populations to
identify hidden needs, to access resources, and to seek collective voice
and expression. They should be given more support to do the work for
which they were initially trained, and which continues to be badly
needed.
I recall that, as a social worker, the rst written submission I made to
a State body concerning drug problems arose from a presentation I
made to a special meeting of Dublin City Council in October 1981. The
meeting was convened to consider Dublin’s drug problem, and my
submission was made at the request of the then Lord Mayor, Alexis
FitzGerald Jnr (1945–2015). In this submission I drew attention to the
correlation between housing degradation, the lack of community
services and emerging heroin problems at a time when, judging by
other presentations at the City Council meeting, these connections
were denied, and downplayed, and for some time after, simply ignored.
Given the context of developments in housing estates, and also taking
into account other domestic and international developments in drug
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supplies, the onset of heroin use as a problem during the 1980s was
inevitable and, as early as mid 1960s, it was also anticipated. It should
have been more e ectively planned for and Irish society should never
have had to face the prolonged devastation that was subsequently
wreaked by these problems in public housing estates — some since
demolished or refurbished. The failure of government, institutions and
society to act had catastrophic consequences. Through rational
discussion, society can act to avoid the crisis of other drug problems
now presenting.
In general, I have found that drug policy-making is episodic and
reactive and also lacks ongoing debate and deliberation. There is a
need, I believe, for a radical change in how policy is formulated.
Political leaders need to stop waiting around for the next crisis and to
become more proactive in instituting policy debates, and in
anticipating future realities and new problems.
In my personal view, drug problems are best analysed not rstly from
either justice or health perspectives, but in economic terms: a market
that delivers massive amounts of illegal product to people who want it
and who can a ord to pay for it, but who have no need to take the legal
risk of possessing anything more than what they require for immediate
personal use. Theoretically, they can be arrested and convicted of drug
possession, but this rarely happens.
The risk, therefore, is carried not by the large body of consumers, but
primarily by those in much fewer numbers who deliver the drugs:
mostly poor, indebted, and sometimes enslaved young people —
teenagers, young mothers and young fathers — many of whom also use
illegal drugs, but whose only alternative access to employment and
income is through exploitative gig economy workplaces.
Meanwhile, the wealth and power of those who own and control the
criminal drug market expands, potentially in ltrating all levels of
society, and in some instances distorting the lines between the State,
civil society, crime and acts of terrorism. Some countries have
experienced staggering levels of violence and deaths arising from the
illegal drug trade as the war on corruption takes precedence over the
war on drugs. Recently, powers normally associated with State security,
have been assigned to capture and convict named international drug
tra ckers, whose leadership in the illicit drug market is relatively
easily replaced by other, perhaps more ruthless, associates, some of
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whom no doubt eagerly await the demise of their erstwhile colleagues,
and the economic opportunities that present. This level of attention to
the issue of illegal drugs is overwhelming, and added to the devastating
individual impacts of the illegal drug trade on individuals and families
and on their communities, it highly suggests there is need for a radical
rethink of drug policy, not just in Ireland, but globally.
Where Do You Come From? is written mainly for people who share
similar background experiences as mine, and for others who study,
work in, write about drug problems and community work. I’ve written
this book in accordance with three interrelated themes and although
these are present throughout, they nonetheless partially follow a
structured chronology.
The rst theme Community (chapters 1 to 8), concerns the settings
and places that in uenced my childhood and formation, exploring
family, religion, school and teenage journeys, and my engagement with
neighbourhood issues through work, study and my own personal
development.
The second theme, Drugs (chapters 9 to 16), is about my involvement
with drug problems especially in Dublin’s south inner city during the
heroin epidemic in the 1980s. Five chapters, 9– 13 (25% of the text
overall) are concerned exclusively with this period, re ecting its
importance in the overall narrative. This section also draws from my
involvement with di erent agencies and their responses to these drug
problems since that period, including the Ana Li ey Drug Project, the
Rialto Community Drug Team, and the Addiction Research Centre,
Trinity College. My most recent employed role (2013–2021) was as
coordinator of a government-funded Drug and Alcohol Task Force in
Dun Laoghaire Rathdown, one of twelve such task forces in Dublin.
In the third theme, Re ection (chapters 17 and 18), issues arising in the
main narrative are explored within the context of contemporary
developments, with particular attention to the need for debate and a
radical re-think of drug policies, including alcohol, and also the need
for greater institutional supports for community services and
community development.
When I started to write this text, my main aim was to do a re ective
piece, and I drew mainly on various research reports and teaching
notes that I compiled throughout my working career, and also on two
academic theses that I completed: one on drugs, the other on alcohol.
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At rst, therefore, I found myself writing from a somewhat detached
standpoint. I eventually decided on a personal narrative and from there
the book took a di erent course, and in general I have tried to combine
the personal with the social.
In my life to date I am conscious of a few major external disruptions:
the Oil Crisis of mid 1970s followed by the economic recession of the
1980s, the heroin and HIV crisis during the 1980s and into the 1990s, the
Banking Crisis and recession 2008-2014 and most recently the Covid 19
Pandemic. Above each of these however, the prevailing impact of the
Northern Ireland Troubles of 1969—1998, dominated. The Troubles
commenced when I was fourteen and by the time of the Good Friday
Agreement I approached my mid-forties.
During the 1980s/1990s, I, along with my wife, Pat, frequently visited
friends in Belfast. It was my impression that, despite the unrelenting
impact of the Troubles on their lives and on their families, that they
and their friends’ network, perhaps unintentionally, projected a type of
pseudo-normality, facing everyday challenges without any sense of
being encumbered, thereby not acknowledging, in real-time, the
impact of the Troubles on their daily routines. Personally, my
impression of the North, during that period, was as a place apart:
partying in my friends’ home and never in pubs or restaurants, caution
in social and political discourse, and a constant awareness about
personal safety especially if travelling alone at night.
Down South, the topic of Northern Ireland was always present in
economic and business terms. Border security, and its spillover into
policing activities, was an issue of major concern and so too was that of
un nished political business. While Irish governments were often
criticised for not giving enough attention to Northern Ireland, it was
more the case that whatever the attention — which was enormous — it
seemed to be impossible to make political progress. The fact that it took
so long for peace to be achieved was not for the want of political e ort,
but that the problems seemed so intractable, and that some key actors
appeared to be irretrievably tied into militarism.
In addition, the other down South impact of the Troubles was the
virtual pausing of social and cultural progress. I regularly shared with
members of family and friends that having decided to remain in
Ireland and not emigrate, as was the path of thousands of our
contemporaries, we subsequently felt condemned to live in a society
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that, in comparison to other places, felt like a backwater. Much has
changed since the 1990s, especially following the passing of social
legislation, and the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, although it
is instructive to note that that these changes have yet to last the test of a
single generation.
In addition to major external events, as a child, I also experienced a
random violent attack that today continues to cause occasional
personal distress and to have e ect on my identity and sense of
wellbeing. Thankfully through various activities over the years and also
through writing here, about same incident, I have been able to
substantially rescue and celebrate the positives from childhood,
positives that I believe resonate with many others of my generation that
share similar growing-up and lived experiences.
Finally, while the main focus in the book is on community and drug
issues, the overall intent is to express agency: to underline that personal
choices parallel our wider positions; that our perspectives on matters
social are commonly derived from subjective experience. Our personal
and working lives are transformed, primarily, by our own choices: by
our response to what we hear, smell, taste, touch, see and observe; by
our response to events, and our actions, and re ections thereafter.
Where Do You Come From? encompasses one such re ection.
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CHAPTER 1
GRAPEVINE
The rules were just 'there', lingering in the ether: knowledge passed along
a children’s grapevine.

D

uring 2012 I spent a lot of time in the family home on
Ballyfermot Parade. My mother was in nursing care, the house
was empty, and I was there several times on my own to sort out
her personal belongings, and to keep the rooms aired and warmed. The
house felt lonely but not abandoned. Her presence, and the emotions
that I associated with her, were still there. I could also hear my father’s
voice lling the house, reaching from the kitchen extension all the way
up to the bedrooms. He died a decade earlier, just past his eightieth
birthday, having been cared for by my mother, at home for a few years.
His various physical illnesses appeared to have little impact on his
mental alertness, his desire to continue living, or his capacity to debate
religion, politics and other worldly matters.
Sitting in the home I could feel myself back in time, remembering
details: some eeting; others lingering; all mostly intact. My favourite
spot was the upstairs front bedroom that I shared with my ve brothers,
until the two eldest — the twins Brian and Don — as teenagers were
given their separate bedroom space in the parlour, which we all used in
succession when they moved out.
Occasionally I lay on the one remaining upstairs bed, by the
window, feeling the sense of the place, remembering the sounds and
thoughts of childhood. I could hear the early morning routine of the
Dublin Dairies milkman: the clinking of bottles being left on the
doorstep, the rattling metal crate being taken away for the empties to be
re-used, and my brother, David, sneaking down to bring in the milk so
he could drink the cream from the rst bottle without shaking it.
Looking out on the street from the front bedroom, I imagined a
crowded, car-free environment, forming a single, unfenced, living
playground, full of children of all ages at random play. They hid
between hedges or gathered in small groups on house doorsteps before
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gradually congregating to make plans: ball games, skipping, chasing,
rambling on three-wheelers and scooters, pushing heavy prams and
buggies. Other groups huddled against the nine-inch walls at the
railings with miniature play cards, swop cards, jackstones, bent pennies
and marbles.
For wagers, the main card game was pontoon (ponners), using
picture cards, steelies or cleaned lollipop sticks, the latter of which
were collected from street pavements, batched and then washed in the
bathtub, and tied in bundles of ve, ten and fty. Other children played
‘the mowl’, aiming damaged pennies into water cock holes from two
metres and using the penny to knock opponents’ pennies in also. The
street dogs — each with its own individual tag, including our own
‘Buster Cullen’ — mingled in with the play, or grouped together to do
their own rambling.
Through various activities, the street came alive. One minute it
mirrored the TV series Wagon Train, with prams and carts circled in
frontier battles. The next, it was Sherwood Forest, with outlaws
climbing the railings to steal from the imaginary rich, while several
Little Johns waved their sta s, supplied from the willow trees in our
back garden. Meanwhile, the railings would become a circus tight rope
that we walked with balancing poles.
Later, we were Arkle and Mill House, getting a lift on my brothers’
backs or leaping the hedges in the Gold Cup as The Three Musketeers
fenced Gene Kelly-style with wooden swords my older brothers had
made with timber o -cuts from my dad’s carpentry. Around midmorning, Gerry the Breadman, in his brown work coat, drove his
Johnston Mooney & O’Brien battery-powered e-van from block to
block, delivering fresh batch loaves, sliced pans, gur cakes, jam tarts
and cream buns.
From the bedroom, I also recalled the scents of childhood: the earthy
smell of summer rain drying on the pavements, newly laid tar on the
footpath borders, and toy-gun sulphur, especially at Christmas, when
we blasted each other with capped Winchesters and six-shooters, and
later we’d re-arm with new caps bought from Doran’s shop in
Drum nn Park, which always opened on St Stephen’s Day morning.
The open entrance at the side of Hanlons, directly across the road from
our house, led to a bent railings opening into the ‘glass eld’, so called
because a concrete street that bisected it was permanently strewn with
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Margie, Barry, Eilish, Owen and Breda, mid 1960s

broken bottles. Hanlon’s side entrance was our Christmas morning wild
west.
I imagined two sisters, Breda and Margie, who lived nearby. They
had an old-fashioned tricycle that they generously shared. In the back
gardens, I played calm, quiet games with them — doctors, nurses,
mammies and daddies. I didn’t play those games out on the street. The
two girls often minded my sister, Eilish. I remember the girls so well.
They were simply beautiful, gentle girls, whereas we, apart from Eilish,
were loud, rough and always teasing and arguing.
On the street, soccer was played almost daily, and at its most
primitive. Everybody played everybody else to take possession and aim
the ball at a telegraph pole. Very imaginatively, the game was called ‘hit
the pole’. Other popular ball games were also played: hurling, golf,
tennis and rounders. Rugby was the exception. Two sisters from across
the street often played tennis, with real rackets, tennis clothes and short
skirts.
On occasions the pole was used for swings. During the early 1970s a
young girl was struck and killed by a passing car as she swung, mid-air,
around a pole on a nearby street. Those of us, children and teenagers
alike, who were there, were left numbed and distressed, not only out of
anguish for the girl’s distraught parents as they knelt, grieved and
19
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Preparing Eilish for pram rides, mid 1960s

prayed over the body of their only child, but also from our new-found
awareness of the risks involved in such carefree activities.
Another high risk activity was to race prams, with children in them.
Alongside, other children would race bicycle wheels with tyres and
spokes removed, pushing them with a stick. Amidst the noise, I can still
recall Eilish swinging from the straps in her pram cart, screaming
wildly as we rounded the corner at the end of the road.
By age eleven we became more structured in our soccer, with a
goalkeeper, defenders and attackers and we lined up as teams in the
Lawns, two streets away. As it got dark, we could hear the noise from
cider drinkers in the back elds, singing, shouting and laughing as we
continued to squeeze the last from our evening football, making sure
we got home before the teenage drinkers went on the rampage,
charging aimlessly, and disrupting whatever gatherings they
encountered.
On the street lived a man who chopped and sold re kindling. We
could hear him every night, chunk, chunk, chunk. In the morning, he
set out early with his box cart and kindling tied in neat bundles. It was
the only time I ever saw him, coming and going with his little wooden
cart, wearing a dark-brown overcoat and sorting out his kindling bags.
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A next-door neighbour died when I was about ve. She was thin,
with a distant look. I remember the cold shock of her death. It was
early on a frosty morning and there was knocking on the back door.
Her son asked my mother to come in and help. Through soft
conversations I heard whispered words about her refusing to eat before
she died. While others got on with the rituals of death and burial, I
nursed chilblains by the coal re, after playing on frozen-over water
puddles in rubber boots.
The nearby playground, the ‘Layer’, at the top of the street, was a
large tarmac-covered and railed area, with swings, roundabouts,
playing pitches, sand pits and an enclosed green copper-roofed hall,
which was little more than a rainy-day shelter. As a toddler, my older
brothers regularly brought me there during the summer. It had a
sectioned-o area, and I was left to play with the other toddlers while
my brothers went to the bigger section. By age six I made my way there
on my own or with friends. The playground leaders were usually great,
and we loved both their individual and collective attention, which was
generally loose and informal.
We stayed there for hours, playing with the equipment, hanging out,
running around chasing, or huddled against a three-foot concrete wall
behind the shelter. We would play in the Layer until we got bored or
until we were called to gather under the shelter at lunchtime to say a
prayer. We would then return home and decide our afternoon play: out
onto the street, back up to the Layer or into the eld.
The street had about ve separate area-based child groupings, and
although they overlapped, in general each had a core membership
consisting the children from two blocks either side. Our street was like
a village, and as kids, during our mid-childhood, we were in di erent
groups within the same village area. We kept to our own grouping for
play purposes, but we respected the other groups and did not wander
outside our small area into their’s, unless we were passing through to
go to the shops or school or informally granted permission to play
there.
When ‘Larry the Wasteman’, who owned a farm and piggery near
the 7th lock Grand Canal Bridge, arrived on our street with his horse
and cart to collect household slops of leftover food and peelings, we
took turns at di erent street sections to help with the horse, collecting
the waste until he eventually moved to the next street, where the
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Owen and Barry, playing horsey in front garden, with Denny and Brian, trick
photography in back garden with David, and comboys, mid, 1960s.

pattern was repeated with other street groups. While many parents
gladly participated in this waste recycling, they were horri ed at the
thoughts of us sitting up on Larry's cart, amidst the dirty, smelly,
cylindrical metal containers he used for sorting and storing his waste.
We loved it.
The kids on the adjacent street were our main enemy. As they were
from a completely di erent village, we hated them. The glass eld
separated us. We had our entrance through a lane, long since closed o ;
their entrance was the lane opposite. We had separate pathways up to
the guer or stew house — an ugly, bunker-like, concrete building with
no proper surround or pavement, at the top of the eld. It was operated
by the Catholic Social Welfare Conference, set up by the ultra
conservative, Archbishop John Charles McQuaid (1895-1973), and
provided cheap daily meals.
It was an ignominy to have to go to the guer. Owen and I were
forbidden from going but occasionally without my mother knowing,
we would hang around mid-morning asking for free rock buns, which
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they often made and were very tasty with butter. Mostly they did
dinners at lunchtime. People who collected the food with billycans
passed us like ghosts. It was an unstated rule that we didn’t recognise
them, and they never acknowledged us. Treading the muddy pathway
to the guer underlined whatever shame came with having to go there.
Through silence, we could show either disdain or solidarity, while
pretending not to notice.
There was one lad from our group who was regularly sent there by
his mam. He would be playing with us and then called into the house,
get the billycans, and pass us in silence both to and from the guer.
After, he would come back out to play. I’m sure neither he nor his
family considered they were poor and certainly nothing about the
external, pristine look of their home suggested they were any poorer
than the rest of us, but clearly, they could either not a ord, or were
unable to prepare, home-cooked food.
We often built camps or a den in the glass eld, with old furniture,
wood and metal scraps, and we also used empty, dry manholes as a
base. Once a camp was built, we defended it, usually against attacks
from children from the other streets. Often it was a short stando and
reason prevailed, as the eld was big enough for us all. But not always,
and sometimes a couple of people would have ‘a go’ to resolve things.
Occasionally, war broke out and that’s when the whole village – or
street — united. Every available child gathered to line up like tribes:
one street against the other. The youngest kids, pawn-like, charged
each other waving sticks and shields made from bin lids. Older kids
came behind, with stones, squashed tin cans and other missiles and
ung them high.
Inevitably, somebody got a bad blow and there was blood and we all
dispersed out of fear of the adults: the mothers, ‘auld ones’ or
‘missuses’, as we called them, who intervened. Fathers were never
there, always at work, or somewhere, but never publicly seen minding
the kids. Those who didn’t manage to get o -site risked being dragged
kicking and screaming by their mother, a terrible embarrassment, and
worse than any beating in battle. After, we were warned to stay away
from the eld and we abided by that for a day or two, until we started
again.
The mother of the largest family, Brunt’s, on our part of the street
was from Wexford. It was a hard-working, female-dominated family of
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thirteen. The girls tended to direct and control a lot of the street play.
During the summer they put couches and chairs out on the pavement,
and at night they organised most of the team games. Along with the
Berry’s whose mother was from Galway, who lived directly opposite
them, and the Hanlon’s whose mother was from Mayo, they organised
and directed the play, deciding the main games to be played, their
sequence and they arbitrated on rules and complaints.
They often started with ‘beds’, or hopscotch, or with a large swing
rope they sang the rhymes Starvation once again; The robbers passing by;
The great ship sailed through the alley-o; Ma, ma, will you buy me ah, and
The rattlin’ bog. Participants were mainly girls; the boys mostly played
football or looked on, only occasionally joining in. The girls knew all
the rhymes and they tended to decide the running order from one
game to the next. After skipping, the boys joined to play ‘Queenie-IOh’, followed by ‘O’Grady says’, in which a leader issued instructions as
per: 'O’Grady says, put your hands in the air' or 'kneel down on the
ground'. Children stayed in the game by obeying the instructions, but
only when these were pre xed with ‘O’Grady says’.
Our favourite evening game however was chasing. Playing ‘stop’, we
had one life that could be cut short by the hit of a ball. In the longer
version, we had at least four lives before elimination: ‘sick, dying, dead,
and buried’. Alternatively, we played chasing games in teams, such as
‘kick the can’ or ‘relee-ve-o’. To start or reset group games, someone
would call out: 'all in, all in', and every available child was expected to
come together and participate. To nish the evening, as it got dark, we
played ‘nick-nack’, which involved knocking on neighbours’ doors and
running and hiding. Inevitably, this led to complaints and when this
happened, we were brought in.
We never had adult supervision for street games, and adults never
taught us how to play or set the rules about who was in charge, who
was on it, or who got knocked out. The rules were just 'there', lingering
in the ether: knowledge passed along a children’s grapevine. It was the
simple joy of being there, watching others, and then taking part; taking
turns, being called to lead, accepting the leadership of others,
celebrating wins and groaning and giving out when defeated. All of this
was passed on to younger counterparts when their turn arrived,
recreating the games that were previously played by older friends and
siblings.
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The young toddlers tended to be minded by older children. Our
house was no di erent. In mid-childhood, I minded my brother Owen
and my younger sister, Eilish. Usually, within a few weeks of new-born
infants arriving home, two to three pre- and early-teen girls would
knock on parents’ doors and o er to take the infants for pram walks.
Later, as they grew, they o ered to play with the toddlers, take them to
the playground and look after them.
The adults, of course, were always pleased with these communal
childcare arrangements. Most of the men were gone to work, and the
women simply needed time to do the housework, get the shopping and
cook the meals. Some, as was the case with my mother, had piecework
to do in the home. It was all very gendered and patterned, but
communal, nonetheless.
On one occasion, Owen (three years old), my brother David (nine),
and myself (six), were at home together, on our own, playing good and
bad cowboys. I was the bad cowboy. The two lads tied me up and
attempted to carry me, face down, but let me fall on the hard lino oor,
splitting my chin. There was blood everywhere. I was rushed to a
neighbour and one of the teenage boys, knowing what to do,
immediately brought me by bus to Dr Steevens’ Hospital with a white
towel on my chin. I was stitched up and left with a small scar. As an
adult my chin was easily pricked during shaving, and for this reason, I
decided to grow and keep a beard.
Shortly after my minor accident, the same teenager and his family
su ered a major tragedy when their six-year-old boy, Seán, the same
age as I was, and a friend at the time, died because of burns he received
from lighting matches under a bed. One day, he, his brother, Declan,
Owen, and I, were all playing in our back garden. That was the last I
saw of him. The next day, Mr. Kelly, the newspaper dealer, who lived
around the corner, bundled the badly burnt boy into his car and sped
to Dr Steevens’ Hospital. Sadly, it was too late. It was a distressing
period for everybody. Shortly afterwards, his grief-stricken family
moved back to the city centre from where they’d originally come.
There were regular street accidents and trips to hospital for stitches.
On separate occasions, two children were brought there with head
gashes following incidents in which they were ‘split open’, having been
on the receiving end of respective missiles — a stone and a squashed
tin can — that I had thrown, with deadly accuracy. I was far from being
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a street ghter and didn’t have a reputation as having a ‘good shot’. I
often felt left out because I was not as prepared as others were to do
‘battle’ and being caught in ghts was usually inadvertent. On both
occasions, I got lucky, but my mother was furious and refused to accept
any explanation that I hadn’t started it. I was subsequently ‘kept in’.
Alongside childcare, there were other informal communal
arrangements on the street. Bigger children walked smaller children to
school; when we were sent to the shops for last-minute groceries we
were asked to check with neighbours in case they were short of
anything, as some never got out and relied on others to get the paper,
milk, bread and cigarettes. I recall the following regular call of 'young
fella, will you get me ve woodbines, the Herald and milk from Aggies?’
— Aggies was a small, dingy grocery and sweet shop on Grange Cross,
where individual cigarettes were also sold along with a matchstick.
A few neighbours relied on others to make their meals, tidy the
house and do a few chores. It was informal, quasi home-helping, with
no indication of money being involved. The extent of one's involvement
in these arrangements was probably never openly stated, but it was
clear that some groups of families had higher levels of mutual
dependence, and as well as shared child-minding, they also shared
twin-tub washing machines, irons, vacuum cleaners, and other
household equipment. Such arrangements helped to maintain a
convivial balance. My parents occasionally exchanged child-minding
and outings with a family, the Connolly’s, who lived two blocks away.
Like many other families however, my parents considered themselves
independent and liked to protect their privacy and space.
Passing the estate nowadays, I often drive around where I used to
play, pass the house where I was reared, and up to the playground, now
remodelled with a modern layout. I re ect on the happy, lively times
spent there, and I hear the familiar casual sounds echoing through the
playground shelter: board games, laughter and calls of 'brother,
brother, brother' as we queued for bats, balls and outing tickets to
Portmarnock, where after a swim we would eat sand-soiled banana or
tinned-beef sandwiches and drink tea poured from large aluminium
teapots, before kiss chasing in the dunes.
As a result of my time spent in the Layer, as a child, I had regular
access to a real, planned playground. The street, the elds and
surrounding areas were also my playground. This is where I learnt
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about friendship, loyalty and enmity, helping me to identify the things
that I had in common with others, while also establishing di erences.
This is where I built childhood relationships. There were those with
whom I became friends, but others I avoided, sometimes out of fear or
because I was told to keep away from them. I learned how to defend
myself, occasionally physically, but more to be able to give as good as I
got, and sometimes more in verbal argument. It was often di cult, and
even rough and at times I felt like a wimp on the fringes, an outsider
looking in, reaching for membership and acceptance.
My main re ections about the street however, is that it was more a
negotiated than a contested space. Sometimes things were
spontaneous, random, but more often they were ordered: not in
accordance with prescribed rules, but rather they became attuned to
unstated agreements for group membership, leadership and authority.
In our own world we could identify, develop and follow patterns of how
things should be done, how we should conduct our play, and of how to
work out our di erences.
Things were decided, we moved on to the next act, while we
embraced a general pattern of play and decision-making that we felt
that we alone, intuitively, had created and owned, and within a short
period of hours or maybe even days and occasionally weeks, we could
change that and try something else. We were always doing something,
always testing, always mutually reliant to come up with ideas for
keeping us occupied, for moving the whole show on, for lling our days
with things, events and activities that in due course set a foundation for
other patterns with the same or other people in existing or new
settings, or alternatively, these simply became memories.
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CHAPTER 2
AUTONOMY
There was a lot in common — streetscapes, house colours, gardens and
boundaries — but viewed from within there was very little the same: we
were a community, but we had our separate roots and identities, and we
were not a tribe.

.

M

y rst distinct childhood memory is of an event in March
1958. I was nearly three years old and my younger brother
Owen had just arrived home as an infant with my mother
from the Old Coombe Hospital. A group of neighbours and relatives
were gathered in a circle in the living room. I made my way through
their legs to nd that they were gaping and cooing at the new baby in a
Moses basket.
Instinctively, I felt that his arrival would change everything. I started
to cry and ran out the front door. I was followed by my father, who
caught up with me in the middle of the street. He was smiling,
reassuring, and simply said 'It will be okay.' He lifted me up and
brought me back to the house.
He was right. Those two years, just before I started school, were
special. I can remember the close and intimate sensation of being at
home with Chris, in her company, hanging out of the side of her leg
and listening to her conversations with a few callers in the mornings
when the older boys were at school and Owen was asleep or in his
pram. Later, we would sit down together and share a small cream bun
from Johnston Mooney & O’Brien as she drank her cup of ‘cha’.
After my mid-morning nap, we shopped together, wheeling the pram
along Grange Cross into Liptons, where our small block of cheese was
wrapped and tied in greaseproof paper, and into Colgan’s vegetable
shop, where mucky potatoes were shovelled onto large scales and then
tipped into shopping bags, alongside cabbage, turnips, onions and
carrots. We called to one of her childhood friends, Rose, who lived
down the lane that was opposite the Gala in Drum nn, close to
Christine's, the shop where my mother regularly bought wool to make
jumpers and other garments.
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We travelled to the butcher shops on Meath Street for pork skirts,
mince, sheep hearts and other cheap meats. Every week we went to the
rent o ce, a corner house on Kylemore Avenue opposite the
playground. Eventually, I’d go there on my own, pay the money and
collect the small blue receipts. I could have started school at four years,
but she kept me at home until I was ve, which meant that I was a year
older than most in my class.
My mother involved me in home cooking, mainly slow-cooked stews
and casseroles with beef or boiled chickens. We made desserts, such as
bread puddings, apple or rhubarb tarts, crumbles, sponges and
puddings, all served with custard and only occasionally, cream, which I
would whip with a fork. She taught me how to be con dent in the
kitchen, and to this day I am unfazed by the challenge of preparing
food at short notice, for groups large or small, and, if need be, with
limited ingredients.
She also taught me child-minding. When my sister Eilish arrived in
1962, I assumed a lot of the responsibilities of feeding, baby-changing,
preparing Eilish for bed and bringing her for pram-walks, and later
again bringing her for walks without a pram.
Chris was strong willed and was not afraid to intervene in di cult
situations. One night as she was passing the home of a man known to
be violent, and on seeing the children crying in the garden, she entered
the house and separated the man from beating his wife. It was a
terrifying experience for her, but she never regretted intervening.
On another occasion, my two eldest brothers were caned by the
secondary school principal for being late for school. It had happened
before, but this time they told my mother when they came home. The
next day she went around to the school and asked the principal if he
thought he would fare any better than her if he had to get six boys up
out of bed for school in the mornings? He had no answer. She had
marked his cards and he knew that the boys had someone to stand up
for them. Students who didn't have support of this kind were more
easily bullied by teachers, including one of my brothers' friends who
was prevented by the principal from doing his Leaving Cert
examination simply because instead of attending a school sodality, he
had chosen to study. His widowed mother had mental health issues
and my brothers’ friend refused to involve her in challenging the
school. Later, as an adult, his life was marked by tragedy.
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While I was growing up, Chris revealed little about her family
background. Indeed, some details were told only in the nal decades
before she died. She was independent, pragmatic and a free spirit. She
regularly told us to throw our troubles 'over your shoulder’ rather than
carry their burden, although as she grew older it was clear that her own
burden of silence weighed heavily. There were a few family secrets.
Her father, James Sherlock, whom I never met as he died when I was
still an infant, was born in Liverpool, and his father, a policeman, died a
young man in his twenties, leaving two children and a widow, who later
remarried and relocated to Ballylanigan, Co. Tipperary. At a young age
her father, like several others of his class and status, left his job as an
agricultural servant in Kilkenny, for better money in the British Army
— a Yorkshire Regiment. He was stationed in India at the outbreak of
the Great War. Shortly after the commencement of hostilities he
returned to England and served on both the Western and Turkish
fronts, for which he was honoured with three medals. He would later
return to Dublin and worked in the Guinness brewery, which was
known to employ ex-British Army soldiers. It also reportedly dismissed
workers who participated on the rebel side in the 1916 Dublin Rising.
Most of this information, suppressed until recent decades, was rarely
shared in the bitter decades following Ireland’s War of Independence,
something that was di cult to understand given that two of the Dublin
1916 Rebellion leaders, Connolly and Mallin, wore British Army
uniforms before any other, and several former British Army soldiers
served with the IRA in the War of Independence. While I knew my
grandfather had a military background, I always assumed it was with
the Irish Army (Defence Forces) only — as he helped to train the
volunteer force during the Emergency — and it was not until my
mother approached her nal decades that she spoke about this
background.
In addition Chris’s brother Jim, following in his father’s footsteps
joined the RAF as a young man and served until retirement. He
regularly returned to the family home during the 1960s with his wife
Beryl and their two children and we often went on outings to Brittas
Bay and other places. When the Northern Ireland Troubles started
however he was instructed by RAF Command not to travel to Ireland
for fear he would be considered by the IRA as a ‘legitimate’ easy target.
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He was upset by this, as was my mother. He resumed his visits home
after retirement however.
Another secret she carried, or ‘calamity’ as it was referred to when it
happened, was that Chris’s mother, also Christina, was admitted to
psychiatric care while still in her early forties. She was never
discharged. My mother attributed the onset of illness to the loss of a
child, Joseph, at birth. Psychiatric illness carried a stigma and as well as
never speaking about it until almost thirty years after her mother had
died, the cause of prolonged illness was denied and disguised. My
mother worried that the same illness might a ect her as she grew older.
In her late-eighties she resisted the onset of dementia until it was
simply impossible for her to continue the independent way of life she
had established, spending her nal four years in a nursing home,
alongside the Grand Canal at Goldenbridge, less than a kilometre from
her own family home in Kilmainham.
As a child in 1901, Chris’s mother lived in Hardwicke Street, in the
north inner city, the largest family of eight in a tenement house with
ve other families and a total of thirty residents. Later, the family
moved to nearby Innisfallen Parade. Chris herself was second in a
family of seven and was born in Synnott Place, also nearby, in the north
inner city in December 1922. Two days after her birth, she was baptised
in Berkeley Road Church, only a few hours after reprisal executions
were carried out across the street in Mountjoy Jail by order of the newly
established Free State government. The Civil War had started: one side
used military power — and British supplied guns and artillery — to
uphold a fragile democracy, while their opponents relied on the mantle
of history to justify their ill-fated position. A few years later the family
moved to Devoy Road, Kilmainham, to the rst wave of publicly owned
houses built by the edgling State.
Chris's mother loved music hall shows and opera and frequently
brought my mother on outings to the Theatre Royal and other theatres.
She was a seamstress, and it was from her that my mother acquired her
own skills and creativity with a needle and thread, as well as her sense
of industry and her appreciation of colour, which she utilised in
retirement as a proli c artist.
For extra money, she did machine knits, making woollen jumpers
and cardigans for neighbours and other buyers, using the skills that she
had honed when she left school at age fourteen to start work. She also
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Aunt Patricia (Fowler), Chris and Denis, GPO, late 1940s

used her sewing machine to make plastic rain gear and work overalls
for O’Connor’s denim jeans shop on Abbey Street. My older brothers
brought her nished products into O’Connor’s, packaged in neat
rectangular parcels on the back carriers of their bicycles.
Later, in her forties, when Denis was out of work for a year through
illness, Chris returned to the formal workplace as a part-time machinist
in a factory located just past the railway bridge on Kylemore Road,
where they did the nishing work on trousers and other garments. She
loved the job and it meant that she got out of the home to do her own
thing, and relished her nancial independence.
She also needed some time away from housekeeping and especially
from Denis, whose ponti cating on religion, politics and world a airs
was just about bearable in the evenings when he came in from work
but completely intolerable for her to endure throughout the day while
he was home. She remained in her job until retirement and along the
way she built some good relationships with the other workers. She was
their shop steward for a time.
My parents grew up less than two kilometres from each other in
Dublin’s south inner city: my father lived at the back of Cork Street,
while my mother's family home was at the Suir Road Bridge, where the
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Chris and Denis, Parnell Square, protest against President Reagan,1984

canal once split with a spur continuing directly east towards the
harbour at Guinness Brewery. Looking out from her front door horse
drawn barges constantly passed up and down, whilst looking further
the farmlands and the chimney spire from Brick elds Quarry — now
replaced with a public park — were visible.
The canal harbour ceased dispatching Guinness barrels to towns in
the Midlands in 1960, although for a while the adjacent Canal Basin, a
cistern in Dublin’s water supply, remained a distinct hidden gem in an
urban environment. The canal spur was later lled in to form a linear
park, from the section outside my mother’s family home, down to
Rialto Bridge, near where I now live, and to James’s Walk, and in turn it
is now part of the Luas tram route, with stops at Rialto and Fatima.
Occasionally, with my father and my brothers we walked around
from the canal harbour, to visit his brother, uncle Noel, who for a while
lived on Colbert’s Fort, behind Fatima Mansions (Fatima) — the area
nearby is often referred to as the ‘back of the pipes’ — the ‘pipes’ being
a waterway system from the River Dodder to the Canal Basin. Through
Marrowbone Lane, and Donore Avenue we also visited his parents and
around the corner from them lived his older brother Tony on Reginald
Street, and we would then trek up to his sister in the Tenters.
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Within the triangle space of the Liberties, Tenters and Rialto, there
was — and still is — a distinctive, irregular streetscape: a warren of
zigzag routes, bounded by the South Circular Road (south) and James’s
Street / Thomas Street (north), with Cork Street as its spine. Some
streets had cobblestones and three decades later these were removed
and used in the regeneration of Temple Bar. At the corner of South
Summer Street and Marrowbone Lane, a tree glistened gold leaves in
the Autumn with the distinctive red-brick frontage from the ats
behind. Today it also overlooks a wild urban garden planted by the city
council.
Denis, was reared on John Street South, between South Summer
Street and Pimlico. He regularly referenced familiar places and
characters that I would later read about in books written by Éamonn
Mac Thomáis (1927–2002) and others. He was proud of his background
as a manual worker — a skilled carpenter, and builder. His
father, Matthew, also a carpenter, worked all his adult life in Jacob's
biscuit factory on Bishop Street, where today stands the National
Archives of Ireland.
He was born in April 1922, second in a family of eight, in a house on
Walworth Road in what was then Dublin’s Jewish Quarter, directly
opposite the building that later became the Irish Jewish Museum. Of
the thirteen families living on the street at the time of the 1911 Census,
his father’s family was the only one that was entirely Roman Catholic;
the remainder were listed as of Jewish faith.
My father’s younger sister, Maureen, died as an infant and
throughout his life he carried her memory, along with a photo taken of
her, his older brother, Tony, a second sister, Patricia, and himself, while
all four were still under the age of six. He was proud of his mother,
Bridget, and her republican tradition. One of her brothers, his
godfather, also Denis, was involved in the War of Independence. The
two remained close throughout adult life.
My father was schooled at the Mercy Convent, Brown Street, just o
Donore Avenue, and at the Christian Brothers on James’s Street. He
often spoke uneasily of cruel beatings that he both witnessed and
received from the brothers. After leaving school at age 14, he served an
apprenticeship with the Liberties building company Crampton,
following which his father told him that he too could have a carpentry
maintenance job for life in Jacob's. My father declined. He never
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displayed long-term loyalty to a single employer and carried mild
criticism of his own father for doing so, probably, I suspect, because his
father’s employer had a record of not dealing with trade unions,
although interestingly Jacobs was the rst Irish company to employ a
trained social worker in 1906 as a welfare secretary for employees.
Denis was loyal to place however, and he wanted us, his children, to
be loyal to Ballyfermot, not least because it was the home that he and
Chris made for us. He always encouraged us to speak well, but without
unnecessary sentiment, of our background, our family, and of our
home neighbourhood in the manner that he did about his. At the same
time, he encouraged us to move out, become independent and to set up
home and family elsewhere.
He was well read, especially for someone who had left school at
fourteen. He studied politics, history, world a airs and religion. He also
enjoyed Shakespeare’s tragedies — they shared a birthday — and was
familiar with all his major plays, especially Julius Caesar, Macbeth, and
Hamlet. He often acted out, by heart, scenes from these plays as we were
growing up, creating a theatrical space in our bare living room. In the
same room, he would referee boxing bouts between my older brothers,
using real gloves bought for them as a present by my mother’s brother,
Jim, when he returned from RAF leave to visit.
In his later years, Denis continued his theatrical escapades with
visiting grandchildren. I vividly remember him frightening the
daylights out of a group of young children who were assembled in my
house as he suddenly made a ghoulish appearance through the living
room back door in the middle of a children's Halloween play, organised
by my nephew and nieces.
He never liked television and for a few years after RTÉ was founded
we relied on visiting other people's homes to look at snowy television
pictures. Eventually, he relented, and in the mid-1960s we got our rst
rented Bush TV. He refused to get an outdoor aerial for BBC and UTV,
however, so we had to make do with the one home station.
The living room was our main indoor play area. It had an electrical
socket for the radio — and later the TV — and had heating from a coal
re, and was regularly used for games. For most of my childhood it had
a hard red and grey-striped lino (linoleum) oor. Every two weeks or so
the few pieces of furniture in the room were moved into the parlour
and the oor was polished. Then we, the younger children were given
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old jumpers to wrap around our knees and old socks for our hands, to
slide up and down. As the gloss shine came up, we put the socks on our
feet and we continued, only this time, upright. It was a great activity. We
had the whole room to ourselves: no furniture, no clutter, just ourselves
with old jumpers and old socks, having a ball!
In general, the little space we had was lled not by stu , but by us, by
our constant movements, by our voices as we teased, pushed and
fought each other while getting ready for school and eating our
porridge around the table in the small kitchenette, which was
occasionally warmed by a para n oil heater. On rainy days, we played
household games. We would hide in my parents' wardrobe under piles
of heavy army overcoats, which were kept as extra bedclothes during
the winter, or under beds, like scouts, where we imagined we were in
our own private tents living out in the wilderness. Occasionally, we put
up a real tent in the back-garden and camped there, an activity that was
frequently repeated with my parents’ grandchildren.
We also hid in the cupboard under the stairs, which we called the
‘coalhouse’ although it never stored coal — which we kept in the
outside shed — but yet smelled of gas from the metre. Our favourite
hiding place though, was the press-in-the-wall, a small cupboard that
was usually packed with stu , particularly old jackets, coats, jumpers
and a large bag of leftover threads and wool. A standard feature in
houses built by Dublin Corporation, the cupboard was xed above the
stairway and entered from the front bedroom. Eventually, when the
clouds cleared, my mother wrapped us up in du e-coats, put on our
wellies and sent us outside to get some air and run up and down until
we eventually got tired, so she could bring us back in and feed us.
We huddled around the coal re in the evening while we listened to
the radio, and where we heard the news that John F. Kennedy (1917–
1963) had been shot. I remember my father’s words: 'They shot a good
man.' It was my rst exposure to his fondness for conspiracies, and for a
long time I wondered who ‘they’ were? In later years, the TV replaced
the radio. We watched The Fugitive, The Virginian and Tolka Row, in
between taking instructions from my father, listening to his stories, his
jokes and watching his magical tricks — tricks he repeated years later
with my own toddler children, my nephews and nieces, and then later
with their children.
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Camping in Ballyfermot, Grandchildren, Dwayne & Maeve 1990s, Owen, Barry
and David, 1960s; Denis camping in the Pine Forest, 1930s

We played cards, a board games (ludo, monopoly), and chess, which
was taught to me by my brother Denis who always carried a treasured
pocket-set, neatly packed in his suit inside pocket. As a teenager he had
a serious, contemplative, and worried disposition, which he carried
into adulthood. We had musical instruments (banjo, autoharp,
mandolin, guitar, tin whistles and mouth organs), and a few of us
learned a few tunes. We had a small family book collection and we also
borrowed from the Inchicore Library — three each per week.
We were sent to bed, always in darkness. It was claimed that the light
would keep us awake and in the closing minutes before slumber we
watched for the lights of the occasional car coming up or down the
street, moving from one corner of the ceiling to the other. We played
twenty questions: ‘Is it a person, animal, place, mineral or vegetable?’
We also had plenty of energy, lots of talk, and enough tiredness to make
us sleep, often with the army overcoats for extra warmth, ready to get
up the next morning, go to school and repeat it all over again.
As teenagers, my parents spent a lot of time in the Dublin hills,
walking and cycling, and my father occasionally camped at the Pine
37
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Busman, uncle Tony, and self-portrait in his landscapes sketchpad.

Forest. When we came along, they were equally determined that, as a
family, we would get out and do things away from the street and further
a eld. On Sunday afternoons, my mother usually packed a picnic, and
we were ready to go. Quite often, we would simply go for a walk up to
the Back Fields—now Clover Hill—or sometimes she just ordered us
out of the house along with my father, while she stayed at home to bake
apple tarts and fairy cakes.
On some occasions my father biked us down to the Phoenix Park. He
and the older boys carried me and Owen on small crossbar saddles. We
always headed rst for the Furry Glen and played by the lake. We
would then go across Acres Road, where later in 1979 and again in 2018
Catholic Popes celebrated Mass. We would head down the valley
towards the Magazine Fort, scene of some of the rst shootings during
the 1916 Dublin Rising. The People’s Garden and the Wellington
Monument, which had di erent levels for climbing, were also favourite
spots. We never went to the Zoo as it was just too expensive to bring us
all, although we often went around the back where, sitting on
someone’s shoulder, we could peek in to see and admire the bigger
animals.
As a child, I looked forward to visiting mother’s sister, Evelyn and her
family, who lived in Kilmainham, in the home my mother grew up in,
beside the canal. We often went on family trips together to Bray and to
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Brittas Bay. We also regularly visited my my father’s older brother Tony
on Reginald Street. Tony was a busman by day and an artist and
storyteller by night. He was always friendly and good humoured. When
he died, suddenly, in his mid- fties, it broke my father’s heart. It was
the only time that I saw him cry. In grief, he went o on his own for the
day to the feather beds in the Dublin mountains, where, as teenagers,
he and Tony used to cycle, have picnics and camp. He returned with his
own wreath of heather and wild owers, on which he had written the
lines from a Yeats’ poem.
Sometimes, when we called to Tony, his son Matthew set up his
trains. Once switched on, the trains chugged their way through a
combination of di erent home-made sets, including elds with
animals, hills, cli s, houses and roads, all laid out on an eight-by-fourfoot at board, on the living-room table. It was no ordinary train set,
more a labour of love. For us younger children, it was a magical sight to
see and behold, foreseeing the possibility of journeys near and far.
From time to time we were brought on a CIE mystery train. It always
seemed to end up in Kilkenny, where we went for walks around the
castle and had lunch in a cafe. More regularly, we went out to Bray by
train, where we swam and climbed the Head, came back down again
and bought cockles or periwinkles from the little dome-shaped huts.
We were never allowed into the amusement arcades, which didn’t
bother us because we had so little money.
We were brought on a boat trip once, out by Bray Head. Bray had a
special signi cance for my mother. Her father’s sister lived there with
her children before her premature death during childbirth, and as a
child, my mother occasionally visited her cousins with her father. They
lost contact after the children were taken into an orphanage, a matter
that troubled her greatly, especially as it had been considered that her
own mother, Christina, might take the children, but unfortunately, she
was already showing the signs of the illness that would lead to her
being hospitalised.
On the last nine o’clock train back to Dublin we could see the lights
along the coast by Clontarf and Howth. There was always something
dreamlike about the scene. My father encouraged us to sing along with
the sound of the train's engine: 'will it go up, will it go up?' in slow
tempo, and 'running down, running down' as it quickened its pace.
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Visits to Bray: Brian, David, Chris, Evelyn; David, Don, Brendan (cousin), Eddie,
Anne, (cousin),, Owen, Brian, Denny and Barry; Boat - Eilish, Chris, Owen and
Barry.

During the mid-sixties my father worked as foreman for a
construction company. The position was important and a recognition
of his knowledge and capacity in the building trade. However, it
required him to work away from home for a few years, returning only
on weekends. He never took holidays until his older children passed
eighteen, but during periods when holidays were due, he worked from
the company’s head o ce in Blackrock, south Dublin. For two
consecutive summers he arranged for my mother and the three
youngest—including myself—to holiday in a chalet complex on
Killiney beach, while he commuted out by train in the evenings. Today
the complex is a ruin, although there is a proposal to repair it, that is
opposed, I believe by some wealthy, local residents, which indeed is
unfortunate.
Killiney beach was, and still is, an idyllic setting. It was a place apart
from what we were used to, a response to my parents’ concern that we
would experience places that were di erent—in this instance, a quiet
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pebbled seashore, backdropped by the sweep of Killiney Bay, like
Yarmouth in a Dickens' novel. In the mornings we sat and watched the
inshore shermen load their boats and push them out to sea. Later, we
saw them in the chalet complex, mending nets and having a chit chat.
At night, there was a social in the common area, with food, drinks
and games. Everybody was welcome. My older brothers took turns to
come down on di erent days to visit, play with us on the beach,
skimming stones across the water, buy us choc ices and stay a single
night as they mingled and sang with the shermen and other
vacationers.
By the following summer my father had a car. My mother pressed
him to use it for outings with my younger brother, sister and myself on
Sunday afternoons. At rst, it was simply car trips to the Phoenix Park.
Then it became picnics in Bohernabreena, Kilmacanogue,
Glendalough, Glenmalure and other places. Before long, my mother
was organising small touring holidays, staying in guest houses, in
Carlingford, Bundoran and Tramore. She had us camping next, in
Achill Island, Connemara and Donegal.
My parents had a constant presence with us. They stood up for us,
but they also stood up to us. At times we feared their harsh words and
punishments: my father would give out to us and when he was getting
nowhere would shake his st, boxing style, always pointing inwards as
if to give himself a blow; my mother glaring at us, warning she’d get a
rod, but having taken so long to loosen it from the stairs, we were
already well scampered.
They toiled to bring in the money and maintain the household: he
through his carpentry jobs in the building trade, evening and weekend
nixers, and she through her sewing and knitting. They maintained a
steady, reliable hand on the tiller: ensuring we were fed, clothed, kept
warm and focused on doing our homework, spending time outdoors,
playing on the street and going for outings, walks and hikes,
moderating our di erences, and reading extra books. My parents
directed us towards a basic education which they viewed as key to our
future prospects of work, income and family life. They also encouraged
us to experience — however brie y — other places, where we could
exercise autonomy, away from their in uence, and where we could nd
new friends and new relationships and learn and acquire
independence

fi

fi

fl

fl

fi

fi

ff

ff

fi

41

CHAPTER 3
BENEFIT
When I reported it back to my parents and older brothers, they were
infuriated at the idea that a person's reputation could be enhanced so
greatly through a deception that he himself had so well crafted.

O

n Whit (bank holiday) Monday, June 1963, following a walk
with my parents, siblings and a few aunts, uncles and cousins
we played 'leap the frog' in a eld at Coldcut, near Cherry
Orchard Hospital, that had an opening behind an old-fashioned black
and white signage that pointed one direction to Clondalkin, and the
other pointed towards Palmerstown. There was no sign pointing to
Ballyfermot. As we moved into the evening, a Bush transistor radio
announced that Pope John XXIII had died. We continued our play, but
my mother and aunts openly wept, later explaining their sadness at the
loss of a man they considered to be truly holy. On the way home, the
adults went to church to say a prayer.
While I was growing up, both my parents had regular, friendly
contact with the nuns and brothers, and to a lesser extent, the priests.
My father made wooden display stands for one of the bands in the
‘Dealer’, the De La Salle Boys Primary school on Ballyfermot Road,
which opened in 1952. He was also involved in organising shows and
outings and for a while during the 1950s, he helped with the ‘Pongo’,
the school's lottery fundraiser. My mother made machine knit jumpers
and other garments for the school’s annual sale-of-work and they both
also helped during the annual sports week.
My father did some carpentry jobs for the Dominican nuns in their
convent, and both my parents had regular contact with the Little Sisters
of the Assumption, who had pastoral, and caring roles in the
community. After my First Communion in 1962, the Dominican nuns
asked my parents if I could be an altar server in their private chapel. I
and another boy from my class became their exclusive servers. At the
time the priest faced the altar during Mass and the congregation
remained silent throughout as responses to the priest’s prayers were
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Dominican Convent Choir Chapel

said by altar boys in Latin. We were given intensive preparation, and
when I re ect, I nd it extraordinary that at age seven I was able to
learn o by heart, and understand, the full text:
Priest: 'Introibo ad altare Dei' (I will go to the altar of God).
Altar server: 'Ad Deum qui laeti cat juventutem meam' (To God
the joy of my youth).
And so on. It was hard but just about learnable. The tongue-twisting
reply to the 'Orate Frates…' (Pray Brethren), the Suscipiat, was
particularly di cult:
'Suscipiat Dominus sacri cium de manibus tuis ad laudem et
gloriam nominis sui, ad utilitatem quoque nostram, totiusque
Ecclesiae suae sanctae' (May the Lord accept the sacri ce at your
hands for the praise and glory of his name, for our bene t and that
of all his holy Church).
I don’t think we ever got it entirely right and certainly ‘ad utilitatem
quoque nostrum’ (for our bene t), was often impassable. To save our
blushes, the priest sometimes mumbled the remainder.
There were about forty nuns in the convent, and they sat in two long
pews facing one another with their heads bowed, completely covered
in cream and white gowns, and black veils. Awaiting Mass, they
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chanted away in soft melodic tones like angels — gentle, serene and
solemn— while I dressed into my soutane and surplice. Immersed in
the exotic ambience and scents of the convent, I quietly lit the beeswax
candles and prepared charcoal and incense for the Mass ceremony. I
would then enter the atrium to help the priest adorn his chasuble and
make procession to the altar.
In general, the nuns’ relationships to the altar servers were
impersonal. They never acknowledged nor spoke to us, nor did they
smile. I only ever saw their faces up close when I held the gold-plated
paten as they received Holy Communion. Yet, I had a sense we were
witness to something quite extraordinary, a secretive world rich with
ritual and the singing of Latin verses and hymns amidst whispered
prayers, the scent of incense, wax candles and wooden oor polish.
Our class teacher who trained us and measured us for soutanes and
surplices was friendly and more outgoing. She seemed young for a nun,
and unlike the others, she had a glint in her eye and a sense of fun. I
have a vivid classroom memory of her drawing the venetian window
blinds to shade during the Cuban Crisis in October 1982 and her soft
explanation that the world might end that very evening if the Catholic
John Kennedy did not prevail. Next day, with us all still alive, the blinds
remained shaded, just in case. She hugged me after dressing me in a
soutane — not something that would be done in the classroom. She
hugged me again, more closely, after my rst Mass and wrote to my
parents saying how fantastic I was on the altar. She eventually left the
convent and later I heard that she married and unsurprisingly, had a
family.
For a while, when I was ten or eleven years, I considered becoming a
priest. I came across several accounts of their work in magazines and
books at the Priory in Tallaght, which I often visited at the invitation of
a young Dominican priest who came to the convent to celebrate sung
masses on church feast days, and who often spoke about his plans for
missionary work. One book that stood out for me was an abridged
version of Damien the Leper, which I was allowed to take home.
Belgian-born Fr. Damien (1840–1889) was assigned to a medically
quarantined peninsula for persons with leprosy, on the island of
Molokai, Hawaii. He assisted residents in health care, house building
and other practical tasks, including training community members for
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leadership and working roles. After contracting leprosy, he had to
remain permanently on the peninsula, and he eventually died from the
disease. Reading about Damien as a young impressionable kid, I was
encouraged by the idea that an isolated group of people with such great
needs could be assisted in asserting control of their own situation.
However, I was also, naturally, scared of martyrdom. I was afraid that if
this was the type of priest I became, it would inevitably result in an
early death from disease, or worse.
In 1963, I moved to the adjacent boys' school — the ‘Dealer’ — run by
the De La Salle brothers, the 'Sallians’. The Sallian brothers were
visible in the community, and unlike the Dominican nuns, who were
semi-cloistered and con ned to school grounds, the brothers attended
Mass and Benediction in the local church and were often seen walking
around the neighbourhood, and would occasionally stop to have a
conversation. After Sunday Mass, some brothers would position
themselves at the church entrance to engage with and speak to parents,
building rapport and association. Some led or joined May religious
processions, while the nuns observed passively from within the school’s
consecrated grounds, standing in a row with their arms folded as they
ngered large brown rosary beads.
The Dealer had two music bands. The rst played accordions and
clarinets. Obviously, members’ parents needed to be able to a ord
these instruments. It was a big investment. The band became famous,
toured in the UK, and also cut a record of jigs, reels, hornpipes and
marches. On one occasion, members travelled to the USA as part of an
Irish promotion. Some members subsequently had successful careers
in Ireland’s pop and showband music scene.
The second band played cheaper instruments, such as tin whistles
and mouth organs. My two eldest brothers Brian and Don were in the
latter band, which they enjoyed. They spoke fondly about a lay teacher,
Flann O’Riain (1929–2008), the cartoonist who drew the Dáithí Lacha
comic strip for television. O’Riain was enthusiastic and shared some of
his life experiences with the two lads. In particular, he encouraged
Brian in his artwork, which he continues in his retirement to this day,
and has produced incredible landscapes of the US North West where
he has lived with family since the late eighties.
I have mixed personal recollections of the Dealer. The weekly
cinema, ‘the pictures’, ran on Wednesdays in Benildus Hall (the school

ff

fi

45

fi

fi

BENEFIT

WHERE DO YOU COME FROM?

Clockwise from top left: Mouth organ and tin whistle band, 1958; Blow-up
of Don top left; Brian bottom right, and from a separate photograph, Denis .
who made the wooden stands. .

hall) — at the time it was our only regular exposure to moving pictures.
It was six pence in (about three cent). We got buns on Wednesdays
instead of the usual distribution of free sandwiches and milk. We saved
the buns for the lms, which were usually crime, war, horror or
western themed. Before the main lm, we were shown short clips from
The Lone Ranger, and as it came on, we hummed its theme music, the
William Tell Overture, building to a ‘da de dan, da de dan, da de dan dan
dan’ crescendo. If the lms had action, we were gripped, and we
cheered along for ‘the chap’ — the term we used to describe the main
character — always male; the leading female was the chap's ‘mot’. If
the lms were too romantic, we booed in unison and covered our eyes
with our leather school bags. If we got bored, we ran around playing
chasing and eventually some boys were put out. On our way home, we
re-enacted scenes from the lm and vied for the role of the chap as we
fought with invisible swords, ri es and handguns, and clapped our
hands on our backsides as if on horseback.
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I also have good memories of playing football and hurling in the
Dealer, and of drill sessions and displays with the drill master, Mr.
O’Neill, who marched us around the schoolyard, army style, stopping
in formation for stretch exercises: 'a one-and-a-two, a three-and-a-four',
and so on. While our exercises were basic, they were enjoyable. At the
very least, they got us out into the fresh air.
Every year, we did a drill display for sports week, culminating in an
exhibition in Inchicore. We assembled in Keogh Square, previously the
site of Richmond Barracks, where the 1916 Dublin Rising leaders were
held before execution. From there, we marched in drill formation, in
our white shorts, shirts and runners and green and gold belts and ties,
across the road to Richmond Park, where, in 1964, we formed shapes
such as the Stars and Stripes ag and the letters JFK, the year after
Kennedy had been assassinated. Two years later, in 1966, we formed An
Claidheamh Soluis (The Sword of Light) to coincide with the ftieth
celebrations of the Rising.
Despite some pleasant memories — including that of my 6th class
teacher (see Chapter 5) — my recollection of the Dealer is framed by a
lingering and distant sense of coldness towards a place permeated by
secrecy, where I felt cautious and apprehensive. My abiding image of
the schoolyard is vivid: black and white, and of many children carrying
an overall sense of fear, an impression of an imagined prison.
In the mornings, the outer boundaries were patrolled by brothers,
who stood out against the green and grey backgrounds in their long
black soutanes and large, glaringly white collars, waiting to catch and
punish latecomers or those who took shortcuts by avoiding the gates
and climbing in over the wall. During breaks, the brothers walked the
three-hundred-metre-long yard in conversation, in groups of two or
three. Like sentinels, they controlled their territory, stopping
occasionally to admonish groups at play, clip a boy’s ear, or issue slaps
with a leather baton that they gripped in deep pockets, under soutanes,
beside their groins.
One brother was unpredictable. He regularly chastised the boys or
would alternatively set two of them against each other in gladiatorial
style, and he would referee. Gesturing to his fellow brothers he would
then stand back and they joined in laughter, while he decided, Caesarlike, if he should slap one or the other, or both or simply let them go.
Outside the school, he was popular: a tall, handsome brother, full of
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Dealer sports day in Richmond Park, 1960s; Accordion band, St. Patrick’s Day
Parade, 1965.

con dence, with a swagger. On sports days, after Sunday Mass and at
other events, he was always chatty with the parents, especially the
younger mothers.
As we marched back into the classrooms, we passed the principal,
who would stand at the bottom of the stairs showing his cane. It was
sti and had the colours of the tricolour, as he readied to strike a blow
for Ireland on cold palms and ngers. He would catch each boy's eye,
starkly reminding us of what would happen if the class teacher sent us
down.
I escaped harsh beatings and was only rarely slapped. Thankfully, I
was never sent down, but I occasionally saw, and was upset by, the tearstained e ects of violence on even the most hardened boys, who cried
quietly in the cloakroom or toilets. I had a sense of intangible emotions
that in truth, I have never really understood or been able to express, as
the impact was always internalised.
While I avoided the beatings that I saw others receive I often felt
sadness for the children that were attacked and abused. Later, when
these beatings were directly referred to by former pupils, they were
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often recalled guardedly, almost as if, as adults, they continued to run
the risk of being caught out, of being harassed for speaking up.
For many years I accepted the narrative that things in the Dealer had
perhaps not been so bad, especially when, sometimes, I raised it with
former pupils who expressed the view that teachers only hit out at
pupils that were out of control or needed discipline. Other times, my
concerns were met with a shrug of the shoulders. It was 'all in the past';
'there was corporal punishment then'; and a strong sense of 'aren’t you
lucky it wasn’t you?', so 'just forget it!'
In 1996, I was made aware of an allegation of persistent sexual abuse
of an eleven-year-old boy — my older brother Denny — by a recently
deceased Sallian, Bro Cathaldus (1913–1995), in the Dealer, Ballyfermot,
over thirty years earlier. Representations were made to the school by
Denny. I was also asked — along with my brother Don — to make
representations and to explore the prospect of investigation and
bringing closure to what had happened, but the evasive response of not
being able to investigate as the accused was deceased was discouraging
and disappointing.
My parents also, shocked by the revelation, were rebuked by the
school in their e orts to seek enquiry and closure. They subsequently
carried guilt that their friendly associations with the school in the past
had, in part, facilitated the fact that the abuse had happened and had
not been revealed earlier.
As there was a growing public interest in the issue of clerical child
sexual abuse at the time, I had expected, naively as it turned out, that
the Sallian brothers would move quickly to undertake an internal
inquiry and to reassure Denny about the allegation. However, the
Dealer’s representative made clear that the Order was unwilling to test
the veracity of the testimony in support of the allegation; that it had no
previous knowledge of such claims; and that the reputation of a
deceased colleague, above all else, would be protected.
I was taken aback by the encounter. In the aftermath, I abandoned
my previously held misgivings about criticising the Sallian brothers
and their legacy. The visit happened just prior to emerging evidence of
the systematic cover-up of child sexual abuse by religious bodies, coverups that frequently stemmed from a defensive, default response to
complaints made against members, dead or alive, and cover-ups for
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which the Sallian order continues to be criticised by the Catholic
Church’s child safeguarding authorities.
The Church of Our Lady of the Assumption was established in
March 1953 in a ceremony presided over by Archbishop McQuaid, who
took pride in building and opening large imposing churches in
emerging working-class suburbs, paid for through parish and diocesan
funds, church gate collections and other voluntary contributions. I’ve
heard accounts of McQuaid arriving at major events complete with
trailing robes as a bride would at a wedding. He would then make his
way through lines of genu ecting parishioners as they kissed his ring.
Ballyfermot’s clergy — visible to us at Mass and at regular
processions through the community — promoted a type of Catholicism
that was very conservative, in keeping with McQuaid’s ethos, and
re ective of their own rural upbringing. At rst, there were about ten
priests who shared six amply sized houses on the church grounds.
Canon Troy at school opening, Ballyfermot; May procession entering
Ballyfermot Parade; Archbishop McQuaid, arriving to open Ballyfermot’s
Church, 1953.
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They were led by a Kerry-born parish priest, Canon Michael Troy
(1895–1972), and his second-in-command, Fr. Jeremiah Daly (1912–1980).
Troy lived separately from the others, in a house on its own grounds —
the epicentre of his efdom.
During its rst few decades, Sunday Mass in the church was one
long, crowded event, from the start of the rst Mass at 7.30am to the end
of the last almost six hours later. Like a continuous performance in a
cinema, people could, if they wished, enter at a single point of one mass
and leave when they reached the same point in the next. Men, both
young and old, wore dark suits and shirts with collars and ties. Many
wore caps or hats, which were removed on entering. Women wore
brighter clothing — jackets and skirts — with hats or veils. Young
people and children similarly wore their best Sunday clothes.
Virtually all community members went to Mass and never dared to
miss it. Absences would be noted, spoken of, and reported back to the
priests. Failure to attend Mass meant a person acquired a
‘mortaller’ (mortal sin), and in accordance with the rules those with
unforgiven mortallers were bound for hell unless the sin was cleansed
in Confession. Fear of hell was overwhelming. Incredibly, whole
communities were controlled through the threat of eternal damnation
for non-observance, while other threats — powerfully communicated
during Mass sermons and at sodality events — encompassed social and
sexual behaviours.
The priests extended their power and in uence into non-religious
matters also, in ltrating and seeking to dominate secular leadership.
They were intent on asserting authority and limiting, where possible,
the in uence of emerging resident community leaders and expected
that the explicit deference shown by national political leaders towards
Catholic authority would be mirrored locally, and indeed it was.
At home, during the sixties, my father regularly gave out yards about
the priests, describing them as condescending, small-minded,
intolerant and unable to re ect people's needs or circumstances. He
was particularly critical of their rural outlook, their obsession with the
GAA and their constant quest for money. He refused to participate in
‘Planned Giving’, a weekly door-to-door xed amount collection —
imported from the USA — as yet another way of squeezing money out
of parishioners for church building. He was familiar with Vatican II
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and considered many of the clergy either oblivious to its content or
hostile towards the changes it was supposed to introduce.
On occasions, he told a story of how the Canon, who was a former
Kerry GAA footballer, had the at section of the California Hills dug up
by Dublin Corporation o cials to prevent teenagers from playing
soccer. All the other playing elds were on GAA, school or church
grounds, where the playing of soccer was already prohibited. This was
an era in which Archbishop McQuaid pressurised the Football
Association of Ireland to cancel a 1955 soccer international match with
‘communist’ Yugoslavia. Over twenty-thousand spectators de ed the
archbishop and attended the match, although the church authorities
managed to suppress radio coverage.
He also frequently spoke about the clergy’s opposition to the
Inchicore and Ballyfermot Food Cooperative in the early 1950s, which
had a shop in each neighbourhood and was established and led by the
former Labour councillor Joseph Deasy (1922–2013). The cooperative
was forced to disband in the wake of an anti-communist witch-hunt led
by the Canon, who demanded that residents adhere obediently to
clerical authority and boycott the shops. The cooperative’s premises on
Decies road is currently used as a youth information centre and in 2022
a plaque was erected there to mark the cooperative’s work at an event
that also included a history seminar around its background.
My father worked in a factory near Birmingham during the
Emergency where he became close to a chaplain who introduced him
to Catholic social teaching. He read and studied pamphlets published
by the Catholic Social Guild and was in uenced by the guild’s writings
on subsidiarity, which argued that State structures should defer more
to local systems in developing education, health and social policies.
Later, when he was involved in community events, my father was in
part motivated by his Christian beliefs. Committed to Catholicism as a
universal fellowship of mutual believers, he struggled greatly to
reconcile this with church structures.
In the late fties he was involved with a group that included as well
as some residents, members of the Dominicans, the Little Sisters and a
GP, Aenghus O’Rourke (xxx–2006), who had his clinic at Seven Oaks.
They tried and failed to secure parish support to develop a social centre
by using an existing parish building on school grounds. In justifying
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Seminar at unveiling a plaque, 2022, to remember food co-op, 1949–1953.

his opposition to the project, the Canon sermonised about encroaching
‘O'Riordanism’, a reference to the leader of the tiny Communist Party of
Ireland, Michael O’Riordan (1917–2006). This stance reinforced the idea
that when it came to social issues, the local church was more
preoccupied with Catholic hegemony than service provision.
Ironically, both Irish Catholicism and the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union borrowed from the same playbook in controlling the
ideas and behaviours of their people, as both operated hand-picked
parallel systems for cultural and social control, at both national and
local levels. Both also had top-down structures whereby those in
control at any single level were elected, not democratically through
peer elections but as a result of decisions at higher levels. Little wonder
therefore, that they both commenced their decline at about the same
time, during the late 1980s and early nineties, when, in the face of a
better educated, more questioning citizenry and congregation, their
power and in uence collapsed like dominoes.
My father held socialist views, but like others involved with the
proposed social centre, he was far from being a communist. He was
critical of Soviet and Eastern European State collectivism, believing it
led directly to tyranny and the suppression of individual thought and
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Fr. Wall (3rd from left) on bicycle fund-raiser for youth clubs, 1970s

ideas. Paradoxically, he was positive towards Castro and Guevara, and
during the seventies, he was one of two hundred constituents who
regularly voted in successive elections for Ballyfermot’s communist
candidate John Montgomery, because he admired his community
activism.
A cohort of younger priests arrived in Ballyfermot from the midseventies onwards, including John Wall (1942–2020), Peter Lemass
(1933–1988) and Michael Cleary (1934–1993). Unlike his traditional
predecessors, John Wall, from Drimnagh, brought a modern
perspective and viewed his role as more supportive than directive. He
started the Ballyfermot Peace Corps, whose central premise was to
promote youth leadership through good works. It was not subjected to
priest control, as was the case with other church initiatives. He inspired
many young people, including my brother Owen, to become involved
in community or caring roles and to stay involved into adulthood.
Radharc, lm producer, Peter Lemass, was parish priest during the
early eighties. Lemass introduced the practice of girls as altar servers
and was by far my parents’ favourite priest. He inspired my parents to
become involved in opposing Ronald Reagan’s 1984 visit to Ireland on
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Denis (at rear) as Pontius Pilate; Owen on left, with whip, Passion Play, 1970s

account of the US policy of undermining democracy in Chile, El
Salvador and Nicaragua. They also became involved in a prayer group
and other church issues and both became lay ministers. My mother
was a reader at Sunday masses, and my father a communion server. He
frequently delivered communion to elderly people or others who could
not attend mass, and wished to receive. He also combined his interest
in drama with that of religion through regular involvement in the
Easter Passion play with a particular fondness for playing the role of
Pontius Pilate. Unfortunately, Lemass died quite young, in his midfties, following a sudden illness after only a few years in Ballyfermot.
The so-called ‘Singing Priest’, Michael Cleary, exuded selfcon dence and participated freely in all kinds of community and local
family activities, sometimes turning up uninvited, assuming a central,
smiling, hail-fellow role, before nishing o with one of his favourite
songs and a Dublin-ese speech. He was, in his own words, 'an ordinary
community resident'. In most instances, Cleary was genuinely made
welcome; however, some resented his encroachment on secular events
with the same arrogance and sense of entitlement that he did with
religious matters. In doing so, he also blazed a trail for other priests to
do likewise.
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Cleary was admired by and popular with the media. He hosted a
radio show, initially on Radio Dublin, which was owned by Eamonn
Cooke, who decades later was convicted of child abuse charges. Cleary
also had an opinion column in a Sunday newspaper. He regularly
appeared on TV, including on one occasion he suggested that the 1992
X case, whereby a 14 year old rape victim was prevented by the High
Court from travelling to England for an abortion, was a deliberate ploy
to expose potential weaknesses in the 1983 constitutional prohibition
on abortion.
He presented himself as a man of the people, the voice of
Ballyfermot, although for his own personal social activities, he went
elsewhere, and created a secret family life for himself. It was of course a
life to which he, his partner and children were entitled, yet one —
through his preaching on private morality — he sought to deny to
others.
When I travelled outside of Ballyfermot as a teenager, I was regularly
annoyed at the number of people from other places who, once I
answered 'Ballyfermot' to the question 'where do you come from?',
stated: 'Isn’t Fr Michael Cleary doing great work for the people of
Ballyfermot?' I found this comment condescending, gut-wrenching.
When I reported it back to my parents and older brothers, they were
infuriated at the idea that a person's reputation could be enhanced so
greatly through a deception that he himself had so well crafted.
During an argument he had with my mother once arising from her
duties as a mass reader, he submitted that he had to take 'gu ' from her
and all he wished to do was to 'preach Christianity to the people of
Ballyfermot' to which she retorted that all she ever heard him preach
was 'Michael Cleary'. It was a humiliating spat for Cleary. He had
natural wit and enjoyed his reputation as being able to communicate to
people with tales of practical wisdom, but occasionally, he dropped his
guard, and revealed his condescension of working-class. In his spat
with my mother, he was playing to a gallery of peers and seniors who
were gathered in the vestibule after a lmed mass in the church. He
was anxious to demonstrate he had ‘a way’ with local people, but she
put him into his place, and he was wary of her from then on.
In recent decades, a lot of evidence has emerged as to how some
clerics preyed on people's vulnerabilities, exploited their deference and
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willingness to be seen as cooperative, to then nurture access to children
they would then abuse. I did not become directly aware of such abuse
by any priest or brother in Ballyfermot when I lived there.
I later shuddered when it was revealed that the convicted child
abuser, Tony Walsh — considered one of the most evil and dangerous
abusers in the State — inveigled himself into Ballyfermot homes and
social events, thereby improving his access to children. He was chaplain
to our street for a while and I met him informally on a few occasions.
My mother disliked him and complained that she found him creepy. I
personally considered he was more shy, especially as he often looked
away in conversation.
The failure to deal e ectively at an early stage with Walsh, among
other paedophile clerics re ected an underlying fault in church
structures — parish and diocesan — reinforcing suggestions of denial,
and of collusion. Cleary — a leading cleric — knew about Walsh’s
behaviours long before they were dealt with, and undoubtedly Walsh
knew of Cleary’s secrets, as potentially did others, such as the clerical
sex abuser, Bill Carney (1950–2015). He had contact with Walsh while
training as a priest, and also spent some time in Ballyfermot. He might
potentially have had access to Cleary’s secrets, and Cleary might have
known his, in the same way that he knew of Walsh. Walsh got away for
years without peer challenge, before his behaviour was eventually
halted. Cleary carried his secrets to the grave, and as a nal cowardly
act, he left it to his partner and children — who lived in church-owned
property — to explain his lifestyle, when eventually they were
requested to vacate their housing.
A group of priests, including Cleary and John Wall — who moved
from Ballyfermot to Rialto in the early 80s and was later himself falsely
accused of child sex abuse for which his accuser was rightly convicted
and jailed — regularly sang with Walsh in a cabaret act for parish and
charity fundraisers. I expect that some of Walsh's parish and singing
peers, and brothers and nuns from the schools, who, at the very least,
were remiss in not noticing Walsh’s crimes, might subsequently have
regretted their own failures: to notice, or to speak up, or forcibly
complain when all of these could have made a di erence.
Internal critical voices within the church at the time were mute,
although externally also, there was a general failure by the media and
others to probe more deeply into priestly behaviours. Meanwhile, those
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abused by Walsh and his kind, su ered, mostly in silence, and I’m sure
that they and several others gained little if any bene t from ritual mass
and prayers, be they in Latin or in the vernacular; the main bene t
clearly was to the priests and the orders.
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Behind people’s di culties with interpersonal relationships and other
frustrations and arduous journeys, there frequently lie secrets that are
not easily told, emotions that are not simply expressed, underlined by
immense personal hurt, regret and su ering.

A

short-sized lay teacher, nicknamed Longer (Mr. Long), rolled
up his sleeves, pulled at his braces with his thumbs, while daily
he explored new ideas — word games, puzzles and team
activities — to keep the interest of fty-two sixth-class pupils in the
Dealer, on top of teaching us the normal primary curriculum subjects
and also Latin and French. He introduced the latter subjects so we
could be prepared for what lay ahead in secondary school. He also
introduced us to Euclidean Geometry, and I learnt and understood the
rst key element of equality — that, things equal to the same thing are also
equal to each other — and to start grasping its multiple applied
meanings.
With energy and enthusiasm Longer guided us through our early
awareness of language and history, helping us to develop. Like a sponge
I soaked his information, and it provided the basis for virtually
everything else I learned in school for the next six years. Through his
in uence I moved away from a childhood framework to make sense of
reality and acquire the ability to reason, to explore abstract questions,
and to seek new knowledge.
He had a collection of books that were stacked in a box at the back of
the classroom, and because the box was beside my desk I helped myself
daily to its contents. In addition to classics and several adventure and
historical titles it included Patsey the Omadaun, by the nineteenthcentury author Matthias Bodkin. It was a hilarious collection of
adventures featuring the devil, leprechauns, pishogues, poteen makers
and gombeen characters in a ctitious west of Ireland village, turning
religion completely on its head.
As it happened I started to lose interest in being an altar boy at the
time. Regular attendance at Mass and Benediction had taken me away
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Fr Damien with children from the Molokai island settlement; A scene from the
lm, ‘In Dubious Battle’, based on Steinbeck’s novel

from other things that my school friends were doing and talking
about. I became acutely aware of this one morning following the
screening the night before of an episode of the TV drama, The Forsythe
Saga, in which the lead character, Soames, attacks and partly strips his
wife, Irene, with the intention to rape her. I had not fully understood
what had happened in the scene and listening to my class friends as
they discussed its detail made me realise my ignorance. I don't recall a
speci c decision to leave, but I just drifted, missing out on Benediction,
until eventually I stopped turning up for duties altogether. By taking
myself away from catholic rituals I also began to lose an interest in
religious observance, altogether.
For a while I became interested in singing ballads and other folk
songs. My older brothers, Brian and Don, regularly attended folk
sessions in the Neptune Rowing Club and they also purchased Sing Out
reprints from Walton’s music shop, which they shared with me. I
became intrigued by the life and songs of the Swedish-born labour
activist and songwriter, Joe Hill, who was executed in Salt Lake City in
60
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1915 on a fabricated murder charge. The song Joe Hill was popularised
by the folk band the Dubliners, in 1967. Through Sing Out, I also read
the songs of Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan and Tom Paxton.
Written by Ewan McColl and Peggy Seeger, The Ballad of the Carpenter,
which framed Jesus as a socialist, became my crossover song from
religion to politics. I learnt to sing it while accompanying myself on
guitar.
My brother Don, who in his working life had a deep interest in trade
union and labour issues, shared with me interesting novels, including
In Dubious Battle, Steinbeck’s pre- Grapes of Wrath ctional account of
the e orts of labour organisers to mobilise migrant fruit workers in
California during the 1930s. In his story, Steinbeck reveals an
uncompromising denunciation of California’s fruit farm owners who
manipulate strike breakers and others whose ‘patriotic’ actions are
justi ed with claims they were protecting society against the threat of
communism.
Like Damien on the island of Molokai, Steinbeck’s two central
characters, Mac and Jim were trying to achieve something better for the
people they worked with, but with di erent motivations, ideas and
strategies and di erent concepts of ‘good’ and ‘evil’. While Damien
sought heavenly salvation. Steinbeck’s title is taken from Milton’s
Paradise Lost, underlying that for Mac and Jim, their communist
mission was always doomed.
At the time I also reached out to do other things away from my family
and siblings and I went with street friends on adult-free outings.
Initially we went on walks to nearby, greener places, such as the
Phoenix Park, the rundown National War Memorial Gardens and the
Grand Canal, and then to places such as Blackrock, Dún Laoghaire,
Enniskerry, the Scalp, and Bray. On these trips we usually went
swimming or walking, and we’d eat our sandwiches, play some chasing
and head home.
During one outing I became isolated from my friends on the east side
of Bray Head, and, out of their sight, I was violently and sexually
assaulted — orally and anally — by a strange young man who had
earlier inveigled himself into the group as a friendly guide. Twice,
during my ordeal he threatened to kill me. The assault seemed to go on
forever, but it could not have been more than a few minutes. It left me
in shock and became forever embedded as the worst, most traumatic
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minutes of my life. Its memory, and detail I have since recalled with
horror, every single day.
When I re-joined my friends, I could not speak about what had
happened. The silent aftermath was dreadful. Until then, I had been
con dent, precocious, outgoing, and up for doing new things and
leading out on adventures to places where I felt con dent. In the wake
of this incident, I retreated. I was scared, haunted, and unable to speak
about it, not having the language to do so, nor having somebody I could
tell. All the while I was fearful of anybody nding out and dreading the
shame and isolation that might come.
After the sex assault, my hitherto relationships to the street and to
my friends who lived there changed, irrevocably. They had been nearby
when I was assaulted, and they shared knowledge that something had
gone terribly wrong. I felt sure they spoke about it when I wasn't
present. A self-imposed exile from the group started, and so it was that
the street and my friends who lived there, those who had helped to
form me, gradually stopped, from then on, being xtures in my life and
as my teenage years approached, these connections all but dissolved.
Notwithstanding the shock and horror of my ordeal, this change,
inadvertently, provided me with a new impetus to function more
independently, away from the street, away from the familiar, on a
di erent journey to what might have been expected, or predicted, only
weeks earlier.
The experience also brought perspective, and an important
realisation. Behind people’s di culties with interpersonal relationships
and other frustrations and arduous journeys, there frequently lie
secrets that are not easily told, emotions that are not simply expressed,
underlined by immense personal hurt, regret and su ering. It was a
somewhat slow realisation however and for the next decade I was easily
angered with what I saw as others’ failures and their inability to see
things as I did.
The burden of silence continued throughout most of my adult life,
always present, always impinging on private thoughts and decisions,
impacting on personal dilemmas, and particularly on the individual
struggle to seek a balanced resolution in moments of confusion and, as
mentioned, of anger. Frequently, it made way for overbearing, verbal
argument, whilst simultaneously, it reinforced a fear and unambiguous,
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Chris and Denis climbing the Reek,which is also viewed from Old Railway line
between Westport and the Quay.

unexceptional loathing of violence, however motivated and however
directed.
The incident coincided with my decision to cease being an altar boy
and I found myself doubly confused and guilty and the thought that I
now carried mortal sin. I found it increasingly di cult to be in church,
so I decided to stop compulsory Mass-going and confession, although
not without a lot of shame, self-doubt and a fear of eternal damnation
if I should suddenly die.
As a child, I never told my parents that I had stopped compulsory
observance and the fact that I never openly made an issue of it meant
that there was no confrontation. Conversely, when my older brother
David, insisted on making a big deal about his non-observance, there
were persistent family rows. I tended, perhaps hypocritically, to dodge
these rows, pretending I was attending Mass, whilst heading o on
other adventures, as meanwhile I admired David for standing up to
reject the requirement that he, as a sixteen-year-old emerging adult
should attend Mass, whether or not he wanted to.
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It seemed obvious that the compulsory dimension to Mass-going was
wrong and that any structure that relied on obedience to self-appointed
leaders was inherently awed. It was an internal, individual struggle to
assert my position, albeit quietly, and even as I look back on it now, I
am surprised that I managed to stick with my new-found nonobservance, especially given that I was so familiar with Mass and its
associated rituals, which I genuinely enjoyed, and occasionally still do.
My parents framed their life journeys, desires and ambitions within
the parameters of Catholic values, and although they regularly and
openly aired criticisms of church leaders, they expected their children
to observe Catholic rules. As di cult as it may be for subsequent
generations to comprehend, but in the sixties and seventies, nonobservance was not only a challenge to the priests, but it also risked
undermining family and community relations. A refusal to attend
Sunday Mass could easily be interpreted as a denial of family, and thus,
as well as bearing the anxiety of eternal damnation, I carried an
ongoing fear of family rejection — a fear that troubled me greatly.
In the summer of 1968, as I turned thirteen, my father took up a
position as site foreman to build a new hotel in Westport, Co. Mayo.
Given the distance (almost one-hundred-and-sixty miles), he and my
mother decided that they would take half the family with them: my
brother, David, who got a clerical job working with my father; my
younger brother, Owen, and sister, Eilish; and myself, all down to live in
Westport, where we stayed for a year. The three eldest, who at this
stage were all over the age of 18, and working, remained in Dublin.
As my father drove across the county border into Mayo, Ireland’s
'holy mountain', the Reek (Croagh Patrick), loomed in the distance,
until it eventually dominated the western skyline. For most of the year,
I had a strong sense of its presence and occasionally, with David, we
cycled out to its base to hike to the top. My parents also drove us out to
climb as a family. Used, as I was, to a concrete landscape, the view of
the Reek, looking west, from the top of High Street was breath-taking,
and I was in awe of its imposing presence. I frequently walked the old
railway line from beyond High Street to Westport Quay with the
mountain stretched out in front. From the Quay, where we lived for a
while, there was another great view from outside the house in which
we lived — now along with other buildings converted into a modern
hotel — looking west towards the Reek. I spent a lot of my free time
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rambling around the scrub-like hills south of the railway, which
eventually led to the mountain. It was fascinating to later realise that
summer how big a draw the Reek was for visitors, gathering in their
thousands for a pre-Lughnasa weekend festival of pilgrimage, prayer,
music, drink and revelry: a unique combination of ritual, commercial
activity and altered consciousness.
We lived initially in the town centre, in a large apartment over a
hairdresser's shop. A few doors down was a bakery located in a small
stone-walled warehouse. It had two rooms. One contained an
aluminium our mixer, a seventy-two-loaf oven, a double-lidded
wooden trough, and storage for our; the second room was used to
store, slice and package the bread.
Passing the bakery, I was intrigued and stood at the doorway
engaging in small talk with the two teenage bakers about how it all
worked. I watched them as they prepared fresh yeast by hand in an
aluminium bucket with warm water, before emptying the contents into
the mixer with salt, fat, and a hundred-weight bag of our. They would
then prove and knead the dough into loaves that were loaded into the
oven. Once ready, the freshly baked bread was delivered via messenger
bikes to local shops: two bikes with three dozen loaves on each.
On about the third day I was asked: 'Are you just going to stand there
asking questions or are you going to give us a hand?' I promptly started
arranging the loaf tins on the oor, dropping the kneaded bread in, and
doing whatever small jobs I saw others doing. Within a few days I was
doing everything: I was helping to mix the yeast, roll the dough, ll the
oven and slice the bread. I was also out doing deliveries to shops, guest
houses and hotels on one of the messenger bikes. I thoroughly loved it,
and as the owner paid me, I was able to say that I had a job. When I
told my parents they were taken aback, saying there was no reason for
me to work. But I insisted, and I stayed working there for the whole
summer. Then, during the school year, I worked after school and on
Saturdays. From a working perspective I never looked back and for the
remainder of school and later in college I always had independent
means, as a result of a willingness to work, a pattern already set by my
older brothers in taking summer and part-time jobs.
At times the bakery was akin to a social centre with lots of
conversations on all manner of topics, especially politics and sport.
Some mornings the owner’s daughter, Mary Gannon (1956–2010) would
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Roy Orbison in Starlight Ballroom, 1969

arrive with a platter of sausages, rashers, eggs and pudding, which we
kept warm in the oven until we were ready to eat. Occasionally, we had
mushrooms that somebody had picked from the elds. Back then you
would only rarely see mushrooms in a grocery or vegetable shop. They
were simply given a knob of butter and left in the oven for a while. By
the time we got around to eating our breakfast, a circle of callers was
already in-situ. People sat inside and out on windows sills and chairs,
eating rasher and sausage sandwiches and drinking tea. Most of the
callers were sta from a local clothing factory, including one of the
managers, Ivan Cooper (1944–2019), who, a few months later, contested
and won a seat in the Northern Ireland parliament for the constituency
of Derry. Others also called in the afternoon on their way home to Fr
Angelus Park, a council estate located a few hundred metres up from
town. Some had previously worked in the bakery. Ominously, most had
been sacked.
The most signi cant consequence of working in the bakery was the
access it provided me to a new world of mixed friendships, both in
terms of workmates and customers who stopped by, particularly older
teenagers, who took me into their company, I guess, because being
from Dublin, I was a novelty and they liked having me around. I went
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dancing with them, to the Town Hall (the Hop) and Pavilion Dancehall,
and then later to the Starlight Ballroom on Castlebar Road, after it
opened in February 1969, and where I saw the Marmalade, the
Tremeloes, Roy Orbison, and the boring one-song act, Peter Sarstedt,
who did a charity fundraising gig for the local youth club.
At night, I hung out with friends at the Tea Cosy Café in the Octagon.
I also sneaked into local pubs, especially during pub-singing
competitions. I joined the youth club and went on various excursions,
including a bus trip to Sligo to watch Westport FC play in the
Provincial Cup. I was introduced to girls and kept falling in love.
During the Westport Pony Show a friend called me over to meet a girl
from out the Leenane Road. She was a couple of years older. I was told
she had a fancy for me, and she asked me to bring her home. At rst, I
baulked at her suggestion as she lived a few miles out. We eventually
left and she took me on a ‘shortcut’ through the elds. Before long she
had me rolling in the grass for my rst serious kissing session. It was
memorable. The pony show came only once a year, so I never saw her
again. But she had given me some badly needed con dence, and before
long I was taking the initiative with girls and enjoying it.
In September 1968 I enrolled at the local Christian Brothers'
secondary school. It was dull and wearisome — I had already covered
most of the courses back in the Dealer with Longer. It was also unsafe.
My French teacher, Bro Manning, regularly groped me at the back of
the classroom while whispering into my ear in a gravelled voice: 'mon
chérie, mon chérie'. He was a big man with dark, Mediterranean-like
features and always wore tinted spectacles, which were lowered as if to
hide his quest for sexual grati cation.
Although the experience was abusive, unpleasant and frightening, I
tended at rst to shrug it o . However, his abuse meant that I became a
target for student jeers and attention. Eventually, one afternoon, a
group from my class cornered me in the town and beat me up with
taunts about being a ‘lick-arse’ and ‘teacher’s pet’. To them I was an
outsider, a loser, and that was enough excuse for them to also abuse
me. The episode brought back bad memories of the incident on Bray
Head. I found that I was becoming stressed and started to mitch from
school. I went on walks along the old railway line between the Quay
and Westport Station. I also wandered through adjacent hills, o ering
temporary means of escape.
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When eventually my mother heard I was mitching, she was angry, as
at the time it was considered serious from a criminal perspective. A
brother from the school came to our house to inform her and made it
clear that non-attendance proceedings would be considered. I knew of
one child from our street in Ballyfermot who had been to a reformatory
school in Daingean, Co. O aly. He had warned us of its horrors. While I
did enough to keep in with the school, I did not tell my mother the
things that had kept me away. I suspected she knew something was up
and probably gured that if my mitching occurred only occasionally, it
would eventually stop.
I wondered to myself whether the fact that there had been direct
contact between the school and my mother might perhaps provide me
with a degree of protection from my abusive teacher. Also, around the
same time, I discovered that one of the bakery workers, Michael
Higgins, got on well with and played Gaelic football alongside a lay
teacher at the school, Denis Carroll (1943–2014). At the time Michael
played for Mayo minors and in subsequent years he also had a place on
the senior team. Whenever possible, I made sure that I was seen in his
and Carroll’s company when they linked up for conversation and
laughter, especially in and around the school grounds. It seemed to
work. The fondling stopped.
One day, I passed my abuser when he was parking his car in the
town. It was public space, and I was unafraid. Our eyes suddenly met. I
stared him down, and he seemed uneasy. I reckoned I got the better of
him. He got me back through leather slaps in the classroom, for little
reason. Still, I took pleasure in knowing that I had discom ted him in
the town. Looking back now, I expect that he found some other young
boy in another class to grope instead. I also suspect that others had
been groped previously. At that stage, I was concerned only for myself.
And while I hated the humiliation of being slapped, his leather was
preferable to his groping.
After almost a year in Westport, my father was informed by his
medical consultant that if he did not undergo an operation on his
spine, he would be left permanently disabled. We would have to return
to Dublin. I did not want to go back and refused point blank to join my
parents and two younger siblings. Over the previous months I had
become convinced that we would not have to leave Westport at all, and
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that we would eventually settle there. Indeed, before my father’s
diagnosis, my parents had openly spoken about this possibility.
I had real di culty facing the prospect of a return to our street.
Having just turned fourteen I felt that I should not have to leave
Westport. My parents relented. I don’t know how I persuaded them that
I could stay for the summer, but I know they were preoccupied,
naturally, with my father’s illness. He was dulling the pain with
whiskey. It helped that, after being sacked at the bakery — seemingly it
was my turn — I got myself a new summer job in the Belclare House
Hotel, where I was also able to live in the sta quarters.
Unfortunately, after only three weeks, the hotel owner, John Healy,
sacked me unexpectedly and without warning. When I asked him for a
reason, he simply looked me up and down and said, 'your hair is too
long'. My hair wasn't particularly long, and I explained that I didn't
mind getting it cut shorter if he wished. 'Don't bother', he retorted.
'You're red anyway'. I was devastated. I had been enjoying the work,
particularly the social side and the interaction with tourists from
abroad. Perhaps I had spent too much time in conversations., and
asking too many questions.
For the next few days, I hung around with some friends from the
town. At night I slept secretively in the newly built sta quarters in the
hotel where my brother, David, was still working. I was owed wages by
Healy but was never paid. I heard that he treated other teenagers
similarly. Some people in town believed he had no money and that his
businesses were failing, that between the Starlight Ballroom — which
he also owned — and the hotel he was overstretched nancially.
Within a few years, particularly following the outbreak of the Northern
Ireland Troubles and the decline in US tourist numbers, both ventures
failed. When I worked in the hotel he told us we were to charge local
people more for drink in order to discourage them from mixing with
his high value tourists; within a couple of years he was relying on bingo
sessions for local people in the hotel’s ballroom to bring in badly
needed revenue.
After a couple of weeks, a car lift was arranged and I was brought
back to Dublin, heartbroken as I did not want to leave. The year in
Westport had been formative, a teenage rite of passage. It happened,
not on the street where I played in Ballyfermot, nor in the surrounding
areas, but in a strange town with a dramatically contrasting physical
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and social landscape, among new, albeit temporary, older friends. I had
a job. I was a Baker Boy and could earn my own money. Although
school was in general, terrible, I was learning about the world from a
teenage perspective. I had my rst real kiss, followed up with several
others. I was going to dances, hanging around in pubs. It was my
Gaeltacht, like being Over the Rainbow, but then coming to a sudden,
abrupt end.
Back in Dublin I found myself feeling stressed and anxious. I came
down with a chest infection. The doctor was called, and I was in bed for
over a week, during which time I took recourse to reading modern
novels recommended by my older brothers.
I found it di cult to adapt to the Seco, the De La Salle’s secondary
school on Le Fanu Road. Too much had happened since I’d been with
my cohort in the Dealer, and it did not help that I was out sick, on and
o , for quite some time. As with the Dealer, the Seco, apart from a few
teachers, showed little respect for students. I have dreadful memories
of both teacher and student violence, and try as I might, I never
developed an a ection for the place.
Outside school I was also incredibly lonely, isolated, and unwilling to
integrate back into street life. I spent most of my out-of-school time in
my upstairs bedroom. It was a low time. I longed for Westport, the
friends I’d made there, evenings in the Tea Cosy Café, and dancing in
the Starlight. I felt that I might never have a social network again.
By this stage, all my older brothers had moved on to marry or do
other things. At home, I binged on TV news and current a airs. I read
newspapers, especially political material. I also got stuck into my
studies, reading late into the night, and getting up out of bed early in
the morning to re ne my homework. I indulged myself with the
Exploring English series and extra-curricular novels by Orwell,
Steinbeck, Hemingway and Hardy. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye and
Behan’s The Borstal Boy — both previously banned by Ireland’s censor
— I read repeatedly. I could easily identify with their sense of
disconnection and the lonely teenage passage. Deep inside, I wanted to
be with others and wanted friends I could relate to. I wanted
association.
I spent a few weeks in James Connolly Memorial Hospital with
respiratory problems and underwent several tests. They showed that I
had localised bronchiectasis in my lower lungs. My mother believed it
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was caused by a combination of our from the bakery and cigarette
smoke. It was more likely congenital. Surgery was considered to remove
the lobe, but this was eventually abandoned when it became apparent,
after more invasive tests, that my condition could be treated over time
with antibiotics and physiotherapy. Over fty years later, it continues to
require regular attention, but I’m glad they never operated. Because of
the lost school days, consideration was given to holding me back for a
year. I resisted and studied even harder. I got extra reading from
Ballyfermot Public Library and crammed my studies at home.
While out of work for a full year, recovering from his spinal
operation, my father read and commented on my schoolbooks, and
made several suggestions on the framing of essays and on how to
interpret and view questions from alternative perspectives. Coming up
to my Leaving Cert I was encouraged by two other students, Brendan
Bartley and Joe Du y, to sign up for night classes — in English and
History — in the local Tech. I did well in my Leaving Cert in 1973, but I
attributed it mainly to my own personal workload and to these other
supports, and unsurprisingly some of the Seco teachers openly
expressed astonishment at my leaving results, which were among the
top in our cohort.
Meanwhile, as in Westport, I eventually developed a social life
outside of school when after doing my Inter Cert I got a part-time job in
a bar on Grange Cross. I plunged into the pub’s social network,
drinking with bar sta after school when they had days o , and
spending nights in city-centre pubs, dance halls and discos.
I also built up a friendship with a group of part-time sta from
Grange Cross pubs, all with nicknames: Barney, Mogsy, Johnnsy,
Wacker and Sneaky. I was called Skinbar. We formed a tight network
and regularly socialised. Ti anys, just o Mary Street, on the site of the
ILAC shopping centre, was a regular night spot. The disco scene had
just started, and Ti any's, with live bands and late-night openings, had
a clear edge over other venues. Chatting-up arrangements allowed for
both male and female initiative unlike ballrooms such as the National,
the Town and Country Club and the Television Club where the
practice was for males to observe females before asking them onto the
oor to dance. Ti anys was a male and female single's paradise.
On a few occasions I ended up in a King Street South nightclub
called Osibisa, which had endless chambers with psychedelic music
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Night-club advertisements from 1970s

and people lying around or sitting on the oor out of it from smoking
joints. Unlike the ballrooms and discos, chatting up in the Osibisa
appeared to be completely random, and I was outside my comfort zone.
There was a de nite ‘scene’ in the club, a sub-culture of people who not
only smoked cannabis but some who were clearly on other drugs as
well, including, I suspected, LSD, which was popular in certain circles.
It was an exclusive set-up, where drugs were as much central as music
and dancing.
In between school and working hours, I hung out with my friends on
Grange Cross, exchanging stories, jokes, eating chips, and chatting up
girls on their way home from work. My friends were not from my street;
they were not from my school. They provided most of the teenage
essentials: we hung out on the roundabout, we drank together both
outdoors and in pubs, occasionally we had a bit of cannabis in the
woods behind the Seco, and to meet girls, we went to night-clubs in
town. We also went camping a few times.
I am conscious that teenagers at age fteen to seventeen are often
impervious to the in uence of parents or other adults: they just want to
hang out and even though they might look or appear menacing, they
are usually so much caught up in their own thing that they either don’t
notice or are completely una ected by what older people think, their
focus being mainly on their peers —prospective boyfriends, girlfriends
and rivals.
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In the main, our hanging out routines were relatively harmless, but
for some passing adults on Grange Cross we were considered a
nuisance and sometimes there were complaints to the Gardaí, who
usually had a laugh as they gently persuaded us to tone down the
horseplay, and not to hang around the same place all the time and to
move on.
Re ecting on my teenage years conjures a sense of drift: moving
between friends without being too noticed. It started on a high note:
the sense of entering a new phase of learning in Longer’s 6th year class
with the expectation that questions, as in QED, always had logical
answers, and also the sense of being able to plot new adult-free
journeys, with friends in class and also from my own street. After Bray
Head I hid from the gaze of others, and, for a while, stopped asking
questions.
By the end of the period — six years later — it felt like a journey
without a terminal, a gathering at every station but no intended
destination; no patent meaning, no clear conclusion. The fun was
everyday, from one activity to the next; one new adventure into another
— no sitting still to take it all in, no re ection, and when it all ended it
was almost as sudden as it had started.
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CHAPTER 5
OIDHREACHT
Just as the escalation of the US-Vietnam war disrupted a new youth-

de ned American dream, so too did emerging events in Northern Ireland
traumatise a whole generation, across the island, not only because of
militarism, para-militarism and sectarian and political violence, but also
because of lost economy, the suppression of ideas, debate, culture and
media, and the undermining of community.

C

on rmation, the Catholic sacrament to rea rm church
membership as a true believer on the road to adulthood confers
— in accordance with an established ritual — the gifts of
knowledge, wisdom, courage, piety and Fear of the Lord. It is preceded
by a period of rigorous preparation and an immersion in Catechism,
whereby new questions about Catholic beliefs are posed and the
answers are learnt, by rote.
In 1966 my school preparations for Con rmation and the ftieth
anniversary of the Dublin Rising were integrated. While learning
Catholic rituals, everything else was about 1916. An Claidheamh Soluis
(The Sword of Light) was printed on copy books and displayed in
classrooms, as meanwhile it was also mounted as a wooden plaque on
the front of Dublin buses and on public buildings.
Oidhreacht (heritage), a government publication on the Rising was
circulated to every child and discussed in class, alongside the
Proclamation of the Irish Republic, which was learnt by heart. I also learnt
rebel songs, such as The Rising of the Moon, The Croppy Boy, A Nation
Once Again, The Foggy Dew and The Dying Rebel. Dermot O’Brien’s hit
The Merry Ploughboy (also known as We’re o to Dublin in the Green), was
played endlessly on the radio and I sang it regularly as one would the
latest pop hit. It was an exciting period.
The tricolour was raised and lowered daily in the schoolyard as we
sang Amhrán na bhFiann (The Soldiers’ Song). It helped locate us within
our own history, as distinct to those portrayed in comic books, such as
Victor and Hotspur. And although it was a rather blinkered history, and
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Proclamation, Oidhreacht, and ’An Claidheamh Soluis’ (the Sword of Light)

we knew nothing of its varied interpretations, we were simply proud to
have a military history we could call our own.
The 1916 celebrations were triumphant. There was no disguising that
the occasion was perceived by the priests and the De La Salle brothers
as an opportunity to mark Catholic hegemony alongside political
independence. Accordingly, their Easter stories drew attention to
parallel blood sacri ces. Both Christ and Pearse were referenced with
solemn reverence, helped, of course, by Pearse's own re ections in
Íosagán. Similarly, Joseph Plunkett’s poem, I see His Blood upon the Rose,
was referred to in English, history and religious lessons. While
Connolly was referenced, and although his daughter, the writer and
activist Nora Connolly O’Brien, spoke at the Dealer’s main
commemoration ceremony, there was no mention of his socialist
writings in the classroom.
The association between the Rising and the Cruci xion was
constantly underlined. The rebels’ martyrdom was like Christ's
sacri ce: mortal life given for a noble cause and eternal spiritual
ful lment. In addition to the signi cance of the Rising’s Easter timing,
the scenes of public disorder, and execution by order of a military,
colonial governor, also had biblical counterparts. Our heads were full
of it as we prepared for both Con rmation and the Rising celebrations,
singing Faith of Our Fathers. It was a lethal mix of nationalism, politics
and religion:
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‘Faith of our Fathers, Mary's prayers
Shall win our country back for Thee
And through the truth that comes from God
Ireland shall then indeed be free.'
Listening to contemporary debates on whether the Rising had
legitimacy or real relevance, has me re ect that rebellions rarely have a
mandate, and are judged mainly by what happens in their aftermath,
by whether they succeed, or fail, in either real or symbolic terms. In
this case, the rebel leaders having made their point, and having met the
wrath of the civilian population as well as crown forces, surrendered,
thankfully, within a week, and thus averted further civilian casualties.
Whatever combination of motives, planning, circumstance and
coincidence brought the rebels together, the whole episode, in the
wider scheme of world events at the time, had little political or military
signi cance were it not for other factors.
In this case, the newly-arrived commander of British forces, General
Maxwell, was determined, in the Rising’s aftermath, to execute its
The Brothers, the Band, the Canon and Sen.Nora Connolly O’Brien, Dealer,
1966.
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leaders, and to engage in further coercion through detentions and
reprisals, and by so doing he pulled the trigger for subsequent events.
Although Maxwell was not present in Dublin before the Rising, and
therefore unknown, his retaliation was one of the few predictions the
rebel leaders got exactly right, and perhaps more than anything else,
because of their executions, the rebellion's potential legacy as an
inexcusable, 'terrible failure' was averted, and the independence
movement gathered critical momentum.
A second factor was the speed at which Sinn Féin — a relatively
minor separatist group that supported a form of Home Rule modelled
on the Austria-Hungary dual monarchy— capitalised on the political
movement for independence. It was not directly involved in the Rising
but in its aftermath it aligned with the mobilisation against military
conscription. Unfortunately, the Citizens' Army, having united with the
nationalist volunteers to stage a rebellion, were not a signi cant force
in the subsequent militarist campaign. Also, the Labour Party, in giving
precedence to the national issue, opted out of contesting the 1918
General Election thereby giving Sinn Féin a free ride.

Poetry and music for Easter Rising centenary celebrations, in Dealer, 2016
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For Sinn Féin, and the main political parties it spawned, nationalism
was always — then and now — foremost, as it was considered that
social issues could wait. Indeed, by the mid 1960s, when the Rising was
being celebrated, it was clear that society's poorer members and
communities were left behind by the parties of independence, which
perhaps is one of the reasons why our classroom discussions about 1916
underscored the nationalist perspectives, leaving Connolly, and any
reference to a social contract, outside Ballyfermot’s classroom doors.
In 2016, I visited the Dealer for the centenary celebrations and was
glad to see that the young pupils I met there — all dressed up in 1916
era clothing — were as inspired by the lives of Connolly, Mac
Diarmada, the Pearse brothers and McDonagh as I had been fty years
previously. They set up stalls and in groups they made presentations
about their favourite Rising leaders.
I recall that, in my time, when Connolly was referenced, there was no
mention of his socialist and labour writings, nor that he was from
Edinburgh and served as a soldier in the British army, including time
served in Ireland during the Land Wars. The four fth-class students I
spoke to in 2016 did their own research and covered these and other
aspects of Connolly’s life in their presentation. Back in 1966, the
association between the Resurrection and the Rising was ingrained,
with the De la Salle brothers presenting it as a Catholic rebellion
against imperialist Protestantism. In 2016, the Rising commemorations
were more honest, reserved and inclusive than those held fty years
earlier.
As it was in many other Catholic schools, the playing of soccer, in any
format, was forbidden in the Dealer during the 1960s; only Gaelic
hurling and football were allowed in the large playing elds. Soccer
was banned because it was a foreign, English game, even though the
other foreign ball game, Rugby, thrived in middle-class Catholic
schools. In general, the battleground for consolidating nationalistCatholic hegemony in places like Ballyfermot was considerably less
apparent in wealthier communities. Contrasting rules were applied to
di erent classes. While one emphasised control and the punishment of
dissent, the other upheld dominant values and social di erence.
In the summer of 1966, while we were on school holidays, we moved
seamlessly from honouring the nationalist rebellion to celebrating the
foreign oppressor’s achievements as England fought boldly to become
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World Cup soccer champions. The event attracted as much positive
cheering and encouragement from working-class fans and supporters
as did nationalist political pageants. With the help of TV, new heroes
were born, only this time they had Sasanaigh, foreign names like
Bobby, Geo , Gordon, Nobby and Norman. We cheered them on as
they defeated Franz, Hans, Uwe, Willi and Wolfgang, and for sure the
event added momentum to the demand for soccer to be allowed to be
played in school, with the school authorities relenting within two years.
Meanwhile, The Blue Max, a lm about heroic World War 1 German
air pilots was lmed in Wicklow with the assistance of the reserve
defence force, the FCA (Forsa Cosanta Aitiuil), my brother, Don,
among them. He also proudly marched in military uniform in the
Rising’s anniversary parade, in and around the time he, like many
others of his generation, at age eighteen, said goodbye to the catholic,
con rmation emblem — the pioneer pin – and to the pledge not to
consume alcohol until adulthood.
I recall both Don and his long-haired twin brother, Brian, heading o
to Fleadh Cheoil Éireann in Boyle, Co. Roscommon, for the 1966 Whit
(June) weekend. Brian had my dad's banjo — on which he had written
‘Booze, Ballads, and Beards' — strapped over his shoulder. He had long
discarded the pin, and he remembers that he attended Sunday Mass at
the town’s St. Joseph’s Catholic Church, and afterwards with other
members of the congregation, he witnessed a young couple making
love on church grounds as Mass ended; open sexual activity indeed was
commonplace in the town that weekend, and was, for its time, an
unusual open-air spectacle.
For some observers, the 1966 Boyle Fleadh — in stark contrast to the
much tamer version held six years earlier in the same location, —
represented Ireland on a cusp, or a (non-music) watershed, as described
by one observer. The 80,000 festival revellers, my brothers among
them, were the Irish version of 1960s US hippies, people expressing
alternative cultural identities and a new way of looking at life,
exploring free love, with plenty of music, song and drink, although in
Boyle they still awoke on time, Sunday morning, to attend speciallyarranged confessions and go to Mass and Communion. They were on
the verge of something new indeed, but one with a distinctly Irish
Catholic avour!
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We were indeed, all on the threshold of something that reached even
more deeply into our collective identity. Just as the escalation of the USVietnam war disrupted a new youth-de ned American dream, so too
did emerging events in Northern Ireland traumatise a whole
generation, across the island, not only because of militarism, paramilitarism, and sectarian and political violence, but also because of lost
economy, the suppression of ideas, debate, culture and media, and the
undermining of community..
After I returned from Westport in August 1969, the ‘Battle of the
Bogside’ had exploded onto our TV screen, with scenes of civilian riots,
baton charges and CS gas. Prior to this, Northern Ireland had been of
little interest to me and others of my generation. It was not referenced
in the Dublin Rising celebrations, yet only a few years later it quickly
and dramatically became hugely important, challenging and largely
replacing our engagement with other social and political issues. We
were not to know that the preponderance of the Northern Ireland
con ict was to last thirty years, always there, if not dominating news
and public a airs, it was in the background during our social, political
and cultural formation, and in developing relations.
My father’s main political interests were labour and community
issues. Prior to the outbreak of the Northern Ireland Troubles, he
wasn’t outwardly nationalist, although his maternal uncle — also his
godfather — was involved in the War of Independence and imprisoned
in Crumlin Road Prison in Belfast, and also spent some time in Belfast
Union Hospital, after taking ill in the prison.
My father was outraged, as were many others of his generation, with
the escalating violence, such as the Falls Curfew of 1970 during which
British troops recklessly killed and wounded nationalist civilians. He
was even more angered by the introduction of internment without trial
in 1971, and the violence that ensued. It was a turning point for many,
marking as it did the exercise of rule in Northern Ireland through
coercion. Many, like my father felt that they owed it to the previous
generations who founded the State to make known their concerns and
their anger at the evolving events.
With my group of friends in Ballyfermot we were partially drawn
into the spill-over from the Troubles, the shadow of violence and
con ict ever present. We didn’t openly discuss what was going on, but I
frequently had conversations about these events with young people
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Burning of British Embassy in BloodySunday Protest, Dublin 1972

from Belfast and Derry whom I met at discos, while at home it was a
constant theme in conversations with my father, and sometimes with
my brothers. With friends I attended various events that had a
Northern Ireland theme such as ‘relief committee’ fundraisers in the
West County Hotel, Chapelizod and we attended a 1973 peace concert
in the Phoenix Park that was headlined by Horslips and featured the
Dubliners, around the time they released their version of Phil Coulter’s
song about Derry, The Town I Loved So Well.
It felt like most people were expressing solidarity in one way or
another, so we tended to just go along to events. We were completely
taken aback by Bloody Sunday in January 1972. In the days after, a few
of us participated in protests at the British Embassy on Merrion
Square. We gathered outside the church in Ballyfermot and marched to
town, joining up with various trade union and resident groups along
the way. Before we left, Canon Troy drove by the church and
encouraged us. 'The spirit of Kerry', he cried, with a wave of his st. We
cheered, hesitantly. It felt awkward being on the same side.
Members of the Ballyfermot Community Association arrived with
protest banners, con rming that the event was widely supported, that
the whole community, the whole society, shared the outrage. We spent
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Denis at Free Derry Corner, early 1970s

the evening in town amid utter chaos outside the embassy, where
buckets of paint and various missiles were hurled over our heads
towards the building, often in icting more damage on other protestors
than on the building or those guarding it.
There were several baton charges and on one occasion, while eeing
after there had been an explosion, I suddenly felt I was being grabbed,
out of the dark. It was my older brother, David, in a row linked with
others. 'Stand your ground!', he ordered. 'Not on your life' I thought as I
ducked him and made my way towards where I knew my friends would
assemble. Later, one of them stole a Ford Cortina and dropped us all
home before leaving the car on Ballyfermot Road overnight. It was my
rst and last time in a stolen car, an event that re ected the ubiquitous
sense of chaos and anarchy in the city that evening.
David had to scarper later from a baton charge and arrived home
quite late having spent time in Accident and Emergency (A&E) at the
Mater Hospital. To escape the batons he climbed the railings at
Merrion Square only to seriously damage his foot on an unseen spike
at the railing’s base. He was among several who presented to A&E with
the same injury. During, the volatile period that followed in Derry and
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Free Derry Corner, 2019: revulsion over killing of Lyra McKee (see Ch 14)

Belfast, there were several copy-cat riots on Ballyfermot Road as groups
of teenagers ran amok, burning a few cars and damaging business
properties.
There was a national strike on the day of the funerals. I went to the
embassy again, but this time with my father, in his car. It rained heavily
throughout the day and the atmosphere was mostly sombre. There was
evidence of rioting at the bottom of Grafton Street and a UK travel
agency was damaged. After participating in the march, we went quietly
home. The TV news later con rmed that the British Embassy was
burning. The newsreader’s tone seemed matter of fact, as if it were the
last of several news updates on the progress of some famous person
with lingering health, who had eventually died.
It was an exciting, emotional and intense period, but in retrospect,
we could have all done without the drama, without re ections of
anarchy on the streets, and without the sense that imperialism and
nationalism pervaded all events, all politics. Society could also have
done without the revenge killings unleashed by the IRA when shortly
afterwards the Abercorn restaurant was bombed, setting a pattern for
other atrocities to follow.
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I gradually became detached from the roundabout group of friends
as we tended to get more serious with girlfriends. I also became more
interested in reading political and historical material: the Troubles
came to dominate my reading, TV, and other interests, leaving little
space for anything else. It was the bloodiest year of the con ict, and the
only year in which the average daily death toll was greater than one —
476 deaths during the year. Indeed, the ve year period 1972–1976,
accounted for over 50% civilian deaths throughout the thirty-year
period, and 45% of all deaths.
Some months after Bloody Sunday I joined a protest outside
Mountjoy Prison, following the arrest and detention of the journalist
Kevin O'Kelly for his courtroom refusal to provide identi cation
evidence arising from the broadcast of a radio interview with IRA
leader Seán Mac Stíofáin, who was on trial for IRA membership. I was
also at a protest outside the Mater Hospital where Mac Stíofáin staged
a hunger and thirst strike that he later abandoned, causing his
supporters considerable embarrassment, especially as during his
detention at the hospital a group of young IRA volunteers — some
dressed as priests — were arrested following a foiled attempt to free
him, and were later jailed.
Occasionally, I joined other protests linked to the Troubles. While I
was not directly a ected by events in Northern Ireland, their simple
occurrence drew me into the various social and political aspects of the
con ict. I tried to arrive at my own conclusions about it all, based not
alone on reading history but on contemporary accounts.
I recall raising questions in school classroom debates about the
inequitable administration of law and justice in Northern Ireland and
being accused by other students — from both Fianna Fail and Fine
Gael lineage — of being an IRA sympathiser. I was annoyed about this
labelling. It was also common for IRA supporters to justify atrocities on
one side because of the atrocities of others. It did not help that their
spokespersons were banned from radio and television, thus
undermining attempts to provide a balanced perspective or raise
questions about IRA motives and other arguments. A lot of political
debate, at the time, showed little ability to see or negotiate the grey
middle ground, as mainstream political parties hitched their wagons to
an anti-IRA narrative whilst avoiding serious discussion as to why so
many Northern Ireland working class communities felt so alienated. It
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seemed that if politics was to explore the economic and social
dimension to the Northern Ireland Troubles, a focus on similar issues
down South would inevitably follow.
I had a steady girlfriend for a while and both her brother, and his
wife were avid IRA supporters and they also regularly played vinyl
records of republican ballads. She on the other hand was neutral and
more interested in having a good time, and was good fun. On one
occasion we went as a foursome to a Wolfe Tone concert at a pub in
Raheny. While I genuinely looked forward to the night out, I was taken
aback by the concert scene.
The Wolfe Tones whooped up everybody with rebel songs and for
the playing of A Nation Once Again lots of young men stood on chairs
and tables thrusting their pint glasses into the air as they shouted: 'Up
the IRA!' It was all quite innocent especially as it was unlikely that an
IRA person would allow themselves to be caught up in this revelry. I
was uncomfortable about it however, and while I was partial to singing
a few rebel songs, the scene was unsettling, especially the drink and the
aggression. It didn’t help that my girlfriend’s brother — with a lot of
drink taken — ercely assaulted me a few months later following a
disagreement about tastes in music. He stuck with the Wolfe Tones,
whereas my main musical interest at the time was the Chieftains and
Planxty.
These events were somewhat incidental, but were there in the
background as I began to question whether an involvement in protest
marches linked to the Troubles signalled direct or even tacit support
for the IRA, whose violent actions escalated and whose supporters’
conversations became imbued with sectarianism and a ‘Brits Out’
narrative. I was uneasy about a self-perception of being against things
simply because they were British. At the time I was reading Hardy’s Far
From the Madding Crowd, Sillitoe’s Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner
and Somerset Maughan’s The Razor’s Edge. Through cinema I was
attracted to heroic characters and had read the biography of Lawrence
of Arabia and after viewing The Third Man I read all of Graham
Greene’s major novels.
On Sunday evenings, 4-6pm, I listened to the BBC radio's top 20, and
I liked artists such as The Kinks, Mungo Jerry, David Bowie and Led
Zeppelin. Like most of my friends I was a keen supporter of
Manchester United, having been completely won over to soccer by

fi

85

WHERE DO YOU COME FROM?

England's World Cup victory in 1966 and United’s 1968 European Cup
win.
These things mattered, not just for me but for my peers also. If
anything the Irish establishment’s mono-cultural ethos was sti ing,
oppressive and our exposure to British, as well as American and other
in uences, provided an important sounding board for evolving ideas,
thoughts and emotions, and music of course. As with other youth of my
generation I was not ready to ditch these especially when set against
the Irish government’s censorious mentality and deference to Roman
Catholic rules, authority and values.
As I prepared for my Leaving Cert exams in 1973, the IRA brought
their bombing campaign to British cities, and there was a signi cant
change in people’s attitudes towards them. Following Bloody Sunday,
support for Northern Ireland nationalists, already awakened during the
Battle of Bogside, gathered momentum, yet within a year many people
wondered whether such support lent to the inference that they also
backed IRA violence, which escalated and dominated media coverage.
At times conversations with my father were imbued with references
to and arguments about Northern Ireland. For a few years, during the
mid-seventies, he regularly drank in a local pub with a group of Sinn
Féin idealists who convinced themselves that their drinking sessions
were under the constant surveillance of the Garda Special Branch. I
recall joining them on one occasion, during which an argument ensued
about the Sinn Féin policy of abstentionism, whereby they refused to
support Dáil electoral candidates who intended to take their seats if
elected. In their minds, the Dáil abstention principle superseded most
others.
Their rationale for Dáil abstentionism was that the Anglo-Irish
Treaty (1921), undermined the original all-Ireland mandate that had set
up the rst Dáil (1919). They failed to acknowledge that the Civil War
(1922–23) that followed the signing of the Treaty was, if only by default,
won by the pro-Treaty side, and that its most opponents, ve years after
ceasing military activities, set up a new breakaway political party,
Fianna Fail, that sucked up virtually all anti-treaty political supporters,
eventually entering and leading government in 1932.
All that was left for Sinn Féin in the aftermath was a rump of a party,
who saw themselves as inheritors of the mantle of Anti-Treaty
abstentionism, and apart from this negativity, their only apparent
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reason to exist was to create a political facade
for the IRA’s sporadic activities in Northern
Ireland, until eventually it embarked on the
‘Long War’ — its war of attrition in which it
advocated the simultaneous use of gun
violence and the ballot box, to take political
power in Ireland. The dual strategy was rst
articulated by Sinn Féin leader, Danny
Morrison, at the party’s 1981 Ard Fheis, held in
the aftermath of the hunger strikes.
During the period of the H Block hunger
strikers, which like Bloody Sunday, generated
a huge swelling of support for nationalist
grievances, I recall one of the Ballyfermot
group of Sinn Féin members, at an open
meeting about Dáil election strategies to
support candidates including Tony O’Hara —
brother of recently deceased hunger striker
Patsy O’Hara (1957–1981) who was a member of the Irish Republican
Socialist Party (IRSP) — arguing that persons not a liated to Sinn
Féin, should row in behind its Hunger Strike election candidates, in
preference to Hunger Strike candidates put forward on behalf of other
non-abstentionist political parties – namely the IRSP. The argument
went, that as the abstention policy was a fundamental Sinn Féin
principle, there was no compromise for non-Sinn Féiners in supporting
Sinn Féin candidates, whereas there was a signi cant compromise for
Sinn Féin members in supporting non-abstention candidates.
It was a hideous contention but typical of the then Sinn Féin mindset
that political principles inhered in self-proclaimed victimhood, and
that as victims, they held a monopoly on principles. At the same public
meeting one hard line Sinn Féin member stood up and directing his
comments at his co-members read from a rule book, warning that if
they persisted in participating in a discussion that might potentially
lead to any of them supporting a non-abstentionist Dáil election
candidate, he would personally report them to the Árd Comhairle for
disciplinary action, and that he had written down all their names. It
was a chilling contribution.
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Anti-H-Blocks march, Dublin, 1981

The whole thing was farcical as the meeting was convened as a
genuine attempt to raise support for the hunger strikers and only a
minority of those attending were from Sinn Féin. They still ended up
dominating the proceedings with their own internal wranglings, albeit
settled through a reminder of disciplinary structures. Along with a
friend, I left the meeting early with an image of ambivalent Sinn Féin
members getting their knees capped because of supporting nonabstention Hunger Strike candidates. For our troubles, as we left the
meeting, we endured a twenty-minute questioning by Special Branch
detectives, doing a ‘let’s piss people o !’ routine.
The death of Bobby Sands (1954–1981), who was elected an MP to the
UK Parliament four weeks before he died, Patsy O’Hara and eight
others, during the three months byAugust 1981 had a profound,
emotional impact on society, especially given that there was a Dáil
election right in the middle on June 11, during which one hunger
striker, Kieran Doherty (1955–1981), and a H-Block prisoner (not on
hunger strike), Paddy Agnew, were elected. Doherty died a few weeks
later.
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In Northern Ireland the issue was both emotional and particularly
divisive. Sands's election on an anti-H Block platform, demonstrated
that the Sinn Féin/ IRA movement had electoral potential. Yet, at 51%
Sand’s victory, while signi cant in uniting the nationalist community,
was not overwhelming, and thus underlined that those opposing
nationalism in Northern Ireland were as equally united. Indeed,
although Sands’s election agent, Owen Carron, held the seat — on the
same platform — in the by-election following the hunger striker’s
death, the seat was lost to a united Unionist challenge in the following
year’s General Election in which Carron stood as a Sinn Féin candidate.
While nationalists were prepared to unite on a single issue prisoners’
rights campaign, they were not, as of yet, prepared to unite electorally
behind Sinn Féin, especially as the Long War, in the aftermath of the
hunger strikes, rumbled on.
Sinn Féin’s foray into electoral politics during the hunger strikers’
campaign could potentially have been built upon in the early 1980s,
except that they remained wedded to both militarism and Dáil
abstentionism. They did move on eventually and after abandoning
abstentionism in 1986, Sinn Féin gradually became a viable Dáil
political movement that, unlike its 1970s pipe-dreaming counterpart, is
today well organised and deeply embedded in working-class
neighbourhoods, particularly in those communities in which it gained
a considerable foothold arising from their involvement with the drugs
issue (see Chapter 14), and other issues of protest, particularly the antiwater charges movement, 2011–2016.
Signi cantly, as with Fianna Fáil in the 1920s, Dáil electoral support
for Sinn Féin escalated only after it was evident they had abandoned
their militaristic strategies in 2005 and focused instead on other
matters, exclusively. Sinn Féin’s contemporary engagement with and
mobilisation of disa ected urban communities has echoes with Fianna
Fáil’s identi cation with peripheral, rural communities in the late 1920s.
It remains to be seen whether, like Fianna Fáil, Sinn Féin also gives less
priority to the national question once they are elected to power, as
seems inevitable, especially as their tendency is not to campaign for
Dáil seats on nationalist, but on more immediate, bread-and-butter and
populist issues.
What I found particularly distasteful about the attitude of several of
Sinn Féin members during and since the early 1970s was their
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relentless reference to ‘Free Statism’ and to use the pejorative label
“Free Stater” towards those in government — politicians, public
servants and members of the police and army — some of whom the
IRA killed (eleven Gardaí, one soldier, one prison o cer and one
senator) by way of regarding them as corrupt and as cowards, and
traitors, in language that was particularly o ensive and distasteful.
Yet, it is only when Sinn Féin abandoned their support for militarism
and the in ammatory narrative associated with it, that they came to a
point of being able to o er alternative government. Some of their
members disagree with this viewpoint, claiming that the IRA’s
sustained military campaign, which they supported, brought about the
peace process and the Good Friday Agreement, thereby creating the
conditions for new politics in Ireland. It is of course a viewpoint to
which they are entitled, and as an establishment political party they
obviously are also entitled, and are to be encouraged, to criticise other
political parties. However, to criticise others as having failed during the
period of government in which Sinn Féin abstained from political
participation, is an egregious deceit and an insult to the memory of
those State servants whom the IRA killed in their line of duty. Their
continued pro-IRA narrative lends credibility to other political parties’
criticism of Sinn Féin’s militarist legacy.
While my father drank with the Sinn Féin group during the 1970s, he
did not share their support for the IRA. While initially intrigued by his
insights and viewpoints, I gradually became frustrated with his
ambivalence towards the IRA and political violence however. We
frequently argued.
Many of my arguments with him, both then as I tried to make sense
of it all, and in the decades after, centred on whether people had
choice, whether they had agency. For him, many nationalists had no
choice but to be defenders against State-supported and State-instigated
sectarianism and terrorism. In contemporary parlance, it might be
stated that ‘they did not nd the war; it found them’.
For every person thus found, however, a multiple of others — some
of whom I had begun to meet in my personal life — exercised their
choice to nd an alternative, more democratic option. While I nd
myself acknowledging that dark forces on all sides were manipulating
people’s choices, I have found it impossible to conclude that the Long
War was just or justi ed.
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Politically, I don’t consider there is much of a di erence between the
social and economic policies of Sinn Féin and other mainstream
parties, when they too were in opposition. In general, opposition
parties, as with Sinn Féin currently, want less tax and more social
spending, until they take o ce and realise the narrowness of the
choices facing them. The real test is whether, upon taking o ce, they
wish to make fundamental changes to the parameters of political
choices. Thus more public housing can only come about with less
public incentives to build and purchase private homes; more access to
public health is at the cost of less choices in private health, and, a fairer
distribution of resources into education inevitably requires the ending
of subsidies to fee-paying schools. Such policies would represent real
change, and potentially the main economic di erence between Sinn
Féin and others is if they can deliver on these if they enter government.
The national question indeed, and the routes chosen to pursue
national uni cation represents the core issue of political di erence.
There is also a view that a future Sinn Féin-led government would seek
to legitimise the war, post facto, using the argument that the Long War
had equivalence with the regularly commemorated War of
Independence (1919-1921), and Dublin Rising, 1916, an equivalence that
is widely rejected. I expect that in the years ahead there will be plenty
of arguments, for and against, these positions.
The Rising’s 50th anniversary was for me, and for many of my
generation, our awakening and introduction to national identity and
Oidhreacht, where we learned that we had home-grown military heroes
who stood up against a coercive enemy. We saw it as our Alamo,
especially as a version of the ballad The Alamo was released with chart
success by Irish folk band, the Johnstons, in November 1966.
Although it had no mandate the Rising still managed to dominate
the lexicon of events marking Ireland’s struggle against colonialism and
coercion. The 1969 Battle of the Bogside had a place in that same
lexicon, so did two bloody Sundays, in 1921 and 1972. The H-Block
protests and the death of Booby Sands and nine others by hunger strike
was also a watershed.
A remarkable feature of the H-Block protest movement was the
mobilisation and participation of thousands of disa ected young
people, who established action groups, in working class areas
throughout Dublin. At weekends, several skinheads, mods and punks
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Youth Against H-Block banners, 1980 (An Phoblacht)

and others regularly gathered together, in the city under the banner
Youth Against H-Blocks. They were politicised but not politically
a liated: young people who were reaching adulthood at a time of deep
economic recession. Desperate for heroes, they were inspired by the
Hunger Strikers’ campaign, and potentially some indeed became
mobilised in support of Sinn Féin’s community-based political
campaigns in subsequent years.
It was a relief to me that my father, as he got older, eventually
moderated his rhetoric about the Troubles, which by the late seventies
were only half over but had already completely dominated virtually
everything else on the social, cultural and political landscape. It had
been bad enough that the State’s founders had pushed most social
issues into the background during the rst sixty years of its existence,
but the issue was now also depressingly curtailing the capacities of my
generation (the grandchildren of those who had participated in or
witnessed the 1916 Rising, War of Independence and Civil War) to reject
the bitterness and hatred that had such a strong stranglehold on Irish
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public life, as meanwhile society, once again, became deterred from
addressing pressing social and economic issues.
It would take another generation before respite, before ordinary
people could wake up and not hear the dreadful news on morning radio
of yet another violent atrocity, knowing that somewhere in a social
setting, pub, cafe or workplace, police or army barracks, or in a quasipolitical meeting, a group of political, sectarian, military or
paramilitary pipe-dreamers were already smiling and whooping away,
shouting up something or other, in smug satisfaction, thereby creating,
for future memories, another generation of beer-swilling shouteruppers.
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CHAPTER 6

PLASSEY
I walked the full island every day, regardless of the weather, setting out
westward from the beach, around the barren northern and western
shores, and returning by the lighthouse, and the MV Plassey shipwreck
which went aground in 1960 — a monument to drift and rescue.

C

B Packaging was a subsidiary company to the iconic Clondalkin
Paper Mill. The mill operated from the 19th century until it was
forced to close in the 1980s. It provided huge employment in the
area and constituted a big part of life in Clondalkin. I started to work in
CB in June 1973, on my eighteenth birthday, and within days I was
earning an adult wage, with adult rights and adult responsibilities.
Technically, the work in CB Packaging was easy, but as it was shift
work, it was tiring. In retrospect, it was the heyday of high-end, modern
manufacturing in Ireland, just before successive oil crises heavily
impacted and disrupted — eventually transforming — western
industry. Before this disruption, most modern factories were highly
unionised, and workers were relatively well looked after in terms of pay
and conditions. During the late seventies' recession, however, new
manufacturing moved to cheaper labour markets, leading — postrecession — to more precarious labour conditions in Ireland. This
situation would eventually contribute to the closing of CB Packaging,
Clondalkin Paper Mills, and of several other high-end industries,
including the aforementioned Semperit factory in Ballyfermot.
The work in CB was around-the-clock plastics extrusion. Machined
polymer beads were fed into a heating process, and printed plastic
bags, mainly for agri- products, such as peat, fertilizer, and animal
feeds, came out. We worked three seven-day shifts which meant we
worked three out of every four weekends but were paid double the
normal rate for our weekend hours, and ‘double-double’ if we had to
cover extra hours for absent colleagues. In today's terms, we earned the
equivalent of twenty euro per hour and on average we received a
weekly equivalent of fty-three hours pay for forty hours of work, over
a twenty-eight day, three-shift cycle. The money was good and I saved a
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Clockwise from Top R —: Don, viewing some of Chris’s paintings in Ballyfermot
Library; Burnt Gorse, Dance and Loch Lomond

lot, as I couldn't see myself staying in the job for too long. I spent
some on drink, especially with work colleagues.
It was with my older brother Don’s support and encouragement that
I took up the position in CB. His rst job on leaving school had been
with the civil service , and he found it exceedingly boring and lacking
in stimulation. Worried that he would spend the rest of his life logging
import and export paper returns in the Central Statistics O ce, he
decided on a move to manufacturing, working in packaging industries
for most of his life, switching to a training and employment support
role in disability services in the decade before retirement. In our family,
Don symbolised continuity, care and stability, not least because, with
his wife Helen, they reared six children and have eighteen
grandchildren, and continuously over several decades has been the
main point of contact for my parents, while they were alive, and also
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Left to Right: Don, with CB work colleagues, Vincent, Danny and Ian during
tea and smoke break, mid 1970s.

provided a safe haven, for extended family travelling from the US and
elsewhere.
My time in CB was an important period, providing me with the rst
decent wage, thereby helping me to establish independence. It also
meant that in later years, while studying in college and needing money,
I had enough factory experience to enable me to work on a casual, shift
basis elsewhere when I needed to.
As I re ected on the future, I knew that I had not made good use of
my Leaving Cert results. Given that I had enough honours for
university entry and to qualify for a government grant, it seemed
obvious that I should continue in education. However, neither my
parents nor I had previously considered the university option. Getting
their children to either Inter Cert or Leaving Cert was a good ambition,
and one to be proud of.
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In school, I never had a conversation, either individually or as part of
a group, with any of my teachers about further learning. Meanwhile,
my careers teacher repeatedly suggested that I ll out banking,
insurance and civil service application forms and undertake entry tests.
He never managed to mention that if I got su cient grades I might be
entitled to avail of a grant to go to college; he never mentioned college.
Later, in the months and years after leaving school, I was o ered entrylevel clerical/administrative jobs, including in the civil service , but I
turned these down.
The rst encouragement I received concerning third-level study
came from my factory work colleagues. During smoke and lunch
breaks, and after-work drinking sessions, they encouraged me to avail
of further education, while I could. They were all young men who had
grown up in the sixties, an era in which the pleasures of unmarried
relationships — ‘living in sin’ — lacked public acceptance, and in
which the political, as well as religious dogma of ‘every sperm a wanted
sperm’, ensured that the pursuit of sexual pleasure was also usually
accompanied by the responsibilities of both marriage and children.
Although not yet aged thirty, they believed their prospects of further
education had passed and facilities for life-long learning, outside of
work were, in any case, minimal. They saw in me the prospect of an
educational ful lment that was beyond their grasp and were anxious to
ensure I availed of it. Their in uence had a signi cant impact, and I
took their advice to go to college.
I was unsure about what I should study. I looked at my results and
assessed the courses that I could potentially get a place on. There were
a few options, but without any further guidance I choose engineering,
mainly because of my father’s background in the building trade. It
proved to be a bad choice, and I’m sure that if I consulted him my
father would have discouraged me, especially as he had already
complained about my inability to use a plumb line in small household
projects and regularly advised that I should not be let loose with a
hammer.
I never settled into the rst-year curriculum, with its heavy emphasis
on all the various branches of mathematics that were regarded as
foundational for an engineering degree. I suppose my expectations had
been shaped by my father’s lengthy and detailed explanations of the
practical engineering problems he had encountered and resolved in his
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work. Rather than whetting my appetite, I found that these
introductory mathematics courses e ectively killed my interest in
engineering as a professional career option.
I also found it di cult to connect socially at Trinity. Most students
came from fee-paying and other feeder schools with well-established
friendships and circles. Depending on their schools, social origins and
interest in team sports, some formed group loyalties with others
gravitating towards a single, o -putting ‘Trinners’ identity. Many
shared either a player or spectator interest in rugby — a sport that did
nothing for me, although with improved TV coverage, I warmed to it
since. Try as I might, I found it di cult to nd enough in common to
connect with any single group.
The students' union, then known as an SRC (students’ representative
council) provided some respite, but it had an air of unreality, as the two
dominant groups — Fine Gael liberals, and Maoist internationalists —
competed, respectfully, for polemical dominance, publicly debating the
‘commanding heights of the economy’, especially bank ownership and
public ownership of Tara zinc and lead mines, and the Kinsale Head
gas eld.
The Trinity-based Contraception Action Programme, which
campaigned for legislative and other changes in the importation and
distribution of contraceptives, brought both sides together. As well as
o ering free condoms, it provided other light reliefs in the form of
engaging social events and fundraising lunchtime concerts, including
one where I rst saw and heard Cork singer-songwriter, Freddie White
and his fascinating rendition of the Tom Waits song, Martha.
I could have tried harder to adapt to Trinity. Some of the students in
my class were very interesting and were similarly struggling for space
and recognition in a strange, relatively unfriendly place. With a nineto- ve lecture timetable, however, there was little opportunity for
random socialising. Compounding this, I lacked patience for new
friendships and was genuinely fearful of rejection.
My path of least resistance was to socialise out of the college, linking
up with my brother Denny and friends along the Merrion Row pub
strip, where we went to Toners for conversation, the Baggott Inn for
occasional rock music sessions, or O'Donoghues for traditional
sessions. I also met up with a group of people who regularly played
music together in the Wren’s Nest, Lucan, including the piper, Con
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Clockwise from bottom left: Eilish on tin whistle, Hilda, Denis, Thomas,
Maurice and Barry, Denny on Bodhrán and David, Wren’s Nest, mid 1970s,
Con Durham, Colm McCaughey and Thomas Walsh at Pat and Barry’s
wedding, TCD, 1987.

Durham (1956–2012), and Thomas Walsh who was Denny’s close friend.
Thomas used to play saxophone and clarinet with The Young Shadows
show band, and also toured with the band Arcadia in Germany.
Denny spent a few years travelling abroad, mainly spending time in
France and Greece, where he managed a small touring folk band, in
which he also played a bodhrán. On his return to Ireland he was
regularly on edge clearly carrying the pain and trauma of his
childhood abuse in the Dealer, but not in a position to reveal or discuss
it until several years later. He married and had two children, and later
separated and now lives in County Laois.
Thomas, Denny and a few other musicians formed a musical group,
Turlough. My sister Eilish, then a young teenager, often came along with
my parents and joined in playing the tin whistle. She later studied
science in Trinity during the mid eighties and moved to London to
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work in drug discovery. There she met and settled with her husband
Paul and they have two children.
For a while I worked with Denny’s friend Thomas as a helper in a
small delivery business operating out of the Fruit and Vegetable
Market, and we regularly had prolonged discussions about life, politics
and social issues as we drove around about twenty medium-sized retail
shops in Dublin’s suburbs. Thomas was full of stories and practical
wisdom and I would have paid him for the pleasure of working with
him, except I needed the money.
I made a new friend, Maurice, Thomas’s brother, whom I met in
O’Donoghues. Maurice was at a crossroads, experiencing a lot of selfdoubt about life and personal prospects. After ten years of hard graft as
drummer in a booming showband, The Drifters, he decided he wanted
a change, and left to explore other options. He completely changed his
working career, giving him more time to focus on family and
relationships. At the time I was inspired by Maurice’s decision to make
such a signi cant change, especially given that his showband years had
been so successful.
On a personal and emotional level, we were very close. I vividly recall
an early Sunday morning when we walked through the Glenmalure
Valley in Wicklow, following a night’s camping. We laughed, shouted,
sang outrageous songs, and shared intimate secrets about our past,
desires for the future, relationships, and sense of vulnerability. At the
time, I was looking backwards to seek explanations for feelings of
doubt and hopelessness. and while I did not reveal it to Maurice, I was
still deeply troubled about the sexual assault seven years previously,
and only beginning to understand its deeper, personal signi cance. I
was sexually active and acutely aware that on the cusp of becoming a
teenager, my rst sexual encounter was to have been raped,
contributing to feelings of apprehension and guilt.
I was uneasy in ways not previously anticipated. I was particularly
troubled about my silence and the prospective impact on me, in the
long term, of remaining silent. Yet, I sensed that my life experience to
date would have been di erent, and for the worse, if I had not remained
silent. Surmising that my own personal, worldly deliverance lay in
suppressing the past, I decided it was better to learn to cope with the
secret than go through what I saw as the unnecessary pain of having it
revealed.
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I had a good Leaving Cert, but I carried an overall sense of failure, of
going nowhere, lacking purpose, and feeling disconnected. On leaving
CB Packaging I had high expectations of nding something di erent in
Trinity, but it had simply led to more confusion, a period misspent,
reinforcing all the other negative thoughts and feelings. A change, for
sure, was certainly needed, and after spending some time with
Maurice, I knew that change was possible.
During the spring of 1975, a few months before I was twenty, I went to
Inisheer, the smallest of the Aran Islands o the Clare coast, for six
weeks on my own. Having stayed a weekend on the island once
previously, I was drawn to its simple qualities, frugality, and peaceful
way of life. I wished to spend more time there on my own. With
Thomas Walsh’s encouragement — he had also spent a lot of time there
and passed on his experience there he composed the beautiful slow air,
Inisheer — I pre-booked, by hand-written letter, a traditional, thatched
rental cottage that cost six pounds per week, including a bag of coal
and as many home-grown potatoes and onions as I could eat.
Living on my own on an island with a population of less than two
hundred was sobering and personally revealing. I walked the full island
every day, regardless of the weather, setting out westward from the
Wreck of the Plassey, Inisheer, symbol of drift and rescue
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beach, around the barren northern and western shores, and returning
by the lighthouse, and the MV Plassey shipwreck which went aground
in 1960 — a monument to drift and rescue. A full perimeter walk could
take ve hours or longer, including time spent sitting on the rocks
looking out on the wild Atlantic. Whatever the weather, the journey
was a daily, unmissable tonic, especially as the Plassey is a powerful
reminder of the power of the sea and of the bravery of islanders who,
using a breeches buoy, rescued all eleven sailors from the stricken
vessel.
The owner of the thatched cottage, Mícheál, was sixty years old, but
looked as t as a man not yet forty. He worked hard, shing, farming
and maintaining his house. During the summer, he and his wife hosted
scoláirí (Irish language students). We had good rapport and, on some
evenings, when I lit the re, he joined me and under candlelight we
talked about his life, his family and his children who were away. I also
learnt of his brother, who hauled sand, seaweed and fertiliser daily
around to the back of the island to painstakingly build a new eld, for
the next and further generations.
Mícheál told me about a young, visiting psychiatrist (the Doc) who
was hero-worshipped by the islanders after he had jumped into the sea
to save a local girl from drowning. Most islanders could not swim, as it
was believed that it would prolong the agony of death if the sea ever
came to take them. As a result of the Doc’s actions, however, young
islanders signed up for swimming classes so that they would be better
placed to intervene in the future: a long tradition reversed with one
single act of personal bravery.
Mícheál also told me that several islanders had taken a dislike to the
anthropologist John Messenger, who had spent a couple of years with
his wife studying the island’s people. His book, Inis Beag, detailed inter
alia claims regarding the islanders' supposed repressed sexual
behaviours. According to Mícheál during a return social visit that
Messenger made to the island, he had been confronted by a group of
young men after Mass one Sunday morning and was persuaded to
leave on the afternoon boat, never to return. Mícheál maintained that
people should have been more careful about what they said to
Messenger and his wife when they were conducting the
anthropological study.
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Having read excerpts from Inis Beag following my rst visit to the
island, I was drawn into the island experience, but taken aback by the
writer’s preoccupation with viewing others’ cultures as apart, as
di erent. It all seemed so nosy, and voyeuristic. The islanders were
di erent, for sure. Their lives and toils were shaped by rock, sand and
hand-built elds, all surrounded by an at-times, treacherous sea. They
nonetheless had an ongoing relationship with the world beyond, and
corresponded with brothers, sisters, cousins, sons and daughters in
other places, including England, the USA, Canada and Australia. From
what I observed their relationships with each other were not
dramatically di erent to any other small community within wider Irish
society. Islanders — young and old — did not, to me, appear to have
more di culty talking about sex than their mainland counterparts. It
was very noticeable, however, that while there was a handful of young
men living on the island, there were virtually no young women, except
some who came home from work or college at weekends.
Mícheál was a wise and interesting storyteller. Apart from shing, he
was o the island only once in his life, to Galway, but he could speak as
if he had travelled the world. He told me once about his annoyance
with mainland shermen who had cut the ropes from lobster pots
illegally laid by Spanish shermen. When I asked why he considered
this act a problem, as it seemed a reasonable response to illegal shing,
he replied that it was wrong to undermine the livelihood of people who
risked their lives at sea, no matter how wrong they were, or where they
were from. Islanders, he stated, would never have cut the ropes. When I
re ected on his comment, I suspected there were other illegal, quasicommercial activities that islanders might equally have wished to
ignore if it was considered an integral part of people’s livelihoods.
Some nights I went to the pub, Sean’s, in the Chapel village. It was
small and cosy, with a social atmosphere. Either Sean, or his brother
Rory served behind the bar. They were always open to conversation.
Some regular customers played card games, usually their own version
of ‘twenty- ves’, They occasionally had a late-night singsong with
islanders taking a singer's hand and moving it gently, as if winding
them up, to encourage and sustain their singing.
They sang beautifully, long songs of love and sadness — all as
Gaeilge. I sang a few songs myself, usually after somebody wound my
arm up. The only song in Irish I knew was Eamonn an Chnoic, the story
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of a dispossessed seventeenth-century Irish nobleman turned outlaw,
refused refuge by a woman while being chased across the hills by
Williamite soldiers.
The Naomh Éanna passenger ferry — currently a ruin in dry-dock in
Dublin Port — sailed twice weekly from Galway and called to all three
Aran Islands: Inishmore, Inishmean and Inisheer. Its rst port of call
depended on tides as at full-tide it could dock at Inishmore. At
Inishmean and Inisheer, it dropped anchor o -shore, and the islanders
rowed out their curraghs to ferry in goods and passengers.
The ferry’s arrival was an incredible occasion, and full of activity.
Curraghs lined up with boatmen, helpers and children, surrounded by
dogs barking, as cattle were drawn behind curraghs and hoisted into
the boat’s hold, sometimes letting loose their load from the sheer fright
of it all. The two island tractors — the only mechanically propelled
vehicles on the island — hauled the goods from the beach. The
atmosphere was business-like and festive, with a strong spirit of
meitheal. There was always anticipation about new visitors, followed by
some revelry in the pub as those who helped in o oading the cargo
and passengers had a few drinks.
A group of geology students came out from University College
Galway one weekend. I entertained them, along with a few Irish
language students from Trinity, in the cottage one evening, and I had
interesting conversations and stories with them about how di erent
academic disciplines made sense of the island and its people: how rock,
soil, landscape and language shaped social discourses. It was all
highfalutin, but very enjoyable, especially with drink taken.
A friend, Mari Walsh, a physiotherapist living in Galway, came over
for a short weekend and we had a good time together. She lost her
father, with whom she was very close, just a few years earlier, at a time
when she felt she needed him most and when she was trying to make
her own life decisions She drew strength from her grief however, and
shared her belief in taking control, her belief in agency. She had a
strong sense of independence and eschewed the idea of random or
determined life pathways. I was highly in uenced by her sense of
personal responsibility and independence and her conviction that
individually we have enormous say in the choices we make. She was
determined to leave Ireland and within two years she emigrated to
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Canada where, after ten years, she married and with her husband
Roman, they had two children.
Walking the island, I often encountered members of a religious
group, Mary’s Followers of the Cross, who had settled into a house near
the island’s beach where they lived o the sea and prayed daily. I knew
something of the group as one of my brothers, Denny, participated on
building works projects with them and occasionally my brother David
also tagged along. In addition to work projects Jacobson and core group
members also hung out on pairs on Grafton Street, where they
regularly stopped young people who were out socialising, inviting them
into a conversation about belief in God. This type of evangelising was
quite frequent in Dublin city centre, with Hare Krishnas, born-again
Christians, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Moonies and Mormons, all eagerly
seeking new members to help build their status and income.
Eventually, when the Followers had a critical mass recruited, they
moved away from this practice to one of intensive contemplation in an
isolated community of believers. They lived outside Spiddal in Galway
before moving on to Inisheer. From Denny’s accounts, the group was
more cult than religious. I knew one member from Ballyfermot. He
vehemently disagreed with this characterisation, but I reckoned Denny
was right. During my island walks this member often stopped me and
engaged me in conversation. He was very direct in trying to get me to
join them for evening prayers, and although initially tempted, I always
declined.
I spoke a few times with their leader, Kevin Jacobsen (1933–2005),
after meeting him during my rambles. I also observed his ability in
mastering the group's currach, which he had built after carefully
studying the methods of boat makers. Kevin’s currach had a keel, and
although this made it fast in the water, it was di cult to control when
beaching. An ability to turn quickly with the currach oars was essential
for getting onto the back of a wave before landing. In the hands of other
group members, the currach often oundered, and islanders would
have to wade out to help turn the boat around and pull it in. It usually
took a few attempts to beach it but not when Kevin was in control. He
was strong and deft, and with a sharp eye he timed his oar movements
with perfection. His skills were a joy to observe, and some islanders
harboured a mixture of admiration and jealousy for his abilities.
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Kevin had a kind but piercing look. He was softly spoken and
although he never raised the subject of God with me when I met him,
he was otherwise very engaging and charismatic. He spoke
a ectionately about the island, its rugged beauty, and the power of the
sea. I was somewhat wary with him; fearful he was using metaphor to
get into my head and that I would not be able to escape his in uence,
once committed.
The period spent serving the nuns in the Dominican Convent and
other interactions with religious leaders had made me cautious in their
presence. I had begun to question that there was something special or
other worldly about anybody represented as a ‘living saint’ through
either their own or others’ e orts. As with several others who wore
robes, Kevin had charisma and personal appeal, but I was
uncomfortable in his presence and I kept up my guard.
For conversation, I found Kevin’s wife, Mary Dooley (1933–2007),
more engaging, more interesting. She was not a group member per se,
but she and Kevin had children, and they continued to live together,
although group members were by then committed to a mixed-sex,
monastic, and celibate lifestyle. I found it di cult to believe that
members could share dormitory-style living conditions without
sleeping together, if only for some warmth and comfort, especially
given the frugality of their living conditions in a bare, stone cottage
located o a windy beach.
Near their cottage, a single earth mover was daily levelling a stretch
of land to prepare a grass airstrip which, after completion later that
year, opened the island to air tra c, thereby reducing its attractiveness
to those who sought tranquillity and an isolated, spiritual haven. A few
decades later, the construction of a new pier meant that a few thousand
day-trippers could also daily visit on ferries out from Doolin, Co. Clare.
There was a very peaceful inland lake on the island. At one end was a
spot with a few rocks that made easy, sheltered seats. Mary and I
regularly passed there, and we often sat together and had long,
interesting conversations. She was gentle, a serene woman, and I always
found an inner peace and calmness just from talking to her, usually
about books, spiritual meaning, the search for love and personal
ful lment, and the need to make adaptations and compromises in
confronting life’s challenges. I found her words helped me make sense
of my own thoughts and re ections.
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I met the journalist Raymond Smith (1932–2000) in Sean's over a few
nights one weekend. He was covering a by-election and had come to
the island with a government minister who was canvassing for a
Galway auctioneer. The minister returned to Dublin, with Smith
staying on a couple of nights to take a break and relax. He was a
raconteur, and seemed to have a deeper interest in sports than politics,
and I felt he could easily identify with people of my age. We had good
fun together, but tellingly, he glanced over his drink a few times and
asked why I was on the island on my own in the middle of spring, when
there were only occasional visitors around? I didn't have an answer yet,
but I was working on one.
It was a very peaceful and enlightening six weeks, but as I tried to
explain to myself what I was doing there I began to experience a deep
sense of isolation and loneliness. Things in my life needed sorting. I
was unable to nd focus in Dublin, and I was only really beginning to
acknowledge this on Inisheer. There were interesting encounters and
conversations, and people coming and going. I had good times with
some islanders and the few early spring visitors, whom I entertained in
the candlelit thatched cottage that I rented.
Most of my time, however, was spent in my own company, walking
stone-patterned laneways, long periods of re ection, looking out over a
grey limestone island landscape with no trees or other large natural
xes, other than rock, ecks of green and occasional spring owers, and
more rock. Next to O’Brien’s Castle, the island’s highest point, I could
see Connemara’s Twelve Pins beyond to the north and Fanore and the
Burren to the east, across a variably coloured sea: sometimes bright
blue and speckled white from crashing waves; occasionally dark green
as it mustered a troubling squall; or simply grey with a light mist
revealing a pencil-thinned background.
On the back, western side, it was wilder, with the breaking waves
producing streams of surf, crashing across undulant limestone: always
something di erent and unique to stare at, to stir the senses and help
me focus on seeking resolution to the things that were troubling inside.
My thoughts gathered a badly needed pattern, especially as I became
conscious of the self and the importance of individual choice; of taking
charge; of owning decisions, good and bad; of not being a victim; of not
being obsessed about the impact of the past; and of seeking connection
in the search for new learning.
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David, shortly before he emigrated to California, 1976

The experience could have guided me towards a preoccupation with
personal troubles, potentially shared with saintly others through
contemplation and a frugal existence. Instead, it helped me to start
accepting that many things in life, including some very dark things,
lack explanation, and that resolution might not always be possible, or
might only come slowly. Reckonings could even have taken place
without me ever knowing. I also began to understand that while
random traumatic events can destroy us, they can also, potentially,
perhaps inadvertently, guide us towards new journeys, di erent
journeys, perchance journeys that were not previously anticipated, but
nonetheless, were pivotal in establishing life’s pathway.
Unsure of what I was going to do, I was nonetheless determined to
move on, to nd a di erent path and begin a new journey. I felt ready
for new opportunities and new meanings. Unlike some previous
decisions, I was determined that my next signi cant move would not be
random, but deliberate, focused.
I discussed these matters with my older brother David, who had
come over to spend a couple of days with me and to accompany me
home. Like me, he too was at a crossroads, although in his case, having
spent some time abroad in the UK and Europe, and frustrated with
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Bernadette and Owen on the Royal Canal in one of Denis’s DIY boats, 1990s.

Ireland’s lack of tolerance for those who dissented from mainstream
thinking, he saw home, community and the Irish State as having
exhausted their capacities to nurture and inspire him further. He was
planning a more signi cant departure and shortly after we both
returned from Inisheer, he headed out on his own adventure to
California, to join his girlfriend Hilda and later they moved to Seattle,
where they settled with two children. He never returned, other than for
a few ighting visits. He was the rst of three brothers to nd home in
America’s North West and for di erent reasons the other two, Owen
and Brian, were searching for something new but also sought escape
from a sti ing, monocultural and deeply suppressive society.
In the 1980s, Owen’s employer, a builder from Mayo, who rst started
a business in the US, decided to return to Seattle, following a continued
failure to get properly paid, and on time, for State contracts, in addition
to his frustrations with anti-competitive, inner-circle contract awarding
practices. Shortly afterwards, in 1985, Owen, a carpenter like my father,
had similar reasons to follow and join with his partner, Bernadette, and
their rst child, They married and settled in Seattle with two further
children. In his forties however, Owen ‘came out’ thereby revealing
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additional pushes to his reasons for leaving in the rst place. He lives
with his partner, John in Oregon.
Being reared, not on Inisheer or in rural Ireland, we as a family had
not been brought up to emigrate, but to nd work and a life, hopefully
in Ireland. We were obviously aware that my father had to seek work in
England during the Emergency, but it was temporary. An emergency of
a di erent kind commenced during the 1970s. The oil shock of 1973
caused a quadrupling of petrol pump prices and a signi cant increase
in the cost of living. While these e ects were widespread throughout
western societies, the Northern Ireland Troubles deepened their
impact on the South's economy. The Fine Gael — Labour Coalition
government 1973–1977 had the unenviable tag of austerity government.
The extravagant promises of the incoming Fianna Fáil government in
1977 were destined to be short-lived and indeed they sowed the seeds
for further recession that deepened throughout the 1980s. In 1987, with
unemployment at levels higher than 16%, the Minister for Foreign
A airs, Brian Lenihan Snr (1930–1995) stated in a Newsweek interview
that 'We can't all live on a small island' which was widely interpreted as
an exhortation to people to emigrate, if they could, and do their duty
for ‘good auld Ireland’ by going away, removing themselves from the
unemployment register and sending home a remittance.
In 1988, in his forties, my older brother Brian, a highly skilled IT
professional, emigrated to the US, on a Morrison’s visa with his wife
Jean and their three teenage children and newly-born grand-daughter.
Having worked in a State company for over 20 years he was deeply
frustrated with the absence of merit-based promotions. With high
levels of unemployment, work alternatives in the Irish economy were
limited, and unlikely to be available to someone who had spent two
decades in a State company. After only a few years in Seattle, his skills
were a rmed, and the due professional and monetary rewards owed.
Although his journeys home were frequent, the lifestyles that he and
his o spring established were always too good to merit a more
permanent return. In retirement he has continued with his art work
that he rst developed in childhood.
On Inisheer, I had opened up to myself, and while it was not yet
possible to put negative experiences completely behind me, a route
ahead was visible, and I knew that I was ready to refocus and move on.
Although the temptation to leave Ireland completely was there, it never
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Brian on one of his frequent visits home, with Chris, and one of his paintings,
Mt Rainier painting from US North West

lingered, and never recurred. With David’s revelation that he was
determined to leave Ireland, I was equally determined to stay and that
whatever troubles or ambitions that needed to be sorted, it was best to
address these in familiar surroundings.
I thought a good bit about John Messenger and his work, and I was
intrigued with the idea of writing about places, people, communities
and society and their interactions from the perspective of outsider. I felt
that if I was to write something about Inisheer some day it would be
personal, no matter how hard I tried to make it otherwise. Rather than
writing however, I really wanted to be ‘doing’ — even if guring out
what ‘doing’ involved would have to wait a little while longer.
The visit to Inisheer came towards the end of a personally disastrous
year studying engineering in Trinity, during which I never quite made
the jump from two-dimensional to three-dimensional algebra, or
socially positioned myself across other dimensions. Although
potentially I was a classical outsider, I abhorred self-pity and was not
ready to wallow in rejection. Having worked hard in a factory to fund
the course, I felt the opportunity had been squandered. While outside
college I had some good friends, I nonetheless had too many sessions
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The Flaggy Shore, Burren, Co. Clare

on the Merrion strip, too many unful lling after-hours parties, and too
little e ort to engage with Trinity itself.
I was satis ed that back in Dublin I would give up engineering, but
that decision was out of my hands in any case, as my performance in
assessments had been poor and I hadn’t done enough study that might
allow me to successfully catch up and satisfy the college authorities
that I could complete the degree course. I knew that if I wished to
pursue a di erent academic quali cation, I would need both a more
de ned pathway and a more positive, open attitude on my part..
Despite this confusion, on leaving Inisheer I was upbeat. At Naomh
Eanna’s stern, I looked back towards the island and O’Brien’s castle in
the distance. On the left, a light mist was slowly descending from Black
Head towards the Flaggy Shore as the boat entered the distinctive,
shimmering sweep of Galway Bay. The moment was cathartic. While
still a youth, I could feel the hardest part of the growing challenge had
passed. I could not know what was ahead in terms of further learning,
work and other life experiences, but the emotional importance and
signi cance of the occasion continues to resonate.
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CHAPTER 7
LAYER
Participation, whereby people compiled their own narratives, lending
their own voices to the need for change and development, was to become
a key element in future community programmes and interventions.

D

uring the early seventies, I, like many others from Ballyfermot,
got caught up in the fervour of the Ballyfermot Community
Association (BCA) and its associated local street committees
and other structures. The BCA was a microcosm of its era: civil rights in
the USA, student protests in Paris and Berlin, the Prague Spring, and
the Battle of the Bogside in Derry. People without power were
demanding recognition, seeking status and something better for
themselves and their kind.
The BCA’s initial demands were relatively modest, and alongside the
National Association of Tenants Organisations (NATO) they sought a
revision of the di erential rent schemes that local TD Seán Dunne
(1918–1969) once described as 'making people into beggars'. A national
campaign around the issue gathered momentum during 1971 and
provided me with my rst opportunity, at age fteen, to go on a protest
march around the streets of Ballyfermot.
I also developed an interest in more practical matters. There was a
youth club in the Layer — the playground at the top of our road. While
still at the Seco I had become involved in the club, partially motivated
by my interest in a local girl I’d met elsewhere who also attended. The
playground was run by the Catholic Youth Council, which occasionally
organised evening youthwork training courses.
After returning from Inisheer in April 1975 I decided to sign up , and
through this involvement I got to reacquaint myself with the
playground leader, Elizabeth Durham (1925–2001), who had been
appointed to her senior position a few years previously. I knew Durham
from when I was younger, as she was on friendly terms with my parents
and her son Con was in class with me in the Dealer. In the playground
she had been known to me as ‘Sister Durham’ but had since discarded
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The Layer, Ballyfermot, 1970s

her ‘Sister’ moniker. People now called her Mrs Durham, whilst among
friends she was simply known as ‘Lily’.
Whilst attending the course I told Mrs Durham that I was looking at
di erent job opportunities and she asked if I would be interested in
applying for a job in the playground. I had not previously considered
such a role. In doing the youthwork course my interest was more as a
volunteer, but I was instantly attracted to the prospect of working there,
and instinctively, I felt that taking this job, if it was o ered, could
change everything, that it would reconnect me back to when I felt life
was quite stable, happy, and when I felt rooted in community. I admired
Mrs Durham and I could see that she had a modern vision for the
playground, not simply as a place where children randomly played, but
also as a focal point that could help make a signi cant di erence in
people's lives — both the children's lives, and their parents' lives too.
She had established a pre-school in the playground a few years
earlier. During the seventies, the labour market was predominantly
male, and in general, public policy supported the contention, promoted
by the Catholic clergy, that a mother's role was best served not in
employment but in the home with her children. The ‘marriage bar’,
which obliged women to retire from public sector employment when
they married, as well as di erential pay scales for men and women —
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The Layer, Ballyfermot, 2022

in both public and private sectors — were only abandoned following
Ireland’s accession to the European Union — then known as the
European Common Market — in 1973 (it was lifted for primary school
teachers in 1957), and the commencement of work equality measures
led by the Minister for Labour, Michael O’Leary (1936–2006).
Mrs Durham had Catholic convictions, but she also had feminist
leanings and in establishing the pre-school she wanted to provide
places to the children of local mothers returning to work. She was also
acutely aware that several mothers bringing their children to the preschool were under stress with money, di cult marital relationships
and, in some cases, domestic violence.
On a personal level, she was mindful of her own need to get out and
work while rearing a young family of ve children after her husband's
untimely death more than a decade earlier. The pre-school was an
arena in which she could engage with parents, build relationships, and
hear of the problems and issues that dominated their lives. Inevitably,
this work led her to organise information, advice and workshops on
health and related matters, including contraception and domestic
violence. She also helped women get access to vital health and legal
services when needed.
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Children and staff in the Layer. Staff — Noeleen Terrell, May Merrigan,
Elizabeth Durham, unknown

It was a radical departure for the time. The playground was managed
through the Catholic Youth Council, a sub-committee of the Dublin
Diocese’s Catholic Social Service Conference, now known as Crosscare,
which also ran the aforementioned guer in Ballyfermot. Although her
employers lacked commitment to providing childcare and women’s
health advice, Mrs Durham faced them down. She was determined to
ensure these matters would become central to playground services
under her watch. It was a courageous position for her to adopt at the
time. She was not alone in her endeavours as various others involved in
community initiatives elsewhere viewed childcare as a critical
component of community engagement. Internationally there was a lot
of attention given to the Headstart programme in the US, and indeed
the Bernard Van Leer Foundation — a Dutch body with an established
commitment in supporting early childhood education — linked with
the Department of Education to establish a pilot pre-school
programme in a national school in Rutland Street in Dublin’s north
116
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inner city. However, it took another generation before the Irish
Government made a signi cant commitment to childcare provision,
nationally, after it became a key component of the National Children’s
Strategy in 2000, and also arising from new demands for labour market
participation during the era of the ‘Celtic Tiger’, 1995-2008. The issue
continues to demand government attention.
In her discussions with me, Mrs Durham spoke of the need for more
direct work with young people, especially those who had left school
early and those who felt excluded from the mainstream. First, I would
have to settle into the daily rhythms and routines of the playground. I
will always cherish the scene from my rst working day. It was a few
days after my twentieth birthday, and I was savouring the feeling that
my teenage days were over. I was in a new job, determined to learn. It
was a typical Irish summer, about eighteen degrees, warm enough to be
out in a t-shirt. The ground was still wet from a rain shower, with a mix
of blue sky and white and grey clouds.
There were only a few children about. Not all the primary schools
had closed yet for the summer. In the top, southwest corner of the
playground, there were a few swings. Sitting on and around these was a
group of ve children, two boys and three girls, all aged about 12– 13.
Although one-hundred metres of half-dry tarmac separated us, I could
see that they had noticed me and were probably having a little chat
about the new sta member. I started over towards them. I was
committed now. In my mind, I wondered how I would nd a role for
myself in their relatively unstructured milieu.
Approaching them, I kept repeating: 'Just be yourself'. They engaged
me with small talk as soon as I arrived at the swings, and before long
we were well into conversation about their school holidays, about their
families, sisters, brothers, nieces and nephews. They were full of
stories, and I was overwhelmed by their openness. Initially they called
me ‘Brother’ but I asked that they not do so. At an early stage I was
anxious to establish that I wished to be referred to di erently. As I
spoke to them, I could recall engaging with playground sta when I
was a child and remembered how important they were in our lives.
Apart from our parents, the main adults we encountered as children
were our teachers, and everything about those encounters was formal
and controlled.
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The summer playground leaders were di erent. We saw in them
adults with whom we could form our own relationships, and with
whom we could develop trust and friendship on our own terms. While
we called them Brother or Sister, our dealings with them were always
imbued with a sense of fun, creativity and exploration. There were
summer days when we spent a lot of time in the playground, often in
the company of a single leader, and we might then leave and not come
back for a week or two having found something else to do. On other
occasions, we might be in the playground continuously for several days.
We could take it or leave it. It was our relationships with sta that kept
us coming back.
Now, here I was — the adult — in a reverse relationship, talking to
playground children and I knew they were appraising me on their own
terms, using their individual yardsticks to decide if I was worth
spending time with. Could I engage with them? Or would I simply be a
rule-enforcer? From the outset, I realised that there would be a di cult
period ahead in negotiating space and relationships with these
children.
I was a keen learner, and the children that day, sitting on the swings in
the Layer, could never have known how important that rst encounter
was for me, both then, and in later life. By the end, I knew that I had
been accepted, for now anyway, and I had succeeded in connecting
with them and in developing the basis of a relationship.
The playground had a daily routine and structure. Managing the use
and sharing of play equipment, which consisted mainly of swings,
tennis bats, balls, footballs and board games, was a key component,
while sta moved through the playground space, mediating disputes
and being available to protect younger children who were nding it
hard to get a turn on the merry-go-round, rocking boat or swings. We
would watch over free play and also, when it was evident the children
were running out of ideas, we would organise team games and all the
while we would seek out opportunities to assist in the children’s social
education.
We often sat with the children, individually or talking in small
groups. In even the most di cult of circumstances they showed
incredible positivity about their families, and it was clear from the girls
that they carried a lot of additional adult home responsibilities. With
some children I was taken aback by their di cult growing-up
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experiences. They spoke little of teachers and mentioned schools only
in terms of bringing their younger siblings there in the mornings. It
became clear that through building relationships with the children it
was possible to support them and to mitigate the impact of di cult
personal and family issues.
When the summer was over, Mrs Durham asked me to stay on and to
help develop initiatives around young people. In addition to normal
playground work, I was asked to develop and oversee evening clubs and
similar activities. The most important of these was a club I ran for
young men and women who, aged eighteen and over, were considered
‘on the edge’, found themselves outside of employment, and were
highly involved in drink and drugs. Some were also involved in petty
criminality. The club met one evening per week, on Thursdays. The
main purpose of the Thursday Club was to provide a safe haven, a
place where the group could assemble, play cards, pool, darts and
engage in conversation, without drink or drugs.
The emphasis was on informality, but gradually I initiated more
formal discussions. I found that in the absence of task, there was little
progress. Eventually, I got them involved in organising activities,
including discos, for younger teenagers. These proved successful, and I
have met people since who continue to cherish their memory. It was
particularly successful for the Thursday Club members themselves.
Whereas the adult community perceived them as street drinkers, as
people who used drugs and cough-bottles, and potential
troublemakers, the fact that they could participate in playground
activities and successfully operate youth activities and discos gave them
currency and improved their local reputation and standing, and for
some it helped reinforce their pathways to stability.
The following year in the summer 1976 I was assigned as the
playground’s Leader-in-Charge with responsibility to develop a
summer project. In addition to normal playground sta it was decided
to buy in specialised groups in drama, arts and music and to also
involve parents and other community members in organising and
developing the activities.
The Children’s T-Company was commissioned by the Catholic Youth
Council to work on a block grant basis, as a resource for playgrounds.
As playground leader, I had a lot of dealings with the company. It was
an anarchic, but incredibly creative exposure. Operating as a collective,
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the T-Company hung out together in a house in Rathmines, where they
shared around their meagre resources, food, drink and clothes.
Discussions with them regularly went o in surreal tangents. While I
was sometimes taken aback, I enjoyed the experience immensely. They
were an impoverished, yet highly creative group. Individual members
would later have successful careers in theatre, cinema, poetry, comedy
and literature.
They never failed to deliver and in the playground they improvised
workshops with various groups including the Thursday Club. This
latter work culminated in the staging of a show, titled One Bad Apple: a
raw mix of songs, colourful visuals and set-piece drama, telling the
story of a young man who, because of his involvement with crime, was
desperately struggling to avoid becoming a bad apple. I saw the show
on several occasions. Each performance of One Bad Apple was di erent,
re ecting its improvised origins.
Other shows were always engaging, funny, full of colour, and with lots
of music and songs. They did a magical mystery tour that involved
taking a group of fty children on a bus journey, during which the
children, ‘coincidentally’ witnessed a staged kidnapping where the
victim was bundled into a car and driven away. The tour continued
with the bus following the kidnappers’ car until the children eventually
‘captured’ the kidnappers at the Hell Fire Club, which was followed by
a bar-b-q. It was a remarkably successful, magical event. Many of the
children, and accompanying adults, had never experienced anything
quite like it before.
That Irish summer was the warmest, by that point, on record. The
sunny weather contributed to a unique playground atmosphere, and
with regular outdoor T-Company shows and art and drama workshops,
at times it felt akin to the opening carefree dance scene from the 1961
lm, West Side Story. It was my rst opportunity to lead a project and I
revelled in being able to organise things with new ideas. In addition to
my exposure to the T-Company, I particularly enjoyed engaging local
people as volunteers and involving them in various aspects of the
functioning of playgrounds. Previously, adult community members did
not have a direct role in summer activities, but on this occasion, there
was a project committee and plenty of community engagement.
I was awakened to the prospects and bene ts of community
participation but also to some of its pitfalls and drawbacks. I became
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aware of the vulnerability of community groups to the encroachment of
outside individuals, including Fr Michael Cleary and a couple of his lay
acolytes, and other activists of all political hues, who saw the potential
of using community events to raise their own public pro les. Often,
they would turn up to events, uninvited, to 'say a few words'. I began to
see community as having a wider, collective potential beyond the reach
of the church, beyond the reach of politicians and other opportunists.
I regularly attended weekly call-in discussions and meetings at the
o ce of Catholic Youth Council (CYC) — who administered the
playgrounds — located in a former parochial building on Arran Quay.
The director of the CYC was a priest, a couple of the administrative sta
were nuns, and there was a sense that other sta were either close to or
had themselves once been clerics. At the time there were no
professionally-employed youth workers and the CYC provided
networking and training for a liated youth club volunteers.
There were opportunities for open debate among sta members from
the di erent community playgrounds, especially during call-in days
and the occasional seminar or workshop. These tended to be practical,
how-to events, on committee structures, producing lea ets, newsletters,
publicity, and so on. There was also debate around wider issues.
The work of the European Commission’s First Programme on Pilot
Schemes and Studies to Combat Poverty (1974–80) had commenced,
and within some communities and organisations who were involved
with this programme there was a robust debate about community
participation, community work and community development and in
drawing a distinction between projects and services that were operated
for people who had social needs and those that had those same people
in central, organisational roles.
The fact that this debate was going on at all had an impact on the
discussions taking place among eld sta in the CYC and elsewhere.
On one occasion I visited sta in the playground in Sheri Street, and
while there I was told of work being undertaken by people involved
with the North Centre City Community Development Association (See
Chapter 9). The association had a community project that was funded
through the European Commission’s poverty programme, and some
members were developing a TV documentary with the working title It’s
a Hard Auld Station.
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Left: Tessie McMahon in screenshot from RTE TV programme, ‘It’s a Hard Auld
Station’, broadcast in 1976. Right: Young people dancing in Ballyfermot
Playground, in screenshot from RTE TV programme, ‘Seven Days' 1971.

The documentary was broadcast on RTÉ later in the year. It was a
raw, grounded analysis of the impact of declining economy on the
area’s social structure, narrated by a local resident, Tessie McMahon. It
was my rst exposure to an alternative documentary analysis of urban
poverty through popular media. Previously, in 1971, RTÉ’s current a airs
agship programme Seven Days had broadcast a controversial TV
programme that brought attention to the absence of social facilities for
disa ected youth in Ballyfermot.
While the Seven Days programme was a genuine attempt to have
these issues raised and discussed in the public domain, it drew
considerable criticism for what were seen as exaggerated — and
allegedly staged — images of young people congregating together to
drink cider. It was perceived as an unfair and demeaning outsiders’
representation of Ballyfermot, undertaken without adequate insider
participation. Some criticisms, particularly that the programme lacked
local engagement, were valid. Others, particularly those articulated by
church leaders sought to undermine legitimate, emerging concerns
about youth disa ection.
In contrast to the Seven Days programme on Ballyfermot, It’s a Hard
Auld Station was written and presented by local people. It was a radical
departure to get this type of representation of working-class peoples'
lived experiences. The approach was being developed in other
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European funded projects also, in the south inner city, Connemara,
Cork, Donegal and Waterford. In the Donegal project political tension
arose as a result of the project organising home-knitters to develop
their own cooperative for sourcing wool, sales and marketing, causing
existing ‘middlemen’ to contact politicians to have the project stopped,
unsuccessfully as it turned out.
Participation, whereby people compiled their own narratives, lending
their own voices to the need for change and development, was to
become a key element in future community programmes and
interventions. It was particularly evident in the work of the Combat
Poverty Agency (1986–2009), the Community Development Programme
(1990–2010), Local Drug and Alcohol Task Forces (1997–), and other
locally based initiatives.
Following on from my work in the playground, I applied to return to
Trinity College as a rst-year student, only this time, in Economic and
Social Studies, and in June 1976, I was o ered a place. While I had
gained useful practical and groupwork skills, I wanted to have these
developed and re ned. I was hungry for social sciences knowledge, and
the faculty included degree courses in business, economics, sociology,
social work, and politics. Unlike my previous stint at Trinity, which had
been a culture shock, I was now more con dent and focused about why
I wanted to be in college, and what I wanted to do.
As before, I was seeking new connections, a personal reframing, only
on this occasion I was more open and positively disposed to who and
what these might be. I felt ready for the experience. At the end of the
summer, I left the playground to return to Trinity. With eighteen
months’ playground experience behind me, the omens were good.
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CHAPTER 8
THREADS
My old cords were well and truly broken and new threads woven.

I

I commenced study at the Faculty of Economic and Social Studies
(ESS), Trinity College, in October 1976. The heads of departments in
politics, Basil Chubb (1921–2002), and sociology, John Jackson (1929–
2007), both took rst-year students for introductory lectures, re ecting
a belief in the ESS that rst-year students would bene t from being
taught by the faculty’s most senior sta members — a practice that,
unfortunately, no longer appears to be the norm. This rst series of
lectures had considerable in uence on my evolving understanding of
politics and society at a time when I was most open to new ideas.
Chubb, a distinguished political scientist, was a regular contributor
to television debates, especially during elections. He was learned,
enthusiastic and made a genuine contribution to developing the study
of political science. He was insightful on Irish political culture and its
roots in both an inherited, centralised administrative system and a postrevolution, conservative political elite. He explained Ireland’s sluggish
economic and social development with a gloomy, fatalist perspective.
He seemed to lack any belief that new or emerging ideas o ered
promise, thus dampening edgling notions I had about becoming
politically involved and joining a political party.
John Jackson from sociology was scholarly, likeable and courteous.
He endeavoured to make his students as interested in his subject as he
was. He struggled greatly, however, in the large lecture hall
environment. Like Chubb, his accent was of the public-school variety
and to Irish listeners somewhat grating. Nonetheless, he ably guided us
to important reading, particularly around family and kinship in
Ireland, rural change, the economics of population movements and
resettlement, the impact of class in shaping modern societies, and the
inevitable convergence of social values and divisions within an
industrial landscape. He explained the obstructive role of centrally
organised religions in slowing down this process, and in making a last
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stand against encroaching secularism in both rural and urban
communities. Jackson’s overall message, while presented within the
gloomy context of slowly paced change, was positive.
Eventually, more junior lecturers and PhD students made better
sense of concepts taught by the professors, particularly concerning
education, urban development and the impact of people’s movements
on changing societies. One PhD candidate had completed a report on a
cohort of young school-leavers from Ballyfermot, and the handful of
those who subsequently entered third-level education. He encouraged
us to explore the role of education in reproducing privilege and
inequality, in both economic and cultural terms. Interestingly, it had
already become apparent that several students were bene ciaries of
this inequality, and while some engaged in the debate, others simply
smirked, stayed away and milked the bene ts.
In addition to lectures, we had interesting debates over co ee and
pints in Bewley's, the Co ee Inn, the Buttery, O’Neill’s, and the Stags
Head. We debated Hegel, Durkheim, Marx, Weber, Freire and Sartre.
Our heads were full of it all: educational inequality; existentialism;
organisational bureaucracy; and the meaning of phenomenology,
pedagogy and praxis. We felt challenged to translate learning into
meaningful actions and in due course, these highfalutin debates led
some of us to get involved in student union politics and other practical
activities.
I rst met my wife Pat in social studies. She grew up in a family of ve
girls on a small farm on the Hook Peninsula in south Wexford, where
she developed a deeply rooted love for the rural places and sea-shores
that surrounded her childhood, as well as her parents’ small
landholding and vegetable garden. Notwithstanding these rural
impulses, she was also single-minded in her determination to leave
Wexford, to study and bring focus to women’s and children’s issues.
I also became especially close to Frank Deasy (1959–2009), who later
became a successful screenwriter, lmmaker and a founder of the
Ballymun Youth Action Project. Ideas about community ownership and
the varying mechanisms for stimulating collective processes were
uppermost in our conversations about sociology, society and economy.
Both Frank and I joined the Community Action Group, eventually
leading it. We made good use of the society's meeting room and modest
budget, allowing us to bring in speakers and organise events. These
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Clockwise from top left: Joe and Frank in Pat’s and Noelle’s TCD rooms, Pat
and Barry, Liam Hayes, Joe, Alex,Joe and Eithne Treanor, and Barry Stag’s
Head, Pat and Barry in Pat’s and Noelle’s college rooms, No. 10, 1979.

included hosting a seminar with the organisation Between, who
outlined their work in bringing young people from both Protestant and
Catholic working-class communities in Belfast together for holiday
experiences in southern locations. The organisation, set up by people
with an a liation to the British and Irish Communist Organisation,
which was rooted in an anti-nationalist viewpoint and campaigned for
the removal of Articles 2 and 3 of the Irish Constitution — the State’s
territorial claim for the whole island of Ireland (since replaced in 1999
by constitutional amendment, following the Good Friday Agreement,
1998). Some of its members aligned with Jim Kemmy (1936–1997) and a
group of Limerick socialists in 1981 to form the short-lived Democratic
and Socialist Party (DSP), which both Frank and I joined, and in which
he was quite active. The DSP amalgamated with the Labour Party in
1990.
We also hosted a well-attended public showing of RTÉ's previously
mentioned lm about the north inner city, It's a Hard Auld Station,
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followed by a discussion during which two local community workers
alerted us to the di culties that they, as local residents in Sheri Street,
encountered in representing and advocating community issues with
State agencies.
Along with Frank, Pat and myself, we had a few other friends in
social studies, including Joe Du y, Una Lernihan and Noelle Spring
and for a while we were easily regarded as a clique in a relatively small
class of twenty students. In the college, more widely, we also linked up
in various ways with students from similarly modest backgrounds. We
did not come to college with established school friendships, but once
there, we found each other, and the friendships endured.
I became involved in the students’ union, because of my friendship
with Joe Du y, who along with Alex White and Liam Hayes, became
student union leaders. This period of student union was referred to in
Trinity College Dublin: The First 400 Years (1991) — the only period of
student activism to get such mention. In the book by J.V. Luce (1920–
2011), the author recounts an exchange that he, as Senior Dean (Head of
Discipline), had with student leaders in what Luce described as a
‘student revolt’ and in which there was a verbal joust about elitism and
entitlement.
The o ce of the Senior Dean has a function to protect the college’s
traditions, no matter how backward or elitist they appear to normal
mortals and no matter how sanctimonious the defence. In this case
Luce, like others in this role before him and since, seemed oblivious to
all anti-Trinity narratives, and in his case he appeared to be totally
unaware of the entertainment his public verbal encounters with
student leaders, particularly with Joe Du y, provided to those who
witnessed them. Student leaders at the time did not purposively set out
to expose Trinity’s backwardness, but the over-the-top response of
some of its key o cers to relatively minor student concerns and
behaviours underlined the need for radical reform.
In general student politics provide opportunities to rehearse several
interesting careers in politics, journalism, theatre and writing, and
certainly the evidence supports this observation. However, I always
enjoyed the alternative re ection that it provides a fascinating,
somewhat entertaining route through college life. There is little
doubting that an involvement with student politics provided lots of fun,
opportunities for social gatherings and all kinds of revelries — we
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regularly held boisterous student campaign fund-raisers in the upstairs
lounge of the Stags Head pub on Dame Court — with the extra bene t
of access to various college rooms for overnight parties and pairings.
I also enjoyed a few weekend sessions at national union meetings
where it seemed that our union’s main task was to attack and
undermine the national union’s a liation with the International Union
of Students (IUS), which was based in Prague, and dominated by Soviet
bloc members. Ireland at the time, was the only western European
society so represented. It seemed blatantly obvious that the main
purpose of IUS membership was to provide a funding and speaking
platform for members of the Workers’ Party, who had a dominant
presence in the national student’s union and were considered soft on
the Soviet Union and on democratic centralism.
There was a more serious side to student politics, particularly in
raising issues around fees and facilities. Some activities were also
focused on external inner-city issues, particularly housing, community
engagement and educational access. Pressure was put on the college by
the students to provide night-time and educational programmes. This
was all decades before Trinity's educational access programme was
North inner city community groups campaigning for housing,1979.
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established, the rst of its kind in Ireland. The institutional mindset at
the time, however, at least as far as could be discerned, appeared to be
that there was no need for change, that the college had no business
becoming involved in external social issues, including the question of
improving access to third-level education. Some senior college o cers
openly objected to the presentation of these issues in its hallowed
corridors.
Thankfully, this mindset has changed, although not completely.
Deep down at the time, college dons were comfortable with their
privileges and old boys’ networks. They lacked interest in gender
equality and were disdainful of working-class values. They made no
e ort to conceal their hostility to the intrusion of unwelcome outsiders
to Trinity — a hostility that was strange in an institution whose lofty,
elitist existence relied heavily on public support and State fundings
and from which — initially at least — we had expected, naively
perhaps, a more liberal response.
Their resentment extended to targeting working-class students for
disciplinary actions arising from student protests. Although I played
mainly a background role in the students’ union, the college managed
Students supporting the campaign for housing,1979
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to bring disciplinary charges against me on three occasions and also
placed me on a blacklist of students not to be allowed to have access to
rented rooms. Although its existence was initially denied by college
spokespersons, the blacklist was discovered, and published, by a group
of anarchists during one of their regular incursions into administrative
o ces.
In one case, I overturned a disciplinary action taken on foot of a
protest held during the opening of a Bauhaus avant-garde art
exhibition. I boycotted the original disciplinary hearing on the basis
that the allegations — being present in an aggressive section of the
crowd — were absurd and appeared to have been derived from a
defective, one-sided procedure of false reporting and hearsay. During
the appeal hearing, heard by the college Visitor (an independent
judicial gure within the Trinity system), each of the college’s several
witnesses referred to my beard as helping them identify me from the
college’s ID records. The idea that college security sta , independently,
and separately, trawled thousands of ID cards was farcical and it was
clearly unbelievable that the original hearing had accepted such
nonsensical testimony in reaching its decision. But they did.
In the appeal hearing I produced evidence to show that during the
period of the protest, I had no beard and therefore could not possibly
have been identi ed in this manner. The evidence included a receipt
for a monthly transport card and identity photograph, which I retrieved
from the college’s own nance records, as both were paid for by the
college to facilitate a practice placement. The Visitor, Justice Kenny,
had no alternative but to nd in my favour and that of other students, a
nding that revealed that college o cers had conjured evidence.
Moreover, it appeared obvious that the college was class-pro ling.
At one stage in the early 1980s, during a student protest over catering
facilities, the college obtained court injunctions preventing named
student leaders, including me, from being on their private property.
The college’s high-handedness was generally counter-productive, and
in my case, quite surprising given that I was, at the time, out on an
o cial social work placement. Along with others named in the
injunction, I was elated however, as I was con dent the college failed to
comprehend the potential opposition to them for using the courts in
this manner.
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By going legal, the college inadvertently looked outside to seek
rulings on matters it would have preferred to keep internal, an
admission that it, as a self-contained institution, had lost control, a
control it otherwise lobbies to have retained Strangely, a few years later
I witnessed drug dealers in St. Teresa’s Gardens threaten legal action
against resident leaders in order to restore their control over
community events, a similarly disastrous miscalculation to that made
by the Trinity authorities (see Chapter 12).
Within two weeks, the disciplinary action was abandoned, as
opposition mounted both inside and outside the college, The tipping
point was a student rally held on College Green, during which the
veteran trade union leader and Socialist Labour Party activist, Matt
Merrigan (1922–2000), in his strong working-class Crumlin accent, and
with the support and backing of the Dublin Council of Trade Unions,
vowed that the unions would bring the college to a standstill if it
refused to engage the student activists in dialogue and have us
readmitted to their publicly funded facilities. Meanwhile, a minibus
with young community activists from the north inner city, where I and
others were on practice placement, arrived to support the protests.
Merrigan’s speech was bluster, especially as the Dublin Council of
Trade Unions was mainly a networking, talking shop that had no
power to strike and the unions were not that well organised in the
college in any case. Under the leadership of its President Mai Cli ord,
however, the Council had garnered a reputation for campaigning, as
only a few months earlier it organised the largest demonstration in the
State’s history when over 300,000 workers marched through Dublin in
support of PAYE tax reform. Merrigan’s speech had the desired e ect.
The college, taken aback by the strength of external as well as internal
support for the students, relented and entered dialogue to resolve the
dispute — although they continued to resent the encroachment of
outsiders into their a airs.
For my part in 1980, I relished the prospect of a spat with the Trinity
authorities. It was not my rst such encounter and it would not be my
last. Three decades later, while working at the college, I used the Visitor
system to successfully contest an inherently unfair and tawdry
recruitment process. Old habits it appeared, die hard and are easily
passed on to the next, and in this latter case, my own generation.
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Looking back, it seemed obvious that senior Trinity gures found it
di cult to democratise and share power with students, and with junior
academics who also, at the time, felt aggrieved by Trinity’s selfappointed governance. I still believe that the principles underlying the
student challenge to the authorities were valid, although I have always
accepted that the students also got a lot of fun out of teasing, provoking
and generally disturbing the cloistered peace of an institution that
seemed to have remained stuck in the dark ages, acutely aware as I am,
that a few academics, and appointed o cers — and indeed some
students — continue to wander around in the Trinity mindset in which
it is believed they are inherently superior.
Physically, Trinity has unenviable charm. With a cobble-stone
square, old grey buildings and the red rubrics it is highly attractive to
soft-focused, light romantic lm-making, amongst other aesthetic
functions. The Museum building, constructed in the mid nineteenth
century with ornamental stone in load-bearing columns, is among the
nest pieces of architecture to be found anywhere. The college also has
several modern gems, including the Berkeley Library, considered one of
Ireland’s nest modern buildings, and the Samuel Beckett Theatre,
with its unusual wooden facade, almost hidden away in an otherwise
dark corner, between two squares. Moreover, Trinity annually
entertains over one million visitors to the Book of Kells exhibit.
The college's reputation as an oasis in the centre of Dublin is highly
deserved. Its enlargement tendency to acquire additional adjacent
properties, as an alternative to multiple locations however, reinforces
its image as a mainly fenced-in institution rather than one of sanctuary.
I worked there in di erent research and teaching roles. including the
Children’s Research Centre, and Addiction Research Centre, between
1995–2011, and in general I found that its physical separateness
reinforced its detachment from the non-academic world, which in
some disciplines – including social sciences — it was expected to
re ect. In giving more and more attention to attracting high-paying
overseas students to partake of its unique cultural reputation, it
continues to risk losing relevance to its more immediate surroundings.
For example, originally established as a centre for undertaking
applied social and psychological research in collaboration with
domestic external bodies, the Children’s Research Centre, in recent
years, has become more focused as a networking hub for internal
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Speaking on the Dining Hall steps, announcing details of a students’ union
‘Community Week’ event,1979; Greeting President MacAleese, and Provost
Thomas Mitchell, to launch of TCD Children’s Research Cent, at Dining Hall
steps, 1998

researchers undertaking academic research across a wide range of
disciplines. The only common factor is that their research involves
some reference to children, whereas the centre in its rst phase had
applied research contracts with several government departments,
educational bodies, community organisations and social service
providers, an approach that appears to have since, discontinued.
It was activities in the students’ union, the Community Action Group,
and my practical work placement that provided me with a broader
learning experience during my under-graduate studies. It was also an
exciting time to be studying social sciences, coinciding as it did with the
winding down of children’s residential institutions and reformatories,
the emergence of the women’s movement, and the growing impact of
protest groups in the USA, Europe and elsewhere.
Some social work lectures were very interesting. Others were
outdated, with little contemporary relevance and relied too much on
the psycho-social casework theory of US authors. Irish social work
services were seriously underdeveloped at the time. Religious bodies
were the main providers of services that tted a social work

fi

fi

133

WHERE DO YOU COME FROM?

classi cation. They continued a religious charity tradition that was
established in the 19th century across a range of other domains also,
including nursing, hospital care, teaching, children’s residential care
and the care for those in need in community settings.
Some social workers — not aligned to religious bodies — had an
established presence in hospital settings. However, it was only
following the 1970 Health Act, which established regional health
boards, that the State began to employ community-based, trained
social workers in signi cant numbers, and in due course most of these
became either hospital-based, or front line in child welfare and
protection services. In instances, particularly where no local health
board structures existed, some newly-recruited social workers were
assigned to work closely with or under religious guidance in ways that
eschewed the social work practice of keeping case notes, records and
supervision. This practice ended within a few years, particularly as
social workers complained they were being misused as quasi pastoral
workers.
Previously, religious bodies were inclined to incorporate their social
work into their pastoral roles, under the direction of bishops and
parish priests, all of which was underpinned by a Catholic social care
ethos, coupled with an established secretive practice in their
responseto issues, such as pregnancy outside of marriage and domestic
violence. In general, there was an over reliance on hidden-away
religious-owned institutions for providing solutions to everyday social
problems and a taken-for-granted attitude that care within same
institutions was appropriate, safe and secure.
Unmarried pregnant women were regularly encouraged, and often
pressurised, to have their babies in religious-run institutions, where
their children were then placed for adoption. Meanwhile, parish-based
responses to domestic violence tended to prioritise the preservation of
marriage, and occasionally children were placed temporarily in
children’s residential homes while their parents were given respite and
encouraged to resolve their ‘di erences’. Inevitably, short-term
placements transformed into either long or erratic periods of
placement, corresponding to erratic, yet persistent, episodes of
continued violence. While the Catholic church and religious bodies
have been rightly criticised for these practices, it was obvious,
particularly to the growing number of social workers and other front
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line personnel, that these practices had been built and developed over
the decades, through State support, encouragement and subvention.
The practices were institutionalised and it would take decades for them
to be dismantled, especially, as in the case of care homes, there were
few alternatives.
During the seventies, the women's movement in Ireland challenged
these secretive, oppressive practices, advocating the need for safety,
shelter and speci c designated services for women. In college seminars
and workshops, we were encouraged to incorporate secular
perspectives. A department seminar included an input from the
controversial author and domestic violence activist, Erin Pizzey (who in
later years became even more controversial by asserting that much of
domestic violence is reciprocal). Issues around contraception and
childcare provision also came to the fore and there were several
workshops and talks organised by student societies, with speakers from
newly-established secular bodies such as Women's Aid, Cherish and
the Well Woman Centre.
I built up a particularly good relationship with my tutor Noreen
Kearney, and in later years I worked closely with her when she chaired
the Combat Poverty Agency., and I did some work there. As a lecturer,
she encouraged self-learning and organised workshops in engagement
skills, highlighting the importance of rapport, of understanding
individual histories, and in learning how to negotiate the grey spaces
between vulnerable individuals and the institutions surrounding them.
Noreen was generous and willingly shared access to her extensive
networks at policy, management and practitioner levels across social
service and community development systems, and always had a phone
number or contact address of someone who could help with a query or
additional information on speci c subjects.
Amid the con icts between the college authorities and student union
protestors, Noreen was unfaltering in placing students rst and
foremost in her role as tutor. On one occasion, while I was suspended
and banned from college property and facilities in the run-up to my
nal exams, she put me up in a spare room in her house. There I had a
place to study while the stando between the college and the students
was resolved. She stood out among her academic peers — and
successors — in being able to occupy internal leadership roles as both
Head of School and Dean of the Faculty, as well as equally important
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Left — Noreen Kearney and Mary Whelan.

and challenging external leadership roles in the statutory and nongovernmental sectors.
In 1977, some third-year students completed their social work
placements in London and while there they participated in the counter
demonstration against the National Front that preceded the Lewisham
riots. During their nal year, these students enthused about progressive
ideas they had encountered among UK social workers, and in
subsequent discussions they introduced me to the book Radical Social
Work, a collection of writings that re ected a new wave of thinking on
class, gender, race and community perspectives around social work.
The book drew on the writings of Paulo Freire (1921–1997), who argued
that many formal models of community engagement had limited
positive impact on poor people and o ered little opportunity for them
to transform their social position. Freire, whose background was in
education, advocated that community workers needed a more
participative model, thereby assisting people to develop a better
understanding of their position in society and to assert self-learning
and self-leadership in bringing about change.
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I also became interested in social work writers such as Harry Specht
(1929–1995) and George Brager (1923–2003), both of whom worked on
1960s US anti-poverty programmes. They advocated a community
model of social work, whereby social workers would engage with
schools, neighbourhoods, councils, workplaces and so on, with a
practical focus on trying to change the institutions and systems that
contributed to and reinforced people’s poverty, as well as working with
people individually to improve their self-assertion. Such approaches
were a signi cant departure from the charitable approach that inhered
in a lot of established social work.
We had an excellent course on community development given by
Mary Whelan, who in later years founded the national organisation
CAN (Community Action Network), which to this day provides
leadership development, human rights work, and o ers other supports
to community organisations. Along with Patricia Kelleher, she also
wrote the 1992 book Dublin Communities in Action, published by Combat
Poverty Agency. Mary studied social work in the USA during the midsixties and was highly in uenced by the civil rights movement and the
‘War on Poverty’ at the time. She was familiar with Freire’s work and
also introduced us to the writings of Saul Alinsky (1909–1972), who
underlined the importance of engaging the residents of poor
communities in actions for achieving small changes around immediate
problems, thereby building their organisational capacities for tackling
bigger issues.
In her seminars and discussions with students, Mary regularly used
the phrase 'starting where people are at', emphasising the importance
of gaining insight into the situation and perspective of the people on
the ground to reach agreed collective approaches for tackling deeprooted problems. She had a wide range of contacts with community
organisations, both urban and rural. She was also involved in
community programmes in Dublin’s north inner city and arranged for
me to undertake a practical community work placement there with one
of her colleagues, Michael Casey, who worked as a priest in the parish
of Sean McDermott Street and was also a trained community worker
and educator. He was involved in developing a community services
project in the area with a particular emphasis on employment and
training services for young people. In due course these services evolved
into the Lourdes Youth and Community Services, which was formally
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established in 1984 and continues today with an even wider range of
local services.
The north inner city was considered one of the most socially
disadvantaged areas in the country, especially as almost two-thousand
family units continued to live in old Victorian tenement buildings on
Sean McDermott Street, Gardiner Street and in Summerhill. In most
instances, these buildings were overcrowded and barely habitable,
contributing to problems of health, stress, and poor quality of life. The
area was also badly a ected by the containerisation of the local docks
area, which almost single-handedly killed o traditional routes to
unskilled local employment.
As part of this placement, I utilised the college’s audio-visual facilities
to compile a video documentary, Tomorrow’s Playground, which dealt
with development issues at a time when it was planned to build a
motorway — the Eastern Bypass — through the community, and to
demolish the tenements and depopulate the area. The remainder of my
time was spent developing contacts with members of the North Central
City Community Development Association,(NCCCDA) including social
worker Fergus Mc Cabe (1949–2020). Fergus was leader of a community
project working with young people who were deemed at social and
educational risk. Prior to this, he had been employed as a health board
psychiatric social worker with some guidance from the then Eastern
Health Board's Chief Psychiatrist, Ivor Browne, through the Irish
Foundation for Human Development.
Browne envisaged a relatively radical role for social workers in mental
health services, seeing them as community organisers for creating
mutual self-help and peer-led development groups. His ideas were
highly aspirational but had little impact within his own profession.
However, the foundation employed a community worker, Paddy Wally,
who played an important role in helping the Ballyfermot Community
Association to develop and stabilise.
Browne envisaged a similar role for Fergus in the north inner city, and
at an early stage following Fergus’s appointment in 1974 he linked up
with colleagues and local community activists to establish a united
local structure, the previously mentioned NCCCDA, which aimed to
support self-advocacy on behalf of local people, and drew inspiration
from the tenants movement NATO, the Dublin Housing Action Group
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(DHAG) and some people who were involved in the women’s
movement.
As in Ballyfermot, this initiative became the foundation for some
community-based projects and services that were subsequently
established in the area, many of which continue to successfully operate
four decades later. Most signi cantly it mounted a very successful
challenge to the plans for the area’s depopulation and succeeded in
having in having the plans changed to incorporate hundreds of new
houses. Looking back, it is almost unreal to re ect that these
approaches in both Ballyfermot and the north inner city were, at the
time, considered radical, when quite clearly they were a pragmatic,
practical response to people’s lack of participation in determining their
own needs and services, within a highly centralised administrative and
political system.
While interested in housing and planning policy, my priority during
my nal years in college was to become a practitioner and to work
directly in public or mixed housing estates. That is, I was more inclined
to immerse myself in the eld and acquire deeper insights from applied
experience than from academic literature. I mostly enjoyed my
placement experiences. As well as my community work placement in
the north inner city, my eldwork experience included young people
on probation, public housing tenants seeking housing transfers, people
attending community mental health services, and a child welfare
placement in a rural setting in northwest Donegal.
While the placements were engaging and informative, I found myself
uncomfortable with both the concept and practice of professional
boundary. When reference was made to boundary, it often meant
distance rather than space for professional judgement. It also tended to
reinforce the idea of separation from ‘clients’, with less attention on
empathy or solidarity. At times, concepts such as voice, participation
and advocacy lacked practical reference, and it became apparent there
was an underlying tension between social work as an agent for
regulation or as method for engaging and working with people on their
own terms.
Following my third-year placement, which nished around the end of
June 1979, I experienced personal doubts about whether I wished to
complete the nal year of the social work course and considered
nishing college with a straight academic degree in sociology and
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social policy. I was working out the summer as a barman in the Stags
Head where I had also worked part-time during term over the previous
years. I enjoyed the work. The pub was busy but very sociable.
It was one of only a few Dublin pubs back then that o ered cooked
lunches and evening dinners, and it was an interesting place for both
lunchtime and after-work revellers, many of whom worked in the
accountancy and stock-broking rms on Dame Street. Later in the
evening, it attracted students and tourists. We worked hard, but the
management was friendly and easy going. I contemplated staying
working in the pub and completing my studies part-time, or even
abandoning them altogether.
Having regular income was a factor in my doubts about college. Since
I was thirteen, I always had self-earned income for living purposes,
working in pubs, or with money saved from working elsewhere. On a
couple of occasions, during my period of study, I dropped out of
lectures altogether to undertake factory shift work. I also worked
during summer vacations, including a period of four months in Los
Angeles, successive years as a Christmas postman, and occasionally, I
worked casually in other places.
I was the rst from my family to go to college. Neither my family nor I
had any expectation that my going to college was something to be
funded by my parents, although my younger brother Owen — shortly
before making plans to emigrate to Seattle — regularly stumped up
drinking money when we got together as a group with his friends, Tony
Byrne and Liam Maguire.
At a more philosophical level, I often clashed with my father, who
believed, in principle, in the importance of education, but was
suspicious of academics. It did not help that I was attending Trinity,
which he viewed as a bastion of anti-Irish, west-British sentiment. I
found it all very confusing. I carried no loyalty for Trinity, but I was set
up by my father to defend it, mostly unsuccessfully. I agreed with his
anti-elitist viewpoint and the fact that the college authorities had
targeted me for disciplinary actions did not help in refuting his
arguments.
I was also pre-occupied by another matter. Pat and I had become
close just before the summer, and she was working in the USA on a J1
Visa. I was missing her, deeply. Eventually, summer passed, and she
ew home on September twenty-ninth, the day that Pope John Paul II
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came to visit Ireland. She was due to y in at about the same time,
meaning that her ight had to do a few circuits around the Irish coast
to allow the Pope to land, unimpeded, and get on with his journey up to
the Phoenix Park, and elsewhere. It is estimated that almost three
million people made their way to the papal visiting sites that weekend
in Dublin, Drogheda, Clonmacnoise, Galway, Knock, Maynooth and
Limerick.
As there were no regular buses or taxis on duty, I ended up walking
out from town to Dublin Airport to meet Pat. There was incredible
security, including joint army and armed police roadblocks at every
junction on the virtually empty old airport road. Most people were in
the Phoenix Park awaiting the Pope, or if not, they were indoors glued
to their TVs. The general scene could easily be described as like a
futuristic, apocalyptic lm, in which the city’s almost total emptiness
contrasted with the gathering of masses attracted to a central shrine.
By that evening, relative normality was restored, and as Pat, I and a
few college friends were drinking in O’Neill’s on Su olk Street, the
Popemobile and cavalcade, having failed to make a highly anticipated
stop on Sean McDermott Street, passed outside along Dame Street and
up through the Liberties. Hundreds of thousands of people lined the
streets to wave jubilantly at the rst Pope to set foot on rich Irish soil.
Inside O’Neill’s we spoke excitedly about what lay ahead for our nal
year in college, my doubts overcome mainly by Pat’s restored presence
and a mounting excitement about the nal year timetable and
schedule. I now knew the period ahead would be ne, that we’d get
through our studies together, and that soon we would both be working.
Indeed, within the year we were both social workers with the Eastern
Health Board.
Despite my general misgivings about Trinity and its leaders’
backward, elitist practices, the experience was personally and socially
transformative. Simply being there opened up several new
opportunities: it was not particular to Trinity, it could have been any
third level college or experience, although I believe that the legacy of
McQuaid, and others like him, thrived in the main alternative at
University College Dublin, in Bel eld, which, at the time, would have
been best avoided.
Both inside and outside the faculty, I was exposed to fresh thinking
about society at a time when new social ideas were seeking currency.
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South inner city residents awaiting the Pope at St. Catherine’s Church, Thomas
St.,1979. Paul Humphrey (Chapter 12) can be seen front centre, wearing a tie.

Social sciences was an exciting University discipline and although its
practical application was often uncertain, there was a strong sense that
it was bringing together people with relatively radical perspectives
about the future of Irish society. I also had an opportunity to
experiment with audio visual technology, having gained access to the
college’s facilities to undertake my placement project in the north inner
city. The venture was considered cutting edge at the time and I entered
it for a Student Endeavour Awards competition operated by the drinks
industry. I was awarded runner-up for Trinity in the national
competition, although I strongly suspected mine was the only Trinity
entry. Naturally, I was happy to accept the award: £200 and two bottles
of spirit. It was the type of sponsored competition that would not be
tolerated by college alcohol policies today.
Moreover, I found that I could analyse and understand my personal
and social position with a relatively open perspective, devoid of the
constraints of place, class, religion and family. And as well as meeting
Pat, I had also met great friends with whom we developed strong
loyalties that have since continued.
The day after Pat returned from the USA, I checked the live television
coverage of the Pope’s visit and saw Ballyfermot priest Michael Cleary,
142
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Casey and Cleary, intoxicated with adulation, Pope’s mass, Galway,1979

alongside the popular bishop Eamon Casey (1927–2017), holding a
prominent position on the papal altar for the youth mass in Galway.
Their capes blew in the wind as they led the singing of the hymn: ‘Bind
us together Lord, with cords that cannot be broken’ I could not help but
laugh, but in truth I was completely taken aback. The scene was highly
amusing, almost hysterical, but somewhat alarming. They were clearly
intoxicated with emotion by the weekend’s events, perhaps hoping it
would generate an extension to their hegemony. It did, but thankfully it
was short-lived: the horse had already bolted, due mainly to their own
misbehaviours. My old cords were well and truly broken and new
threads woven.
I could see a distinct gap between the world of my childhood and the
life before me, with the former dominated by the professed values of
these men: clerical celebrities wallowing in the attention from youthful
followers; relishing the opportunity of international, albeit temporary,
stardom.
Cleary, I already knew from personal encounters, to be a moral
hypocrite. I never knew or had reason to meet Casey, but I was familiar
with his regular media performances, particularly on RTÉ’s Late Late
Show, where he projected a progressive, somewhat personal, Catholic
identity. I found his joviality, bonhomie and spontaneous sincerity all a
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little too good to be true. But even I was taken aback in later years when
he was exposed as a thief who abandoned the son he fathered with a
highly vulnerable, recently divorced American woman, who came
under his care and protection.
Watching the TV, I expected that my life ahead would be more
informed by secular values and knowledge than the preaching and
singing of these men, and others like them, and that my understanding
of society and community would be framed by study, work, lived
experiences and relationships and not by orthodox givens.
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CHAPTER 9
CLUSTERS
Problem drug taking is rarely distributed either equally or randomly

across populations, but rather, it largely occurs in clusters: more in some
groups than in others.

T

he at complex, Dolphin House (Dolphin) is situated south of
the South Circular Road, and north of the Grand Canal,
straddling two parishes, Rialto and Dolphin’s Barn. Currently
(2022), following partial demolition, it is undergoing massive
reconstruction so that it will eventually have a mix of social, a ordable
and private housing. Fatima Mansions (or Fatima), was — until it was
demolished during the noughts — situated north of the South Circular
Road, and south of St. James’s Hospital, in Rialto. Following demolition,
it was re-built as a mixed social and private estate, named Herberton,
whilst the name ‘Fatima’ is retained for an adjacent Luas (light rail)
stop. A third public housing site, St Teresa’s Gardens (or the Gardens),
lies 1.5km north-east of Rialto in the parish of Donore Avenue, west of
the Tenters and behind the Coombe Hospital. It too has been
demolished and is currently being re-built with mixed social,
a ordable, and private housing.
Although the Gardens was situated outside Rialto, historically there
was a close association between all three at complexes. Indeed, they
were often regarded as having more in common with each other, than
with adjacent private housing in Rialto and in the Tenters. The original
three estates were built with similar layout and design; they each
contained between 350 and 440 one- two- and three-bedroomed ats,
arranged in two or three storey blocks, separated by fenced grass
patches, and common parking and entrance areas.
The estates were built around the same time as Ballyfermot, but
unlike Ballyfermot whose tenants came from all over — including
several parts of Dublin and provincial towns — the rst wave of
residents in Dolphin, Fatima and the Gardens were almost exclusively
from nearby rented housing, both private and public. These included
several run-down old, overcrowded and condemned tenement
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Community Festival, Dolphin House, 1980s

buildings, which lacked basic amenities, such as running water,
bathrooms and ush toilets. In contrast the new ats were modern and
convenient, and although they did not have the bene ts of front and
back gardens, as in suburban estates, they were relatively bright and
spacious, and within walking distance of the shopping markets of
Meath Street, Francis Street and Thomas Street, and other facilities in
Rialto and Dolphin’s Barn.
The new residents were closely knit with many extended family
interrelations, and their early years in the estates are often described as
being happy, with a strong community spirit, with people speaking of
‘the good times’ when 'front doors were left open' so 'neighbours could
call freely as they pleased'.
As in other working-class communities at the time, large numbers
participated in social and religious events such as the Catholic
processions and in keeping with a tradition established centuries
earlier by weaving guilds, the area was regularly festooned with cloth
buntings and banners for public and religious events and community
festivals. The physical state of the ats was also good and regular
maintenance was provided by Dublin Corporation caretakers, who
were reported to have had a positive relationship with the residents
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At their outset, the estates’ residents could access low-skill and
labouring jobs, and although many jobs were precarious, they were
su ciently regular to provide basic income, supplemented through
part-time and piece work. As the national economy improved following
the 1960s, the local economy of these three estates — already fragile —
began to decline, mainly through the closure of traditional industry
and a general restructuring of manufacturing.
The e ects of growing unemployment in the three estates
throughout the 1970s, was dramatic and indeed most apparent among
young people, some of whom became signi cantly involved in petty
crime — car theft, joyriding, house break-ins and factory theft. It was
reported that they frequently grouped together in small gangs, causing
damage to shops, including pharmacies, and it was also reported that
on a few occasions they beat up messenger (telegram) boys on the way
into at complexes and stole their bikes. Car theft also increased, and
some family doctors expressed reluctance to drive into the complexes
to visit patients.
Inevitably the growing youth problem, during the 1970s, focused the
attention of adult community leaders and several expressed concerns
about the recklessness shown by young people towards older
community members and community property. In some instances,
community controls were established to observe young people’s
comings and goings thereby using an adult presence to quell
behaviours that were considered unacceptable. In addition, some
adults became more involved in organising youth sports, such as soccer
and boxing. The Donore Boxing club, for example, which had a lot of
success over the years, was set up in the early seventies as a direct
response to the needs of youth, while in Rialto the Ferrini Youth Club
expanded its activities and a youth worker was assigned to work in
Fatima and Dolphin.
Meanwhile, during the late 1970s, the movement of families to the
suburbs gathered momentum and many local people who either had
employment or who had skills and education moved to where the jobs
were in new council housing adjacent to large industrial estates in
county Dublin, near Blanchardstown, Clondalkin and Tallaght. The at
complexes lost many of their older, stable families. As more people
moved out, the vacant ats became run down and hardly thirty years in
existence these estates became attractive to squatters or for
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Neighbourhood Youth Project, Fatima Mansions, 1980s

accommodating tenants the corporation found di cult to house
elsewhere. An increased concentration of families on low income
reinforced the sense of community failure, thereby encouraging even
more families to leave.
As community morale declined there was also a deterioration in the
level and quality of local maintenance provision, and the exteriors of
the ats and communal areas became unkempt and run-down,
eventually in some instances, leading to demolition. The once proud
relationship of both tenants and caretakers to their physical
environment was replaced by indi erence, at best. Overall, the general
picture was one of decay, with fewer employment opportunities for the
unskilled and declining formal income, amidst a deteriorating
environment, and a growing disa ection towards the authorities —
housing, environment, health and policing — who were increasingly
blamed for the decline. Inevitably drugs and other related problems
took root.
After graduating from Trinity in 1980 I was employed as a community
social worker by the Eastern Health Board — at the time one of eight
regional health authorities that were later replaced by the Health
Services Executive (HSE) — and worked for ve years in the subregional area that stretched from the south west inner city out to
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Summer Project, St. Teresas’ Gardens 1980s

Harolds Cross, Terenure, Rathfarnam and beyond, with a total
population of over 100,000. Most referrals into the team of seven social
workers however, were from the three inner- city at complexes of
Dolphin, Fatima, and the Gardens.
On the rst day of my new job, the social worker I was replacing
drove me around the whole catchment area and also brought me to a
social services centre in Rialto, where I was introduced to youth
workers who were developing a neighbourhood youth project for both
Dolphin and Fatima. I had the opportunity to listen to a community
playgroup coordinator, a community worker who was based in the
Liberties, and a member of a Development Committee from the
Gardens. They all spoke about di cult local issues and the various
e orts that were being made to resolve them.
As with my experience from the Layer in Ballyfermot, in these local
estates, community playgroups and summer projects were considered
the bedrock of community activity, particularly in terms of generating
people’s participation. Local people were working with Dublin
Corporation to regularise tenancies of some people who were
squatting, although they were aware that a small number was using the
ats for criminal activities.
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In less than twelve months after starting my job as a social worker, I
was assigned to a community work role in the area, mainly in the
Gardens. My predecessors, over a period of six years, had been active in
supporting small-scale community projects in the estate. The work
involved helping the local Development Committee with leadership
and volunteer training, and in accessing nancial and other resources,
to operate various local activities, and inevitably, it also focused on
developing a response to the emerging drug problem.
At an early stage I met the St Teresa’s Gardens Development
Committee so that I could become more familiar with the area’s social
issues. We met in their premises, the Small Club, a former ground- oor
shop that fronted Donore Avenue at the estate’s entrance. The premises
were typical of several other facilities set aside for community groups at
the time. The building was rundown; the windows were blocked up;
there was little light; and it badly needed renovation, painting and new
furnishings. Committee members sat on rickety chairs around an old
metal table, anked by two electric heaters, while a mild draught blew
in through badly tted metal doors.
In contrast to their modest facilities, the committee members were
young and enthusiastic residents who carried a deep a ection for their
community and for exploring practical ways of how they might
improve its lot. Their conversations commenced with re ections on
recent youth events, such as the local disco and various youth outings,
as well as their perceptions of certain young people who were possibly
being 'led astray', and if there was a need to speak with their parents.
Other discussions centred on corporation o cials and complaints
about the maintenance of ats and communal areas.
The committee had a lot of support from a newly appointed priest
who helped them access parish premises and other resources. As a
trained electrician, he also helped in practical ways by xing the wiring
in community facilities and sometimes in people’s homes. Despite the
community’s adversities, the group shared an air of optimism,
con dently working at getting things done and seeking improvements.
Committee members were particularly concerned about the drug
problem, which they had rst detected two years previously during an
outreach club operated by one of my predecessor social workers, Terrie
(Therese) Kearney, in conjunction with local volunteers. Both they and
Terrie all had remarkably similar recollections of the period, of youths
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coming into the club intoxicated, and volunteers' surprise on realising
that the young people’s changing moods were provoked by drugs, as
opposed to alcohol, which they would normally have expected. They
became worried when the youths excluded them from secret
discussions. This worry in due course turned to alarm when they
realised that the main drug being used was heroin and that most of
those involved were injecting.
Following an upsurge in hepatitis B presentations, a local general
medical practitioner, Fergus O’Kelly, detected a cluster of persons who
developed infections as a result of injecting heroin and made an o cial
noti cation to the public health authorities. At the post-graduate centre
for training general practitioners at St James’s Hospital, O’Kelly
convened a meeting in late 1980 with doctors, social workers and other
local professionals to discuss the problem and to raise awareness. Some
of those attending collaborated with the Development Committee in
trying to highlight the problem locally and in generating a public
health response.
After I met the Development Committee some members showed me
around the estate. It was an autumnal dusk with a slight chill and the
scene reminded me so much of the communal street life I had
experienced growing up in Ballyfermot. Even though darkness
beckoned, the estate was full of activity with children gathered under
the streetlights after their evening meal. Kids played football and
chasing, while others sat around or walked from one at to another,
poking each other, generally having fun, and lling the evening air with
their conversation and laughter. Groups of adults gathered to go and
play bingo. Meanwhile, there was excitement in the air following a
soccer international at Lansdowne Road, where a few local people
worked as stewards: Ireland had beaten France in a World Cup
qualifying match.
A group of young people assembled at the entrance, referred to as
Moore’s corner, beside a pharmacy of that name. When I passed them
later as I was leaving, it was clear that some were engaged in the
common purpose of acquiring, using and selling drugs: they were alert
to strangers, their movements were furtive, and a few were obviously
inebriated. I had a sense that with or without drugs, the pharmacy
corner was a natural physical space for young people to assemble, have
a bit of a laugh, irt and plan whatever else they might do for the
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evening. It was a familiar scene in most estates, and as a youth, I had
experienced it myself on Ballyfermot’s Grange Cross roundabout,
where, with my friends, we used to agree a place to assemble and hang
out, sometimes with alcohol. At this stage, the scene at the pharmacy
did not seem too exceptional. Occasional drug dealing was noticeable,
but not yet overwhelming.However, it was getting worse.
Problem drug taking is rarely distributed either equally or randomly
across populations, but rather, it largely occurs in clusters: more in
some groups than in others. Ethnographer Michael Agar (1945–2017),
amongst other writers, explored the common features of opiate
epidemics in part to understand this clustering e ect and in turn,
provide some insight into how these clusters might be predicted.
During the late nineties and early noughts, Agar visited Ireland on a
few occasions and spoke at conferences about drug issues in Trinity
College. He also took a particular interest in visiting community
locations in the south inner city and he drew from these experiences
during his Trinity presentations.
Agar provided the example of three groups in US history who during
their time showed the highest rates of opiate addiction: middle-class
housewives around the late nineteenth century; white working-class
men in urban areas during the 1920s; and American communities of
colour in large cities immediately after World War Two. Three di erent
groups in terms of gender, class and race, each of whom, at di erent
times, constituted the main risk group for opiate addiction.
Uniting all three disparate pro les across their respective eras was a
shared position in society which Agar describes as 'open marginality'.
That is, although group members theoretically had access to centres of
power and in uence, they were e ectively invisible. Members of each
group understood that there was a way out of their marginality in
society, but that way out was not very wide, and few had managed to
make their way through it. While things could be better, it was more
probable that they would not be.
Agar suggests that the conditions for drug epidemics exist in the gap
between expectations and reality, as experienced by groups who feel
left behind from the social and economic changes in their
surroundings. Not all such gaps bring opiate epidemics. There are, of
course, other factors, most notably an openness or willingness to use
drugs in the rst instance, and the existence of an organised system of
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supply; these factors were evident to him during his eld visits. An
understanding of these gaps and prevailing conditions can, he asserts,
help explain and predict epidemics.
Knowing that the use of heroin was continuing to rise, the
Development Committee decided in late 1981 to conduct a research
exercise of a type described in sociology as 'popular epidemiology',
although the concept itself was not coined until the late 1980s. The
approach involves individuals or groups without formal quali cations
in research sciences, setting out to count people who are believed to
have a particular health or social problem, to establish a prevalence
statistic for that problem within the group or locality.
The approach is useful for detecting problems that occur in clusters,
as distinct to problems that are randomly present in the general
population and borrows greatly from the seminal work of John Snow
(1813–1858) — known as the father of epidemiology — who through
assiduous foot slogging, traced the origins of a cholera outbreak in
Soho, London to a particular water supply, and subsequently halted the
outbreak by breaking the handle of a pump in Broad street, where
today there is a plaque in his memory.
In the instance of the Development Committee’s research on heroin,
members mapped out each at from a total of over three hundred and
forty in the area. They recorded the number of persons in each at
known by them to be using heroin and the number of persons under
the age of sixteen years living in the same households — at the time
sixteen years was the legal cut-o between child and adult. There was
surprise with some of the results, not so much by the total number but
with the pattern of concentration.
The overall number of people who used heroin in the at complex
was estimated at sixty-three, or 5% of the total population of 1,260.
Forty-four families had at least one person who actively used heroin,
which was 13% of the total of 340 units. All except ten of those who
used heroin were under the age of twenty- ve, one was aged 12, having
commenced heroin use when he was just nine. Twenty per cent of the
area’s total age group of 15 to 24, were using heroin. This estimate rose
to 35% for the male age cohort.
It was clear that not only was heroin use clustered in the area, but it
was clustered by age and within certain families. Fifty-six per cent of
those who used heroin were from sixteen family units, and in three
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families alone, each had three young persons who were using heroin. It
was estimated, furthermore, that over one hundred separate children
— over 8% of the total population — were living in high-risk family
environments because of the level of heroin use.
It was an extraordinary result. Later research undertaken by a team
from the Royal College of Surgeons — led by local GPs, Fergus O’Kelly
and Gerard Bury — came to an even higher estimate of eighty-one
persons from sixty-three families. They also identi ed some females,
whose use of heroin had been hidden in the Development Committee's
previous estimates.
In making sense of its own information, the Development Committee
assumed, based on personal testimonies, that most were sharing
syringes. The number of younger siblings, over one hundred — all
living in the same family situations — was deeply troubling.
Having quanti ed this clustered problem of heroin use in St Teresa’s
Gardens, the committee believed that it could reasonably state that
similar patterns applied to both Dolphin and Fatima. A few years later,
it also became apparent that clusters were also emerging in other
inner-city communities and working-class suburbs.
In early 1982, the health board established an internal task force on
drug problems, and although it had access to the committee’s evidence
and similar information, it substantially understated the clustering
e ect. While the local community was researching, recording, and
coming to terms with the extent of the clustered problem in their midst,
the health authorities unfortunately, were focused elsewhere, doing
exactly the opposite: diverting attention away from the problem as
presented, away from preventive public health, on the highly
questionable – if not political — grounds that such attention would
cause a moral panic. In due course, these diversions contributed to a
major HIV and AIDS crisis, and it, in turn, created a real moral panic.
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PHARMACIES
They often gathered in a nearby pub that developed a notorious
reputation for drug dealing, and was often referred to as the ‘Pharmacy’
…….It (a phy programme) was a convenient way to get a clean drug
supply, an alternative pharmacy for when street and selling activities
became overwhelming..

T

o gain a better understanding of the emerging drug problem in
the Gardens, I asked Development Committee members for an
introduction to some of the young people at Moore’s corner,
where I had seen them gathered. I also had the opportunity to speak to
some family members. My initial impression was their familiarity. I felt
I already knew them from my own experience of living in Ballyfermot
and working with young people in the Layer — but only up to a point.
While my teenage friends and I occasionally had small amounts of
cannabis, we never spent time doing the business of buying, selling and
using drugs that was so evident with this group. Similarly, while some
young people I worked with in Ballyfermot Playground experienced
problems arising from drug use, their patterns of use varied depending
on the relative supply of cannabis at the time compared to cheap
alcohol, prescription tablets and codeine-based cough bottles. These
latter substances were all more popular and usually more readily
available. As a result of their use, some members of the Thursday Club
had sought treatment for addiction problems; however, there was no
evident heroin use at that time and only a few used syringes, usually
with amphetamines.
By contrast, it became clear that the group in the Gardens appeared
to be publicly de ned by their heavy, injecting heroin use. Several
times when I entered the estate a core group of ve or six of their
members stood at the entrance at Moore’s corner with other members
joining them throughout the day. Not all used heroin, but they
dominated the corner membership. While the market atmosphere was
at rst understated, it subsequently became ubiquitous and ‘in your
face’, with a continuous stream of people coming and going to
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Entrance corner, St. Teresas’ Gardens 1980s

purchase drugs, gradually moving deeper into the complex to do deals,
out of public view. As time progressed the numbers increased, and
eventually a socially threatening atmosphere was frequently observed.
Approaching the entrance to the estate those who used heroin were
easily distinguishable as the largest visible group in the complex. It
would be easy, as outsider, to consider that they were predominantly
troubled individuals with psychological and other issues. This
perception was easily reinforced by their general unkempt physical
appearance, although this approach risks seeing di erence as
representing de cits, especially as the reality was a lot di erent.
Through their social interactions and engagement with each other and
with people entering the complex they possessed a strong sense of
gainful activity in a drug lifestyle to which they clearly had become
accustomed, with regular mutual reinforcements, hierarchies, payment
systems and mechanisms for dealing with disruptions to their routines
and other everyday relationships and challenges. Thus, while
externally their position might easily be described as ‘clueless’,
internally it appeared to make a lot of sense, and was logically related
to their social circumstances.
I gradually built-up rapport with a small group of younger members
and had several discussions with them about their background
involvement and I began to develop a picture of their predicament. A
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Entrance to Jervis Prefab,1980s

key moment in their collective story was when a leading drug supplier ,
‘Boyo’ Dunne moved into the ats. He established it as a new base for
receiving stolen goods: jewellery, cheque books, credit cards and
passports. He formed good relationships with the young people,
drinking alcohol and sometimes smoking cannabis. They often
gathered in a nearby pub that developed a notorious reputation for
drug dealing, and was often referred to as the ‘Pharmacy’. It eventually
closed during the 1990s, never to be re-opened.
A lot of drug-related activities took place in the pub with young
people calling in to exchange various goods for cash payments. There
they were introduced to Pal um (dextromoramide) and Diconal
(dipipanone hydrochloride), which were powerful synthetic opiates
used for severe pain management. It was reported that the supply of
Pal um was from a major break-in at a pharmaceutical warehouse. A
culture of injecting rapidly developed, with younger people learning
from the few older ones who used drugs previously, in much the same
way they would have learned about street games and other activities.
After the supply of Pal um dried up, they virtually all switched to
heroin. In the early 1980s, a single dose of heroin had a street market
price of ten pound, a 500% increase on the price paid for the Pal um.
This was equivalent to the weekly individual rent in a shared private
house or small bedsit, or the price of 20 pints of stout or beer. At two
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pounds, the Pal um was relatively a ordable compared to alcohol.
With heroin, the cost surged, and habits became di cult to nancially
sustain.
Inevitably, their interactions became built around obtaining money
for drugs through small-time criminal activities, such as handbag
snatching, mugging, and shop jump-overs. They acquired and
exchanged information with other people who used drugs, and
frequently became small-time drug dealers themselves. Having been
drawn into using heroin, they became vital cogs in its distribution to
the point that it became impossible to make a distinction between
those who used drugs and who were also dealers, and those people who
only used. Dependent on this system for drug supplies and money, it
had come to control them.
Although there were common threads to their lifestyles, it was also
evident that they all had individual motivations and reasons to
continue using heroin. Some, when they were younger, had used just a
few times and then quickly stopped, managing not to get caught up in
the drug scene. They had been successfully diverted through being part
of things that kept them relatively normal, including activities that were
organised by the Development Committee volunteers.
For most of those who continued to use, however, there were several
background issues contributing to and exacerbating their drug use,
such as the death of a parent, or a parental separation. Some claimed to
be in families where there were serious alcohol problems, while a few
others joked about being 'given out to' for their drug use by an alcoholic
parent. A small few alleged that they had experienced sexual abuse as
children and more said they had experienced physical abuse. Most had
di cult school experiences, with poor records of attendance and an
overwhelming sense of exclusion and non-engagement with education.
Two members of the group had spent time in reformatories. Others
had outstanding court charges. Some members stated that they used
heroin for thrills, pure and simple.
The use of drugs by a few lacked background explanations and
appeared to have been random: they were in the wrong place at the
wrong time, just as the use of Pal um, and then heroin, commenced.
Most of the group presented as being socially stuck, as having, perhaps
inadvertently, got involved in something that had completely engulfed
them, from which they found it di cult, if not impossible, to escape.
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Some of the principal dealers — linked to Boyo’s network — also
used heroin. They had reliable supplies and never looked ill or
unkempt. They were usually well dressed and drove around in good
cars. Despite their visible wealth, like nearly everybody else involved,
they also had troubling backgrounds, and indeed virtually all the then
known dealers experienced trauma in childhood and some
experienced considerable trauma as they got older. Lower-level dealers
also had visibility, but more in terms of being able to buy and sell
consumer goods, or in nancially supporting their families, than in any
outward displays of fortune.
The problem had a signi cant impact on community life, upsetting
previously accepted givens and norms around interdependence. The
nancial rewards for becoming involved in dealing and extended
activities were, for some, di cult to resist. For a while so many people
were either directly or indirectly involved that it became hard for
others to know who for sure was or was not? This caused some people
to retreat from engaging openly with neighbours, lest they nd out too
much or get caught up in dealing themselves.
At one stage, Boyo approached the local Catholic priest, o ering to
donate several food parcels for the poor at Christmas. While this
bizarre o er was rejected, it underlined the rapidly changing
community relations. Overall, there was a great deal of suspicion and a
pervasive fear. Any trust that had previously been taken for granted in
the community was deeply undermined.
The young people frequently spoke about needing treatment. They
had all sought treatment at least once in the national treatment centre
in Jervis Street Hospital, known colloquially as 'Jervis'. At the time, the
clinic did not provide long-term methadone treatment, referred to as
phy programmes (Physeptone was a form of methadone).
Physeptone was provided only as a detoxi cation. To avail of it, those
presenting needed to convince health professionals that they were
committed to drug abstinence and that once detoxi ed, they would
avail of long-term counselling. This situation became farcical, however,
as they regularly expressed amusement in describing several episodes
of pleading their sincerity to remain abstinent to treatment
professionals, knowing full well that this was never their intention. It
was a convenient way to get a clean drug supply, an alternative
pharmacy for when street and selling activities became overwhelming.
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At the time that I commenced my community work role in the south
inner city in 1981, there was a lack of knowledge and information about
drug use among those who worked with State agencies. More widely,
the dominant public discourse did not distinguish between serious
problem drug-use and minor recreational use. Drug issues had not
featured as a topic during my college studies. Indeed, the only
reference to drugs in relevant practice literature in Ireland at the time is
a comment from Noreen Kearney at a conference on poverty in 1981 in
which she presented a case study of a young woman in a family
struggling to make ends meet. Kearney comments that the mother 'had
been heard to say that if she could have the cash value of the antidepressant drugs she is prescribed , she would not need them because
she would have enough money to buy food'. It was a telling re ection of
the impact of poverty on struggling families at the time.
A group of us in college produced a student magazine, Strumpet. Its
rst edition, in 1980, included a detailed account of developments in
international drug markets arising from the Iranian Revolution, one of
the rst written informed accounts of the problem at the time. The
article was penned by Frank Deasy under the title Harvest of Misery.
Frank also drew attention to the growing problem of frequently
prescribed tranquilizers, as also referenced by Kearney. He was later
one of the founders of the Ballymun Youth Action Project, which
continues today to provide community drug services.
Regarding drugs in Ireland more widely, during the mid-to-late 1970s,
a successful government crackdown on armed robbery, aimed mainly
at the IRA — who funded their campaign of armed con ict in the
North through bank robberies in the South — resulted in well-known
criminals becoming involved in the drug scene as an alternative activity
to bank robbery. There was some speculation that IRA members
followed suit and did likewise.
Heroin was imported from the glut of supplies that were suddenly
available in various European cities, such as Amsterdam, Birmingham
and London. Simultaneously, these criminals used threats and violence
to break up the activities of established small-time dealers, who up
until that point had been the main suppliers in Dublin’s drugs scene
through the importation of relatively small amounts of cannabis to
share among trusted friends. The involvement of organised criminals,
including the short-lived reigns of several members of the Dunne
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family changed the drugs landscape dramatically. Thereafter, innercity neighbourhoods became a prime location for drug use and
arranging deals, mainly through the extended contacts of criminal
families, such as the Dunnes.
It is often since claimed that leading Dunne family member, Larry,
was singularly responsible for bringing heroin to Ireland in the late
1970s, a claim that is as facetious as claiming that banker Sean
Fitzpatrick, introduced reckless banking practices in the nineties. The
conditions for both events were already present and several actors in
their respective criminal and banking elds were ready, willing and
able to become involved, some clearly with more visibility, and
therefore more notoriety than others.
At the time there were well-established di erences in how
governments conceptualised and managed drug problems, with some
jurisdictions seeing these issues primarily in terms of crime, and others
in terms of health. In the USA, the so-called ‘War on Drugs’
emphasised the need for tough criminal justice responses while
paradoxically, US health experts insisted that addiction was a disease
for which the only realistic cure was abstinence.
In contrast, the UK system was more tolerant., more rational. It
applied criminal sanctions but articulated a broader understanding of
drug taking and acknowledged that there were variable individual
vulnerabilities and risky social circumstances. It had a small number of
multidisciplinary drug dependency clinics led by psychiatrists. Opiate
substitute treatment was available, itself an implicit acknowledgement
that many opiate-dependent clients either could not or would not
become and remain abstinent. In this sense, the UK treatment system
was internationally regarded as relatively pragmatic and humane.
In Dublin, a specialist service for drug addiction, modelled on the
UK clinics, was established in the late sixties at a prefab annex in Jervis
Street Hospital — the previously referenced ‘Jervis’. In the late eighties
the clinic was relocated to a purpose-built facility in Trinity Court,
Pearse Street. During the clinic’s rst ten years, there was little intake of
people presenting with opiate problems and the clinic dealt mainly
with cannabis and amphetamine addictions — typically people who
went to the likes of the Osibisa club and similar places, or people using
drugs in the sub-cultures of certain suburban housing estates. Jervis
provided services exclusively from its hospital base and did not carry
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out outreach to community locations or o er drug substitution
therapies.
The clinic’s status as a national specialist centre contrasted with
mainstream provision for people with alcohol problems, whereby a
network of well-established, county-based psychiatric hospitals
operated substantial facilities for alcohol-related psychiatric disorders.
In some instances, in-patient admissions for alcohol addiction in these
hospitals constituted up to 35% of total intake. In 1981, for example,
when there were twelve in-patient beds for drug-related admissions
assigned to Jervis, the annual number of admissions to psychiatric
hospitals for alcohol disorders, nationally, peaked at almost seven-anda-half thousand.
The relatively liberal, open-door access for alcohol patients, who
were considered, through no fault of their own, to have alcohol
dependence, contrasted sharply with the more punitive approach taken
towards those who used drugs. The latter's situation, because it was
considered illegal and ‘self-in icted’, was treated di erently, outside of
mainstream provision, and within a national specialist service that
operated a highly restrictive, abstinence-focused regime. Thus, Jervis
functioned as a UK-style clinic system, but with a US-style punitive
abstinence ethos.
As opiate problems emerged and intensi ed, low-dose Physeptone
detoxi cation was also o ered in Jervis, but only to those who could
prove their sincerity about becoming drug free. Physeptone was also
made available to women who were pregnant, re ecting a wider sense
of medical control over vulnerable women’s bodies. In later years,
during the AIDS crisis, some women complained that along with
methadone, they had been issued with Depo-Provera without
adequate, informed consent.
Jervis had close working relations with Coolmine Therapeutic
Community (a voluntary service set up in the early seventies) and
encouraged its patients to go there for residential rehabilitation. The
Coolmine programme could take up to two years to complete. It
emphasised psychological restructuring to stop residents being
'addiction-prone’ whilst helping them reorganise their social lives so
that they could establish new social networks, free of drugs and free
from other people who used drugs, and away from the families and
communities in which their drug use rst commenced.
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For a period, from the seventies and throughout the eighties,
Coolmine successfully positioned itself as the dominant addiction
therapy exponent and service provider. It also claimed to be ready,
willing and able to roll-out prevention programmes with parents and
school-going children and to be willing to develop an under 18’s drugfree recovery programme, with schooling attached.
Coolmine had a signi cant media pro le, allowing it to make
buoyant, unsubstantiated claims, with little challenge as to the value
and e cacy of its treatment and prevention programmes. In practice,
this meant that its ethos — like that of Jervis — of focusing on the
achievement of drug-free, abstinent lifestyles was regularly reinforced
publicly as the dominant, practically exclusive, drug treatment
approach in Ireland.
In much the same way that Catholicism claimed to be the one true,
holy and apostolic church, Coolmine promoted itself as the only true
treatment for drug addiction. And just as Catholicism had a historical,
enduring in uence on politics and medicine and congregation
adherence, so too did the abstinence model come to dominate
mainstream drug treatment practice and public opinion, although in
fairness some health administrators were somewhat wary about their
methods. At one stage, in the mid 1980s Coolmine expanded greatly by
taking over a former domestic sciences teaching convent in Navan, Co.
Meath and operated a facility with up to 100 residents. However, it overextended itself and within a few years, this facility was closed especially
as health administrators refused to underwrite its excessive costs.
Before taking up my new community work assignment, I was already
working with a handful of families in the inner-city at complexes
around drug problems. Some females who used heroin, and had young
children, were particularly vulnerable, especially those who were
pressurised by male friends to use their ats as a base for making drug
sales. In some instances, both partners used heroin, but not always. A
particularly distressing feature of the relationships between some
partners was the practice of young women 'taking the rap', or owning
up for drug supplies seized during Garda raids, with the belief that
because they were female and mothers of children, they would be
treated more lightly by the courts.
It was a mixed social work caseload and there was no single
description or representation of the drug problems encountered,
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although a common practice was to monitor child welfare, especially
when it was thought that visiting adults were injecting heroin in the
presence of children or when the young children showed signs of
neglect. In one case the risks dramatically escalated following a serious
re accident, and the household children, having rst been removed to
hospital, were taken into statutory care — a practice that became
commonplace as more and more young heroin-users started to have
children and continued their risky, precarious drug lifestyles.
At the time, neither I nor my colleagues had adequate insight or
skills to deal competently with these situations. We were unfamiliar
with the impact of parental heroin dependency on children’s welfare
and there was an inadequate professional support system for dealing
with new problems or new issues. The monitoring role was highly
stressful. As we rarely knew the levels of drug use or drug-dealing
involved, our relationships with parents were often volatile and mostly
embedded in suspicion, especially as what we saw as monitoring, was
often, quite reasonably, perceived as surveillance.
We were encouraged to seek advice from Jervis, and this often proved
unhelpful as they lacked insight into child welfare. Some personnel
working in the drug treatment eld at the time tended to view child
protection simplistically, arguing that parents needed to be separated
from their children for prolonged periods while they underwent
treatment. This leverage approach was naive, unworkable, and
potentially unethical given that there was precious little evidence to
suggest that a two years stint in Coolmine, for example, would make a
di erence to a parent’s drug use, let alone their parenting.
The leverage approach did not go down well with me or some of my
eld colleagues. We argued that it lacked insight into the long-term
impacts on children of being separated from their parents and placed
into care, potentially exacerbating their risk and long-term trauma. It
was considered better to work with the parents and other concerned
adults in mitigating the risks involved and improving parents’ and
others’ capacities to support the children, if this was possible.
It is noteworthy that the narrative did suit some social workers who
found themselves caught up in seeking solutions to child welfare
problems that otherwise seemed intractable, and were tempted to
believe that parental abstention from drugs provided an answer.
Tellingly, there was no clamour for this approach to be used with
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parents who had equivalent or worse alcohol-misuse problems, and
whose aggregated negative impacts on children and families was
potentially, several multiples that of those who used illegal drugs
It was a harrowing period for social workers in the inner city at the
time: a edgling profession that had yet to establish a coherent
presence in health board structures, and whose members were at the
frontline of a problem that was to have several devastating
consequences especially for those who used heroin. The problem also
had huge impact on drug-users’ families, on their children, their wider
community, relatives, friends and neighbours, and on all those,
including doctors visiting nurses, teachers, voluntary youth workers,
community leaders. They all encountered this problem within their
everyday activities and practice, but in a vacuum where there was no
additional resources and little dialogue, only the oppressive narrative
that drug use was inherently bad and that the only solution was in
prolonged or permanent abstinence.
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CHAPTER 11

STONEWALLING
Nobody with any real authority believed her account that a major,
unprecedented epidemic of heroin-use was unfolding.

B

y the early 1980s, when I joined the team, local social work
services had been grappling with the opiate use problem for
almost two years. At rst, it had arisen as an issue for teenagers
who were vulnerable to using drugs. As these teenagers got older
however, and had children themselves, the problem transformed into
one involving child welfare. One of my predecessors, Terrie Kearney,
was particularly active at an early stage when the problem rst
manifested itself, aiding community bodies in their e orts to develop
outreach and other supports. She reported on her work to health board
management, urging them to invest in this work and to 'adopt the
tactics of targeted information, outreach counselling and the training
of local concerned persons'. She was taken aback, however, by the
negative responses to her suggestions and on realising its implications.
Nobody with any real authority believed her account that a major,
unprecedented epidemic of heroin-use was unfolding.
At one stage, members of the St Teresa’s Gardens Development
Committee contacted the Department of Health and arranged a visit to
the community by a senior o cial. Little came from it at the time.
Several years later, however, the same o cial observed that the
department had wrongly deferred to health board management and
their accounts of what was unfolding, which minimised and
downplayed the problem. The o cial recognised that the department
should have had a mechanism in place to respond more quickly to the
information being provided by personnel in the eld. It exposed, the
o cial opined, a major weakness in health policy structures. The
o cial's belated admission was a serious understatement of what had
already turned into a catastrophic failure.
Meanwhile, health board management expressed anger that contact
had been made with the Department of Health. They questioned the
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Terrie Kearney (R) leading Community Playgroup children and leaders in
National Children’s Day March, late 1970s.

appropriateness of Kearney’s community role and her support for the
Development Committee. She was informed that she should not be
concerning herself with responding to the needs of young people.
Kearney left her job shortly afterwards.
Her successor, Patricia Daly, had similar experiences of management
stonewalling. She succeeded, nonetheless, in making progress on
developing a response. Daly nurtured a positive relationship with the
area’s Director of Community Care — a public health doctor — and
brought forward a proposal to establish a service with a youth
intervention focus. The proposal was referred to as the Youth
Development Programme (or YDP). When Daly left her position a year
later in 1981 to undertake further study, it fell to me, as her replacement,
to help in progressing the YDP further.
My early meetings with health management o cials about this
proposal were not encouraging. Their language around medical
oversight was at odds with the written proposal’s focus on outreach,
youth engagement and community-based interventions. Moreover,
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there was no evidence that the health board had engaged with other
state agencies, and while education, training and justice authorities
were referenced in the YDP documentation, there were no
representatives present from these statutory bodies at health
management meetings.
Health board leadership was conservative, traditionalist, and as I
discovered personally, quite suspicious of social workers. A telling
comment was a claim by the most senior o cial present at these
meetings that previously when problems had been experienced in the
at complexes, a nancial grant was usually given to a religious order to
assign a nun to operate a service and get on with it. He expressed
surprise that the same could not be done now. There seemed to be a
hankering back to the 'good old days' when the church and religious
orders ran everything.
The o cials seemed to prefer old models. They liked the idea of
farming out services to religious third parties, and for these to be
hidden away, whatever the cost. From their perspective, it meant that
they could manage from a distance, without taking responsibility for
everyday operations or of the problems being dealt with.
Meanwhile, the drug problem in Dublin began to have a direct
impact on local politicians and councillors, some of whom were
hearing of and dealing with drug-related representations in their
political clinics. During October 1981, a special meeting of Dublin City
Council discussed the matter. I was asked by the Lord Mayor, through
the director of community care, to make a brief presentation, during
which I referred to the clustering e ect and its correlation with
housing, unemployment and other factors. I was taken aback by the
presentations from some o cials who minimised the problem,
suggesting matters were under control.
After the meeting, the Lord Mayor requested a copy of my
presentation, which he then brought to a follow-up meeting with the
City Manager, the health board’s CEO, and other senior o cials. The
health o cials were angered that my document had been tabled at this
level without rst being processed through their internal structures.
And, although they had been at the council meeting, they berated my
immediate superiors for the ‘embarrassment’ caused to them. My
superiors, in turn, berated me. The episode was comical, but it was also
a tragic re ection on the health board’s state of paranoia. The director
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of community care explained to me that everybody up the food chain
had got their knuckles rapped, his included. His job was to do the same
to me and to instruct the senior social worker to do likewise.
Following this encounter, a decision was taken to move ahead, in a
practical sense, in developing the YDP. A partnership group consisting
of community representatives and personnel from education, primary
care, general medical practice, social work, and probation services was
appointed to steer and give direction to the project. A highly quali ed
project leader joined in July 1982 and knuckled down into moving the
project forward. Within a short period, however, it became apparent to
her that health board management were neither willing nor able to
keep the momentum of the project going. Key aspects of local
implementation were making little headway. This included, for
example, a failure to secure and refurbish a nearby, stand-alone
premises that had been made available, and for which funding had
been promised.
There also appeared to be lack of funding for the recruitment of two
outreach sta , amidst more serious claims that resources, previously
targeted for the project, had been diverted, for political expediency, to
projects in other areas, in the north inner city and Dun Laoghaire.
Eventually, out of frustration with foot-dragging and a perceived lack of
genuine commitment, the project leader resigned in 1983, nine months
after her appointment. In an open letter to health board management,
and much to their embarrassment, she made clear her reasons for
doing so. This was a major blow to the YDP and to is prospects for
developing a locally-based partnership response.
Earlier, in 1982, other factors began to have an impact on political
attitudes towards the drug issue. Following the February General
Election, the balance of power in the Dáil was held by the independent
north inner-city TD, Tony Gregory (1947–2009). Gregory decided to
support a short-lived minority Fianna Fáil government. In exchange for
his support — abstaining from the vote to elect a Taoiseach — Gregory
secured key policy concessions on inner-city planning, housing,
education and employment. He also had regular access to government
ministers with whom he could raise matters of emerging interest.
During one such meeting with the Minister for Health, Michael
Woods, Gregory and his advisors agged the escalating drug problem
in his north inner-city constituency, as there, similar to the south inner
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city, parents and residents groups were raising these matters at public
meetings.
Woods subsequently engaged the Director of the Medico-Social
Research Board (MSRB), Geo rey Dean (1918–2009) to ascertain
whether there was evidence to support Gregory’s claims that there was
a problem of heroin use in the city. This approach was viewed
externally as the minister seeking a way around his own senior health
o cials, who were understood to have disputed the view that there was
a serious problem. Dean commissioned a report from a retired public
health expert, John Bradshaw, who undertook a three-day inquiry,
meeting representatives from several relevant agencies, such as the
Gardaí, the health board, Coolmine and Jervis. He also met with me,
the YDP project leader, members of the local Development Committee,
and others who worked on the ground in the north and south inner
city, as well as parts of Dún Laoghaire and Ballymun.
Bradshaw appeared somewhat distressed both during and after his
meetings. His emotive July 1982 report described the problem as an
epidemic that may have been created by a 'profound sickness in
society'. He was appalled that the problem was gripping young people
NYP tea and coffee for open-day event, 1985
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so quickly in a small number of poor communities, and that it was
likely to spread to other, similar areas.
The following year the MSRB published a more in-depth study of
heroin use in the north inner city, by Bradshaw, in which he cited the
di culty of trying to convince policymakers that the problem existed in
the manner that he described. In this latter study, he referred to the
earlier report in stating: 'A number of persons, worthy of respect,
expressed the view that the various supposed addicts and those trying
to help them locally had, perhaps unwittingly, greatly exaggerated the
problem, and so therefore had the report.'
Bradshaw had hoped to conduct a similar study in the Gardens, as
he knew the estimates of heroin users in the estate were higher than
elsewhere. However, local community members and community-based
professionals decided not to facilitate this study on the basis that
adequate information had already been provided to the health
authorities, without evidence of much subsequent impact, and they
were reluctant to raise expectations through participating further in
Bradshaw’s research.

NYP Photographic exhibition, 1985
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In retrospect it is di cult to nd a coherent explanation for health
o cials’ reticence at the time. There can be little doubt that the
inherent conservatism of some simply prevented them from
acknowledging that there was a heroin problem on their watch. I am
sure that some health o cials were aware that signi cant problematic
heroin-use was taking place but in the nancial climate of the time they
were hopeful that the responsibility for managing the problem could
be diverted elsewhere, as meanwhile they themselves diverted the same
scarce resources from one promised community drug project to the
next, depending on the extent of political pressure in the di erent
areas. Development Committee members, for example, were
suspicious that resources for their projected were diverted to north
inner city during 1982 when Gregory supported the Fianna Fáil
government under the leadership of Charles Haughey, while in 1983
they suspected that resources were diverted to Dun Laoghaire as it was
the home constituency of Minister for Health and local TD, Barry
Desmond.
There was also, unfortunately, a relatively high level of suspicion,
directed, in the wake of Gregory’s election and success, at community
representatives, and also towards the health board’s own community
personnel working in the eld, who were drawing attention to these
problems also.
Following the collapse of the Gregory-supported government in
November 1982, a new coalition government (1982–1987) established the
Special Government Task Force on Drug Abuse, consisting of junior
ministers who would consider Bradshaw’s reports and the drug issue
more widely. The government subsequently withheld the task force’s
main 1983 nding and recommendation: that disadvantaged areas
should be prioritised and designated for a targeted youth and
community response. The report went unpublished. Instead, a press
statement on the ndings excluded all references to this key
recommendation. It was to take another thirteen years before the
clustering dimension was o cially acknowledged, following the
publication of another junior ministerial report in 1996.
Following a recruitment process in June 1983, I became the YDP’s
second project leader. Through forming a partnership with the
Development Committee, the project got o the ground surprisingly
quickly in undertaking prevention work. The Development
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Committee, secured funds from youth, education and training bodies.
It assigned an under-used section of its community premises, the Small
Club, to the project, which the health board agreed to refurbish — a
temporary measure while progress on a more permanent premises
continued.
A particular highlight for the YDP was the recruitment of twentyfour young people onto an employment scheme, managed by the
Development Committee. Most young people on the programme,
while living in risky situations, had not used heroin. The programme
aimed to ensure that this remained the case. A small number had
previously used heroin, at low levels, and others had also been involved
in local crime. Some participants had siblings who had used drugs or
continued to use and were considered to be at additional risk as a
result.
While unemployment was visible within the community, the
employment of even a small number of young people signalled things
could be di erent. As the activities of participants involved working
directly in their own community, the scheme was perceived as a model
for the kind of activities that could be developed to divert young
people. It gave them routines, new relationships, an awareness of drug
risks, and an independent income.
The group staged open days and other events to showcase their
work. On one occasion they attracted considerable media coverage,
underlining the progress they had made and their impact regarding
community transformation. In many respects, the project re ected the
thinking of Terrie Kearney, who had advocated for this approach over
four years previously, as did her successor, Patricia Daly. It also
underscored that while the focus of external attention on the
community was on those who used heroin, several more young
residents were not caught up in this drug scene, had developed the
wherewithal to avoid drug use, and by so doing had developed an
alternative narrative about young peoples’s growing-up experiences in
socially di cult circumstances. To re-coin a phrase: for some they did
not nd drugs, but drugs found them, while for others they exercised a
choice to avoid drugs and nd other alternatives.
While the prevention work seemed relatively successful, little
progress was made with people who already had a heroin dependency.
It had been envisaged that the YDP would recruit two key workers to
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undertake outreach, but previously the health board failed to recruit
sta , causing the rst project leader to resign. Once again however, the
process was delayed. Substantial di erences emerged around the
concept of outreach treatment. On the one hand, outreach involved
community bodies implementing and monitoring a Jervis-prescribed,
abstinence programme in a community setting. On the other, the YDP
viewed outreach as reaching out to individuals not currently in formal
treatment, to build relationships with them over time, helping them to
manage their problems without pre-conditions, and then using this
engagement to build motivation for more formal drug treatment,
should this be desired, through referral, if need be, to Jervis and similar.
This latter approach was akin to that outlined in the UK’s Advisory
Council on the Misuse of Drugs (Treatment and Rehabilitation) Report, 1982,
which advocated a problem drug-taking approach to treatment in
which an array of specialist and non-specialist services intervene to
help people not only regarding their addiction, but also by helping
them to resolve other personal, social, and family problems. The
problem drug-taking approach was at odds to that advocated by the
Irish health authorities, and indeed there was little evidence that they
had informed themselves of emerging developments in other
countries, such as the UK and elsewhere.
Having undertaken eld discussions with local people who used
heroin and being familiar with their perspectives, I was sceptical that
their predicament would improve through a strengthened role for
Jervis. It could, however, potentially work if Jervis radically transformed
its suite of interventions and shifted its focus away from always seeking
commitments to long-term abstinence, and as an alternative,
introduced methadone maintenance, in line with an improved
engagement with community-based support personnel.
There were substantial logical reasons to challenge the Jervis
approach, which was coming under pressure in the face of signi cant
heroin-use outbreaks. In the case of the Gardens, virtually all persons
who used heroin had already attended Jervis, not once, but several
times. While most had stopped using heroin for varying periods, a
majority of these had ended up relapsing. Of the very few who had not
relapsed, it was apparent that they had begun to develop serious
alcohol problems. The drug-free approach was not working, except
perhaps for a tiny few, and to put it bluntly, the programme was within
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its own terms clearly failing, and radical alternatives, including
methadone maintenance, were needed.
While methadone maintenance is not, and never was, a panacea,
there was international evidence available during the early eighties to
show that it had the capacity to release people from the everyday
embroilment of a life of crime, drug-seeking, ill health, and
relationship di culties. It could potentially normalise their lives, or at
the very least, provide pathways towards normality.
The value of methadone is that, like heroin, it is an addictive drug,
but a safer one. In this regard the standard aim of achieving abstinence
is, in relation to methadone, misplaced. The aims of methadone
programmes are not to achieve a drug free state, but rather on
improving social functioning, on improving relationships. A
determination to become drug free might follow, but from a
programme point of view this was not a requirement.
While the academic evidence in support of methadone maintenance
was available during the 1980s it was not routinely referred to and did
not feature in Irish policy discourse, not that there was any coherent
policy discussion at the time. It is noteworthy that the contemporary
preoccupation with evidence-based policies was not embedded in
health policy-making in previous decades.
Indeed both historically and currently, policy-making is not so
simple that it follows rational rules, in any case. Policymakers operate
from a multitude of agendas that are framed by di erent knowledge,
political and moral considerations. In this regard, the policy process is
not neutral, and the in uence of existing interests is usually dominant
and sometimes overwhelming. I
My familiarity with the methadone approach came about only
because of reading Edward Brecher’s 1972 report for the US Consumers
Union report, Licit and Illicit Drugs which I came across during a USA
visit I made just before taking up my post as YDP project leader. The
report was, and remains, one of the most informative, balanced
accounts of di erent drugs used for recreational purposes. Amongst its
conclusions, it drew attention to the public perception that therapeutic
communities were considered successful in the treatment of heroin
problems, while the evidence pointed to a record of failure. The report
provides a more favourable assessment of methadone maintenance
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programmes, although it warns cogently about the dangers of them
being used as a form of control.
While the methadone approach is now well established in
contemporary practices, it was highly resisted in the early eighties.
Jervis was aghast at the idea of maintenance programmes and regularly
cited its ethos and commitment to achieving a drug-free society in
justifying its opposition. In the view of Jervis, it was institutionally
prohibited from using intervention formats that were premised on
maintaining an addiction.
Jervis’s stance on the use of methadone was akin to that of a Catholic
hospital which insisted, on moral grounds, that its medical sta should
not prescribe the contraceptive pill, unless for purely medical reasons.
For Jervis, this meant using methadone only for detoxi cation or to
maintain health stability for pregnant women. While it was
understandable that professionals trained in an abstinence model
would have di culty, even problems of conscience, in implementing
harm reduction, it did not seem acceptable that a publicly funded
centre such as this should absolutely refuse to implement harm
reduction strategies.
The closed-mindedness that was central to Jervis’s approach to
treatment however, went much deeper than simply the scruples of a
few front-line professionals. The previously mentioned, unpublished
1983 report of the Special Government Task Force on Drug Abuse had
acknowledged that heroin use was concentrated in deprived urban
areas, rather than being randomly distributed throughout Irish society.
As a corollary, it had recommended that funding should be targeted at
community-based projects in those same areas.
Based on its attendance gures, Jervis was also fully aware of the
clustering phenomenon, but did not publicly articulate a concern
about this aspect, although it did reference other common attributes, of
those attending, such as lack of education and employment. The
government quashed the ministerial conclusions by not publishing the
report and, by not referring to these recommendations. In press
statements, it clearly favoured the retention of the centralised clinical
model of heroin treatment as provided by Jervis, and downgraded
community involvement before it could even get properly started.
Government statements reinforced the idea of specialised services,
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thereby giving Jervis full control of unreconstructed abstinence
treatment.
As the government report went unpublished — in this pre-Freedom
of Information era — the public, media and frontline professionals
remained unaware, for several years, of its full details, conclusions, and
recommendations. They were also unaware of the geographical
distribution of those who attended programmes at Jervis, as this
information was not publicly circulated or available. The treatment
system seemed determined to continue as before, indi erent to and
unconcerned about the fact that the main heroin problem in Dublin
was clustered around a few small socially disadvantaged areas, and that
the people who were most deeply a ected by drug use had little
prospect of being engaged intensively in treatment through the Jervis
abstinence treatment model.
In the wake of government statements on its unpublished report, the
health board weighed in behind the Jervis model. It abandoned the
idea of recruiting outreach workers for the YDP and instead — above
the heads of the YDP committee— it assigned a counsellor, trained in
the abstinence model of addiction, who was also a member of a
religious order. This decision was perceived as a major rebuke to the
YDP, its management group, community supporters and also to me as
project leader and to the ideas I had advanced around problem drugtaking since taking up my position.
The newly appointed counsellor operated without any formal
relationship to the YDP and had clinical supervision from Jervis.
Notwithstanding its good intentions, the counselling programme —
predicated on what were reasonably considered to be unrealistic drugfree aims — never managed to engage substantially with young people
who were using heroin, as was the original intention.
Meanwhile, the health board adopted an abrasive, confrontational
attitude in its dealings with the local Development Committee that had
control over the Small Club community premises. Having aided the
refurbishment of the premises, health board o cials insisted that this
entitled them to take full control over the centre’s use and management.
At one stage it was advocated that those attending the centre, and sta ,
should be subjected to urine testing for drugs. This matter was very
contentious, and while some community members supported the idea,
the Development Committee who managed the centre, and the YDP,

ff

ff

ffi

ff

177

WHERE DO YOU COME FROM?

were set against it. The committee, which had a licence from Dublin
Corporation for the centre, also rebutted the health board's e orts to
take control of the premises and warned them o from further
interference.
Following on from the counsellor’s appointment and the
disagreement over urine-testing, which I opposed, the struggle over
control of the centre brought serious pressure on my position as YDP
project leader. On another occasion, health board management sought
to gain control over the prevention resources that had been made
available to the Development Committee through third-party State
bodies, and subsequently reprimanded for what was seen as my failure
to help the health board achieve the desired transfer.
Eventually the health board Programme Manager informed the
Director of Community Care in a letter copied to me that a report on
my performance had been received and reviewed. Whilst
acknowledging the success of the work being undertaken, the letter
warned of a commonly held view with senior management that I saw
my loyalty as 'being to organisations other than the Board, and that this
has created hostility which has not helped working relationships'. The
letter stated that I was expected to give the Board my 'absolute loyalty’.
The letter was provocative and consistent with an institutional
mindset that sought scapegoats for self-failings. Despite asking, I never
saw the report referred to and was never told what organisation was
meant by 'other'. Having already lost one project leader, the health
board seemed determined to lose a second. It was clear that the
partnership model whereby di erent agencies came together to
mitigate — at a local level — the problems confronting young people,
was imperilled. Loathed by health management, it was, for as long as it
had a community-driven ethos, destined to be dead in the water, and
had little prospect of short-to-medium-term revival.
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CHAPTER 12
RECKONING
Following every major disruption there is always a reckoning,
however slight or insigni cant.

A

s the heroin crisis worsened in the south inner city in the early
eighties, relationships between local communities and
institutions — especially the health authorities — deteriorated.
The housing authorities were also increasingly viewed with suspicion
amid claims that Dublin Corporation was intent on running down the
estates, cutting back on maintenance provision and dispersing families
to new suburban housing in Clondalkin and Tallaght. Meanwhile they
commenced their plans for demolition and/or refurbishment.
Relationships between residents and the gardaí were particularly
di cult and tense, imbued with mutual mistrust around the control
and regulation of public space. Gardaí on the beat were replaced by
patrol cars that regularly sped through the estates, cutting across young
people who, irrespective of their involvement in criminality, were often
publicly body-searched for drugs and other items.
At one stage during the early eighties, there was a brief but serious
riot in which a Garda squad car was badly damaged. The riot had been
precipitated by a random Garda search of two youths. A few weeks later
I was asked to accompany a delegation of residents who arranged to see
the superintendent of a local Garda station. Bizarrely, as we sat waiting
in his o ce, he directed one of his sergeants to take a written record of
our names and addresses. The atmosphere was intimidating and the
meeting unproductive. He mistakenly saw it as an opportunity to
generate intelligence on criminality and was interested in getting
information about what he described as established criminals, who
were involved in robbing factories and warehouses, and distributing
consumables, such as expensive clothing and electrical goods.
Incredibly, the superintendent showed no appreciation of the risks
posed to delegation members if it was suggested, and became public
knowledge, that they had a meeting with the gardaí on the premise of
collecting intelligence on major, or even minor, criminals. Acutely
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aware of these risks, community members directed the conversation
towards community policing, arguing that if relationships were to
improve over time, riotous assembly could be more easily avoided. A
few years earlier, one of the national garda bodies had published a
policy paper on community policing which acknowledged that the
breakdown of stability in socially disadvantaged urban areas was
contributing to crime. The paper also recognised that many local
populations in these urban communities felt increasingly alienated
from the gardaí.
During the exchange with the superintendent, it was clear that he
was unaware of the paper or of its contents and indeed, his disinterest
was made obvious. Following the meeting, the same policing approach
continued with little let up in the blanket targeting of young people. It
is noteworthy that in the decades since, the garda authorities have
become a lot more sophisticated in how they develop relationships
with local communities especially through the operation of local
policing forums and community safety committees.
Separately, local residents’ committees had more positive meetings
with individual garda in the edgling youth diversion scheme and with
the head of the National Drug Squad, Denis Mullins who frequently
made himself available to meet community groups and to speak at
public meetings. Unlike others from mainstream institutions, his
attitude at meetings was supportive and he came across as wanting to
meet community groups on their own terms. He had little in uence at
political and institutional levels, however, and at public meetings he
openly acknowledged his inability to acquire substantial resources for
the drug squad. He was, nonetheless, an enthusiastic and engaging
detective who was sympathetic to the plight of young people, both
those caught up in drugs and their non-drug-using peers, who were
perceived as collateral damage, as the crisis grew.
During 1981, I attended a few public meetings in south inner-city
communities, on the topic of drugs. They followed a similar format.
The organisers of one such meeting in Little Flower Community
Centre, Meath Street, that I attended in May 1981, for example, invited
expert speakers to respond to people’s queries. There was an
attendance of about eighty people, including some politicians. Mullins
spoke of his delight in seeing local groups organise community
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meetings and for him he considered that these were the most
signi cant development in tackling drug issues for some time.
He was followed by a representative from Coolemine who
highlighted family upbringing as the main causal factor in heroin use.
The solution to the problem was to be found in love, care and knowing
where the children were, who they were with and what they were
doing? A speaker from Jervis went into details about drug types, e ects,
chemical properties and symptoms of illicit use. After each speaker
nished speaking, they were politely applauded. Eventually after about
sixty minutes the chairperson opened the meeting up to the oor.
There was a blank silence. One woman at the back of the hall spoke up
and asked: 'What about the pushers?' There was even more silence. 'I
mean what are you going to do about the pushers?' she continued.
'There are pushers here in this hall and I know them.' Mullins calmly
stated that the gardaí would act on any information given to them
about alleged pushers. A local TD asked aloud 'why people with
information on drug pushers did not present this information to the
gardaí?' 'After all' he argued, 'if you saw your neighbour being
murdered, you’d tell the gardaí.' The woman responded that she had
informed the gardaí but that nothing had happened.
Another woman said that at a previous meeting she had named a
drug pusher and the following day she, not the pusher, was raided by
the gardaí, saying they were looking for drugs and guns. The way she
saw it drug pushers were 'King' and so powerful they were able to
organise Garda raids on local people who stood up to them. The
meeting continued in this vein for some time. A few people pointed out
that the gardaí did not appear to have much di culty stopping and
harassing young people while the drug pushers were given a free rein.
Some women shared that they were parents of teenage children who
were injecting heroin. They simply could not understand how the
problem had escalated so quickly and become so widespread in their
areas. They wondered aloud as to how the main dealers seemed to be
completely untouchable. Moreover, they expressed an overwhelming
sense of confusion, anger and frustration at not being able to cope with
a problem that they had previously never experienced.
It was not that they did not love their children or did not know the
inherent risks associated with alcohol and drug use. They had shown
their love for their children in the same way they had their older
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brothers and sisters, but they had never had to deal with heroin. It was
something that for them existed only on TV cop shows. Some people
asked why there was no rehabilitation facility for young people?
The meeting continued in this vein and the pattern was repeated at
other meetings throughout the area, including in Rialto (Dolphin and
Fatima) and the Gardens. At these meetings it became apparent that
invited speakers could not provide answers to people’s basic concerns
and speci cally people were concerned about why there was so much
drug-dealing and drug use in their communities and that the
authorities seemed not to be doing much about it. They were not
looking for lectures on the origins of chemical substances and their
physiological and psychological e ects. They wanted explanations that
would help relieve the anxiety and fear that had built up for quite some
time. The main dealers had a wide network of associates, including
people present at the meetings, who bene ted enormously from drugrelated activities. They were hardly going to let their business be
undermined. It was inevitable that residents would feel intimidated.
The politicians — none of whom lived locally — seemed unable to
grasp these concerns.
Typically, meeting organisers produced petitions addressed to the
Minister for Health requesting action in the areas of prevention and
treatment. Local steering groups were brought together to collate the
petitions and to keep momentum going, although in some respects the
momentum was already lost. The experts had come, seen and spoken
and were now gone. Most people continued to experience the same
fears and isolation as previous. Within this context, it was perhaps best
to play for time by sending the petition o to the minister, and to await
developments.
One public meeting in the Gardens resulted in the establishment of
an ongoing family support group. It began to meet as parents, mainly
mothers continued to seek support and explanations for their
children’s drug use. The issue of local drug dealers was also inevitably
raised. As with previous public meetings, after some had raised the
issue, they later regretted that they had done so. The drug dealers and/
or others in their network had heard back from the meetings. It was
reported that they subsequently intimidated the residents who spoke
up against them.
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A couple of days prior to a scheduled meeting in this series in June
1981 a few local youths overdosed on a batch of heroin and became
quite sick. There was widespread anger and the parents’ meeting
provided an opportunity to channel these concerns. Some of the fty or
so attendance wanted to tackle the alleged drug dealers there and then.
As the situation was becoming volatile, one of the guest speakers
defused the anger by suggesting that a delegation should bring forward
a petition that had been previously prepared for the minister for
health’s o ce and issue a public statement highlighting the lack of an
o cial response from the minister.
The statement garnered media coverage. One of the residents was
quoted as saying that they had considered taking the law into their own
hands but had feared a bloodbath — mostly their own blood. The
comment was telling. Residents' fears of being targeted by the dealers
resulted in the drug issue losing its impetus. Parent support meetings
came to an end, and there were no further public meetings in the
Gardens for almost two years. The same pattern was repeated in other
communities, such as Meath Street, Rialto, and elsewhere. A large
group of community members would attend initial once-o public
meetings, but inevitably, once the focus shifted onto drug dealing and
how the dealers might be tackled, members’ interest waned. It
appeared that the main dealers were untouchable and could not be
assailed.
In 1982, members of St Teresa’s Gardens Development Committee
undertook a full-time community leadership course, funded through
the national training authority and other community funding bodies.
As well as building skills and knowledge, the course provided
opportunities for the committee to network with more organised
community groups and to improve their capacities for dealing with
government agencies and the media. They also conducted an extensive
house-to-house survey, providing useful information on local issues
and problems.
During their training, the group prepared a short drama called
Fighting Back, which they presented to an invited audience on the
completion of their programme, and later presented locally in the
youth centre. The drama told the ctional story of a couple, recently
returned from Birmingham, who moved into the at complex. Both
become involved in developing local activities in tackling problems
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Denis Mullins interviewed by John Moylan for ‘Gardens’ newsletter, 1983

around the maintenance of the ats. Eventually, after a succession of
failures, forgotten promises and a growing frustration with the impact
of the drug problem, they become disillusioned and decide to seek a
new life by moving to a house in the suburbs.
Although ctional, Fighting Back was an all-too-familiar story for
people in the community. They were disappointed over what they saw
as Dublin Corporation’s failure to implement an agreement around
maintenance. They were also saddened by the rate at which
community members were leaving the area out of frustration with the
drug problem and with other developments. The drama, imbued with
self-deprecating humour, portrayed their plight as a mix of individual,
family and communal tragedy. Written and performed by the
community members themselves, it had an immense impact on the
local audience, who could easily relate to the issues sketched out before
them. Perhaps most signi cantly, the drama was followed by an open,
communal debate.
During these discussions, the drug issue came back into sharp focus.
Since the previous wave of meetings, the dealers had expanded their
market and were not only supplying a larger population in their own
and nearby communities, but they were also selling to several hundred
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outsiders, and dealers who, according to local accounts, were arriving at
the Gardens daily.
Parents, who two years previously had attended family support
meetings, started to meet again, and expressed an interest in doing
something more substantial. Naturally, they were mindful that previous
attempts to raise the drugs issue had generated fear and had, alas,
faltered. Now, with a renewed community interest following the
Fighting Back drama, they showed greater con dence. They remained
unclear, however, about the type and form of action that should be
undertaken.
In May 1983, the RTÉ current a airs programme Today Tonight
broadcasted a programme about heroin problems in Dublin. The
programme, produced following the publication of John Bradshaw’s
report on drugs in the north inner city, included a sequence during
which St Teresa’s Gardens was lmed from both a helicopter and a
bedroom window of the nearby Coombe Hospital. It was portrayed as a
no-go, depraved place, and described by a young female with a posh
south Dublin accent as one of the areas where heroin was most freely
available.
Watching the programme in their homes, local people in St Teresa’s
Gardens were hurt and infuriated by the way this comment was
broadcast, and with the distant way their community was portrayed.
Many were also annoyed by a scene in which a man was lmed
injecting himself with heroin. Although in the scene he was
represented as anonymous, residents claimed to recognise him easily
by his unmistakeable clothing. Indeed, he later openly claimed at
public meetings that it was him in the sequence, and that he had been
paid to inject himself in front of the cameras — a claim that was
vehemently denied by the programme makers.
Community members were also interested in the programme’s
coverage of drug problems in Hardwicke Street ats, on the north side
of the city. There, when a small number of drug dealers moved into the
area, a local committee which included a priest, Jim Smyth, and a Sinn
Féin community activist, Christy Burke, confronted the dealers, asking
them to either stop dealing or leave the community. The dealers packed
up and left.
RTÉ was accused by Hardwicke Street residents of unbalanced
coverage of this incident. They argued that RTÉ had attributed too
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much importance to Christy Burke’s membership of Sinn Féin, and by
extension, the party's links to the IRA. Although Burke was an IRA
member, he was well known for his community work and service on
behalf of local people. Indeed, he was at pains to point out that his
involvement with the drugs issue had nothing to do with his political
involvement. Many people from St Teresa’s Gardens saw the action of
the Hardwicke Street residents as a model for the action needed in
their own community. It was decided to organise a public meeting with
a view to stop drug dealing taking place in the Gardens.
The meeting was held on Monday 20th June 1983, only a couple of
weeks after the Fighting Back drama presentation. About fty people —
mostly women — attended. It was a relatively calm a air and openly
focused on four alleged drug dealers, and whether and by what means
they should be warned to stop their activities. During the evening a
delegation visited the named individuals to convey the views of the
meeting. The delegation returned to report that three of the four
individuals were at home and had agreed to stop. The meeting then
focused on suggestions to monitor the arrangement. It was decided to
keep all drug dealers under surveillance and to discourage people from
entering the estate to purchase drugs.
It was also agreed that pressure be maintained on the drug dealers
with further meetings. An anti-drugs committee was not formed. It was
felt that if there was a committee, other community members would
abrogate individual responsibility to stay focused on the problem.
Following the meeting, people approaching the ats complex looking
for drug supplies were turned away. Perimeter patrols were organised
by roster and arrangements were made with taxi companies to drop
passengers at the estate’s only entrance.
The residents’ actions against drug dealing caused an overnight crisis
in the supply of heroin in Dublin. While the Hardwicke Street action
had e ectively established the practice of an organised community
confronting drug dealers in its vicinity, most were newly arrived dealers
into the area who supplied only a relatively small market with little
signi cant impact on the city’s overall drug supply. St Teresa’s Gardens,
on the other hand, was a well-established central point of supply for
most of south Dublin, and beyond. News of the action in the Gardens
spread rapidly to the city’s drug-using population and the services that
worked with them. In my o ce, I received phone calls from colleagues
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‘Fighting Back’ drama, 1983

in other parts of the city with reports that people had di culties with
drug supplies.
Meanwhile, the action in the ats gathered momentum as more and
more people signed their names up for patrol shifts. Residents brought
a few people to Jervis and helped to arrange treatments. Others who
used drugs, encouraged by the extent of the popular response, decided
to go ‘cold turkey’. Many of those who decided to use the latter option
during the summer of 1983 subsequently managed to stay o opiate
drugs and some are still alive today as a result. Even more signi cant
was that the actions of community members against drug dealing had
impact on younger cohorts who might otherwise have started to use
heroin, but didn’t.
Public meetings grew in numbers and additional unwritten aims and
rules were formulated. Distinctions were made between those who
used drug and drug dealers, the latter of whom had amassed visible
personal wealth. However, given that most of the former were also lowlevel dealers, this distinction was not always clear cut. Procedures were
adopted to deal with allegations of drug dealing. It was agreed that the
residents would protect people who made allegations at public
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meetings, even if these were subsequently shown to be unfounded. By
contrast, there would be no protection for those who made allegations
outside of these agreed parameters.
The 'protection of the people', as this was framed underlined a
willingness to stand together at meetings to examine and assess
allegations of drug dealing — and speci cally heroin — only. An early
attempt, for example, to raise issues about a sexworker allegedly using
a local at for business was roundly rejected on the basis that these
claims were completely outside the remit of meetings. The meetings
contrasted with the situation two years earlier when those people who
had spoken up at public meetings subsequently felt isolated and
intimidated.
It was also decided that allegations of drug dealing needed to be
backed up at public meetings by reliable testimony from former friends
or colleagues, who could provide information of actual, recent sales.
Once evidence was given, alleged dealers if they were present, had
opportunities to respond. If they were absent, they were requested to
Children’s fancy-dress celebrating community achievements against drug
problem,1983
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attend the following meeting. If they then failed to turn up, the matter
was dealt with in their absence. This rarely happened.
Alleged dealers usually attended these meetings. In some instances,
they admitted that they were dealers. In others, when dealing was
denied, they were questioned by residents and often during the process
admitted their involvement. On occasions, the meetings concluded that
there was no evidence of drug dealing. Decisions were made by a show
of hands of those attending. If a meeting decided that the evidence was
substantial, alleged dealers were warned to cease their activities.
These various decisions were taken and implemented by ordinary
people, many of whom had little previous involvement in community
activities. They were simply implementing a community mandate,
which they believed they had been given by their neighbours. The St
Teresa’s Gardens Concerned Parents Against Drugs (STG-CPAD) was,
as a result, formed. From June 1983 to the end of the same year, a total
of nine alleged drug dealers were confronted at public meetings by the
STG-CPAD. The evidence against two was deemed inconclusive and no
action was taken. Two others — user dealers — openly admitted
Donal Lunny, Davy Spillane, Eoghan O’Neill at a community festival session in
St. Teresas’ Gardens, 1984, to celebrate achievements against drug problem.
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dealing and agreed to stop and did so. Another two, in a similar
category, refused to stop but left the community voluntarily. Three
senior dealers were forced to leave having recommenced drug dealing
three months after rst agreeing to stop.
The activities of this group of three became apparent in September
1983 following an incident in which yet another young man was
discovered at the back of the ats, unconscious from a drugs overdose.
Community members resuscitated the young man and brought him to
hospital. They also enquired as to who was still selling drugs, following
which, the three dealers, who had previously agreed to stop, were asked
to come to the next public meeting.
The alleged dealers denied their continued involvement in dealing.
They maintained their stance until confronted by a family member of
one of the men, who claimed that not only was the accused involved,
but he had sought to involve her and other family members also. At this
point the three admitted their continued involvement in drug dealing.
The meeting took the view that the three had been given su cient time
over the summer months to give up drug dealing and there was now no
alternative for them but to leave the ats, and were given a week to do
so.
The following day, two of the three alleged drug dealers sent a
solicitor’s letter to Paul Humphrey (1958–2009), whom they identi ed as
one of the STG-CPAD leaders, stating that legal assistance would be
sought to prevent any attempt to have them ejected. As the letter
named the two people who were represented by the solicitor, Paul
copied it and circulated it to each household. He also reconvened the
public meeting that evening, at which it was decided to evict the three
dealers immediately.
The rationale for this decision was that if the dealers were granted a
court injunction, they would be provided with police protection,
meaning that it would be impossible to have them removed without
con ict with the police. It was believed that if the people got them out
rst, neither the courts nor the police would be able to get them back
in. Following the meeting, in an action of mass participation, the ats
of the three, who had temporarily absented themselves, were stripped
of all their furniture. Their belongings were piled up in a bundle in the
centre of the square. The mass participation was to ensure that no
individual person would be singled out for retaliation.
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These evictions represented a di cult decision for the STG-CPAD,
not least because the three people concerned were themselves local,
had family ties in the community, and had grown up with many of the
people now responsible for putting them out. However, they were
leading drug dealers in the Dunne family’s network in the south city,
trying to revive their business from within the Gardens. Their eviction
— the rst of its type — was a high point in the STG-CPAD campaign,
principally because, for something that had so much potential for
violence, it was achieved peacefully, clearly helped by the fact that the
suspected drug dealers had already, prior to the evictions, removed
themselves from the estate. The action re ected not alone a stand
against those local dealers who continued to sell drugs, but it
vindicated the decision of residents to confront established community
and family members who had attempted to draw them into drug
dealing.
For a three-month period during the summer of 1983, the STG-CPAD
was a source of encouragement to communities in other parts of the
city. Their initial campaign success was primarily because the drug
dealers had yielded to the moral will of an organised community. By
September 1983, however, the interests of the community and the drug
dealers were at loggerheads, as evidenced by the 'group of three', and
although these three were undoubtedly under pressure from their own
master dealers, they were viewed as acting wilfully against local
people’s wishes Two years previously it had been predicted that, if it
was to occur, the community might potentially lose a confrontation
against the dealers, which would probably lead to more violence.
Leading up to the three evictions, many in the community believed that
the drug dealers would use nancial resources to mobilise low-level
dealers and others to act against the STG-CPAD.
Ironically, what convinced community members to implement the
evictions was the decision of two of the three alleged drug dealers to
threaten court proceedings, thereby seeking outside help. This action
exposed their vulnerability and that they were concerned around the
community’s action. The tactic of people standing together to protect
each other seemed to have worked.
Previously, drug dealers simply played on people’s primal fears of
violence perpetrated against them and their family. A recourse to
courts, for any such purpose, would have been unthinkable. By going

fl

ffi

fi

fi

191

WHERE DO YOU COME FROM?

legal, the drug dealers inadvertently revealed their weakness and
inability to uphold their own perverse authority and to physically
oppose evictions. When local people realised this dynamic, they had
more con dence to act.
There was another factor which accounted for the community's newfound con dence. Members of the Dunne family had come under
enormous police scrutiny o the back of pressure put on the police by
Taoiseach Charles Haughey during the Tony Gregory-supported
Fianna Fáil government of 1982. Dunne family members had come
before the court, including Larry Dunne (1948–2020).
He was convicted of possessing heroin with intent to supply on June
25, 1983, just six days after the rst St Teresa’s Gardens public meeting.
On the day of his conviction, he absconded, having earlier obtained
bail to have lunch in a nearby hostelry. Meanwhile, the Gardaí, through
the activities of an undercover unit, closed in on other family members,
including Dunne’s brother Michael, who operated out of Fatima and
was sentenced in October of the same year. In less than twelve months,
following protests outside his house about 400 metres from the
Gardens, Boyo Dunne voluntarily left the area and went to
Birmingham.
The actions of the STG-CPAD against drug dealing were not always
legal and what they did by evicting people was intrinsically wrong.
From inside the community however, and in accordance with the
observations of several outsiders, the evictions were seen as reasonable
and justi ed in the circumstances. Some community members were
clearly uneasy with events as they unfolded, wondering aloud whether
it was right to evict neighbours — family members with families —
from their own homes? Debates on these matters happened on
balconies, stairways at the local shops and in people’s homes and some
people made clear they did not want anything to do with what was
evolving.
The counter arguments however, were much stronger and had
widespread support. Heroin use and drug dealing had got to such levels
that the Gardens community was snowed under, and people — having
kept their heads down for years out of fear and denial — felt they had
no option but to take direct action, even if this meant acting against
people they had grown up with.
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They argued that their community had been under attack, that those
who were perceived as directly responsible — the drug dealers — had
shown little restraint in their activities, had deliberately drawn
vulnerable young people into their networks, and that the justice and
health authorities had shown little capacity to respond or to assure the
community that a response was imminent. I recall one community
leader at the time claiming that the people had been 'conquered' by the
problem, but that their subsequent actions against drug dealing
brought about a form of 'freedom'. The action was for sure cathartic. In
the immediate aftermath of the formation of the STG-CPAD, it would
have been di cult to dispute this representation.
Around Halloween 1983 the STG-CPAD held a victory dance in the
community centre to celebrate their local drug action, while earlier
they organised a fancy-dress celebration with their children. Amidst
the several joyous locals were some journalists and others from the
world of community activism, who came along to celebrate with the
community. Sometime later that evening, according to a writer in the
then popular weekly magazine, In Dublin:
'Ten years of misery, despair and powerlessness caused by the
supply and sale of heroin was lost in the dancing and singing
that went on until the early hours of the morning'.
I left the youth centre just as the party was about to liven up and took
a walk around the back of the estate, where a children’s bon re was
ablaze. Many young people were dressed up. Some wore special masks
depicting drug dealers and other characters that they had made for the
occasion. They danced around the bon re and sang out loud to the
rhyme of Oh me darlin' Clementine about building a bon re and putting
identi able, named-drug dealers on top of it, before 'burning the whole
lot'. As well as drug dealers, their rhymes included 'the police', 'the
health board', 'the corpo' and 'the government'. It was both amusing
and symbolic. Following every major disruption there is always a
reckoning, however slight or insigni cant.
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CHAPTER 13

TIGHTROPE
On one side community members were determined not to allow their
community return to open drug-dealing; on the other, vulnerable young
people who partook of services were frequently perceived as potential
drug-dealers, troublemakers and not deserving of assistance: we were in
the middle and should have been supported by the health authorities —
not alienated.
.

I

n their immediate aftermath the actions of the STG-CPAD attracted
a lot of favourable publicity in broadcast and print media and this
meant that news of these developments spread quickly to other
communities. The residents’ actions against drug dealing however,
were not universally welcomed or celebrated and within a short period
there were allegations that CPAD groups were being directed by the
political party Sinn Féin, then still supportive of the IRA’s campaign of
violence on both sides of the border, and commonly referred to
therefore, as Sinn Féin/IRA. Initially, there was no evidence of such
in ltration, but perceptions changed following a by-election in the Dáil
constituency of Dublin North Central in November 1983.
Canvassing o the back of his anti-drugs work, Sinn Féin candidate
Christy Burke more than doubled his share of the vote from three
percentage points to seven. On its own, the result was not terribly
signi cant, but it indicated the possibility of a rising trend for Sinn Féin
activism within poor communities, and indeed within two years he was
elected to the City Council.
Another signi cant intervention in the developing story concerning
Sinn Féin's supposed in ltration was coverage given by RTÉ’s agship
TV current a airs programme, Today Tonight, broadcast in December
1983 a few weeks after the by-election. The programme section, often
considered to be over-in uenced by a virulent anti-Sinn Féin faction of
Workers’ Party supporters in RTE, featured what many considered to
be a one-sided and politically motivated account in support of the
argument around in ltration.
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While Sinn Féin involvement was undoubtedly gathering some
momentum, it was initially low key and the basis upon which the
programme made its claims lacked substance. In addition to the
reference to Burke, who was engaged in legitimate community action,
the programme also relied on an o -the-cu , puerile remark about an
'army' made by a oor speaker at a lmed meeting in Dolphin.
In the Gardens, as well as in Dolphin, there was antipathy towards
the programme makers, and although — two years later — a di erent
Today Tonight programme team adopted a more sympathetic,
somewhat conciliatory approach in its coverage of community events,
the December 1983 programme symbolised the community’s increasing
isolation from the ‘establishment’. The establishment view contended
that anti-drugs community groups were super cially dealing with the
problem, were simply moving drug dealing from one area to another,
and that members were being manipulated by Sinn Féin.
Perversely, negative establishment attitudes towards CPAD groups
succeeded in pushing them closer to Sinn Féin who alone among
registered political parties, openly expressed solidarity with the
residents’ predicaments and their actions. Many political leaders were
mute on both CPAD groups and on the drug problem itself. The
Labour Party Deputy Leader, and Minister for Health, Barry Desmond
however, was particularly antagonistic towards anti-drugs community
activism, as he was also towards Sinn Féin.
There was, at the time, an obsession about Sinn Féin’s activism on
health and social issues by some political leaders. Desmond, regularly
refused to meet delegations concerning any health service topic if they
included in their membership local councillors or other delegates who
were a liated to Sinn Féin. This approach served to further Sinn Féin’s
political capital and add to their strident criticisms of government on
these topics. At times, it almost felt as though Sinn Féin were being
implored by mainstream parties to in ltrate community activist groups,
thereby providing grounds for government not to deal directly with
these groups or their issues.
The issue about Sinn Féin’s anti-drug activism was at the time an
unnecessary distraction, especially taking into account that when STGCPAD was started, none of the political parties, Sinn Féin included,
appeared to have any members who lived in the area. During the
previous November 1982 General Election, the Development
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Committee organised a ‘town hall’ election hustings, but there was a
very poor turn out by both politicians and residents.
One election candidate, in response to criticisms about house
maintenance problems retorted that he got no votes from at
complexes. His comment was o ered as justi cation for not being overconcerned about local issues in the estate, but it was at least an honest
take on the perspective of most political candidates, who were fully
aware that voter participation in the at complexes, at the time, was
low.
Political involvement was considerably di erent in the north inner
city, where both the Sinn Féin candidate Christy Burke and the
independent TD, Tony Gregory were instrumental in actions —
including elector registrations — to improve voter participation. They
were both also tackling drug problems within their communities and
had aligned themselves with local CPAD groups from their outset.
One of the main e ects of the allegation of Sinn Féin manipulation of
CPAD was that it publicly attributed achievements that had been
gained by grassroots community actions, to Sinn Féin, actions in which
initially they — apart from Burke — were not a party. The political
bene ts of being associated with such actions were not lost on Sinn
Féin members who wasted little time in demonstrating, at both
community and other levels, that their ‘credentials’ were well earned.
Sinn Féin’s electoral strategy had taken a new direction following the
H-Block hunger strike campaign of 1981, in which ten young men aged
23-27 years, tragically died. In Northern Ireland, as previously
mentioned (Chapter 5) Sinn Féin/IRA adopted the two-pronged
approach of political and community activism and armed combat, the
so-called ‘armalite and ballot-box’ strategy. Down south, their attitude
towards Dáil abstentionism was under review.
Christy Burke’s performance in the November 1983 by-election added
weight to the arguments for change. The abstentionist principle was
eventually removed in 1986, although there was no signi cant progress
in its Dáil electoral achievements until after the IRA ceased its
campaign of violence almost twenty years later in 2005, when the dual
strategy of ballot box and armalite, having failed to achieve its
fundamental aims of British Army withdrawal and national uni cation,
was abandoned.
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In the months following Burke’s success, Sinn Féin activists, in
several suburban estates, eager to take advantage of prospective antidrugs achievements in building a pro le for forthcoming European
and local elections, were to the fore in establishing new CPAD groups.
At times some groups were established in circumstances where the
demand for local action against drug dealers was not as widespread as
in inner-city communities, nor built on similar levels of local
intelligence.
As a response to the lack of coordination between di erent groups, a
citywide Central Committee of CPAD groups was convened in early
1984. Initially, the focus of this committee was simply to share
information between di erent groups, however it quickly developed
into becoming the main instigator for several, subsequent, targeted
actions against alleged drug dealers and others.
In February 1984 a STG-CPAD supporter was shot and wounded by
two gunmen as he spoke to a neighbour in the Gardens. The incident
was regarded as a random retaliation by drug dealers and other
criminals against the local community. STG-CPAD activists
apportioned some of the blame for the shooting on media and political
gures who had used a ‘vigilante’ narrative regarding the community’s
actions. The incident, coupled with a protest march past the estate’s
entrance by the self-styled Concerned Criminals Action Committee —
led by leading criminal Martin Cahill (the ‘General’) (1949–1984) —
greatly heightened community tensions and stoked concerns that
community members would lack protection from further retaliations.
In short, there was a growing fear that their reputation as the 'people
who took on the pushers' could end up costing them dearly, especially
if they got caught up in any cross re between established criminals
such as Cahill and the IRA, as it was believed that both were already in
dispute. While the shooting added momentum to staging a wellattended city-wide march to protest about government inactions on the
drug problem, behind the scenes in St. Teresa’s Gardens a divide
emerged among local residents. On the one hand were those who
proposed that their anti-drug actions should be con ned to their own
area only. On the other hand were those who believed they should get
behind the newly-formed central committee of CPAD groups (Central
Committee) and be available to support anti-drug actions elsewhere.
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Paul Humphrey who was chairperson of the local Development
Committee was the leading proponent of the former view. He had an
organisational involvement with the STG-CPAD: planning and
convening meetings, preparing refreshments for people who
participated in patrols, and he also played a role in helping them deal
with media queries. On a number of occasions, he was interviewed by
journalists in relation to the anti-drug activities in the Gardens, and he
had become a public face to their local campaign.
Paul was involved in community activities for several years and he
was acutely aware that while the STG-CPAD actions were having a
positive impact locally, there was a need for the community to move on
and get behind other issues. He was especially concerned about
supporting the re-housing of new tenants into homes that had become
vacant in recent years, and he was also directly involved in supporting
the previously discussed YDP (Chapter 11). Through his involvement
with the YDP, he also knew that people who continued to use heroin
still needed to be able to access treatment and there was an urgency in
mobilising community e orts on this matter. He was concerned that
too long a focus on marching against drug dealers would detract from
the needs of this drug-using group and he feared that they faced
scapegoating.
Paul’s brother John ‘Wacker’ Humphrey (DATES) led out on the latter
view, advocating that the STG-CAPD should link with CPAD groups in
other areas. While Wacker was from the Gardens, he did not live there,
nor did he have a recent track record in community activities. However,
he was involved with the STG-CPAD from the outset, and he frequently
spoke at, and led out on the questioning of alleged drug dealers. His
questioning style became well-known, and given his knowledge and
dedication to detail, he was feared by several drug dealers.
A few years later he was tried and sentenced in the Special Criminal
Court, arising from his involvement in anti-drug activities in Ballymun.
His conviction solidi ed his reputation as a fearless anti-drugs
campaigner although for some it underlined that his singular focus on
drug dealers, wherever they lived, left little room for compromise or for
tackling other issues. His case was heard in the Special Criminal Court
and his sentence was served in the Midlands Prison, Portlaoise in a
section that housed IRA prisoners. Although, not otherwise openly
stated, these aspects con rmed he either was or had become an IRA
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Paul Humphrey, in typical pose, with his friend, Mark Fitzgerald, early 1980s

member. It was IRA practice, at the time, to acknowledge as members
anti-drug activists who had been sentenced through the special court,
provided of course they were willing to accept this designation. Being
in the IRA section in the Midlands Prison would certainly have
protected these activists from retaliation from convicted drug dealers in
other prisons.
Both approaches to anti-drug activities in the Gardens were
supported in di erent ways, although it was quite bizarre that they
were led by di erent members of the same family. Their di erences
were, for a while, quite tense, which was distressing for their mutual
friends and other family members , in particular, given that otherwise
they were a very close family and had a reputation for hard work, and
strong, family values. Many residents in the Gardens would have felt
some relief about bringing anti-drug actions to a conclusion, thereby
removing the pressure that they felt under to be involved in protests,
while relatively secure in the view that the worst — in terms of open
drug-dealing — was over. The tangible threat that had created so much
fear had passed, and people were anxious to nd normality, with some
becoming involved in other community activities.
A core group of persons however remained loyal to Wacker and his
approach and they continued to support him and participated with
him in marches in other areas. Inevitably, Wacker became identi ed as
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Residents from several communities, including St. Teresas’ Gardens march to
government buildings in protest on government inaction on drug problems.

the de facto leader of the Central Committee, although at di erent times
it did separately elect a chairperson, secretary and PRO.
The emerging tensions between the advocates of both approaches
came to light during the June 1984 European election in the Dublin
constituency, which was contested for Sinn Féin by John Noonan, a
former member of the IRA and also a leading member of the Central
Committee. Members of the Central Committee requested Paul
Humphrey to close-o the Small Club building for a day to coincide
with a canvassing visit to the area by the Sinn Féin leader Gerry Adams,
shortly after Adams had recovered from a UDA assassination attempt.
It appeared that the request to close-o the Small Club was to allow
Adams to have a meeting in the building with Central Committee
members and that the arrangement would somehow constitute a
gesture of thanks to Adams’s Sinn Féin colleagues accruing from their
support for anti-drug actions. Paul was adamant that there would be no
shutdown of services, including the YDP, as requested, and also refused
permission to the Central Committee to use the building while the
YDP was in progress.
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It was an unequivocal message back to the Central Committee, that
while their campaign might continue elsewhere it would not dominate
and undermine other local activities in the Gardens. Thereafter, the
Central Committee’s relations with the Development Committee, with
its chairperson Paul Humphrey, and with me as the YDP’s project
leader, were strained and precarious.
Ominously, the gesture of thanks referred to by the Central
Committee member was also referenced as being linked to an IRA
action that took place following the above-mentioned February 1984
shooting of the STG-CPAD supporter. The IRA was involved in
separate kidnappings of two members of a criminal gang, with whom
for other reasons they appeared to be in dispute, and who were also
suspected of being associated with the shooting. The second
kidnapping was foiled by the Gardaí, and as a result both men were
freed.
These incidents, which ultimately led to the conviction and
imprisonment of IRA members, were — irrespective of their true intent
— instrumental in acknowledging that the IRA had by then
established a presence within the Central Committee. The Gardaí’s
swift response also suggested that they also had an intelligence
informant in the Central Committee. In the wake of these kidnappings,
one member of the Central Committee felt he had no choice but to
secretly leave the country, along with his family.
Meanwhile as the Central Committee expanded activities, by its own
e orts it generally failed to mobilise communities in the same manner
that local groups had done previously and continued to do so. When
anti-drug actions emerged as a direct result of community mobilisation
and participation, and local leadership, they seemed to have some
success. When they were instigated by Central Committee however,
they were often seen as divisive and were also resented by established
community organisations on the basis that local structures for
community consultation were bypassed and that the actions therefore
had no local mandate.
In addition, a decision, taken by the Central Committee during 1984,
that they should not — on principle — cooperate with the police
caused alarm for some community activists across various local groups.
The decision’s underlying suggestion — especially following the arrest
of the IRA members involved in the kidnappings — was that the
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Paul Humphrey, leading Minister for Health, Barry Desmond TD, and senior
of cials, to the Youth Cenrtre St Teresas’s Gardens where he severely criticised
the Minister for government policy for drug policy failures.

Central Committee was embroiled in a struggle against the Gardaí, and
by extension, against the State. Whatever misgivings people had about
the Gardaí — and they had many — it was disquieting to cast them as
an enemy.
In general there was little requirement to involve the Gardai in antidrug activities, thus making a stand against them on a point of
principle suggested, ominously, that there was an alternative agenda.
The decision was consistent with a relatively well-established
revolutionary tenet that those who engaged in armed struggle against
the State did not need to wait until the conditions for revolution were
present, as these conditions could be created through the con ict itself.
In this regard it suited those who supported militarism to create a
demand for militarism where no such argument previously existed,
and a key aspect of making this demand was to discredit the police,
especially as in some working class communities — as already
mentioned — there was a signi cant mistrust of policing. In turn this
approach was linked to Sinn Féin’s overall objective of destabilising the
State.
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The IRA’s involvement in the above-mentioned foiled kidnapping
could potentially be interpreted — and often was — as a response to a
local demand for military action, except that such demand was never
publicly made. In the case of STG-CPAD it was establishment by
stealth, as their prospective involvement was never entreated nor
openly, discussed, nor could it have been. It was clear that either a
small group of anti-drugs activists — or some individuals wellconnected with the IRA — were assuming self-appointed leadership to
secretly direct such actions. As already stated, it was suggested by
Central Committee members that local people owed a debt to the IRA
for its response to the shooting of a CPAD member, although why
repaying that debt should involve a courtesy to Sinn Féin leader, Gerry
Adams was not explained, given that, according to himself, he was
never a member of the IRA.
The discussion above (Chapter 11), underlined that health board
management, during this period, had become increasingly antagonistic
towards the Development Committee in the Gardens, and di ered with
it about use of and access to the Small Club premises, which housed
not only the YDP, but in a separate section it also provided a base for
the Development Committee and for planning STG-CPAD meetings.
A few weeks after the February 1984 shooting in the Gardens, I was
visited at home by two members the Garda Special Branch who
questioned me about my work. I responded that I could not discuss my
work without my employer’s explicit permission. After a short stand-o
at my front-door, they left. When I informed the Director of
Community Care that I had been visited at home by the Special
Branch, he told me, by way of o ering an explanation, that health
board management was under considerable political pressure,
especially as the YDP and the local Development Committee were
perceived as too close to the STG-CPAD, which in turn was perceived as
close to Sinn Féin / IRA.
He criticised public comments that I had made at an event shortly
after the February shooting. The event was attended by the health
minister and other senior health management gures. During the
opening address, which I had been asked to deliver by the
Development Committee, I expressed inter alia concerns about the
impact on the local community of unfair media criticisms of the actions
taken by local residents against drug dealing. However, my address was
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rather tame as compared to Paul Humphrey’s brief statement at the
same event in which he addressed the Minister directly stating it was
time he and his Department got their act together to provide proper
funding to local drug projects. It was easier obviously to re criticisms
at me, given I was a State employee whereas Paul was not.
I was concerned by the director’s comments, and particularly
alarmed about how the Special Branch had got my recently-changed
home address. Any perception that the YDP was too close to the STGCPAD, let alone Sinn Féin or IRA, was disingenuous, especially as the
health board had consistently failed to provide the YDP with an
alternative base and the project therefore had no choice but to share
the Small Club with the Development Committee, who supported the
STG-CPAD.
In the YDP we were walking a tightrope. On one side community
members were determined not to allow their community return to
open drug-dealing; on the other, vulnerable young people who partook
of services were frequently perceived as potential drug-dealers,
troublemakers and not deserving of assistance: the YDP was in the
middle and should have been supported by the health authorities —
not alienated.
The Development Committee helped the STG-CPAD group in
organising meetings, newsletters and in circulating material to the
media from a separate part of the Small Club building. If more
institutional support had been provided to their activities in the eld,
the community would potentially have been better able to resist the
encroachment of militarism. It certainly would have been more
possible to o er a meaningful retort to those who constantly stated that
the government was doing nothing to stem the problem.
Meanwhile, the elephant in the room was the continued lack of
progress in developing treatment facilities for community members
who used heroin, and although information about the AIDS crisis was
only emerging, it was clear that many of their numbers had outward
signs of serious illness. Drug dealing was curtailed and congregations
at the estate entrance had ceased. Nonetheless, those who used heroin
remained visible in the community and were clearly getting their drugs
from someplace. They were a constant reminder that the problem was
far from being fully tackled.
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Minister for Health, Barry Desmond TD, and senior of cials being shown
around the Gardens by Paul Humphrey and young people from the YDP

I was taken aback on realising that the health authorities' pressure on
the YDP appeared to have been justi ed because of perceptions of
political pressure. I had my own reservations about Sinn Féin and longstanding reasons to be sceptical about their election motives and what I
believed to be their dubious narrative about IRA violence. I knew that
this scepticism was shared by Paul Humphrey and other members of
the Development Committee, and indeed by some members of the
STG-CPAD. I was familiar with claims that Sinn Féin had in ltrated
some CPAD groups. However, there was no evidence, at least not at an
early stage, that they were playing a similar role in the Gardens, where
the YDP was based.
In 1985, two years into my role as YDP project leader, my relationship
with heath board management had deteriorated to the point where my
position had become untenable: one step forward, two steps back. My
work was being micro-managed by central executives, which made it
increasingly di cult to undertake basic development activities or to
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draw down agreed funds. As mentioned earlier, management had
already resiled from appointing two outreach treatment workers.
Meanwhile, daily operational decisions were being taken over my
head. I was also bizarrely threatened with disciplinary proceedings
following a relatively benign, spontaneously-arranged radio interview,
that was, paradoxically, viewed as positive towards the health
authorities, as they were identi ed as funding the YDP, which was the
main focus of the interview.
I eventually resigned from my post to take up a new, external work
opportunity. Health board management followed through on winding
down the YDP, and shortly afterwards, it withdrew its counsellor to a
central base. YDP activities continued to operate through other
funding, but this too, in the absence of a coherent health boardsupported structure, gradually disappeared.
Before leaving my position, the director of community care asked me
into his o ce to wish me well and urged me to apply for a career break
for a few years. I asked why he thought I should do that? He replied: 'So
that you could come back if things don’t work out.' I smiled. I was
always amused by his protective approach to his younger sta ,
although clearly, he could not protect me from higher management. He
too was walking a tightrope. He had a tricky time supporting the YDP's
work, but his manner, at least, was always courteous.
He was honest in acknowledging both his and the system’s
shortcomings, marking him out from other more senior o cials, some
of whom were highly arrogant and often came across as ill-disposed
towards social issues, and were particularly disparaging of local
community leaders. Whatever work challenges lay ahead, I knew that
they would not include being managed by a body whose response to
the challenge of dealing with contested issues and spaces in
community settings, was to unfairly wave an IRA card and to
undermine both the work, and its own workers.
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STIGMA
Heroin users’ public visibility, both in local communities and in city

centre locations adjacent to treatment centres, symbolised society’s
inability to respond coherently to a public health issue that was
inextricably linked to environmental poverty and deprivation, and in
sharp contrast to the whole of society response, that was evident, for
example, decades later, to the COVID-19 pandemic which had universal
impact.

S

everal people from the south inner city who commenced using
heroin during the late seventies went on to contact HIV and
AIDS, a development that further underlined their alienation,
stigmatisation and abandonment. I renewed contact with some
members of this group whilst undertaking research for a Masters thesis
and also while I was working as Director of the Ana Li ey Drug Project
in the late eighties and early nineties. I also met other young people
from similar estates — including Ballyfermot, Clondalkin and Tallaght
— who were part of a second wave of heroin use, and who were
similarly struggling with drug-related health and social problems, as
they tried desperately to access methadone treatment. Many of the
original group were trying to avert an early death as they dealt with the
stress of managing serious illness with little access to e ective
treatments, or rearing teenage children, who themselves were
becoming highly vulnerable to problem drugs and the lifestyle and
stigma that came with it.
With HIV enveloping the gay community, as well as intravenous
drug-takers, middle Ireland, initially, turned its back on a socio-medical
phenomenon that was intimately related to individual behaviours that
were deemed unacceptable and were also illegal. Although the gay
community, as a group was marginalised, some individual gay
members had the resources and wherewithal to ght back as the AIDS
threat progressed. Some formed self-organised groups that came to the
fore in developing their own education, preventive and mutual-support
measures to reduce HIV transmission, to mitigate health and social
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e ects, and to circulate information updates on practices,
developments and policies. They also linked with some health workers
to produce the well regarded newsletter, AIDS Inform (six issues).
For injecting drug users however, a blaming approach was embarked
upon, for a short period, with references to the need to control 'drug
abusers' in order to 'control AIDS' with vexatious re ections that HIV
positive mothers attending Jervis (then re-located to Trinity Court)
subsequently became pregnant and were thus, it was claimed, denying
the 'seriousness of the situation'.
Eventually, the health authorities employed HIV outreach workers
who were encouraged to distribute condoms, and later needles, to
targeted at-risk groups. It is instructive that the health board’s rst
signi cant investment into outreach work was to employ HIV workers
rather than drug workers, thereby underlying that the health
authorities main concern was not drug use per se, but with the prospect
that those who injected drugs might transmit HIV into the wider nondrug-using, heterosexual community, through unprotected sexual
activity. The phrase — 'a bridge' — into the wider community had
signi cant impact on the mindsets of health o cials concerned about
the spread of HIV. It seemed evident therefore that irrespective of
institutional, political and public opposition, harm reduction was an
essential component of any packet of measures to tackle the problem.
Paradoxically, in 1988 the then Minister for Health claimed there was
no evidence to support the e ectiveness of harm reduction measures
for tackling the spread of HIV, making clear he considered that the
most e ective protection against HIV was for people to con ne their
sexual activities to heterosexual marriage. The work of the HIV
outreach workers therefore, became regarded as an 'Irish solution to an
Irish problem' whereby politicians had the capacity to look one way to
uphold righteous policies, while their professionals in the eld looked
in the opposite direction to provide practical solutions.
The Ana Li ey Drug Project was established in 1982 by a Jesuit priest,
Frank Brady, who lived and worked in the north inner city, re ecting
his commitment to social justice and being aligned with marginalised
groups. With his friend and colleague Mara de Lacy, he brought
together a group of newly quali ed youth workers, counsellors and
social workers who had a commitment towards engaging with people
who used drugs, on their own terms. The project was based centrally
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on Abbey Street, operating an outreach programme — an eclectic mix
of harm-reduction and health and social care interventions — with
Brady relying on friendly contacts from the world of business to fund
project activities.
Its approach was considered unorthodox, an a ront to the then
dominant drug abstinence-oriented treatment mindset, which
excluded those who were not quite yet ready to make a long-term
abstinence commitment. Because the Ana Li ey Drug Project opposed
this restrictive, exclusive approach, it was considered as being less
noble and as being soft on the issue of illicit drug control. In its early
years it was not deemed worthy of public health funding, although it
did succeed in placing its semi-voluntary sta onto a labour
employment scheme. This initial sta group were hugely enthusiastic,
consisting mainly of recently quali ed professionals who instead of
immediately taking up permanent positions in statutory bodies opted
instead to spend a few years in the city’s only drug treatment agency
that was openly committed to harm reduction.
Ironically, all the contra ideas to the work of Ana Li ey Drug Project,
as espoused by mainstream service providers — both statutory and
voluntary — were based on folk science, lacking the type of scienti c
foundations that had grown internationally in support of the harm
reduction approach to addiction treatment that Ana Li ey and that
later other projects — such as Merchants Quay Drug Project
(established in 1991) — strongly advocated. These harm reduction
bodies were well ahead of the curve in advocating an evidence-based
approach, an approach that was subsequently emulated in a network of
community-based treatment providers that were established during the
mid to late 1990s. The statutory authorities, for their part, and to the
detriment of those who had become seriously dependent on heroin
and other opiates, lagged seriously behind.
Several of those attending the Ana Li ey Drug Project had lived
di cult lives, and in turn, particularly through their involvement in
crime to secure money to buy drugs, had made it di cult for others,
especially family members and neighbours. However, they clearly had
signi cant addiction and related medical issues, and were as entitled as
anyone else to access formal treatment.
Many were frequently involved in low-level criminality, leading to
stints in prison. Surprisingly, some were positive about this prison
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experience, mainly because it brought stability for a period. A prisonbased methadone programme was also available.
On one occasion during a personal visit to a prisoner known to me, I
heard that while out on temporary release another prisoner — known
to us both — arrived back asking to be taken back in so he could
recommence his methadone programme. Formal methadone provision
outside prison walls was more restrictive. While the story was amusing
in its telling, it revealed the tragic absurdity, that a person criminalised
arising from a socio-medical condition, was able to access better
medical attention for this condition while in prison, than what was
available from mainstream health services outside.
I recall discussing his experience with a service user, and ex-prisoner,
in the project whom I knew from my previous work in the south inner
city and had interviewed him while researching my Masters thesis,
during the late eighties. Other than this interview, I didn’t have a
professional role with him, either then or beforehand, but he just
called by the o ce one day and asked if we could sit down together and
talk about his life and experiences. After small talk about what he had
been doing, he relayed some of the reading he had recently undertaken
while in prison, mainly modern classical novels, and psychology books.
He was inspired by Frankl’s Man’s Search For Meaning and Fromm’s
The Art of Loving. As he was quite ill at the time, he spoke slowly, and
his breathing was di cult. He shared insights into how various authors’
observations shaped di erent philosophies around pain, su ering and
the human condition.
He was most articulate when he shared his impressions of human
capacities to nd meaning through su ering. He drew from di erent
writings in asserting individual purpose and in enlightening people
about their own pain and potential to overcome negative experiences
and trauma. He sought resolution and came across as a strong advocate
of self-assertion, struggling to be free from his dependency on care and
treatment systems, as well as wanting to be free of his addiction.
He seemed to have achieved some sense of inner peace, one that
contrasted greatly with his outward unkempt appearance, which had
changed little since I rst met him, a decade earlier. He stated that he
did not experience much happiness in life. As I was familiar with his
background and predicament, I was aware that his pathway into drug
use had followed a particularly traumatic event as an early teenager,
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and whereas his older siblings had good guidance to help them
through their early years, his progress had faltered at a critical moment.
Knowing how much he had been through it was heartening to hear
him speak about the importance of meaning and self-assertion. I was
not a fan of psychoanalytical theory, but I was impressed that by
reading these texts, this man was helped to get through things, however
painfully. The conversation — which continued for over three hours —
reinforced for me the importance of individual willpower and selfdetermination in bringing about change. He died shortly afterwards.
The experience of death was common within the project — and
other drug services — at that time. One week a service user would
come in and engage intensely with a sta member or with other service
users in the kitchen or sitting room. A week or two later news could
arrive about their death. Although not always communicated with the
same eloquence, this young man’s thoughts on the predicament of
people who used heroin were regularly echoed by sta in re ecting on
one-to-one and group discussions held with other service users.
During this period there were several deaths, both inside and outside
prison: overdoses, suicides, as well as deaths arising from AIDS and
other illnesses. It was the early days of the HIV crisis and therapeutics
were underdeveloped. In Mountjoy Prison, inmates with drug histories
were tested for HIV and those who had the virus were unnecessarily
segregated into a Separation Unit, an action that provoked enormous
trauma for both them and their loved ones, and that also reinforced
their stigma, encouraging a widespread negative, and blaming, public
attitude towards those with HIV and AIDS.
Sta in the project regularly attended funerals and spent time in
attendees’ homes, and in hospitals where they o ered advice, comfort
and assistance to family members outside intensive care units. There
were times when the project’s drop-in area was akin to a typical Irish
funeral wake, without the drink. Attendees often feared being seen
openly at their friends’ funerals, and so they came to the centre, where
they nervously recalled stories, jokes and other re ections about the
departed. Individually, some spoke about both their fears of death and
of continued living.
When I re ect on that period, I often feel that the trauma of many of
those attending the project was overwhelming, and in turn that it
greatly impacted on the project’s small sta , and also on the small team
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of addiction workers based in other centres in the city at the time..
Notwithstanding the pain that some persons who used drugs had
caused others, the lives of many of them had been severely damaged
because of childhood adversities, as well as heavy teenage drug use.
They had also su ered because of the State’s failure to respond to
their plight with e ective stable drug services, and its persistent
inability to develop a coherent policy towards both treatment and
social integration, and its delay in rolling out a response to AIDS. They
also felt hugely pressurised by their families and neighbours.
It is virtually impossible today to countenance or explain how these
distressed predicaments had become so normalised, or how utterly
dysfunctional the health service was with respect the drug problem, in
many instances exacerbating rather than mitigating people’s
experiences. In addition people using heroin were also dealing with a
changed attitude among anti-drug community leaders, some of whom,
having succeeded in bringing a clampdown on open drug dealing
during the mind 1980s, began to focus attention on the behaviour of
drug users, and blaming them for both their own predicament and that
of the local communities.
Two meetings that I attended in the Gardens in the south inner city
in mid 1988 were emblematic of this changing attitude. The rst
meeting was convened by the CPAD Central Committee on foot of its
claim that a community resident would be named as a drug dealer.
Unlike previously held meetings in 1983-85, during which everybody
stood around in a group unless they speci cally needed to come
forward and speak from the top platform, at this meeting ve people
sat at a top table, including members of the Central Committee. After a
man was named as a suspected heroin dealer he was called to the
platform to hear the detail. A member of the Central Committee
marched forward and stated that the named man should explain what
he was doing outside the Gala entertainment centre in Ballyfermot.
The man, obviously taken aback by the question — as were most of
those attending who had expected something more substantial —
replied: 'Did you see me selling drugs?' The Central Committee
member insisted: 'Tell the people what you were doing'.
There was an angry verbal exchange between the two men for about
thirty seconds, until eventually the Central Committee member struck
out and hit the man with his st. A melee broke out. After order was
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restored, there were further claims by other Central Committee
members about the named man, but no direct evidence of drug-dealing
was presented. Eventually, the man took the microphone and said he
was outside the Gala to buy some cannabis, and that was it. Aware that
claims about a drug dealing allegation seemed to have been contrived,
and annoyed with the way events unfolded, community members
rejected taking any action against the man. As there was no evidence of
drug dealing there was nothing to be put to the meeting.
To end meeting proceedings, a Central Committee member outlined
the committee’s involvement in helping those with addictions to get a
place on a rehabilitation programme in France with an organisation
known as Le Patriarche. This information was presented as an example
of how the Central Committee had both a focus on drug dealing and a
concern for those who had an addiction. Le Patriarche had no
professional status, was run by addict volunteers and insisted on
holding the passports of residents attending for treatment. Indeed, at
around the same time, the Dáil was informed that ve Irish citizens —
former residents of Le Patriarche — had reported to the Irish Embassy
in Paris without passports seeking assistance to return to Ireland. A few
years later serious questions arose for Le Patriarche whereby the
French authorities alleged it was a cult and its leader was accused of
embezzlement and violence against residents.
The Central Committee justi ed making referrals to Le Patriarche on
the basis there was no proper treatment system in Ireland and were
critical of local drug users who had refused to take up a place there. For
all intents and purposes their assessment about local treatment
availability was correct, and some of those involved in making the
referrals were highly well-intentioned. During the meeting a family
member of one of the drug users who was being pressurised by the
Central Committee asked that I be asked to say something about Le
Patriarche. I knew nothing about the group but I did comment that any
treatment premised on the binary choice of either treatment or
community rejection, as was being proposed, was unhelpful. By
de nition it was a mere extension of the choice o ered by Jervis and
other places and did little to address the immediate harms people faced
arising from their use of heroin.
The idea that people should, if o ered a treatment, go to France, did
resonate with some local people however, some of whom were annoyed
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by my contribution. While people’s actions to date were focused
primarily on heroin dealing, several residents had become frustrated
with the ongoing visibility of local drug users and were losing patience
with some of them because of their involvement with low level criminal
activity in order to support their addictions.
The same platform structure existed for a follow-up second meeting,
although in this instance it emerged that the topic of concern was not
drug-dealing but anti-social activities, and that the meeting’s organisers
turned their attention towards those drug users who continued to be
involved in low-level criminality. Platform speakers claimed that antisocial activities could be treated in the same manner as drug dealing
was in the past. It appeared that this new approach was being
suggested as a mechanism for taking action against the previously
named man at the rst meetings and others in a similar predicament.
One activist on the platform claimed that people needed to retrieve
their position of 1983 — when they took action against drug dealing —
and act against 'anti-social-behaviour'. This was the rst use of the term
'anti-social-behaviour' at such meetings in the south inner city area.
At the time the phrase had an association with paramilitary
punishment beatings, particularly knee-capping, of young people in
Northern Ireland, administered on the basis of claims that community
A section of attendance at STG-CPAD meeting, 1988.
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members had no recourse to alternative justice for alleged anti-socialbehaviours. It was widely — and justi ably — suspected that young
people who came to the direct attention of the RUC (Northern Ireland
Police Force) for minor o ences were encouraged to become
informants against paramilitaries, loyalist as well as nationalist.
Informants were despised in both Northern Ireland communities and
although knee-capping was a particularly cruel and barbaric
punishment for anti-social-behaviour, several community members
across the divided community accepted this form of justice as an
alternative to formal policing.
The proposal that the south inner city community take action about
anti-social-behaviour was sinister as it suggested that a new order was
being proposed for dealing with these matters. It was an ill-conceived
intervention by someone who was not present at any of the anti-drugs
meetings in 1983, as he was not involved with the community, at the
time. His intervention was interpreted by some as meaning that
community members might be willing to consent to actions against
young people for anti-social behaviour in the manner that community
members in Northern Ireland had done so. He himself arrived at the
meeting with a group of Sinn Féin activists, including IRA member
Hugh Cahill and Antoinette O’Shaughnessy, CPAD-CC Of ce, 1988. Banners
from bothCPAD and Le Patriarche are visible on the wall behind.
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Rose Dugdale who lived in a small housing estate near the Gardens.
She did not speak at the meeting, but several people, discom ted by
her presence, expressed their concerns in the aftermath.
Most people attending the meeting were unwilling to make drug
users the fall-guys for the areas’s problems. They had already witnessed
or experienced the growing stigma arising from the drug users’
predicaments, and they challenged platform speakers, about their
intentions, also claiming they had no right to be on the platform as
most did not, in any case, live in the area.
Eventually, those present at the meeting were asked a few times to
bar from the estate two young people against whom there had been
allegations of anti-social activities. The people refused. There was a
line, and they were not prepared to cross that line. Eventually one man
stepped forward to say that people were afraid to show their hands in
support of the proposal to bar the young people. He suggested it would
be more sensible for the matter to be dealt with by a small group of
men who could stay back at the end of the meeting. People, many of
whom were taken aback but this suggestion, began to leave. It had
become clear that collectively local people were not willing to support
the type of actions that were proposed. If these proposals persisted,
they were not prepared to be part of it. As the meeting broke up, a small
group of people — mainly members of the Central Committee and
close associates — remained on to discuss the matter, as was earlier
suggested.
Attending the large meeting also was the UCD sociologist Don
Bennett (1938–2014) who was undertaking a study on the CPAD, and
who was renowned for his willingness to undertake eld research in
di cult and complex situations. After the meeting we had a discussion
on the CPAD’s shifting focus from a concern with drug–dealing
towards policing 'anti-social behaviour'. He shared with me that based
on his attendance at other community meetings throughout the city,
the Central Committee had tried to bring up an anti-social-behaviour
approach into these places also but had got no support from local
people.
Bennett’s academic paper Are they always right? is based on eldwork
he undertook with the Central Committee in which he got extensive
access not only to meetings but to planned observation outings,
perhaps including an outing that preceded the rst of the above
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meetings in which observations about the actions of a local man were
challenged. Tellingly, he was not invited to the small-group meeting
following the second large meeting as referenced above, and I expect
there were several similar, small meetings from which he was also
excluded. His paper was a genuine account and re ection on the public
activities of the Central Committee, but clearly behind the scenes other
forces were making critical decisions.
While community members were generally willing to mobilise
against heroin dealing, residents were not prepared to address antisocial behaviour in a similar manner and understood that there was a
di erence between opportunistic robbing and drug-dealing. The antidrugs campaign had been premised on tackling drug-dealing, and
more speci cally heroin-dealing, which was seen as a distinct, tangible
problem. People were not prepared to mandate community actions
against local people for reasons that were open to broad de nition and
interpretation. Indeed, as highlighted by Bennett also in his writings,
while people were willing to take actions against heroin dealers, they
were tolerant towards those who sold, bought and used other drugs.
Shortly after this series of meetings there was a shooting incident in
St Teresa’s Gardens, in which a young man was injured. Within a week
the Central Committee produced a newsletter in which it warned
people that they were expected to 'show 100% support' to supposed
CPAD members who had been arrested in connection with the
shooting.
I knew nothing about the shooting, as being Easter, I was away for a
few days in Connemara. I did know the victim and was familiar with
members of his family and some of his peers and friends. He had been
involved in heroin use, but had moved on from this a few years prior to
the commencement of the anti-drugs protests. He was an enthusiastic
supporter of CPAD and indeed he is among the group of young people
pictured in funeral garb during a CPAD protest (page 200). It was
widely suggested by community members that the shooting arose from
a personal dispute between the victim and a local person. Whatever its
basis there was no suggestion it had anything to do with drug dealing,
that is until the Central Committee put out its statement, under the
name of Brian Kenna, the CPAD’s PRO who was also known to be a
Sinn Féin member.
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At the time Kenna had no known direct association with the
Gardens. A few years later he served a prison term for his role in an
armed IRA bank robbery near Enniscorthy, Co. Wexford, and was
subsequently among those who were released from prison following
the Good Friday Agreement (1998), although he was jailed again
following an incident during which it was alleged he smuggled papers
out of the prison following a visit to another prisoner.
Kenna’s statement, for reasons that were never revealed, associated
the shooting incident with anti-drug activities, thus suggesting that the
man had been shot at the behest of the Central Committee. It was an
extraordinary 400-word statement replete with allegations against
some people, including the bizarre allegation that I and another person
were engaged in a 'private investigation' into the matter. The statement
was clearly intended to induce intolerance against people who were
perceived as having issues with anti-drugs activities, and to intimidate
local residents. I found the claim against me mind-boggling and it
seemed to send out a message that persons who openly, however
mildly, challenged the Central Committee’s activities — in this case
218
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their blind support for Le Patriarche — faced the risk of being targeted
in this crude, yet highly dangerous manner.
The statement warned that people were expected to 'show 100%
support' to CPAD members, an expectation that suggested that local
people were required to support the actions of the supposed members
irrespective of whether these actions were concerned with drug
dealing.
In contacting Central Committee members about the matter it was
claimed to me that Kenna was not authorised to issue the statement,
that he was a maverick, and should not be taken seriously. Whatever
the truth of this assertion, it was never publicly expressed and the
statement was not withdrawn as requested. In later years Kenna indeed
became a team player and stood as a Sinn Féin candidate in a local
council election. He was also commander of IRA prisoners in the
Midlands Prison, Portlaoise during the early nineties. In more recent
years however he reverted to maverick or dissident status and became a
spokesperson for the fringe republican group, Saoradh, which is
reported to be closely aligned with the New IRA, the militants
responsible for the murder of journalist Lyra McKee during a police
operation in Derry in 2019. Although Kenna denied that Saoradh was
linked with the militant group he nonetheless — in language similar to
the above statement — blamed McKee’s murder not on the militants
but on the police operation that was linked to it.
In an interview with Sky News, which bizarrely he gave on the plinth
outside Kilmainham Jail — where the 1916 Rising leaders were
executed — Kenna stated: 'The death of Lyra McKee was a very tragic
event. It genuinely came about because of the heavy presence of the
PSNI ooding into Derry at seven o’clock in the evening into parts of
the Creggan.' Clearly little has changed across three decades in Kenna’s
attitude to legitimate policing. Saoradh appears to have few other, if
any spokespersons. In the aftermath of McKee’s murder and the public
outrage that followed, Saoradh’s o ces and website have closed down.
It is still active however, and it organised a colour party of about 300
uniformed participants in a parade in Derry in April 2022.
During 2020, Sinn Féin’s chairman, Declan Kearney, wrote to Kenna
in his capacity as Saoradh spokesperson suggesting a meeting in order
to promote engagement 'on developing a common strategy and
cooperation towards achieving this outcome (a referendum on unity)’.
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Kenna rejected the approach on the basis that those proposing it were
'partitionist and reformist' When it came to light, Kearney’s approach to
Kenna was criticised by some as a form of appeasement, while others
made clear the importance of supporting any move that would
convince dissidents to cease their armed con ict, indeed as previously
happened when John Hume (1937–2020) commenced a political
conversation with Gerry Adams whilst the IRA was still engaged in
armed con ict.
As previously stated (Chapter 5, page 90) it is often claimed in
relation to the Troubles that militants did not nd the war, but that it
found them. In some cases however, it is clear that militants were selfcreated and having been allowed to operate independently and without
structure or authority it becomes virtually impossible to rein them back
in. Faced with this dilemma in the late 1930s, De Valera’s response,
having rst legitimised the IRA’s para-militarism, decided to ban them
altogether, a response that many view as having contributed
signi cantly to safeguarding the State. For now Sinn Féin is highly
critical of dissidents and is usually rst out to condemn their activities.
Should they enter government down South they may be expected to be
even more forceful in their opposition to the Real IRA and others.
The 1988 newsletter incident revealed that the Central Committee
had by then failed to manage its members and activities, as behind the
scenes, several actions that were claimed in its name were directed by
secretive groups, who were calling the shots. After previously — in 1984
— claiming that the Gardaí were part of the problem, it was clear —
four years later — that a group within the Central Committee seemed
determined to build a reputation as alternative, albeit secretive
community defenders. By so doing they sought to reconstruct the
meaning of the phrase 'the protection of the people' so that it would no
longer be viewed as the moral authority of a mobilised collective, but
rather as an indebtedness to the covert actions, secretly directed, of a
small, self-appointed group, including in its membership some who
were willing to use or direct violence.
At their outset in 1983–4 local CPAD groups had been autonomous,
independent entities, formed to mobilise against drug dealing in their
own communities. They lacked a formal structure and without elected
leaders, they nonetheless managed to forge and maintain a culture of
open participation and democratic decision making with the sole and
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Three decades of demolition and regeneration: Fatima, Gardens and Dolphin

exclusive focus of bringing an end to heroin dealing in their
community.
When the Central Committee was formed it initially existed as a
network group for sharing information, and it played a signi cant,
e ective role in supporting communities in developing their own
actions and strategies. Within a relatively short period, it became
divisive, challenging people to either get behind a central strategy or
none, thereby shifting the focus away from locally managed and
controlled actions. Some key, entrenched members held a xed, binary
narrative around drug dealing. This created acrimony between those
who actively supported their anti-drug actions and others. Their
questionable involvement with Le Patriarche, important in giving the
impression that they were concerned for those who had addictions, was
naïve, embarrassing, and hugely precarious for the people they sent
there.
After the above two reported meetings and the issuing of Kenna’s
statement, many people in communities such as the Gardens lost
interest in the anti-drugs movement. Local community leaders were
busy, in any case, trying to get other community a airs in order and in
dealing with internal structures and resources in order to unite their
communities around other key social issues. In due course new
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community processes eventually shifted the focus away from drugs
exclusively, resulting in the development of community facilities and
services and major demolition and regeneration processes that have
been well in train for the last three decades.
The Central Committee continued to exist for a few more years,
however. Its members saw the inherent value of marches and other
protests for criticising government, for raising public support and for
giving visibility to political activists who promoted their in uence and
prospects at European, local and Dáil elections, starting with an antidrugs platform and later extending this to a wide range of other
oppositional issues and developments.
Their central information on drug dealing however, was not always
reliable, and they sometimes failed to di erentiate pro teering drug
dealers on the one hand and user-dealers on the other who, aside from
being easy targets, also had serious addictions, and many also had
developed health problems arising from HIV.
They did go after some serious heroin dealers however, sometimes
successfully, but on occasions they did so without mobilising local
people, and were perceived as coming in telling local people what to do.
In this regard, some independent anti-drug groups had more success in
controlling drug dealing than groups who came under the umbrella of
the Central Committee.
A second wave of heroin use during the early nineties created the
basis for new anti-drugs community movements. At rst, some groups
continued the tactics of CPAD’s Central Committee, but other
community bodies (see Chapter 15) had a broader concern and were
more focused on bringing a collection of bodies and interests together
around a range of drug-related issues.
In 1996, a breakaway group of anti-drugs activists from a successor
organisation to CPAD known as the Coalition of Communities Against
Drugs (COCAD) confronted and attacked a known, and obviously
unwell man who used drugs, Josie Dwyer, who died from his injuries.
Although COCAD had a better organisational structure to CPAD’s
Central Committee in terns of being supportive to independent,
autonomous groups rather than dictating actions from a central base,
like CPAD Central Committee it failed to draw a line between those
who protested and those who were willing, however inadvertently, to
bring violence into their protests. Their response was to mobilise
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people against the Garda authorities who made arrests rather than
manage or sanction those from within who resorted to violence. The
Josie Dwyer incident — following which a number of men were
charged, convicted and sentenced to jail terms — sounded the deathknell, once and for all, for this phenomenon of anti-drugs activist
movement, which by then, had not only lost its way, focus and purpose,
but had also created disunity within community groups, rifts that
almost three decades later have been di cult to heal.
Between a dysfunctional treatment system on the one hand, and
growing anti-drug-user community sentiments on the other, the
predicament of people who used heroin during the early nineties was
highly precarious, especially as many in their numbers became ill with
AIDS and other health problems. Heroin users’ public visibility both in
local communities and in city centre locations adjacent to treatment
centres, symbolised society’s inability to respond coherently to a public
health issue that was inextricably linked to environmental poverty and
deprivation, and in sharp contrast to the whole of society response, that
was evident, for example, decades later, to the COVID-19 pandemic
which had universal impact.
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CHAPTER 15
RESOLUTIONS
It was a signi cant shift in the direction of a community-focused response,
a response designed to deal with the clustering of drug problems that was,
in earlier decades, so patently criticised, avoided and undermined.

T

he period 1979–1985, when the heroin epidemic rst escalated
in south inner-city at complexes, and later into suburban
public housing, could have and should have generated a
national political debate about drug policies, prevention and
treatments, and their social and economic context. It was characterised
instead by denial: the suppression of dialogue and the marginalisation
of community groups and individuals — including myself and other
social work and community colleagues — for trying to bring accounts
of what was unfolding into healthcare and broader domains.
The denial continued right into the late 1990s as most political
representatives and their parties recoiled from the problem of heroin
use: for them, a manifest underbelly issue that challenged taken-forgranted assumptions about Irish society’s moral purity on the eve of its
divisive constitutional battles on abortion (1983 and 1992) and divorce
(1986 and 1995). The predominant attitude towards those who were
di erent, including for instance those who are gay, members of the
Traveller community, as well as drug users, was to shun, exclude, blame
and shame.
At the outset of the drug problem, An Garda Síochána, burdened by
the Northern Ireland Troubles and their violent overspill, including
into their own ranks in which the so-called ‘heavy gang’ operated with
seeming impunity in forcing confessions to get the 'right' result, were
interested in drug problems only if there was, as they saw it, a 'terrorist'
dimension. On the ground, many individual members had a more
sympathetic and humanitarian insight into the plight of the
communities and people a ected, and most were capable of e ective
engagement on several levels. The leadership, however, was remote and
disinterested in relation to community and local drug issues, as
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meanwhile it turned its back on the excesses of some of their own
members.
The housing authority, Dublin Corporation, which of all statutory
bodies had closest association with public housing estates where these
problems were concentrated, could have invested in developing
community leadership and facilities. Their community personnel in
the eld were generally enthusiastic, although they carried a sense of
fatalism about community potentials. They also lacked the direction,
knowledge, training and skills that would normally be required to
promote the pivotal role of local community bodies and leaders in
estate development.
The residents of the housing estates where heroin use rst escalated
were the ones most impacted by the drugs crisis. Distressed by this
problem in their communities and its disruption to everyday activity
and community events, many felt guilty that their sons and daughters
had been caught up in the previously unheard-of practice of injecting
illegal drugs. They were equally unsettled on realising that family,
friends and neighbours were part of the system of supply and pro t.
In the middle of a prolonged economic recession, some people
availed of the nancial and other material bene ts from the local drug
economy, either by playing a minor role in drug dealing or by
purchasing cheap stolen consumer items sold on by those who needed
nance to pay for drugs. That some community members participated
in these activities, at di erent levels, reinforced a sense of guilt and it
aggravated community tensions. In some respects, the community
could be described as having reached 'rock bottom', a phrase more
commonly associated with individuals who have reached a level of drug
dependence whereby it appears that things could not possibly get any
worse, and needed something extraordinary to happen, to make them
get better.
During 1983 and 1984, direct actions against drug dealing by
community residents in St Teresa’s Gardens and in other inner-city
estates were a form of collective catharsis and, at rst, were widely
perceived as successful in o ering some respite to these problems.
Media coverage was initially favourable, and their actions also
generated considerable community and public support. In due course,
however, residents were unable to thwart the negativity of some media
and political commentators, especially those who believed that by
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bringing focus to even a tenuous link between the anti-drug activists
and Sinn Féin / IRA, would be su cient to discredit both.
Sinn Féin however, gladly accepted being identi ed as a key player
in a community movement, especially as other political actors had little
or no presence. Not having succeeded, post H-Blocks, in making a
signi cant political impact in working class communities, the drug
problem provided Sinn Féin with an unanticipated opportunity to o er
their own unique brand of community leadership as they had already
done — and perfected — in Northern Ireland. Up North, their political
will to get things done was supported by either the IRA’s willingness to
use violence, or, as was more likely, the perception that they would do
so. The e orts of local CPAD groups eventually faltered mainly because
of the damaging in uence of some anti-drug activists, their association
with using violence, and their shift from tackling heroin dealers to
selectively and secretively target other vulnerable community
members, whose behaviours were perceived as anti-social and out of
control.
Meanwhile, the health authorities failed to grasp the opportunities
presented by being involved in a local service partnership, the YDP,
which was premised on establishing an array of preventive and
treatment interventions at a local level: the type of interventions that
are now commonplace in local communities since the early noughts.
Within the Department of Health, there was an inability to frame a
policy response, to gather information, analyse and assess the
emerging crisis. Moreover, there was little or no appetite to question
the situation as presented by the perceived experts in the health board
and in Jervis. Emblematic of their failure was how, in November 1981, at
the height of the crisis in St Teresa’s Gardens, both a Minister of State
and a senior o cial at the Department of Health were reported by the
Irish Times to have told European o cials that the drug problem in
Ireland had 'stabilised'.
The Eastern Health Board, which carried de ned responsibilities
under both health and child welfare legislation, was weighed down by
a conservative, unresponsive bureaucratic culture. Senior managers
had the opportunity to do something meaningful and creative, but
ultimately they proved both unwilling and incapable of moving beyond
an excluding, stigmatising mindset or of developing a rational
response. A combination of incompetence, a lack of empathy for
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people living in the public housing communities most a ected, and
their singular focus on questionable, ideological interventions at
whatever the cost, all exacerbated personal tragedy, as well as social
and economic exclusion. They blew it, big time.
These failures were a major setback. The residents’ anti-drug actions
were therefore destined to lack long-term impact, especially as in the
background, other, more ruthless, and more violent criminals were
already getting involved in drug-dealing. Wearisome anti-drug
activities exhausted ordinary people’s tolerance for and engagement
with the drug issue.
By 1990, some of those working on the front-line with persons who
used heroin, began to coordinate their e orts to change drug policies.
In 1990, the Ana Drug Project Drug Project, in conjunction with the
Addiction Studies Course in Trinity College, organised a well-attended
public meeting on new policy options for responding to drug problems.
The speakers were medical and social services professionals, including
from Edinburgh, which had experienced a similar heroin crisis as
Dublin but had acted more quickly with a comprehensive harm
reduction response. Tellingly, neither the dominant treatment
providers nor representatives from the health authorities attended.
It was the rst public meeting of its type — a gathering at which
alternative approaches were openly advocated — and the interest
displayed at the meeting demonstrated clearly that there was a broad
appetite for a change in policy, and thus the meeting, and the
proceedings which were published and widely circulated, helped to
create a momentum towards such change, especially as most of the
proposals outlined in the document were incorporated into the
Government Strategy on Drug Misuse, published in 1991.
At the time, the project invested greatly in promoting a Development
Group of project participants who advocated directly, on their own
behalf, for service improvements. At one stage they organised a
weekend workshop in a hotel in Bray where with the assistance of
some frontline personnel in the eld, from both statutory and
voluntary drug treatment agencies, they explored how, as a group, they
could impress on policy makers the need for change.
Along with some external community and addiction workers, sta
from the project also helped to establish a support group, Le Chéile, for
parents whose children had either died or were dying from AIDS,
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Service participants in the Ana Liffey Drug Project during a visit there in
December, 1990 by President Patrick Hillery, and his wife Maeve (project
patron), prior to the president's retirement from public of ce.

proceeding from drug use, and who felt stigmatised as a result. Most of
these parents were, at the time, already parenting grandchildren and
felt unsupported by mainstream authorities in relation to both the
tasks they had undertaken and the grief they were bearing.
At one stage some members of the Development Group, alongside
members of Le Chéile made powerful contributions on a live RTE radio
show broadcast mid-morning from the project, in which they
articulated the need for policy changes around drug treatment and
related matters. Subsequently, members of the Development Group
had face-to-face meetings with health policy makers to explain the
pitfalls of drug treatment as then structured, and to outline the need
for change.
Meanwhile, in October 1990, the Irish College of General
Practitioners issued a policy statement on illicit drug use and the
problems of addiction arising for family doctors. The statement
advocated a greater role for GPs in the provision of treatment and
suggested the establishment of community drug teams in which they
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Members of the Le Chéile group during a. music and dance session with
President Mary Robinson, in 1991

could have a role. They made clear their openness to discussing this
with the Department of Health, although pointedly the statement
concluded that in general society does not have a good track record in
debating IV drug use.
In the days prior to his retirement in December 1990 from what many
considered as two silent 7-year terms of o ce, President Patrick Hillery
(1923-2008), on his own initiative, visited the Ana Li ey and delivered
what those present regarded as a hugely hopeful and inspiring speech
about society’s capacity to get on top of seemingly intractable problems.
Reminding those present — including project sta and participants,
drug workers and HSE and departmental o cials — of his father’s
work as a GP in Co. Clare at the height of the tuberculosis crisis, he
spoke of the crippling e ect public ignorance had on both reinforcing
the stigma of those who had become infected and the lack of urgency
in developing a coherent public health response. Both of these he
claimed were eventually overcome following the establishment of a
separate Department of Health in 1947 (previously the health portfolio
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was incorporated into local government) and its commitment to public
health reforms; their implementation gathered momentum a year later
under the Clann na Poblachta Minister for Health (1948–1951) Noel
Browne (1915–1997). As President, Hillery had no political clout and as a
departing President any silent or symbolic in uence he may have had
was well evaporated. His comments however, did give great
encouragement to those people present who were pursuing policy
changes. The following year, a visit by then President Mary Robinson
to the Le Chéile group similarly boosted con dence.
In my ongoing dealings with departmental o cials on behalf of the
project, it was obvious that they had, at last — particularly as a result of
the role of drug injecting in transmission of HIV — accepted there was
a need to change policy. Representations to them were helped by the
fact that a retired Department of Health o cial, Joe O’Rourke, sat on
the Ana Li ey Drug Project’s board of management and was
instrumental in providing access to departmental o cials for
discussions about policy and resource issues. Ironically, O’Rourke, a
decade earlier, had direct departmental responsibility for drugs and
was among those who failed to garner a coherent response. In his new
voluntary role, he was more supportive and e ective.
The civil servants threaded a very delicate route forward, aware that
not only were mainstream treatment providers and health board
managers lined up against policy changes, but that so too was the
government and the government-in-waiting, as well as the wider
public. Put simply, they were fearful that openly advocating a change in
policy might be seen as caving into ideas that could be perceived
politically and publicly as too liberal. A nuanced approach was
pursued and a new, previously mentioned above, government policy
statement in 1991 advocated both harm reduction and abstinence
approaches.
While this development was widely welcomed, it added further
confusion for many of those operating in the eld, particularly as it
seemed that both approaches were to be separately managed. Whereas
the abstinence approach had well-established institutional supports,
resources and personnel for the work it was doing, the harm reduction
work was managed in a relatively piecemeal manner, with some health
board HIV outreach workers unsure whether they had political and
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administrative cover for their work on the ground. There was in any
case a lack of su cient harm reduction services on the ground.
Behind the scenes, however, and out of the public gaze, a deeper
transformation was in train, guided in the main by continuing public
health concerns around HIV / AIDS and an acceptance by health
o cials that some general medical practitioners should have a role in
the treatment of opiate addiction to stem the spread of HIV infection. A
small group of senior o cials and public health professionals planned
an adjustment to the legislation — achieved by way of statutory
instrument (thus without Dáil debate) — that became known as the
Methadone Protocol, which established a basis for the involvement of
general practitioners in prescribing methadone.
While welcomed by those on the frontline of service provision, the
changes made were an example of behind-the-scenes policy making:
no open debate, no public consultation, but a coming together of key
decision-makers and practitioners, determined to get the job done and
to introduce methadone treatment, despite institutional resistance. The
decision was hardly good for an open democracy, yet illustrative of the
barriers facing policy-makers with a public health agenda.
As they set about rolling out the establishment of treatment facilities
in local communities however, health o cials provoked residents’
opposition, due mainly to their failure to consult with and open up
negotiation. with local groups. They had a new policy, but they knew
little about how to communicate it or to have it implemented.
With a changed policy attitude towards harm reduction services, it
gradually became easier for the Ana Li ey Drug Project to secure the
State funds needed to continue operating. Similarly, the funding
prospects for other voluntary agency projects also improved, although
there was still no substantial, o cial acknowledgement that because
the problems being dealt with were in the main clustered within
speci c geographic neighbourhoods, a consultation and engagement
with these neighbourhoods was essential for implementation. This
would come later.
In 1990, Community Response in the south inner city was established
and led out on developing a new, inclusive, community approach
through bringing together — in partnership — personnel from across
the spectrum in community, voluntary and statutory bodies. As with
previous initiatives, there was a strong social work presence, and on this
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occasion, Michael Lacey from the same social work team that I had
worked in previously, was to the fore in supporting the group and in
providing direction and leadership.
Signi cantly, the group was not dominated by any single political
party, or vested interest, and had an impact on bringing the drug issue
into wider political and policy domains. It organised a well-attended
policy conference in the College of Technology, Kevin Street, with a
strong mix of senior Gardaí — including the newly-appointed local
Superintendent John McGroarty who previously worked in the Drug
Squad — health care personnel, lawyers, youth and community
workers, and local people — including persons who were previously
involved in anti-drug actions — attending.
In outlining its background and context, the group, in a report on the
conference proceedings published in November 1991, stated that after a
decade of variable responses from di erent groups it was time for them
to come together to 'bury the hatchet into the problem and not into
each other'. Following various campaigns raising the need for an
integrated approach, Community Response subsequently mobilised
local support for neighbourhood-based methadone facilities and
prevention programmes. In later years, it reorganised itself as an
important drug and alcohol service in the south inner city, where it
continues to have a signi cant, impactful role to this day.
Four years later, in the north inner city, social worker Fergus McCabe
was instrumental in establishing Citywide, which like Community
Response, was a partnership group straddling community, voluntary
and statutory agencies, all working together to bring about treatment
policy and other changes. It later became a resource agency for
community organisations throughout the city who were involved with
drug issues.
Similar developments took place in KIllinarden, Tallaght, where
CARP (Community Addiction Response Programme) was established
in 1995 and, despite considerable institutional opposition and lack of
cooperation from the health authorities, it set up its own methadone
prescribing facility with the assistance of a private GP. This
arrangement became a 'wooden horse' to get inside the system and
pressurise the authorities to become supportive. The project continues
to exist with mainstream funding, alongside other local prescribing
facilities.
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L: Tony McCarthy, Coordinator of Rialto Community Drug Team and Barry
Cullen, chairperson of Canal Communities Partnership, mid 1990s. R: Friends
Remembering Friends ceremony in Rialto, mid 1990s.

Following the 1991 policy statement on drugs, two pilot community
drug teams were established in Ballymun and Rialto. The Ballymun
Community Drug team ceased operating three years after it was
established, mainly as a result of the failure of health board and
community representatives to establish a viable partnership for moving
the project forward. The Ballymun Youth Action Project however,
established during the early 1980s, continued to function and expand
its engagement with community drug issues locally.
The Rialto Community Drug Team reported in 1996 that it had
created the 'conditions for supporting problem drug users in their own
neighbourhoods' despite the lack of progress by government in rolling
out a new harm reduction framework, as promised ve years earlier.
Other local treatment service groups were self-established, with similar
results, in Clondalkin (1995), Crumlin (1996) and Dun Laoghaire (1997).
Together the development of these services and initiatives added to a
growing demand that the new 1991 government policies should be given
an appropriate structure and resources for implementation.
In 1996, almost seventeen years after heroin use rst escalated in the
south inner city and following the IRA killing of Detective Garda Jerry
McCabe (1943-1996) in Limerick, and the murder by members of John
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Gilligan’s drug gang of crime journalist Veronica Guerin (1959–1996), in
Dublin, the Irish government came under unprecedented pressure to
develop new anti-crime and anti-drug strategies.
On the drug supply side, the government strengthened policing and
security measures, and also introduced the hugely successful Criminal
Assets Bureau — a scheme for seizing the property of suspected
criminals — including drug dealers — who were required to prove that
their private assets were not from the proceeds of crime.
It also set up a new ministerial committee to look at demand side
issues and four months later it published the First Report of the
Ministerial Task Force on Measures to Reduce the Demand for Drugs,
referred to colloquially as the ‘Rabbitte Report’ — its chair being the
then government junior minister (1994 – 1997), Pat Rabbitte — who was
familiar with local drug issues in his Dáil constituency in Tallaght.
The report set out a new strategy for dealing with the drug problem,
putting into place local drug task forces in those areas most a ected. In
addition, it introduced a budget and management system for local drug
services, and in due course, regionally as well. In the spirit of a wider
movement towards New Public Management, a cross-departmental
system for overseeing, managing and giving direction to drug-related
treatment and prevention initiatives was devised and implemented.
If, as former Northern Ireland Deputy First Minister Seamus Mallon
(1936–2020) suggested, the Good Friday Agreement (1998) can be seen
as 'Sunningdale for slow learners', the Rabbitte Report may similarly be
seen as the government nally accepting and delivering on the
suppressed recommendations for community priority area schemes,
originally made — thirteen years earlier — in the 1983 Special
Governmental Task Force on Drugs.
Harm reduction, already established as a key policy instrument, in
line with the 1991 report, was eventually, as a result of this new 1996
Strategy, successfully rolled out into community and neighbourhood
settings. Methadone prescribing and clinical facilities for needle
sharing also gathered momentum. It was a signi cant shift in the
direction of a community-focused response, a response designed to
deal with the clustering of drug problems that was, in earlier decades,
so patently criticised, avoided and undermined.
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CHAPTER 16
INTEGRATION
The public health approach ows from an ecological framework, whereby
people’s personal problems are seen as linked to failures of adaptation
between them and their surrounding environments, and integration
therefore , is seen as better mutual adjustment across several domains,
such as family, education, health, sports and entertainment: It is therefore,
a two-way street.

A

n overriding issue in any re ection on accounts about drugs
and alcohol problems in Ireland — and elsewhere — over the
last four decades, is the contrast between the disease model
and the public health response. Adherents of the disease model suggest
there is a clear boundary between those they believe to have a disease,
'addiction'— for whom they advocate they be given treatment – and
others. In this regard, drug or alcohol problems are considered to be
manifestations of a disorder, which is explained primarily by individual
vulnerabilities or predispositions.
For the health service, the implication of accepting this model is
that service providers would feel compelled to establish specialist,
clinical interventions that would cure or overcome this disease for
those people who come forward seeking it. More treatment is generally
considered better and the optimal is intensive, residential treatment.
An inherent di culty with this concept of addiction is that it is
contested that it is a clinical condition, unlike say anxiety, depression,
pneumonia or hepatitis, each of which, as it happens, are often
associated with problematic drug use. Even within discourses in which
a de nition of 'addiction' has been accepted, there are variants across
di erent domains: neuroscience, psychosocial and environmental.
Throughout their working careers, treatment service providers
charged with implementing the disease model might never encounter
drug or alcohol users, who do not self-proclaim to t a clinical label of
'addiction', or if they do so, perhaps only for once-o or short-term
treatments Quite simply, the numbers of those whose use of drugs,
including alcohol, are objectively de ned as problematic are far greater
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than those who self-present for clinical treatment. Their misuse of
these drugs therefore, cause greater health, social, legal and personal
problems, in aggregate.
The disease model dominated the treatment response to heroin
problems at their outset in the early eighties and did so for over two
decades, and despite a lack of supporting research evidence, it
continues to be highly in uential at both policy and practitioner levels.
In e ect the treatment system initially dealt only with small numbers
of persons who were using heroin on the basis that these persons came
forward stating they had addiction problems. Although several others
also came forward during the 1980s and early 1990s seeking methadone
maintenance treatment, they were not treated, as methadone
maintenance was not considered to be a treatment for addiction.
In contrast to the disease model, public health and social service
advocates favour the conception of a spectrum of drug-related
problems, and the provision of various interventions across this
spectrum, designed to mitigate and prevent individual and social
harms that arise from drug-use, including alcohol-use. This model was
espoused during the 1980s by the Ana Li ey Drug Project and later also
by Merchants Quay Ireland. While the spectrum would most likely
include persons de ned by disease advocates as addicted, it has a much

Ana Liffey Drug Project — leading exponent of harm reduction and
reintegration measures for over three decades.
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broader base, directing policy and interventions at both whole
populations, and at targeted high-risk, sub-populations. Thus, in
addition to treating presenting problems, the public health approach
also seeks to reduce drug problems and their related harms, raise
public awareness and also generate an ongoing dialogue, locally and
nationally, about the role of alcohol and drugs in society, both positive
and negative.
The public health approach ows from an ecological framework,
whereby people’s personal problems are seen as linked to failures of
adaptation between them and their surrounding environments, and
integration therefore, is seen as better mutual adjustment across several
domains, such as family, education, health, sports and entertainment.
Typically, treatment interventions that t this public health approach
are provided not in hospital or specialist centres, but in locations that
are either within or close to the natural settings of the people being
treated. While more treatment is considered better the focus is not on
more beds or residential facilities, but on pragmatic, continuously
updated harm reduction, social supports, and more education, training
and community service opportunities in places close to people’s homes.
This approach helps them to achieve integration with family and
community, an opportunity for integration that simply cannot be
achieved in residential care, although it is of course recognised that for
some people with particularly chronic problems, an occasional, short
spell in residential treatment may be warranted.
On the prevention side, in addition to universally applied measures,
such as control of availability, accessibility, price and so forth, there is
also a focus on targeted measures particularly for those groups, such as
young people who become detached from education and other
mainstream services, in helping them to change, adapt and integrate.
Alongside that, there is a focus on helping the school and the local
services to also change and adapt, thereby overcoming the problems
that caused detachment, and averting problematic drug or alcohol use,
and other stresses.
Overall, this public health or ecological approach provides a basic
rationale for underpinning drug strategies that are led and directed by
local implementation groups, for example by local drug task forces,
community projects, and similar structures, which, as outlined in
Chapter 16, were established in 1996, following the publication of the
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Rabbitte Report. In these structures, service providers on the one hand,
and members of those groups to whom this wide range of services are
provided, on the other, get an opportunity to sit around the table to
plan, develop and evaluate their own agreed actions.
A high point in marking early progress in this local, ecological
approach was a conference, Vital Connections — Leading the Response,
held in the Royal Kilmainham Hospital, Dublin, in 2005 and organised
by the network of chairs and coordinators of local drug task forces.
Opened by the then Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, TD, and attended by
several hundred participants, it included workshops and papers from
multiple perspectives across di erent statutory, voluntary and
community agencies, together, demonstrating an ability to identify key
cross-sectoral areas of achievement as well as new challenges ahead.
Currently, (2022), more than twenty- ve years since this new
approach was adopted, Irish governments are entitled to consider that
national drug strategies, framed in social and public health terms as
described above, were, to a large extent, successful. Two detailed
strategic plans, Building on Experience (2001–08) and National Drug
Strategy (2009–16) — developed with considerable public consultation
and with input from communities and workers on the ground — have
helped to stem heroin problems in disadvantaged, working-class
communities, as well as in society more widely.
Their impact is especially evident in that the numbers of young
people — under 25 years — who presented for methadone treatment,
Members of Executive group, DLR Drug and Alcohol Task Force, Feb 2020.
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has reduced from 60% of the total in the mid 1990s to less than 4% two
decades later. Clearly, potentially because of both targeted and broadlybased preventive interventions, the younger more recent cohorts were
not choosing heroin and other opiates for a drug lifestyle.
By any yardstick, this is a success. However, in accordance with
various other measures, progress has lagged. For example, several older
persons with a long-term record of using heroin since the 1980s and
1990s continue to have signi cant health and associated problems.
While those with opiate-use histories have access to methadone, they
often lack social integration. Their access to education, training,
housing and social services is constrained and they continue to face
serious stigmatisation, isolation, and ongoing poor outcomes because
of their plight. In addition, drug-related deaths remain high, around
three to ve hundred per year. Thus, the alternative, public health
model has not, as of yet, succeeded in the widespread reintegration of
drug users’ into society.
On its own, methadone does not achieve social integration. Apart
from inadequate access to relevant social services, marginalisation is
especially compounded when many people on methadone receive their
prescriptions and medications not from the network of thousands of
community-based general medical practitioners and pharmacies, but
from specialist clinics where those attending these services frequently
congregate with several others and by so doing, they draw public

Staff: Marie and Barry from DLR Drug and Alcohol Task Force, Aug 2020.
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attention to their plight and predicament, therefore reinforcing their
marginalisation and stigma.
Another example of a lack of progress is that young people
continue to face other complicated, non-opiate, drug problems,
especially as illegal supplies of their main drugs of choice, cannabis,
and cocaine, have variable content and are often more potent — and
toxic — than what was previously available. The illegal drug trade
indeed, has expanded greatly over four decades, with more organised
criminal hierarchies than previously existed. Its leaders exhibit more
ruthlessness and violence in controlling their illegal drug supply and
distribution activities and networks than their predecessors.
There is, furthermore, an increased demand on local drug services
to respond to alcohol problems particularly amidst a growing
realisation of the impacts of hidden harms on children because of
parental drug and alcohol misuse.
Unlike the two previous national strategies, 2001–8, and 2009–16,
the current strategic plan, Reducing Harm, Supporting Recovery (2017–25),
was framed from within a relatively closed, top-down process that left
little room for new ideas or new representations of emerging issues and
problems. Tellingly, this new Strategy was developed from within the
Department of Health, while for previous strategic plans overall
responsibility lay in a succession of other government departments,
including during its early stages from within the Department of An
Taoiseach.
In developing the current strategy, the department’s consultation
exercise eschewed the open approach in previous engagements, and
consisted of structured sub-committees, and top-down talks and
lectures, including the repeated telling of the life story of one former
'addict' who had 'recovered'.
The idea that one story told in this manner would stimulate
discussion about a new eight-year national strategic plan was
particularly short-sighted and naive but yet underlined an attempt,
perhaps unconscious, to re-frame the drug issue, to move it away from
the public health approach that dominated the two previous strategies,
and towards one that was embedded in the binary disease-abstinence
model that in earlier decades had an unenviable legacy of failure.
While the new strategy envisaged the need for additional nancial
investment, once it was published, it became clear there was to be no
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new resources for local drug task forces or community structures and
that specialist, professional interests would have a greater role in
dictating the direction of new ventures, and new funding. With
responsibility for drug policy back in the Department of Health, the
department set about re-establishing its previous model of centralised,
specialist control.
Meanwhile, most of what is known about contemporary drug
problems is based on clinical populations — that is people who present
to services saying they have a drug problem, or addiction, that they
want treated. Over the decades there has been a marked improvement
in the preparation and collation of national treatment and
epidemiological data, based on these presentations, which is
coordinated through the Health Research Board, which has also
commissioned drug-related evidence reviews and other reports.
However, there remains a dearth of direct government-funded research
and analysis on the experience of drug use in non-clinical settings: for
example in previously una ected places, and groups, such as small
towns, new private-rental estates, minority groups and within an
emerging category of young people across several classes and cultures
who have become caught up in the criminal drug trade, and who do
not consider that they might, of their own volition, avail of drug
treatment.
As a result, several claims about young people’s drug use, for
example cannabis use, are based, not on community surveys but on
limited data drawn only from those small numbers who present for
formal treatment, some of whom feel forced to do so arising from
pending court appearances on charges for drugs possession, or as a
result of instructions from their parents or guardians or school
authorities.
In the 1980s — as outlined earlier (Chapters 9 & 10) — public
housing estates hosted a signi cant cohort of young people who were
visibly destined to become uncontrollably dependent on heroin, and
thus requiring local, harm-reduction treatment. The representation of
drug problems among their contemporary counterparts is less
homogeneous, noticeable, or perceptible. While some show visible
signs that their use of cannabis is either excessive or having immediate
physical impact, most don’t.
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What is more visible, especially to youth and community services
who engage with them on an outreach basis, is that some of these
young people exist in virtual bondage, bought and sold in a gig-like
drug economy, and in which they supply more wealthy consumers who
can nancially a ord cannabis and cocaine supplies. While the young
dealers are caught up in a drug using culture, their primary activity is
to supply others, with little if any long-term reward.
Following the 2008–2014 recession, and as a result of the collapse of
nancial regulatory systems, there emerged new requirements for
leadership and governance across all organisational sectors within
society, and new regulatory systems were established, and funded, to
facilitate this change. Unfortunately, national structures that were
previously established to support the activities of drug and alcohol task
forces have stalled, and they have been without central direction and
supports for several years. Without central, leadership, and with no
increase in their core funding since before 2008, the local drug task
forces have been denied the resources and the essential capacitybuilding supports, training and direction necessary to make themselves
more e ective from both governance and operational perspectives.
These factors impinge on their ability to address emerging problems
and to seek resolutions and preventive interventions. As a result, they
are at signi cant risk of stagnation.
Meanwhile, there is a growing public concern about rehabilitation
and recovery, with a demand to get persons who use drugs o drugs
completely; to get them o methadone; to get them out of treatment;
and to get them to maintain a sober, drug-free existence. Such
expectations about treatment policy in Ireland are also regularly
expressed, by politicians, who often seem wedded to the belief that for
a person to 'recover' they must be 'abstinent' and 'moved on' from
methadone, and assisted to achieve a new status through residential
detoxi cation facilities.
There is a failure, at times, to understand that most people longterm on methadone programmes, and who are dependent on this drug,
are already, and by de nition, in treatment. They are engaged in a
process of taking control of their drug intake: a form of recovery that
does not involve abstinence, and that does not lend to soft testimonies
in public fora. Clearly it requires greater e orts — by all concerned —
at social integration.

ff

ff

ff

fi

ff

fi

ff

fi

242

fi

fi

WHERE DO YOU COME FROM?

INTEGRATION

There is no silver bullet for getting people o drugs. Whatever way
it is described in policy terms, drug dependence cannot be cured in a
classical clinical sense, according to any pre-set formula or set of
procedures. Abstinence is rarely attainable for many people who have
become physically dependent, particularly to illegally acquired opiates,
as several of this particular group do not possess the human resources
— well-functioning family relationships, educational attainments,
housing security and a clean bill of health with the criminal justice
system — that are considered so necessary to overcome these
problems, resources that when taken together, o er the best protection
against these problems in the rst instance.
Ultimately, the essential recipe for overcoming drug problems is
personal motivation, will-power and self-regulation. However
described, everything else is sca olding that helps hold people
together — both physically and psychologically — while they
contemplate and deliver on their intentions to stop or control drug
intake, or to place limits and restrictions on anything else that inhibits
their self-development and social integration.
Many people succeed in this endeavour, some by becoming
abstinent, some by being maintained on alternative drugs and others
by nding various other mechanisms to help them put shape and
direction on their lives, with or without some form of drug-taking.
The availability and coordination of personal services play a key
and essential role in supporting these journeys, provided always they
are built around the provision of support, and the encouragement of
self-management and integration. If built around coercion and control,
or if they are underlined by the notion that a specialist clinician,
counsellor, or therapist can determine a person’s destiny, such services
will, inevitably fail. Whatever the approach, the best that can be
achieved through a psycho-therapeutic treatment is to help people
realise their own power and potential to take control, and to determine
their own pathways, their own futures, and to support them in doing so.
In this regard, it is particularly important to recognise that not
everybody who uses drugs becomes dependent. People have always
used, and will continue to use, mood-altering substances, including
alcohol, cannabis, cocaine, and opiates. They will continue to do so for
everyday pleasures, to enhance the search for meaning and spiritual
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ful lment, to control or mitigate pain, and for several other relatively
unexceptional reasons.
Only small numbers who use these drugs develop a drug
dependency or addiction, and several of those who do so can overcome
this without recourse to specialist, medical or psycho-social treatments,
through triggering — as referred to above — their own inner capacities
to develop control of their lives. Some people will need professional
help, but not all will. Indeed it is well established through longitudinal
research that most people who through their life course overcome
problems that they experience arising from alcohol do so without any
recourse to professional or clinical treatment.
In addition to regular ongoing use of drugs that may or not lead to
dependency, other forms of alcohol or drugs misuse is also common,
and people, young people in particular, can become over-intoxicated or
over-use as a reaction to problems and life’s challenges, or simply for
the sheer fun of it. Over time, most people in these categories move on.
Their tendency to misuse alcohol and drugs wanes as they mature
through work, study, and relationships. They realise — often as a result
of one bad episode or from visiting their GP or other practitioner —
that their physical and psychological health is negatively a ected. They
simply decide to stop or lower their drug and alcohol intake to levels
that are manageable.
Some people obviously don’t adjust, and they succumb to
dependency or other pitfalls. They will not always wish to move on, or
they may not be ready to move on at any particular time. To do so, they
will need to want to, and if required they will also need access to an
adequate range of psycho-social treatment alongside methadone
facilities, where appropriate. Most importantly however, they will need
a pathway to normal living, and integration with mainstream services,.
such as education, training, employment and community services. Not
only do these services need to be in place, but they need to be able to
adapt to the needs of those who seek them, as ultimately integration,
within an ecological framework, is about mutual adaptation: It is
therefore, a two-way street.
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CHAPTER 17
DEBATES
If society dedicates so much to facilitating people to get high, then surely,
it should have a debate about how the options for getting high can be best
enabled, and their associated harms best minimised, instead of constantly
retreating to the 'drugs is a scourge' narrative, a narrative indeed, that can
make sense only when the drug alcohol also gets included.

O

f most consequence in drug policy, as it impacts on persons
who use drugs, or who are trying to stop using is the legal
position. For as long as individual problems arising from drug
use continue to be framed primarily as illegal and self-in icting, there
is little encouragement towards recovery, however de ned. With moral
antipathy towards those who use drugs and an attitude in which their
health and social care are widely considered as subordinate to legal
control, any general aim of social integration remains distant, and for
most simply unattainable.
As illustrated by the slow expansion of methadone facilities in
previous decades and the ongoing criticism of their purpose, it is
extremely di cult to introduce new harm reduction measures, such as
medically supervised injection facilities, within the constraints of
prohibition. Practices, however well intentioned, have limited impact if
framed by a blaming, shaming societal attitude. It is, for example, only
a small minority of health professionals who opt to o er direct
treatment assistance, whilst other practitioners prefer to refer-on
persons with drug problems into specialist services. Also, residents’
associations are always likely to oppose the siting of harm reduction
facilities in their areas so long as these services are based within a
prohibition mindset. Logically, who can blame people for not wanting a
congregating on their doorstep of people who can, under clinical
supervision, legally inject drugs that are themselves illegal.
Although the current national drug strategy, Reducing Harm,
Supporting Recovery (2017-25) is framed as a health-led response to drug
problems, it is nonetheless restricted by a prohibition outlook.
Ultimately, it behoves government and statutory bodies to lead out in
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developing a more pragmatic, policy debate as a way forward. In this
regard policy resolutions are not simply and exclusively within the
realm of the health and justice authorities. Alternative, more rational
— and radical — policies, straddling multiple government
departments need to be considered. They require a broader canvas,
lying somewhere between developing an understanding of the
relationship between individual need, personal and social expression,
and culture (the desire to use drugs including alcohol), people’s
opportunities to participate in business and economy (the capacity to
sell drugs including alcohol), and society’s need to protect its citizens
from the harms arising from problematic drug use (the imperative to
prevent, mitigate and treat drug and alcohol problems).
Debates about prohibition and whether there are merits in
legislative reform are bogged down by a hopeless, legally framed
attitude that drugs are intrinsically bad, and therefore evil. An
instructive contribution to that debate in 2006 was by the then Minister
for Justice — and former Attorney General — who, in describing drugs
as a 'scourge' referenced the 'unchangeable European law to criminalise
the possession of these drugs' as underpinning Ireland’s position. Thus,
Taking a break from speaking, Philippe Bourgois, (centre of photo), author of
‘In Search of Respect’, during TCD Addiction Research Conference, 2000.
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he concluded, any proposal to legalise 'is a non-starter'. So much for an
independent democracy, so much for a considered, rational debate,
especially as it appears that little has changed in Ireland since.
Internationally, this uncritical narrative is perpetuated primarily by
those with a vested interest in maintaining their established positions,
mainly in crime control, specialist drug treatment and in alcohol
supply and distribution, who fear the competition of other
commodities. Indeed, politicians play a relatively minor role, primarily
because they will not oppose these interests, especially that of the
drinks industry, or alternatively, simply, because they could not be
bothered.
It is also instructive that in 2006 also, an Oireachtais Committee,
having commissioned a report on the case for including alcohol in the
National Drug Strategy, rejected the proposal and adopted a di erent
approach, in which the term 'substance misuse' was preferred to that of
'drugs and alcohol'. At the last hurdle they were 'loath to have alcohol
classi ed alongside heroin and cocaine'. Parliamentary members with a
close association with the drinks industry were particularly forceful in
Selection of participants at TCD addiction Research Conference, 2005,
discussing young people’s substance misuse..
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voicing their objections to the idea that legal alcohol would be equated
with illegal drugs.
From a pharmacological perspective, no drug — including alcohol
— is safe, and depending on their dose, mode and frequency of intake,
all drugs have the capacity for toxicity, and to cause illness and death.
Most drugs however, depending on these other factors, and context,
have positive bene ts, and taken in regulated amounts and under
controlled conditions they carry little additional risk, except — in some
instances — that of dependency, or prolonged, unnecessary excessive
use.
Like alcohol, some people would become dependent, more would
take too much and cause other problems, as in drink or drug driving,
domestic violence, or drug-related diseases. Most people would simply
control their use with little if any wider e ects.
In moving forward, there is a need, on the one hand, to envisage a
system in which possession of drugs is not inherently prohibited;
where those who use and consume drugs in a problematic manner are
perceived rst and foremost as individuals needing help and treatment
and not as criminals; and where those whose ongoing drug use has
little or no bearing on either their own or other people’s welfare or
safety, should not, as with the use of alcohol, unnecessarily come to the
attention of either law enforcement or health authorities.
On the other hand, there is a need to develop more e ective
regulatory constraints over all industries — big and small — that
pro er products which lend themselves to habitual, uncontrolled use,
and create dependencies. In much the same way that tobacco and
alcohol policies are concerned with commodity control, market
regulation and public health guidance, a similar, perhaps more
rigorous, and stringent approach needs to be put into practice in
relation to all drugs.
In this regard, it is noteworthy that despite continuous widespread
concern about the serious impact of illegal drugs on society, the global
burden of disease attributable to alcohol remains a multiple of that for
illegal drugs, and is signi cantly higher in western societies, including
in Ireland. Some might argue that this fact provides even deeper
reasons for continuing to prohibit other drugs to avoid adding further
to the disease caused by alcohol. In this regard the counter argument is
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avoided: that making alcohol illegal would potentially result in better
societal outcomes.
In truth neither argument has a strong rational basis, although it is
important to note that drugs including alcohol are highly dangerous
commodities and society needs to have exceptional measures in place,
short of outright prohibition, to protect its citizens from these dangers.
Ultimately the best outcomes are achieved not by conceptualising
drugs as a 'scourge' or, at the other extreme, viewing individual druguse as a symbol of personal freedom. Just as prohibition has
accentuated social harms, so too would unbridled access.
Logically, drug-use, as with alcohol, gambling and tobaccosmoking, falls into a category that requires governments to take
extraordinary actions to reduce and mitigate the associated harms, to
prevent an escalation of problems, to protect people from becoming
dependent, and to o er them treatment when this is indicated. As
famously stated in the title of a seminal WHO publication, alcohol is
no 'ordinary commodity'; the same goes with other drugs. The key to
minimising individual and social harms is the pragmatic, dual
approach of legal regulation, alongside e ective treatment and other
demand reduction measures.
The abiding question is how we can reach a pragmatic position?
Previously, alcohol prohibition during the period 1920–1933, in the USA,
was for pragmatic reasons abolished and brought under regulatory
control, because of its impact in fuelling massive criminal empires.
Similarly, punitive prohibition needs to end for all drugs that are used
for mood-altering and recreational purposes. However, in this case and
at this stage, a pragmatic solution can only be achieved globally, as
issues of legality are tied up with a succession of international laws the
so-called 'unchangeable' laws. While these are not easily dismantled,
with the right political commitment and will-power they can through
rational debate be challenged and governments can be required to
provide reasonable, fact-based answers as to why they continue to
subscribe to these agreements other than describing drugs as a
'scourge'. Pragmatically, solutions may not only require legalisation and
international agreements, but may also need to be coupled with an
amnesty for certain non-violent drug dealers who can demonstrate a
capacity to cease their criminal activities and make substantial tax
payments to State exchequers. Ideally, such a move should also involve
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DLR-DATF workshops around alcohol harms, youth at risk and researching
drug use, 2018-2020.

the provision of incentives for street runners, couriers, and day-to-day
dealers to the extent that they have meaningful reasons to contemplate
a career or lifestyle change.
The prospect of a reprieve for drug dealers would, of course, upset a
lot of people, and rightly so. However, it could potentially resonate
within a society, as in Ireland, that agreed, in the late 1990s — following
the Good Friday Agreement — to the release of hundreds of killers,
bombers and others who had wreaked havoc on civil society during the
Northern Ireland Troubles, and whose activities — North and South —
caused, and still cause, unrelenting pain for thousands of their victims.
It might also resonate in societies that su ered a decade of austerity
in the wake of the 2008 property and nancial crash, caused in the
main by reckless banks, bankers, regulators, and political leaders, and
which also had severe consequences for hundreds of thousands of
individuals and families, and for which there has been little respite or
retribution.
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These were hard and di cult prices to pay, but, yet, prices that
populations, however reluctantly, were prepared to accept to achieve
long-term respite from politically motivated violence, and repression,
in one case, and in the other, to re-establish banking and scal stability.
A similar price may also have to be paid to tackle the drugs crisis.
Negotiated resolutions indeed have been applied at the respectable,
'white collar' end of the drug market, as internationally, some banks
have been spared the prospect of prosecution for laundering drug
cartel money in return for paying substantial nes and issuing
apologies. Such developments undermine laws that criminalise
possession and also underscore the validity of claims that certain
corporate entities are too big to fail, too big to prosecute.
Thus while marginalised young people face further ostracisation
and the prospect of jail for carrying relatively small drug supplies, large
corporations, such as the pharmaceutical companies that caused the
USA’s current opioid crisis, get to negotiate alternative solutions for
their criminal activities. How big, one wonders, must drug dealers
become before a sensible, realistic resolution is pursued, before
'unchangeable' laws get changed?
A full discussion on new pragmatic resolutions is far too complex to
address in this book and it would be naive to explore it in further depth
other than to emphasise — by drawing from over forty-years’
experience of these issues — the need for a genuinely open public
debate. Governments, everywhere, often because they fear the backlash
from perceived conservative societal attitudes, as well as vested
interests, are slow to address and lead out on the pragmatic debates
required to get on top of the drug issue, as indeed, previously,
successive Irish governments failed to lead out on debating other issues
in which individual behaviours were at stake.
In recent years, drug debates, unfortunately, have been fragmented
and usually broken down into subsidiary issues, such as medical
marijuana and the decriminalisation of cannabis possession for
personal use. The saga of the Report of the Working Group to Consider
Alternative Approaches to the Possession of Drugs for Personal Use (2017-19)
is a good example of the tensions involved in trying to resolve policy
debates in a piecemeal manner. In producing both a main and minority
report, the latter of which was written by the group’s chairperson, it
highlighted disagreements, and a failure to achieve consensus, in
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attempts to introduce an Irish version of the so-called 'Portuguese
model' of policy, whereby those found in possession of illicit drugs for
personal use would be diverted to health and social services rather
than be processed through criminal justice structures.
Opinions and perspectives on drug policy are indeed deeply
divisive, and can become more entrenched in the absence of ongoing,
rational debate, centrally-led. During the rst phase of national drug
strategies there were several open debates on drug-related issues. In
addition to the previously mentioned Vital Connections conference in
2005, the TCD Addiction Research Centre hosted a series of annual
conferences (2000-2006) with large attendances (circa 450 participants
on average for each conference) and with a wide range of international
researchers and policy experts, as well as domestic speakers. Similarly,
other debates were hosted by service agencies, by government and by
several individual local and regional drug task forces. In recent years,
particularly since the 2008–2014 economic recession there has been
less opportunity for research and analysis and less opportunity for
policy debate.
Currently (2022), the three-party government of Fianna Fáil, Fine
Gael and the Green Party, has agreed to convene a Citizens’ Assembly
as a mechanism for developing a consensus on drug issues. Some
stakeholders are hopeful that an assembly might usher in a considered,
rational debate, especially as the deliberative processes used in
assemblies could potentially lead to in-depth, meaningful discussion
and conclusions. However, positions on this topic are deeply polarised,
and, bearing in mind that at the outset of the heroin problem drug
policy was based on fantasy science, arguments against reform are
potentially less rational, than was experienced in some of the more
contentious public debates on other issues, for example abortion.
Unfortunately, the proposed assembly has been given less priority in
2022 than other issues with a promise that it will happen in 2023. It is
possible unfortunately, that either it will be demoted as a priority as a
result of demands for assemblies on neutrality and other matters, or
that it will be set within tight parameters, potentially excluding from its
terms of reference the issues of legislative reform, and global
agreements.
Irrespective of whether the Citizen’s Assembly occurs, a
comprehensive, holistic debate on drugs — across a range of fora — is
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warranted, and should happen, anyway. Winds of change from Europe
are hovering, potentially leading to demands from prospective legal
drug suppliers in EU member states, challenging the laws that prohibit
the sale of drug products in Ireland, if their sale and distribution
elsewhere is legal, as now seems likely.
As is known from debates and changes on other issues, it takes a
range of mechanisms to bring about a momentum for reform and
change. From a government perspective an ongoing independent
advisory group would be helpful in terms of commissioning papers on
relevant topics, as happens, for instance, with the Advisory Council on
the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD) in the UK. On the political side, some
Oireachtais members have individually expressed an interest in reform.
Collectively they could potentially, combine their e orts and develop a
cross-party alliance, as an alternative to the issue being addressed in a
sporadic manner by individual Oireachtais members.
Outside the involvement of politically-motivated bodies and
individuals, and preferably in the absence of their direct input, there is
a need to bring together a critical mass of other interests with a stake
and commitment in drug debates, from a reformist perspective.
Potentially, they could assemble a national council from within civil
society, straddling both policy and practice across areas such as
economics, taxation, justice, housing, education, culture, foreign a airs,
community development and advocacy groups, with a remit to inform
and address policy and legal issues. It could potentially help to reframe
the entire issue of drugs — including alcohol — with an ongoing
mechanism for analysis, debate and policy development.
In the 1980s and 1990s, it was local services and community bodies
that initiated and led out on debates about the nature of society’s
response to drug problems and the need for targeted, localised actions
from both preventive and treatment perspectives. Their e orts, in due
course, contributed greatly to the development of harm reduction,
methadone maintenance and also to the formulation of national
strategies.
It will take a consolidated demand from a range of bodies to
develop and achieve a new united platform on drug policy reform.
Community bodies and local services need to be part of that process,
although some will need new forms of independent structure and
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leadership so they can make an e ective contribution to developing a
momentum for change, a momentum for reform.
In this book, the issue of drugs is discussed, and re ected upon,
primarily from the perspective of it being a problem: a personal
problem and a social problem. This is particularly the case in relation
to the opiate, heroin, which of all drugs is considered to have most
propensity to cause and prolong drug dependency.
Most people, I am sure, irrespective of their general attitudes
towards drug use and misuse, would be distressed to visualise a young
person injecting street-bought heroin, with all the risks entailed in
terms of drug adulteration and contaminated injection equipment.
Many might be further distressed, or at least surprised, to realise that
by taking this heroin the drug taker would most likely experience a
high level of pleasure and euphoria, and that they are not as feckless as
they might otherwise appear.
Less distressing perhaps is that the addictive over-the-counter
opiate, codeine, is relatively easily available and used for non-medical,
pleasure inducing purposes, potentially, by even larger numbers of
drug-takers. The drug is sold as a short-acting analgesic for mild to
medium pain management. Those who use it can experience pleasure
and perhaps some euphoria, depending on the quantities taken. Over
the counter codeine is taken orally and its use with a glass or cup of
water does not draw the attention of others in the way drug injecting
would.
This form of drug-taking however, is not referenced as a social
problem in the same manner as heroin. In some instances, concerns
are expressed about its easy availability and that it causes problems of
addiction for certain individuals who use it in a prolonged manner. It is
widely speculated that when some visitors arrive in Ireland, they buy a
codeine supply from pharmacies, as over-the-counter codeine may not
be so easily available in their home countries. When purchasing
codeine in pharmacies, people are routinely asked 'why do you need it?'
Having been tutored not to mention headaches or hangovers many
people quietly murmur something about arthritic or back pain, while
to themselves they think 'Ahem! To get high, of course. Why else?'.
Like it or not, getting high, particularly, for example, with the
assistance of alcohol, is a universally accepted form of being, of
celebrating with others and of bringing pleasure into the everyday
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experience of life, work, family, sport and relationships. It is deeply
embedded in celebrations of faith, family and community, particularly
in western societies and for sure in Ireland. At no time was this more
evident than in the way the role of alcohol was discussed by
government, in the media and in other public fora during the COVID
19 pandemic, as pressure mounted in 2021 for the re-opening of pubs,
symbolically representing the re-opening of society.
At times major media announcements were accompanied with vox
pops from people inside or outside pubs, as meanwhile, several health
managers struggled to have their voices heard about the likely overall
impact of the re-opening on increasing the attendances into limited,
over-stretched health care facilities. One would be easily forgiven for
thinking that the opening of the economy, and society, were totally
dependent on whether people — high on alcohol — could congregate
in public places, dance in circles, hug and kiss with abandonment, and
explore the prospect of sexual and other relations with new or random
partners, without any mention, of course, of the potential harms that
would be caused to themselves and others.
Alcohol (ethanol) is an organic chemical compound that is
naturally produced in fermentation using sugars and yeast. It is used in
medicine, in disinfectant and cleaners and it is also used as a fuel. It is a
very dangerous, toxic substance, and can easily cause death if taken in
pure form. By using various fruits, berries and grains in highly
controlled fermentation and distilling, alcohol is also developed as a
beverage, in a variety of forms: wine, beer, stout, whiskey, brandy, rum,
gin and vodka being the main ones. These are often stirred with water,
lemonade, orange juice, tonic and a variety of fruit and other mixes,
before taken, usually, but not exclusively, in the company of others at
home, in bars and at various private and public events, both indoor and
open-air.
All the drugs that are currently illegal, notwithstanding their
toxicity, can potentially also be prepared in similar ways, and imbibed
in avoured beverage form, to be used alongside alcohol drinks, or
separately. Alternatively, they can be sold as inhalants or smoked like
cigarettes, or mixed with food, both sweet and savoury. The choice is
endless. Like cigarette-smoking some use of drugs could take place in
personal, private spaces. Others are social: small groups at house
parties or gatherings for a picnic, BBQ, or a walk in the park.
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One wonders, if, during the COVID hospitality re-opening debate,
the choice of places to be re-opened, included specialist cafes for
cannabis, and others for cocaine or opiates, would the debate have
been more evenly balanced, and less dominated by the success and
failure of an industry that was built around the consumption of one
commodity, alcohol? Any objective assessment of the relative socialdistancing risks, associated with imbibing alcohol as compared with
taking cannabis for example, is more likely to consider that the latter,
irrespective of other risks, is less harmful.
If society dedicates so much to facilitating people to get high, then
surely, it should have a debate about how the options for getting high
can be best enabled, and their associated harms best minimised,
instead of constantly retreating to the 'drugs is a scourge' narrative, a
narrative indeed, that can make sense only when the drug alcohol also
gets included. An open, honest and meaningful debate about drugs —
including alcohol — is needed.
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CHAPTER 18
CONNECTIONS
Community work helps to build people’s connections, to nd voice and to

improve their ability to self-direct change in their health, living and social
conditions, and in their personal lives.

T

his book commenced with an account of people settling into
the new public housing estate of Ballyfermot in the early 1950s.
Residents came mainly from Dublin’s inner-city communities.
Many were descended from nineteenth-century rural migrants who,
following famine and other disruptions, came to Dublin for work and
succour, where they formed families and integrated into the city’s
emerging working class in sub-divided, tenement and other buildings.
Other residents came with the population movements of the postEmergency forties and fties, as Ireland’s transformation from rural to
industrial society began to escalate. On our street, the Parade, there
were families from towns in Galway, Mayo, Roscommon, Wexford and
Wicklow, as well as from the Aran Islands, and further a eld. In
Ballyfermot, they, and families on other streets from country places,
joined their inner-city Dublin counterparts as rst came the houses,
then the people, and together, away from the prejudices of external
commentators and observers, they mixed, integrated and found
connections.
During the 1950s, many Dublin families also accepted
accommodation o ers in inner-city at complexes such as Dolphin
House, Fatima Mansions and St Teresa’s Gardens, which were all built
around the same time as Ballyfermot. Unlike Ballyfermot, these latter
estates were located in the middle of familiar urban places and
communities, such as Dolphin’s Barn, Rialto and the Tenters. In
contrast to their monikers, they were four-storey ats, not houses; they
were of good quality, but hardly mansions; and none of them had
individual gardens.
There were mistakes made in these di erent building projects. The
biggest mistake perhaps was the failure to provide, in a timely manner,
adequate infrastructure and facilities, particularly in suburban estates,
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A conference for public housing residents to assert their rights to better
housing conditions in the context of complaint to European Convention on
Human Rights, 2012

where as a result some families felt isolated, forgotten. There was also
the inability to put into place e ective estate management and
maintenance facilities in at complexes, where the dwellings were
small, of high density, and lacked clear boundaries between public and
private spaces. The basic original conception of these building projects,
however, could not be faulted. Moreover, the State, without deference
to either colonial legacy or religious governance, could point to both
types of development and proudly claim them as its own achievement.
Public housing, indeed, was one of the few genuine early successes of
the State’s social policy, a policy that in other areas — health, education
and social services — was delegated primarily to religious bodies.
Today, when passing through Ballyfermot and other public estates,
the presence of families from Eastern Europe or of colour from distant
places, including Africa, Asia, South America and the Middle East, is
both visible and openly discussed: families seeking new beginnings or
escaping social and economic stagnation, disruption, war and con ict,
in much the same way as Irish-born families — at other times —
moved from the land to the city and further a eld. Whether during the
nineteenth century, the 1950s or more recently, families have sought
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income, employment and stability in the city, alongside
accommodation in public and publicly funded housing, con rming,
were it needed, that migration and settlement are at the crux of urban
history.
Given both its inherent value and proven individual and communal
bene ts, I regret that some commentators fail to acknowledge the
historical contribution and future potential of public housing, often
describing the estates as 'deprived' or using other disparaging labels,
sometimes to satisfy their own or others’ prejudices, and also speaking
of the 'mistakes of the past', as if the whole concept of public housing
was misconceived.
It is instructive that in political and media discourse the term
'public housing' has been replaced by 'social housing', thus giving more
prominence to 'social need' rather than 'public good'. The change in the
conception of housing policy commenced during the era of the Celtic
Tiger (1995–2007), during which period, housing policy, shifted focus
from supporting people to have a long-term place for living or rearing
families, to facilitating individual and corporate interests to acquire
assets — to get people onto the 'property ladder'. While this is often
represented as helping people to own their own home, the 'ladder'
metaphor highly suggests that it is more about investment, buy a
house, then rent it, and sell it on as its value accrues, then buy another.
The former approach requires the State to take some form of public
ownership and to have a stake in partnership with tenants and families
in their long-term development, and estate management, whereas the
latter follows the rules of the private market, a market, paradoxically,
that seeks and receives substantial State subventions, often as a result
of short-sighted promises.
It is an imperative that the State adopts a broader picture, and
becomes more directive in housing, which it can only do, not through
public investment alone, but through an investment in substantial
public ownership, exercised if need be through not-for-pro t house
building bodies, both voluntary and statutory. It simply cannot do so
through government subsidies to individuals and bodies who maximise
their pro ts through selling on at in ated prices.
Most reasonable people, I am sure, would agree that the State’s
main role in housing should, as it was in previous decades, be to
provide public homes for those who cannot a ord to buy, or rent
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BCA members protesting outside CITY Hall following Corporation’s failure to
build a promised swimming pool, mid 1970s.

privately, and also on regulating the private market to ensure
accessibility, a ordability, tenure, and fairness. Unfortunately, during
election campaigns voters are not always so reasonable and are often
more likely to be sel sh, and to forget the bigger picture, particularly
when those seeking election forget it also, when, in the desire for
election and to achieve power, and in appealing to sel sh interests,
politicians of all persuasions show common purpose in that their
spending and taxation promises di er only in their minor detail.
Growing up, I never considered that I was from a housing mistake
or from a deprived or disadvantaged area. I never experienced a
discom ting about my place until I heard it in the labelling from
others, especially in their words or expressions after I answered the
question: 'Where do you come from?' In taking a cue from my parents, I
never accepted that the answer, 'Ballyfermot', needed to be explained,
but simply stated. In most instances, the response to that answer was
ne, but I still recall discomfort with the following: 'And where are you
from now?'; 'Haven’t you done well for yourself?'; 'Ah yes, I thought you
were from the northside alright'; or, as previously mentioned (Chapter 3)
the one that particularly infuriated me 'Isn’t Fr Cleary doing great work
for the people of Ballyfermot?'
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Mary Farrell, founder-member of Ballyfermot Community TV doing a
presentation on history of community activities, in. Ballyfermot Library 2022.

During its early decades, Ballyfermot was low income, with limited
social and physical infrastructure, and for sure, there was no evidence
of exceptional wealth. It certainly had its needs and included several
residents who lacked essential means for a quality life. Many families
needed external supports and services in dealing with everyday
challenges. In my childhood, I knew of children who because of their
social and family circumstances were always likely to have di cult lives
and outcomes. Subsequently, many did, especially in instances where
family di culties were compounded by the lack of income and an
inability to nd work, sometimes coupled with excessive alcohol intake,
addiction, and so forth.
Yet, amidst these adversities, many young people showed
tremendous resilience, were well grounded, and later provided security
and stability to their own children and their wider families.
Furthermore, other residents since have provided guidance and
leadership, particularly in community a airs, local government, trade
unions, sports, arts, media, music and entertainment. Some also spoke
out coherently and impressively about clerical and other abuses. A few
families were immersed in criminality, and at times, they garnered
more attention and undeserved notoriety, both internally and
externally than their activities or numbers deserved.
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Those who cared for the community in Ballyfermot used di erent
approaches to mitigate social need. The parish emphasised food and
material relief through food centres and the distribution of clothing
and food parcels. While some clearly needed this help, it reinforced
social need as a residual issue, or as arising from individual
inadequacies. Some recipients felt stigmatised, di erent, less capable,
and although the charitable help was in the main, badly needed, it
caused considerable shame and embarrassment.
Alternative community-led approaches, through the Peace Corps,
Ballyfermot Youth Movement and local youth clubs, St Mary’s and OLV
(Our Lady of Victories), assisted young people to prepare for societal
roles, leadership and employment. The community development
approach was even more sophisticated, paying less attention to giving
something with more focus on community participation and on
engaging residents in collective self-organising through the likes of the
Ballyfermot Community Association and Ballyfermot Community TV.
These groups also helped community members agitate for
improved income and conditions, in protecting their identities, in
acquiring community infrastructure and in developing their own
services. Today, arising from the pioneering work of these bodies there
are several community projects that deal with education, childcare,
family support, drug problems, the arts, and community employment
— services and projects that would not be there were it not for the hard
work undertaken by Ballyfermot’s rst residents.
My own serious involvement with community a airs commenced
in youth-work, following a decision in 1975 to forego employment o ers
in the civil service and private companies in preference for a low-paid
job at the Ballyfermot Playground. It was a life-changing decision. I was
indebted to playground leader Elizabeth (Mrs) Durham for
encouraging me to choose this pathway. It exposed me to new thinking
in community services, the role of women and the position of youth
and children in society.
Seven years earlier, following the incident on Bray Head, I had just
wanted to be away from the street, away from familiar places and
people, and away from Ballyfermot, period. Through working in the
playground, through developing new relationships and community
participation, I was able to rebuild a connection to my own street and
to children and young people in surrounding places; psychologically, it
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helped me move from self-absorption in private matters to developing
an interest in community engagement.
Through studying social work in college, I learnt not only about
psycho-social issues and interventions, but also about collective
advocacy and working with groups and communities. During practical
placements I was able to expand my understanding of working-class
lives and culture. I became alerted to the importance of community
work, and of how, in the background, it could help bring about small,
yet signi cant changes in people’s everyday lives. At all stages of
developing my interest in the eld, I could feel the in uence of family:
my father’s idiosyncratic and contradictory politics, my mother's
spiritual connections and my siblings’ determination to make good use
of their talents and resources.
Although I never subsequently worked there, my experience of
Ballyfermot was always at my shoulder, setting a reference for whatever
else I did, particularly from a work perspective, and discreetly, guiding
me towards discovering contested notions of community, helping to
di erentiate between models that brought people together to
participate and develop leadership in resolving community problems,
and models that saw community as having relatively xed structures,
led by self-selected interests of religious, business, political and
professional elites.
Ultimately, community leadership requires that those who have
developed expertise in community matters, nd ways of sharing their
leadership and knowledge with others. Indeed, it is of no help to any
community project, long-term, if there is lack of attention to leadership
succession. There is, I believe, an ongoing tension between political
activism and community leadership, a tension that is not always openly
stated. When linked to electoral politics, political activism is inevitably
tied to the continuity of political representation — be this non-party or
party political. In contrast, community work is more focused on making
way for people with di erent experiences of prevailing issues, and who
are able to o er alternative voices and new opportunities for
leadership.
The tensions between community politics and community work are
not always easily reconciled especially as the former can, perhaps
inadvertently, suppress the emergence of new leaders. In this regard, I
am conscious that in the State’s early decades both the political parties,
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Participants in a Community Leadership Training Programme,Ballyfermot, 2012

Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, had a widespread, dominant presence in
community organisations, particularly in rural Ireland, and that this
presence certainly created tension between these political parties and
emerging community development projects from the 1970s onwards. In
more recent decades it is evident that Sinn Féin has a strong presence
in community organisations, urban as well as rural, particularly those
considered to be more marginalised. While this dominance is
sometimes criticised by other political party representatives, many
community organisations will point out their appreciation to Sinn Féin
for turning up, and continue their criticism of other parties for feeling
abandoned by them in previous decades. In my personal view, I believe
there should be a place for political activists of all persuasions in
community processes, but that they — both those who represent
parties and who are independent — should be required to leave their
political acclamations and di erences outside the door of community
process, and desist from making political claims about community
achievements.
During the early eighties I was one of only a small number of social
workers to be assigned a community work role in local, social work
teams, in my case in the south inner city. Over time the number of
social work personnel in these roles decreased, even as the overall
number of social workers increased dramatically. The decrease
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re ected a general lack of interest by statutory bodies in employing
community workers, and a lack of interest in supporting community
development, more generally.
There was some change in the State’s attitude towards community
work when the Combat Poverty Agency was established by Statute in
1986. Among its aims it had a speci c remit to support community
development for tackling poverty. In its early years it invested in pilot
schemes for local women’s groups, community art projects, and
projects for tackling educational disadvantage. It also generated
research on community issues and produced papers and other relevant
resource materials on topics such as community project management,
evaluation and guidance for using the media, and policy development.
In addition, it had an overall coordinating, support and advisory
role with the government’s Community Development Programme
(1990-2009), the rst such programme to be funded exclusively through
State resources. Individual projects received modest nancial
assistance towards sta ng and operating costs. The programme
commenced in 1990, with fteen projects that were previously funded
under the European Union, 1985–1989.
The programme asserted that community development could
promote positive change in society, especially through challenging the
causes of poverty and o ering new opportunities for those lacking
choice, power and resources. It advocated involving the poor in making
changes which they themselves identify to be important, and which
draw from their own knowledge, skills and experience.
After it was established, the Community Development Programme
quickly expanded to one hundred and eighty projects in total, but less
than two decades after its establishment, it was forced, in 2009, to wind
down. The decision to disband the programme was controversial and
took place on the back of another controversial decision, a year earlier,
to disband the Combat Poverty Agency. Both decisions took place at the
outset of recession at a point where it became clear that government
was determined to impose expenditure cutbacks wherever it believed it
could withstand public pressure, and to suppress, in so far as it could,
important critical voices. It was a time when an anti-society, anticommunity narrative, that was started in the run-up to the Celtic Tiger,
found favour with a critical mass of government ministers, thereby
reaching its destructive zenith. During 2021 the current coalition
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government introduced a new community development programme
that in terms of scale (8 projects) is a small shadow of its previous
embodiment. It is furthermore framed as a pilot initiative causing many
to wonder — why almost fty years after the rst pilot community
projects were established, with European funding, do we still need
pilots, and why can’t community development programmes be properly
mainstreamed?
In my involvement with the Community Development Programme
— providing consultancy support to the programme in 1988-89, 1992-95
and 2007-8, as well as a more direct involvement with some individual
projects, and also producing a video, Making Inroads for CAN in
1994/1995, and other videos for in 2012 about its models of leadership
training, it was obvious that there was indeed something truly inspiring
about being part of or witnessing communities mobilising their shared
human energies and resources to tackle deeply rooted social and
economic problems, in their midst.
This work was evident across a variety of domains: women’s issues,
lone parent struggles, rural development, cooperative enterprise,
innovative training, alternative education, integrated service
Patricia Kelleher (L), Mary Whelan : joint Authors of ‘Dublin Communities in
Action’ with broadcaster, Olivia O’Leary, who launched the book in 1992, CAN
development workers, Monica Manning( top R), Ceciilia Forrestal (Botton R,
and Pat Tobin, 2012
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developments, and the mobilisation of people across a wide range of
issues, such as drugs, housing, planning, unemployment, children atrisk, and inter-generational poverty.
Through this work I learned that there is something quite simple
and practical about community work. It relies greatly on semistructured conversations — both one-to-one and in groups — to
identify key players and potential leaders, people who have already
been doing things, who have a record of concern about local problems
and who show commitment to doing something, building rapport, and
helping to develop insight into local conditions and experiences,
generating ideas for new projects and services, for moving things on
and bringing about change in people’s circumstances.
Community work helps to build people’s connections, to nd voice
and to improve their ability to self-direct change in their health, living
and social conditions, and in their personal lives. It also helps to create
new social networks, restoring people’s belief in the value of place, and
hope in the potential of working together to reframe social issues, and
to advocate that public services should become more accessible and
adaptable to local and community needs.

A group of community workers from Ballymun, Blanchardstown, Clare,
Connemara, Cork, Loughlinstown, North Inner City and Wexford, participated
in a lmed discussion .for the CAN video ‘Making Inroads’, 1993.
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In my view the paid community work role is preferably
background, out of the limelight, discreet, helping community leaders
to emerge and supporting them in developing and maintaining
foreground positions. This latter dimension can make a di erence in
helping people to transform their situation, particularly in the long
term. It is often compared to the facilitative role exercised in casework.
As in most areas of professional work, the skills required arise from
intensive training, and on-the-job mentoring, supervision and support.
They don’t just happen.
While I fully support the importance of training local community
workers, I don’t agree with the proposition that because a person is
local, or of a marginal group or community, they are best, or solely
equipped to be a community worker any more than I agree with the
suggestion that people who were once addicted make the best drug
workers, or that people with a record of mental health issues make the
best therapists. Background life experiences bring unique insights into,
and informed perspectives about the issues being tackled, but on their
own they can lack more general impact. In my experience, whatever a
person’s background, which for obvious reasons is not always shared
with or known by others in any case, it is factors such as empathy, a
willingness to learn and be taught non-directive and facilitative skills,
good training and ongoing support and supervision, and an ability to
see the bigger picture that make the most e ective community workers,
addiction workers, and indeed social workers.
By choice I have worked primarily in public housing settings or
with issues — educational disadvantage, drug problems, community
development — that are most associated with these places. Place,
environment, and neighbourhood played an important role in framing
my identity, and in uenced my relationships to study, and to work.
However, while my background and my work in Ballyfermot
Playground inspired me to train in social work and community work,
my experience of personal crisis and my re ections on events in
childhood and young adulthood, also had in uence, and have always
had a presence, behind the scenes, in providing purpose and guidance.
I am conscious that a recurring theme in dealing with individual
troubles is the past living in the present, with childhood adversities and
traumas, for example, dominating not only people’s lives right now, but
also their futures. With failure to address the past, there is no reckoning
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and no real ability to reset and move on. People are always at risk of
becoming their problems, of the past becoming their identity.
Through diversions, through addictions and precarious living,
meaningful change is frequently avoided. Self-denial of previous events
can cause individuals and families to reproduce further pain,
dysfunction and con ict. Many people however — and I include myself
here — do reach an early resolution, although for others the
surrounding systems and environments inhibit their ability to nd
closure or move on.
During the early 1990s, the Kilkenny Incest Investigation was the rst
of a long series of o cial reports that brought into public focus both
the e ects of contemporary individual child and other abuses in
Ireland, and the impact of historical childhood sexual abuse, including
clerical abuse, within care institutions, many of which had already
closed.
The purgative opening up of past, previously unacknowledged
abuses was momentous, underlying that the claims that Ireland was an
idyllic, consensus-driven society were seriously misplaced. An
underbelly of institutional abuse against children and families, who
were mainly from poor disadvantaged urban communities, was
exposed, alongside that of the complicity of the State and the church in
facilitating and ultimately covering up the widespread abuses that had
been perpetrated and continued to do so.
At one stage in the mid-1990s, I was commissioned to write an
internal report for a national organisation, Barnardos, on the feasibility
of it recon guring its family services in light of recent reports about
child sexual abuse and other matters. The exercise involved
considerable background research on the topic, alongside several
interviews with specialist and other professionals in the eld.
Inevitably through this encounter I recalled my own experience of
sex abuse and re ected on being abused at school in Westport when I
lived there in the late sixties. I felt con dent that a silent exchange I had
with my abuser — staring him down as he parked his car in the town
— had unsettled him, enormously. Because of this exchange, I felt that
the abuse did not cause me any long-term distress, although at the time
it happened, it certainly reinforced my sense of detachment and
isolation from school peers. His behaviour was reprehensible.
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As an adult I considered contacting the school and the Christian
Brothers to inform them of the abuse, and for them to assess the risks
of a continued pattern of abuse, but I drew back, especially as after the
encounter with the Dealer in Ballyfermot (discussed in Chapter 4), I
began to witness the personal impact on other people of having their
accounts of childhood abuse rejected and undermined by di erent
school authorities and religious orders, using the argument — where is
the evidence? What has become clear through several public and private
investigations of these matters is that, in the main the evidence was
suppressed, and emerged only because of forced investigation. I suspect
that in many instances the evidence was available to the Orders, if they
wished to look for it, but through their own failures to investigate, it
was more easily denied.
At best what most victims of clerical abuse can do, by way of
evidence, is to provide individual testimony but it is up to the
authorities — both the church and the State — to do the investigations,
to join the dots and show the patterns, and if they had done so it would
have been easier for people to come forward to share their experiences
of abuse. I have since established that I was not alone in being abused
in the school but ultimately it would require others, including the CBS
authorities — should they wish to — to nd and report on the patterns
of abuse.
At the time, I also re ected on the random sexual assault that
happened in 1968 when I was on an outing with friends on Bray Head.
As I regularly recalled the emotional turmoil caused by the assault, and
the periods of shame, doubt, isolation, loneliness and deep anger that it
provoked, I felt the need to seek further insight, and remedy. For a
period, I had some professional help that reassured me that repeated
episodes of turmoil were neither unusual nor anomalous, and that my
own self-management techniques, which had included participation in
an open-ended support group, worked reasonably well.
Many of us experience some form of trauma in our lives: once-o
events; continuous abuse; everyday pains arising from alcohol misuse;
our own or other’s reliance and dependence on drugs or addictive
behaviours; fractured relationships; power struggles in personal and
working lives; and the damage done by institutional abuse. These all
have variable impacts and outcomes, and ultimately it is through
personal agency — supported through other means — that people
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move from a state of trauma to alertness, clarity, self-awareness, and
self-control.
We wake up from our worst dreams suddenly, even when we
experience them as interminable. Like the pressing of a button, we are
transformed from feeling terri ed to shaken, and then to relief,
knowing that it is all over. Everyday waking life is rarely like that. The
move from negative real-life experience is gradual, and at times
peppered with even darker moments, some caused by an inner rage,
while others re ect that the world outside is, and remains, cruel —
particularly to those it perceives as weak and vulnerable.
For some, clarity arrives too late to avert long-term negative impact,
although it can nonetheless mitigate pain and su ering. For others,
clarity never arrives, and lives are cruelly ended before the su ering
individual ever had the opportunity to name or frame the pain and
grief that they were experiencing.
I feel fortunate that shortly after being sexually assaulted as a
twelve-year-old on Bray Head, I was able to cross over from my
childhood to my teenage years in a strange, but supportive place.
Despite my negative experiences attending the Christian Brother’s
school there, living for a year in the Mayo town of Westport, at age
thirteen, allowed me to be away from direct reminders of the Bray Head
assault, and from the emotional pain it had caused.
The period could have reinforced my sense of despair, but instead,
through working part-time in the local bakery, I plunged into relating
to people I had not previously known, forging new friendships with
youths who were older than I was, and going with them to dances and
to various outings late at night. I enjoyed their company and I looked to
the young bakery workers to help me navigate a pathway through
teenage discovery and troubles. Overall, I felt protected and shielded,
even if the experience potentially placed me at further risk.
My father’s presence when he was at home for a year recovering
from illness was of great bene t to me when we came back from
Westport. He took an extensive interest in my schoolwork and shared
his fascinating, one-sided lessons from history, literature, politics,
religion and the construction industry — lessons he continued after he
returned to work. 'The World According to Denis' was an interesting,
often hilarious, if at times, ctitious world. Nonetheless, it had a
signi cant impact in helping me to question taken-for-granted truths
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and ideas, at a time when I found school both unsettling and
unchallenging.
I am also aware that in both his working and non-working lives, he
could easily nd an argument if it had not already found him. It is an
important part of his legacy, and one that I deeply cherish, especially
given that in my own life I have often followed a similar oppositional
pathway and enjoyed doing so.
My mother fretted a lot about my activities and whereabouts,
especially as I frequently stayed out until the early hours, and I also
often skipped school. But deep down I am grateful that then, and later,
she had the foresight to give me a free rein and the faith to allow me to
explore new realities and not place too many obstructions in my way.
She also in uenced me to accept that while it is important to re ect
on and learn from past events and traumas, sometimes we just need to
get over it no matter how unfair or cruel the experience. When we
came to her with our problems, she often encouraged us to look
forward with practical solutions rather than dwell on them. Although it
is not always possible to do this, I have found that, in the long term, it
has been least painful.
In 1995 — for personal family reasons — I had reason to report the
Bray Head assault to the child protection services — then in the
Eastern Health Board — and in 2014, I again had reason to report it to
its successor authority, Túsla. Later in 2018, I reported it to the Gardaí,
but unsurprisingly given the time lag — 50 years — they were unable
to identify any possible leads or evidence of similar abuses at that place
at that time.
The research report, Sexual Abuse and Violence in Ireland (SAVI
report) — a sample survey report — was published in 2002. By
coincidence, I was one of the randomly selected survey participants, in
an interview conducted by telephone, while I sat at home on a day o
work. Despite having conducted some desk research on the subject, I
was taken aback on discovering, when the report was published, the
extent of Irish people’s experiences of childhood sexual abuse: that 30%
of women interviewed and 25% of men had reported experiencing
either contact or non-contact sexual abuse in childhood, with the
respective female and male gures for contact and penetrative sexual
abuse (vaginal, anal or oral) standing at ‘contact’ (10% and 7%), and
‘penetrative’ (6% and 3%).
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At the time, as previously mentioned, Irish society had begun to
hear individual accounts of childhood sexual abuse, particularly from
people whose lives had been seriously traumatised while resident in
institutions or under the care of clerics. The SAVI report revealed the
ubiquity of sexual abuse; that it was not simply a case of a few
revelations from individuals raised in institutions, or others who were
randomly attacked, and who had come forward to tell their stories. The
experience was more widely shared, in silence. Indeed, for almost half
of those who reported some form of childhood sexual abuse during
their SAVI interviews, it was their rst time to reveal this experience to
another person.
In wider society, the phrase 'one in four' was subsequently coined as
representing the extent of childhood sexual abuse in Ireland. It was
potentially the experience of hundreds of thousands: everyday people
who brought their children to school; shopped in department stores;
ate in restaurants; drank in pubs; ; worked in factories, shops, health
care, education, the courts and in parliament; people who were not
employed, or who had made other decisions about how to spend their
lives.
They were also, obviously, people like me. At the time I worked in
an addiction research centre in Trinity College, and I wondered how
many of my colleagues had also experienced childhood sexual abuse,
and inevitably I thought 'well at least one in four'. I have frequently
wondered about this in other work, community and social settings also,
and amongst my wider family and friends.
For me, personally, I have found that the gradual process of sharing
di cult childhood experiences and their impacts, within trusted
relationships and settings, is both liberating and reassuring that dark
moments and dark experiences can be addressed. People can nd
voice; they can build a personal sca olding that helps them get through
life and di cult experiences; they can make choices and nd
expression.
While some turn to forms of public exposition, most people deal
with these matters in private, quietly, outside of the public gaze,
through conversation, re ection, reading, walking and other activities,
and through incorporating this re ection into their working and other
lives. In several instances, a person’s individual potential and

fi

fi

fi

ff

fl

fl

ffi

ffi

273

WHERE DO YOU COME FROM?

capabilities will bounce them back. In others, unfortunately, there are
multiple, devastating, life-threatening and life-ending impacts.
Inevitably, when they become overwhelmed by life crises, people
look to others to help them come to terms with things — mainly to
family and friends. They also rely on the surrounding institutions to
put in place adequate, accessible community services and other
humanitarian supports. Such services, in keeping with the public’s
commitment to a social contract, need statutory funding, underlining
that people with troubled lives, young people who misuse drugs or
alcohol for example, be given access to services and treatments to help
them deal with background issues and traumas, as well as with their
problem drug use. Anybody who has worked in addiction services over
periods of time know only too well the incidence and eventual impact
of these background in uences and experiences on people’s troubled
adult lives.
Re ecting on my own interactions with institutions prior to the
outbreak of the heroin crisis in the early eighties, I recall that statutory
authorities relied greatly on religious bodies and personnel to provide
social and personal services. Delivered secretively, many such services
underlined that people’s experience of being poor, of being
traumatised, of being di erent, and of being excluded, was frequently
to have been shamed. Their own representation of their situation, its
background and causes was frequently repudiated. Meanwhile services
were overseen at a distance, and within a statutory framework that was
characterised by denial, an administration that favoured a religiousbased value system to guide and manage service delivery, and that saw
no need to hold to account the religious bodies that provided services.
These practices and procedures were not, as one might now expect,
based on professional preparation, written guidelines, case procedures
and funder accountability. Rather, they relied heavily on authority and
obedience. Things, good and bad, happened because those in charge
— who frequently had no professional training other than in pastoral
care — allowed them to happen. There are some positive accounts
from those who came through these systems, but the evidence of
successive institutional reports is that lots went wrong.
Wrongs were not, as might happen today, routinely detected
through written procedures and processes, such as case notes, case
meetings, supervisory sessions, and so forth. Many of these procedures
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simply did not exist, as in general, the rules were secretive as indeed
were many of the issues that were being dealt with. And, as evidence
emerges of concerted child sexual abuse in other non-religious settings,
for example in some sports organisations, it is obvious that the
religious were not alone in their use of authority and obedience to
impose silence, and to lockdown accounts of these abuses for decades.
In due course, I suspect that society will unearth evidence of historical
sexual abuse in other institutions and places also. I am mindful that
most known abuses take place within home environments and
perpetrated by persons known to those who were abused.
By the time I started my job as a social worker in 1980, religious
vocations had decreased dramatically, religious-run care institutions
had started to close, albeit gradually, and many of the issues that had
previously been used as excuses for their overarching secretive mission
were on the verge of being dealt with more openly. The Irish
community care movement in mental health was developing, while
internationally, the closure of psychiatric hospitals was making
headway. Children with challenging individual and social needs were
more visible in the community, variable family structures were
becoming more accepted and complex issues arising from life within a
rapidly expanding urban society were coming to the fore and more
openly dealt with.
The growing societal expectation was not of denial and secretive
responses, but of integration into family and community where
possible, and clearer pathways of intervention. Such developments
demanded a change of mindset from those in charge of policy and
services. On the cusp of signi cant societal change, it was potentially a
great opportunity and challenge for service executives and managers,
especially as at the time — as outlined earlier in the Introduction —
health and social services had been given a new, fresh direction and
structure under the 1970 Health Act.
Given that I was one of only a handful of employed health board
o cers with a remit around drug problems, I had regular access to and
engagement with senior o cials on this issue. In 1986, the ill-fated
youth homeless service, HOPE, was forced to close due to lack of
funding. As service director, here also I had access to senior managers
to explore the possibility of them investing into youth homelessness,
especially as most of the young people using the service — in excess of
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Following the closure of HOPE hostel for homeless teenagers, in April 1986, a
Campaign Group in support of a replacement service protested regularly
outside EHB of ces on Thomas Street. Within 6 months the EHB announced it
had asked the Catholic Social Service Conference to establish a new service

100 each year — were either early care leavers or had come to the
attention of child welfare and protection services because of social and
other risks in their home environments.
I was bewildered by health management’s denial of problems that
had a social dimension and their condescending attitudes towards the
residents of public housing and at complexes, where these problems
often existed, and their disregard for young people who needed
services and care. The attitude to the HOPE residents, for example, was
that nancial support was premised on the service providing shelter
only, and thus open only on an overnight basis, with no day services or
day programmes. The view was that too comfortable a service for
young people would make it too attractive and would thus encourage
them to run away from home or from care settings. Most of the latter
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were operated by religious bodies, and it was HOPE’s experience that a
signi cant number of young people were running away because they
felt unsafe, threatened and abused in these settings. It is instructive that
in the aftermath of HOPE’s closure it was religious bodies that health
board management approached to provide an alternative, replacement
service eventually o ering a budget that was ve times that denied to
HOPE — a secular body.
Health managers were deeply suspicious of community
organisations, which were also seen as secular. Some rmly believed
that for every local neighbourhood problem, there was a nun who
could solve it. Behind the eyes of their own social workers, they saw
secular radicalism, and behind community work, they saw anarchy.
Despite the introduction of a whole new model of care — the
Community Care Programme — and a comprehensive re-organisation
of service structures, their insu erable, controlling management
culture had no place for new realities, new issues, or for a change in
mindset. There was little prospect that these people, embedded in an
old style, deferential, hierarchical management system — previously
under the control of local authorities — could make a persuasive case
to disinterested governments for new policies, for new resources, or for
engaging with community-based organisations to seek resolutions.
I recall one particularly bizarre scene of personal humiliation when
during my period of working in St. Teresas; Gardens, I was summoned
to be reprimanded by an assembly of senior o cials for what were
stated as my inability to protect the 'Board' — by which they meant
themselves, individually, — from media, departmental and political
criticisms arising from their obvious lack of planning and management
capacities around the drug problem.
The event was followed by real and tangible employment threats on
foot of my 'failure' to openly declare to my superiors the loyalty that
they believed they deserved. Occasionally since, I have considered that
I should have dug deeper to build more e ective alliances with senior
o cials. I suspect, however, that such an accommodation, at that time,
would have been pointless.
Their acrimony was by no means reserved for me only. They wore
down other colleagues in social services, some of whom, like me,
moved to alternative work settings, and while many worked
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strenuously to bring about change from within, others shrugged their
shoulders, buried their heads and planned for retirement.
Health board management’s disdain for socially marginalised
groups, and for persons impacted by trauma and physical and sexual
abuse, included not only those who used drugs, but also — as
previously mentioned — homeless youth and other groups, such as
women in mother and baby homes, and children languishing in
institutional care.
They particularly resented holding responsibility for the
management of children’s protection and welfare, entrusted to them as
the closure of residential institutions loomed and as they were required
to build and develop a new statutory community-based child
protection system, outside church control and involvement, and for
which — after ten years in the making — they were provided, in 1980,
with a blueprint for development, known as the Task Force on Child Care
Services: Final Report to the Minister for Health.
Ultimately, and unfortunately, this visionary task proved to be far
beyond their comprehension and competence. Inevitably — decades
later — it took higher level decisions and a new government
department to institute alternative governance and management
Young people at play, Ballyfermot, 1997.
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structures, and a new agency, Tusla, to move the whole process
forward. The backward, bureaucratic agenda took decades and several
changes of government to derail, particularly as political parties while
willing to engage in the rhetoric of change, showed little capacity to
nd or re-direct resources to implement the recommendations of
several report ndings.
Remnants of this inertia continue to exist both in the health
services and Tusla, although new management cohorts — in both
bodies — work with great e orts to cast o the shackles of their
previous embodiment. Amidst the debris of wasted opportunities, of
lives lost, of deeply rooted traumas, the health authorities’ legacy of
failure remains predominantly untold, hidden behind political,
bureaucratic and religious ineptitude, and locked away in testimonies
in concealed archives, and in the silence of managerial successors who
failed to reveal the true extent of a disastrous legacy. Yet, mining these
archives for deeper explanations suggesting new reforms seem
pointless. At times it seems as if the whole edi ce — as it relates to
socio-health issues in particular — needs dismantling and re-starting
afresh, and while this would obviously cause a lot of grief and damage,
Children planting a tree in Holly House, Loughlinstown, 2021 celebrating 25
years of community development in the area.
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it may ultimately be a lot less painful for people, in aggregate, than to
simply continue.
In the wake of a series of reports on the past failures of religious
run-institutions, it is, bizarrely, to religious bodies that some statutory
authorities still look to provide hospital and other services to those who
are hungry, homeless and in need of health and social supports.
Meanwhile, political leaders of all shades, and indeed some media,
continue to reference, with fawning deference, individual religious and
other self-appointed icons that are central to such provision, in a
manner that echoes the praise heaped on religious leaders such as
Michael Cleary and Eamon Casey in the past.
Some things just don’t change as society’s need for living saints, to
help explain, understand and mitigate social issues, rather than tackle
them head-on, remains. The social contract is avoided and a residual,
charitable model of care and intervention is more often pro ered, and
preferred, while the State avoids making the direct investments into
community care and local service provision that are so badly needed.
Despite a continuous lack of funding to community bodies and
community services, many people continue to spend a sizeable portion
of their life journeys developing resourceful neighbourhood
connections, organising together in advocacy groups or to develop
accessible, needs-based services. Indeed, in the space of a few weeks
after the COVID 19 emergency was declared in March 2020, thousands
of community organisations up and down Ireland mobilised to support
a joint, collective response. At enormous mind-boggling cost, the
pandemic transformed society, as the State, for a short period, moved
centre stage, replacing the private market as the fulcrum for housing,
incomes, community and social supports. Healthcare, normally
provided through a mix of public and private services, and long
regarded as reinforcing inequalities, was, for this short period, virtually
nationalised. An improved coordination of services to vulnerable drug
users was impressively implemented and several homeless individuals
and families at direct risk of COVID-19 infection arising from their
predicament, were, during the period, successfully accommodated.
It is self-evident from how Irish society responded to COVID-19, that
community structures matter, that individuals’ private interests,
whether we like it or not, are linked to the common interest, and that
the anti-society narrative that was started by neo-liberal enthusiasts
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during the late seventies — just as the opiate epidemic in Dublin
commenced — reaching its pinnacle at the outset of the 2008 recession,
does not re ect people’s desire for a social contract. People want and
deserve better, even if the alternatives fail to match typical election
promises, which in any case are often prompted by anti-society
interests, their media cheerleaders, and political populism.
Community workers can play an important role in helping
communities to promote the common interest, to help identify those
who are most vulnerable and marginalised, helping them confront
pressing issues, and tackle social problems, including drug problems.
They can also help people overcome personal trauma and con ict.
This work deserves better support from the State, and institutions, in
terms of providing the necessary funding support and the employment
of community workers and community care personnel. They have a
particularly important role to play in responding to, preventing and
treating drug problems, especially where these are experienced in
clustered patterns.
Universities and other learning bodies, can also play a role through
mentoring and quali cation opportunities, making the preparation and
training of community workers more mainstream in social work and
several other disciplines. With adequate supports, community can take
on creative, innovative meanings, with greater attention to local
services than those at higher levels. Community has its limitations but
with a focus on social solidarity and community participation,
particularly at times of crisis — both immediate and perennial — it can
support better public health, better housing, more equality and help to
reduce and mitigate drugs and other societal problems.
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